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			From the maelstrom of a sundered world, the Eight Realms were born. The formless and the divine exploded into life.

			Strange, new worlds appeared in the firmament, each one gilded with spirits, gods and men. Noblest of the gods was Sigmar. For years beyond reckoning he illuminated the realms, wreathed in light and majesty as he carved out his reign. His strength was the power of thunder. His wisdom was infinite. Mortal and immortal alike kneeled before his lofty throne. Great empires rose and, for a while, treachery was banished. Sigmar claimed the land and sky as his own and ruled over a glorious age of myth.

			But cruelty is tenacious. As had been foreseen, the great alliance of gods and men tore itself apart. Myth and legend crumbled into Chaos. Darkness flooded the realms. Torture, slavery and fear replaced the glory that came before. Sigmar turned his back on the mortal kingdoms, disgusted by their fate. He fixed his gaze instead on the remains of the world he had lost long ago, brooding over its charred core, searching endlessly for a sign of hope. And then, in the dark heat of his rage, he caught a glimpse of something magnificent. He pictured a weapon born of the heavens. A beacon powerful enough to pierce the endless night. An army hewn from everything he had lost. 

			Sigmar set his artisans to work and for long ages they toiled, striving to harness the power of the stars. As Sigmar’s great work neared completion, he turned back to the realms and saw that the dominion of Chaos was almost complete. The hour for vengeance had come. Finally, with lightning blazing across his brow, he stepped forth to unleash his creations.

			The Age of Sigmar had begun.

		

	
		
			THE MOUNTAIN’S CALL
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			I – ARRIVALS

			Beneath the light of the savage moon, the hunter stalked her prey.

			She had tracked it for weeks, venturing far from the lands of her people. She had crossed the barren plains that surrounded their encampment, coming at last to the rocky peaks that had, for as long as she could remember, marked the edge of their territory. It was not the first time she had ventured beyond, but she had never done so alone before. 

			Picking her way through the mountains, by far the tallest things she had ever seen up close, she wondered all the time at how anything in this world could grow so high. After days in which she thought they would go on forever, she had finally reached their end. The land before her was familiar, as though from a dream, though she had never been exactly here before. Her journey through the mountains, following the beast’s perplexing trail, had taken her on a different route from any she had travelled previously.  

			The trail was still clear, and she followed it down from the lofty peaks into a deep valley where great cliffs towered on either side. Down there, beneath the moonlight, she found the ruins.

			She had heard stories from the elders, of great shining cities built of stone, but she had never thought to see such a thing with her own eyes. It didn’t matter that this place had long since been shattered and broken, the buildings little more than shells of their former selves, once-white stone discoloured by age and overgrown with trailing vines in colours beyond imagining. It was still the most glorious thing she had ever seen.

			She picked her way through rubble-strewn streets, wondering who had lived here, and how they had died. What long-ago cataclysm had brought this wondrous place to its knees? The settlement was immense, larger by orders of magnitude than the village of tents she had called home. She could scarcely imagine how many people had occupied this place, or how they had lived. 

			One structure remained towering above all the rest, visible above the shattered ruins. It was a building of mostly intact stone, with a staircase winding around it that led up to the summit. There sat a stone archway. As she came closer to it, and the moon rose higher over the valley, she made out more details. The stone was inlaid with huge reliefs of shining gold, depicting long-ago battles. Her breath caught in her throat as she recognised the Hammer-Bearer of her tribe’s myths depicted on them. 

			‘Sigmar…’ she whispered. In the most ancient tales of her people, he was the hero who had come to them many lifetimes ago and delivered them from slavery. He promised them freedom for as long as they worshipped him, and they readily agreed. At the heart of their tent-village was an idol of him, hammer held high. Yet the hunter had never believed in the stories. Until now. She made the sign of the hammer against her chest, one arm held vertically, with the other horizontal above it, and gazed at the reliefs, shimmering in the moonlight. 

			They told a story, she thought. At the archway’s bottom-left was the Hammer-Bearer flying through the skies, haloed by stars. Next came an image of a great winged serpent, Sigmar upon its back. More followed which she couldn’t decipher, of the god joined by more figures. At the summit was an image of Sigmar beneath a silver star, his allies by his side – a skull-faced giant, a savage warrior, a creature of shadow, and more. Together, they fought great beasts and terrible foes, but in each image the number of warriors by the Hammer-Bearer’s side grew smaller, until the last relief showed Sigmar standing alone once more, locking a door.

			She wondered what it meant. She supposed she would never know.

			She looked more closely at the cyclopean structure. It was awe-inspiring, clearly a monument to the Hammer-Bearer, designed to be worshipped and gazed upon by the city’s populace. Yet she felt on some deep level that it had another purpose as well, one which was important. She stepped towards it, and put out a hand to touch the smooth stone of the archway.

			She was a hair’s breadth away when the space between the arch began to glow.

			She leapt back, scrambling behind a large stone, and watched as the light spread to encompass the entire archway, flaring out before concentrating in the centre of the opening as a single, almost blinding point. She squinted at it as it spiralled into a gateway that hung in mid-air. On the other side she saw blue skies and shining towers, then a figure stepped through and onto the earth in front of the archway.

			The figure was human in shape, but taller and more slender than any member of the hunter’s tribe. She wore flowing white robes and a high, conical helmet in a silver that seemed to gather and reflect the moonlight. In one hand the figure carried an ornate bow with a trio of strings, each longer than the hunter was tall, if she judged correctly. She also glowed, as though moonlight itself shone beneath her flesh.

			The new arrival looked around sharply, and the hunter shrank down behind the rock to avoid being seen. Apparently satisfied she was alone, the archer spoke loudly in a language that the hunter didn’t recognise, but which sounded more like music to her ears. After a moment, another figure stepped through the tear in the world, followed swiftly by two more. 

			All of them were tall and thin, and swathed in robes. One was another woman in the blue of a twilight sky. Her auburn hair was in a ponytail held high from her head, and she carried the largest sword the hunter had ever seen as if it weighed no more than a wooden practice blade. A large banner hung from her back, fluttering gently in the night breeze along with her hair.

			She was followed by a man whose white robes were covered by a cloak. His tall helm hid his face, and was topped with a silver bull’s head, blue ribbons hanging from the horns and catching on the breeze. In gauntleted hands, he clutched a long-hafted hammer, its two round heads crackling with energy.

			The last figure wore pale blue trousers with cream robes over them, surmounted by a large cowl. He carried a staff in one hand, topped with a crescent moon. Large metal rings fell from it, jingling gently. His other arm was outstretched, and on it perched what looked to the hunter like a large owl. The bird hooted softly, and its owner said something to it. It hooted again and launched itself upwards. The hunter followed it as it sped away across the valley. 

			It was only now that she noticed what set this final arrival apart from the others. Where they had stepped through the breach and walked on the earth, this figure had floated through, and now hovered inches above the ground. 

			‘A sorcerer!’ the hunter exclaimed, and the figures froze. As one, they turned towards her hiding place. 

			‘Begone, fey horrors!’ the human screamed, drawing a dagger. ‘You shall not have my soul!’

			‘Be calm, friend,’ Myari said in the closest he knew to the human’s native tongue. ‘Your soul is your own. We are no Deepkin, harvesting the realms to give souls to our half-born. We come to try to help your realm – to help us all.’

			‘You are aelves, are you not? Tricksters and monsters, so the old tales tell us.’

			‘You would do well not to believe old tales, human,’ Bahannar said, his speech thick as he worked his tongue around the unfamiliar syllables. ‘Not all of them, anyway.’

			Myari threw him a harsh glance before returning his gaze to the human. He dismissed the winds with a thought and allowed his feet to touch the ground. Striding forward, he gently put a hand over the dagger and guided it down.

			‘We do not intend to hurt you. In fact, I would appreciate your help.’

			The human looked at him, tears in the corners of her eyes.

			‘I know this must be strange and frightening,’ Myari said, his voice soothing. ‘We have come from a distant land, and need your aid to find what we seek.’

			The human let the dagger fall from her hands. ‘You are fey folk, able to step between worlds. How can I possibly aid you?’

			‘You know the area?’

			She looked up at him. ‘Well enough. My village is… was distant, but we ranged far, hunting and charting the lands around.’

			‘What drew you here at this time?’ Senaela asked from behind Myari. 

			‘A beast. It brought death to my tribe, and I swore to hunt it and bring its end.’

			‘What manner of beast?’

			‘A creature, the like of which I have never before seen. It has many long limbs, each ending in a razor-sharp talon. It is fast, deathly so, and it felled many warriors. And many innocent souls.’

			Myari looked into the human’s eyes and saw the pain of loss. He dismissed it. It wasn’t relevant to the mission at hand.

			‘How did you follow this beast?’ he asked.

			The human frowned. ‘It left a trail, of sorts. It was only visible in the moonlight – a silvery remnant.’

			Myari looked back at Senaela. ‘Moonlight. It appears you were correct, sentinel. The archmage was bringing us aid.’ He returned his attention to the human. ‘Did you slay your quarry?’

			‘No. I followed its trail to the edges of this valley. I have not seen it since.’

			Myari nodded, and whistled. After a long moment, Hestia swooped down and took her perch on the mage’s arm. He whispered to the owl, and it hooted before taking flight once more.

			‘You speak to birds?’ the human asked, awe in her voice.

			‘Only to Hestia,’ Myari said. ‘Her soul is bound to mine. She and I are one, in many ways. And she has many useful skills. I have asked her to find this beast you seek. I would help you to enact your vengeance upon it. And once that is done, I would ask your aid.’

			‘It would be my honour,’ the human said, her cheeks colouring.

			The mage bowed his head in acknowledgement. ‘My name is Myari,’ he said. ‘Now, meet my Purifiers.’

			Bahannar watched the exchange between Myari and the human girl with little interest. The ways of wizards were not his ways. As much as he respected the Stonemages of the Alarith and their connection to the mountains of Hysh, he preferred to focus upon his own communion with the peaks. As a Stoneguard, he was used to silent vigil, to standing sentinel. And he would do so until ordered otherwise by Myari. 

			He closed his eyes and thought of the mountains of Ymetrica. 

			‘Bahannar.’

			Myari’s voice shook him from his reverie, and he opened his eyes. The mage gestured, and Bahannar joined him and the other Purifiers. 

			‘Why are we wasting time on the human?’ Ailenn asked. ‘We should seek the mountain and be about our business.’

			‘It will take but a brief time, Ailenn,’ Myari said. ‘We are here, as is the human. This is not coincidence.’

			‘The lord Teclis lights our path,’ Senaela said. ‘He provided the human the reason and the means to be here to open the way for us.’

			‘You take this on faith,’ Bahannar said. ‘There is no evidence, only coincidence.’

			‘Faith is enough,’ Senaela said, and Bahannar grunted, unconvinced.

			‘Where shall we find this beast, then?’ he asked.

			‘Hestia is seeking it from above. You three search this shattered city for any sign of the trail the human mentioned.’

			Bahannar nodded and made for the stairway. Ailenn and Senaela followed. He felt uneasy about leaving Myari alone at the building’s summit with just the human. There was no knowing if the savage could be trusted, no matter how much faith Senaela had in Teclis’ great design. 

			‘One of us should stay with Myari,’ he remarked as they traversed the wide staircase.

			‘He is in no danger,’ Senaela replied.

			‘He’s as capable of defending himself as any of us,’ Ailenn said. ‘And the human looked no threat.’

			They were silent for a time as their path wound down. The stairway was not steep, and the journey was easy. Before long, they were on the ground, walking down a wide roadway that wound between the shattered hulks of buildings.

			‘What was this place?’ the Auralan Sentinel asked.

			‘A city of men, long ago when the pantheon of Sigmar ruled the realms,’ Bahannar replied.

			‘That much I assumed, Stoneguard. Has it a name?’

			‘I’m sure it once did. What need does it have of one now that it is ruins, and those who lived here haunt the Shyishan underworlds, or serve in the Great Necromancer’s armies?’

			Senaela laughed, the sound hollow and mirthless. ‘You make a compelling argument, Bahannar.’

			‘Corolis,’ said Ailenn quietly. ‘The city was called Corolis. It was ancient when our people were first founding the nine Great Nations. Men, duardin, ogors, orruks, even some aelves lived here. It was a city of learning, of culture, of peace.’

			‘A city of culture in the Realm of Beasts? That seems unlikely, Ailenn.’ Senaela’s voice dripped with contempt. 

			‘As there are shadows in the Ten Paradises and light in Ulgu, as there is life in Shyish and death in Ghyran, so was there nobility and culture in Ghur once,’ Bahannar said. ‘Balance. Always balance.’

			‘Until Chaos came,’ Ailenn replied.

			‘Aye. Balance lies at the heart of Order. Chaos is its antithesis.’

			‘And where does the primal force of this realm lie in that equation, Stoneguard?’

			Bahannar shrugged. ‘Destruction is what happens when the balance is off. Death is likewise. Both forces are necessary. Only Chaos comes from outside that.’

			‘Yet we are here to prevent Destruction from growing too strong? At a time when Death threatens to overwhelm all?’

			‘We are here to discover why a mountain haunts our dreams. Myari’s… theories on what it portends are just that. We will find what we find.’

			They lapsed into silence once more as the path reached the valley floor and they walked among the ruins of the once-great city. They had been parted from Myari for an hour, Bahannar reckoned. The moon was at its zenith and the ruins basked in its glow, yet there was no sign of the trail the human had described, nor of the beast that left it. 

			‘This is a fool’s errand,’ Ailenn muttered. ‘We could wander here for a human’s lifetime and not find what we seek. We have no way of knowing if it’s even in this vale. It may have led the human here under whatever influence gripped it, and fled when that lifted.’

			‘I don’t think so,’ Senaela said. ‘I’ve hunted many beasts in the Hyshian wilds. Those that would kill an entire village won’t turn and flee when there is easier prey available.’

			‘You assume it wasn’t already under the archmage’s command when it killed the humans?’

			Senaela stopped and looked at Ailenn. ‘I have faith that if Teclis did use this beast, he did so after it attacked the humans. He taught us to find balance with the world around us. Not to disrupt it with needless murder.’

			Ailenn was silent, but Bahannar didn’t think the blademaster was convinced. 

			‘Senaela, in your experience, would such a creature be lurking within these ruins, awaiting a chance to strike?’

			The sentinel pondered this before answering. ‘It may be that ­cunning, yes. Though I feel that it may be bolder than that. That it might actively seek its prey and fall upon them…’ Her words trailed off and she looked back up to the hilltop where the Realmgate sat. Where Myari waited, with the human. The creature’s prey. 

			Bahannar followed her gaze. ‘The hilltop,’ he growled. ‘We have to get back up there.’

			The trio of aelves turned and began to run.

			The beast’s attack was sudden.

			‘Behind you!’ the hunter shouted, her tone filled with horror.

			Myari turned and raised his staff in one fluid motion, only just in time to deflect a bladed limb that shone dully in the moonlight. Its owner reared back, and the aelf got a good look at it. It had eight limbs, each easily twice as long as Ailenn’s greatblade and tapering to an equally sharp point. They appeared to be metallic in nature towards their ends, the blades blending into reptilian flesh as they neared the squat, rounded body. The creature reared up on its hindmost limbs and looked down at Myari. Countless beady black eyes crowned a maw lined with rows of needle-sharp teeth, a single long, hideously pink tongue slithering from between its fangs.

			‘Sigmar preserve me, that’s the beast,’ the human said, a mixture of terror and loathing in her tone.

			‘Use your bow,’ Myari ordered, parrying a scything blow from one of the blade-limbs. ‘I’ll hold it off. Try to get a shot into its face or stomach.’

			The human didn’t reply, but readied her weapon instead. With a fierce hoot, Hestia swept in and threw herself at the creature, which batted her away with one deft stroke of a limb. The owl fell to the ground, and Myari cursed.

			The beast pressed forward, limbs flashing, and the rings on Myari’s staff jangled as he parried attack after attack. Each one pushed him back, and he was aware that before too long he would reach the edge of the hilltop. From the corner of his eye he saw the human, bow at the ready, in a crouch, looking for a shot. He deflected another blow and struck back, forcing the creature to momentarily rear up again. The human saw her opportunity and fired, reaching for another arrow even before the first hit home. Her aim was off, and the arrow hit one of the creature’s shoulders, deflecting from the reptilian hide.

			Another arrow followed, but now the hunter had drawn the beast’s ire, and it caught the shot on one limb-blade. It howled and turned towards the human, lashing out wildly with its hindlimbs to drive Myari back. One caught the aelf on the shoulder, spinning him around and knocking him to the ground. For a moment, the beast hesitated, torn between the desire to tear into the flesh of its fallen prey, and the need to defend itself.

			This gave the human time to fire one more arrow, which found its home in the creature’s stomach. It screeched, dilemma solved as it charged the prey who dared to hurt it. The human desperately tried to parry a blow with her bow, which broke under the beast’s assault. She fell back with a cry. 

			Pulling himself to his feet, Myari opened his senses up to the elements around him. He whipped up a wind that battered the beast, pushing it back just enough to stop its next blow from bisecting the human. Gesturing to her to get behind him, he reached into the earth and pulled a great shaft of it up from the ground, striking the monster in its underbelly. It squealed and fell back. Myari saw that the attack had pushed the human’s arrow further into its stomach.

			As the hunter scrambled behind him, he reached out again and created an earthen barrier between the beast and the two of them.

			‘You move the very earth!’ the human exclaimed, but Myari couldn’t muster the attention to answer. He was trying to determine the nature of their foe. It reminded him in part of the mighty arachnarok spiders that the grot tribes of the forests harnessed as beasts of burden, but if it had once been a relation of those, it had been changed. Perhaps Chaos had touched it, or perhaps life in the savage lands of Ghur had mutated it. Maybe it was one of a pack of such monsters that roamed these wild places, or maybe it was one of a kind. 

			Regardless, it would die. The creature was already hacking at the barrier, which was coming apart piece by piece. In moments, it was before them once again. Myari stood at guard, staff ready to block the next attack, and beside him the human had her dagger drawn, for all the good it would do. 

			The beast rose up to strike once more, and a small shape hurtled past Myari and into its face. ‘Hestia!’ he shouted as the owl raked at the creature’s many eyes with her sharp talons before flying out of the way. Quickly, as the monstrous spider-thing screeched in pain, Myari reached into the earth again and drew forth great boulders. Channelling the winds, he sent them hurtling towards it. It tried to block them, but one limb bent under the force of the assault, and another strike sent it hurtling back towards the Realmgate. It wasn’t nearly enough to kill it, but it was a reprieve.

			The reprieve was enough. 

			The rest of the Purifiers crested the hill just as the creature recovered and prepared to attack again. Senaela fired a volley of arrows that kept it off-balance as it struggled to deflect them. That allowed Ailenn the time to close with the beast and strike it with a quicksilver flurry of blows. It was cradling its wounded limb protectively, and that put it at a disadvantage. The blademaster’s sword struck home, and severed a limb. Seeing it fall in a spray of thick, black blood, the girl darted forward and grabbed the limb, wielding it like a sword. Bahannar’s slow, measured tread had brought him into the fray now, and where his great hammer fell, bladed limbs were crushed. 

			Between them, the aelves and the human brought the creature low. The human was given the killing blow. Though any of the Lumineth could have claimed it, Myari considered that if this creature had killed the human’s village, she deserved to end it. And by letting her do so, the aelves would have given her something that they could use to claim her service in finding the way to Beastgrave. By then, the beast was little more than a lump of reptilian flesh, screaming its pain into the night, its limbs scattered around it and blood gouting from its wounds.

			She didn’t tarry over the death. She didn’t let it suffer, though Myari would not have blamed her if she had chosen to, given the suffering it had caused her. A single thrust with one of its own blades, through an eye into whatever passed for its brain, ended its life.

			They were silent for a long time after that. The aelves cleaned their weapons and prepared a camp for what remained of the night. Provisions and rest were in order. The human sat next to the corpse, reciting something under her breath. When she finished, she came to Myari.

			‘The names of those it killed,’ she said, answering the unasked question. 

			Myari said nothing. Hestia hopped from his shoulder to hers and nuzzled her cheek in sympathy.

			‘Thank you,’ the human said at last. ‘Thank you all. Now, what would you have me do in return?’

			‘We need your local knowledge to help us find our goal.’

			‘What is it you seek?’

			‘A mountain. A great mountain where something dangerous slumbers. Something that is awakening. Something we are sworn to send back to its rest. I think you can help us to do so.’

			‘Does it have a name?’ she asked.

			Myari nodded.

			‘It is called Beastgrave.’

		

	
		
			 


			 


			II – RIVALS

			Vasillac pulled his spear from the twitching corpse of a beastman and swung it in a low arc. The strike knocked back an ungor that was trying to sneak up behind him, and he followed it up with a perfectly timed blow that pierced the inhuman creature’s throat. He pushed the spear in deeper and twisted, relishing the beastman’s high-pitched squeals of agony as the barbs tore its neck apart. With a final vicious twist, he snapped his opponent’s neck and ripped the spear free in a welter of gore.

			‘Too easy,’ he complained, looking around at the corpses of the bray-shaman Gnasrakh and his so-called despoilers. Such a disappointment they had proven, especially for ones marked by the Dark Gods. ‘Too fast. We need some foes who can actually give us a challenge, Glissete.’ 

			‘There are no such souls in this benighted place, Vasillac.’ The dancer-killer laughed, licking dark blood from the blade of her long-hafted halberd. ‘Just weaklings and fools, whose pain and passing the mountain barely notices.’

			‘It might notice if you left them to suffer for longer,’ said Hadzu, pouting. ‘That little one with the bow was mere moments away from succumbing to my arrows and giving in to its every desire. I for one would rather like to know what would fulfil such a twisted monster’s most heartfelt wishes.’

			‘Ungor runts not worth the effort,’ snarled Slakeslash. The slaangor bled freely from a number of wounds inflicted by two of the enemy he had single-handedly defeated. 

			‘Well, there are none more twisted than you, so I’ll take your word for it,’ said Hadzu contemptuously. He eyed the slaangor’s wounds, distaste etched on his features. ‘I would say that you do a disservice to your god-given purity by letting these lesser creatures mark you, but there’s nothing pure about you, is there, monster?’

			Slakeslash stepped forward and raised his claw. ‘I am what Slaanesh makes me. Maybe I see what you made of?’

			‘Just try,’ Hadzu said, pulling an arrow from his quiver and raising his bow. ‘You’ll be dead before you–’

			Hadzu’s words were cut off by a howl of pain. 

			‘Do shut up,’ hissed Glissete. ‘Your posturing is such a bore.’ She pulled her blade from Hadzu’s shoulder and the man fell to his knees, cursing.

			Vasillac stepped forward and lifted Hadzu to his feet. He turned to leave, then turned back, scooping up a handful of dirt from the floor. Roughly, he rubbed it into the wound on Hadzu’s shoulder. 

			‘Let that remind you of this moment, Hadzu. Let it torture you. Leave the beasts. We go.’

			Hadzu and Glissete had little in common besides their shared devotion to causing pain in the name of Slaanesh, and their fervent belief that killing foes without being kissed by their blades was the only way to fight. Vasillac had no such qualms. He wore every scar as a badge of honour, and he had many, for he had served the God of Excess for many years, through many battles. His goal had always been simple – to honour his absent master through bloodshed and pain, and his pain was as good as any other.

			That was until he had come to Beastgrave.

			Long had he heard of the place, as he fought his way across the Mortal Realms. A land of savagery, of conflict, of death. Those who fell here were consumed, so it was said, feeding the mountain with more than just their life’s blood. But then the stories changed. Death, it was whispered, was no longer the end within Beastgrave. A curse had fallen upon it, and those who fell were no longer taken as sustenance. Instead they came back, returning to life after even the most grievous of injuries. No matter the wound that brought them low, they would rise once more, and keep fighting, trapped within the twisting tunnels of the mountain for all time. 

			Never-ending torment. The most delicious of all fates for a sensation-seeker.

			Hadzu would be tortured indeed by his new scar, but even more so by the memories of his death. The exquisite perfection of pain, of the growing cold as death claimed him, of the last beat of his heart and the feel of choking on his own blood. It would never leave him. It would fuel him to ever-greater feats, desperate to recapture some fraction of what he had felt. He would die again and again, eager to once more taste every part of it. Vasillac knew this, for he had experienced it. He experienced it still. It quickened his heart simply to think of the many ways in which he had met his end, and the countless others that no doubt awaited him. 

			This place was perfect for him. But still he wanted more.

			The way to Beastgrave was long, and without the human to guide them it would have been longer still, for whenever Myari reached out to find the mountain with magic, he was struck by great pain, as though it demanded to be left alone. Bereft of this guidance, they would have ranged in a random direction, hoping to see the peak – but mountains were many in these parts. Finding the human had been fortunate indeed. 

			She led them up from the valley to cross great wastelands dotted with copses of amber trees and patches of knotweed that the hunter counselled them to avoid, lest they be caught within its grasp and devoured – for even the flora of Ghur was bestial and deadly. The mountain had come into view long before they reached it. Myari knew without having to ask that it was the mountain. It was exactly as he had experienced it in his dreams, right down to the rising sun silhouetting the craggy peaks, turning it into a dark vision of blood-tinged skies. 

			It was one dream in particular that had convinced him there was more to the appearance of the mountain than mere symbolism.

			It had begun with skies of angry red, heavy with dark clouds. The mountain’s highest peak appeared, and grew larger and larger until it sliced through the clouds like an assassin’s dagger. Each one exploded into a shower of blood. Myari watched the rain fall from a vantage point high above the Ten Paradises of Hysh. He watched with horror as the Realm of Light fell into blood-soaked darkness. The blood pooled and shifted to form an enormous bestial face that opened its colossal fanged jaws and roared. As it did, it vomited even more gore that drowned all of the Hysh realmsphere. Myari’s view expanded, moving beyond Hysh, out into the primal void, where he watched all the realms be consumed.

			Myari had awoken drenched in sweat and convinced that the mountain was at the heart of an impending catastrophe. He had spent many months in the great libraries of Ymetrica and sought the aid of some of the most eminent scholars of the Lumineth, determined to discover what the mountain was, and where it could be found.

			And now he was here.

			Crossing the plains took weeks. Myari shrouded them with glamours to shield them from roving bands of vicious marauders and hungry beasts, though some saw through the magic, unaffected by it or possessing senses honed by a life evading predators. Those they had to fight, and in each battle Myari felt that he learned a little more about this brutal land. The closer they came to the mountain, the more savage the creatures they encountered, which served only to increase the mage’s fears about what awaited them within Beastgrave. 

			In due course they found themselves at the mountain’s foot. With sharp eyes and sharper wits, they located an entrance, and climbed to it, the agile aelves aiding the human, when she allowed them to. She was fierce and bold and more than once tried to leap to a point too far for her, saved from being dashed against rocks by the fast aelven reflexes of one of the Purifiers. 

			Ailenn argued that the human was slowing them, that they should abandon her and continue their journey unhindered by the inferior warrior. Senaela passionately argued that Teclis had brought the human to them, that her path aligned with their own, and that it must remain so until the fates decreed otherwise. Bahannar kept his own counsel. Myari, aware that Senaela had seen the human in her own dreams, ruled that the human stayed, though he was not convinced by the ­sentinel’s arguments that the archmage was involved. To Ailenn, Myari made it clear that if the Mind’s Edge truly wished to learn the deeper secrets of elemental magic, she would fall in line and defend their guest as if she were one of their own.

			Before beginning the long descent into the mountain’s heart, Myari took a long look out across the plains of Ghur, enjoying the light for what might well be the last time. The human joined him, and Myari quietly studied her.

			‘Are you sure that you wish to enter the mountain with us?’ he asked. ‘The way will be perilous, and if we must choose between your safety and our mission, that is no choice.’

			The human was silent for a long moment before answering.

			‘I have no home remaining. No people. Nothing to live for, or to fight for. What then, if not your cause?’

			‘My cause…’ Myari said. ‘In truth, I’m not entirely sure what my cause is. I am here because I had dreams. Dreams of destruction, of the realms drowning in blood. I think… I feel that this mountain is the cause. That something here, something ancient, is awakening and will bring devastation down on us all. I believe that the dreams mean that I can do something about that. I want to try. I have to try.’

			‘I will aid you in any way that I can, Myari.’

			‘Then let us enter the mountain.’

			With one last look at the light of Ghur’s moons, they turned and began their descent.

			The tunnels were many and extensive. Before very long, the Purifiers were lost. They picked their way through the twisting passageways slowly, committing their turns to memory and carefully choosing which way to go each time they came to a turning point. At several junctures, they came to much larger chambers roughly hewn from the rock. Some were littered with the remnants of battle – abandoned weapons, rusted armour and mouldering bones. 

			Not all of the bones belonged to humanoid warriors. In one immense cavern, they found the semi-fossilised remains of a great beast of a kind Myari had never imagined could exist. Its skeleton was so huge that the aelves could walk between its ribs. Senaela jumped lithely up its spine to where a skull with an elongated jaw and teeth the size of a human was slumped against a rockface.

			‘What must this creature have been like when it was alive?’ she asked, awe in her voice.

			‘Horrifying,’ said the human quietly. Myari thought she was talking to herself, perhaps unaware that the aelves’ hearing was superior to her own. He didn’t comment.

			‘There is an exit up here,’ Senaela called down. The Purifiers climbed the massive beast, and as he scaled bones larger than himself, Myari understood both Senaela’s and the human’s perspectives. 

			Leaving the ancient corpse behind, they continued on.

			‘Are we just wandering this place until we stumble across something?’ Ailenn cursed, looking at a narrow gap between damp rocks. Something small and insectile skittered away as she passed by it. 

			Myari looked at the gap and placed his hand on the rock. He closed his eyes and reached out with his mind, entreating the mountain to open the way and allow them passage. He wrestled with its immense consciousness for long moments. It was terrifying, immeasurably ancient and angry, but it was still slumbering, and he whispered to it, convincing it to let them continue. He pulled back into his body to hear rocks grinding upon one another as the gap widened enough to allow them passage. It took more than a minute for the echoes of the tortured stone to fade from hearing. All was silent, save for the soft sound of water dripping somewhere around them.

			Then came a screech. And another. And a dozen more.

			The noises came from behind them. Myari turned back for a moment, then gestured to his comrades. 

			‘Hurry. Move on. Something stirs behind us.’

			‘Looks like we’re no longer waiting to stumble across something, Ailenn,’ Senaela muttered.

			‘Senaela, to the rear,’ Myari ordered. ‘Be ready.’

			The Auralan Sentinel nodded and fell back. 

			‘Bahannar, the human is in your charge.’

			Bahannar snorted in contempt. Myari ignored him.

			‘Forward then, Purifiers.’

			The small group moved with speed through the tunnels, choosing their route with no hesitation, seeking only to stay ahead of whatever hunted them through the cramped passageways and cavernous chambers of Beastgrave. They were not swift enough. Myari could hear the screeching coming closer with every moment, and before long it was joined by the beating of many leathery wings. Myari and Ailenn exchanged looks and the mage called a halt to the advance in a wider tunnel, where they would have room to manoeuvre without endangering one another.

			‘We’re not going to outrun them,’ he said grimly. ‘We stand and fight.’

			Ailenn hefted her blade and Bahannar gripped his hammer with one hand, roughly pushing the human behind him with the other. Senaela crouched, ready to fire.

			For more than a minute they waited, the only sounds the rapidly approaching enemies. Then they were upon them. They were bats, huge and bloated, with an immense wingspan. Sharp fangs jutted from mouths below small, evil eyes, and sharper claws waited on the ends of short legs, accompanied by razor-edged wingtips. There were dozens of them.

			The first three went down to pinpoint shots from Senaela. Each of her sunmetal-tipped arrows immolated one of the foul creatures, and their screeches turned to screams as they burned from the inside out, charred remains falling from the air to join the debris littering the tunnel.

			From behind Bahannar, the human hunter added arrows. Though her first shots missed their marks, the press of foul-smelling bodies quickly became such that any arrow would find purchase, piercing the membranes of wings or tearing holes in fat, furry bodies.

			There were too many for the archers to deal with, and in moments, the bats reached them. Senaela fell back, continuing to fire arrow after arrow as she retreated. Ailenn stepped forward to take her place, and as her blade flashed in the dim light of the phosphorescent ­fungus that grew in the damp, uneven walls, more of the bats fell from the air. It made little difference, and she was soon ­surrounded by the creatures. 

			Myari cursed and focused on the air currents that flowed fitfully through the mountain tunnels. He found rousing the air to fury easier than he had feared, aided, he realised, by the disturbances caused by their enemies’ beating wings. He wove the currents into a single blast of wind that he pushed towards the bats, driving them back. Ailenn was unaffected. 

			‘Purifiers, fall back,’ he shouted, and the group began to slowly move away from the momentarily disoriented beasts. The bats soon regrouped and followed, and the orderly retreat turned into a rout. The aelves ran, Bahannar grabbing the human by the waist and carry­ing her along. The bats gave chase, and only hastily fired sunmetal arrows and Ailenn’s sword stopped the Purifiers from being utterly overwhelmed.

			Soon enough, the tunnel they ran along came into another, larger chamber. The first thing Myari noticed was the high walls, strung with crude lanterns that were lit with black candles. The second thing was the throne that sat against one wall, made from piled rocks. Behind it hung a ragged banner that displayed something that looked for all the realms like a grotesque parody of a knight’s heraldry. Where a noble warrior would display sigils of their family or beasts they had slain on fields of bright colours, this was made from what could only be the remains of poor unfortunates, organs and bones alike, against a field of dried blood that shone hideously in the light of the lanterns. Myari was sure that if he examined the banner closely, he would find it was made from flesh. He had no intention of doing so.

			The third thing he noticed was that the aelves were not alone.

			A number of hunched figures crouched in the filth and gore that covered the chamber’s floor. They looked broadly human, thin bodies clad in the remains of clothing. Their hair was lank and greasy, their limbs smeared with viscera and other, fouler substances. In their hands they clutched crude weapons – jagged blades, wooden clubs and even long, sturdy bones. And they were waiting. 

			These new foes leapt to the attack. Myari was immediately thrust into battle, parrying blows from makeshift weapons with his staff. The Purifiers drew together into a tight knot, facing the bats from the rear and the newcomers from the front.

			Up close, Myari saw that while they – or perhaps their forebears – may have been human once, that was no longer the case. They were feral, their eyes shining with madness and bloodlust. Their teeth were cracked and broken, and more closely resembled the fangs of a predator. 

			The flesh-eaters closed in and Myari’s world became one of deflecting flashing blades, avoiding filth-encrusted claws and striking back with the butt of his staff when an opening arose. He fought back-to-back with his fellow Purifiers, dodging, weaving and ducking around one another, instinctively defending each other from blows that could have brought them low. It was exhilarating and exhausting in equal measure. The human moved between them, striking out with her dagger at any target of opportunity, but failing to cause much damage. Hestia perched on Myari’s shoulder, occasionally launching herself upwards to strike at a bat before retreating out of the way of their claws and back to the relative safety of her master.

			‘This isn’t working,’ grumbled Bahannar as he swung his hammer in controlled arcs. The ghouls danced out of the way of the blows, before diving back in to try and rake the Stoneguard’s armour with their claws. On the other side of the circle, Ailenn’s longsword reaped a fearsome tally of the fur-bodied bats, but still more kept coming, a seemingly endless tide of the foul creatures.

			‘Break up, draw them to different points in the chamber. If we stay bottled in like this, they have the advantage,’ Myari commanded. Senaela was the first to take the opportunity, battering a ghoul in the stomach with her bow. The sentinel nimbly leapt atop the grotesque armour on the flesh-eater’s back, made from a spine and ribcage. From there, she jumped across the chamber, nocking an arrow and firing it into another ghoul’s arm as he raised it to strike Ailenn with a sharpened femur.

			The swordmaster turned and sliced the long-haired creature across the belly, spilling its guts onto the floor. The scent of the spilled viscera momentarily distracted its fellows, and the aelves took the opportunity to spread out, the human following Bahannar. 

			A ghoul wielding an oversized thigh bone as a club followed Myari, raining wild, wide blows down on the mage. He parried each one, keeping his staff steady with both hands as each powerful attack forced him back.

			Another larger ghoul appeared, towering over Myari’s attacker, and roughly pushed the bone-carrier to one side. The new arrival screamed through broken teeth and bloody drool that stained his long grey beard.

			The ghoul began to circle Myari, watching him carefully. The mage did likewise, staff held low in one hand, the other ready to incant a quick spell of protection should the beast attack. Hestia hooted nervously and the ghoul screeched.

			He was tall and rangy, a ridge of grey hair tufting from his hunched back. He wore spikes carved from bone on both shoulders, and various rings and bones were pushed through his grotesque green-grey flesh. In one hand he carried an enormous axe, its blade pitted and scored, but clearly capable of taking Myari’s head from his shoulders should he allow the beast to land a blow.

			The ghoul pounded his chest with his free hand, animalistic noises issuing from his throat that may have passed for speech, or simply vented his madness to the world. 

			Myari struck out with his staff in a straight blow, aiming for the ghoul’s chest. The debased monster dodged aside and swung his axe in a heavy arc that was easy to avoid. With surprising dexterity, he brought it round and swung again. Myari collided with the wall of the chamber as he dodged, and hurriedly raised his staff to parry another blow. 

			With his free hand, Myari made an arcane gesture, and he muttered a few words of elemental invigoration, focusing on the rock wall behind him. With an almighty cracking sound, a large chunk of stone came free and hurled itself at the ghoul, smashing into his leg. Myari was sure he heard bone breaking, and the ghoul fell to one knee. He was about to swing his staff to behead the beast with the razored edges of the head, but before he could, a spear thrust into the ghoul’s chest from behind.

			The spear was raised, and the vile creature was lifted with it. Gurgling in agony, he slid slowly down the shaft, cruel barbs bursting from the ghoul’s chest as his weight and gravity forced him down over them.

			Carrying the spear was a tall, slender warrior wearing an outlandish combination of leather, furs and a tall mirrored helm topped with a crest of turquoise fur. A mirrored shield carved into the shape of a leering monstrous face, with crooked teeth and too many eyes, was in the warrior’s other hand.

			‘What have we here?’ he said, placing one foot on the ghoul’s twitching body and kicking it from the spear, the barbs causing another shower of gore. The body fell to the ground and was still. ‘An aelf?’ the warrior said. ‘One of the famed Lumineth Realm-lords, if I’m not mistaken. How thrilling. The hubris of your kind will lead you to heights of agony when you discover the nature of this place… if you haven’t already?’

			Myari frowned, and the warrior giggled with glee.

			‘Oh, you haven’t! You’re new here. New playthings for my Dread Pageant. Such a treat! Slaanesh must be favouring me indeed to deliver you here.’

			The name of the Chaos god hit Myari like a wave of pain. Such names had power when spoken aloud, and more so when used by one with power and belief in them. Myari steeled himself and stepped forward.

			‘Fight me then, champion of Chaos,’ he hissed. ‘You’ll die at my hands, and your god certainly won’t be able to protect you.’

			‘Oh, I hardly need such protection, aelf. And you’ll learn soon enough that killing me won’t stop me. Not for long, anyway. And I’m sure we’ll cross blades… well, weapons anyway,’ he said with a disdainful look at Myari’s staff, ‘in time… but that time is not now.’

			Myari leapt forward to attack, but the warrior was too swift, dodging away with the grace of an aelf and slipping out of an exit in the chamber’s wall that Myari was half sure hadn’t been there when they arrived. He followed the Chaos champion, but the passageway beyond was empty.

			He slipped back into the chamber, staff at the ready, and found the battle over. The flesh-eaters were all dead, their bat allies fled into the darkness. Ailenn and Senaela stood over one body. Bahannar was nowhere to be seen.

			‘Myari…’ Senaela called, her voice tight. Myari joined them and looked down at the corpse at their feet. It was the human. Her dagger was still clutched tightly in one hand and her midriff was a mess of torn flesh. Blood pooled around her. Myari closed his eyes and muttered a brief blessing to the human’s spirit, hoping that it found its way to an underworld where she could be alongside her family once more.

			‘It was a beastman, of sorts,’ Senaela said. ‘Something grotesque with an immense claw and vile aspect.’

			‘What happened to Bahannar?’ Myari asked. ‘He was defending…’ He trailed off as he reached for the human’s name and realised that he had never asked it, and she hadn’t offered it. The other aelves waited a moment and then shook their heads.

			‘If he was dead, his corpse would be here,’ Ailenn said, ‘and a Stoneguard would never abandon his charge. That leaves only one possibility.’

			‘That there were more of these new foe, and they took him.’ Myari cursed. ‘We have a new task before us, then. We must find Bahannar.’

		

	
		
			 


			 


			III – REPRISALS

			Vasillac looked up at the bruised and bleeding aelf. 

			The torture had been exquisite. He had slowly and methodically taken his blades and other, more esoteric implements, to every part of his captive’s body. He had inflicted, he knew, more pain than a human would have been able to handle. He had tortured many, and knew their limits. Duardin, orruks, even an ogor had been broken with less effort, had spilled secrets and begged for the release of death after being kissed by only a fraction of the torment the Lumineth had endured. And yet Vasillac still didn’t even know the aelf’s name.

			He was impressed. He couldn’t remember when he had last inflicted such suffering without destroying the recipient. The aelf hadn’t so much as screamed. This was proving to be a very interesting endeavour indeed.

			He surveyed the instruments in front of him. Rows of knives glinted in the torchlight, each with its own features, from serrated edges designed to tear the flesh to barbed hooks that caught on soft sub-dermal tissue and ruined it as the blade was pulled out ever so slowly. Brands in a variety of shapes and sizes offered different ways to burn and mark the aelf’s delicate skin. Blunt instruments that would batter and bruise the flesh and shatter the bones beneath were crude, but often effective. He had used them all, and more, to no avail.

			‘You won’t break him,’ Hadzu said, for what seemed like the hundredth time. 

			The petulant warrior was bored, and had made no secret of it. Vasillac had suggested, none too politely, that he go with Glissete and Slakeslash to round up more captives. The time was approaching, and they needed bodies to use. Hadzu had scoffed that it was beneath his talents, and remained slumped on a stone-carved seat in the chamber’s corner. 

			‘Look at him, he hasn’t even winced.’

			It was true. The aelf’s facial expression had remained stoic throughout the entire experience. No matter the torture inflicted, there hadn’t been so much as a twitch in one cheek. He grabbed the aelf’s chin in one hand and pulled his face up, brushing the long hair away from his subject’s eyes almost tenderly. He gazed into those eyes, and saw nothing. No pain, no torment, no desire for it to end. Just calm blankness, as if the aelf was somewhere else entirely. He let the head drop again, and turned away from the Lumineth. The aelf was bound by his wrists and ankles with thick ropes, each knotted into metal loops. These were firmly nailed into the low, irregular ceiling and the floor of the chamber. It had been roughly hewn from the rock, and its original purpose was lost to time. It was small – just big enough for the prisoner, the torturers and the small table holding the tools of torture. Vasillac looked levelly at Hadzu where he leaned against the wall, arms crossed.

			‘Take over. Perhaps brute force will prevail where finesse has failed.’

			Hadzu grinned. ‘I wondered when you’d ask. I look forward to seeing just how much stress an aelven body can take before it gives up. I want to see what happens when this one dies, and how it feels when it comes back.’

			‘No,’ Vasillac snarled. ‘His life will end in the ritual, alongside all the others. Hurt him, break him, but make sure he lives, or you’ll join the captives.’

			Hadzu rolled his eyes. ‘Of course, of course. Your great work must continue, my lord.’ He said the last in a sardonic tone with a mocking bow. Vasillac turned and strode from the chamber.

			The hunter remembered screaming as she felt the beastman’s claw plunge into her stomach and burst from her back. She vividly recalled the feeling of her spine snapping, of internal organs exploding as they were pierced and squeezed, of blood flowing freely. She remembered looking into the inhuman creature’s eyes and seeing only darkness, and then that darkness spreading and becoming her entire existence for long moments that stretched into infinity. And she remembered, somewhere in the recesses of her mind, hearing something that reminded her of nothing more than the booming laughter of an ancient, monstrous entity.

			The next thing she remembered was waking up. She was on her back on a stone slab, and she felt it all. She curled into a ball and vomited. It was agonising as it flowed up through her throat and ­splattered the slab and floor. More came up, and more again, until she was empty, and dry-retching, each movement agony for the ­muscles in her neck and stomach.

			Her stomach! She reached down and felt not a great ragged hole, but just… her stomach. Her breathing ragged, she tried to calm herself, but panic gripped her. She had no idea what was going on. 

			She pushed herself up, and slowly got down from the bile-slick stone slab. She stood on shaking legs, nearly falling into the pool of her own vomit, and then, clutching the wall, made her way out of the small, dark room and towards the distant light she could see. 

			She wondered if this was the afterlife. She had heard the tales told by the tribal elders of the jealous god of the dead, and the many underworlds he ruled, where the souls of the slain would reside for eternity in an afterlife crafted for them. Was this hers? Dark tunnels and memories of her death?

			She turned a corner and the light grew brighter. She continued to stumble towards it and saw a doorway, through which she could hear voices. She moved on, heedless of any potential danger. She was already dead, after all, what would be the harm?

			She pulled herself through the door and saw Myari, Ailenn and Senaela sitting cross-legged on the floor around a fire, eating and speaking words she couldn’t understand in what she assumed was aelfish. Had they died as well? Why would she share her underworld with creatures of such radiance and light? It made no sense. She tried to speak, but her throat protested and no sound emerged, so she continued forward and entered into the light of the fire. Senaela looked up first, and her expression was almost as terrifying as the memories of death.

			‘In Teclis’ name!’ the aelf exclaimed, leaping to her feet and pulling her bow from beside her on the floor, fitting an arrow to the strings in a blindingly fast motion. She pointed it at the hunter, who reeled back and fell onto the cold stone.

			‘What are you, revenant?’ Ailenn towered over her, blade drawn and pointed down at her throat.

			The hunter tried to speak again, then coughed, though it felt like she were swallowing razors. ‘I… I…’ she managed. Myari stepped forward and touched Ailenn’s shoulder. The swordswoman stepped back, and Myari knelt. He took the hunter’s hand and placed two fingers on her wrist, waiting as if listening for something.

			‘She lives,’ he said softly. ‘I know not how, but she lives.’ He lifted her and gently placed her down next to the fire, and she felt warmth seeping into her flesh and bones. Ailenn handed her a skin of water, and she sipped it, wincing as her throat protested. The aelf looked down at her and back at Myari.

			‘Where is her wound? She was almost torn apart. What sorcery is this?’

			Myari looked thoughtful. ‘There is more to Beastgrave than there seems,’ he said at length. ‘You can feel the magic that lies heavily upon this place. It is darker and more terrifying than I had dared imagine. Death itself has no hold here. The Slaaneshi… he said something. About killing him not stopping him, and about the true nature of this place. I need to think on this. I will watch the human. Senaela, Ailenn, check the other direction.’

			The other two aelves nodded and left. Myari sat down opposite the hunter, and looked at her. The firelight danced across his face, and the shadows it cast made him look very old and extremely tired.

			‘What do you remember?’ he asked.

			She coughed again, and started to speak. She told him of seeing the new enemies arriving as if from nowhere, the cruel-looking spear carrier who had leapt towards Myari himself, the lithe dancer-warrior who began hacking apart flesh-eaters and the haughty man who had taken Bahannar by surprise, attacking him from behind and knocking him to the ground with a well-placed blow. And the beastman. Haltingly, she spoke of her desperate defence, of how the creature had plucked the dagger from her hand and thrown it aside, of how it had crushed her bow beneath its grotesque, birdlike foot. How it had grabbed her by the throat and… 

			Myari listened in silence, his expression grave. When she finished, he was quiet for a long time, the only sound the crackling of the fire. Eventually, he spoke.

			‘You have suffered much. I would urge you to leave, but I think… I believe it will be too late for that. Whatever vile influence lies upon this mountain, it has you in its clutches now. In truth, I think it has us all.’

			‘I don’t want to leave,’ she said. Myari looked at her, his expression unreadable.

			‘You are a very unusual human,’ he said. ‘What is your name? I never asked.’

			‘If you had, I wouldn’t have told you,’ she said. ‘Among my people, names are… were sacred, and powerful. They mark the relationships between us and the place we have in the tribe. They change throughout our lives as we take on different roles and become different people. I would not give you my name, because with my…’ She swallowed, tears threatening to overwhelm her. ‘With my people dead, my name died also. I have none.’

			Whatever the aelf was going to say next was interrupted by the return of the other Purifiers. He stood and joined them, and they spoke in hushed tones. The hunter caught snatches of their words, but she understood none of it. Their language was alien and they spoke quickly. At length, they returned to the fire. Myari stared at her again.

			‘Where is Bahannar?’ she asked.

			‘He was taken by your attackers,’ Myari replied. ‘We are seeking him, but what we have found is… disturbing.’ He glanced at Senaela and nodded.

			‘We have travelled many paths from here, and found evidence of… atrocities. Sickening torture,’ said the sentinel.

			‘But no bodies,’ Ailenn added. 

			‘Given… what we’ve discovered about Beastgrave, that doesn’t tell us much,’ Senaela said stiffly. ‘If the dead don’t stay dead, we wouldn’t necessarily expect to find them.’

			Ailenn nodded. ‘Granted. Yet to not find any… I worry there’s more to this.’

			‘There may be,’ Myari said. ‘And it may be connected to our mission. But for now, we must continue to seek Bahannar. Was there any sign?’

			Ailenn shook her head. ‘No, but there may be a pattern.’ She pulled a piece of parchment from her belt and unrolled it, revealing a crude map of the tunnels. She indicated the locations of sites. The hunter couldn’t see a pattern, but apparently the aelves, who knew more about the nature of their enemies, could.

			‘We’ll find out,’ Myari declared. ‘But first, we go here.’ He indicated a point on the map. ‘If the pattern holds, we may find Bahannar there.’

			Bahannar waited. 

			He had been biding his time since the torture began. The physical harm inflicted on him, coupled with the attempts at emotional torture, would surely have broken many others – even other aelves. But an Alarith Stoneguard was used to patience. Bahannar had been trained to spend weeks or months at a time standing silent vigil on the peaks of Ymetrica. Through blazing sunshine, fierce hail and wicked winds, he had stood unmoving, and unmoved, his mind engaged in contemplation of the mysteries of the elements. The trials he had undergone to join the ranks of the Stoneguard had been even more extreme. He had sought the blessing of the mountain, exposing himself to its capricious nature, enduring all the elements and taking no sustenance but that which the mountain provided. It had made him strong.

			Now, he called upon all that he had learned, the mysteries that had been revealed to him, to sustain him through his ordeal. He knew not for how long the Slaaneshi Hedonites had plied him with their blades and barbs. He had cut himself off from the physical pain and instead focused on communing with the mountain in which he was held captive.

			Bahannar focused on his surroundings. He reached into the stone, feeling the weight of the ages upon it, following the different strata that charted its journey through history, following veins of minerals that threaded through its structure and reaching ever deeper, seeking that which made it what it was. 

			Like the peaks of Hysh, Beastgrave was alive and it was angry. In this, it reflected the nature of its realm more than those mountains of the Realm of Light, for the essence of Ghur was wrath and savage fury. As soon as his spirit touched the mountain’s heart, he felt it, and it almost overwhelmed him. Yet he had the horrible feeling that what he was touching was a mere fraction of the primal emotion of which the mountain was capable. 

			The Stonemages of Ymetrica had reached out from the safety of their warded sanctums, following lines of power that spread across all the Mortal Realms, and had touched the soul of Beastgrave from afar. All had reported that the mountain slumbered, but fitfully. That the horrors of the dreams it inflicted on those it chose – those like Bahannar himself, and his companions in Myari’s Purifiers – were merely manifestations of the mountain’s own tortured dreams. That what the unfortunate few had seen – scenes of murder and ­unparalleled savagery, great armies of Destruction sweeping across the realms, burning all that dared to stand before them – were just the slumber­ing wishes of a consciousness so ancient and brutal that it could never awaken and bring them to pass.

			Touching the sleeping mind of Beastgrave, Bahannar saw how wrong they were. The mountain slept, yes. But it could be roused, and if it was, the consequences could be dire. 

			He had to warn Myari.

			Bahannar drew his consciousness back to his body, being sure to compartmentalise the pain. It would do him no good to give into it now. He focused on the figure before him, the Slaaneshi warrior known as Hadzu. He had, it seemed, grown bored of Bahannar’s complete lack of response to his attentions and had stopped his torture at some point, instead talking. Bahannar listened.

			‘…such exquisite tortures, you can scarcely imagine. What’s been done to you is nothing by comparison. And there have been so many of them, humans and orruks and duardin and all manner of other creatures. The tree-folk, those were interesting. Very little reaction to blades, almost as boring as you in that regard, but as soon as you light a flame, oh, that becomes something special. And keeping them all alive… That’s the challenge, and not just physically. The urge to kill them gets so strong, to reach that crescendo, feel the release… Vasillac insists, of course. He says that’s the mountain trying to get us to give it what it wants, and we shouldn’t. Not until it suits us, when we can kill them all and really rouse it–’

			Bahannar had heard enough. He pulled at the ropes that bound his wrists, drawing on the strength and rage of the mountain. The ropes snapped, followed moments later by Hadzu’s neck. Bahannar tore the ropes from his ankles and stood over the Slaaneshi warrior’s corpse, panting. He had not meant to kill him so quickly and cleanly – that was Beastgrave taking its due for the strength it had granted him. He quickly checked his injuries. Most of the cuts were shallow and now bloodless, and while his flesh was purpling with bruises, it didn’t feel like many bones had been broken. He could function.

			He retrieved his armour from where it lay casually discarded on the chamber’s floor. His hammer was not there. He growled in dissatisfaction, and looked for another weapon. Hadzu had carried a bow, which the aelf cast aside. He would have to find something else as he went.

			He slipped soundlessly from the chamber and found himself in a long, narrow corridor. He followed it, moving into another and then another, choosing directions at random at first, simply to distance himself from his erstwhile captors. After he judged himself reasonably free from pursuit, he reached out once more, sending his consciousness deep into the mountain’s essence in search of the souls of his fellow Purifiers. 

			Beastgrave itself was like a single, immense presence, its sheer scale all but inconceivable. Scholars could spend lifetimes ruminating on whether it was truly alive in the way aelves and men understood the term, but like everything in the Mortal Realms, it was certainly not inert. Within its scope, Bahannar could faintly perceive a plethora of other souls, some dark and twisted, some pure and bright. The three he sought glowed brighter than any others… and they were nearby.

			He was so focused on those that he nearly missed another soul much closer to him. It was difficult to perceive, as it was disturbingly close to the essence of the mountain itself, like an echo of the nigh-unfathomable presence of Beastgrave, a child of the mountain. Bahannar pulled himself back into his body and opened his eyes.

			The thing was pulling itself from the rock wall with a sound that Bahannar imagined was like that of shifting tectonic plates. It was massive. Stony shoulders bowed as it scraped across the ceiling, and two long arms ended in immense fists that Bahannar was sure could pulverise him with a single blow. Without a weapon, and in his weakened state, he had little chance of defending himself, let alone laying the beast low.

			He looked around for a means of escape. The rock-creature’s bulk took up all of the passageway before him, so the only recourse was to go back. He was sure that the other Slaaneshi would have discovered his absence and be hunting him by now, so that was a risk… yet it might be his only chance. The beast was not one of Chaos, so it would, he hoped, see the servants of the Dark Prince as its enemies as much as him. He tried to ignore the nagging concern that he had awoken it by his communion with the mountain, and so he would be its sole target… unless he gave it others to focus on.

			Bahannar turned and began to run the way he had come, flawlessly retracing his steps towards the Hedonites. If he could lure the beast to them, he could make his escape. The crashing of gigantic stone feet on the rocky ground followed him, and for all his aelven swiftness, he could feel the vibrations each impact sent through the tunnels drawing closer. As he raced around a corner, narrowly avoiding a swipe from a massive stony fist, he collided with the leader of the Hedonites, the one who called himself Vasillac. The Slaaneshi fell, and Bahannar fell with him, turning it into a controlled roll. He came up behind the Chaos champion, whose attention had been taken by the immense creature of stone.

			Bahannar continued to run, ducking into a doorway that was roughly hewn into the rock wall. Inside was a small, empty chamber that opened up into a larger one. 

			What he saw in there chilled his soul.

			Something huge was loose in the mountain.

			Myari’s Purifiers could hear its footsteps, and feel the vibrations trembling through the very structure of the place. 

			‘This bodes poorly,’ Ailenn muttered. ‘Anything large enough to cause this will be a formidable foe indeed.’

			‘If it is a foe,’ Senaela countered. 

			‘Either way, we can only know what we are dealing with, and what we must do, if we see it,’ Myari said. ‘We go on.’

			The three Purifiers and the human hunter had left their refuge and resumed the search for Bahannar and his Slaaneshi captors some hours before. They had encountered nothing as they searched corridors and chambers, besides another place where some poor unfortunates had been victims of torture. What they saw there had caused the human to empty her stomach once more, and Myari, though remaining stoic, had understood why. Slaanesh was the god of excess, its followers dedicated to pushing anything they did to the greatest extremes. Such was the case here. Even without bodies, there was enough evidence of the sickening acts that had been committed to paint a clear, and deeply disturbing, picture.

			The lack of corpses continued to bother him as well. Senaela had been correct before. There was definitely something at play here in Beastgrave – many different things, in fact, and disentangling them was challenging. That Vasillac and his Hedonites were responsible for the torture was, he felt, a certainty. That some who died here were delivered from Nagash’s grasp and returned to battle anew was another. Where these facts conjoined remained unclear.

			They drew closer to the sound of whatever monstrous beast had been unleashed. It was very close now. Passing through a narrow passage­way, they emerged into an immense chamber, the largest Myari had yet seen among the caverns of Beastgrave. It was lined with hanging skeletons, yellowed bones held together by near-mummified scraps of sinew. Each of them dangled from the edge of a narrow platform that ran around the entire chamber some twenty yards above their heads. This display of death would normally have drawn the mage’s eye, but the spectacle in the centre of the chamber outdid it by magnitudes. 

			The Chaos champion Vasillac fought what could only be described as a giant made of living rock. A lithe female warrior armed with a long-hafted weapon and a beastman with long, twisted horns, backwards-jointed legs and a huge claw in place of its left hand were by the Chaos champion’s side.

			The creature they battled was like nothing Myari had ever seen. It was as though a piece of the mountain had loosed from the whole and now walked. The Hedonites danced around it, but their blades did little more than chip scree from it, and were doubtless being blunted into the bargain. 

			‘Hold back,’ Myari ordered in a low voice, and the Purifiers remained in the shadows around the chamber’s edge. ‘Don’t draw attention unless there is no other choice.’

			As he watched the Hedonites dance around the thundering fists of the stone beast, Myari became aware of another figure in the chamber. On the narrow platform high above them, a tall, slender individual carefully picked its way over the chains that held the skeletons. It was Bahannar. Myari motioned to Senaela and Ailenn, who looked up.

			‘Who is that?’ Ailenn whispered, pointing to another figure some distance behind Bahannar. Myari looked, and saw a wiry human aiming a bow at his fellow aelf.

			‘Senaela,’ he ordered, and the Auralan Sentinel fitted an arrow to her bow and fired.

			She was too late.

			The human archer got off a shot, which hit Bahannar’s shoulder plate and deflected away, striking one of the chains that held the skeletons aloft. The chain shuddered, swung and broke apart in a shower of rust. The skeleton crashed into the one next to it, which did the same, and so it went. Each of them hit the next before plunging to the chamber’s floor. As chunks of metal and ancient bones rained down on them, Myari’s Purifiers moved forward, into the light.

			The stone creature turned at the noise of the debris falling, and the Chaos warband took the opportunity to flee. Vasillac sketched a mocking salute to Myari before he left the chamber.

			Far above, Bahannar was trying to hold on as the stone creature’s steps shook the chamber, dislodging yet more skeletons, as well as causing showers of stones to fall from the ceiling. When it passed by his perch, he leapt, landing on the beast’s massive hunched shoulders. He slid down one immense arm and hit the ground in a roll. Myari and his fellows ran to meet him. Senaela pulled Bahannar’s hammer from her back and threw it to him as she ran. He grabbed it and stared up at the stone beast.

			‘Bahannar, come, we must escape this creature,’ Myari shouted, not sure if the Stoneguard could even hear him over the din. If he did, he ignored the instruction, readying his hammer to fight. Myari cursed, and braced himself, reaching out into the magical atmosphere of the chamber. The magic of Beastgrave was all around him, savage and primal, and tainted with the dark power of Shyish, as all the realms had been since the God of Death had unleashed it upon them. He reached deeper, moving into the elemental power that underpinned this place, the very essence of Ghur itself. He drew it forth, and moulded it, using the innate power of the Realm of Beasts to give it form and function. Then, with an immense effort of will, he pulled his creation from the stone.

			The effort overwhelmed him, and he collapsed.

			Bahannar stood before the creature once more. This time, with his hammer in his hands, he felt whole again, and ready to show Beastgrave how an Alarith Stoneguard could fight. He stood in a guard stance, ready to shift his footing and strike as soon as the rock beast came for him. It turned and took a step towards him, then another, then lifted one enormous foot to crash down on him. Bahannar roared and brought his hammer low, ready to swing it up and meet the strength of Ghur’s mountains with the power of Hysh’s peaks. Before he could, something else slammed into the creature, rocking it back.

			It staggered back into the wall, bracing itself with both arms before leaping forward. Bahannar followed its movement, and saw what had hit it  – another creation of stone. Where the child of the mountain was primal and brutal, essentially slabs of rock given vitality and a vaguely humanoid form, the newcomer was slender and lithe, with sharp angles like a creature of stone blades. He realised, awestruck, that Myari must have created it with elemental magic. 

			He sought out the mage, and saw him crumpled on the ground, Ailenn standing protectively over him. Bahannar cursed and began to pick his way around the chamber to his fellow aelves, as the two avatars battled above him. Chunks of stone rained down as mighty blows shattered stone forms. 

			He reached Myari and scooped him into his arms. Ailenn, Senaela and the human began to move away down a long corridor, and after a look back at the battling titans, Bahannar followed.

			Back at their makeshift headquarters, Bahannar placed the unconscious Myari on the floor and Senaela lit a fire. Ailenn laid out her map on a slab and quizzed the Stoneguard on the tunnels he had travelled and where he had been held. The hunter watched them curiously, not quite able to navigate the complex currents of interaction between the aelves. For luminous beings, infused with magic and wonder, some of their reactions to one another seemed almost petty. 

			The hunter perched next to the fire and the mage prone alongside it.

			‘Will he wake?’ she asked Senaela quietly. 

			The archer glanced at her and answered hesitantly. ‘I… don’t know. Magic is unpredictable, and he channelled a lot of it to create an opponent for the creature. It was impressive, and dangerous. That he survived at all is a good sign. I’ve seen mages utterly consumed by the energies such castings require.’

			The hunter had no response to this. Magic wasn’t entirely unknown to her people, but it had taken a very different form to this. Minor cantrips and curses were their limit, so to see an entire being conjured from the very stone of the mountain was nothing short of miraculous. 

			At length, Bahannar turned to Ailenn and studied her chart. The blademaster started to speak, and he held up a hand.

			‘This makes sense,’ the Stoneguard said, his voice rumbling like an earthquake. ‘The Hedonites – the Dread Pageant, they call themselves – have a terrible goal. They are not killing those they torture, but keeping them alive and in agony, ensuring that their suffering feeds whatever consciousness resides in this Beastgrave. It craves death, and in this way, they torture it as well. Their plan is to give it what it desires in such excess that it will be driven to a frenzy. The power that will be unleashed will be incalculable.’

			‘How do you know this?’ Ailenn asked.

			‘I found this,’ Bahannar said, pulling a small book from his belt. It was clothed in what could only be flesh, esoteric symbols and scribblings covering it. ‘It belongs to their leader. Much of it is deviant and distressing, and I would urge you not to read it. Let that be my burden. But between the… excesses, it outlines this insane plan. A plan that is coming to fruition, and that we must stop.’

			‘And we shall,’ said a weak voice from behind the Stoneguard. Myari was on his feet, leaning on his staff. ‘This, I believe, is why we are here, my friends. To stop this from happening.’

			‘What will happen if they succeed?’ the hunter asked.

			‘It is difficult to be sure,’ Myari told her. ‘The power will spread, certainly. The dreams I had, of vast armies of Destruction conquering all of the realms, may come to pass. Or perhaps the mountain itself will awaken and bestride Ghur like a colossus. Maybe it will die. We cannot say – and we cannot ever allow ourselves to find out for certain.’

			‘Why would they want to do such a thing?’

			‘Because they can, perhaps. Or perhaps… the god these zealots worship has long been missing from the realms. Imprisoned, some say. Perhaps they believe that by unleashing this power, they can find it, draw its attention to them, perhaps even entreat it to ascend them to power. They are deluded if they think so. Such a thing is impossible.’

			‘All are deluded who follow the designs of the Ruinous Powers,’ Ailenn said.

			‘Where will we find them?’ the hunter asked. 

			Bahannar gazed at Ailenn’s chart. ‘Ritual. It’s all ritual. The locations are important.’ He drew rough lines across the map, linking the sites. They converged on one point. ‘We have somewhere to look.’

			Myari nodded. ‘Gather your weapons, and prepare yourselves.’

			Vasillac stood on a high platform above a great chamber, looking down at the scene of horror below. Fully six times six times six battered and broken bodies lay scattered across the stone floor of the immense cavern. To the casual observer, they would appear to be randomly placed, but in fact, they were arrayed in such a way as to form words of power in a language long lost to all but those who had delved into the arcane mysteries of ages past. Such words, spoken and written in conjunction with a great many deaths, could channel the power of the passing of these unfortunates and greatly increase it. So much death energy would bring Beastgrave what it craved, but to an excess even the slumbering mountain’s deepest dreams could never hope to fathom.

			The Chaos champion himself had learned the language from a servant of the Great Necromancer, snatched from Shyish and tormented in ways so imaginative and creative that Vasillac shuddered with pleasure to think of them. The undead thing had existed for aeons in thrall to Nagash, and it did not surrender its secrets easily, but surrender them it had, in time. The words had never been spoken aloud when Vasillac was learning them, for the teacher had no tongue to speak by the time it was broken, and simply scribing them had caused such outbreaks of power that entire villages had been incited to violence, tearing one another apart.

			That was the joy of this spell. When the words were spoken, those who formed them below would do the final part themselves – they would rise up, despite the heinous injuries that crippled them, and destroy each other, and themselves. The rest of the Dread Pageant would be among them, in case any remained of strong enough will to try and resist, as unlikely as that seemed. Each of Vasillac’s followers was an expert, in their own unique way, at inflicting torment, and they had been very, very thorough.

			Glissete motioned to him from across the chamber. A moment later, Hadzu echoed her. Finally, Slakeslash did the same. All was prepared. The Dread Pageant was ready.

			It was time to rouse the mountain.

			The glow of countless candles lit the vast chamber. Myari gazed across them. Each one was embedded in a skull, light flickering from the eye sockets of humans, aelves, orruks, grots, duardin, ogors, fomoroids and dozens of other beings. He motioned to the Purifiers, and their human companion, and they moved into the chamber, staying close to the walls. In the distance they could see the champion, Vasillac, atop a rocky outcrop on which stood an altar carved with obscene sigils. 

			‘Where are the others?’ he asked. Senaela motioned to where the arrogant-looking archer, the lithe swordswoman and the monstrous slaangor each patrolled sections of the chamber.

			‘Are those…?’ the human asked, squinting to see what lay on the ground, spread out in seemingly random patterns.

			‘Captives,’ Ailenn said.

			‘Sacrifices,’ corrected Bahannar grimly.

			Vasillac was chanting in an incomprehensible tongue, the sound of which made Myari’s brain itch. Fleeting visions of death passed before his eyes, and he shook his head to dispel them. The others were feeling something similar, it seemed.

			Whatever the champion was doing seemed to be having more of an effect than that. At the far edge of the chamber, nearest the altar, the sacrifices, as Bahannar had put it, were rising to their feet. As the aelves watched, they leapt upon one another, tearing into flesh with tooth and nail, smashing skulls against rocks and even using dismembered parts of their own bodies as weapons. As they died, first six of them, then six more, and more still, Myari felt something stir at the edges of his consciousness. 

			‘It has begun,’ he said.

			The patrolling members of the Dread Pageant felt it as well. Myari could see the archer Hadzu twitching in what seemed to be pleasure as he felt the mountain stir. The warrior-dancer Glissete began to twirl, blades weaving as she danced to a music only she could hear. Slakeslash the beastman looked up and roared.

			‘What do we do?’ Bahannar asked, his hammer ready in his hands.

			‘Whatever we have to in order to disrupt this. Bahannar, Ailenn, take the Slaaneshi down. Senaela – you and the human see if you can rescue some of the nearer captives. I’ll handle their champion.’

			As they began to disperse, Myari looked around at them. He wanted to say something else, something that would inspire them, but he didn’t have to. They would fight and they would win… or they would die. That was all there was.

			Bahannar eschewed stealth. There was no time for it now. He strode boldly forward, hammer over one shoulder. The closest of the Dread Pageant was the warrior Hadzu, who seemed lost in pleasure – but not so lost that he didn’t spot the aelf coming.

			‘You!’ the Chaos warrior snarled. ‘You killed me! You tricked me and you killed me!’ He roared something incomprehensible and charged towards Bahannar, swinging his bow like a blade.

			He was swift, and the bow’s bladed edges were lethal. Bahannar blocked the first two frenzied blows with the haft of his hammer, and ducked beneath a third, before lashing out almost casually with the butt of the hammer and striking the warrior in the stomach. He doubled over, which saved him from an overhead swing of the Stoneguard’s hammer which would have pulverised him.

			‘You fight like a berserker of the Blood God,’ Bahannar taunted, and Hadzu’s features twisted with disgust and rage. ‘Whatever power your master is unleashing here is leaving you even less capable than you already were.’

			With a cry of pure, incoherent fury, Hadzu attacked again, landing blow upon blow. Bahannar was pushed back by the onslaught, unable to stop defending for long enough to go on the offensive. He dropped his hammer and allowed the archer’s next attack to strike him in the chest. The blade of the bow embedded itself in the Stoneguard’s chestplate, and Bahannar leapt to the side, taking the weapon with it. He wrenched it from his chest and tossed it away. Hadzu’s wild eyes looked to it, and he seemed to be deciding whether or not to throw himself after it. 

			The moment of indecision was all Bahannar needed. In a fluid motion, he scooped up his hammer and swung it in a wide arc, pulverising the Slaaneshi warrior’s skull.

			As the Chaos worshipper’s body fell to the ground, Bahannar was already looking around for his fellow Purifiers. Closest was Senaela, the human in tow. They were trying to rouse the tortured captives, but to little avail. They had been drugged, or were in a magical stupor, and nothing could draw them from it… Nothing but Vasillac’s magic. More of them were rising now and falling on one another in a frenzy of murder. Bahannar felt the urge to join them, but pushed it aside. He had his mission. 

			Farther along from the two archers, he saw Ailenn engaged in a duel with the Slaaneshi dancer. It was one of the most graceful combats he had ever witnessed, and he was mesmerised by the way they ducked, dodged, wove, struck, blocked. For a human, Glissete’s skill was exceptional. She was as swift as the aelf, and her long polearm seemed to be wherever it was needed to block Ailenn’s sword. Neither seemed able to gain the upper hand… but the approach of Slakeslash changed that. He was running towards the combat, and Bahannar didn’t think Ailenn had seen the slaangor.

			He began to sprint towards them as well, desperate to intercept the beast, but he was too slow. He screamed in horror as Slakeslash’s obscene claw speared towards Ailenn’s back. At the last moment, she turned and deflected the blow before slicing the slaangor’s throat, which erupted in a gout of black blood. As the beastman fell, Glissete took her chance and drove her blade into Ailenn, lifting the aelf high into the air before tossing her aside. 

			Bahannar gave in to his anger and grief and threw himself at Glissete, who parried his desperate blows and danced away, laughing with glee. 

			‘Bahannar,’ came a voice from behind him. He ignored it and pressed forward, determined to chase down Ailenn’s killer.

			‘Bahannar!’ It was Senaela, and now she was in front of him, holding him back. ‘Calm yourself, Stoneguard,’ she warned him. ‘The power being unleashed here is acting upon you.’

			For a brief moment, he considered striking his fellow Lumineth down. He heard laughter at the edge of his consciousness, like a distant god revelling in such brutality and excess, and that was enough to shake him out of it.

			‘Ailenn…’ he said.

			‘I know,’ the sentinel snapped. ‘But if we are correct about this place, she will rise again. And if not, she died doing what is just. She would ask no more.’

			Bahannar nodded. ‘You are right,’ he said. ‘Revenge serves no purpose.’

			‘No,’ Senaela said. ‘Now, rather than for revenge, let’s kill that servant of darkness for the sake of the mountain. For the sake of us all.’

			Together, they stepped towards Glissete, who raised her blade and prepared to meet them. Bahannar never thought to ask Senaela where the human had gone. 

			Myari stepped onto the outcrop behind the Chaos champion and called his name.

			The chanting stopped, and Vasillac turned. He laughed hollowly. 

			‘I don’t have time for you, aelf. Can’t you see I’m busy?’

			He gestured, and Myari felt a wave of force hit him, pushing him back. Whatever power the champion was channelling was clearly giving him gifts beyond what nature had bestowed. Contemptuously, the Hedonite returned to his chant.

			Myari tapped into the elements of Ghur and pushed back. A wind swirled around him, whipping up his cloak, and slammed into Vasillac, who was thrown into the altar before him.

			‘Cease your meddling!’ Vasillac shouted. ‘Why do you oppose this glorious deed? The power I will unleash here will change the realms forever!’

			‘The only change that is needed to the Mortal Realms is for your kind to be driven back into the darkness,’ Myari said. ‘By the light of the twin gods will that be accomplished.’

			‘“The twin gods”,’ Vasillac mocked. ‘Your lords of light, the storm god, the Everqueen, even that mouldering horror Nagash… none of them understand. They cannot win. They are fleeting. Only Chaos is eternal.’

			‘Chaos is weakness, and it draws weak fools to its banners. Witness the evidence before me,’ Myari said levelly.

			‘You seek to taunt me, to anger me, to make me attack,’ Vasillac said. ‘I’m not such a fool.’

			‘Actually,’ said Myari, ‘I was only trying to distract you.’

			An arrow struck the Chaos champion in the throat. Its sunmetal tip glinted in the firelight, and exploded into flame that began to consume Vasillac.

			Myari looked past the burning champion, expecting to see Senaela, longbow at the ready. Instead, the hunter lay on the ground, horribly burned. Her human-wrought bow hadn’t been designed to fire an arrow of such power, and doing so had destroyed it, with magical force. Vasillac turned towards the ailing human and screamed. Raw power, unfettered and greatly enhanced by the half-finished ritual, blasted into her, and she burst apart. Myari stepped forward and beheaded Vasillac with a single swing of his staff.

		

	
		
			 


			 


			IV – BEGINNINGS

			Days had passed since Myari’s Purifiers had stopped the ritual. 

			The mountain’s scream haunted Myari still. It had been something primal, something that echoed deep within his soul even now. It had also brought the site of the ritual crashing down around them. Bahannar and Senaela had been duelling with the dancer Glissete, a battle cut short by falling rubble. They retrieved Ailenn’s body and left the collapsing chamber with Myari, swearing to end what they had started when next they encountered the Dread Pageant.

			‘Are you sure that we will see them again?’ Bahannar had asked Myari. ‘Perhaps the power they tapped into will be too much to allow them to return from beyond death’s veil.’

			Myari had considered the question carefully.

			‘There are many powers in the realms,’ he had replied at length. ‘Gods, great beasts, magic, Chaos… and Death. It is impossible to say for certain which of them might prevail in any place, at any time. But I would guess that whatever curse lies upon Beastgrave will ensure that our paths cross again.’

			‘And the human?’ 

			Myari was silent again at this. He had grieved for the human, something he had never expected would be possible with one of her short-lived kind. 

			‘If our paths are fated to cross once more, then they shall. But her part in this drama is over, her purpose served.’

			When Ailenn had returned from death – an experience, Myari was sure, that would haunt his companion for a long time to come – the four Lumineth had agreed that though they had thwarted Vasillac’s scheme, their fates remained in Beastgrave. Though the mountain had been quiescent since the champion fell, it would not remain so. At the heart of the Purifiers’ mission was an oath to prevent any catastrophe that might change the balance of power around the mountain. And so they would. 

			Vasillac awoke in a dark tunnel deep in the mountain. He clutched his throat and gasped for air, swallowing it in great lungfuls. He pulled himself upright and leaned heavily on his spear, which was lying by his side. He didn’t know how he had come to be here. The last he remembered was killing the whelp who had shot him, and then…

			The aelf. The damned aelf had killed him. 

			He remembered the feeling of his head and shoulders parting. Of seeing his body fall, of the truly indescribable sensation of feeling pain in limbs that were no longer attached to his brain. Dying, it seemed, was the most exquisite of sensations. He couldn’t wait to experience it again.

			Vasillac laughed for a long time.

			‘I told him,’ he said. ‘I told him that killing me would not be the end. He has bound himself to me now. Our fates are entwined. And oh, what delights await us both!’

			The champion made his way down the tunnel. The first thing he had to do was locate the rest of the Dread Pageant. Then he would seek out more of the secrets of this accursed place, and find something that he could use. Something that would bring him back into contact with the aelf. That would be glorious. He would teach Myari how wonderful and terrible and utterly painful death was, over and over. 

			This was not the end.
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			Morgwaeth the Bloodied spun just in time to meet the head-on charge of the Hedonite leader. By instinct alone, the heartshard glaive she carried swept into position, thrust straight out before her. The Hedonite chieftain – a ravening half-man with skin the colour of lime-chalk, great, gaping nostrils, broad ears fanned by delicate iron pins and its eyes sewn shut with black wire – collided with the long, curved blade topping her glaive-shaft. For a single, halting instant, the Hedonite’s ribcage resisted the glaive blade before it plunged smoothly through the chieftain’s torso, the fiend’s own furious momentum helping to destroy it. The Hedonite slid a short way along the glaive-shaft, enormous teeth snapping, long, black claws sweeping the air, but Morgwaeth had it. As the hag queen watched, her thrashing adversary wound down like a dying clockwork toy. 

			All around her, the cavern echoed with their enemies’ shrieks of pained death and murderous fury as Morgwaeth and her sisters sang slaying songs to Khaine, the ancient aelven god of battle and bloodshed. The Bloodied and her cohorts were about their merciless business. Once unleashed, nothing would arrest their butchery save the total annihilation of their adversaries. 

			Close behind Morgwaeth, the witch-aelves Lethyr and Kyrssa spun and danced among their Slaaneshi foes, each wielding matched pairs of fearsome, gently-curved sciansá daggers like extensions of their own strong, lithe limbs. Lethyr – young and eager to impress her hag queen – chanted her sacrificial hymns in a clear, brassy voice so proud and strong as to make a Stormcast Knight-Incantor envious. 

			Across the stone hall, Handmaiden Khamyss – one of the renowned Sisters of Slaughter – whirled and wheeled within a circle of Slaaneshi attackers, holding off their incursions with the bladed buckler strapped to her left arm while the intermittent, hypersonic crack of her kruip-lash whip denoted yet another ear shorn from a skull, yet another Slaaneshi limb torn from its socket, yet another body ­lacerated to bleed foul, Chaos-tainted blood upon the cavern floor. As Khamyss fought, the daemonic golden mask grafted upon her face took on a wondrous and terrifying life of its own, grinning and laughing insanely as though it were truly, magically alive. 

			Then there was Kyrae; cruel, cold-blooded, serpentine Kyrae. As their melee with the servants of Slaanesh raged, as Morgwaeth and her witch-aelves and her Sister of Slaughter slashed and thrust and whip-lashed to slay their enemies, the melusai Blood Stalker slithered about at the periphery of the battle, rising up at intervals on her coiled, snake-like lower half to take deadly aim with her heartseeker bow and loose poisoned arrows into the fray. And if, between deadly sniper shots, the Blood Stalker found herself beset by some close adversary, she simply snatched out the long scianlar dagger sheathed at her side and slashed the life out of those who challenged her.

			‘Blood and souls!’ she cried as she struck down yet another challenger. ‘Blood and souls for our queen, Morathi!’ 

			Already, deep pools of the foul black ichor these Slaaneshi deviants called blood gathered in the dips and depressions marring the uneven cavern floor. A dozen had fallen, but still half that many and more remained. No matter. Morgwaeth was confident she and her acolytes would win the day. These twisted, transformed minions of the God of Excess were no match for she and her Hagg Nar temple sisters and their special brand of ecstatic ritual murder. There was no discipline among the Hedonites, no martial artistry. They were simply addicted to slaughter, hungry to inflict pain and injury. They swarmed in, pell-mell, snapping and clawing, never patient enough to work as a unit, to truly measure or understand their adversaries. All they sought was the ecstasy of the fleeting moment: the exultation of drawn blood, the rapture of screams, the intoxicating thrill of a wounded foe about to meet their doom. Their god was wasteful and childish, a god of sloppy exuberance, foolhardy fulsomeness and wicked waste. Such creatures were no match for the Daughters of Khaine, expert in the dispensation of suffering, initiated into blood rites older than the Mortal Realms themselves.

			More would-be slayers charged from Morgwaeth’s right. She quickly yanked the long shaft of her glaive free from the chieftain’s corpse and, in one smooth, deft movement, swept the blade sideways through the throat of one closing Hedonite, then slashed deep into the skin, muscle and bone of its closest companion. The throat-cut Hedonite collapsed, choking on its own foul blood. Its companion struggled, skewered upon Morgwaeth’s blade. 

			‘Lethyr!’ she cried. 

			The witch-aelf spun towards her commander’s cry, saw the Hedonite struggling on the glaive. Shouting a hasty invocation to their dread god, Lethyr sprang forward and tore into the Hedonite with her sciansá daggers. The lilac-skinned Hedonite thrashed and convulsed under the ministrations of the young blood maiden’s blades, then sagged to the cavern floor. 

			Morgwaeth withdrew her glaive and turned to survey the scene. 

			The cavern was broad and high-ceilinged, stalactites and stalagmites fringing its farthest edges, while in the centre its domed dark roof arched above an open, rocky floor pocked by smooth, eroded recesses and occasional knobs of rising stone. Not a single Hedonite was left standing, though a few still bucked or twitched where they lay, trying desperately to rise to their feet and fight with what strength remained in them. Foul ichor pooled, thick and coagulating, in the lowest recesses of the cavern’s rolling, uneven floor, while viscera, gobbets of flesh and disembodied limbs lay strewn about, as careless as the cast-offs in a butcher’s charnel house. The only light in the great stone chamber came from still-burning torches thrown down by the Slaaneshi when the battle had been joined, alongside a few shallow pools breeding bio-luminescent algae. Morgwaeth and her Khainite sisters bore light sources of their own – magically-charged jewels that could provide illumination at will – but those jewels had been stowed or extinguished during the battle. Now, the light-stones were once more produced and brought to life, so that each of the Daughters could admire her handiwork and weed out survivors. 

			Khamyss dispatched one still-breathing Slaaneshi with a powerful downward strike of her blade buckler. Kyrae finished yet another by pulling an arrow from the nearest dead Hedonite and plunging its point dagger-like into the forehead of the still-twitching one. Kyrssa crouched over a prone adversary trying to crawl towards the shadows and slashed each of her sciansá across the creature’s foul throat. 

			At last, the cavern was still, secured. Morgwaeth smiled. Chaos-tainted blood painted her body from head to toe, already drying to a tacky crust. The rich, rank perfume of fear, madness and ordure swirled around her, intoxicating. 

			‘Make your offerings,’ she ordered. 

			With grunted responses, her scattered sisters chose their nearest fallen adversary and knelt beside them in order to extract what life force they could, and to dedicate that life force to their beloved god of death and slaughter. Morgwaeth watched Kyrae slither towards the largest of the many Hedonites she’d struck down and bend over the winged abomination’s still form. She slipped her bow over her ­shoulders, drew out her scianlar, and gripped it two-handed. 

			‘To the glory of Khaine, for the exaltation of my mistress and queen, Morathi, I now claim the very life force of this, mine enemy, to present as a gift to thee and thine.’ 

			Having made the invocation, she plunged the dagger into the Hedonite’s chest, just below the ribcage, as taught in the Hagg Nar temple. Her technique was confident, flawless. She made one long incision crosswise, then extracted the blade and plunged it in once more to make a vertical incision intersecting at the centre of the hori­zontal one. Without hindrance or delicacy, she tore open the flaps of skin and muscle and began tearing out the vital organs of the foul thing she’d slain.

			‘Vouchsafe and accept these offerings, O Morathi, Queen of Night and High Oracle to Khaine’s truest servants. Let the energies contained herein feed thee and enrich thee, so that thou may endure for a thousand years and more…’ 

			As she spoke the words and tore each organ free, Morgwaeth saw the ancient Khainite runes upon the curved blade’s length begin to pulse a lambent red in the cavern’s murky light. All melusai carried such blades, and performed such rituals upon their slain foes. While the rest of them simply dedicated their kills to Khaine and prayed for his murderous favour in all their endeavours, the melusai extracted the pure life force of their slain foes, absorbing those latent ­energies into their scianlar for later presentation to their High Oracle and queen, Morathi. The Daughters of Khaine all dedicated blood and souls to their patron deity, but only the melusai served Khaine’s will by directly feeding and renewing his chief priestess and High Oracle. Idly, Morgwaeth wondered just how much energy was now stored in the dagger that Kyrae carried. Khaine knew they’d certainly slain enough enemies during their time in Beastgrave to make the power borne therein a wondrous cache indeed. 

			No matter. Morgwaeth had her own offerings to attend to. Quietly, efficiently, she moved among her kills, offered prayers to Father Khaine and Mother Morathi, and carved the necessary sigils into the flesh of the fallen to dedicate them. When she was finished, she felt both calmed and invigorated, the ecstasy of combat having subsided into the sure, mellow warmth of the victor’s afterglow. She looked to her sisters, to see that they were all ready to proceed. 

			After all, a treasure awaited beyond the threshold they’d just fought so hard to pass. 

			Morgwaeth knew not what that treasure might be, but she had some suspicions. It might be some blood-consecrated weapon born by Khaine’s own hand, snatched by an ancient enemy and left here as a burial token. Perhaps it was a stolen reliquary from a long-toppled Khainite temple, or even a magical chalice charged with fell powers from the eldritch ages when the Mortal Realms were young. But in truth Morgwaeth hoped – nay, prayed – that it was the prize for which they’d been dispatched: one of the fabled Shards of Khaine, a literal fragment of their long-ago sundered god, manifest in the ­material world as an artefact of pure iron, radiating cold, haunted energies and smelling of unadulterated blood magic. That, after all, was what holy Morathi had sent them to locate. That was why they had risked so much, fought so hard, and slain all adversaries encountered without mercy: for the glory of Khaine, for the favour of Morathi and for the aggrandisement of Morgwaeth herself. 

			The others stared back at her: Kyrssa and Lethyr, their daggers sheathed; Khamyss, her whip now wound about her body in repose; Kyrae, standing upright on her coiled, serpentine tail. All ready, all waiting. 

			‘Khaine awaits us, sisters,’ Morgwaeth said. ‘Let us claim our prize.’ 

			She led the way into the tomb. 

			Squatting low and broad at one end of the great, vaulting cavern was a temple or tomb of elegant and ancient design, standing out conspicuously in the middle of the primeval chamber around it, shaped through the ages by steady erosion and blind tectonic force. The sanctum boasted a single entryway, narrow and barely large enough for an individual to pass through, the darkness beyond as black as a starless night. As Morgwaeth and her ­sisters climbed the short, broad stairway of the tomb towards that beckoning door, the hag queen muttered a low incantation that caused the blade of her glaive to glow red, as though super-heated in a forge – though it radiated no ambient heat. This was all the light Morgwaeth required to illuminate her way. 

			Kyrae appeared in her peripheral vision. ‘Let me precede you, my priestess. There may be dangers yet awaiting, or a trap–’

			‘No,’ Morgwaeth said without even meeting Kyrae’s gaze. ‘I have led us to this place – to the very precipice of glory. I will be the first to meet that glory – or whatever danger awaits.’ 

			Kyrae bowed her head and slithered aside immediately. ‘As you wish, milady.’

			Modesty and polite deference might be a virtue among humans or the servants of Sigmar, but the Daughters of Khaine had no inclination to it. One who served Khaine did so proudly, without stooping to the foolish airs of false humility. If the treasure they’d so long sought in the twisting, turning labyrinths beneath Beastgrave truly waited beyond this entryway, then Morgwaeth the Bloodied would be the first to behold it and the first to lay hands upon it. Her sisters, her coven, all the adherents to her grim faith would know that the prize – and the glory it bestowed – were hers and hers alone. 

			Morgwaeth stepped through the doorway, the glowing glaive held out before her. The others followed, silent, yet eager to see what treasure their leader’s bravery and audacity had won them…

			There, in the half-lit darkness: a sarcophagus, its heavy lid already slid aside and toppled, the chamber within unguarded, eager to be plundered! Morgwaeth could literally smell the powerful residue of blood magic now: the metallic tang of copper, the ferrous black astringency of iron, the vague, charred scent of air and matter marred by such savage, sanguine energies.

			The crimson light from her glaive fell into the open sarcophagus. Morgwaeth stared, prepared to lay her eyes, at last, upon the prize they sought – the prize she coveted. 

			Nothing lay within but cobwebs, a few dead, pale arachnids, dry as autumn leaves, and some scraps of old rags or rotted clothing. Horrified to see the tomb so devoid, so bereft of all that might uplift and empower her, Morgwaeth shoved her glaive into Lethyr’s waiting hands and all but dived forward, bending into the depths of the small cell and rifling about with her now-free hands. 

			Nothing. Absolutely nothing. 

			‘Morathi’s black wings!’ she cursed. ‘Impossible!’ 

			‘My queen!’ Khamyss shouted. The Sister of Slaughter had remained outside, on the lookout for new dangers. Now, she stood framed in the dim doorway of the open tomb, the gentle light of the fallen torches and bioluminescence in the cavern outside making of her a fearsome silhouette. 

			Morgwaeth rose from her examination of the sarcophagus. ‘What is it, curse you? I need to concentrate!’ 

			Concentrate, indeed, an embittered voice within her said. Concentrate and conjure some justification for this mad endeavour. Concentrate and come up with a story to convince the others you are not a fool, leading them on a fool’s errand!

			‘More Slaaneshi,’ Khamyss said, ‘approaching from a tributary passage. I could smell them, all exuding their foul musks and their vile perfumes. There are a great many, my queen – perhaps more than we can handle.’ 

			Kyrae unslung her heartseeker bow. ‘Let them come,’ she said. ‘We can hold them off.’ 

			‘No,’ Morgwaeth snapped. ‘There is no point. We would be fighting and dying for an empty tomb.’

			‘An empty tomb?’ Kyrssa breathed. 

			‘There is nothing here,’ Morgwaeth snarled, and swept past the others, back towards the open doorway. ‘To stand and fight now, being so outnumbered, would be pure folly.’ She turned back and opened her free hand. ‘My glaive, Lethyr.’ 

			Lethyr tossed her hag queen’s great, glowing spear to her and Morgwaeth caught it in the air. Two steps later, she was positioned in the tomb doorway, right beside Khamyss. She, too, smelled the sickly-sweet odour of Slaaneshi pheromones, the stench borne on a subtle up-draught that slithered ahead of the warband that followed it. 

			‘Out! All of you!’ Morgwaeth barked, and marched out of the tomb into the open cavern again. She studied their surroundings and finally noted a small, dark passage hidden in the shadows just beyond the protuberance of the tomb structure itself. It appeared to veer off in the opposite direction from that by which their enemies now approached. 

			‘Hurry,’ she said, indicating their exit with her outstretched glaive. ‘We’ll seal the tunnel behind us and they won’t be able to follow.’ 

			The others were out of the tomb now, gathered in a loose semicircle around her. 

			‘Deeper into the mountain?’ Kyrae asked. ‘Away from our sworn enemies?’ 

			‘Away from the surface?’ Lethyr asked. 

			‘There will be no honour in fighting and dying here if we fight and die for nothing,’ Morgwaeth snapped. ‘We are weak, and the force now approaching is far stronger! Obey me! Do not make me give orders a second time!’ 

			The two witch-aelves nodded and fled into the dark passage. Khamyss followed. At last, there was only Morgwaeth and Kyrae. 

			‘This is not the way,’ Kyrae said quietly. 

			Morgwaeth could not believe the melusai had chosen that precise moment to countermand her. ‘You would dare defy me, Kyrae?’ 

			The melusai stalker’s serpentine eyes narrowed. Then, before she could muster words she might regret, she turned on her coiled under-half and slithered away into the dark passage. 

			Morgwaeth turned to glance across the great cavern. The stench of the Slaaneshi Hedonites was strong now. She still saw no physical sign of them, but she thought she saw the first, tentative glare of torchlight dancing on the inner walls of a passage far across the cavern. They would arrive in four breaths, maybe five. 

			She backed into the tunnel, raised her glaive, and began a slow, steady incantation. As the words tripped off her tongue and echoed in the subterranean darkness, the glow from within the blade of her glaive began to intensify: pure force, bottled power, the manifest will of Khaine incarnate, guided by her hand to tear the material world asunder in answer to her desires. 

			Across the cavern, a lone Hedonite burst from the tunnel. In short order, half a dozen more. Then ten. Fifteen. Two dozen. 

			They saw the bright vermillion glow of Morgwaeth’s glaive-blade in the darkened tunnel, a long spear throw from where they now fanned out. It was possible they even saw her cold, angular face, underlit by the glow of the magically charged weapon in her hands. For an instant – just an instant – the Hedonites at the fore seemed to grin in delight and chattered to one another, pointing towards their new adversary. 

			Morgwaeth thrust the glowing glaive-blade high so that its tip slammed with a metallic clang into the roof of the tunnel mouth before her. The moment her glaive touched the stone, it split and cracked. The passage shuddered around her, the earth trembling beneath her booted feet. For a moment, she thought she might have miscalculated, that the whole tunnel would now come crashing down atop her to bury her alive in an avalanche of cracked megaliths and sliding soil. 

			But no, the desired effect was achieved. The mouth of the tunnel crashed down and filled the space before her. In the span of two short breaths, the opening was sealed, and Morgwaeth stood alone in a swirling, choking cloud of rock dust. The passage vibrated around her in post-collapse spasms for a few moments, before all subsided towards stillness once again. 

			Morgwaeth waited. Listened. She could hear nothing, sense nothing. There was now a veritable curtain wall of collapsed, subterranean stone and soil between the witch-aelf and her would-be adversaries. 

			She turned, using the radiant light of her glowing glaive-blade as a torch. The others were nowhere to be seen. Clearly, they had fled deeper into the passage, as commanded. 

			Go, she thought. See to them. Lead them. They need you now. 

			Or do they? 

			The others were waiting just a short distance along the passage. Morgwaeth led the way, bearing her glowing glaive before her. They carried on for some time, losing themselves in the twisting, turning bowels of the mountain, the ageless stone creaking and groaning around them at intervals, the passage bone dry one moment, hosting dribbling rivulets of mineral-infused meltwater and blind, flopping salamanders the next. As Morgwaeth led, Kyrae brought up the rear, always keeping watch in their wake for signs that their Hedonite adversaries had somehow penetrated the rockfall and now pursued them. Going was slow. The air was close and still. The steady crimson glow of Morgwaeth’s glaive made the passage hellish and malign. 

			At last, the tunnel opened wide into a chamber much larger than any they’d encountered since leaving the site of their bloody stand against the servants of Slaanesh. It was not quite as large and high-ceilinged as that cavern had been, but it was at least spacious enough to allow the five of them to fan out, and no longer shuffle along practically on top of each other. The ceiling rose above them, twice their height, and boasted an impressive array of stalactites and bizarre, drooping rock formations that made the mountain itself seem not like a static location, but like a living, breathing entity that had swallowed them whole. A fan of water gently cascaded down one bulging rock wall, burbling through a few shallow depressions in the rocks at its base before splashing once more to the chamber floor beneath them and running downhill in search of deeper passages to penetrate. 

			‘Look,’ Khamyss observed, pointing out the darksome mouths of several tributary passages. ‘It is some sort of central junction. The tunnels seem to stretch in all directions.’ 

			The keen-eyed Sister of Slaughter had it right. Morgwaeth counted at least six passages in addition to the one they’d just emerged from. The hag queen strode forward to let the light of her glaive shine down the throat of each passage in turn, searching for some indication of which way they should go, which path might lead them back towards the surface. Each seemed to continue, but none had secrets to share – not with so summary an examination, at any rate. 

			‘We shall have to split up,’ Morgwaeth said with a tired sigh. ‘Each of us in a different tunnel. Go as far as your passage allows, then circle back here to report.’ 

			‘Risky,’ Khamyss said, her metal war mask now imparting no sense of her thoughts or emotions whatsoever. ‘We have already learned that Beastgrave lives and breathes. Any one of these passages could close behind us once we separate…’

			Morgwaeth felt a bristling fury rise within her. How dare the Sister of Slaughter publicly countermand her! Voice doubts that could undermine the surety of her command! 

			Nonetheless, she was right. Ever since their little band had penetrated the mountain’s outer defences and plunged into its depths in search of that fabled Shard of Khaine, they’d learned, time and again, just how treacherous and deadly the foul honeycomb of passages and interlinked caverns could be. Beastgrave was alive. It taunted its trespassers towards ignoble ends, and more than once they’d acquired incontrovertible proof of the fact that its stones moved, its walls surreptitiously shifted, and its subterranean ways were never – as they might be in a less sentient mountain – static and dead, shaped only by slow time and the insistent elements. No, Beastgrave was alive… aware. It had a will, and they were in straits too dire at the moment to waste time or energy on shows of force and assertions of power. 

			‘We have little choice,’ Morgwaeth said, her voice sounding tired and grating even to her own ears. ‘We need to find a way out of here.’ 

			‘To where, milady?’ Kyrae asked, now slithering into their midst from the passage. ‘We gambled all to penetrate that sanctum behind us, believing the Shard of Khaine sought was held therein. Now that our instincts proved faulty…’

			Morgwaeth felt her hackles rise again. Kyrae said ‘our instincts’ but she clearly meant Morgwaeth’s. True to her serpentine form and nature, she was subtly sowing seeds of doubt among the others, seeking a means of undermining Morgwaeth’s command of their little warband. 

			And what will you do? a cold voice in Morgwaeth’s dark centre asked. How will you correct this presumptuous pretender to the power that you wield, hag queen?

			Right now, Morgwaeth had no answer. She was too weary, too disappointed and frustrated. She only knew that they needed to keep moving, to put as much distance as possible between themselves and that horde of Slaanesh-seekers in their wake. Perhaps, if they could find another warband – a much smaller warband – they could make sacrifices and replenish some of their energies. But until such a target presented itself…

			‘We split up,’ Morgwaeth said quietly, without preamble or any sort of appeal. ‘We all understand the risks. Guard against them. If you sense the passage changing around you or the quickening of fell energies, double back immediately.’ 

			‘But that still does not answer the central question,’ Kyrae pressed. ‘Where, precisely, are we going?’ 

			‘We go where our hag queen leads,’ Khamyss said with quiet menace. 

			No. Do not let her defend you. That, too, is weakness. Defend yourself! 

			‘We came for a Shard of Khaine,’ young Lethyr offered, earnest as ever. ‘So far as I am concerned, we shall not leave this place until we’ve found it.’

			Blind worship, Morgwaeth thought darkly. The foolish, unquestioning faith of youth. What does it say of me that this is the best servant I can hope for? 

			‘We go,’ Khamyss interjected, more forcefully this time, ‘where our queen commands. Lady Morgwaeth – we await your orders.’ 

			The Slaughter Sister’s admonition seemed to do the trick. The fomenting doubts swirling among them seemed, for the moment at least, swept away. Morgwaeth drew a deep breath. Studying the passages, she pointed to each and assigned them to her servants. 

			‘Kyrae, Kyrssa, Lethyr, Khamyss. I’ll take that one. Remember to trust your instincts more than your senses – this vile place is rife with tricks and treachery. We want to know that the way is not barred. If you find signs of rivals or enemies loose in the tunnels, that, too, is notable. Be prepared to report in detail upon your return.’ 

			They all nodded, grunted in the affirmative and separated towards their various passages. Morgwaeth watched them go, determined not to turn her back and venture down her own tunnel until she’d seen all the others carry on their separate ways. 

			Kyrae was the last to slither out of the main chamber. As she did so, she threw a cold, dark glance back at her hag queen. The melusai seemed to weigh Morgwaeth with her steady gaze, to coldly appraise her, then carried on her way, dagger already in hand. 

			Morgwaeth turned to the dark passage she’d chosen. There will come a reckoning, she thought as she marched forward, glowing glaive held out before her to light the way. There will come a reckoning, and you must be ready for it…

			I have need of you.

			Those were the words offered by Morathi to ensnare her. Morathi, the High Oracle. Morathi, first priestess of their sprawling cabal of aelven blood rites and auspices. Morathi, her mistress, her prophetess, the only object of worship in her world that approached the solemn exultation Morgwaeth reserved for her true god, Khaine, the Lord of Murder. Morathi had summoned Morgwaeth into her presence. Morathi had sung her praises and offered seemingly earnest admiration for Morgwaeth’s skills as a leader, her ferocity in combat and her discipline and insights as a priestess of the Hagg Nar temple. Being in her presence was intoxicating. Listening as the High Oracle spoke, towering above her one moment, slithering around her the next in her true and fearsome half-serpentine form, Morgwaeth had felt ennobled, elevated. 

			There she stood, in the Queen of Night’s presence. She listened, as Morathi sang her praises and acknowledged, moment by moment, that she knew Morgwaeth’s true quality, and the true, adamant cast of her iron heart. 

			And then, she’d said those fateful words. 

			I have need of you. 

			Morgwaeth had fallen on her knees, stretched out her arms.

			But command me, my queen, she said. I live only to serve you – you, and Father Khaine himself. 

			But then came the harsh realities of this vile place; the frustrations and trials of their expedition. A long trek through the treacherous forests brooding in the shaded lee of Beastgrave; bloody battles and near-fatal encounters on the craggy slopes; the twisting, ever-transforming bowels of the mountain itself: alive, intent, malign. Even before their most recent subterranean battle with that band of Hedonites and their attendant failure – once again – to locate the lost Shard of Khaine or some other valuable artefact to join those already claimed, Morgwaeth had begun to suspect that Morathi had not blessed her with her words, but ensnared her with them. 

			I have need of you. 

			Those words echoed through the haunted chambers of her vast, ­labyrinthine mind even now, as Morgwaeth slowly, steadily explored the winding passage she’d chosen. Her world was painted in deep, tarry shadows and eerie crimson light from her glowing blade. Above and around her, the mountain itself seemed to subtly shift, and frequently to sag, as if threatening to press down upon her and crush her. They were deep within the underworld now, the surface itself at least a full day-and-night’s climb from where they currently found themselves, even as the raven flew. And of course, beneath the mountain, within the mountain and the groaning earth that supported it, there was no such thing as a straight, level path. All passages were mazes, every path tilted or canted, dog-legged and crooked. 

			I have peered into the Mists of Knowing, Morathi had said, and seen one of the fabled Shards of Khaine. It lies in quiet repose, in deathless slumber, in the stone warrens beneath Beastgrave. Unfortunately, my magic cannot penetrate the treacherous heart and soul of that mountain and eke out the true path in or out. I only know that the shard is there, sleeping, waiting. It calls out to us, begs for our rescue and deliverance. 

			Therefore… I have need of you. 

			The passage suddenly dead-ended. Morgwaeth, lost in her thoughts, arrived at the barrier almost by accident. She swung her glaive back and forth, searching in and among the cracks, crevices and ­shadows that swaddled the boulder in her path in search of a means of scurry­ing around it. She found nothing. 

			By Khaine’s reddened hand… there has to be a way through! 

			No, a sly, still voice within her said, as quietly as a whisper in her ear. No, there need not be a way through. There need not be a Shard of Khaine in this dreary, meandering place. There need be nothing in this venture but degradation and ruin. That is the lot you drew, Morgwaeth, the whirlwind you reaped, when you defied your queen. 

			‘I did not defy her,’ Morgwaeth said aloud. Her voice sounded as dry and dusty as the bare, rough stone that surrounded her. ‘I would never–’

			Very well, then, that cold voice answered. You did not defy her… but you gave voice to your doubts, did you not? In confidence, you spoke to a handful of your temple sisters, admitting that you doubted the soundness of Morathi’s judgement in all things, her capability to steer the lot of you through any crisis, great or small. 

			‘Only once,’ Morgwaeth grumbled. 

			More than once…

			‘Very well, then,’ she self-corrected. ‘Three occasions. Perhaps four. In passing. What difference does it make? Can I not express doubt? Doubt is not the same as open defiance! Not as grave as a challenge!’ 

			Isn’t it?

			She thought of Kyrae, questioning her decision to send each of them into a separate tunnel… and of that curious, cold appraisal that the melusai gave her as she slithered off to explore the pathway assigned to her. 

			Morgwaeth froze there, alone in the dead-end passage, her glowing glaive her only comfort and companion. She leant backwards, letting herself rest upon a nearby wall of broken and pock-marked stone, recalling all the times in weeks past that she had sensed the same sort of doubt, the same sort of defiance, gathering in her serpentine Blood Stalker. She recalled a dozen such instances of impertinent questions answering her commands. She recalled half a dozen moments when she rejoined her companions after a short interval apart, and found Kyrae whispering to one or another, silencing herself the moment Morgwaeth appeared. She recalled narrowed eyes and the vague stench of suspicion. 

			‘No,’ she said aloud. ‘No. Question that. Question all of it. Are you truly recalling it that way, or is your mind inventing this? Is Beastgrave itself now pouring poison into your ear?’ 

			How dare you? that voice within her hissed. I am your own cold heart, you harridan. I am your reason. I am your trepidation. I am the instinct that will preserve you. 

			‘You are the mountain,’ Morgwaeth snarled in the fell silence of the passage. ‘You are a daemon summoned to torment me – to sow the seeds of doubt.’ 

			Doubt: that was her true enemy in this. Not Kyrae, her loyal melusai servant and killer. Surely not Morathi herself, the High Oracle, the mouthpiece of Khaine, She Who Would Be Obeyed. No. All of these doubts and fears, this creeping paranoia that assailed her as she stood there, alone, in this foul, dead-end passage beneath the towering mountain – all of her trepidations were gambits and red herrings; Beastgrave itself engaged in the foulest psychological warfare. 

			Very well, then, that persistent voice answered. Ignore me. Just know that you do so at your peril. 

			It was on the tip of Morgwaeth’s tongue to offer a piquant retort… but that was when she saw the new passage. 

			New? Surely not. It was just a few steps back the way she’d come. She had simply missed it, that was all. The shadows obscured the open pathway, and she’d walked right by, following the regular bend of the tunnel into this cul de sac. 

			She stepped forward and thrust her glowing glaive into the dark recess. The passage did, indeed, seem to carry on. But how? How had she walked right past it? Had she not been moving her magical source of light and scanning every inch of the world around her? Had she not been vigilant, advancing slowly and carefully? 

			‘Carry on,’ she said aloud, essentially giving herself an impossible-to-ignore order. 

			She carried on, and for the first time since she’d entered this blasted, blighted passage beneath the great mountain, her own mind was mercifully silent. 

			Gently, the passage began to slope upward. At first, Morgwaeth wondered if she was imagining it, since this great, foul mountain was so full of gambits and trickery to ensnare and unbalance the unwary. But, no – a slow, easy trickle of burbling condensation sweating off stones somewhere far ahead of her steadily rolled down over the rocks at her feet, flowing back the way she’d come. The passage was, in fact, inclining… and after she turned a last bend, she saw that, up ahead, it gave out onto what appeared to be a larger chamber… a chamber that seemed to have at least some small, dim light of its own. 

			Morgwaeth struggled on, the incline of the passage growing so steep that she almost felt she was climbing a hillside. Luckily, there was no shortage of hand- and foot-holds. Her progress remained steady, even as it grew slightly more arduous. Finally, she scrambled over a shallow precipice, through a low, narrow portal, and found herself on a wide shelf – almost a balcony – looking down upon a large, deep cavern from behind a screen of fallen boulders. 

			The moment she emerged from the passage, she heard voices. 

			Morgwaeth lowered herself, all but crawling on her belly so that she could more stealthily approach the haphazard line of boulders that marked the edge of the high stone gallery. Below, the sound of voices was intermittent, low and indistinct one moment, clear and loud the next, amplified by the strange echoes and acoustics of the great cavern. 

			‘–treasure,’ she heard. ‘Surely. Just look–’

			‘Keep digging,’ a low voice snarled. 

			She heard the scrape of spades, the stab of a pick-axe, the resistant rattle of old rock. Slowly, carefully, Morgwaeth positioned herself behind a large boulder and raised her head to see what lay below her. 

			The cavern was roughly circular, though quite irregular, nearly twice as wide and twice as tall as the space they’d slaughtered those Hedonites in. On the far side of the cavern from where Morgwaeth crouched upon her high gallery, an enormous rockfall attested to a catastrophic collapse at some point in the distant past. Seven figures – four of normal size, three enormously large – were gathered at the wide, fanning base of the rockfall. Only two were actively working, one pulverising stone with a pick-axe while the other shunted the fallen fragments away with a spade. The other five milled about, shaking their fists or squaring their shoulders, in the midst of some bitter argument. 

			The three big ones were ogors. The four smaller figures were orruks. 

			‘Need more hands,’ one of the ogors rumbled. 

			‘Then get digging,’ one of the orruks countered. ‘Lazy ogors.’

			‘Ogors don’t work,’ one of the big, towering brutes answered. ‘Ogors fight.’ 

			‘Ogors don’t work, don’t fight, don’t nothing,’ one of the orruks shot back, mimicking the ogor who’d spoken. ‘Ogors’re just big targets with bottomless stomachs!’ 

			One of the ogors reached out and snatched up the greenskin. The orruk immediately lashed out with the hammer it carried and landed a fierce blow to the side of the ogor’s enormous, shaggy head. Though the brute shrank from the blow and reeled a little, it never let go of its hold on the orruk. The moment its scrambled senses cleared, it snatched the hammer from the orruk’s hands and tossed it aside. 

			The other non-labouring orruk charged towards the ogor, drawing a huge, square-bladed scimitar from a sheath on its back. It chopped savagely into the ogor’s fur-and-leather padded midsection. The ogor, still keeping the orruk locked in its grip, snarled and swung at its blade-wielding companion. The sword-wielder roared and swung its blade back and forth, monstrous and haphazard, while its friend – still in the ogor’s immense grip – lashed out with fists and nails, trying to wrest itself loose. An orruk wielding a pick-axe against the rockfall seemed to consider joining the brawl for a moment, but the one ­shovelling rocky detritus aside slapped him across the face and urged him back to his work. Thus, as the rest fought, the two on the rockfall kept at it, trying to chip away at the massive barrier before them little by little. The other two ogors kept their distance, cheering and ­clapping as their companion struggled both with the orruk in his ­massive fist and the attacker with the scimitar. 

			It took a concerted effort on Morgwaeth’s part to pull her eyes away from the impromptu brawl and get a better look at the far wall of the chamber, where the rockfall lay. The great, sloping wall of boulders and scree seemed to half-obscure a carven façade hewn right into the living rock of the cavern. As Morgwaeth stared, studying the lines of the lintels of columns, the time-worn runes and the strange, half-eroded architectural accents that bedecked the buried structure, she began to note a stunning familiarity. 

			Those were aelven runes! And many of the barely surviving sculptures and friezes adorning the half-ruined walls portrayed aelven features. Though their details were long-effaced, she could yet see the sweeping, narrow jawlines, the ghosts of high, sharp cheek bones, the ghostly remnants of almond-shaped eyes and high, sweeping helms. 

			Could it be? At last? 

			The ogor holding the belligerent orruk pitched his sparring partner across the chamber. The orruk hit a wall of natural stone hard and slid heavily to the floor. He was not dead, though… not even unconscious. The rotten creatures were tough as the mountain itself. Almost nothing short of catastrophic brain trauma or dismemberment could get them to lie down and die. As the thrown greenskin blinked and floundered and tried to crawl back up onto his feet, the remaining scimitar-wielding orruk sounded a defiant battle-roar and charged towards the three ogors. The greenskin was wholly unafraid and, seemingly, more than equal to the task of repelling them as they lumbered in, trying to neutralise or immobilise him. 

			There’s a mighty adversary, Morgwaeth thought, watching as the scimitar-wielding orruk wove a savage path among the three lumbering ogors, slashing and stabbing and even striking with his bare fists as he went. One orruk against three ogors, showing no fear whatsoever…

			Suddenly, there was a loud, heavy scraping – the sound of a great mass of rock shifting, about to collapse. The spade-wielding orruk shouted and yanked his pick-axe wielding companion backwards just as a great portion of the rockfall sheared away from the whole and slid down into the spot where the picker had just been standing. The sudden mini-avalanche forced even the orruk fighter and the three ogors to scramble backwards, and all froze, staring, as the falling rock came to rest in a fat, swirling cloud of dust. 

			Morgwaeth narrowed her eyes, trying to better see across the distance that separated her from the ogors and orruks below, and the portal they had now uncovered. 

			Clearly visible among the fallen stone, gravel and sand, she could see the vague outline of an open, yawning doorway, its wide lintel holding back a certain portion of the fallen stone and allowing a narrow aperture to gape between the rockfall above and the place where the slope continued below, still choking the mouth of the newly opened passage. An all-too-familiar scent now wafted out from its ageless depths. 

			That strange scent – subtle, barely perceptible to any senses less attuned than her own – stirred in the barely moving atmosphere of the cavern: moist stone and stale air, certainly, but something else, as well; something far more redolent, far more familiar. The faint scent had an almost instantaneous effect on Morgwaeth’s physiology. It was reminiscent of rust and stale incense, coupled with the coppery-salty tang of coagulating blood. 

			Old blood magic, Morgwaeth knew. The mark of my sisters. 

			The mark of Khaine! 

			All at once, her despair and confusion evaporated. Here, now, was the prize they sought! Here, in this cavern, about to be plundered by those half-wit monsters below, was the Shard of Khaine they’d been sent to retrieve! 

			Filled with a renewed sense of power and purpose, Morgwaeth retreated from the boulders along the edge of the rocky gallery, withdrew into the passage, and raced back along its twisting, turning lengths to report her discovery to her followers. This was the coup she required, the good fortune necessary to maintain their loyalty and quash any fomenting thoughts of doubt or rebellion. 

			She heard their voices long before she reached the cavern. 

			‘This is sedition!’ someone shouted. ‘Open mutiny!’ 

			Morgwaeth skidded to a halt. She’d been running at a quick but steady pace, eager to reach her companions and inform them of her discovery. 

			‘Speak not to me of mutiny and sedition,’ another answered. Morgwaeth recognised the voice instantly. It was Kyrae. She continued, her normally cold, modulated voice rising to the volumes of a conclave orator. ‘Our hag queen is guilty of both.’ 

			Quiet responses, not carried so readily by the tricky acoustics of the passageways. Clearly, there was an argument underway, an argument that inspired forceful declarations one moment and quiet threats muttered through gnashed teeth the next. 

			Morgwaeth edged nearer, moving sideways to hug the throat of the passage and remain unseen. She willed her glaive to go cold; its pulsing red glow immediately extinguished. 

			‘Khamyss speaks aright,’ another said – Kyrssa this time, her deep voice measured and cold. ‘If you would make these accusations, you must provide proof.’ 

			‘Why have we failed in our endeavours here?’ Kyrae shot back. ‘Why do we wander the bowels of this infernal mountain and risk our lives only to search empty tombs and plunder little more than dust and second-rate prizes from picked-over treasure troves?’

			‘You call the artefacts we’ve recovered thus far a failure?’ Khamyss asked. ‘The Chalice of Burning Tears? The Shadow Scroll of the Mistmark?’ 

			‘And still,’ Kyrae interrupted, ‘not the prize we were sent to claim. No Shard of Khaine, as yet. Perhaps no Shard of Khaine at all.’ 

			‘Why, then?’ Kyrssa asked. ‘Why would Morathi send her here, punish her in this manner, when her failure condemns us all?’

			‘Because our queen will not be challenged, by anyone, for any reason, and her vengeance is of greater import – and greater usefulness than even our lives.’ 

			‘Or,’ said Lethyr, ‘it is a test. The High Oracle seeks not only to punish our hag queen, but to test our obedience, our resolve? Recognising Morgwaeth’s failures, it becomes incumbent upon us to supplant her!’ 

			Morgwaeth felt a cold, cruel pang of betrayal at that. Lethyr was young, impressionable. She had believed her to be the most ardent, unquestioning supporter in her retinue. If Kyrae’s accusations could so easily sway her– 

			Fool, that cold voice within her snapped. She is not easily swayed. She is, instead, seeing clearly, without eyes clouded by affection or longtime companionship. She sees the truth of it. 

			Morgwaeth almost spoke aloud again… but stopped herself. Be quiet, she ordered the voice of dissent inside her. 

			‘The young one understands,’ Kyrae said with sickening eagerness. ‘If we do not supplant her, she will drag us down into failure and ignominy with her.’ 

			‘She still has my oath and my loyalty,’ Khamyss said coldly. ‘If you insult her again, you insult me.’ 

			‘Then you’re blind,’ Lethyr said, her youthful voice carrying a keen, cold edge that Morgwaeth barely recognised. 

			She heard bootheels on stone, scuffling and movement, the snap of a kruip-lash. 

			‘Call me blind again, young one,’ Khamyss said. ‘You’ll find out just how keen my sight can be.’ 

			Blades whispered, loosed from scabbards. ‘Stand down, Khamyss,’ Kyrssa snarled. ‘She’s young. She doesn’t know what she’s saying.’ 

			‘You would bare your blades in her defence?’ the Sister of Slaughter answered. 

			‘None of you know what you’re saying!’ Kyrae barked. ‘Have you not been listening? No one in this chamber is your enemy – but our leader might be!’ 

			They fell to bickering, their voices loud, pointed and entangled, their words barbed and sharpened. But Morgwaeth could no longer hear them. She was too busy navigating a silent argument with herself. 

			She’s right, that cold voice within her said, so grim and understated she could hardly afford to disbelieve it. This is my doing – my curse. I spoke against Morathi when I should have remained loyal. I doubted our High Oracle when I should have kept faith with her. And worse, above all – I was foolish enough to give my doubts voice, to trust those I thought of as my companions and confidantes… 

			Trust no one, another part of her growled inwardly. Surely not these arguing fools. 

			Not even yourself. 

			The mountain… this is the mountain… it has to be!

			The mountain – you would wish it so. But, no, Morgwaeth, this is your doing – all your doing. You are the fool to blame for this. 

			Mutineer. 

			‘Put your blades away!’ 

			Betrayer. 

			‘She questioned the queen! No one questions the queen!’ 

			Failure. 

			‘If you say she betrayed Morathi, you suggest I betrayed Morathi!’

			Fool. 

			There was only one way to settle the matter. To silence the voices. To eradicate her doubts and fears. 

			Morgwaeth stepped from her shadowed hiding place and slammed the ferrule of her glaive upon the stone floor of the chamber her companions now argued in. The moment the spiked ferrule slammed into the cold, hard ground its blade once more came alight, glowing an ominous, hellish crimson, brighter than the light-stones each of them now held to illuminate the dark cavern. 

			All eyes swung towards her. Every word caught in their throats, mid-utterance. All their poised weapons hovered in the air. 

			‘Kyrae,’ Morgwaeth said. 

			‘Morgwaeth,’ the melusai stalker said. 

			Morgwaeth felt something cold coil inside her when the half-serpentine archer dared speak her name. ‘Address me as your queen,’ she said. 

			Kyrae’s serpentine lower half slithered and shifted beneath her. Even as she moved, she kept her eyes locked on Morgwaeth’s square-shouldered form. 

			‘We have only one queen,’ the melusai said quietly. 

			Morgwaeth inhaled. Exhaled. ‘We have one High Oracle… but I am your hag queen, your high priestess, the hierophant of the temple you call home and refuge. Here, now, in this place, I am your only queen.’ 

			‘You’re no queen,’ Kyrae answered, ‘only a leader.’ She spat the word – leader – as though it were a curse. ‘And mere leaders can be relieved of their command.’ 

			‘She levelled charges,’ Lethyr broke in. Kyrssa hissed her to be silent, but the young witch-aelf persisted. ‘She accused you of betraying Morathi, of speaking against the High Oracle and the faith–’

			‘I heard her poisoned words,’ Morgwaeth said. 

			‘Then answer them,’ Kyrae snapped. ‘Explain yourself!’ 

			‘I will explain nothing to the likes of you,’ Morgwaeth snarled. ‘I serve Morathi, and you serve me. If you will not withdraw your foul accusations, I shall be forced to rely upon holy Khaine to settle this.’ 

			Kyrae’s eyes narrowed. ‘Khaine?’ 

			‘Kyrae levelled charges,’ Morgwaeth said, shouting for the benefit of all. ‘I shall defend myself only with my instincts and a naked blade. Let Khaine decide who is worthy of victory.’ 

			She lifted her glaive, whirled it before her in a familiar combat flourish, then fell into a defensive stance, weapon straight, and cocked her head to the side. 

			Kyrae shrugged off her heartseeker bow, tossed it to Lethyr, then snatched her scianlar dagger from its sheath. ‘Let the Lord of Murder proclaim his champion!’ she shouted, and sprang towards Morgwaeth, all the strength of her enormous serpentine tail behind her. 

			All of Morgwaeth’s martial training from her formative years in the temple returned in an instant. She leapt forward, glaive high, eager to close the distance between them and use the levelled shaft of her weapon to deflect Kyrae’s opening blow. The scianlar was a dagger, true, but it was long, curved and hellishly sharp – almost a short sword, in fact. It drew sparks as it nicked off the shaft of Morgwaeth’s blade, but even before they’d each disengaged from the strike, the melusai had already seized the glaive-shaft in her free hand and given the weapon a mighty pull. The combination of their mutual forward momentum, the deflected strike, and Kyrae’s tug on the glaive shaft made the two of them spin in mid-air before centrifugal force once more tore them apart and sent each flying in opposite directions. 

			Morgwaeth landed hard, nearly falling prone, but she recovered and spun, desperate never to show her back to her opponent. Kyrae swung her bulk around, bringing the long end of her serpentine tail lashing towards Morgwaeth like a fat whip. Morgwaeth leapt high but failed to clear the whipping tail by the barest toe-length. She felt herself violently upended, then hit the cavern floor on her back, glaive clattering from her hand. 

			Kyrae did not waste a moment. As her whipping tail carried her fully round in a circle, she came to rest, coiled her tail behind her, and sprang again. She had drawn another dagger to wield as a secondary blade – one without the elegant runic embellishments of her enchanted, soul-hungry scianlar. Her spring carried her high in the air and she arced down towards Morgwaeth, blades flashing fiercely – hungrily – as she fell. 

			Morgwaeth rolled, snatching her fallen glaive in transit. Just as Kyrae came crashing down where she’d lain a moment before, Morgwaeth sprang up onto her feet and lunged viciously towards her opponent. She offered two savage swipes of the cutting edge of her glaive blade before punctuating the two slashes with a kill-thrust. 

			Kyrae dodged the slashes, but the pointed tip of the glaive caught her low, just below her ribcage, where pale flesh subsided into the scales upon her serpentine lower half. Dark maroon blood ­glutted from the wound. The snake-woman screamed, agonised and enraged.

			Morgwaeth felt a strange elation as Kyrae’s scream echoed through the cavern and the tributary passages. A cold, bloodthirsty smile twisted her once-frowning mouth. 

			‘First blood,’ she said. 

			Kyrae looked as though she might answer with an insult. Instead, she hunkered low and came slithering across the cavern floor with nightmarish swiftness, so fast that Morgwaeth thought her a living battering ram. Morgwaeth answered the headlong charge with a surge forward of her own, drawing back the glaive for a murder­ous forward thrust. When the oncoming Kyrae brought her daggers sweeping upward to parry Morgwaeth’s glaive attack, it forced her also to arrest her forward momentum and bring her low, missile-quick body into an awkward, half-standing formation that exposed her underbelly.

			Morgwaeth yanked her glaive sideways to free it from the blocking blades, then twisted her torso and made a haphazard play to bring the spiked ferrule of the glaive-shaft backwards, plunging right towards Kyrae’s exposed abdomen. For an instant – just an instant – the ferrule spike bit deep into Kyrae’s scaly hide. 

			Then, the melusai yanked her whole body backwards, freeing the spike, and brought all of her bulk spinning round, her enormous tail whipping out with terrific force. The move threw Morgwaeth off balance and sent her stumbling as the glaive – still held in unsteady hands – began to drag her over with its own considerable weight. As Morgwaeth struggled to right herself, to prevent a downward plunge and a clumsy landing on the cavern’s stone floor, Kyrae’s great tail knocked her feet out from under her. The world turned upside down and stone rose to meet her. 

			Impact. An explosion of stars on a black void filled her vision. All the breath left her lungs and she choked, sputtering and coughing as she shook and thrashed, desperate to unscramble her blasted senses. Her hands flailed about for the glaive and found nothing but naked stone. 

			Here it is, then, she thought grimly. The end, at last, that you’ve always deserved. This is what your betrayals – however careless, ­however minor – have bought you. A fine hag queen you turned out to be. 

			She struggled, feeling about, sure that, at any moment, Kyrae’s blades would bite deep into her exposed back. At that very moment, her vision began to clear. Eager to meet her end head-on instead of face-down, Morgwaeth threw her body sideways and rolled onto her back. She landed just in time for Kyrae to come crashing down atop her. The melusai’s serpentine tail pinned her legs. The melusai pitched forward, as if she were about to fall flat on Morgwaeth’s upturned face and torso, but she caught herself with one outstretched arm and managed to arrest her downward motion. There she hovered, tail anchored atop Morgwaeth’s pinned legs, upper body parallel to Morgwaeth’s own, just a finger’s length above her, poised like a lover. The scianlar dagger slid in between the two of them, its blade dipping towards Morgwaeth’s exposed throat, the runes along its length now pulsing a fiery, hungry crimson. 

			‘Do you yield?’ Kyrae hissed between gnashed teeth. 

			Morgwaeth stared up into the melusai’s severe and angular face. Yes, a part of her was ready to yield. She’d taken the chance of betting her leadership – her essential rightness – upon this duel. And now… this was the end. 

			And yet, something inside her refused to let her open her mouth and say the words. Something defiant. Something red-hot and smouldering. A small, gathering fire that pulsed just as brightly, just as ominously, as the runes inscribed along Kyrae’s curved, ceremonial scianlar. 

			The dagger. She was so close to it – so dangerously, recklessly near. The keen edge on its blade flashed in the half-lit cave light. Small flecks of old, dried blood could be seen in the recesses along the fuller and at the place where blade met hilt. And those runes… they glowed like tiny, bizarrely shaped duardin forges in the near-darkness, scintillating, hungry, malign– 

			Waiting. 

			‘Do you yield?’ Kyrae demanded, pressing the knife nearer. 

			Morgwaeth’s mouth wanted to form the words, but the runes would not leave her be. They seemed to speak to her. To taunt her. 

			That blade, she thought. Alive with the life force of a hundred slain foes – singing with it. Pregnant with latent energy seeking an outlet. An offering to Morathi. 

			An offering only accessible by the secret and ancient rites of the Hagg Nar. 

			An offering withdrawn and imparted by hag queens alone. 

			Kyrae’s patience was at an end. She raised the dagger, sounded a fearsome, ululating war cry, and brought the blade slicing down through the stale subterranean air. 

			Morgwaeth threw up her hands and caught Kyrae’s strike mid-air as it fell towards her chest, the blade aimed directly at her rib-cage and the pumping heart beneath it. Kyrae pressed her weight down. Morgwaeth struggled against the melusai – such power, such ferocity! – and began to snarl out a series of ancient incantations. Songs to Khaine; canticles of offering to the High Oracle; benedictions for her survival, the restoration of her youth… and the replenishment of her divine and ancient power. 

			But it was not Morathi’s name that Morgwaeth chanted as the cantrips rolled off her tongue. 

			It was her own. 

			The runes along the dagger’s length began to glow, brighter and brighter. Kyrae rose a little, shifted her weight, and tried to bring all the bulk of her upper body down behind the dagger, to drive it right into Morgwaeth’s fast-beating heart. Morgwaeth could already feel the energies in the scianlar beginning to pass from the blade into her own being – only a trickle, like the sluiceways of a dam slowly rising, one small measure at a time. 

			But she also saw the horror, the realisation, dawning on Kyrae’s face. She saw the bright, forge-red glow that now painted Kyrae’s features from beneath, and knew it to be a reflection of the glowing runes upon the dagger and the light of Khaine pulsing star-like and bright behind Morgwaeth’s own wide-open eyes. 

			She chanted. She sang. Her words quickened the energies in the dagger, prepared them to be poured out, absorbed by a waiting host. 

			And she was that host. 

			The sluiceways opened. A torrent of commingled, compressed life forces stolen from all the enemies they’d challenged and slain upon their journey from the outskirts of Beastgrave to the tunnels beneath it overflowed the sharp, steel vessel that contained them in a cascading instant, splashing outward in wave after wave into Morgwaeth’s waiting, hungry body. One moment, she was struggling to hold that hovering dagger at bay, a would-be victim, a breath away from slaughter. Then, in the next instant, as the wave hit, she became so much more. Her struggle became a savage repulsion. Kyrae was thrown from atop her, arced through the air and slammed hard into the nearest stone wall of the cavern, sliding to the chamber floor in a winded heap. But still those vast, deep energies poured out of the now-fallen scianlar, assaulting Morgwaeth’s hungry, voracious body in wave after soul-shattering wave. 

			The hag queen’s form shook, bucked. Every muscle grew bow-string taut and flayed-skin loose in wracking, alternating tremors. Her senses pulsed outward and drove inward, breath by breath, one moment assaulting her with an excess of sensitivity – the deafening sound of slow-flow stone, the blinding light of her companions’ burning jewels in the near-darkness – the next moment forcing her awareness to contract into the deepest, darkest corner of her being, centred only on the sound of her own beating heart. Morgwaeth’s world was ravening red light, pure, surging energy, pleasure and pain indivisible, a torturous maelstrom of hyper-awareness and insights-within-insights that very nearly caused her brain to liquefy inside her skull. 

			She screamed. The cavern shook around her. The mountain shuddered in answer. 

			Then, once more, the world seemed to turn, upended. Morgwaeth found herself kneeling upon the ground, swaddled in a cyclone of dissipating smoke and slowly subsiding bale-fire. She could see nothing, but felt as though she could sense everything around her: four rapid heartbeats, tectonic force inching beneath her like a frozen river, and behind it all, the malign will of the mountain and the tainted souls moving ant-like through its stony bowels, both near and far. 

			Calm, she commanded. 

			The awareness contracted. Her senses began to focus. 

			Calm, she commanded again. Obey me. 

			Her awareness contracted again, a massive, magical cataract shrinking down to a pinpoint within her. As quickly as it had begun, the storm was over. The smoke encircling her began to shift and disperse. Little by little, Morgwaeth’s awareness returned to the material plane before her. She saw her companions all standing some distance away, spaced widely, all watching with wide, eager eyes and gaping mouths. 

			Kyrae was upright again, but she used the wall of the cavern to keep her so, clearly weakened and wracked by the magical storm Morgwaeth had unleashed. She looked like an arena pugilist, sagging under the weight of her own defiant spirit, murder still in her eyes even as something in her gaze begged for the reprieve of a killing blow. 

			Morgwaeth stood to her full height. The scianlar lay at her feet. She bent, grasped it, and lifted it in a gesture of exaltation. 

			‘I am Morgwaeth the Bloodied, a hag queen of the Hagg Nar temple, and your leader. Let each of you show your loyalty, here and now.’ 

			Khamyss took the knee first. Kyrssa and Lethyr followed suit, one after another. Kyrae seemed to consider – for only an instant – another attack… then she thought better of it. She bent forward, landing on her outstretched hands, head bowed low. 

			Morgwaeth sauntered across the stone floor to her would-be destroyer. For a moment, she stood over Kyrae, appraising her. 

			This will not be the last challenge, she thought mordantly. 

			Very well, then, she thought a moment later. Let her challenge me. Let all of them challenge me. If I cannot prove my worthiness to lead, I should not do so. 

			But here, now? I have proven my worth. 

			‘Swear fealty to me,’ Morgwaeth said quietly. 

			The others opened their mouths to answer. Morgwaeth raised her hand. 

			‘You first, Kyrae,’ she said. ‘Whom do I serve?’ 

			Kyrae met her gaze. ‘Morathi.’ 

			Morgwaeth’s eyes narrowed. ‘And whom do you serve?’ 

			Kyrae did not blink. ‘I serve you, my hag queen.’ 

			Morgwaeth saw the ghost of betrayal in the melusai’s cold, level gaze – along with a measure of self-doubt and a tiny dram of focused hatred… but she saw something else, as well. A grudging respect. An eagerness to be led by one as strong and cunning as Kyrae imagined herself to be.

			As Morgwaeth had proven herself to be. 

			‘You have my bow,’ Kyrae said, ‘my blades, and my fealty, my hag queen. This I swear… lest Khaine himself rise from the ashen pit and devour me.’ 

			‘Good,’ Morgwaeth said. ‘This pleases me. Arise, my sisters.’ 

			They did as commanded. Once all were on their feet again, listening, eager, she spoke. 

			‘I have found the way forward,’ she said quietly. ‘Down that passage. A small troop of ogors and orruks, even now, scrape their way through fallen rubble into a long-abandoned temple hewn into the living rock of the cavern. And within?’

			She paused, studying them. She saw a bright, malign light in Khamyss’ eyes behind her golden mask; faith, hope and determination in the gazes of her witch-aelves; even that cold, calculated respect in Kyrae’s serpentine face. 

			‘I know not what awaits within,’ she said, feeling her lips curl into a sly half-smile. ‘But I wish to find out, for I have smelled the traces of blood magic upon that place, and seen the runes of our people, and know what they may portend.’ 

			‘The Shard of Khaine!’ Lethyr breathed. 

			The others nodded, exchanged knowing, hopeful glances; trembled ever so slightly, like eager children. 

			Morgwaeth eyed each of her servants. ‘What say we take it from them?’ 
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			Clawlord Skritch Spiteclaw licked his lips nervously, tail lashing in anticipation of inevitable victory. The beast-thing was tiring, bleeding from a score of wounds. Its armour was torn, comrades long fallen, and it struggled to focus on the circling clanrats. But still it clasped its ripper axe, bellowing a challenge, its bloodshot eyes locked on the clawlord. 

			‘Surrender, beast-thing,’ Skritch cried, levelling his halberd at the braying creature. ‘Yield to your master and your death will be short-quick.’

			He doubted the pathetic creature could understand his words. The beast-thing was distant-kin; an unsightly mockery of the perfect skaven form, its twisted body a fusing of man-thing and goat. Skritch certainly did not envy its towering stature, nor its muscular frame, or the majestic horns that crested its snarling face. The beast-thing held only one thing he coveted: the amulet adorning its throat, a locket of blackened lead glinting with the sickly emerald light of pure warpstone. It had called to him through his tainted blood. It was his by right. 

			Skritch drew himself up to his full height, the tip of his snout almost reaching above the beast-thing’s chest, his halberd poised. Beside him Krrk the Almost-Trusted brandished his spear, ever ready to guard his clawlord’s back. 

			‘Very well. Death will be yours,’ Skritch snarled, before switching his gaze to the trio of clanrats encircling the beast. ‘Now, my swarm. Slay-kill!’ 

			The nearest skaven glanced at him, its ears twitching as it considered the command. It must have known there was little chance the beast-thing could stand against the swarm, but the first to attack would inevitably contend with the beast’s axe.

			‘Now!’ Skritch snapped. ‘Strike now or I feast on your rotten heart!’

			Still the clanrat hesitated; its gaze flickered between Skritch and the target. This indecision proved costly. 

			With surprising speed the beast-thing spun on its hooves, charging the hesitant clanrat. It brought the axe around in a wicked arc, the blade splitting the skaven’s sternum. The dying clanrat scrabbled in a futile attempt to drag the weapon clear, and its death throes threw the beast-thing off balance. 

			The second clanrat was already darting forward, hand-flail swung high, foam frothing from its lips as the black hunger consumed it. It brought the weapon down in a vicious swing that glanced from the beast-thing’s helm. The beast-thing staggered, losing its grip on the axe, before its taloned fingers snatched the second skaven by the throat. The clanrat’s eyes bulged, its tongue lolling from its lips. It tried to swing its flail, but the beast-thing drew it too close, their snouts barely two tail-widths apart. Then it roared and sank its teeth into the skaven’s throat, blood spraying across its fur. 

			‘Fool-fools!’ Skritch hissed as the third clanrat sprang into action. It landed on the beast-thing’s back, burying its katar blades in the beast-thing’s shoulders. The creature bellowed and bucked in rage and pain as the clanrat scrabbled up its back, blades tearing into its flesh. As it thrashed, the beast-thing’s horns caught the ­frenzied skaven just below the ribs. It fell, but its tail coiled around the beast-thing’s throat, dragging it from its hooves.

			Skritch slunk closer, keeping a halberd’s length between him and the tangle of limbs. The beast-thing appeared to be dying, though it still held a skaven by the throat, the clanrat unable to break the grip.

			Skritch glanced at Krrk. ‘Finish it,’ he hissed.

			Skritch saw a smile spread across Krrk’s lips. He swept forward, plunging his spear into the beast-thing’s throat and twisting the blade. There was a gush of foul-smelling blood as he ripped it clear, and the creature was finally still. 

			‘Dead now,’ Krrk said, glancing at Skritch.

			‘And the clanrats?’

			‘At least two dead,’ Krrk replied, his gaze lingering on the skaven impaled on the beast-thing’s horns. It was still trying to drag itself clear. 

			His spear sank into its chest.

			‘Three dead,’ he nodded.

			‘No matter,’ Skritch shrugged, creeping close, weapon still raised. The beast-thing seemed dead, its throat opened by Krrk’s spear, the gush of blood now slowed to a trickle. But Skritch was all too familiar with the curse that haunted the mountain of Beastgrave. Nothing stayed dead for long.

			He snatched the chain from the beast-thing’s neck, inspecting it. The locket was a simple thing; a chamber of lead and iron. He picked at the catch with his claw, a smile splitting his face as he surveyed the contents. Within lay a warpstone charm the size of an eyeball. A good trade for a day’s hunt.

			He glanced at Krrk to see if he was coveting the new prize, but the pack-leader’s focus was elsewhere. Skritch followed his gaze. Far above them, in the rocky outcrops that crested the tunnel, Skritch thought he caught a glimpse of colour; iridescent feathers that shimmered with a soft blue glow. Then came the rumble of thunder. Krrk’s ears twitched at the sound.

			‘Outside the mountain?’ he asked.

			Skritch frowned. The sound had been distant, barely an echo. But experience had shown there was thunder within the mountain. The storm-things were close.

			His gaze darted to Krrk, who was resting on the haft of his spear.

			‘Bring meat for my victory feast-meal,’ Skritch murmured, as the duo surveyed the mangled flesh that littered the cavern. ‘The rest will follow soon enough.’

			Skritch sat on his patchwork throne; scraps of bone and fur crudely bound by cords woven from man-hair. It was adorned with trophies: the severed hands of an orruk-thing chieftain, a bejewelled but broken sword taken from the tunnel beneath the mirror-city. The horns of the beast-thing, hastily hacked from its owner’s skull, now held pride of place. 

			Skritch adjusted his weight, resting his halberd beside him, his hands stretched to the fire. The throne was tremendously uncomfortable, the seat of broken ribs digging into his haunches, the mangy scraps of fur irritating his skin. But the discomfort was inconsequential. What mattered was his swarm beheld him in his full glory: an unassailable clawlord who crushed his adversaries and feasted on their flesh. He had already consumed most of the beast-thing’s carcass, Krrk having gnawed the remaining bones clean. The meat was bitter, but it was similar enough to his usual diet of skaven flesh. 

			No, the taste was not the source of his disquiet. Like all creatures within the mountain of Beastgrave, the beast-thing would soon rise in un-life, flesh knitting over its picked-clean bones. Would new horns bud from its head in place of those that now adorned his throne? Skritch could not see why not, but if it did, what did that mean for his trophy? Were any of his prizes of value when they would soon be restored to their former owner? What could he truly take?

			Beside him there was a swish followed by a thwack. 

			Skritch glanced at Krrk, who had just brought his spear down on one of the rats skulking about the camp. With a flick of his wrist Krrk launched the thrashing creature into the air, his jaws snapping shut. 

			Krrk was a simple creature, Skritch mused, as the pack-leader devoured the rat. He did not squander his small mind pondering the unfathomables of un-life. He was content with a full stomach and an outlet for his cruelty, and Skritch was careful to ensure he always found both. 

			‘They are taking their time, yes-yes?’ Skritch murmured as his underling sucked up the tail dangling between his lips. 

			Krrk shrugged. He was not much for conversation, a quality Skritch generally valued. Still, sometimes a contribution would be appreciated.

			‘Perhaps the curse is ended?’ Skritch continued, his taloned finger tapping against the haft of his weapon. ‘Perhaps his attention has turned from the mountain?’

			Krrk frowned, still chewing. ‘Who, my clawlord?’

			Skritch glared at the pack-leader. The simpleton lacked the intellect to mock him. Krrk probably thought nothing of invoking the Great Necromancer’s name. But Skritch knew better. Mighty clawlord though he was, even he knew better than to draw the attention of the death-god, Nagash. No, the wisest leader carved an empire in the cracks and stayed far from divine light or unholy darkness.

			Krrk pointed with his spear. ‘Look, my clawlord, they come.’

			The darkness was pierced by a score of red eyes as a tide of fur slunk from the shadows, tails thrashing like the tendrils of some sea-beast. Skritch straightened, drawing himself up and puffing his chest, the newly acquired warpstone talisman gleaming around his throat. It was an exquisite treasure, threaded with potent runes and incarnations. He had felt it calling, and now that he had bested the beast-things he could finally bathe in its fell power. It was a pity his supply of warpstone snuff was so low. More than likely the charm would be smashed and ground up in order to resupply him. But in that moment it symbolised his triumph just as much as his bulging belly.

			‘Come-come, my swarm, sit and bask in the glow of my triumph-victory,’ Skritch said as the skaven slunk closer. The boldest of them settled two tail-lengths from Skritch’s fire, baring their fangs to preserve the territory. The rest skulked to the shadows, seeking a crevice to defend or scraps to fill their bellies. The return to un-life always brought with it a feral hunger, and each time it was worse. 

			Skritch studied his swarm carefully. All knew what was coming. The bold had set their challenge, daring him to test their strength. One had already began gnawing on his discarded bones, a sure mark of disrespect. Skritch studied it from the corner of his eye. It was skinny compared to the mighty clawlord, ribs visible beneath its mismatched armour. But its eyes were needles of hate, the black hunger having consumed what little sanity it once possessed. Within madness lay a savage strength.

			Still, it would not hold his gaze. This was good. Despite their ­bravado none of the fire-dwellers would look him in the eye. None would challenge one-to-one. 

			His focus shifted deeper into the cavern, where the more cautious had already staked their hiding holes, knives and katar blades glinting in the shadows. None met his gaze in challenge, but there was a different danger here; the risk of sudden violence escalating beyond his control. Then in the confusion a knife could come from anywhere, even with Krrk watching his tail. He needed to bind the swarm together, unite them as one. 

			He soon saw how: a clanrat pressed a little too deep into the shadows, its tongue lapping pathetically at the sores adorning its flank. Its head dropped as Skritch’s gaze swept over it, as though wishing to fade from his sight. 

			Skritch raised his halberd high. Hungry eyes followed the blade.

			‘My mighty swarm,’ Skritch said in his most benevolent tone. ‘I have won another great victory, felling the mighty beast-things and taking their spoils. For the strong devour the weak.’

			As he spoke, his blade slowly drifted across the throng, finally falling upon the clanrat with the weeping sores. The cowering creature tried to burrow into the rockface as the other skaven closed around it. 

			‘Tomorrow the hunt begins anew. But now we feast.’

			The swarm bared its fangs and moved as one, swallowing the unfortunate skaven in a sea of fur. Skritch beckoned Krrk closer as his swarm sated its hunger. 

			‘Watch them all. Any who plot-scheme must be punished.’

			Krrk grinned, his grip on his spear tightening. Inevitably he would find just cause to slay at least one of the swarm, but that was a pretty-price for keeping order. After all, they always came back. 

			Skritch dipped his finger into his belt pouch, retrieving a tiny dab of warpstone snuff. He snorted it, his thoughts suddenly all sharp colours and bright blades. Everything was well. He was clawlord of an undying legion, a plan-strategist who would never taste death or defeat. The warpstone amulet felt warm against his chest, its baneful power soothing his aching bones as he closed his eyes.

			‘Welcome, Skritch Spiteclaw, to the Realm of Ruin. Welcome to the Lair of The Horned One.’ 

			Skritch bolted upright at the sound, halberd levelled, nose twitching as he sought the scent of his swarm. But they were gone, as was the cursed mountain of Beastgrave; rock and lichen supplanted by broken stalls and rotting produce. He was standing in the remnants of what might once have been a market square. Beyond, the crumbling spires of a vast city were swallowed by choking clouds of warp-smoke. He could hear the clang of bells, and detect the stench of industry.

			‘Where is your army, little-king?’ whispered a voice, thick and soft as rotten flesh.

			Skritch spun, weapon raised, seeking the speaker amidst the ruin and shadow. He knew this place. It called to his bones and warpstone tainted blood. It was what awaited every skaven at the end of their short, violent lives. A shade-life of agony and terror. Had true-death taken him? He knew the amulet was cursed! Perhaps the speaker was small-scrawn? Hiding in some crack or crevice? 

			His gaze darted between shadows spun by the broken spires. Each one cast a seeming threat; broken struts forming barbed spear-walls, a torn flag caught in a warp-gale becoming the beat of monstrous wings. Even the tips of the spires were somehow twisted into a crown of horns. 

			Except the shadows would not keep still. 

			They seeped from the cracks, like the tributaries of a dark river, merging and coalescing until a terrible form towered above the ruined stalls, its long limbs clad in rotten silks, its head framed by a halo of twisted horns. It held a cruel glaive, the blade at least three tail-lengths, and its face was a black pit set with eyes of purest warpstone, which blazed with a malevolence anything but mortal.

			Before him stood a verminlord. A daemon-princeling of the Horned One.

			Skritch turned to flee, but a twin-tipped tail coiled about him like a serpent, pinning his arms in place and lifting him from the ground, till he dangled a blade’s length from its terrible eyes. Somehow shadows still clung to its face, but Skritch caught a glimpse of rotten fangs and gleaming bone. 

			‘Where are your manners, little creature?’ it said, fangs bared. ‘I gift you my amulet. I invite you to the Horned One’s lair. You insult my patronage with silence?’

			‘M-mighty lord of Ruin,’ Skritch stammered. ‘Forgive me, yes-yes? Your great-majesty was too–’

			‘Spare me your simpering,’ the verminlord spat, casting him aside with a flick of its tail. 

			He tried to twist but landed hard, rolling to all fours, his ears flat, tail low, every tuft of fur bowed in subservience. The rat-daemon stared at him, before its shadow-lips twisted into a cruel smile.

			‘No need to debase yourself, little-king,’ it said, words sweet as black treacle. ‘You are no mortal vermin. No, Skritch Spiteclaw and his swarm burrow beyond life and death. Tell me, little-king, do you enjoy your immortality?’

			Skritch’s tail twitched. He suspected there was no right answer to the question, but many wrong answers. To offer one up would be a mistake. 

			‘I do not tempt-seek fate,’ he said. ‘A clawlord leads from the back.’

			‘Yes,’ the rat-daemon nodded. ‘Victory earned through the blood of an undying swarm. A chance to wage eternal war. What clawlord could want more?’

			Skritch was set to nod in agreement. But some glimmer in the vermin­lord’s eyes invited caution.

			‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘But the swarm’s foes cannot be truly kill-slain.’

			‘Correct, little-king,’ the verminlord said, and smiled. ‘And a clawlord who cannot conquer his enemies will not remain a clawlord for long. Tell me, little-king, if the undying swarm were to strike as one, what would you do?’ 

			‘Krrk is loyal.’ 

			‘Krrk is a whip that hungers for its owner’s hide,’ the verminlord snarled, lashing its tail and reducing the nearest market stall to splinters. As Skritch watched, a pale, blind rat-shade crawled from the wreckage. It was a tangle of heads and limbs, all crudely stitched together with spirit-stuff. It mewed pitifully, like the pained cry of a newborn ratling. 

			The verminlord snatched the stitch-shade, which reached its outstretched hand towards the trembling Skritch. 

			‘Pathetic,’ it hissed, staring at the thrashing creature. ‘The fate of the weak Skritch – eternity as fodder and quarry. Is this your want, little-king? The Bone-God’s plaything, hunted-slain for all time?’ 

			It squeezed its fist and the shade burst into a cloud of bloody smoke. It coiled about the verminlord’s outstretched palm, coalescing into a sphere of tantalising darkness laced with splinters of warp lightning. Skritch could not draw his gaze from the scry-orb.

			‘What if the Bone-God was not so infallible?’ the rat-daemon whispered. ‘What if there were a weapon that could overcome even un-life?’

			‘A weapon?’ Skritch whispered, leaning closer. For an instant the storm within the orb abated. He saw a desert of ever shifting sands and gleaming bones, a great Black Pyramid veiled in the necromantic energies of Shyish. 

			‘Your world is not all that was,’ the verminlord whispered as Skritch watched. ‘In the before-now, in the Age of Myth, the Horned One’s children forged fell blades that could overcome even the Bone-God’s power.’

			The verminlord shook the scry-orb, whipping the desert sands into a storm. Darkness swallowed the world, only to be split by lightning of azure blue and emerald green.

			‘One such weapon was forged to slay the man-things’ storm-god – a bitter blade of stolen sigmarite and foulest warpstone. But it proved too potent and gnawed a crack between the realms.’

			The image swirled, revealing a tunnel seemingly sliced through the rock, its walls blistered smooth. At its end a chamber was burned into the stone, and something lay on the dais at its centre; a weapon perhaps, though it was mired in shadows even the scry-orb could not pierce. 

			‘The blade became trapped beneath the mountain of Beastgrave,’ the verminlord continued. ‘There it has festered for an age, fattened by both the mountain’s curse and the Bone-God’s magics. With enough stolen power it can slay anything, living or dead.’ 

			‘Such a gift, Ruinous One,’ Skritch simpered, ears twitching nervously. ‘Yet I have tell-heard stories of such weapons. They say none can wield them for long, such is the potency of the blight-curse.’

			‘My little king is learned,’ the verminlord said with a sharp smile. ‘Yes, no mortal can wield a blade of such potent-potency without inviting a painful death. That is why I have chosen you, little-king, you who the Bone-God has blessed with un-life. The triumph of the Horned One depends on you. Only through your bravery can a path be gnawed between the realms, and the sword restored to its rightful home in the Horned One’s Lair.’

			‘I can wield this weapon? I can slay the unkillable?’

			‘Only you, little king,’ the verminlord said. ‘Skritch the Undying, wielder of the Gnawblade of Fell-Death. The equal of any skaven, mortal or demi-god alike.’

			It bowed its head a notch to him, and Skritch’s whiskers twitched with delight at the gesture. 

			‘This is why I have come to you, Skritch Spiteclaw,’ the warpseer whispered, as clouds once again gathered in the scry-orb. ‘Only you can dig deep enough to find the blade. Only you can endure the curse. Only you can end the blade’s slumber and deliver it to its proper place. But do not tarry. A storm chases your heels, and there are those who wish to return the stolen sigmarite to the smith-god.’

			The rat-daemon cackled like the cracking of a bell as warp lightning arced within the globe. 

			The deeper they dug the more Skritch could feel the sword’s malign influence. 

			The rock became clammy, crumbling beneath their paws, and a scent of decay soon pervaded the burrow-holes. Even the foul rock-maggots were sickly, with open sores weeping between the armoured plates. Many were stunted, or merely had two heads. Still, their snapping jaws and neurotoxic venom took a toll on the swarm.

			But still they clawed at the tainted dirt, burrowing into the deepest tunnels beneath Beastgrave. With each tail’s length the work grew harder. Skritch felt the ache in his bones: a dreadful hollowness, like he would never feel full again. He could see it in his swarm’s gaunt faces and sunken eyes, and even the air possessed a sickly tint. 

			But the amulet was warm against his skin, and his vision drove him on.

			Suddenly they broke through, the tunnel opening beneath them, its walls smooth as though sliced by a blade, glistening with a sickly green glow. The skaven dropped into the passage, landing silently and forming a defensive circle of rusted spears and curved blades. Skritch was last, taking his place at the centre; his swarm a living shield, Krrk as always guarding his tail. 

			‘Eyes and whiskers, speak-snitch!’ he hissed, peering into the dark. It was so thick even skaven eyes could not pierce the gloom.

			‘Orruk-things,’ one of his swarm replied, crouching over the ­scuffled earth. ‘The scent is fresh-clear. They passed not long.’

			Skritch’s fur bristled. The greenskins were brutal beasts, dangerous but lacking in guile. A trap could be sprung, given time. But time was precious. He was set to order a cautious advance when the crouched skaven yelped, jumping up and rubbing at its nose, whiskers twitching.

			‘What is it?’ Skritch hissed. 

			‘Forgiveness, mighty clawlord,’ the clanrat begged. ‘A pain, like warp-static.’

			Skritch glanced to the earth. For a moment he swore he saw a spark of Azyr light. 

			‘Forward! All scurry-speed! Now!’ he snarled, cuffing the nearest skaven for emphasis. 

			‘But, clawlord,’ the clanrat whined, ‘shall we not surprise-stab the–’

			Skritch brought his blade down savagely, severing his underling’s tail. 

			‘The storm-things are here!’ Skritch bellowed as the clanrat screeched and the remaining underlings surged forward. ‘Advance quick-fast!’

			He too broke into a sprint, joining the swarm as it scurried down the tunnel. Despite the pace it still seemed a fraction slow to him, drained by whatever lay at the tunnel’s end. But as they scurried on he began to hear noises ahead; the crash of weapons and the roar of battle. In the distance, golden shapes appeared from the gloom, wreathed in Azyrite lightning. They were opposed by a horde of orruks clad in ramshackle armour, each plate heavier than a skaven could lift. The greenskins bellowed savage battle cries, swinging ­brutal axes large enough to pulverise a clanrat with a single strike, but the Stormcasts matched them blow for blow, neither side ­holding the advantage. 

			But beyond them, somehow visible even in the shadow, he spied the entrance to the chamber. Around him he felt the swarm slowing.

			‘Forward! Drive them on, Krrk!’ he bellowed. 

			Krrk licked his lips nervously. ‘Mighty clawlord, could we not wait, then ambush the victor?’

			‘This is no time for cower-prudence!’ Skritch snarled. ‘They are slow and clumsy. We dart through-past before they can strike. The last clanrat forward will be the first I stab-slay!’

			The swarm raced forward, Skritch adopting the place of honour at the rear of the pack. They were almost on their foes, close enough to smell the blood and excrement on the orruks and the stink of ozone that clung to the Stormcasts. 

			As the first skaven reached the lines, one of the orruks spun, bringing its choppa down, the impact reducing the clanrat to a shower of bone-blood. But three more scurried past, the torrent of fur and fangs sweeping over the combatants, some avoiding the blades, others falling. Skritch watched a Stormcast fend off an orruk-thing with his shock axe, whilst the boltstorm pistol in his other hand unleashed bursts of Azyr light into the swarm. 

			Through the stink of seared flesh and the screeches of the dying, Skritch made his move.

			He darted past a lumbering orruk, rolling beneath a Stormcast sabre and narrowly avoiding slipping on a bloody smear that might once have been a clanrat. But ahead of him the largest of the greenskins was locked in combat with what he could only assume was the Stormcast leader. The orruk was a towering beast, rivalling a rat-ogre in size, but Skritch could see its skin was marked by the Gnawblade’s touch; festering sores marred its hide, and the skin had a greasy sheen. Still, it moved with all the ferocity of its race, knocking the Stormcast aside before shifting its full focus to the onrushing Skritch. 

			It bellowed a challenge – jagged choppas, as long as he was tall, clasped in each hand. 

			Skritch did not slow, accelerating towards the beast. At the last moment he ducked beneath its blades, sliding through its outstretched legs, his halberd licking out and finding a gap between the armoured plates. He did not look back, scampering forward even as he heard the beast roar in pain and fury, the sound abruptly cut off by the swish of a Stormcast blade. It did not matter. He was through. But only a handful of skaven were still with him, Krrk amongst them.

			Ahead lay the chamber’s entrance, little more than a wide crack splitting the bedrock. He crept through, halberd raised, but the hole was empty. It was almost perfectly spherical, as though burned into the mountain. Nothing lived within, no roots pierced the ceiling. It was bare and barren, except for the dais at its centre. Skritch recognised it from his vision, but the weapon mounted upon it was nothing like he’d imagined. It was an ugly cleaver of blackened steel, the warpstone gem in its pommel barely offering the faintest glow. Were a merchant to offer him such a piece he would have taken their ear for the impertinence.

			And yet he felt something; the malign force sapping his strength. And now he looked closer he could see the sword had sunk into the dais, as though prolonged contact had melted the metal. 

			‘Guard the entrance,’ he snarled, handing Krrk his halberd as he drew closer, stretching out his paw. He felt the skin on his palm tighten, as though the flesh beneath withered in the blade’s presence. His arm began to shake. 

			Surely this was wrong? The verminlord had assured Skritch he would be inured to the blade’s power. He had told the swarm of his vision, how he would wield the Horned One’s weapon and finally obliterate their enemies. They were all staring at him now, expectant, entirely ignoring his command to watch the entrance. The Stormcasts could be on their tails at any moment; he could not retreat, but he dare not touch the cursed blade. So he wavered, cornered by doubt, whiskers stiffening in displeasure.

			Was it displeasure? His entire body was tingling, his fur standing on end. He frowned, struggling to squint down his own nose. There, between his whiskers, he thought he saw a shimmer; a static charge, edged in blue.

			Skritch threw himself to the ground as a bolt of Azyr light punched one of the clanrats from his feet. With a roar of thunder the Stormcasts burst into the chamber, slick with orruk gore, their boltstorm pistols unleashing the storm-god’s lightning, their blades blazing with his power. The golden warriors tore through the swarm, the skaven barely slowing them as they bore down on Skritch.

			He turned to Krrk, clawing desperately for his halberd, but the treacherous pack-leader had already discarded it, thrashing with his spear at a screeching storm-bird, its feathers iridescent with Azyr light. With a curse Skritch snatched up the Gnawblade, fury granting a momentary surge of strength, but even as he lifted the weapon he felt weakness consume him, the flesh of his paw throbbing. He was barely able to bring up the blade as the Stormcast leader bore down on him, his axe wreathed in Azyr lightning. 

			The warpstone gem in the Gnawblade’s hilt pulsed, roused by the thunder. 

			As the axe struck, the warpstone flared, the Stormcast’s lightning arcing through the stolen sigmarite into the warpstone gem. Skritch suddenly felt his limbs swell with power, his veins tingling with dark-light.

			‘Stolen storm-metal,’ he said, and grinned, pushing back against his foe. The Stormcast redoubled his efforts, straining with all his might, his weapon surging with Azyrite power, but the Gnawblade continued to feed on the energy. Its gem now blazed like an emerald star, the blade wreathed in warp lightning. 

			The Stormcast leapt back, moving with surprising speed, his hand darting to his boltstorm pistol. But Skritch was faster, and his tail coiled about the Stormcast’s leg. With a flick, Skritch lifted the armoured figure into the air as effortlessly as he might dislodge an annoying tick. Before the Stormcast could react the Gnawblade swung, and the impact sent the warrior thundering into the rockface, his armour torn. He slid to the ground and did not rise. 

			Skritch glanced from his fallen foe to the blade.

			‘Skritch has the power now, yes-yes?’ He smiled, his gaze falling on the remaining two Stormcasts who were fending off the recovered swarm. He could feel the warp-power scouring his flesh, every hair tingling with the stolen energies of the storm-god. The blade still burned in his grasp, the skin on his palm blistered by its touch, but the pain was nothing to the power. 

			He needed more. 

			Skritch surged forward, a blur even to his fellow skaven, two of whom were promptly disembowelled for failing to step aside in time. The closest Stormcast raised his sabre, but to Skritch he was moving through swamp water. It would have been easy to slip under his guard. Instead Skritch chose to strike the sabre full force. The Gnawblade drank deep as it sent the Stormcast sprawling, even more warp lightning coursing through the weapon. 

			Skritch spun, catching a glint of gold from the corner of his eye. Krrk was struggling with the final Stormcast, who was desperately trying to finish him before Skritch could strike. 

			‘Mighty clawlord, help me!’ Krrk chittered. 

			Skritch strode leisurely forward, cracks forming in the rock beneath his paws. The Stormcast knocked Krrk aside; raised his pistol as the skaven fell, aiming at Skritch’s eye. But the bolt was torn from the weapon, swallowed by the warpstone gem in the hungering blade. Skritch’s tail twitched involuntarily as he felt the bolt tingle along his spine.

			‘Fear not, loyal Krrk,’ Skritch tittered, bringing the Gnawblade around. The Stormcast parried the strike but was still knocked back a dozen steps. Skritch seized Krrk by the scruff of his neck, dragging him upright. 

			‘Almost-loyal, yes-yes?’ Skritch grinned, and his terrified underling scrabbled in a futile attempt to break his grip. ‘Except when it comes to looking after your clawlord’s weapon, yes-yes?’

			Krrk shrivelled before him, head bowed. ‘Please, great clawlord,’ he gasped. ‘I knew you had no need for it. Not with your new power.’

			‘True-true.’ Skritch nodded, lifting the struggling skaven from his feet. ‘An unneeded tool should indeed be discarded. Farewell, Krrk.’

			As he raised the Gnawblade for the deathblow, the second Stormcast struck, his sabre slicing into Skritch’s side. Before it could penetrate a tail’s width the blade was expelled by a blast of warp lightning, the energies searing the wound closed. Krrk barely had time to scream before he was incinerated by the baneful power, and even the Stormcast’s armour was not inured, the features of his stylised faceplate running like mercury. 

			‘Weaklings!’ he snapped. ‘Your weapons are no match for skaven warp-science!’

			His arm was numb now, the flesh blood-blistered and swollen, but that bothered him no more than the tooth that had fallen from his jaw. Not now the storm-god’s stolen power was his to wield. Not with a blade that could fell a god. 

			The Stormcasts were regrouping. Somehow their leader had found his feet, though his chestplate was torn open, the wound beneath weeping, blighted by the sword’s power. He motioned the other two to spread out, his own gait slowed by his injury.

			‘Yes-yes, all fall to Skritch,’ the clawlord tittered as the Gnawblade throbbed in his hand. He doubted the Stormcasts understood his threat, any more than he could make sense of their grunting man-tongue. They were clearly communicating something, perhaps blaming each other for their failure or making a final plea to their storm-god. 

			‘No use praying, storm-things,’ Skritch said, and smiled. ‘The Horned One’s emissary gifted me this Gnawblade. It will feast on all you have left.’

			The storm-things did not reply. Instead they continued to ­encircle him, taking up the blades of fallen skaven. They were either side of him now, the clawlord forced to switch his focus between the two adversaries. They were obviously trying to get behind him; a transparent strategy to a wise clawlord. But their leader remained before him, slowed by his wound. He would die first. 

			Skritch surged forward but the Stormcast on his left moved to intercept, parrying with the stolen skaven weapon, robbing him of the chance to syphon more storm-magics. It did not matter. Even with the Stormcasts working as one they could not stop him, nor stand before the barrage of blows. But still they avoided the killing blow. It was maddening. Whenever he was poised to finish one, the other would strike, stealing his chance. 

			The leader. He still stood taunting Skritch, his shock-axe by his side. It crackled with Azyr energy, the power coiling tantalisingly about its haft. 

			‘Give it to me!’ Skritch snarled, knocking the two Stormcasts aside. 

			He raised the Gnawblade.

			A bolt of light streaked from the corner of his eye. He caught the shimmer of iridescent feathers as the storm-bird darted across his vision, talons bared. 

			Then everything went crimson. 

			He leapt back, blinded, swinging the Gnawblade in wide arcs. The warp lightning was already cracking across his eyes, mending the torn flesh, but not fast enough. One of the Stormcasts seized his sword arm, its weight pinning it in place. Even then they could not hold him as the Gnawblade flooded his body with stolen strength.

			‘Release-free me!’ he chittered, his vision clearing just as the second Stormcast brought his shock-axe down across Skritch’s wrist. The blade bit shallow, expelled by a surge of warp lightning, but it was enough to momentarily sever the tendons. 

			The Gnawblade slid from his grip.

			‘No-no!’ he screeched as the sword tumbled, the ground cracking at its touch. Still its stolen energies worked to heal his eyes and hand, but the power was slipping away. With the last of his borrowed strength he hurled the Stormcast aside, grasping for the fallen blade just as the Stormcast leader raised his lightning-wreathed shock-axe, and brought it down with all his might on the Gnawblade’s warpstone gem. 

			The blast threw Skritch across the cavern, searing warp lightning scouring the rock as the walls began to collapse. The cracks beneath the Gnawblade burst into a gaping chasm of darkness. 

			As the weapon tumbled into the realm-crack, Skritch swore he smelt the stench of industry, and heard laughter like the cracking of a bell. 

			Then the cavern began to collapse.

			The swarm scuttered into the cavern.

			Skritch sat on his patchwork throne, halberd raised, watching them approach. The swarm seemed to move as one; a pulsating mass of fur and fang that regarded him from a score of red eyes. Perhaps it was the warpstone snuff; he’d ingested his remaining stash in an ill-conceived attempt to deaden the pain, even grinding up the now silent amulet to bolster his supply. But his skin was burned from nose to tail, his fingers cracked and blistered from the sword’s blighted power. Weakness pervaded every limb, as though the blade had taken something vital from him. 

			But he could not let them see his weakness. Not when they were possessed by the hunger born of un-life.

			The swarm drew closer, encircling the throne. But he gave no fear-scent, standing as tall as his aching bones would permit, his hastily retrieved halberd brandished in his one good arm. He had stumbled across it as he fled the collapsing cavern. No doubt the rest had awoken buried under the rock, condemned to drag themselves back to the warren, their fur powdered by grave dust. 

			‘Spiteclaw’s Swarm has returned,’ he said, his voice croaked. ‘Glorious news, my loyal servants. I singlehandedly bested the hated Stormcasts.’

			None replied, though the boldest skaven took their place at his fire. They ignored the bones and scraps before his throne, even though Skritch had ensured some morsels of flesh still clung to them. Their gaze was solely on him. 

			His glanced to his flank, where Krrk should have stood guard. But the Almost-Trusted was absent, perhaps out there somewhere in the swarm. Skritch peered into the shadows, trying to spot his underling, but in the darkness of the cavern he could not pick out individual skaven.

			Just a swarm of red eyes. All meeting his gaze. All glinting with hunger. 
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			A cacophony of wailing screams and agonised cries echoed across the frigid battlements, resounding off the rime-encrusted towers of Gryphon’s Watch. Men, women and children cried out in terror; a tide of bodies, frantically clawing its way into the squat central keep of the citadel. 

			Behind them, terror swarmed upon cloven hooves, a horde of gnarled horns, matted fur and warped, bestial features. Their braying chants almost drowned out the screams of those they butchered. They tore into the fleeing folk, feasting and revelling in the carnage. The narrow streets between the walls and barracks ran red with blood and gore. The slaughter was wholesale. 

			The last hope rested within the stout, impenetrable walls of the central keep. But even within, hope was a fickle thing. A last guttering candle to illuminate the cavernous tomb within which the survivors sought shelter. All they could do was pray that the gates would hold against the braying horde, and pray that their noble king would come with his host and save them from the ravenous clutches of the beasts at their gates.

			Valreek sat bolt upright, sweat matting her aurex-hide clothing to her skin as the sounds faded, replaced by the alpine wind howling in through the jagged mountain gully. She blinked, forcing away the images of slaughter, pain and the hated foe that haunted her nightmares. She shook her head, rapping her fists against her temples to slow the thunder of her heart. Gradually, her surroundings resolved.

			‘Yes…’ she muttered to herself under her breath, fighting a deep pain in her midsection. ‘The mountain. The hunt…’ She closed her eyes, forcing away the nightmare.

			Glancing around the mountainside gully, she felt the biting cold. They were well above the clouds, and frost coated the rocks and gnarled roots that grasped down from the flanks of the ravine. Water trickled down the slope, pooling up in places, and thick, viscous amber oozed from cracks in the defile’s walls like coagulating blood. 

			It was as though the mountain was bleeding. 

			Her stomach growled, and a fierce, biting ache nearly doubled her over. It had been days since she’d eaten anything. The mountainside was barren and inhospitable, and she and her companions had been forced to ascend it without proper provisions. 

			The beastmen had seen to that. They had savaged the farmlands around Gryphon’s Watch, and slaughtered the smallfolk, razing the granaries, devouring the livestock and burning the forests. They had even managed to sack the citadel itself after a long winter’s siege. But the return of Ghorphang, the noble liege of Gryphon’s Watch, had routed the beastherd, scattering them to the winds. Even so, the damage had been done. 

			The king now rode with his main host, the First Hunters, to slaughter the bulk of the fleeing herd while Valreek and her compatriots had been sent to hunt the murderous bray-shaman that had orchestrated the carnage. The shaman had broken off from the main herd, and it had been Duke Crakmarrow’s honour to hunt it down and bring its vile head to his liege. 

			She shuddered, remembering the slaughter it had brought to her lands, the herdstones bedecked in bloodied offerings, and the vile hag trees decorated with the mutilated corpses of those she’d sworn to protect. The carnage in the main hall. The most hideous of atrocities…

			She had failed. They had all failed. 

			Mournfully, she looked over her companions, some of whom were already awake, patching their aurex hides, and shifting their armour of bone ribbing and metal ringlets. 

			‘Nightmare?’ said a rasping voice to her left. 

			She turned to see the Night’s Herald. The speaker of the Eternal One’s word, and the duke’s personal bone augur, was garbed differently than the rest, bedecked in the hide of an albino aurex fastened with rune-inscribed bones taken from the ancestral dead of Gryphon’s Watch. A skull mask obscured his gaunt, mal­nourished features. 

			‘Yes,’ Valreek said, her voice hoarse from cold and hunger. ‘I dream of them… every night.’

			The Night’s Herald nodded knowingly, scratching a gaunt rune into a fallen root with his athame.

			Valreek rose in one swift motion, wrapping her heavily furred cloak tight around her thin frame, brushing her ash-blonde hair from her eyes and checking her dirk. She adjusted her hide pauldrons, and examined the two ungor skulls fastened to her cloak. Satisfied that all was in order, she moved to the others, glancing back at the Night’s Herald.

			‘Today we find our vengeance.’

			The bone augur gave a half-nod as Valreek moved to her lord. 

			Duke Crakmarrow was already on his feet, spinning his heavy bladed halberd around to warm up his whipcord muscles. The duke resembled a true Ghurite chieftain, clad in fearsome armour of resplendent bone and fur. A left pauldron was fashioned from the skull of a young karkadrak, and his cuirass was crafted from the beast’s ribcage, its claws and fangs jutting from the dense furs of his cloak like wicked barbs. Helmetless, the duke’s shaved head was wrapped by a leather headband, and dotted with amber ingots. His long, flowing silver beard was cinched into an ornate bone clasp. He regarded her with pale eyes, deep-set into a heavy brow. 

			‘Valreek,’ he said, his voice deep and stern, but somehow warm against the frigid mountain air. ‘Already on your feet and eager for the hunt. Always an early riser.’

			‘I’d be a poor pathfinder if I was the last one awake,’ she returned dryly. 

			‘Indeed.’ The duke cracked a half-smile, prodding another of their sleeping companions with his iron-shod boot. ‘We cannot all be Gristle­wel, sleeping well into the morn.’

			The warrior spluttered, rolling over in his furs and groping out for his greatsword. 

			‘Wha–?! Are we… attack? Is it the beastmen…?’ Gristlewel trailed off as he saw the duke chuckling.

			The others were already awake. Master Talon, bedecked in heavy furs decorated with avian skulls, tended to the duke’s harriers, the majestic hunting raptors that Crakmarrow kept ever near. Their black feathers were ruffled against the cold, and one of them squawked in hunger. In response, Valreek felt her stomach knot and twist. She gritted her teeth, ashamed to show weakness in front of her lord. 

			‘Filthy beastmen curs,’ the Royal Butcher snarled from atop the rock he was perched upon. He was busy sharpening his twin sickle-swords. His heavy cloak was draped over his portly form, and his jowled visage was curled into an expression of anguish. ‘Was it not enough of an insult to ravage the farmlands? Did they have to reave the royal granaries as well? The Eternal One knows what unseemly corruption they might have benighted their stolen provisions with. Even if we cull the wretches, still we might succumb to famine!’

			‘We are not here merely to reclaim lost provisions,’ the duke reprimanded. ‘We are here to bring the foul ravagers to justice. To avenge our smallfolk, and to be the holy bringers of King Ghorphang’s righteous vengeance.’ He paused, looking out over the rest of the band.

			The Royal Butcher bowed his head, ashamed. Gristlewel scrambled to his feet, scooping up his greatsword and adjusting the metal ringlets fashioned into his furs. 

			‘I just wish we were with the main host, hunting the herd, instead of this small group…’ the latter said. 

			The duke nodded in understanding. ‘Our quarry is powerful. The shaman’s dark-tongued whispers have unleashed untold devastation across our lands. Our hunt is just. For what victory is there in smiting the beastmen herd if their leader escapes unpunished? We may not share the glory of pitched battle against the inhuman savages, but the glory of the avenging hunt is ours. We are the Grymwatch. We are the king’s finest. And we shall act like it.’

			The Night’s Herald added his words to the duke’s. ‘The interlopers have defied the duke, the king and the Eternal One, and must be returned unto the silence! We are the Grymwatch. We are Ghorphang’s judgment made manifest!’

			On cue, the entire party repeated the words. Valreek felt a surge of pride as they left her lips, the hunger for vengeance burning within her breast. 

			Duke Crakmarrow glanced over each of them in turn, and then nodded. ‘Single file up the gully. Valreek, take the lead.’ He shouldered his halberd. 

			The ascent was slow, with the gully’s floor being a mess of razor sharp talus, scree and boulders that could easily crush a leg if shifted. Valreek would have urged the duke to continue the pursuit into the night were it not for the treacherous footing. It wasn’t long until she picked up the trail of the hated foe again: a few snapped branches and dislodged stones. She urged the others to pick up the pace. 

			Eventually, the gully disappeared into some manner of overhanging rock face ahead. The tunnel entrance, a maw of stalactites and stalagmites, gave Valreek pause. The darkness within was a yawning void, lit eerily by an oozing amber glow. A distant rumbling caught her attention, and she cocked her head to listen. It sounded like a distant rockfall – or perhaps, if the stories about the mountain were to be believed, the rumbling of a hungering gullet; the churning of the mountain’s innards. 

			Master Talon, trailing close behind, paused at her side, glancing at her. The harriers soared overhead, ready to resound their keening calls should danger approach from above the gully. 

			‘Do you hear the mountain?’ he asked, his voice bearing the thick accent of the Ekoursean mountain clans. His people had fought against Gryphon’s Watch once. But the threat of the encroaching beastmen and the famine that had swept through their mountains had forced the clansmen to put aside their differences and join Ghorphang’s demesne for the common good.

			‘Rockfall,’ Valreek answered, putting as much certainty as she could into her voice. 

			‘I wouldn’t be so certain,’ Master Talon said, his voice low and ominous. ‘The tales told of this mountain speak of its hunger… As though it is alive…’

			Scrabbling footfalls and shifting rocks told her the others were catching up. 

			The Night’s Herald was the first. He ran a long fingernail across the bones decorating one of his pauldrons. They chimed eerily. 

			‘The ancestor-heralds say the mountain beckons those of bestial blood to come into its hungering innards, to be devoured and digested for all eternity. They say this mountain is where all beasts come to die… Where Ghur and holy Shyish become one.’ 

			‘I know the tales,’ Valreek muttered. ‘The beasts are drawn here out of primal impulse. They are at the mountain’s mercy. We are not.’

			‘Indeed,’ the Night’s Herald rasped. ‘The Eternal One will not allow us to fail. Duke Crakmarrow is one of his anointed champions. Under his leadership, our hunt is just.’ 

			She gave a half-nod. Valreek had hunted at Crakmarrow’s side for several seasons now – ever since the beastmen incursions began, forcing her and the tattered remnants of her clan out of the Splinter­maw Forests and surrounding farmlands. Thus far, the duke had never failed. But even so, this was a different hunt. A hunt made upon the flanks of an accursed mountain, where the hunters were on the brink of starvation. She gazed into the dark maw ahead, determined. She would find vengeance, or die trying. 

			‘My hunters,’ Duke Crakmarrow said as he took up position alongside them, courage and stern resolve resounding in his deep voice. ‘Steel yourselves. We descend into the belly of the beast. This is where our true hunt begins.’ 

			‘By the duke’s glory,’ the Night’s Herald proclaimed. ‘Our quarry shall find no refuge nor haven. This mountain shall be their grave!’

			The duke gave a grim smile, raising his halberd towards the tunnel entrance. ‘Grymwatch, advance!’

			Valreek gritted her teeth in anticipation, eagerly awaiting the moment when she could shed beastman blood again, and took her first step into the mountain’s abysmal depths. 

			As she pressed on into the mountain, the light began to fade, giving way to an oppressive, all-pervasive gloom. The sensation elicited a pang of primal dread within her, and she felt her chest constrict, the claws of brimming unease gnawing away at her resolve as the last rays of daylight ebbed. She paused, wondering if she would ever see the light of the sun again. 

			The others caught up to her, and she felt the duke’s heavy hand on her shoulder. 

			‘Courage, Valreek. Your kin will have their justice. And you will lead us to where it can be found.’

			She nodded and continued, roaming ahead of the group in the gloom. Each step brought her farther away from the light and deeper into the mountain’s innards. Torches were lit by the Royal Butcher, but the darkness felt too oppressive for the firelight to truly illuminate. The shadowy recesses on the jagged tunnel walls were too deep, and the gouges on the floor, where the uneven stone split open around the stalagmites and pillars, looked far too eager to devour the unwarily placed foot. Above, the stalactites looked like the teeth of some immense, stony beast, ready to close down upon them at a moment’s notice. 

			And worse, the little natural light that did shine came from the most unsettling of sources. Motes of amber oozed from some of the cracks in the wall, like pus from the crusted scab of an infected wound. It dripped from the ceiling in places, forming eerie pools, semi-translucent and gleaming with nauseating light. Valreek did not dare touch it. There was something wholly unsettling about how the amber drew her gaze. It was as though it wanted her to look at it, wanted her to touch it. She wasn’t about to indulge it. 

			‘Nobody touch the amber,’ she said, turning to warn the others. 

			But the others weren’t behind her. The torch glow of the duke’s party had already disappeared behind a bend in the cavern. She frowned. She didn’t remember getting so far ahead of her companions. Unease clawing at her once more, she felt some relief as they rounded the bend. Their shadows seemed to lope behind them, eerily distorted by the shifting light. 

			‘Valreek,’ the duke called as they approached. ‘Still on the trail?’

			‘Umm… yes,’ Valreek returned, quickly glancing around. She was still on the trail, though she scarcely remembered following it. Disturbingly, she realised she’d been following the amber. The glow was leading her on. But then, it had been leading the beastmen too. There was indeed sign of their passing. Their offal stink, and the faint stench of their unwashed, mangy fur putrefied the stale air. After a cursory glance, she saw stones kicked about by clumsy hooves, and felt the tingling sensation of corruption writhing across her skin. She didn’t know how she felt it, but the bray-shaman’s influence left an almost palpable trail of unwholesomeness for her to follow. 

			Valreek looked ahead, deeper into the gloom. While the amber glow was present in the distant tunnel, the source of the light never was. It was as though the darkness devoured it, and only by coming close to the light could one benefit from it. 

			Only by coming close… 

			There was a body in one of the amber pools. It looked like a foreigner, from one of the free cities; a man, hunched over, as though sleeping against the wall. His garb was the breastplate and slashed sleeves and leggings that many Freeguild militias had adopted as their military fashion. But his attire was decorated with feathers, all plastered over his form. He looked like an explorer. 

			‘Grim,’ Gristlewel muttered, following Valreek’s gaze. ‘Looks like the amber dripped on him as he slept?’ 

			The man’s eyes were closed. If the amber had indeed fallen upon him in his sleep, then it hadn’t woken him. He looked so serene, as though he might still be sleeping, frozen forever in his gleaming grave.

			‘I’d count on it,’ Valreek answered.

			The Night’s Herald stepped up to her side. ‘The amber here is sick with yearning, poisoned by its own hunger. The ancestors whisper that it tugs against the winds of death. The silence of Shyish breathes here not.’

			Valreek shivered and turned away from the corpse. The Night’s Herald was right. The amber light, and the darkness… it all felt sick. It felt ravenous. As ravenous as the twisting hunger churning in her own core. She gripped her abdomen, willing the pain to subside as she led the party deeper into the heart of the mountain. 

			Valreek didn’t know how long she spent ahead of the others. Master Talon periodically caught up to her as she followed her quarry’s trail through the labyrinthine warren. The tunnels shifted from ragged passages to natural caverns filled with galleries of stalagmites and stalactites, to strange, worked chambers carved by inhuman hands. The latter seemed unnaturally warped, twisting and folding in upon themselves. Pools of shimmering amber gleamed from the walls and ceilings as well as the floor, defying gravity. Valreek tried not to think about how such a thing was possible. 

			In some chambers, there were more signs of artificial construction; steps carved into stone, too large to be easily ascended by humans, and strange clusters of holes in the walls, like the corpse-alcoves of the catacombs beneath Gryphon’s Watch, though none bore any bodies. Half-melted stony growths, disturbingly resembling gaunt statues, reached from the walls, grasping out with spindly limbs. 

			Valreek gave everything a wide berth, choosing her path through the seemingly endless expanse of tunnels and caverns carefully, avoiding anything that looked even remotely unusual. She relayed her concerns to the others. 

			‘Any idea what these statues might be?’ the duke asked as they stopped to rest, giving the squawking raptor on his shoulder a comforting ruffle. The hunters had come to a conjunction of large tunnels where the statues were more clearly visible. Their forms were revoltingly insectile, fused into the crux between the walls and ceilings of the connecting tunnels as though they’d been waiting to ambush the travellers passing below. The hollow sockets in their misshapen skulls bled amber ooze, which pooled up beneath them. The statues were large, and they reached down with too many limbs, their forms appearing to emerge from the rocky formations as though erupting from some manner of oozing, stony membrane. 

			‘They don’t look like statues,’ the Night’s Herald rasped, looking up, his expression unreadable. ‘Perhaps they were once alive… petrified. Perhaps the mountain slowly consumes them…’

			Valreek exchanged a nervous glance with the others, but any further speculation was cut short by a distant, braying call echoing up through the tunnels. 

			‘The quarry is near,’ Valreek hissed, following the sound to one of the passages. She crouched and listened. It resounded again, though the bizarre echoes made it impossible to tell from how far away it originated. 

			‘Valreek, Master Talon, move ahead,’ Duke Crakmarrow commanded. ‘Find our quarry and don’t let them slip away! We are right behind you!’ With a gesture, the raptor atop the duke’s shoulder took wing alongside its kin, loosed from Master Talon’s bone gauntlet. 

			Valreek broke into a run, focusing on her footing and the sound ahead, leaping from shattered rock to broken pillar, fluid and lithe. Master Talon kept pace while the harriers flapped ahead, their avian cries distorting in the twisting tunnels, amplified into ear-splitting shrieks. 

			They rounded several bends before they entered what resembled a shattered stone basilica, carved into the walls of a massive natural cavern. Several gloomy tunnels led out of the chamber in all directions, and panes of amber, like golden mirrors, decorated the walls, clearly still liquid but standing impossibly upright. Pillars, artificial in their smoothness, rose up from random points on the rubble-strewn floor, while arched ribbing, cracked and leaking more viscous amber, loomed overhead, obscured in the gloom. In several places, the floor of the basilica chamber sank away, forming into glassy amber pools, partially solidified. Some of the pools contained victims, frozen in their final moments. 

			Three beastmen stood near one such pool, and had been attempting to pull the husk of another explorer from it before the arrival of the harriers distracted them. Their furred, caprine legs and shortened horns marked them as ungors. Valreek knew there were more beastmen in the warband, but she could not see them. She did, however, see the rations carried by the beastmen. A leg of ham hung from the belt of one of the creatures, miraculously untouched, while stolen ration pouches, marked with Ghorphang’s bone seal adorned all three. She was practically salivating as she saw the harriers flapping around the confused ungors. 

			‘Now,’ Valreek hissed. One of the creatures carried a recurved bow, and was nocking an arrow. 

			Master Talon nodded, extending the blades fashioned into his bone gauntlets and breaking into a low run. 

			The bow-armed beastman loosed an arrow at one of the harriers, but the raptor deftly dodged. The other bird swooped in towards one of the spear-wielding ungors, flapping past its hasty thrust and landing on the creature’s face, squawking as its talons raked deep. The ungor howled and dropped its spear, batting the bird away and clutching at its mangled visage as Valreek and Master Talon closed the distance. 

			The archer had his back to Master Talon, and in a matter of seconds, both of the hunter’s wrist-blades were punched through the ungor’s lungs. It barely even managed a gurgle, slumping to one knee. Valreek charged directly towards the other spearman. It turned too slowly, allowing her to ghost past it and slash her dirk across its thigh, spattering blood across the stones. The beastman brayed in rage, sweeping out with the butt of his spear. Valreek’s momentum carried her past the ungor, and she vaulted over a fallen pillar, deftly dodging another pair of thrusts. The ungor followed, leaping up and thrusting down, braying in anger. But it put too much weight on its wounded leg, and stumbled forward. It fell from the pillar, allowing Valreek to lash out with a trio of merciless stabs, piercing its bicep, shoulder and collar. It gasped, dropping its spear and staggering back. Valreek closed in, repeatedly ramming her blade through its ribs. 

			Each thrust was a cathartic act of vengeance. A tithe of blood, pain and death exacted upon the degenerate monsters that had defiled Valreek’s home and people. She descended upon the ungor as it collapsed, thrusting again and again until her dirk and hand were completely drenched in gore. Blood was splattered all over her, and somehow in the frenzy the beastman’s throat had been torn out, likely by one of the harriers. It died moments later, and Valreek staggered back, horrified at the extent of the violence she’d wrought.

			She glanced around. The archer was dead, convulsing as Master Talon pulled his wristblade from one of its eyes. Both of the harriers were already feasting, and Master Talon shot Valreek a disapproving look. 

			‘Not your cleanest kill, tracker,’ he said, with certain animosity. 

			Valreek snarled and staggered away. She tasted the blighted tang of the ungor’s blood. Some of it must have sprayed in her mouth. The Eternal One knew, she was half drenched in it. She’d killed before, naturally. But this kill had been different. It had been too savage, too excessive. She blamed her hunger, and she ravenously eyed the stolen ration pouch. It was covered in beastman blood, but the hides were well sealed. It might still be–

			Another braying sound, deeper, and wholly more ferocious, resounded through one of the adjacent passages. It was near. Too near. 

			Three more beastmen stormed in. The first was another ungor archer, who immediately dropped to one knee and loosed an arrow at Valreek as she leapt behind a pillar. The arrow hissed past, skipping off the rocks. 

			The other two beastmen were much larger. The first was a black-haired, brutish gor with ox horns and a savage looking bearded axe. The second, also a gor, was wiry in form, with caprine horns and a tattered cowl and vest made from crude black leather. A gnarled, rune-inscribed staff affixed with a horned skull was clutched in its grip. 

			Valreek froze. It was the shaman.

			In an instant, her skin prickled, as though cold and clammy things were slithering across it. Another arrow hissed through the air, skewering one of the duke’s harriers. Master Talon ducked behind one of the fallen pillars as the hulking gor rushed at Valreek, its head angled down like a charging aurex. She could manage an ungor in a fight, of that she was certain. But this beast was a different matter. 

			Valreek ran, sprinting back down the tunnel that would take her to her fellows. Her head spun from her prior savagery, and the hunger was starting to cloud her perception, casting everything in a daze. In a moment of sheer panic, Valreek realised she hadn’t run down the tunnel she’d come through. She’d fled down another. Cursing, she realised the brute was still hot on her heels, its foul breath heaving like the bellows of a forge. It roared like a mad beast, uttering some unspeakable taunt. 

			Her route seamlessly transitioned from an artificially worked passage into a natural tunnel of uneven rock. Cracks marred one of the walls, some wide enough to squeeze through. With the charging gor out of sight behind her, she slipped into one of the cracks and nimbly twisted through the jagged, lightless crevice, praying that the passage was not a dead end, and that the gor did not follow. 

			She squeezed through another narrow gap, stumbling out into a gigantic natural cavern that resembled a gallery of limestone pillars and stalagmites, the ceiling too high to be seen in the gloom. A wide chasm bisected the uneven stone of the chamber, a river of liquid amber churning in its depths, bathing the entire cavern in the sickening glow. A lone, narrow stone arch bridged it. 

			A guttural roar told her the gor had followed. She cursed, breaking into a run, leaping over several smaller crevasses to make for the bridge, turning just in time to see the monstrosity ripping its way out of the narrow gouge. It brayed ferociously. Valreek wasted no further time, and cautiously moved out onto the bridge. 

			She slowed, even as the gor charged directly at her. If she moved any quicker, she’d risk losing her footing. But the gor was coming, howling curses in its abominable tongue. She picked up the pace, holding her hands out for balance as the gor rushed her. It wasn’t slowing. It was going to charge right across the bridge, heedless of the suicidal danger that posed. 

			Disoriented as she was, she would likely fall if she ran. And so she turned, twisting to face the charging gor. She flipped the grip on her dirk, holding it by the blade as she aimed. She would only have one chance. 

			She threw the blade. It flipped end over end, sinking itself into the gor’s fur-matted thigh. It howled, stumbling, falling forward, its momentum carrying it directly at her even as its hooves lost their purchase. Tumbling from the bridge, it reached out for Valreek. One bestial claw caught her knee, and ripped her leg out from under her. She fell flat, the bridge smashing into her ribs even as the howling gor plunged over the side. It bounced off the rocky wall of the chasm, and splashed into the amber river far below. 

			Valreek hung, her arms barely finding purchase over the stony arch, her legs and abdomen dangling above the abyss. With a cry of determination and pain, she hoisted herself back onto the bridge, and then crawled her way back across. Reaching the safety of the cavern floor, she remained on her hands and knees, breath heaving as the world spun around her. Ordinarily such exertion would have been taxing, but manageable. But in her current state…

			Everything began to go dark. The amber glow pulsed. Her hands seemed to pale beneath her as she slumped down, falling face first onto the rocks. She heard the rumbling; the hungering growls of her innards, and those of the mountain. For a moment, she felt as though she was naked, the dead air caressing her skin. And then all went black.

			She dreamed of the slaughter. Of the beasts howling at the gates of Gryphon’s Watch. Of the retreat from the farmlands and the forests, when all hope seemed lost. She dreamed of the hunger she’d felt when the long winter came, and the beastmen had encircled the citadel, starving it out while they feasted upon the ravaged countryside. 

			She dreamed of a hall filled with corpses. A charnel gallery of the eviscerated dead. Of cavorting man-beasts whose forms shifted into pale shapes that almost looked like men, shrieking and feasting on the carnage. Shapes that were not beastmen. She dreamed of chains, of manacles digging deep into her wrists. Of giving in to the famine that clawed its way into her resolve. Of starvation, hollowing her from within, sapping her strength and will. She dreamed of the death of hope. 

			No… that was not a dream. 

			That was real. 

			Valreek awoke with a start, gasping for breath, curled up on the stones of the cavern floor. She blinked, and rolled herself onto her knees, feeling the aching agony of her hunger. Glancing around in a half panic, the memory of the dream raced through her mind. 

			In her confusion, she shook the nightmare away. What had she just dreamed of? She did not remember a charnel hall like that. And she did not know what to make of the distorted things she had seen within. The beastmen had reached Gryphon’s Watch, but their siege had been lifted by Ghorphang’s relief force. The king had ridden out before the siege to unite with his army that still campaigned in foreign lands. 

			She frowned, her memory hazy.

			Or perhaps the king had only arrived then, liberating her people from the beastmen and claiming the castle as his own. Valreek did not understand why she couldn’t remember. Had the hunger sapped her so? 

			Coughing, and nearly retching from the pain, she forced away the crippling sensation. There was nothing to retch up anyway. She didn’t know what she looked like beneath her furs, she hadn’t taken off her hunting garb in weeks, but she imagined she’d be down to skin and bones. Death was only a few days away, at most. 

			She shook her head, remembering that there was still hope. The ungors they had slain had been carrying rations. If her compatriots had defeated the beastmen, which she was sure they must have, then they would have claimed them. She could return to them and feast again. Weakly rising to her feet, she limped towards the edge of the cavern, where the small passageways dotted the walls. 

			She frowned, her eyes frantically panning about. They were gone. The tunnel she had used to enter the chamber, and the others like it, were all gone. Panic began to claw at her again. 

			‘No… no no no no…’ she mumbled to herself, frantically searching about.

			But there was nothing. There were only several panes of glassy amber in the walls, obscuring what might have been the passages. The amber was too opaque to be sure. Glancing around, she saw more alterations; more of the sinister statues loomed in the corners of the cavern. She couldn’t have missed them when entering the cavern, but there they were. And they were staring at her…

			Valreek shivered, feeling a cloying dread creeping into her bones. 

			The sound of claws grating on glass right behind her made her jump and wheel around with an undignified yelp. 

			A figure was on the other side of the amber. Distorted in the golden haze, she saw a hunched, pallid freak, wretched and naked in its degenerate form. It was human. Or, she imagined it had once been. Its bloodstained mouth moved as though it was shrieking at her. But Valreek could hear nothing. 

			She backed away in horror. There was something unsettlingly familiar about it, and she was overcome by a flood of deep-seated dread. It clawed at the amber, and she saw one of its claws ooze through the substance. It was not nearly as solid as it looked. 

			Panic building, Valreek ran. She was unarmed, and too weak to fight anything, and this thing was clearly coming for her, whatever it was. Turning, she stooped low to scramble across the bridge once more, reaching the other side of the cavern to dart into another tunnel that led deeper into the mountain. Deeper into the darkness she knew would be her grave.

			The trek through that darkness continued for many delirious hours. The amber glow pulsed faintly as she moved from cavern to cavern, glowing brighter and more intense in her blurring vision. The fluctuations in the light pounded against her skull as assuredly as the rumbling of the mountain reverberated through her insides. 

			She moved past the corpses of beast and man alike, some lying scattered across the tunnel floors, desiccated or stripped to the bone by scavengers. Others were entombed within the pools and rivers of amber. Some of the victims looked much like the first she had found, seemingly asleep, serene and unaware of the doom that came to trap them forever. Others looked as though they had struggled, as if they had fallen into a liquid pool, or awoken as the dripping amber solidified over them, sealing them in their glassy tombs. Their features were gnarled in terror. 

			Valreek passed them all. She didn’t stop to look. She had to find her compatriots before starvation consumed her entirely. 

			Reaching a junction of worked passages, she stopped to listen, hoping to hear anything that would give her an indication of where to go. Five passages radiated outwards from the chamber. At the centre, a pentagonal obelisk rose high, nearly reaching the ceiling. Each side of the obelisk bore a giant insectile statue, which reached from the stone with their many, oddly jointed limbs. 

			Valreek shuddered, glancing back down the tunnels, averting her gaze from the disturbing monolith. At that moment, she heard something: a faint, shrill cry, like the echo of bats shrieking in a distant cavern. She heard howls, human in their pitch, but distorted by some manner of madness. 

			They were the howls that had haunted her nightmare.

			Shaking her head, she backed away from the tunnel they echoed from. The sounds were coming closer. Unarmed and weakened as she was, she was not about to stand her ground. Turning, she fled down one of the other passages. There was nothing to be gained by going back. 

			Her breath heaving, she entered a chamber that resembled a macabre hall of mirrors, with panes of solidified amber sealing off a dozen tunnels, randomly spaced along the narrow corridor. Figures were frozen in some of them, gasping in their final moments, their hands reaching out. Skeletal limbs protruded partly from their glassy tombs, the flesh having long rotted away where it was exposed to the air. She ran through, seeing that several of the flanking passages were not sealed off by the amber. Darting into one, she entered a tunnel that ran parallel to the primary one, the amber panes on one side and a wall bearing the eerie catacomb alcoves on the other. 

			She clambered up into one such alcove, and slid herself in, crawling backwards until she was completely concealed. Her vantage point revealed one of the amber mirrors, one unoccupied by a trapped corpse. It reflected the narrow corridor of the main chamber. Hidden as she was, she would wait and see exactly what was coming. Her eyes watched the reflection as her heart thundered in anticipation. She waited.

			After a few minutes, they came. The barking howls and the keening bat-shrieks grew louder until she caught a glimpse of something large and black flapping through the chamber. 

			A figure stepped through the reflection a moment later, pale and gaunt, but tall and sturdily built. It carried a polearm of some kind and was, aside from the matting of long grey hair, completely naked. She saw it for only a moment, and held her breath as the others loped through the reflection. Three moved too quickly for her to make out any details, save for the fact that one carried a gigantic bone as a club. But the fourth figure paused for a moment, sniffing the air. It wore a rattling cuirass of bones, and concealed its deformed visage beneath a mask fashioned from a human skull. It disappeared from view. 

			As the sounds retreated, with the figures exiting the gallery on the far side, Valreek finally exhaled, feeling relief and dread in equal measure. She didn’t know what they were, except that they were clearly dangerous.

			Crawling out of the alcove, Valreek dropped down to the floor and doubled back, leaving the gallery through the way she’d come in, focusing on her own survival, rather than this disturbing new foe. She had to find food, or a weapon. She had to find her companions. 

			But Valreek encountered no such luck. The route she took back was unfamiliar, as though the entire network of passages had somehow shifted. She hardly recognised anything, and the farther she went, the more her fatigue, confusion and dread grew. 

			‘This is hopeless,’ she hissed to herself, fighting the urge to hyperventilate and give in to the panic and despair. ‘We should never have come here.’

			Glancing around, she recognised nothing now. Standing atop a high ledge, she overlooked a deep, abyssal chasm, lit only by a few trickles of amber bleeding from the opposing cliff face. The chasm extended upwards into a black, empty gloom. She could see neither the ceiling nor the bottom. 

			And worse, she didn’t even know how she’d got here. It was as though gaps were forming in her memory and–

			Intense vertigo doubled her over and she fell to her knees, scraping her pallid, bare flesh against the rock. She reached out with an emaciated claw to grasp the rock of the cliff face. 

			She blinked. Her breathing quickened. Her heart thudded, rapid and weak within her breast. Her knees weren’t scraped. They weren’t bare. Her hand gripped rock, pale and gnarled in a claw-like rictus. But it was still a hand.

			‘What is this?’ she cried, her voice wavering against the immensity of the darkness and hunger pushing down upon her. She felt it welling up inside, gnawing away at her innards as her body began to consume itself. She was dying of starvation, that she knew. 

			But she would not give in. Not yet. 

			Rising to her feet, she forced it away and continued on. She’d tried going back, only to find the passages changed. There was only one way forward. 

			Stumbling across the ledge, she re-entered the labyrinth of tunnels and caverns, delving deeper into the mountain’s innards until eventually her muscles gave way to exhaustion once more. Falling, she slumped to her hands and knees, crawling, clawing her way forward naked and shivering, until her vision slipped away, fading into the oblivion of sleep. 

			Sleep… and nightmare. 

			She was there again. In the feast hall. The corpses of her people were hung from hooks and spikes, and splayed out across the tables. The shapes stalking the carnage were more resolved. And they were not beastmen. They were pallid, wretched things, naked, hunched and deformed. They cavorted amidst the gore, loping to and fro, gnashing at each other as they fought for choice scraps of flesh and entrails. Valreek wept, her lungs hoarse, her throat unable to make a sound. Others of her people were chained up alongside her, as naked and emaciated as she was, their flesh marked with wounds and bruises. She could no longer scream. None of them could. 

			Everything was pain. Her body ached, her eyes oozed with long-dried burning tears and her senses wailed in agony, the charnel stench alone so overbearing that her mind all but shattered before its onslaught. She recognised some of the corpses. Friends. Kin. Her entire clan had been torn to pieces, and now made a macabre banquet for the abominations that roosted in the castle that had once been hers. 

			Giant monstrosities, some winged, others hunched and deformed, towered over the wretched degenerates underfoot. They were slathered in gore as they glutted themselves on the dead. She saw their hideous, chiropteran forms, and heard their demented shrieks. 

			But somehow, amidst the madness, the hellish creatures ignored her. They ignored all of the chained victims. It was as though she was being made to watch. She didn’t know how long she had been chained, but the ache in her abdomen told her it was long enough to induce starvation. 

			She watched as more people, ragged townsfolk and farmers, were corralled into the hall, their expressions blanching in terror as the vista unfolded before them. They scattered, screaming in gut-wrenching panic as they tried to flee. 

			But there was nowhere for them to go. The ghastly monsters, large and small, descended upon them in moments, tearing into them with raking claws, yellowed fangs and cruel bone weaponry. The screams reached a blood-curdling crescendo, the mad shrieks and howls adding to the nightmarish cacophony until it all stopped, and only the snarling and barking of the feasting cannibals remained. Nobody was left to scream.

			And then she saw the giant approaching them. The hulking, pale monstrosity with yellow eyes and crimson talons. It was covered in gore and wrapped in a shroud of flayed skin. Vestigial, bat-like wings hung from its arms, and bones decorated its pale form, worn like jewellery, fastened to it by gut-ropes or pierced directly into its sinuous flesh. It moved across the line of prisoners, clutching slabs of mouldering meat in each claw, holding them out, as though they were offerings of salvation. 

			When it passed Valreek, she looked into its eyes, and saw the infernal intelligence, the malevolent madness that was beyond her understanding. And yet… she felt something else radiate from the abhorrent monstrosity: a sense of belonging. A feeling not unlike the sensation of going home…

			Valreek stirred. The cool stone pressed up against her chest. She lay flat on the rock, her face resting in the crook of her right arm, the brush of dead air caressing her bare skin. Her left arm hung limply from some ledge, her hand submerged in something warm and sticky, something heavy with sick light and yearning. 

			She jolted awake, wrenching her hand free from the pool of viscous amber. Yelping in panic, she scrambled back, rolling beneath the bones of a massive, draconian beast that was half submerged in the pool. Its hindquarters were eerily preserved while its upper half was only bone and desiccated scales. She knocked several ribs loose, and they clattered around her, flaking to dust as they struck the stone. 

			Stumbling to her feet, her heart thumping in panic, she scrambled away, out from under the skull, furiously picking at the gleaming ooze coating her left hand. 

			‘How did I… How did I get here?’ she shouted. 

			Only the echoes of her voice, harsh, barely even human, responded.

			The nightmare still clawed at her mind, even as the images slipped away. She fell to her knees, scrambling back until she was pressed up against a stalagmite. Drawing her knees to her chest, she gripped the sides of her head, tearing at her hair. 

			She didn’t know what she’d just seen. The nightmare had been so familiar, and yet so utterly abominable that Valreek could only assume it was a product of her degrading mind, tormented by starvation. She’d dreamed of those creatures – the things had followed her through the cavern, and now, it seemed, were invading her dreams. Such was the only explanation. 

			Recovering her wits to some degree, she realised she had to find her compatriots before starvation claimed her. Forcing herself to her feet, Valreek took one last look around the cavern, before she limped out into a new passage.

			Eventually, after a time Valreek could not quantify, she saw something familiar; the chamber with the fallen pillars and the amber pools. The site of the first skirmish. She didn’t know how she’d managed to double back on the shattered basilica, but she was thankful to have some bearing. 

			A thorny mass of black tendrils coiled up from several rents in the flagstones, seething with palpable corruption. She recognised them as the shaman’s work. Several skeletons dotted the chamber. She recognised ungor bones, their flesh stripped away. Much to Valreek’s despair, their stolen provisions were gone as well. Still, the state of the bones gave her pause. 

			‘What did this?’ she hissed, to nobody in particular. The ungors had clearly been eaten. Naught but gristle and bone remained. 

			Dimly, Valreek hoped that whatever beast devoured the corpses was not still near, and decided to vacate the chamber in case it returned. Crouching, she plucked up an ungor dagger, a crude blade fashioned with a bone hilt. It was heavier than she anticipated, but it would have to do. 

			Glancing around, she searched for a trail to follow. But it was clear the beastmen were dead, though she did not know the fate of the shaman, and could not see a clear path where it had run off to. Her companions hadn’t left a trail either, though this did not surprise her. After a few moments, she realised it was futile. 

			‘Eternal One,’ she croaked, ‘guide my path. Reunite me with my hunters, so we may punish those who have defiled your noble subjects.’ With nothing further to be done, she set off down the tunnel ahead of her, praying that it led her to what she sought.

			Valreek didn’t get far. Whatever meagre hope she’d clung to upon finding familiar ground was quickly lost. She passed tunnel after tunnel, and saw no signs of her companions. As her hope faded, the paltry flicker of vigour within her faded with it. 

			Her shoulders sagged. Her steps became stumbles. The darkness reached down towards her, as the pulsing amber veins in the walls dulled her senses. The weight of the mountain crushed down, its hunger buckling her knees. 

			The clang of her knife falling to the stone was not even enough to snap her from her torpor, and but a few paces later Valreek fell, thudding to the cold stone. She drew her pallid, emaciated arms around herself, her hands gnarled into talons. Her wispy white hair fell over her face as her vision dimmed, the darkness encroaching, rumbling and ravenous…

			She dreamed of the slaughter again. 

			Of her final stand on the walls of Gryphon’s Watch, hopeless against the pale tide. The degenerate creatures scrambled up the squat walls of the citadel, overrunning its defenders in a tide of carnage. 

			She dreamed of the last stand of a people on the brink of annihilation. Of a starved population that would die on their feet, facing the ravenous horde of ghoulish nightmares. 

			She dreamed of the monster that had clubbed her down, knocking her unconscious, denying her the opportunity to die with her people. Denying her that mercy… for when she awoke, she did so in shackles, greeted by the hideous vista of the citadel’s throne room transmogrified into a charnel hall.

			She dreamed of being forced to watch the butchery of her own people, the gut-wrenching craving that clawed at her soul. 

			She remembered the abhorrent monster that strode through the charnel court, the lesser beasts kneeling and cowering like an abominable parody of courtiers bowing before a tyrant. And worst of all, she remembered the offering.

			Her hunger had been so terrible. And even though she wanted to die with all that remained of her free will, she had succumbed. She had taken his offering. She had sunk her teeth into the putrid flesh of her own kin…

			She awoke with a scream, retching at some foul, tangy taste in her mouth. Hands pressed against her bare skin, shaking her, clawing and grasping. Rasping croaks and inhuman snarls echoed through the darkness, and the hollow sensation inside her seethed like a maelstrom, consuming her from within. She kicked out, forcing a pair of figures away. She grasped for her knife with pale, wretched talons, but it was not there. 

			And then her vision resolved. The vile taste disappeared, replaced by a more wholesome one. Of salted meat…

			Her compatriots stood around her, tense and crouched. But there was no hostility in their eyes. Only shock and concern. 

			The Night’s Herald and Duke Crakmarrow were the closest. 

			‘Valreek!’ the duke shouted. 

			Hyperventilating, she slumped back against the stony wall, gasping for breath as the hollow sensation within her stole her words. 

			‘Do you hear us?’ the duke called again, kneeling before her. 

			She was not naked. Her furs were tattered and filthy, and encrusted with blood, but she was clothed. Her hands were… hands. Her hair was ash blonde. She was Valreek, not some degenerate thing. 

			Her nightmare was only a nightmare… It had to be. 

			‘She doesn’t look good,’ Gristlewel grumbled. 

			‘Perhaps we should put her out of her misery…’ the Royal Butcher added, edging closer. ‘We’re out of provisions. We gave her the last morsel, and it looks as though she won’t make–’

			‘No!’ The duke wheeled around, silencing them with a stern glare. He looked as noble and imposing as ever, and in that moment, Valreek felt a stir of something other than the aching, all-pervasive hunger. She tried to rise, but her legs were too weak. 

			‘I believe she will come through,’ the Night’s Herald rasped, approaching, kneeling beside her. He held her arm, limp in his grip. ‘Yellowed eyes, and emaciated… The final stages, yes. But we shall find our quarry soon enough.’

			The duke turned back towards her. He looked better. Stronger than he had when entering the mountain. In that moment, Valreek knew they had defeated the beastmen, and reclaimed their provisions. Her foolish flight had denied her that opportunity, and now, she realised, it might well cost her her life. 

			Crakmarrow knelt, drawing a thin-bladed misericord from his belt. Perhaps the Royal Butcher was right. Perhaps there was no hope for her. If the duke thought it so, then Valreek would not dispute it. She had fled, and she had paid for her cowardice. Her ending would be a mercy. She tilted her head back, offering easier access to her throat. Even though she could not speak, she hissed, her breath too weak to form any sound other than a dry, deathly susurration. 

			‘No, Valreek,’ Crakmarrow said, his grey-bearded face twisting in pity. ‘Now is not your time.’ He pierced the misericord into his own forearm, and held it before her, withdrawing the blade only to put the wound to Valreek’s lips. 

			The blood was hot and tangy. A taste Valreek found wretchedly familiar, and yet so pure. It was salvation. An offering of a liege to a subject. The mercy of life given from one’s own flesh. 

			Valreek would have wept, had she any tears. 

			Behind the duke, the others bowed their heads in reverence to the duke’s sacrifice. 

			‘Drink,’ he said, his voice soft with compassion. ‘Find your strength. Let my blood nourish you.’

			‘We ate all the provisions of the dead ungors,’ the Royal Butcher said apologetically. ‘After you ran from Master Talon, we thought you gone…’

			Valreek could not speak. She could only drink the tangy, nourishing blood, taking her duke’s strength as her own. The sensation of warmth flowed through her body, causing her muscles to twitch with renewed vigour. Deep within her, the ravenous maelstrom abated, and the sick, all-consuming hollow within her began to fill, ever so slightly. Her hunger was not sated by any means, and she would need proper sustenance soon, but the duke’s blood had given her the spark of life necessary to continue on until more provisions could be found. 

			Eventually, the duke withdrew his arm, and wound a cloth around it, cinching it tight. He stood and offered a hand to her. Shakily, she reached up, clasping it to pull herself to her feet. 

			‘Rise again, Valreek,’ he commanded. ‘Our hunt has not yet ended. We have slain its degenerate subordinates, but the shaman still eludes us. It must die. And then we may leave this accursed place.’

			On her feet once more, the chamber spun around her. Dizzy as she was, she felt the strength within her return, and steadied herself against the duke’s karkadrak-skull pauldron. 

			‘I will fight.’ Her voice was a barely audible rasp, but it was a voice nonetheless. 

			‘Then let us be off,’ the duke said, turning to Master Talon. ‘Lead us. Sniff out the shaman’s corruption. He cannot evade us for long, for this labyrinth shall be his tomb…’

			And with that, they set off to finish the hunt.

			As the trek through the caverns continued, Valreek saw several places she recognised; the junction with the five grotesque statues, and the wide chasm with the narrow ledge. She moved in the centre of the group, Master Talon temporarily taking her place in the vanguard. 

			As the hunters entered a wider tunnel, she moved up alongside the Night’s Herald, puzzled about something that had been said. ‘The Royal Butcher said I ran from Master Talon,’ she croaked. 

			‘He said he saw you, but you fled with terror in your eyes when you looked upon him,’ the Night’s Herald answered. 

			Valreek frowned. She remembered nothing of the sort. 

			But then, her memories were all twisted. The hunger and the oppressive darkness of the mountain had done something to her. They had done something to her nightmares, and to her memories. The places she recognised were not where they should have been. She remembered some of the path she had taken through the mountain, but now it seemed all mixed up. 

			Either her memory was twisted, or the mountain was somehow rearranging its own innards as they moved through it. She wasn’t about to count that possibility out. 

			It was only when they reached the gallery of amber mirrors that Valreek was certain. The number of mirrors had increased, and as they moved past the section she’d hid in, she saw it closed off, a wall of solidified amber separating it from the main passage. 

			‘Everything is different,’ she hissed. 

			‘Yes,’ the Night’s Herald agreed. ‘The mountain shifts and churns. Our pathway stopped making sense days ago.’

			‘Days ago?’ Valreek squinted at him. ‘How long was I gone?’

			‘More than a week,’ he answered grimly. 

			Valreek blinked, dumbfounded. ‘It felt like a day or two… but no more than that.’

			‘A starving mind can distort the passage of time,’ the Night’s Herald offered. 

			‘I suppose,’ she managed, as they left the gallery of mirrors, entering a massive chamber flooded with amber light and pockmarked with dozens of pools. Entire falls of amber descended from cracks in the ceiling, forming gleaming pillars and glassy barriers that cut the chamber into a dazzling labyrinth of false reflections and eerie lights. 

			‘The perfect place for an ambush,’ the Royal Butcher said as they moved through it. ‘I’d wager half of my next meal that this is where the shaman makes his stand.’

			‘Perhaps…’ Duke Crakmarrow said. ‘Master Talon, keep extra vigilance.’

			‘I always keep extra vigilance,’ Master Talon grunted. 

			Valreek’s vision was still not as keen as it could be, but her eyes were sharp nonetheless. They panned back and forth, searching for any signs of danger amidst the maze of amber mirrors. 

			In the corner of her eye, she saw something move. Something pale and hunched. 

			Her eyes widened. Another shape stepped through, one of the things from her nightmares, one of the things that had followed her through the caverns. It was a reflection of a reflection of a reflection, and so she could not pin its true location.

			‘Duke Crakmarrow,’ she hissed. ‘Something is following us.’

			The hunters slowed and spread out, forming a circle at her warning. 

			‘What did you see?’ he asked, his voice low. 

			Somewhere, the echo of a snarl resounded through the chamber. 

			‘I don’t know,’ she rasped. ‘I was followed by them after I…’ she hesitated, ashamed. ‘After I fled. I think they were hunting me.’

			‘Beastmen?’ Gristlewel asked.

			Valreek shook her head. ‘No… something else. I know not what. But I believe they were men once. Men twisted into pale, degenerate things.’ 

			‘Another foe then,’ the duke said gravely. ‘Be ready. There may be other dangers in this mountain than our quarry.’

			Again, distant snarls like feral susurrations whispered through the hall, echoing from somewhere, prickling Valreek’s skin with unease. 

			‘Master Talon,’ the duke commanded. 

			‘Aye,’ the hunter returned, catching the duke’s meaning, and raising his arm. The black raptor flapped off, squawking as it flew through the cavernous hall. 

			Distantly, Valreek heard the echo of shrieks. Chiropteran shrieks. 

			She narrowed her eyes. Waves of cold caressed her skin. She caught a glimpse of black wings in another mirror, and wheeled around. They had been bat wings, of that she was certain. The others crouched lower, clearly set on edge by her movements. 

			Glancing around frantically, she caught no further glimpses of the pale things. She did, however, see another reflection. 

			Something massive, rushing towards them. 

			‘Beastmen!’ she screamed. 

			The Royal Butcher managed to turn around just as the bull-horned gor crashed through one of the frozen amberfalls, shattering the crystalline substance and slamming into the hunter with bone crunching force. It was the same gor that had chased her, somehow. She could not even imagine how it had survived.

			The Royal Butcher didn’t have time to draw his sickles as he rolled across the ground. The gor thundered after him, heaving its greataxe down into his chest, killing him instantly. 

			And in that moment, a pair of arrows hissed from unseen places. One thudded into Duke Crakmarrow’s ribs, embedding itself into his armour. The duke spared it a disdainful glance, before raising his halberd and charging the gor. 

			The other arrow took the Night’s Herald in the arm. The bone augur staggered, and roared a curse in response. 

			‘Defilers! Corrupted filth of darkness! Embrace the ending the Eternal One gifts you with!’ He lunged into the gor, stabbing at it with his athame.

			Two ungors rushed from behind the amber mirrors, spears lowered. Evidently, the shaman had more minions than they’d thought. One charged Master Talon while the other barrelled straight towards Valreek. As adrenaline pumped through her, she side-stepped its clumsy thrust, and lunged low, slitting open its belly with her stolen dagger. Twisting around, she found her strength once more, thrusting her blade into the ungor’s back as it stumbled forward. She thrust again and again until the beast collapsed. 

			Leaping around, she saw the gor locked in deadly combat with the duke, while Gristlewel rushed the ungor that traded blows with Master Talon. 

			And then the shaman emerged, and Valreek saw her quarry. 

			It uttered something in its dark tongue, and again Valreek felt slimy, cold things crawl across her skin. She could see the others felt the same, as they recoiled from the vile sensation. It gave the other ungor spearman the edge it needed, and it slammed the butt of its spear into Master Talon’s face, sending the warrior flopping to the ground with a bloodied jaw. 

			He didn’t get back up. 

			A keening shriek from somewhere else in the cavern drew Valreek’s gaze for an instant, and in one of the mirrors she saw a monstrous, black-winged bat raking at one of the ungor archers. Valreek could only hope its predatory attention stayed fixed on the beastmen, and rushed the shaman alongside the Night’s Herald, who had left the duke to face the gor alone. 

			Another string of abominable curses erupted from the bray-shaman’s maw. Valreek leapt to the side, the duke’s blood giving her the strength she needed to evade the bolt of seething black flame that sizzled from the shaman’s skull-headed staff. 

			She slammed into the shaman, leaping atop it to plunge her dagger into its collar, whilst wrapping her legs around its midriff. The blade didn’t sink deep, and its serrations caught in the shaman’s thick leather vest. 

			The Night’s Herald ducked under a sweep of its staff, twisting around it to slash at its thighs. The shaman brayed, sinking to one knee, dropping its staff, and grabbing Valreek’s arm before she could stab again, even as the Night’s Herald repeatedly thrust his athame into its back. 

			It roared in agony and rage, and ripped Valreek away, throwing her into one of the amber pillars. She hit it hard, her head slamming back as she bounced onto the cold, broken stone underfoot. Sprawled out and dazed, she tasted the tang of corrupted blood, and saw the shaman wheel around and deliver a savage headbutt to the Night’s Herald, knocking the warrior away before scooping up its staff. 

			Gristlewel charged into it then, having finished with the ungor, his greatsword arcing down in a killing stroke. But the shaman sidestepped at the last instant. 

			Through one of the mirrors, Valreek saw the gor and Duke Crakmarrow, still locked in mortal combat, the brutish ferocity and greataxe of the beastman steadily losing ground to the cold resolve and halberd of the huntmaster.

			In the distance, the third archer continued loosing arrows into the fray. One caught Gristlewel in the shoulder. The swordsman staggered back, taking a thrust from the shaman’s horned staff to the gut. He fell to his knees. 

			Valreek rose, her vision spinning, her newfound strength already fading. Out of the corner of her eye, in the reflection of one of the frozen amberfalls, she saw a pale, hunched thing rush off into the distance. Confused, she steadied herself against the amber pillar, searching for a weapon. She couldn’t see the ghoulish creatures. But she could hear them. Their rasping shrieks and croaking barks were as clear as the braying of the beastmen and the war cries of her compatriots. 

			She saw the Night’s Herald, risen again, slam into the ungor archer, skewering it repeatedly with his athame. 

			Lunging forward, she scooped up her stolen dagger, and rushed in to aid Gristlewel, who stood again, barely managing to parry a series of heavy swings from the shaman’s staff. The skull-topped staff ripped through the air in a wide arc, forcing Valreek to stagger back, lest it disembowel her. 

			It was chanting again, and she felt the crackle of dark energy caress her skin. 

			She rushed forth, thrusting her blade out and catching the ­shaman in the neck. The chant ceased, and it staggered back, stumbling straight into Gristlewel’s swing. The greatsword shattered one of its arms, and it roared in agony, black blood spurting from where its splintered bone pierced through its flesh. 

			In retaliation, it swung its staff in a wide, one-handed sweep, forcing Gristlewel back. Valreek was too close, and too drained to evade properly. The skull slammed into her with full force, snapping ribs and throwing her a dozen paces across the chamber. She thudded hard across the ground, nearly rolling into one of the frozen amber pools. Coughing in agony, she saw the pool shimmer, the glassy surface liquefying, as though waiting for her to roll into it.

			With a yelp, she scrambled away, turning back to the battle. 

			She saw it, then.

			Ahead, one of the amber falls reflected the gor, its axe swinging in wide, cleaving arcs as it faced off against its foe. Its foe was not Duke Crakmarrow. It was a wretched parody of him, naked and hunched, with a long wispy beard. It wielded the duke’s halberd, only its weapon was tarnished and rusted.

			In another reflection, she saw another creature facing off against the beastman shaman. It wielded a massive bone like a club. 

			Valreek’s jaw dropped as she rose to her knees. But she could not stand. Memory rushed into her, an icy flood of terrible revelation. The nightmares had been a memory. And those terrors that loped through the charnel hall were now around her. 

			She looked down at her hands. They were gnarled talons, soaked black by beastman blood. She was as naked and wretched as her companions.

			She was one of them…

			Her mind began to unravel.

			Valreek looked up, towards the gloom of the ceiling, and shrieked. Her voice was gone, and in its place there was only the anguish of lost humanity. Of a mad, hopeless creature facing a lone moment of ­lucidity before an ocean of nightmarish delusion. 

			The mountain pressed in on her, its hunger infecting her, ravaging the tatters of her soul. She could not stand. She would not stand. She would die here, in the accursed darkness, and be forgotten forever. That was all she could hope for now. 

			An arrow slammed into her chest, piercing her just below the heart. It felt as though she’d been struck by a sledge-maul. Folding over, Valreek gasped as blood filled her lungs. 

			Her vision darkened. The mountain’s pulse thundered through her veins. 

			Blood pooled over the stones, as black and wretched as the blood of the beastmen. It boiled up through her throat, and spluttered out from between her yellowed fangs. 

			And then all went dark once again…

			In her last, fleeting moment of clarity, Valreek prayed that it would be the final time.

			But it was not. 

			Valreek dreamed again of their final stand, back to back in the great hall of Gryphon’s Watch, facing the braying hordes of beastmen. She dreamed of the hunger, of the long winter siege in which so many of her kin had starved. She remembered that terrible sensation, gnawing through her, threatening to shatter her resolve. 

			But she had not broken. 

			She stood until the end. Until the point where she couldn’t stand anymore, when the howling beastmen cavorted and danced in triumph amidst the carnage, dragging away their prisoners one by one to be sacrificed to their fell gods. 

			But she also remembered salvation. She remembered King Ghorphang storming into the throne room at the head of the First Hunters. The host had been so majestic, adorned in the trophies taken from fearsome monsters and beastmen alike. They’d torn into the braying herd, butchering them and sending their panicked remnants into a rout. 

			She remembered the king approaching her, kneeling before each of the starved and tortured prisoners, unshackling their manacles himself, and gifting them with his own provisions. She remembered accepting that tantalising first bite, the taste of meat after a winter of malnourishment. 

			She remembered feeling whole again.

			Valreek awoke. The sharp pain in her chest was almost as fierce as the pangs of hunger. She was not in the gallery of mirrors, but in another cavern entirely. Amber flowed like waterfalls of light on the far side, pooling up in a small lake.

			Her compatriots stood before her, the duke kneeling in front of where she lay, his noble features illuminated in the ruddy, golden light. He looked normal, pale and sturdy. His face was a mask of compassion and concern, his long grey beard brushing the stone below. The Night’s Herald loomed at his side, along with Gristlewel and Master Talon. 

			Two harriers squawked atop Master Talon’s shoulders: one she recognised, another she didn’t. The Royal Butcher lay to her side, his breath rattling. He was alive, somehow. 

			They were all alive. She blinked in confusion. 

			‘A minor wound,’ the Night’s Herald explained. ‘Deflected by your ribs. Nothing that a tonic of beast’s blood could not heal. You live again, Valreek.’

			Valreek didn’t know how to respond. She didn’t know what to think. 

			She remembered bleeding out on the stones, the horrific revelation she’d witnessed searing itself into her mind. And yet, it seemed so far away, like a haze had been draped over the fierce intensity of the moment, numbing it into a cold, half-forgotten nightmare. 

			‘The beastmen carried many rations,’ Duke Crakmarrow said, offering her a cut of salted ham. ‘As we thought they would.’

			She looked at it disbelievingly for a moment before her hunger proved too much for her to resist. She bit deep, tasting the salted, spiced meat, and revelling in the sensation of eating something so wholesome after facing starvation for so long. 

			‘We have amassed quite the victory feast,’ the Night’s Herald said.

			‘If only the Royal Butcher was lucid enough to enjoy it,’ the duke added mirthfully. ‘He’ll take days to recover yet. But how do you feel, Valreek?’

			‘I…’ she started. Her voice was still hoarse. But it was a voice. Her hands were hands. The furs wrapped around her were furs. Her companions were her companions. 

			The hallucinations were gone. 

			She shook her head, shaking away the nightmare that had almost claimed her. ‘I feel weak… I feel as though I nearly slipped into madness.’

			‘You nearly died,’ the duke said with a conciliatory tone. ‘Twice. Such a thing can strain the mind. But you are with us once more, and our quarry is dead.’

			She took another bite of the meat, feeling life return, stronger and stronger. Soon, she imagined she’d feel strong enough to properly stand. To fight again. 

			‘We have avenged our people,’ the Night’s Herald said. ‘Justice well served. The beastmen will ravage our lands no longer. And…’ He glanced at Master Talon. ‘We have received a missive from our noble king. He dispatched another of the harriers to us, clever birds.’

			Master Talon gave a half-grin, and patted the new raptor. 

			‘Indeed,’ the duke said. ‘The beastmen horde has been crushed before the cliffs of Ekourseus. They are no more.’ But his triumphant tone quickly darkened. ‘However… the king’s missive also brought a warning. And a new task. A quest, if you will. The beastmen he managed to interrogate told him that the shaman entered the mountain with the intent of awakening some manner of dark beast, a fell horror from the Age of Chaos. A monstrosity that may one day awaken on its own, and threaten our king’s demesne. He has granted us the honour of finding it, and slaying it.’

			Valreek nodded, her uncertainty slipping away as she finished the strip of meat. ‘Is there more? I hunger… Such hunger.’

			‘Of course,’ the Night’s Herald said, stooping low to pull more meat from the pouch he carried. ‘Royal rations, fit for Ghorphang’s First Hunters,’ he said with a thin smile. ‘Feast, Valreek, regain your strength, for we have yet another hunt ahead of us.’

			Valreek nodded, and did exactly that. As she gorged herself, the last shreds of doubt fled away, the nightmare fading into the depths of her tattered psyche. Vigour and certainty returned to her in a flood of warmth. Those terrible dreams, those terrible hallucinations… they had been products of a famine-addled mind, nothing more. Of that, she was certain. 

			And she would not readily allow such a delusion to ever claim her again – no matter what horrors she might face in the hunt to come. She was Valreek. She was of the Grymwatch. And she would never forget that again…
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			I

			‘To the unenlightened, those poor, deluded, blind creatures, creation is a stagnant, unchanging thing. They believe the mountains to be eternal, the sky to be everlasting, but it is not so,’ Vortemis intoned, raising his hands to the sky and pausing for gravitas. ‘There is but one constancy to all of creation, and that is change itself!’

			I swallowed the groan burbling in my throat. Even with my eidetic memory I could still scarcely count the number of times I’d heard some variation of the sentiment pass through the sorcerer’s fanged, lipless mouth, delivered on his forked tongue, dripping with grandiosity. Ever the central figure in a great drama only he could see, there was almost nothing the Arcanite lord said or did that was not in some way intended to remind his eternal audience of his brilliance and insight.

			Besides, the sentiment was patently wrong.

			Even for the servants of Tzeentch, to whom the warping power of the Lord of Fate flowed like lifeblood, there were many things that remained unchanged. Vortemis, for example, was still projecting an aura of smug superiority, as though the centuries of failure to corrupt the shadeglass Faneway of Shadespire had simply not occurred. Narvia and Turosh were still listening, enraptured, to the magister’s oratory, despite the acolytes having heard it hundreds of times before.

			And I, as ever, still loathed the magister with every fibre of my mutated being.

			‘What a peculiar thing this is,’ Vortemis cooed. ‘Peculiar indeed, deluded though it may be.’

			The thing of which he spoke was a strange humanoid, a bizarre amalgamation of aelf and beast. The creature was far removed from the brutish gors and ungors that infested the Mortal Realms, or even the avian strangeness of tzaangors like myself: this creature’s form bore no evidence of mutation, no dubious gifts of the God of Magic. It seemed, for lack of a more fitting term, natural.

			My beak clicked in irritation, but my jealous anger remained other­wise invisible.

			‘It shall be less peculiar when we have peeled back its flesh,’ Narvia hissed from behind her golden mask. ‘All beings of blood and bone look the same on the inside.’

			Turosh slammed his boot down on the aelf-thing’s chest, eliciting a muffled yelp. ‘Foolish girl, dwelling on the banality of flesh when the screams are where the true secrets lie,’ he hissed. His golden mask, like Narvia’s, was wrought in the avian likeness of Tzeentch’s mightiest daemons: the man beneath it may have been a poor shadow of those mighty creatures, but his trenchant spitefulness rivalled any being I’d yet encountered. ‘I look forward to tearing the secrets from its soul.’

			‘Foolish boy, to think you will have the privilege,’ Narvia scoffed. ‘It was I who first sighted the creature – the honour should be mine!’

			The other Arcanite cultist brandished his wicked, curved blade. ‘And it was I who laid it low,’ Turosh snarled. ‘Its blood is mine to shed.’

			I pushed their petty squabbling to the back of my mind. I’d suffered many pains, irritants, vexations and injustices over my centuries trapped with Vortemis and his disciples in the Mirrored City, but none boiled my blood so effortlessly as Narvia and Turosh. They were childhood rivals, raised up from the Arcanite cults Vortemis had seeded when Nagash had turned the city into an inescapable tomb, but whereas most children eventually outgrew their paltry rivalries, the Kairic cultists had embraced their opposition as an unholy mandate, as though they both intimately believed that their own success was tied to the other’s failure. 

			The result was two arrogant, distrustful, wholly unmanageable miscreants whom Vortemis had taken into his inner circle, and by extension forced me to tolerate. I wondered if he’d done so specifically to aggravate me.

			I would not have put it past him, despite his outwardly magnanimous façade.

			‘Quiet now, children,’ Vortemis rasped, his voice cutting through both the bickering of the Kairic acolytes and my own ruminations like a blade through skin. ‘Neither of you shall bleed this creature until it has revealed to me the whims of the Lord of Fate.’

			‘I will reveal nothing to you, monster,’ the aelf-thing spat. Its words were flavoured by a strange accent, unlike any I’d encountered before. All the more reason to discover where in the Mortal Realms we’d been spat out.

			The magister loomed over the bound figure. Though Vortemis’ eyes were hidden behind his mask, I could tell he was glaring into the creature’s soul.

			Vortemis flicked out his forked tongue. ‘Do you know who I am, thing?’

			The aelf-thing thrashed in its aetheric bindings. ‘We do not give daemons names,’ it growled. ‘We simply return them to their gods in pieces.’

			The magister laughed; it was a phlegmy, unpleasant sound. ‘So you are clearly unfamiliar with me and my kind,’ he chuckled. ‘But I suppose, to the uninitiated, I might be mistaken for a mere fragment of Tzeentch’s will, rather than something far greater. So allow me to introduce myself, thing – I am Vortemis the All Seeing, Magister of the Eyes of the Nine, Chosen of the Gaunt Summoners. If you have a name, you may give it. K’Charik shall remember it, but I will not.’

			I grunted. Vortemis had delivered the same mocking jibe over four hundred times over the course of our imprisonment in Shadespire, and although Vortemis certainly hadn’t recalled a single name or title I, thanks to the perfect memory the All Seeing had cursed me with, remembered them all.

			‘I am Sheoch,’ the aelf-thing declared, even as its aetheric bindings began to bite through its flesh. ‘Tracker of Kurnoth.’

			‘I see. And Kurnoth is…?’

			‘The God of the Hunt, spirit-consort of Alarielle,’ Sheoch snarled defiantly. ‘A terrible force that you shall soon face.’

			Vortemis’ mutated face was as incapable of rendering emotion as my own, but I could see sick amusement tickling the creases around his sunken cheekbones, a tic I’d noticed long ago. 

			‘Strange, I have no knowledge of such a god. As one blessed by Tzeentch to gaze upon the totality of existence and parse the threads of fate, you will forgive me for being sceptical of your threats.’

			The aelf-thing laughed. Blood dribbled from its mouth. I felt a facet of my nature bare bestial fangs, willing my altered limbs to violence.

			‘You believe you have come to conquer, but you have come to be consumed,’ Sheoch snarled. ‘Beastgrave will devour you.’

			Beastgrave.

			I recalled the past so perfectly. My earliest memory was being shackled to Vortemis, bound by an oath that only death could release. My second earliest memory was despising him. And then, after that, came the ordeal of being dragged into Shadespire by the arrogant magister, the trepidation of Nagash’s Katophrane Curse befouling the Mirrored City, the horror of realising that Vortemis could not die while under the curse, and the grudging boredom of understanding that the rest of my existence would be measured in pompous speeches, pointless deaths, and the guilty revulsion of existing as a tzaangor.

			But Beastgrave… that was a name I had never heard before.

			‘Beastgrave,’ Vortemis mused, flicking out his forked tongue as though tasting the word. ‘So that is the name of the place we’ve been delivered to.’

			‘Delivered to,’ Narvia laughed mirthlessly, kicking at the shards of shadeglass piercing the stone beneath our feet. ‘Some cataclysm spat us out here.’

			Turosh chuckled, equally without humour. ‘I was on the cusp of greatness in Shadespire, and now we’re stuck in the guts of some forsaken cave.’

			The magister cringed. His cerulean flesh rippled with disgust. ‘We are not forsaken, you insufferable simpleton. Do you not see? Do you not comprehend?’

			The human’s face was invisible behind his golden mask, but I could read his hesitation in the twitching of his fingers around the haft of his weapon. ‘I… I merely meant to say th–’

			‘Your words are wind,’ Vortemis snapped. ‘And you, Narvia, before you think to open your mouth and capitalise on Turosh’s chastisement, I already know what you intend to say, and it is equally as puerile – spare me the aggravation of hearing it.’

			The other Arcanite remained silent, but I’d seen her angry enough times to read her rage from the way she withdrew into herself like a wilting bloom. No doubt plots of violence swirled within her mind, as they did in her rival, but whereas Turosh was overt in his scheming, she was clandestine. 

			I rolled my eyes. Or at least she fancied herself as such.

			‘The Changer of Ways has blessed us!’ Vortemis declared, lifting his writhing staff aloft. ‘For centuries we toiled, stagnant, within Nagash’s vile prison. For centuries we, the chosen instruments of the Gaunt Summoners, were trapped in an unceasing cycle of rot and decay. Do you not see? Tzeentch has blessed us by breaking open our cell!’

			I clicked my beak again in annoyance. If there was something else that could be said to be immune to change, it was Vortemis’ ability to believe his own bluster.

			The magister knelt beside the aelf-thing and traced a finger across its cheek. Its flesh bubbled with mutation from his touch. ‘I was not called here to be devoured, creature. I was called here to fulfil the great work Tzeentch has laid before me!’

			The creature, Sheoch, recoiled from the magister’s claw, and I cringed in sympathetic disgust. 

			‘It is not destiny that calls you, but Beastgrave itself,’ it spat. ‘And no matter what you do, the mountain will be your tomb.’

			‘Such delusion,’ Vortemis sighed, cocking his head like the avian his warped form had come to resemble. ‘What I do next is a blessing, sparing you from a lifetime of unenlightenment.’

			The All Seeing lifted his head, as though his eyeless face could see sky beyond the endless cave ceiling above. His staff began to glow with sickly unlight. The aelf-thing thrashed in its aetheric bonds as warping magic fought to displace the blood in its veins. Vortemis’ chanting echoed unnaturally through the caverns around us, transforming from a mere reflection of his rasping words to their own unique, twisted chorus. My mutated flesh bristled, like an infant responding to the call of its parent, and it sickened me.

			Vortemis slammed his staff into the ground. Sheoch, Tracker of Kurnoth, burst like an overripe fruit.

			Rather than shower us with its guts, the ruin of the aelf-thing hung suspended in the air, frozen like a gruesome sculpture of blood and skin and bone. The coppery reek of its blood caused my beak to dribble saliva.

			Vortemis approached his handiwork with reverence. ‘Fascinating,’ he hissed. His clawed hand wove through the air as his eyeless head darted back and forth, gazing at a mystery he believed himself alone able to unravel.

			But Vortemis of the Eyes of the Nine was not the only one to whom the Lord of Change spoke. 

			Even as a tzaangor, whose flesh was wrought of the warping magic of Tzeentch, it pained my eyes to gaze directly upon the divining ritual. A sickening sensation, like worms burrowing behind my eyes, only allowed me to glance at it for a moment, but even a momentary glimpse caused the meaning within to blossom in my mind. And then, as though my eyes were snared with hooks, I could not tear them away, heedless of the pain.

			For the first time in centuries, since I’d been bound to the service of the magister and dragged into Shadespire, I felt… hope.

			And then it was over, the suspended ruin of the aelf-thing slapping wetly to the cave floor. Even with my perfect memory I could not reconcile how long I’d been staring at it. I shook my head and furtively glanced around. Narvia and Turosh were cradling their masked faces as though emerging from a dream.

			Vortemis was staring eyelessly at me.

			‘What did you see, my child?’ he said slowly.

			‘I… I do not know, master,’ I growled.

			The magister gazed at me, through me, for a long, long time. I felt nausea gnawing at my guts the longer his blind face regarded me. 

			‘I know what you saw, my child,’ he mused with a knowing smile. ‘For it is also what I saw.’

			‘What did you see, All Seeing One?’ Narvia asked hesitantly, casting a surreptitious glance at Turosh.

			‘This place, Beastgrave, is more than just a mountain. Its roots are woven into the very bones of Ghur. We sought to anchor Shadespire to the Silver Towers and deliver it into the hands of Holy Tzeentch. Here we have the opportunity to deliver not merely a city, but an entire realm to the God of Magic!’

			‘But how, master?’ Turosh pressed.

			The magister grinned slyly. ‘I have foreseen both how and where,’ he said smugly, with a flutter of his wings.

			I pawed the ground, feigning excitement. It was a speech I’d heard four times before throughout my servitude, the only difference being which particular doomed crusade we were embarking on. The All Seeing was no doubt powerful, but his sorcerous strength was matched only by his inability to see his own failures. Centuries of carnage and bloodshed to corrupt the shadeglass of the Mirrored City had come to naught. Rather than acknowledge the disaster of Shadespire, Vortemis had projected on to his failures the conceit of a greater calling: a gift from the Changer of Ways.

			‘Praise Tzeentch, All Seeing One,’ Turosh bowed ostentatiously. ‘You were right – truly this twist of fate was a blessing of the God of Magic.’

			‘Indeed, the path beckons,’ Narvia said quickly, kneeling. ‘Lead us onward, magister.’

			I glanced at the genuflecting Arcanites. With their faces hidden behind masks it was difficult to tell whether they were truly captivated, surreptitiously sceptical, or feigning awe to hide their true thoughts. 

			Narvia and Turosh were the finest acolytes of the cults Vortemis had fostered throughout our internment in Shadespire. They were formidable fighters and spellcasters, but, despite the centuries we’d spent in the Mirrored City, or perhaps because of it, they were also trapped in perpetual adolescence: whether they possessed the foresight to see past Vortemis’ posturing was beyond even me. 

			Whether Vortemis saw beneath their golden masks, to the plots that coiled within their minds, was another matter entirely: he may have chosen ‘the All Seeing’ as a sobriquet, but his gaze was as fallible as any mortal’s, especially when his vanity was stoked.

			‘Destiny awaits in the bowels of Beastgrave,’ Vortemis commanded.

			I waited until the magister and his acolytes had walked a few steps ahead, as long as I could before the invisible chains binding me to Vortemis tugged at my throat. When I was certain their eyes were elsewhere I dropped my blade to my side and quickly slid it across my ankle. Blood flowed from the wound in a slow trickle, leaving a small trail behind me.

			II

			Shadespire had been a cursed labyrinth, and thanks to Vortemis’ curse I remembered every dreadful piece of it.

			The Mirrored City had been aptly named. The arcane shadeglass from which the city drew its power, the magical substance that had ultimately led to its punishment, had possessed a strange beauty even after the Lord of Death unleashed his Katophrane Curse. Within its ghostly spires one touched by Tzeentch could glimpse the strands of fate reflected and refracted upon themselves, twisting and changing like the flickering of a torch. It was all a lie, though: with Nagash’s curse infecting the very nature of the shadeglass, all who perished within its fastness were doomed to rise again. The eddies of fate did not flow within Shadespire; they curdled, exactly as the treacherous necromancer had intended.

			The place we now found ourselves in, this ‘Beastgrave’, was also aptly named.

			The cavern system resembled a great stony gullet, undulating despite its jagged rockiness. The sense that we ventured deeper into a ­living creature was both ethereal and corporeal, despite the shadeglass extrusions we passed. Not only did the very tunnels through which we ventured twist like rocky intestines, the walls dripped with liquid amber, reminding me uncomfortably of digestive juices. The bones we passed, of orruks and aelves and creatures even I didn’t recognise, only reinforced the notion.

			More subtle was the animate essence of Beastgrave that seemed to seep into my lungs with every breath. I felt my heart battering my ribcage as though battle loomed, yet my nostrils detected nothing of the foe I’d foreseen. I felt burbling anger, stoked by hundreds of years of silent anguish in Shadespire, threatening to take control of my arms and swing my sword, despite the fact that I’d practically made an art form of suffering Vortemis’ prevarication with dignity. I felt hunger gnawing at my stomach, even though my form had grown beyond the need for mortal sustenance.

			I found myself salivating, imagining what Narvia’s pale flesh would taste like.

			Cracking open Turosh’s bones with my beak and slurping the warm marrow.

			Ripping into Vo–

			No. Focus.

			I physically shook the thoughts from my head. I had the measure of my foe: the mountain we found ourselves in, Beastgrave, was clearly something more than a mere edifice of rock and stone. Whether it was natural or not I couldn’t say for certain: the Realm of Ghur was almost unknown to me. What I did know was that Beastgrave had corrupted the minds of the other Eyes of the Nine, just as the aelf-thing had vowed. 

			Ironically, it was thanks to Vortemis’ mnemonic curse that I alone possessed the strength to parse Tzeentch’s true message from Beastgrave’s predacious deceptions.

			‘I don’t recall this tunnel,’ Turosh called from up ahead, jerking me from my grim ruminations. The young Arcanite had been unusually quiet since the divining ritual. So had his rival, Narvia. I could barely feign ignorance at the conspicuousness of their plotting. Had I cared to, which I didn’t, I could have recalled the number of schemes they had executed in Shadespire, both to further their own ends and to sabotage each other’s plots. During the early years, before the inexorable reality of Nagash’s curse had set in, I’d taken note to pass the time: to maintain my sanity I’d stopped counting at eighty-four.

			‘What are you implying?’ sneered Narvia.

			‘I imply nothing,’ the Arcanite snapped. ‘I scouted this section of the caves mere weeks ago. This fork wasn’t here.’

			Weeks. How amusingly we still clung to such terms when we were in fact incapable of measuring the passage of the time, trapped in the lightless bowels of Beastgrave. It could have been months since we’d been vomited out of the Mirrored City. There was no way of truly knowing.

			Vortemis strode up to the fork. His head bobbed back and forth between the paths as though sniffing, smelling, tasting. When he turned back to us he was beaming. ‘Tzeentch blesses us yet, my Eyes.’

			‘How do you imagine that?’ Turosh grumbled. ‘We’re lost.’

			Vortemis shook his head, seemingly too excited to admonish the acolyte. ‘In Shadespire the Katophrane Curse bound us to stagnation. For the disciples of the Changer of Ways such torpor is poison. Here, in Beastgrave, change flows like lifeblood through its veins!’

			‘Are you saying that Beastgrave is alive?’ Turosh asked.

			‘Yes,’ I answered. Saliva filled my mouth as the looming hunger of the mountain pressed against the impenetrable wall of my mind. ‘It is.’

			‘And what do you know of it, K’Charik?’ Narvia sneered.

			I sensed Vortemis’ gaze turn to me at the pointed question. I had to physically choke down the truth before it burbled up from my chest. Instead I dipped my horned head in submission. 

			‘You speak truth, human. I know nothing.’

			‘Perhaps the beastman feels affinity for this Beastgrave.’ Turosh chuckled at his own terrible joke.

			Having long since been inoculated to the pedantic jeering of the acolytes I ignored the urge to strike the human’s head from his shoulders. This time, however, the animal desire to kill didn’t fade as it usually did. Unbidden I felt my claws tighten on the haft of my greatblade, my thoughts straying to spurting arteries and blood-gurgle cries. But pragmatism ultimately stayed my hand: there was a battle coming, and as much as I loathed the Arcanites, they were formidable fighters. 

			I resolved that, after the battle I’d foreseen was won and Vortemis was dead, I would chop both insufferable acolytes into offal. Slowly. 

			‘K’Charik is correct,’ Vortemis proclaimed, breaking the tension. ‘This place is alive. It shifts and changes. It calls out and draws in. It devours and consumes. It’s… beautiful.’

			Turosh grunted. ‘Magister, I do not understand your elation,’ he said, clearly biting down his own frustration. ‘If what you say is true then all our scouting is meaningless. We have no idea where we’re going.’

			‘Perhaps you do not, Turosh,’ Narvia sniped. Her face was invisible behind her golden mask, yet somehow I could confidently picture her petulant sneer.

			Vortemis grinned and nodded to her. ‘Which way, my acolyte?’ he asked.

			Narvia visibly straightened at being addressed by the All Seeing. ‘The left path, magister.’

			‘What did you see in the ritual?’ Turosh snapped, tactlessly.

			Narvia affected a shallow bow. ‘I foresaw the glorious magister victorious in his quest,’ she quipped. ‘Didn’t you?’ Then, without another word, she haughtily strode past Turosh down the left tunnel, out of sight.

			She’d lied. Badly. The fact that she’d lied was in itself not unexpected: I’d quickly learned, during my early years bound to Vortemis, that falsehood was a way of life for those who followed the Architect of Fate. What remained to be seen was why she had lied.

			Normally I would not have paid the familiar occurrence a second thought, but what I’d foreseen in the aelf-thing’s blood, the moment I knew was coming, allowed for no errors. I glanced down at the wound I’d inflicted on my ankle. The first had clotted, requiring me to make a second, third and fourth to keep the blood trail fresh for the hunters as we’d descended deeper and deeper into Beastgrave. 

			I recalled the savagery of the Kurnothi aelf-thing, Sheoch, even as we’d bound it. When its compatriots, however numerous they were, found us I suspected I’d need the Arcanites if I hoped to escape with my life after I’d slain Vortemis in the chaos.

			Turosh seemed to likewise smell her deception. He scurried after his rival down the left tunnel, as though terrified of letting her out of his sight. Vortemis paid them no heed, striding confidently, head cocking back and forth, as though listening to secrets only he could hear.

			Beastgrave was calling to him, luring him and the Eyes of the Nine to some hideous end with whispers and visions. I was certain of it. Six hundred and forty-nine times Vortemis had sacrificed me in Shadespire: I had no doubts he would do so again without hesitation. Only this time I would not rise from death.

			As soon as Vortemis had vanished around the switchback I carved a fresh cut above my hoof, deeper this time, to give our hunters an easier trail to track.

			I was running out of time.

			III

			‘She’s vanished!’

			The moment came sooner than I’d expected, but it came nonetheless. Tunnel by tunnel, turn by turn, Narvia had increased her lead over us, ranging ever-farther ahead. 

			At first it had been subtle. To one who had not spent hundreds of years in her presence it would have been guileful; how she scouted a few steps farther ahead, how she took a few extra moments to respond when we called out to her, how she cast clandestine glances back at us as we weaved through Beastgrave’s shadowy bowels. 

			But guile had given way to blatancy the moment she thought she could get away with it. One moment she was ahead of us, the next she was gone.

			Although Turosh lacked my curse of hindsight he was likewise not fooled. He had watched Narvia with almost desperate interest, looking for some tell, some sign, to reveal her plan. I could almost hear the grinding of his thoughts in his head, a fine pairing to the grinding of his teeth. Whatever destiny he’d seen in the ritual, he clearly believed Narvia played some role in it, either as a tool or a hindrance.

			I had no doubt they were both being called by hungering Beastgrave, but they were – if not young – juvenile, lacking in wisdom. I was a creature touched by the God of Magic, and I’d grown old long before Vortemis had bound me to him and dragged me into Nagash’s cursed city. Beastgrave may have ensnared the acolytes, may have even captured Vortemis in his vanity, but I, I recalled the equivalent of a hundred lifetimes with perfect clarity: I could not be fooled.

			…but did I truly believe that? 

			The echo of the vision I’d seen painted itself anew upon my vision, as though responding, unsettlingly, to my uncertainty. Regardless, I’d seen myself free of Vortemis for the first time since he’d shackled me to him: I had no choice but to pursue it.

			‘Vortemis!’ Turosh called, sprinting back to us. ‘Vortemis, she’s gone! She abandoned us!’

			The magister absorbed the Arcanite’s pronouncement with strange serenity. ‘You proclaim her betrayal with such certainty, my acolyte. Is it not more likely she is lost within this great labyrinth?’

			I craned my head, grasping at a distant echo only my bestial senses could hear: it sounded like a woman screaming.

			Whether oblivious or indifferent the other Eyes paid it no heed. 

			‘I know her,’ Turosh growled. I spied his arm muscles twitching with the desire to inflict violence. ‘I know what she saw in the ritual.’

			The All Seeing turned his eyeless gaze on the acolyte. ‘Indeed?’ Vortemis mused. ‘Your foresight does you credit, Turosh. Truly, a gift of the Changer of Ways! What, then, would you suggest we do?’

			The Arcanite froze. I would have chuckled had the whole display not been so pathetic. I knew, beneath his golden mask, the young man’s heart was warring between truth and lies, and the murky depths that run between. Not unexpected: to be touched by the Architect of Fate was to sail on a sea of falsehoods and truths, none fully revealed, even in retrospect. But to navigate the sea so poorly was, frankly, embarrassing.

			‘I’ll go after her,’ Turosh finally declared.

			‘No, I’ll go,’ I announced quickly. Vortemis and Turosh looked to me.

			Turosh scoffed. ‘You, beast? With your leash?’

			My tzaangor rage surged to the fore, almost breaking free of the chains I’d wrapped around it. The only thing that prevented me from lopping his head from his shoulders was my vision: battle was coming, and I needed him. And because I was confident that Narvia was already dead.

			‘Turosh is right, my loyal guardian’s place is at my side,’ Vortemis said, nodding. ‘Besides, your ankle is wounded. Turosh will make better time on foot in finding Narvia.’

			My blood chilled to ice. I looked down at my lacerated ankle, then up, slowly. Despite having no visible eyes Vortemis was already meeting my gaze, his face unreadable, as far removed from humanity as my own.

			What are you thinking?

			What do you know?

			The young Arcanite turned his sneering mask to me. ‘Wait here, magister. I will return soon.’ Then he turned and sprinted down into the darkness, vanishing around a switchback. The echo of his footsteps faded as though swallowed.

			So we waited, listening to the rumbling of the mountain’s bowels and the drip-drip-dripping of liquid amber sloughing from toothy stalagmites. We waited until the hunger gnawing at my spine became almost unbearable and I had to pace to distract myself. We waited until Beastgrave’s ravenous whispers had eroded whatever sense of certainty remained to me. 

			And then we waited longer.

			I finally turned to Vortemis, who had stood, swaying, as though listening to a silent melody, since Turosh had departed. 

			‘They’re not coming back, are they?’

			‘No,’ he replied simply. ‘They are not.’

			‘And you knew they wouldn’t?’ I snapped. I guiltily bit down my rage. By Tzeentch, there was something about this accursed place that whetted my ire, as though starving, animal hunger saturated the air.

			The magister turned his eyeless face to me, allowing his expression to convey how pedantic he thought my question to be. ‘Narvia and Turosh chose to shackle themselves to the past.’

			I waited for further elucidation, until it was clear that none was forthcoming. I finally choked out, ‘What does that mean?’

			Nothing. I stamped some shadeglass beneath my hoof and gripped the haft of my sword, waiting for his reply. By the Changer of Ways, if I had to hear one more cryptic statement…

			Vortemis was silent for a moment. He waved his hand before and then, seemingly at random, selected a new pathway deeper in the mountain. ‘They sought to return to Shadespire,’ he finally explained.

			Shadespire. The very mention of the Mirrored City filled me with anger and, to my silent shame, fear. Since coming to this damned cave I had thought myself done with that accursed place. Had I been wrong? 

			‘Is such a thing possible?’ I asked.

			Vortemis shrugged nonchalantly, his azure pinions rustling. ‘Beastgrave told them it was.’

			We walked on in silence. I never let my blade rest easy in my grip. I began to hear new sounds, lacing the whispers already gnawing at my mind. Sibilant susurrations, like those I’d heard when I’d beheld the vision. But… deeper. Hungrier. Phlegmy, choked with the blood and bones of the dead. Or was it? The more I tried to focus, the more it vanished before me, like mist.

			Finally, when I could stand it no longer, I gave voice to the words beating hot against my ribcage, threatening to rip from my throat. 

			‘You knew all of this would happen.’ It wasn’t a question.

			The magister made a wet croaking sound in his throat. ‘Of course. I know what they saw in the ritual. Why would you think such knowledge would elude me, my child?’

			The image of Vortemis collapsing, blue blood spurting from his neck, etched itself onto the back of my eyes. It was all I could see. I could smell it. Taste it.

			‘Did you see my vision, master?’ I asked. I was barely able to keep the expectant quaver from my voice. I gripped my sword tighter and clenched my beak. Would he attack me? Could I kill him here? This wasn’t what I’d seen. Could it still come to pass?

			Vortemis scoffed again, cutting my thoughts short. ‘Of course I did!’ he crowed as he patted me tenderly on the shoulder. ‘You saw me fulfilling my destiny, as you always do, my child!’

			 I vented my ire strangling the haft of my greatblade, wishing it was Vortemis’ scrawny neck. I heard laughter that wasn’t my own echoing from up ahead. The All Seeing gave it no notice.

			We turned a final switchback, coming to a precipice overlooking a vast chasm. The rock looked somehow raw, as though recently torn asunder without time to heal. The air grew subtly warmer the closer we drew to it, and the faint stink of rotten meat grew stronger. I approached warily where Vortemis strode confidently forward: I was uncomfortably reminded of some enormous, yawning maw, ringed with shadeglass teeth, waiting to devour me.

			The aelf-thing’s ominous words echoed in my skull. I gazed down into the chasm, seeing nothing but unending, hungering darkness. 

			‘Where are we?’ I asked.

			Vortemis turned to me and smiled serenely. ‘Where we were meant to be, of course.’

			Then I heard the hunting horn.

			IV

			The aelf-things came in a thunder of hooves so loud and fierce that I was for a moment stunned: I’d spent the equivalent of a hundred lifetimes fighting against lurking horrors and otherworldly predators, but I’d never seen a foe move so quickly and attack so ferociously.

			The hunter-servants of Kurnoth exuded savage fury as they charged towards us. They all were crowned by the same fiery manes as the creature we’d sacrificed. Two bore the same shaggy, hooved legs as the ‘Sheoch’ creature, one armed with a curved wooden bow and the other a bellowing horn and a wicked blade. The third, bounding ahead of them, was a monstrous, slavering feline.

			And the fourth towered above the others, its aelf-form ending not in legs, but the muscular body of a powerful stag. Curling elk antlers crowned its head, and its face was hidden behind a bronze mask. The spear it carried was as long as I was tall, and the heavy armour rattling on its flanks looked capable of turning aside forged steel. It radiated savage, bestial majesty in a way no gor ever could.

			The huntmaster. The one whose spear would end Vortemis’ life, just as the vision had shown me.

			The magister was, unsurprisingly, already prepared for battle, eldritch energies crackling around his staff and arcing between his fingers. ‘You seek to stop Vortemis the All Seeing, Magister of the Changer of Ways?’ he shouted in challenge as they charged towards us. ‘Fools! You are mere instruments of destiny!’

			The servants of Kurnoth spared no breath on a response as they dived in to slaughter us. The hunting beast lunged ahead of the others the moment Vortemis unleashed his spell.

			Crawling magic slithered from the magister’s hand like a brood of crackling serpents. The writhing miasma enveloped the feline. In an instant its body exploded into a riot of mutations, spidery legs and tentacles and claws bursting through its flesh as its golden fur warped into scales and barbs and slug-skin. The two smaller aelf-things gaped in horror. Vortemis laughed raucously.

			The Kurnothi slammed into me like a battering ram, hacking and stabbing and kicking in a desperate, blood-pounding, wordless screaming crash. I held like a wall of stone, fighting to keep my hooves beneath me.

			In an instant Vortemis and I were surrounded, outnumbered, with our backs against the hungering pit. The two smaller aelf-things engaged me in a storm of slashing steel and whistling arrows and savage war cries. My greatblade surged with the rage flowing through my limbs, parrying blow after blow. They did not fight like the animals they appeared to be; their strikes were too precise, their tactics too considered. And yet their bestial nature lurked beneath the surface in their bared fangs and animal howls; how I could sense their mouths watering as they drew blood. I was taller than each by a head, and stronger, but they were faster. They were dangerous.

			What I wouldn’t have given to have Narvia and Turosh fighting beside me, damn them.

			‘K’Charik!’ Vortemis yelled. ‘Protect me!’

			I spared a desperate glance towards the magister. The roaring huntmaster had descended upon Vortemis before he could conjure another spell. The magister was battling with his crackling staff, but I’d fought his battles long enough to know that close combat was not where his gifts lay.

			The half-moment was enough to earn me an arrow in my chest. I screamed in anger and snapped the wooden shaft. The aelf-thing with the horn lunged forward to slice open my throat with its blade. I grabbed it by the neck and hauled it kicking from its feet. Keeping its thrashing form between the archer and me I tightened my fist until I felt gristle crack beneath my claws.

			I heard the magister scream again. The aelf-centaur’s spear had scored a deep gouge in Vortemis’ shoulder. The sorcerer fought on, spewing warp-fire from his mouth and claws, but the huntmaster’s assault was too furious, too savage, for the All Seeing to conjure his fearsome spells. 

			‘Help me, K’Charik!’

			The chains binding me to Vortemis tightened like a barbed manacle around my throat. My grip loosened, slightly. It was enough. The thrashing aelf-thing slashed at me with its blade. Nauseating agony blossomed as steel sliced through my eye. Half-blind, I caught its arm in my beak and snapped it from its body with a wet crack. My prey would have screamed if it had breath: all that emerged from its mouth was a pitiful squeak.

			Raw hunger rushed through my body as its blood trickled down my throat. With a roar of tzaangor rage I crushed its throat with a wet crunch.

			‘K’Charik!’

			My bones could resist my master’s curse no longer. Compelled by the chains of fate I dropped the corpse and staggered towards Vortemis. As soon as my back was turned I felt another arrow thud into my flesh, then another, then another. The first two buried themselves in corded muscle. The third penetrated deeper, finding something soft. I felt strength draining from me with the blood leaking from my wounds. I wanted to turn back and defend myself. Still Vortemis called me; heedless that I was dying.

			The magister cast his writhing staff skyward. The air of Beastgrave suddenly split. A screeching riot of cerulean limbs and lamprey mouths leapt into being behind me. The gibbering horror tackled the archer before it could loose the killing arrow. Flames belched and arrows flew and screams echoed as the daemon and archer grappled. I did not know which combatant would win. I did not have time to find out.

			Obeying arcane sorcery beyond the ken of beastmen I staggered grudgingly to Vortemis’ defence. Towering before me was the great huntmaster, brazen and powerful and bellowing for my blood. It reared on its hind legs and kicked in challenge before charging us, spear held before it like a lance. I fell into a defensive stance between it and Vortemis, who was bleeding from a dozen wounds.

			‘Die, foul monster,’ the Kurnothi huntmaster growled before lunging in for the kill.

			I poured my fading strength into my blade, parrying and hacking with force that would have chopped a man in half. Vortemis howled a litany of unknowable prayers, spewing foul fire and warping witchery. The huntmaster fought with the ferocity of a beast and the grace of a peerless warrior. 

			I scored wounds as my weapon found the gaps in its armour, but it was vigorous where I was weary. A powerful kick, too fast for my flagging limbs to dodge, cracked a rib. The huntmaster’s spear stabbed through my shoulder.

			Step by step, blow by blow, it forced us towards the cliff.

			Vortemis was laughing as the huntmaster slowly killed me. Cackling insanely, like the demented creature he was. ‘Fool!’ he crowed. ‘With every thrust you do the bidding of Tzeentch! You have delivered me! You cannot fight fate!’

			The magister unleashed a bolt of power. The huntmaster reared and pulled back his spear. And then, suddenly, I saw it: the perfect moment, foretold by the vision in the divining ritual.

			The second stretched impossibly, turning the blinking of an eye into a lifetime. Suddenly I could see every moment of my tortured life, every infinitesimal strand of fate weaving together into a tapestry, confirming what the God of Magic had foretold; the moment for Vortemis to die had come. 

			‘May Tzeentch damn you,’ I snarled as I emptied every iota of my remaining strength into the swing of my sword, arching towards the magister. 

			I already knew how Vortemis would move to avoid it, forcing him into the path of the huntmaster’s thrusting spear. I’d fought beside him through countless battles over hundreds of years. I knew his every tic, every spell, every strategy, because for reasons I would never understand Vortemis had made me able to do so. And so I waited, feeling atrophied muscles around my beak pulling into a vestigial smile, as I prepared to spend my final moments watching the huntmaster kill the creature I hated most.

			But Vortemis didn’t dodge. In a fraction of a heartbeat I saw his head turn, unnaturally, until he was staring at me with his grinning, eyeless face. Calmly, he leaned left instead of right.

			Schlst.

			My greatblade chopped messily through Vortemis’ neck.

			Vortemis the All Seeing, Magister of Tzeentch, Lord of the Eyes of the Nine remained standing on the precipice for a haunting moment before his head slumped on his spurting neck, barely attached by gristle and sinew. Then his pinions sank, his knees buckled, and his staff slipped from his grasp. My master’s lifeless body slumped backwards like a puppet with its strings cut and disappeared into the lightless chasm below.

			He’s dead. 

			He’s actually, finally dead.

			The realisation felt like a balm on my burning wounds. My impending death, for a single, perfect moment, held no dread for me, no remorse: for the first time in as long as I could remember I was finally free of Vortemis the All Seeing. That truth alone flooded my muscles with exuberant rage and roused the bestiality of the tzaangor, defiant of the towering huntmaster before me. 

			I can fight my way free. I’ve fought through worse.

			I shook blood from my face, took my greatblade in both hands, and roared in challenge like the beastman I was. 

			‘Come, meet your death, servant of th–’

			The words died on my tongue.

			My claws went to my throat as my sword clattered to the ground. White-hot agony bloomed beneath my fingers as I felt flesh parting as though slashed by an invisible blade. My eyes went wide. Hot, acidic blood gurgled into my mouth, more than I could swallow. I felt vitae spurting between my fingers. I tried to scream, tried to breathe, but all I could do was gag on blood from my slashed throat. Though darkness began to creep across my vision I could see the aelf-centaur warily backing away from me. My hoof slipped on the edge of the chasm. My knees gave way beneath me.

			And I fell.

			Down.

			Down.

			Down, into shadows without end.

			My vision grew dark as the blackness of the abyss swallowed me whole.

			V

			I am dead.

			The thought anchored itself in my mind, gaining surety from the tortuous perfection of my memory. I’d died before, in Shadespire. Hundreds of times. Each time I remembered the sensation of being dead, of being free, before Nagash’s damned curse vomited me back into the world of the living. After the first time I’d been returned to life death lost its grim allure. I knew the promise of oblivion was a vile lie; a cruel punishment inflicted by a false god on arrogant fools who’d endeavoured to deny the divine its due.

			Now, ensconced in darkness that knew no end, there was a certain lurid peace to it.

			But slowly, like an ember gradually catching fire in tinder, I felt consciousness returning to me. To my body. To the warped, unnatural flesh that grudgingly jailed my soul. And with the prickling sensation dawned a truly hideous realisation, the likes of which I hadn’t felt in centuries.

			I’m not dead. I’m alive.

			I opened my eyes.

			I was prone, but… floating. I glanced around, seeing the walls of Beastgrave pass beside me, its floor pass beneath me, yet my limbs remained unmoving. It took me a moment to realise that I was recumbent but borne aloft by a magical hand.

			I craned my neck to look ahead. Before me, mumbling a tune in a language I’d never heard, stood Vortemis.

			‘You disappoint me, my child,’ the magister hissed.

			I tried to speak, but my tongue felt dry, turgid. I grunted and clicked my beak.

			‘Can you stand?’ the magister asked.

			I nodded my head. Without turning his eyeless face the All Seeing perceived the gesture. The bonds around me vanished and I crashed to the cave floor, my sword clattering beside me. As the aethereal funeral-wrappings sloughed away I was slowly able to rise to my hooves. My clawed hand went to my throat, feeling the parted flesh knitted to wholeness without a scar. 

			‘We’re alive,’ I choked out. ‘How is that possible?’

			Vortemis continued walking without breaking stride. ‘I had hoped the answer would have been obvious to you, my child. At least before you decided to embarrass yourself with that foolish attempt at rebellion.’

			My eyes caught something glittering in the unnatural darkness. ‘The shadeglass,’ I breathed, feeling the grave-chill of the Mirrored City seeping through the cave walls.

			Vortemis nodded sagely, raising his staff to illuminate the chamber we found ourselves in. Jutting from the cave wall, between strange statues and ominous carvings, were thousands of glittering shards, lodged like daggers in flesh.

			‘Yes,’ he mused. ‘It appears the Necroquake shattered the very foundation of the Mirrored City across the Mortal Realms. Perhaps beyond as well. The magic of the Katophranes, along with the curse wrought by the Lord of Death, lingers within the shadeglass.’

			I felt sickness rising in my stomach. I’d been smashing shards of the accursed shadeglass since the moment we’d found ourselves in Beastgrave, and never once did it occur to me that such a thing was possible. 

			We turned a corner, finding walls coated in freshly hardened amber. Beneath the golden surface I saw Narvia and Turosh, trapped like insects. I cautiously approached and ran my claws over the warm surface.

			‘Are they…?’

			‘Alive?’ Vortemis finished. ‘Briefly. They suffocate in minutes, before the curse brings them back to life.’

			I felt my blood curdle at the thought of awakening from death to being trapped, utterly immobile, until choking to death, only to be brought back to suffer again. How long had they been trapped in Beastgrave’s foul stomach? Hours? Days? 

			I placed my palm on the surface of the amber. I imagined, maybe, that I could feel the acolytes thrashing in animal panic against their prisons as Beastgrave devoured them. ‘Are you going to save them?’

			Vortemis shrugged, never breaking stride as he strode past. ‘I’m called to matters of greater import, K’Charik,’ he said, as though the answer should have been obvious.

			I felt the chains of fate tugging at my neck. Pushing the two acolytes from my mind I grudgingly fell into step behind the magister. ‘How did you know?’

			The All Seeing scoffed at me. ‘After all this time, you still think so little of me to ask such questions? Have I not taken you under my mighty wing? Have I not given you a precious gift of my holy knowledge?’

			I slammed my blade against a shadeglass shard, shattering it. Normally I did not allow myself to indulge in such animal displays, but by Tzeentch, my rage was veritably seeping from my pores. ‘You act as though you care for me,’ I said bitterly. ‘As though I’m anything more to you than a tool.’

			Vortemis turned slowly. His fanged mouth was curled in a scowl. His cerulean pinions rustled. ‘K’Charik, we are all tools of the God of Fate. When I wrought your consecrated flesh, and cast the spell that bound your soul to mine, I had hoped to forge you into something special, something beyond even the blessed form of a tzaangor.’

			I laughed sardonically at the sheer, unrepentant gall of the magister. ‘You speak of my curse as though it were altruism, yet you still thought to make it impossible for me to kill you. You knew a day would come when I’d seek to be free of your yoke.’

			Vortemis clicked his tongue dismissively. ‘A precaution I foresaw I would need, given the barbarity of the tzaangor, a trait I’d hoped to marry to wit and wisdom. Unfortunately, despite my sincerest efforts to curtail your short-sightedness you seem determined to chain yourself to the past. You cling to the life and form you’ve left behind, rather than the destiny Tzeentch promises.’

			‘You never meant for me to fulfil my destiny,’ I growled sullenly. ‘You merely chained me to yours.’

			‘You think yourself my equal, is that it? That Tzeentch would choose a dumb beast for greatness? Allow me to disabuse you of this grievous delusion, you stupid, insolent whelp,’ the magister hissed. Gone from his voice was the lofty jocundity, replaced by the cold malice I always sensed lurking beneath the surface. ‘To be my slave, to bask in even one iota of the glory that awaits me far outstrips anything you could have accomplished in your meaningless life!’ 

			Out of the corners of my eyes, like smears upon glass, I glimpsed unseen things gathering around Vortemis, daemons drawn to him by the intensity of his anger.

			‘You speak of glory?’ I roared. ‘You dragged the Eyes of the Nine into Shadespire and got yourself imprisoned for centuries! Your plan to corrupt the Faneway for the Gaunt Summoners came to naught! And now, once again,’ I shrieked, throwing open my arms to encompass the darkness we’d fallen into, ‘you’ve followed a false portent, thinking yourself chosen by Tzeentch for greatness, and are lost in a chasm from which there is no escape!’ I snarled. ‘You have failed, Vortemis the All Seeing. The only greatness you ever achieved existed only in your deluded mind.’

			I expected Vortemis to kill me where I stood, or as close as could be managed in a place infected by the Katophrane Curse. I could see the murderous desire, the malevolent viciousness in his soul, etched in his skull-like face. I felt it too, as the ancient hunger of this damned place stoked my own thirst for blood. I took my blade in two hands as I saw Vortemis’ clawed fingers twitch and wriggle with arcane power begging to be released.

			But the magister didn’t attack. He simply smiled, turned his back, and continued on his way deeper into the chasm.

			‘How little you know, my child,’ he cooed, his words once again dripping with saccharine. ‘You think me lost? I am exactly where the Lord of Fate wishes me to be.’

			I suddenly realised that I could see the cave walls around me. A sickly crimson glow, the colour of blood spilled in anger, trickled into the tunnel the deeper we walked. In the wounded light I beheld sinister statues lurking in aphotic shadows. A deep, ominous rhythm grew to accompany the echoing of our footsteps, like the beating of a heart or the toll of distant war drums. Out of the corner of my eye I glimpsed unknown… things flitting between the statues: it took me a moment to realise it was the statues themselves. 

			My flesh prickled and my palms grew sweaty: in that moment I profoundly understood that the vision I’d seen had been Beastgrave all along, patiently luring me to a place that mortals were never meant to be.

			‘Where are we?’ I asked, as the shadows around us seemed to lengthen into hungry fangs.

			Vortemis slowly turned. His lipless mouth was stretched too wide in a manic grin, made ghoulish by the crimson light. 

			‘In the Direchasm!’ he proclaimed aloud, throwing his hands to the sky like a zealot addressing the faithful. ‘In the realm of the Silent People!’
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			‘’Ere!’ Stabbit jabbed a rigid green finger into Mean-Eye’s fur-clad back. ‘We wuz told by the boss. The pit was s’posed to be at the bottom of the cavern!’ 

			Mean-Eye hissed over his shoulder, baring dirty yellow fangs. ‘Bottom’s all seepin’ wiv amber, it’s runnin’ down the walls. We dig a pit down there, an’ it’s goin’ to fill up. What kinda trap’s that?’ 

			‘The kind we got told to dig!’ Stabbit jabbed him again.

			Mean-Eye came to his feet, waving his pickaxe and glaring at his gang-mate. ‘Don’t you poke me.’

			Stabbit snarled back, daring him. ‘Or you’ll do wot…?’ 

			The growl of their leader, Rippa, was followed by a hand in each scruff, dragging them apart. The grot boss looked from face to face, his red eyes narrow and dangerous. ‘You two stop that, you ’ear me? They’re comin’. So I want that pit dug good, or you’re goin’ in the next one!’ 

			Grumbling, they went back to work. 

			Under his breath, Stabbit muttered, ‘May not get ’ere any’ow. Not in these tunnels.’

			Rippa kicked him in the backside, and he continued digging without further comment.

			Stabbit had a point though, the grot boss figured. In fact, he had two. Not only was the flowing amber of Beastgrave’s innards likely to overflow any carelessly dug trap, but the crazed labyrinthine tunnels of the mountain’s depths did move, knotting about themselves like twisting guts. Rippa was smart, and his brindled snarlfang had the best damn nose in Ghur, but even they got lost sometimes.

			And you didn’t get lost. Not if you were clever. Because getting lost was when the mountain gobbled you up. And then, when it spat you back out again…

			He shuddered – that was not something he wanted to think about.

			Gripping his trusty loppa, he instead cast a careful eye round the low-ceilinged cavern. It was a good choice for an ambush, sloping roughly downwards and rich with the amber’s gleam. That deep orange glow eased round rocks and down gulleys, shining with menace and with the death and the riches that its slow, remorseless flow had swallowed. Above it, the cavern’s walls glittered with sigils, their origins and meanings long lost. Rippa couldn’t read them and he didn’t want to. Strange things happened if you tried, or so they said. 

			Strange, spiny, angry things. 

			With teeth.

			He looked away. At the cavern’s upper entrance, his snarlfang was standing guard, nose pointed out and down the tunnel. As Rippa looked at him, he shook his head, his ears and jowls flapping.

			He was waiting, watching for the incoming adventurers.

			And for the weapon they bore.

			Stabbit and Mean-Eye were digging the pit, still squabbling, but Rippa ignored them, almost jumping up and down with glee. That loppa! He’d dreamed about it, all shiny-shiny! He longed for it, needed it! With it, he’d carve his way through the denizens of the mountain, hacking them to fleshy gobbets, spilling their steaming, scarlet blood upon the glowing rocks! With it, he’d chop ’em down, one after another, and he’d howl his victory through the echoing, empty stone! 

			He’d be the boss of bosses! 

			Not even Morgok’d stand in his way!

			A flash of savagery went through him, and his green hands tightened on the weapons at his belt. He felt a mouthful of hot saliva, a frothingly eager growl that started in his belly and rumbled up and outwards–

			Soon!

			‘Boss.’ Mean-Eye prodded him with a pick-axe and brought him back to the task at hand. ‘That deep enough?’ 

			Containing the bloodlust was hard, but Rippa forced it down like half-chewed meat. He made himself focus on the pit – ten-foot deep, ten-foot square. In their days before Beastgrave, they’d dug hundreds like it.

			It was an old trick, but it worked.

			Stabbit was aiming his stikka at the pit, jabbing it a couple of times as if imagining their victims were already trapped. ‘’Ere,’ he said, ‘’Ow big’re these boyz, anyway? You’ve seen ’em before.’

			‘Stumpy,’ Rippa answered him, holding one green hand about four feet off the ground. ‘Slow, an’ stupid, an’ stumpy. An’ we’ll see ’em comin’ because they’ll be shinin’. They got gold all over ’em.’

			‘That’s dumb,’ Mean-Eye commented thoughtfully. ‘But then… wot if someone gets to ’em before us?’ 

			Rippa glared. ‘That’s not goin’ to ’appen. Me an’ the ’fang, we’ll go out there, an’ we’ll lure ’em in. An’ if anythin’ gets in our way…’

			The glint in his wicked red eyes was enough. Stabbit and Mean-Eye looked at each other and grinned, mouths full of gruesomely sharp teeth, voracious and fervent.

			‘Oh yeah,’ Mean-Eye said, smacking one fist into the opposite hand. ‘’Ere we go, awright!’ 

			A flicker of motion caught Rippa’s eye, and he glanced down.

			Their pit was perfect, its sides hacked almost straight. And they’d dug it just back from the upper entrance, in a shadowy curve where it wouldn’t be easily seen. All they needed to do was herd the stumpies into it.

			Now, though, its bottom was glistening, sliding, seeping with new amber, flowing thickly like the blood of the mountain. It was measured, remorseless, and it moved as if it would fill not only the pit, but eventually the whole of the cavern itself.

			Rippa said, with some feeling, ‘Snot it!’

			Okay, so they needed a new plan. No more pit-traps, that wasn’t going to work. Wherever they dug the damn things, they filled to the brim with amber. And then, the whole mess solidified into a warm and orange shine. 

			Despite himself, Rippa found it captivating. The amber often had things in it, things thrown up by the mountain’s curse, dead things, horrific things. It had things that’d been living, once, their final struggles frozen in their glittering prison. And it had shiny things, troves of treasures. Once, in the early days, Rippa had tried to dig them out, wearing out his pick-axe, and then breaking all his talons as he’d clawed at the gleaming surface. Only his snarlfang had saved him from the transfixing death that’d haunted so many – the creature’s howl of incoming battle had been enough to bring Rippa back to the tunnels themselves.

			Now, the grot leader tried not to look.

			So – just for good measure – he’d smacked Stabbit round the back of the head, then dragged both his mates away from that lure of fascination, and out towards their next target.

			This time, a rockfall. An easy win, and a perfect set-up – didn’t even need that much work. This new cavern was longer, and floored almost completely with stalagmites, their matching stalactites dripping slowly, slowly, down to meet them. Between these strange and pointed pillars there wound a single path, worn almost smooth by generations of adventurers’ boots. As it curved past the wall, it ran below a handy ledge, and, upon the ledge, there was a pile of rocks that Rippa had already collected. So, when the hapless Fyreslayers wandered underneath…

			Whoomph! A snotting great big pile of stone on their heads.

			‘But… won’t we ’afta dig ’em out?’ Mean-Eye asked, eyeing the rocks suspiciously.

			Rippa grabbed him by the front of his jacket, dragging him forwards until they were nose-to-nose. ‘You, go get more rocks! An’ you!’ he said, turning to Stabbit. ‘I left a lever, down be’ind that pillar. There, the big one!’ 

			Muttering, both grots did as they were told.

			As his mates headed out, Rippa eyed the rockfall, thinking. The cavern’s pillars were like great, sharp teeth, always hungry, bared in an eternal snarl; they glittered with mica and threat. The snarlfang’s ears and nose would find the Fyreslayers – not hard, they stank of cinders – and then he and Rippa would lure them, all the way into the cavern, and along that winding path… 

			The ’fang scratched his ear with his hind paw, and yawned. He’d brought the other two with him, and all three of the creatures now watched their boss, ears up and their tails thumping. 

			‘Go on, then, my ladz,’ Rippa told them. ‘Go get ’em!’ 

			They bared their teeth, almost grinning, then loped off with their tongues lolling loose. The ’fangs knew the drill – they’d done this many times. They’d range wide, out on patrol, locating the Fyreslayers, marking their movements, and then bringing them back here…

			Rippa tapped a thoughtful boot. Every time his gang moved, there was more chance that their quarry would wander off somewhere else in the mountain. They’d get lost, or nabbed by some other gang, or by the slaveringly hungry monsters that lurked down here. Waiting.

			And then, that wonderful loppa would be lost! 

			His green face curled in a snarl, not unlike the snarlfang’s. ‘Never gonna ’appen,’ he told the cavern’s echoes. ‘I’ll get that loppa if I ’afta break them Fyreslayers into itty bitty bits! An’ with my bare ’ands!’ 

			His shoulders twisted, like he was throttling something.

			‘Oi, boss.’ Stabbit came past him, the lever over his shoulder. The thing had some sort of fossilised lower jaw stuck on the end, sealed hard upon it by the mountain’s resinous leakings. ‘You talkin’ to yerself? Y’know wot that means.’ 

			‘You got it!’ Rippa’s red gaze lit up, and he eyed the heap of stone.

			‘D’you s’pose it’ll work?’ Stabbit said doubtfully. 

			Mean-Eye grabbed the lever from him, jumped up to the ledge, and eased the jawbone end under the bottom of the pile. ‘Simple,’ he said. ‘We jus’ wait for the stumpies to come walkin’ past. An’ then…’ He leaned his weight on the end of the handle, just enough to shift the rock-pile’s weight.

			‘Riiiight.’ Getting the idea, Stabbit joined him. 

			Nodding at the completed trap, Rippa was really grinning now, from ear to ear, an expression like a blade-slash, vicious. He could imagine the looks on the faces of the Fyreslayers as their stupid beards and all that sticky-uppy hair got buried under a mass of falling stone…

			He wondered – could you prise the gold stuff out their flesh? Or did you have to skin ’em to get it? Either way, it wasn’t a problem.

			From a distance, a snarlfang howled, and Rippa’s grin grew even wider…

			Then wiped from his face completely as Stabbit leaned his full weight on the lever and the whole pile of rocks crashed over, covering the pathway below.

			‘You snottin’ greenskin scum,’ Mean-Eye bawled at Stabbit. ‘What’d you do that for?’ 

			‘I was testin’ it! To see if it worked!’

			The two grots were on the floor, rolling over and over, struggling to throttle each other, or to gouge each other’s eyes out. Stabbit got the upper hand, pinning his gang-mate to the rock and clawing long nails in his face, just as Rippa grabbed Stabbit by the scruff and the belt and hoisted him clean off the ground, letting his feet pedal madly in mid-air. Holding Stabbit out the way, he booted Mean-Eye, several times.

			‘Pack it in!’ The order was a bellow, echoing from the stone. ‘Both of you!’

			Rippa could feel his temper, the mountain’s temper, rising now, rising right in his gut. He could feel the seep and glow of its rage, as ruddy and relentless as the ever-flowing amber. And he had to keep his head.

			If he wanted that loppa.

			He dropped Stabbit to his belly on the stone, and booted Mean-Eye one last time, just to make the point.

			‘You two make a mess of this, and I’ll wear your innards as me new boss’at!’ 

			Stabbit, coughing, picked himself back up. 

			‘We’re runnin’ outta time, and we’re runnin’ outta traps! So you stop messin’ about!’ 

			Mean-Eye, too, was getting up. He held up a hand. ‘D’you ’ear that?’ he said, stopping dead. ‘They’re comin’.’ 

			From somewhere ahead, all tangled in the mountain’s knotted tunnels, there rumbled an echo of song. It was a deep, heavy chant, as rolling and solid as the beat of a great drum. Heavy footsteps rang like distant hammers.

			‘Quick!’ Stabbit’s voice was almost a squeak. ‘We got to do somethin’!’ 

			‘Keep your ’eads, both of you,’ Rippa told them. He was trying to think but his ears were filling with the incoming sound. He shook his head, struggling to focus. ‘I reckon we got one more shot.’

			‘An’ if that fails, boss?’ Stabbit asked him.

			Rippa grimaced, and shook his head again. The whole cavern almost seemed to be rippling, as if the waves of incoming sound were visible – it was impossible to tell what was the Fyreslayers’ chant, and what was the song of the stone itself. Rippa had heard it before, the rocks reverberating, grinding and crashing with their own eager hunger, or singing like crystal, high and pure, and cutting at your brain like some sparkling knife–

			‘Boss!’ Mean-Eye had him by the lapels and was shaking him, bawling in his face. ‘Boss!’ 

			Stabbit’s eyes were wide. ‘Let’s get out of ’ere.’

			His skull still ringing, Rippa dragged them to their next objective.

			One final shot.

			One huge cavern. 

			This was their last chance, and not the one that Rippa would have chosen. The cavern was vast, and a titanic chasm tore through its centre – a yawning void of starving, writhing, yowling darkness that ripped it from wall to wall. And over the chasm, lit only by the glitter of the walls’ ancient symbols, there arced a single, narrow bridge.

			Rippa and his snarlfang had been here before. They’d marked it as an ambush-point, but they’d not stayed – it had given even the ’fang the chills. Now, the horror of it stole like frost across Rippa’s green flesh. Down there, somewhere in the very bowels of the mountain, there were things. Things reflected in invisible glass shards, things with ghostly, clutching hands that reached out to take you, things that keened with a noise like a blade-edge, thin and cold and terrible. Rippa didn’t fear very much, but this place made his green flesh crawl.

			He eyed the thin span of bridge, and tried to think. ‘Listen ’ere,’ he said. Despite the chill of the blackness below, the rage was still in him, simmering like some heated cauldron. The two things twisted about each other, rage and fear, hot and cold, adrenaline and nausea. They wove over and through one another, fusing into a rising, teasing smoke. 

			A smoke like appetite.

			With an effort, he held his place and his temper. He came to the edge of the chasm, though he didn’t look down. 

			He said, ‘Awright,’ like he was steeling himself, then went on. ‘Me an’ the ’fang, we’ll go get the stumpies. We’ll lead ’em down ’ere. Stabbit, you stay be’ind, and you ’ide. Once I’m across, wiv the stumpies comin’ after me, you come up and you ’old the bridge. You jab at ’em, an’ you keep ’em movin’. Don’t let ’em go backwards.’ 

			Stabbit nodded. 

			‘Mean-Eye, you ’old the front, and I’ll come over the bridge to you. Find a niche or somethin’, ’igh in the wall. An’ then, when they’re in range, you shoot ’em. Right in the face.’ He looked from one gang-mate to the other. ‘You grots got the plan?’ 

			They both gave him serious nods. By their expressions, they didn’t want to be here any more than he did. But Rippa wasn’t letting this go, and he wasn’t taking any chances. He wanted that weapon, and all the phantoms in the mountain weren’t going to stop him getting it. 

			‘An’ you remember,’ he said. ‘That loppa does not go in the pit. ‘Cause, if it does, I’m chuckin’ you two in to get it.’

			They nodded again, faces grim.

			‘Awright.’ Realising he’d repeated himself, Rippa sniffed, threw back his shoulders and tugged his jacket straight. ‘I’m gettin’ the ’fangs back ’ere. Let’s do this.’

			The incoming Fyreslayers had not made much progress.

			There were three of them, moving slowly, stamping down the long and winding tunnels. They were stompy and stumpy and completely naked – but for their loincloths and their axes and their stupid, stuck-up hair. Their eyes flashed flame and their breaths blew ashes; cinders wreathed their beards, a black fuzz like flies. Their skin was tough and dirty, and carved all over with shining golden symbols. As they moved, the stone around them glimmered, reflecting their fire.

			Lurking at a junction in the tunnel, Rippa watched them closely, but could see no sign of the loppa. Beside him, the ’fang had ears up and nose twitching. But Rippa didn’t need the creature to tell him – those snotting Fyreslayers absolutely reeked. Sweat and wealth and molten metal, leather and gold and iron. As they moved, their quiet rumble of song still came from them, carried under their breaths. The tunnel seemed to shudder in response. 

			Thoughts of the coming violence brought a fresh surge of eagerness; a mouthful of ravenousness that Rippa could taste, as rich as blood on his tongue.

			He wanted to fight!

			He needed to face them, to bring them down, to stab and stab and stab and stab them, to feel them thrash and heave, to hear their fading, struggling breaths as they bled out on the cold rock floor…

			And then, that loppa would be his!

			With a hatchet grin, he eased back into the darkness of the junction. The snarlfang followed him, growling softly, teeth bared and tail twitching.

			‘C’mon then.’ Rippa dug both hands in the creature’s brindled fur and slid across his back. He leaned over, whispering, ‘We’ll go round. You know what to do!’ 

			Silent as the mountain’s ghosts, his claws barely tick-tacking on the stone, the creature turned back down the tunnel. 

			Rippa’s hand closed on his bow. One decent shot – maybe two – and that loppa was as good as in the bag.

			Flares of light, the roar and crash of combat.

			Emerging from the tunnel mouth, Rippa brought the ’fang to a halt. The creature snarled low, though whether it was at the order, or at the fighting, Rippa wasn’t sure. Either way, he felt like snarling himself.

			He and the ’fang had run a long circle, coming back out at the stalagmite-pillared cavern. And there, through the pillars’ almost-closed teeth, they could see the Fyreslayers had met an ambush – an ambush exactly by the now-fallen pile of rocks. The skull-ended scoop still lay on the ledge, and the sheer snotting insult of it made Rippa’s skin spike with new anger.

			Carefully, he slunk forwards to watch.

			Just under the ledge itself, the three Fyreslayers had gone back to back, each of them facing outwards, feet firmly planted. They were slashing with their glittering axes; their faces were curled to pure ferocity and the symbols in their skin glowed hot enough to flush the whole cavern with bright red light and long, hard shadows. The air above them shimmered.

			And within that shimmer, flashing about them like half-seen nightmares, there flickered the grey shapes of ghosts, leaning in to claw at faces and shoulders, then fading again. Phantoms of fear, taunts of terror, seen and unseen, there-and-gone.

			In the heat and the noise and the clatter, half-obscured by the stalagmites, Rippa couldn’t tell if these were nighthaunts, or if this was some exhalation of the mountain’s deeper horrors…

			That wasn’t important right now. Ghosts were nasty. But nasty or not, they were in the way. He leaned over, and whispered in the snarlfang’s ear. The creature whined through his teeth, then crouched down and belly-crawled round the bottoms of the pillars, closer to the mêlée. On his back, Rippa watched the progress of the fight. 

			Learning.

			The ghosts were half-seen glints, chill dartings of grey shadow, as fast as a thought; their skeletal fingers reached to claw open the Fyreslayers’ flesh, right down to the bone. They circled, swift and merciless, their voices crying like a cold wind. 

			But the three Fyreslayers were all heat and determination. Their heavy war-song rose in forge-pounding defiance and they held their ground, slashing back with a startling, hard-muscled strength. As Rippa watched, their gold symbols blazed to fierce new life, and then faded again, burning out as they were consumed. 

			He bared his yellow teeth, angry. That gold was his, and he wanted to tear it from their still-living flesh with his own taloned fingers…

			The ghosts didn’t care; they hissed and cut and billowed, lifting in the hot convection and then flashing down once more. To Rippa, the fight looked pretty even. 

			He was just raising his bow when there was a bellowing rage of song. One of the Fyreslayer warriors roared, and exploded into motion. A froth of saliva flecked his teeth; steamed in his burning beard. He leapt up the fallen rockpile and hurled himself bodily at the dancing ghosts. He had an axe in each hand, and he hacked at them, aggressive and relentless, not bothering to parry. His song roared out through the cavern and more stones tumbled down the grots’ rockfall, a hiss of pebbles and dust. Behind him, the other two stayed back to back, but their mate paid them no attention – he was slavering and eager, a whirlwind of lashing steel, fury incarnate. He bellowed with a livid, living hunger that struck a chord in Rippa’s belly…

			Oh, he knew this!

			The mountain had that Fyreslayer now; it had swallowed and eaten him. His berserker rage had awakened its very guts, and its hunger now surged outwards through the duardin’s combat-rage. It carried him through the ghosts, his axes sending their smoke billowing, breaking them down into splintering bones and drifting clouds of ash…

			The snarlfang growled, and Rippa swallowed, tearing himself from the fight. He couldn’t tackle the Fyreslayers here, that berserk rage was too strong, and the ghosts were too close. If Rippa was going to win this, he needed his cunning…

			And he needed his mates.

			Swiftly, he and the ’fang slipped past the combat, sliding silently round the pillars. They stopped at the cavern’s lower exit. Behind them now, the last of the ghosts were retreating. They hissed and ­bubbled and whispered, their skull-teeth bared. The heat and light of the Fyreslayer warriors had faded, and many of their symbols were gone. 

			The grot boss licked his lips, disappointed. Under him, the snarlfang gave a tiny whine. But Rippa knew more now. He knew how the Fyreslayers fought, and how to beat them. He still hadn’t seen the loppa, but one of them bore a sack across his shoulder that looked big enough to carry the thing, and other treasures besides.

			He said, half to himself and half to the ’fang, ‘It’s mine. An’ I’m goin’ to ’ave it.’

			From the tunnel mouth, he raised his bow, sighted down the arrow-shaft, and let fly. The arrow struck a Fyreslayer clean in the chest, making him cough sudden blood.

			All three of them turned.

			The snarlfang growled.

			Rippa grinned.

			And the chase was on.

			The Fyreslayers hard on their heels, they ran down the tunnel. Rippa judged his mount’s pace carefully, moving just fast enough to keep within sight, but just too far away to reach. Every so often, he would pull ahead, turn in the saddle and loose another shaft, his accuracy devastating.

			But he wasn’t going for kills. He jabbed arrowheads into the Fyreslayers’ shoulders and belts; he stuck them in their sticky-up hair. And the shots did exactly what they were meant to do… They made the stumpies mad. The rhythm of their pounding song grew harder and they picked up speed, now running down the tunnel and focused completely on Rippa and the snarlfang. A rumble of threat came with them, a sound like the breaking of stone.

			Rippa shouted back at them, ‘Your mothers rutted wiv orcs! I’ve seen better beards on a skaven!’

			He didn’t know if they’d understand him or not, but he figured it was worth the effort. 

			Besides, it was fun.

			Goaded to full speed, the Fyreslayers still seemed grindingly slow, but they had a solid determination to them, a granite-hard promise of viciousness that made Rippa’s own blood pound in response. The mountain was calling to all of them now; eager to feast and gobble and glut, its need urged both sides onwards. Their chant grew heavier, bass and thunder; their hot breaths almost seemed to spark.

			Finally, Rippa came within sight of the cavern and the chasm, and his snarlfang picked up speed. The grot boss looked carefully, but he couldn’t see his gang-mates.

			As ordered, they were lying in wait.

			He raced out, into the open, and up onto the bridge. Then he turned in the saddle, and nocked an arrow.

			The three Fyreslayers, however, had paused at the cavern mouth. They stood still and wary, their glow framed by the vast might of the stone, silhouetted by the darkness of the tunnel behind them. Crystal rock-facets reflected their heat; it gleamed from the amber’s constant seep. The stone echoed deeply with their ever-present song.

			But the Fyreslayers were not looking at the cavern. They were focused only on Rippa.

			At the apex of the bridge, Rippa grinned back, sneering at them. He pulled the bowstring to his ear. This shot was critical. How dumb were they, really? Would they just follow Rippa, and run straight up to meet him? Or were they smart enough to stop?

			Could they resist the call of the mountain for long enough to think?

			He wasn’t going to give them time. His shaft hit – thunk! – in the grid-iron belly of the leading Fyreslayer. Rippa saw his remaining symbols flare, saw him falter, saw him flinch.

			But, stupid or not, he was tough. With a furious roar, he plucked the thing from his own flesh, brandishing it like a trophy. The arrowhead was bloody, and the rage and the pain were enough.

			He dropped it, pulled both axes, and charged.

			Rippa clenched his legs round the snarlfang’s ribs, and told himself – very firmly – not to look down. The fall gibbered below them, a hollow, sucking emptiness that flickered with a horrific knowledge – that their deaths would not be the end. He and the ’fang would be like those ghosts, shadows of glass and memory. He knew that the curse would bring him back – but would he still be Rippa?

			No time for that now. A rush of hammering feet was coming up towards him. Gauging the Fyreslayer’s speed, Rippa loosed another shaft, arcing it over and down. 

			The stumpy was dumb – he looked up.

			The arrow hit him straight in the eye.

			He staggered. Rippa and the ’fang howled together, a noise of pure and visceral victory, but the Fyreslayer didn’t stop. His symbols burning, he slung one axe and pulled the shaft free, his eye now leaking down his face in a thick slide of blood and fluid. His other eye narrowed in fury.

			‘For Grimnir!’ He surged forwards, his sparked breath snarling revenge.

			Rippa didn’t pause. He had one shaft remaining and his green hands moved lightning-fast. He could nock-draw-loose before that Fyreslayer had bashed forwards three more steps.

			The final shaft hit him in the other eye.

			This time, the Fyreslayer halted. He seemed almost confused, swaying as his world went black. For a moment, Rippa thought he’d keep coming, that the rage of the mountain beating through his blood would be enough, but he rocked in place, dropped the other axe with a clang that shook the very stone, and toppled – slowly, slowly – over the edge.

			He fell, soundless, and was gone.

			Rippa and the snarlfang howled again. The grot boss raised his bow to the ceiling in a savage punch of triumph. But he did not have long to celebrate – the other two Fyreslayers were moving now, and they were picking up speed. The second warrior was coming forwards, his teeth bared, both axes gripped in hoary, forge-burned hands. The red ends of his moustache were crisping from his breath. 

			Rippa touched his heels to the ’fang’s sides and they raced down the far side of the span, then turned around.

			‘Yah, you muck-eatin’ yellow-bellies! You couldn’t fight a squig!’

			Whether the insult was understood or not, the berserker came straight after them, his feet a relentless, stamping crash, his focus tight. He held his axes at their haft’s centres, punch-length, and he crossed them, over and over, backwards and forwards in front of him, their edges glittering. His skill and dexterity were fearsome.

			Behind him, the last figure bore a long, two-handed axe. His hair and beard fluttered in the wind from the abyss below.

			But behind that, there was another snarlfang, slinking low, with Stabbit on his back. Rippa’s grin was even wider now; his face was split with hunger, his teeth bared and eager. He could hear the pound of his blood, feel his heart racing. He could see Mean-Eye, always the smarter of the two, crouched upon a high ledge with an excellent line of sight. Rippa moved three paces, back from the end of the bridge, leaving space for the Fyreslayer to approach.

			But this Fyreslayer was smart. 

			He stopped at the bridge’s edge, said something in his deep, stone-hammer voice that Rippa didn’t understand. The snarlfang’s furred body rumbled as he loosed a growl.

			For a soundless, endless moment, even the mountain seemed to hold its breath…

			And then everything exploded into motion.

			On the bridge, the last Fyreslayer, warned by some finely honed combat-sense, spun about to find Stabbit behind him. As he turned back, the berserker’s gaze clearly marked not only Rippa, but Mean-Eye’s hiding place, high on the cavern wall. 

			He grinned at them, his teeth like hot and living gold. ‘Greenskins run scared,’ he said, the words heavily accented. ‘Stand and fight.’

			Mean-Eye had a shaft already nocked; he drew the string back to his ear. Rippa, out of arrows, had his loppa ready in hand. The Fyreslayer’s light gleamed ruddy from the steel. 

			The grot boss snarled back, ‘You come an’ get it, you whinin’ stumpy coward!’

			The tone of his voice was enough. The Fyreslayer came forwards, flickering with heat and determined menace. He’d stopped the flashy axe-play now, and he held the weapons still and low. Waiting.

			But Rippa had no fear – this was his place, his ambush. He could be in-and-out, slashing and biting, before that stupid stumpy had a chance to react. Almost as if he’d heard the thought, the snarlfang lunged in, sinking his teeth into the Fyreslayer’s forearm – but the Fyreslayer was faster than they’d realised. He brought the butt of the other axe down with a smack on the creature’s head. 

			The ’fang retreated, shaking his ears and whining. Blood seeped through his fur. 

			And that made Rippa really snotting angry. The mountain’s rage was still bubbling in him and he welcomed it now, wanting to lose himself in its glory and release. Even as the berserker’s runes flared and died, so Rippa let the fury overwhelm him. The snarlfang leapt forwards again, not trying for a hold this time, just biting and tearing, pulling out chunks of gold-embossed flesh. Rippa slashed with the loppa, scoring a line across the Fyreslayer’s bare chest.

			The Fyreslayer’s grin matched Rippa’s own – elated and unholy. As the snarlfang pulled away, one foot came up under the creature’s chin, rattling his teeth and making his forelegs wobble. Grot and snarlfang growled together.

			A second later, an arrow streaked down from the cavern’s heights. The berserker turned, one axe catching it in mid-air and cutting it clean in two. Rippa heard Mean-Eye swear as he nocked another, but the grot boss didn’t look up. The ’fang was lunging again, circling sideways now. Rippa slashed as the creature moved, forcing the Fyreslayer to turn and face him, or to leave his flank exposed.

			The Fyreslayer bellowed, rounding on the pair of them. Smoke wreathed him; his flesh seemed almost to catch light as his symbols flared and burned. Rippa slashed, and slashed again, keeping his attention…

			Because now, his back was to Mean-Eye.

			A second arrow streaked from the cavern’s heights, this one thunking home in the Fyreslayer’s kidneys. But still, he did not falter; his rage was enough.

			At the top of the bridge, Stabbit faced the last Fyreslayer, his long axe held across his body. The grot, the cold wind clawing up at him from below, had aimed his stikka at the stumpy’s bearded throat. Neither of them looked over the edge.

			The battle below them raged loud, but up here, everything was careful and ice-cold. Everything except the Fyreslayer’s breath, the embers he exhaled. He said something that Stabbit didn’t understand.

			Stabbit blinked at him, trying to think. He needed to chase the stumpy down the far side of the bridge, but the stumpy showed no inclination to move – he’d planted his feet like so much granite. Not the brightest spark in the mountain, Stabbit chewed his lip.

			But he had a friend, and the greatest ally a grot could wish for. His snarlfang rumbled, a growl that rippled with savagery. His neck fur was stuck up in a bristling ridge, his body hunched with menace. 

			The stumpy raised his voice in some loud, bass-pound prayer that thundered back from the stone…

			But Stabbit knew what to do, now. He nudged his heels to the snarlfang’s flanks, and the creature leapt, throwing himself bodily at the waiting figure.

			On the ground, the berserker was focused purely on Rippa. His eyes blazed golden, the arrows in his back made his symbols burn with renewed rage. He seemed like something implacable, his axes shining. 

			Rippa gripped his loppa.

			And the Fyreslayer hurled himself forwards. He was relentless, pure aggression, slashing with both weapons, hard as stone and fast as fire. He used his feet and his fists, punching with the axe hafts, spinning them backwards to use their butt ends like clubs. His strength was colossal and his temper fierce.

			But fast as he was, Rippa was faster – and the snarlfang was faster still. Lunging, biting, growling, dropping back; the creature was every­where, leaping in to snap his strong jaws closed, tearing strips of skin free, like meat off the bone. Rippa moved with him, holding him tight with his knees, and leaning in to hack with his loppa. He took chunks from the Fyreslayer’s flesh, gold and all.

			The Fyreslayer did not block or parry; he came only forwards, turning to face every assault head-on. Both axes slammed at Rippa’s shoulders, left and right, one after the other and utterly merciless. He blocked one; the other caught his upper arm, cutting him right to bone. It made him howl, but the flare of pain was good – it allowed the rage and fury to race right through him with a fire all of its own. The abyss was forgotten now; the curse, the chill from below, every­thing – they’d all vanished as the fight filled the cavern with rage and metal and firelight.

			Mean-Eye continued to shoot, targeting the Fyreslayer’s arms and hands, trying to force him to drop his weapons. Arrows stuck from his skin, each one making a symbol flare and die, each symbol becoming a ghost of black ash.

			But still, he did not go down.

			On top of the bridge, the Fyreslayer was down, the axe still held across his chest.

			Forepaws on top of him, Stabbit’s snarlfang scrabbled and growled, his teeth bared, his drool dripping right on the Fyreslayer’s face. The Fyreslayer braced his axe handle against the creature’s throat, struggling to hold it off him.

			Oh yes, Stabbit had him now! One stikka-jab hit one shoulder, the second hit the other. The grot was enjoying himself, spiking at the Fyreslayer over and over again – not hard enough to kill him, but hard enough to hurt. The Fyreslayer writhed on the stone, gripping the axe, trying to twitch himself out of the way. Stabbit sneered at him, jabbing harder. Blood welled from where his stikka struck, and the Fyreslayer’s symbols flared with anger, lighting the high cavern roof to brief flashes of colour. 

			‘Yeah?’ Stabbit said. ‘Think you’re smart, comin’ in ’ere, takin’ our stuff.’ Each word was accompanied by another stab, and another scrabble of snarlfang claws.

			The Fyreslayer narrowed his gaze, calculating. But Stabbit was enjoying this far too much to think.

			The berserker was not stopping. Despite a dozen wounds, he showed no sign of weariness. His flesh hung off him in ribbons, torn by the snarlfang’s jaws; his own blood slid down his skin, smoking where it found the last few glowing symbols. His teeth were streaked with gore.

			But still, he came on. Axes clenched in his hands, he hurled himself bodily at the mounted grot. Rippa tried to dodge, but the move was fast, unexpected. The Fyreslayer hit him with a full-on body slam, carrying him off the snarlfang and onto the ground.

			His loppa lost in the fall, he swore and bit and kicked and clawed as the Fyreslayer came down on top of him, his skin burning Rippa’s own, his forehead connecting with the grot boss’ nose.

			Bone crunched. Rippa saw stars; his head rang with pain. He was aware of the snarlfang, worrying at the Fyreslayer’s back, but still, the berserker did not stop. Living, seething anger raged from him. His eyes bulging with mania, he slammed one axehaft across Rippa’s throat, and pushed down.

			Rippa choked and gurgled. His heels drummed the floor; his talons clawed at the Fyreslayer’s skin.

			Slowly, his world went black.

			Up on his ledge, Mean-Eye saw the boss fall. He could see the snarlfang, biting and scratching, but the creature may as well have been clawing at the stone itself.

			He could also see Stabbit, too distracted by the fun he was having. Mean-Eye stopped, his last arrow nocked on his bowstring. Unlike the other two, he was some distance from the fury of the fighting. The mountain’s rage had not yet taken him, and he could think.

			Did he have time to reach Rippa’s side? He thought about the curse, and shuddered. No, he’d be too slow. 

			He drew the bowstring back to his ear.

			And let fly.

			On top of Rippa, the Fyreslayer suddenly slumped, his dead weight cooling. The light in his eyes had gone out.

			Rippa cursed. Shoving the corpse off him with an effort, he came back to his feet. The snarlfang jumped up to lick his face with a bloody tongue; they both heard Mean-Eye’s shout of victory from the top of the ledge. But, glad though he was to be spared the horrors of the curse, there was another matter just as serious.

			Rippa turned, looking up at the top of the bridge where Stabbit was still busy jabbing his downed foe and shouting, ‘I’ll rip out your entrails an’ make you eat ’em!’ A horrible, cold certainty coalesced like mist in Rippa’s belly. He started to run…

			Just as the Fyreslayer let go of his axe, grabbed Stabbit’s ankle, and then rolled over, sideways, and into the chasm.

			Gone!

			The image, the dream, the longing – the wonderful loppa was gone! The thing that had brought him here, the thing that he wanted and needed and craved. How could it have vanished, just like that? ­Tumbled into the chasm, and taken Stabbit with it?

			Rippa sat, the snarlfang beside him, a picture of dejection. Mean-Eye had gone up to the top of the bridge and peered over the edge, but Rippa knew full well what he would see.

			He came back down, shaking his head. ‘Nuffin’ there, boss. ’E’s gone.’

			They’d moved away from the dead berserker – didn’t want him coming back and finding them – but not too far from the cavern so Stabbit wouldn’t know where they were. 

			‘So,’ Mean-Eye said. ‘Ow does ’e come back, then? Does ’e just… climb back up out the ’ole, or wot?’ 

			Rippa didn’t know. He knew it happened, but not how. He sighed.

			‘D’you s’pose…’ Mean-Eye went on, carefully, ‘that ’e could’ve found your loppa while ’e was down there?’ 

			Rippa raised an eyebrow.

			‘Or’ – Mean-Eye was warming to this now – ‘that the loppa will come back, jus’ like everythin’ else? When the Fyreslayers do?’ 

			Rippa raised the other eyebrow, a sudden flare of hope rising in his heart. Barely daring to voice it aloud, he said, ‘You mean–’

			‘Yeah,’ Mean-Eye said, a grin of relief spreading across his face. ‘It ain’t lost, any more than the stumpies’re lost, or Stabbit. It’s still ’ere, we’ve jus’ got to wait.’

			The snarlfang gnawed the pads of one forefoot, biting at an itch. As Rippa came back to his feet, the creature looked at him, ears up.

			‘Y’know,’ he said, ‘you’re right. You’re always bein’ all smart, an’ stuff.’ His face lit up as he thought of something else. ‘Tell ya wot. Why don’t we go find Stabbit, and then… maybe… Maybe we can set a trap?’ 
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			‘Gotcha,’ said Morgok. His battle-scarred face split into a smile as he drew his paired blades, and the light from the crystal cavern’s walls reflected off their pitted steel.

			The beast smiled back. It was a revolting monstrosity with the body of a gargantuan toad, a set of curling horns and a shaggy mane the colour of dried blood. Its tail ended in a spiked club of bone. It had a pair of tattered wings, and it was a wonder they could lift the creature’s flabby mass. The stench coming off it was a combination of noxious decay and swamp water.

			‘It’s a jabberslythe, boss,’ said Thugg. Morgok’s second had his clubs drawn and was circling around, trying to cover the beast’s flank. The rest of the warband’s orruks were spreading out around the cavern to make sure the beast had nowhere to run, not after they had spent days tracking it through the warrens and lava ­tunnels of the Beastgrave. ‘Don’t look in its eyes. It’ll scramble yer brains!’

			‘I’ll look where I want,’ replied Morgok. He sized up the shuddering, flabby movements of the jabberslythe. It was faster than it looked at first glance. Smart, too. The jabberslythe had the cunning to evade them for the many days since they had first picked up its trail. Now they had it, they weren’t letting it go. 

			The jabberslythe lurched forward. It knew Morgok was the boss, a fellow predator, and it went right for him. Morgok ducked backwards as the jabberslythe’s forepaw slammed into the ground where he had been standing. Shards of dislodged crystal shattered on the floor. Morgok swept one of his hackers at its head and the blade’s edge chopped right through one of the jabberslythe’s ramlike horns. 

			‘You ain’t so pretty no more!’ yelled Morgok as the jabberslythe bellowed in anger. The other orruks darted forwards to hack and stab at the beast’s flanks. Ardskull lunged in with his huge two-handed club, crunching the weapon into the jabberslythe’s back leg. The jabber­slythe kicked back at him, missing Ardskull and catching one of the other orruks in the chest. The greenskin was flung against the wall in a burst of impaling crystal and torn flesh. 

			Morgok took the momentary distraction and turned it into a swinging blow with his off-hand weapon. The blade sliced down through the jabberslythe’s wattle of slimy flesh, laying open a stretch of its throat. It screeched again and one of its low-set, yellow eyes fixed on Morgok, narrowing with hatred.

			Morgok felt the jabberslythe’s gaze boring into his head. It flayed away the layers of his mind and opened him up to his core: the boiling mass of anger that every orruk carried inside him. The sea of fury seethed up and threatened to overflow, driving Morgok into a killing frenzy that might destroy every living thing in that chamber before it was sated.

			‘Out!’ bellowed Morgok, and the gates of his mind slammed closed. He was no mere footsoldier, no lackey of a stronger creature, to be driven mad and controlled by this beast. He was Morgok the warboss, the strongest orruk in Ghur. Nothing controlled him.

			The jabberslythe’s jaws yawned open and a muscular scarlet tongue punched out from its throat. The sticky knot of flesh at the end of the tongue slammed into Morgok’s chest and adhered to his heavy breastplate. The tongue retracted, yanking Morgok off his feet and towards the jabberslythe’s mass of fangs.

			Someone else might have been scared. Morgok had given up fear a long time ago. Most didn’t even realise there was a choice, that was how mired in dread they were. But Morgok knew. There were better things for him to feel than fear: like the rush of exultation that the jabberslythe was bringing him into killing range. 

			The fangs opened wider, stretching the jabberslythe’s mouth to grotesque dimensions. Morgok could see the churning acidic gut down its tooth-lined gullet. He braced one hand and one iron-shod foot against the jaws, finding purchase between the fangs. The jabber­slythe tried to force its jaws closed and slice Morgok in half, but with all his Ghur-given strength Morgok held them open before its fangs crunched through him. With his free hand, he drove his blade up into the roof of the jabberslythe’s mouth. 

			Acidic bile spattered over him. He felt the points of burning and used the pain to focus his anger, turning it into the strength he needed to drive the blade home and twist it. Bone split with a gristly crack. 

			Clods of sundered brain poured down through the wound. The jabberslythe’s head thudded to the floor and Morgok rolled out from between its jaws. He pulled his sword out, bringing a tremendous tide of acidic blood with it. Morgok shook the acid and gore off his blade and rammed both swords into the jabberslythe’s rolling, agonised eyeball.

			The rest of the warband dived in for their piece of the beast. Thugg shattered one of its forepaws as the beast hit out around it in its death throes. Ardskull’s club crunched into its ribs. The jabberslythe’s torso split and entrails rolled out in a foul red-black tide. The warband’s swords, clubs and spears ripped deep into its body, shredding the vital organs they found there until the jabberslythe finally shuddered its last.

			For a long moment the only sound was the heavy breathing of the orruks as their exertions caught up with them, and the creaking of the jabberslythe’s body as it sagged and oozed.

			‘Who bought it?’ growled Morgok, pulling his swords out of the jabberslythe’s eye.

			‘Borgit,’ replied Thugg, poking at one of the dead orruks on the cavern floor. ‘Tail got ’im. And Gubkruk got trod on.’

			‘Nothin’ lost, then,’ said Morgok. He put a foot on the jabberslythe’s head and addressed the dozen survivors of the warband. ‘Right, lads!’ he shouted. ‘We comes to this place to prove summat. We is conquerors! We is kings! And this is the proof! The biggest baddest thing the Beastgrave could throw at us and we just brought it down!’ He drove his blades into the back of the jabberslythe’s neck and with a furious shearing action, cut through its spine and the muscles of its neck. The head came free in an upwelling of gore. Morgok grabbed the severed head by its remaining horn and hefted it off the ground. Its jaw hung loose, still with that half-intelligent, bestial grin.

			‘When they see this, every greenskin’ll kneel to the greatest ’unters of Ghur! When Gorkamorka sees this, we gets our place in them forever killin’ grounds! We done it, lads! We come to the Beastgrave and we take what we wants from it!’

			The warband raised their voices in a cheer that echoed back and forth through this crystalline level of the Beastgrave. Some came to the mountain to prove themselves, others to hunt for the secrets of that strange and deadly place. Some came to settle scores or were driven by prophecies and fanaticism. None of them had beaten it like Morgok had. None of them would win.

			Morgok slung the head over his shoulder. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘we goes ’ome.’

			There was no map of the Beastgrave. Like the Realm of Ghur itself, the mountain and its underworld refused to be tamed by a scholar’s quill. It was not just a mountain, not just the labyrinth of tunnels and warrens beneath. It was the soul of the Realm of Beasts, the ur-peak, as chaotic and untamed as the first primordial ages before the Eight Realms were forged. 

			The Beastgrave was not alive, not in the way the monsters inhabiting it were alive, but it had a will and a purpose of its own. It was impossible to say what the place wanted or why it needed a constant stream of treasure-seekers, glory hunters and adventurers to achieve it, but it drew such people like a corpse drew vermin. Tales of buried riches brought some to the slopes of the Beastgrave. Others came because of the promise of an entire lost civilisation that once dwelled inside the mountain and knew secrets from the dawn of time. Some came to the Beastgrave simply because it was there.

			The slopes of the mountain were studded with fortifications and base camps, all reduced to ruins by the way the Realm of Beasts crushed all attempts to impose civilisation upon it. Inside, the mountain was riddled with burrows of gigantic beasts, volcanic vents, crystal-lined chambers and lakes of lava, all constantly changing and filling with new dangers. Here and there the remnants of deliberate construction held on, built by the long-dead Silent People and standing in testament to their fall. Once a glory-seeker entered the Beastgrave, they had no way out that could be mapped and relied upon. The mountain changed and cut them off, punishing them for their hubris in trying to impose order and logic on the soul of Ghur. 

			Morgok knew this. His warband, the Krushas, had fought their way into the depths of Ghur seeking a trophy-beast, and he was well aware he would have to fight his way out again. With the jabberslythe’s head over his shoulder, the acid scars on his flesh still open and weeping, he led his warband up through the crystalline caverns, through the dense warrens of slimy wormlike creatures and the chambers where they laid their clutches of eggs. They crossed a bridge of gnarled roots over a river of black sludge choked with skeletons, and skirted around a buried temple of gods that no one had worshipped in this age of creation. 

			The warband was a little over half the size it had been when it first climbed the slopes of the mountain. The Beastgrave had claimed its toll of the weaker orruks during the hunt for the jabberslythe, and more had died on the ascent back towards the surface to find a way out. This was as it should be. The weak were a tribute Morgok was willing to pay to the mountain. 

			Then the time came when the warband emerged from a tight maze of passageways into the Chasm Vaults, where the mountain’s interior fell away into bottomless shafts and crevasses. 

			‘I heard of this place,’ said Thugg, testing the ground ahead of him. A narrow ribbon of cracked stone passed over one of the crevasses, and every footstep sent fragments tumbling into the depths. There was no sound of their impact at the bottom. ‘A wind blows through and picks you up. Chucks you down there. The mountain eats you.’

			‘Not us,’ said Morgok. ‘This place ain’t gonna kill me like that. I come down into the depths and took what I wanted. The mountain respects me. I earned it.’ Morgok strode across the narrow stone bridge, stopping halfway to the other side. Around him was nothing but endless darkness. ‘’Ear that?’ he called out, and his voice echoed back at him a hundred times. ‘Morgok don’t roll over for no one! Gonna take more than an ’ole to kill me! More than the jabberslythe! More than the Beastgrave got!’

			As if in reply, the darkness shifted and shimmered. In the chasm depths a pallid blue light glimmered like silver glimpsed underwater. The light congealed into shapes suggestive of battlements and towers, and pennants flying from tower pinnacles.

			‘It’s the city, boss,’ said Thugg, crossing the bridge to where Morgok stood. ‘The city of the Silent Ones. The ones what lived ’ere.’

			The sight coalesced further. Gilded frescoes encrusted walls of marble. Faceless statues stood flanked by columns. Gold and silver glinted through every archway and window.

			‘Doesn’t you get it, boss?’ continued Thugg. More of the warband were crossing the bridge to get a better look at the sight, their red eyes reflecting the glints of bright silver. ‘We done it! We won! We beat the mountain and this is what we get! A whole city to sack!’ Thugg’s face split open in a grin. ‘We’s gonna burn it to the ground!’

			Morgok could smell the burning of the city as his Krushas razed it to the ground, leaving it a charred husk. He could hear the laughing of Gorkamorka to see such beauty and grandeur in flames. He could see the towers falling. It was a beautiful sight. It was everything the lands of Ghur had instilled in him. Civilisation torn down and burned, and Morgok victorious.

			He could feel it all as if it was real, but he knew it wasn’t.

			‘It’s in yer ’ead, you slackjaw,’ he snarled at Thugg. His second-in-command didn’t seem to hear him. Thugg was the most cunning in the warband and the other orruks eagerly followed his gaze as he leaned over the edge of the chasm and pointed at the shining towers of the city. 

			‘The Eight Realms gonna fear us!’ said Thugg, his eyes alight. ‘The skinnies and the stunties gonna bow to us! We’s gonna–’

			Morgok cuffed Thugg around the back of the head. One of the orruks fell as the edge of the bridge crumbled, but none of the warband seemed to notice the body tumbling into the bottomless dark. Thugg looked around at Morgok, his eyes alight with anger now. 

			‘It’s ours!’ yelled Thugg. ‘We’s gonna get it!’

			Morgok grabbed Thugg by the throat and hefted him off the surface of the bridge. With a roar, he headbutted Thugg square in the nose. He felt the gristle crunch against the solid bone of his forehead. He threw Thugg down and turned to the rest of the warband, who had been broken from their enthrallment by the sound of Thugg’s nose splitting open.

			‘It’s goin’ for yer brains!’ yelled Morgok. ‘You gong-’eaded morons! The mountain shows you what you wants and it swallows you up!’ He hoisted Thugg back onto his feet, showing the beaten orruk’s ruined face. Thugg’s nose was smashed flat and blood sprayed down his front as he struggled to breathe. ‘Now get your arses across this bloody bridge or I’ll break all your faces too!’

			The warband hurried across the narrow stone bridge to the far side. Below them the mirage of the city faded away, unable to compete with Morgok’s rage for the warband’s attention. Morgok shoved Thugg ahead of him and crossed the chasm at last.

			‘You s’posed to be the cunnin’ one, Thugg,’ growled Morgok. 

			‘Thought we was gonna burn it down…’ spluttered Thugg.

			‘Thinkin’s yer problem,’ said Morgok, passing through the opening that led out of the Chasm Vaults and into an upper level of the Beastgrave. ‘Leave the thinkin’ to me.’

			‘Got one!’ shouted Ardskull, dragging a wriggling, furry shape from the shadows clinging around the broken walls of the tunnel. His captive squealed and emitted a foul, musky smell as it thrashed around in the orruk’s grip. 

			‘Knew summat was followin’ us,’ said Morgok. He tramped down the tunnel from the head of the warband’s formation, shouldering his way past the other greenskins. They had been making slow and painful progress through a tight warren of tunnels excavated by some huge wormlike creature that might still be lurking there somewhere. And for the last day or so – as far as it was possible to reckon time in the Beastgrave – something else had been on their trail. Morgok scowled at the indistinct mass of thrashing fur in Ardskull’s grip. ‘Bring it ‘ere.’

			Ardskull threw the thing to the ground at Morgok’s feet. It glared up at Morgok with tiny black eyes and curled itself into a shuddering ball. It had a long snout, protruding incisors and a pink, hairless tail.

			‘Skaven,’ sneered Morgok. ‘Bloody ratmen. You lot been ’untin’ us down, ’aven’t ya? Gonna stab us in the back?’

			The skaven uttered a series of high chirping squeaks that might have been a sentence in its own language, or might have just been a wordless expression of fear. 

			Morgok picked the creature up by the scruff of its neck. It whipped a jagged blade from somewhere in the matted fur of its underbelly, but Morgok grabbed its wrist and wrenched it around until the gristle in the shoulder joint gave way. The skaven screamed and its crude sword clanged to the floor. 

			‘What’s the plan?’ demanded Morgok. ‘Ambush? Poison? What?’

			The skaven just squealed and struggled, and sprayed more of its terror-musk. Morgok growled in frustration and dashed the creature against the wall, shattering its bones. He smacked it on the rock a second time and its crushed skull snapped back and forth on its broken spine.

			‘They’s cunnin’, the ratmen,’ said Ardskull. 

			‘More than us?’ retorted Morgok, dropping the dead skaven.

			‘Some of ’em is.’ Ardskull wasn’t the smartest of the warband but he was among the strongest, and he had a sense of his own idiocy that made him a useful enforcer for the warband. He was the only orruk among the Krushas whose size approached Morgok’s own. He wasn’t usually one to talk back to Morgok.

			‘We keeps movin’,’ said Morgok. ‘The way out’s close. I can smell it. Don’t let the ratmen slow us down.’ Morgok put his face close to Ardskull’s, imposing what height he had over the other orruk. ‘’Less you says different?’

			‘I just says,’ replied Ardskull, not backing down, ‘we ain’t ’ad a decent scrap in days. Only ones what bled is our own. Now the skaven are ’untin’ us down. That what we’re supposed to be? The ones what get ’unted? I say we’re the ’unters down ’ere!’

			‘So what you think we should do?’ said Morgok darkly. 

			‘Stand and fight ’em!’ retorted Ardskull. A murmur of agreement passed between the other orruks of the warband. ‘Must’a been the ratmen what killed Blorgrot! Got a poison arrow in ’is eye! And them what disappeared Big Flurgrog!’

			‘You wanna fight ’em ’ere?’ asked Morgok. ‘In the warrens? Them ratmen love it ’ere. They can come at us from every which way an’ pick us off one by one.’

			‘Better than runnin’!’

			Morgok shrugged the jabberslythe’s head off his shoulder, where it had hung for several days by a length of knotted sinew. He slid one of his blades halfway out of its scabbard. ‘We ain’t runnin’,’ he said. ‘Morgok’s Krushas don’t run from nothin’. We’s gettin’ out of this mountain so’s the whole world knows we’re the best and we ain’t lettin’ no mangeball skaven slow us down.’

			‘I thought you was an ’unter,’ said Ardskull, not bothering to hide his scorn. ‘Not the prey.’

			‘You wanna be in charge?’ said Morgok, putting a hand on the pommel of his other blade.

			‘Yeah,’ said Ardskull. ‘I does.’ He pulled the huge spiked club from where it hung on his back, hefting its weight.

			‘You wants the Krushas,’ growled Morgok as he drew his swords, ‘you gotta take ’em.’

			No disagreement among the orruks ever ended any other way. Might made right. Strength was the decider. In the wilds of Ghur, the only argument that held any weight was violence.

			Morgok was faster, but Ardskull was ready. One blade slammed into the haft of the club as Ardskull held it up in a guard. Ardskull kicked out at Morgok, catching the boss in the stomach and driving him back down the tunnel before the second blade could come hacking down. 

			Ardskull bellowed and charged at Morgok. In the confines of the tunnel he couldn’t get the two-handed club all the way over his head, his preferred killing blow, so he held it like a spear instead to ram its spiked head into Morgok’s midriff. Morgok sidestepped, letting the weapon slide past him, and drove his sword-edge down into the middle of Ardskull’s forehead.

			Ardskull wasn’t just a clever name. The dense bone of the orruk’s cranium protected his meagre brain from the sword’s impact. Moreover the sword drove deep enough into the bone to get stuck there. With a shake of his head Ardskull wrenched the sword out of Morgok’s hand and shoved the boss away again, still with the sword embedded between his eyes.

			Morgok was momentarily reeling, suddenly without one of his weapons and on the back foot when he expected his enemy to be dead. Ardskull made the most of the moment, swinging the club sideways into Morgok’s shoulder. The club crunched into Morgok’s flesh and the spikes drove deep into his shoulder joint. 

			Pain didn’t mean anything. It would pass. There would just be scars left to remind the world of what Morgok could survive. So he ignored the agony flooding from his shoulder, and with his remaining arm he rammed the sword point-first at the charging Ardskull.

			The sword caught Ardskull in the throat, and kept going. Ardskull’s momentum and Morgok’s strength combined to force the sword’s wide, jagged blade all the way through his neck, up to the hilt. 

			Gore flooded down Ardskull’s chest. Even his tiny brain had to acknowledge the wound was mortal. His jaw flapped a couple of times, trying to speak through severed vocal cords, blood spraying from his lips. Then he sank to his knees and lost his grip on the club, which thudded to the floor.

			Morgok put a foot on Ardskull’s chest and ripped his sword out of his throat. Ardskull flopped to the floor on his back, still with Morgok’s second sword planted in his forehead. Morgok yanked the sword free, and using the pair of them he sawed through what remained of Ardskull’s neck.

			The rest of the warband watched on, not speaking, as Morgok tied Ardskull’s head to the same sinew holding the grinning jabberslythe’s head. He slung both of them over his good shoulder.

			‘Anyone else?’ he growled.

			None of the Krushas replied. 

			‘This place messes with yer ’ead,’ continued Morgok. ‘Makes you do stupid stuff. It wants to keep us ’ere. It got to Ardskull. Got to Thugg before. But it ain’t gonna get to me. We’re leavin’. You follows, or you dies.’

			Morgok turned from the headless corpse on the floor, and tramped off again in the direction he had decided the way out lay. The rest of the Krushas followed him, leaving a trail of footprints in Ardskull’s blood.

			Morgok could see the glimmer of moonlight. He could feel the cool, fresh air on his face. The warrens had given way to tunnels of glistening black balsa, then to a dense root system where several more orruks vanished into the writhing dark. But now he had found a way to the surface.

			The exit was across a cavern that had once been a temple carved into the living rock of the Beastgrave. It was a place of the Silent Ones, built in a long-forgotten age by the people whose slender, faceless statues flanked the false columns and eroded carvings. An altar stood at one end, covered in a language that no one had spoken for centuries. The ceiling, once vaulted with ribs of carved stone, sagged and crumbled where roots had broken through from above. The floor had once been covered in mosaics, fragments of which still remained among the pools of water and gritty stalagmites. 

			‘We done it, boss,’ said Thugg. Behind him, the rest of the orruks couldn’t hide their relief and joy that the long subterranean march was over.

			‘Almost,’ said Morgok. ‘We almost done it.’

			An arrow whistled from the dark corners of the chapel and thunked into an orruk’s side. Even as it flew, Morgok had seen the black venom glistening on the arrowhead. The orruk fell messily to the floor, convulsing and retching up bloody foam as he died.

			Tiny eyes glinted in the darkness, clustering in the shadows. 

			‘We’s the best!’ yelled Morgok. ‘Ain’t no ratmen gonna say no different!’ He dropped his pair of trophy heads to the floor and drew his swords. The rest of the warband were turning, ready to fight, weapons in hand. ‘Get to it, lads! We gots us some vermin to kill!’

			The skaven scurried out of the shadows, dozens of them. Of course the skaven outnumbered the orruks: there were always more skaven. They chittered and squealed as they ran. A couple of them leapt from the vaults of the ceiling down towards Morgok, hoping to catch him by surprise. 

			Morgok whirled his blades around him and felt the swords impacting against furry bodies. One ratman was sliced clean in two and another one cast to the floor, broken and bloody. It tried to raise its paired daggers but Morgok stamped down on its head, crushing its skull.

			Across the ruined temple blades clashed and clubs crunched into bone. Several skaven were already on the floor, dead or dying, and others were suddenly thinking the better of launching their ambush and were fleeing already for the cover of the shadows. Meanwhile, one orruk bellowed in pain as two skaven pinned him to a pillar with their spears. Another threw a skaven against the wall as a second scampered up behind him and rammed a dagger between his ribs. 

			Thugg brained one of the ratmen with a club, following up to bat the body away from him in a spray of gore. ‘Just like the Beastgrave to give us one more test!’ he said. He backhanded another charging skaven across the chamber with a crunch of its breaking neck. ‘But we gonna beat it! We’ll beat the Beastgrave!’

			As if in reply to his words, a rippling arc of darkness reached out from the back of the temple like a gnarled black finger. It speared down through the top of Thugg’s head and out through his back, spitting him on an arc of magical energy. Thugg spasmed as the power burned him from within. His skin blistered and peeled, revealing smouldering muscle and bone underneath. One hand was thrown from his body, still clutching one of his clubs. His eyes popped and sizzled. Thugg’s body completely disintegrated in a handful of moments, burned and shaken apart by the spear of black lightning.

			‘Look for the pale one!’ yelled Morgok. He had fought the ratmen before and he knew to watch out for the pale grey pelt of their leaders, the ones cursed and blessed by their god, the leaders and sages of their kind.

			He saw it cowering behind the altar. It was a hunched, wizened creature with matted pale fur and sickly pink eyes. Its deformed face had a pair of horns and a split lip clustered with boils. It leaned on a tall, twisted staff with a bronze bell on the end, which tolled as it threw another bolt of black energy across the shrine. 

			If you wanted something done, Morgok knew, you had to do it yourself. He charged across the temple, knocking skaven and orruks out of his way. He ran right at the shrine and felt satisfaction bloom in his chest as the grey-pelted skaven wizard realised it was Morgok’s target, and looked around panicking for a place to scurry away to.

			It hissed chittering words of power and the stone under Morgok’s feet started to liquefy. Morgok wasn’t one to let some base rat-magic slow him down. He jumped onto a fallen pillar and then onto the altar, avoiding the tar-like pool spreading across the broken mosaics. He was right over the skaven wizard now, and raised both his swords with a bellow.

			The skaven let out a long shriek and the air turned thick with power. Its body warped with sudden mutation as it turned its power on itself. Its skin split as muscles bulged beneath its fur. It swelled in a lumpen, asymmetrical fashion as meat and organs grew and deformed inside it.

			A last shot, a desperate ploy to match Morgok’s awesome strength. It would fail.

			The skaven swung its staff with all its new might. Morgok turned instinctively to take the blow on his shoulder.

			Morgok had not revealed to the rest of the Krushas how much the duel with Ardskull had hurt him. A warboss never showed weakness, no matter how much he felt it. He had not told any of them, not even Thugg, that Ardskull’s club had broken the bones in his upper arm and dislocated the joint. 

			Morgok showed no weakness, admitted no flaw. But he had one, and the skaven wizard found it.

			Pain ripped through Morgok’s body and he sank to one knee. He was blinded and deafened by it. He forced his mind back into clarity, commanding himself to perceive the ringing of steel, the voices of orruk and skaven raised in anger and pain. He saw the grey-furred skaven emerging from behind the altar, rising up to its full deformed height and showing its yellow incisors as it chattered a victory cry over him. 

			Morgok had dropped one sword to the altar, but the other one would take the ratman’s head.

			Distracted and helpless for a moment, Morgok had given the second skaven all the time it needed. He had not seen the creature skulking by the altar, for it was adept at cloaking itself in darkness and emerging only when the kill was certain. It leapt onto the altar beside Morgok and drew the envenomed dagger.

			Some small part of Morgok’s mind was present enough to wonder why the grey skaven seemed to be smiling.

			The skaven assassin slid its dagger into Morgok’s back. It punched through the muscles between his ribs, up through the tissue of the lung and into his heart. Even without the venom, it would have killed him.

			Morgok felt himself plunged into a sudden, awful cold. It was like nothing he had ever experienced, and he knew it was bad. He had no control over his body any more. He fell, unable to stop himself, and slammed into the floor. Across the temple, lying in the filthy water, the jabberslythe’s head grinned at him through the bloodshed.

			It was the last thing Morgok saw.

			In the warm, dark heart of the Beastgrave, where a massive root system had formed a series of vine-choked caves, three new hefty, green-skinned forms thrashed and growled as they fought their way out of the web of roots. They howled and raged in the belly of the mountain, wracked by the pain of rebirth.

			Morgok stumbled, exhausted, to his knees. He ached all over. The ghost of a shocking cold pain radiated from his back where the ratman’s dagger had found its mark. His senses swam back to him and he realised he was still in his armour, with both his blades nearby. His trophies, however, were gone. There was no jabberslythe’s head to welcome him with its poisonous grin. He did not know this place, but he knew with certainty he was still within the mountain.

			He saw Thugg nearby, fighting to extricate a foot from the viny mass filling most of the huge, gloomy chamber. Ardskull was there, too, now with his head back on his shoulders, looking confusedly around as he picked up his huge two-handed club. 

			‘What ’appened?’ asked Ardskull. One of his meaty paws felt at his throat, as if he expected to find the wound there that had severed his head.

			‘You got killed, you moron,’ retorted Morgok.

			‘But we ain’t dead,’ said Thugg. ‘Ghur’s s’posed to give us a battle what lasts forever. An eternal ’unt. Not… whatever this is.’

			‘The mountain brought us back,’ said Morgok. A strange clarity came over him. The nature of the Beastgrave, the hunt he had entered the mountain to pursue, the way predator and prey chased each other through the warrens; they all fell into place to form a picture greater than any of it. He saw it for the first time, and it made sense to him as nothing ever had.

			‘Why?’ asked Ardskull.

			‘’Cause we ain’t the best,’ said Morgok. ‘Not yet. We killed one jabber­slythe. A few ratmen. This mountain got ’undreds of prey for us to kill. Stuff what’s hatchin’ in places like this. Born from the ’eart of the mountain. The Beastgrave ain’t gonna let us leave without provin’ ourselves against all of it.’

			There was a beauty to the Realm of Ghur. There were no sly politics or shades of grey here. It was predation, death and battle. The Beastgrave was more than just a mountain: it was the soul of Ghur, the will of the realm, and it had brought Morgok into itself to teach him that will. It wasn’t enough to take one trophy and impress the rest of the realm’s greenskins, as thousands of warlords had before. It would only be enough when there was no more prey to hunt. 

			‘What do we do?’ asked Thugg.

			Morgok stood, blades in hand. He could feel the slithering of mighty wyrms through the stone, the footsteps of the other seekers who had come to tear the secrets from the mountain. He could smell the musk of ratmen and the sweat of men who worshipped Dark Gods. He heard the wailing of ghosts and the howling of god-beasts. Prey, all of them.

			‘We kill,’ said Morgok, and grinned.
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			Luggit and Thwak sprinted down the tunnel towards Hrothgorn, screaming their ugly heads off, but the ogor ignored them. He leaned into his massive crossbow, aiming at the fanged skull of the skeletal beast chasing the gnoblars. Waiting until the undead monster sprang, jaws spread, before clenching the trigger.

			The crossbow shuddered, its woven string of tendons hurling out the bolt. The quarrel skimmed the shrieking gnoblars and slammed between the beast’s hollow eye sockets, smashing bone, driving through where the brain should have been and punching out the back of the skull. The beast shuddered to a halt, vertebrae rattling, and pawed at the bolt. Then it turned its empty eyes on Hrothgorn and charged.

			The ogor hunter dropped his crossbow. Too close for that, too close even for his broad hunting blade, so he crouched and spread his arms, bellowing as the skeletal beast lunged for him – then came up short, teeth snapping on empty air as Thrafnir lunged out of the shadows and caught one of the monster’s bony back legs between her teeth.

			Great curved fangs reared up from the cat’s lower jaws, gleaming scimitars that could tear out the throat of a thundertusk. There was no flesh to tear from this prey though, so the frost sabre snarled and jerked at the undead beast, pulling it back. It was enough. 

			Hrothgorn swung his huge fist into the jaw of the beast, which might have been a monstrous bear once, and turned the massive head. With his other hand the ogor caught the bolt sticking through the skull and pulled. The barbed points grated against bone as Hrothgorn swung the skull around and slammed it into the stony wall of the tunnel. The skeleton thrashed, trying to reach the ogor with its claws, but Thrafnir jerked it back, keeping the thing unbalanced as Hrothgorn slammed the beast’s skull into the wall again, again, until the bone finally shattered. The skull broke, and that same cracking dissolution spread down the spine and through the skeletal limbs until the whole thing fell apart into jagged shards of shattered bone.

			Hrothgorn stepped back, waving away the dust that filled the air. Beastgrave had tried to kill him again. The mountain had shuddered and cracked the wall of the tunnel that Hrothgorn had been moving down. Through those gaps, liquid amber had poured like thick blood, and on that heavy tide had come the bones of the thing that had just tried to kill him.

			Things like that happened here. The Beastgrave had a hundred thousand monsters trapped in its guts, like hunting dogs, ready to be loosed on its prey. But sending a skeleton that fell apart into nothing? Hrothgorn’s empty gut rumbled, and he glared at the stone clenched around him.

			‘Bone and dust? You kill me like this, mountain? Fight me with dust until I starve?’

			Echoes were the Beastgrave’s only reply. The hungry mountain never answered the hunter’s challenges, and its mocking silence was another reason to hate this place. The silence and the twisting passages, the clotted dark broken only by the terrible slashes of white light that sometimes cut through the stone like frozen lightning, and the great glossy pockets of amber, hard as glacier ice until it suddenly went liquid and flowed, releasing whatever foul thing had been encased in it. Being trapped in the Beastgrave was like being caught in the bowels of a godbeast, waiting to be digested, and Hrothgorn hated it. 

			‘Boss?’ The grating voice dug in Hrothgorn’s ears and pulled him out of the maddening spiral of his thoughts. 

			Growling, the ogor looked at Quiv, crouched before him. He was the smallest of his gnoblars, all green nose and ears. Quiv was dragging back the bolt that Hrothgorn had shot the skeleton with, whilst also trying to hold on to a carved stick tipped with crystal that cast a dull yellow light. The gnoblar had looted the magical torch from a group of humans they’d slaughtered… days ago? Weeks? There was no way to tell here. 

			‘Want?’ Quiv asked, and the ogor grabbed the bolt and dropped it into his almost empty quiver. It had been full when they stepped into these caverns.

			There’d been a storm, a squall spun off from the cold hell of the Everwinter that dogged the heels of Hrothgorn’s people, and in its raging winds he’d found the trail. A swathe cut through the snow, and with it, paw prints as large as his hand. The track of a beast, something huge, something he’d never seen before, and Hrothgorn had followed it. He was a tracker, a hunter, the best in all his alfrostun, and new prey was his favourite meat. Hrothgorn had followed the track through the storm, losing it, finding it, until he finally saw the beast. 

			It was coiled like a serpent on a ridge of stone, long and low and powerful, with six short claw-tipped legs and a pelt of thick black fur striped with red – a predator, vicious and beautiful. Hrothgorn had never seen anything like it before, never heard the storytellers speak of it. If he returned to his people with that pelt… Then the stories would be about him. He would be the greatest hunter in his alfro­stun, and would feed before everyone but the Frostlord.

			That’s what he had thought as the beast bared its teeth at him, black eyes shining, then dived into a crevice between two great stones. That’s why Hrothgorn had followed, and ended up here, in this cave, in this mountain, in this trap.

			Hrothgorn punched the wall, cursing, then picked up his crossbow. Beastgrave. The ogors told stories about all the great predators, the things that hungered. They knew about the mountain that fed, and how it caught its victims, drawing them into its thousand stone mouths with visions of riches or glory – or prey. And that, of all the things Hrothgorn hated about this place, was what he hated the most. He had come here to hunt. Not to be hunted.

			Growling to himself, Hrothgorn stomped down the tunnel, past the pile of shattered bone.  Beyond it, the tunnel narrowed, and clinging to the rough stone wall was a single hair, long and black and tipped with red. Hrothgorn pulled it free of the stone and raised it to his nose, scenting old blood and thick musk. ‘You interfere, mountain, but this hunt is mine.’ He dropped the hair and glowered at the stone around him. ‘Try and hunt me back, and my next hunt is for your stone heart.’ 

			‘Boss?’ Quiv stood trembling behind him, staring at the shadows in the tunnel ahead. ‘You threatenin’ a mountain?’ The gnoblar sounded extremely uncertain.

			‘Smart.’ Bushwakka, a skulking gnoblar wrapped in ropes and bags and scrap, slunk up. ‘No let some mountain push you around.’

			‘Threatenin’ rock?’ Thwak said, and Luggit echoed him. ‘Do stone scare?’ The two gnoblars were a pair, Thwak sitting on Luggit’s narrow shoulders as always, the duo convinced they could add up to something intimidating by stacking themselves.

			Thrafnir stayed silent as she groomed herself, trying to clean her thick fur. The warm, damp air of the caverns flashed to frost against her ice-cold body then melted again, over and over, leaving her dripping and annoyed. The frost sabre was Hrothgorn’s favourite companion, as much for her silence as for her ruthless killing ability.

			Hrothgorn, as usual, ignored the gnoblars and started again down the tunnel. The deep, snarling rumble as the mountain shifted again, stone cracking against stone, he couldn’t ignore. The gnoblars muttered, but Hrothgorn’s only answer was a deep growl of his own, coming from his thick belly. 

			‘Growl, Beastgrave,’ he said. ‘I hunt.’

			The tunnel spiralled down, deeper and deeper, barren, silent, dark, until it suddenly opened into a cavern that gleamed like dark gold. Amber.

			Hrothgorn stopped, staring into the great empty space. Thick veins of amber webbed the cavern’s walls, spreading and joining until a great wall of the stuff cut across the huge cavern. 

			‘Is bad,’ Thwak said. 

			‘Very bad,’ Luggit agreed.

			‘Go back, boss?’ Quiv asked, the torch shaking in his hands. ‘Yellow stone bad.’ 

			‘Shut it,’ Hrothgorn growled. The gnoblars were right, the amber was dangerous, but this was where the trail led. Hrothgorn snagged Quiv by the back of his tattered leather jerkin and pitched him into the middle of the cavern’s floor. The little gnoblar froze, clutching his magical torch, watching the broad wall of amber to see if it would become liquid and release an army of horrors upon him. Nothing happened. The amber remained indifferent as stone, dimly reflecting the gnoblar’s terrified face. Hrothgorn ignored the other gnoblars giggling and went into the cavern, taking the torch and holding it high, but he could see no exits.

			Hrothgorn cursed. ‘Way out,’ he said. ‘Find it.’ His gut growled, and the gnoblars stopped laughing and moved away. They feared nothing more than they feared the sound of an ogor’s belly. Even Thrafnir edged away. The ogor ignored them, looking around, listening, waiting. The mountain had set a new trap, and Hrothgorn wanted to see it sprung. His hunter’s patience was worn by hunger and irritation. 

			Luckily for him, the mountain’s patience seemed thin too. 

			‘Somethin’,’ Thwak called out. He and Luggit were beside the amber wall, tapping the yellow-brown stuff with his stone hammer.

			‘Maybe,’ Luggit said.

			‘Somethin’,’ Thwak said, tapping harder, and Hrothgorn narrowed his eyes. The amber had begun to glow, a small circle of light growing and brightening. Thrafnir stopped grooming herself, ears pricking forward. 

			Hrothgorn raised his crossbow. ‘Bolt,’ he growled, and Quiv was there, moving with shocking speed. This task was the reason Hrothgorn hadn’t chomped his head off long ago, and the little gnoblar made sure to do it well. Springing onto Hrothgorn’s back, Quiv grabbed a quarrel and slapped it down. Hrothgorn ignored him, busy lining up his sights on the brightening spot on the wall. 

			‘Somethin’, boss,’ Thwak said, even as Luggit skipped back, but the gnoblar was too slow. The amber in front of them suddenly thinned to nothing, a circular hole opening before Thwak’s face. Torch light poured through, then Thwak shrieked as something grabbed the gnoblar’s throat.

			It was a human hand, and its crushing grip cut off Thwak’s screech. The frantic gnoblar clawed at his attacker’s wrist, and below him Luggit tried to run, but Thwak had wrapped his legs so tight around Luggit’s neck both gnoblars were choking. Meanwhile Bushwakka had hurled himself across the cavern, sliding to them, cursing at Luggit to stay out of his way as he pulled rope and bone and jagged bits of rusted metal from around his body and wove them together. 

			Hrothgorn ignored the gnoblars’ antics, aiming at the hole. It was growing, and the ogor could see the man choking Luggit, his arms patched with blood and rust-stained armour. Thrafnir crouched before Hrothgorn, fur rippling as she growled, but all of the ogor’s attention was on the bare, scarred chest of the man. A good target, but the damned gnoblars kept swinging into the way.

			‘Move, Luggit!’

			Luggit’s ears pricked up, and he threw himself to one side, dragging Thwak with him. Over the notch of his sight, Hrothgorn saw Thwak’s bug-eyed face jerk away and he hit the trigger. The crossbow bolt flew past Thwak’s long nose and slammed into the man, making him stumble back, bleeding, letting the gnoblars go. 

			‘Bolt,’ Hrothgorn snapped as he drew the string of his crossbow back, huge muscles straining as he flexed metal and wood until the trigger slipped into place. Quiv swung around him, slapping the next quarrel into place. 

			While Hrothgorn reloaded, Thrafnir launched herself forward, leaping over a cursing Bushwakka, who still crouched on the floor messing with his mechanism. She slammed into the wounded man, sending him sprawling as she swung her head. The great curved canines jutting up from her lower jaw buried themselves in the soft flesh of the man’s throat, and when Thrafnir pulled her head back, she took his throat in a shower of blood. The next man, a rune-carved savage with a blood-matted beard and murderous eyes, swung at the frost sabre with his greataxe, but she moved too fast, spinning and leaping back through the amber wall before his blade could touch her. 

			The man didn’t hesitate, charging after Thrafnir, axe high, howling, ‘Reavers! Spill blood for the Blood God! Blood blessings for Khorne!’

			Hrothgorn grunted in response, and fired. 

			His bolt narrowly missed Bushwakka as the gnoblar dived away from the trap he’d been setting. The charging man didn’t flinch as the quarrel sliced across his ribs and flew on, opening a bleeding cut in his side but not dropping him. The warrior continued his charge towards Hrothgorn as the ogor cocked his crossbow, but just beyond the melting amber wall his boot stamped down into the tangle of scraps that Bushwakka had prepared. 

			Ropes snapped taut and pieces of wood and bone whipped around each other. A dozen jagged pieces of metal – broken blades, sharpened fragments of armour, weaponised utensils stolen from human camps – dug like teeth into the man’s legs as the ropes pulled together and sent him crashing to the floor. The men behind him stumbled to a stop, trying not to trip over him, their shouted curses mixing with Bushwakka’s delighted giggles. 

			‘Bolt,’ Hrothgorn said, and Quiv slapped one into place. The ogor raised his crossbow, ready to pick the next target, but then he stepped back, watching the wall of amber that split the cavern. The whole thing was falling apart now, dropping slow and heavy like a waterfall of honey.

			The men moved, diving back as the wall fell, barely avoiding being caught. In just a few moments the whole layout of the cavern had radically changed. It was now one great open space, no longer split by an amber wall, but still divided. The stone floor had a wide, deep crack across it where the amber had been, with Hrothgorn’s band on one side and the reavers on the other. The humans roared at them and the gnoblars shrieked back, mocking and derisive as they danced on the chasm’s edge. Bushwakka stuck out his tongue and laughed, while Thwak and Luggit performed a complicated manoeuvre so that both of them could lift their jerkins and waggle their noxious green bottoms at the helpless humans while staying stacked on each other. 

			Hrothgorn ignored their antics. ‘Trap,’ he said, and Quiv flew into motion, taking the quarrel off the crossbow and replacing it with a different one. Instead of a barbed tip, this bolt ended in a set of spread jaws with sharp steel teeth, and a rope was tied to the quarrel, a rope whose end Quiv looped around Hrothgorn’s wrist. The ogor raised the crossbow and aimed it at the humans, who should have been diving out of the way, but the gnoblar’s taunts had worked the reavers into a frenzy. They were shaking their weapons and howling, some of them foaming at the mouth.

			‘Scum!’ one of them screamed, spittle flecking his rune-scarred chest. ‘Khorne grant me a way to reach you, and I’ll tear your skulls out with my bare hands!’

			Hrothgorn’s lips twisted in a rare smile, and he dropped his sights onto the man. ‘Prayer answered,’ he grunted, and hit the trigger. 

			The trap slammed into the screaming man’s shoulder and snapped shut, driving steel teeth deep into muscle and bone. The man howled, blood spraying, while the gnoblars paused their giggling taunts to clap politely. Paying them no attention, Hrothgorn heaved on the rope tied to the trap bolt.

			The slack in the rope disappeared, whipped away by the ogor’s huge muscles, and the man screamed louder as he was jerked forward. He bounced off the cavern floor, then flew over the edge of the chasm, slamming into the stone just below Hrothgorn’s feet with a messy crunch. The ogor grunted and pulled again, yanking the man over the edge and throwing him behind him. The warrior was resilient though. Battered and bloody, he tried to rise, fumbling for a blade with broken fingers. But Bushwakka, Thwak and Luggit were already there, giggling as they fell on him with stone hammer, jagged blades and teeth. 

			Prayers were tricky things, Hrothgorn thought. Weapons were more reliable. ‘Trap,’ he grunted, throwing off the rope wrapped around his wrist, and Quiv slammed another steel-toothed bolt onto his crossbow. 

			The followers of the mad Blood God disappointed him. The men were moving, heading for the far side of the cavern where a tunnel entrance sat open. The humans crouched at its edge, ready to duck out of the way if Hrothgorn fired. The ogor growled to himself, irritated by their lack of idiocy, and shot the trap at the corpse of the man whose throat Thrafnir had ripped out. The teeth closed on the body’s leg, and Hrothgorn yanked the corpse across the chasm. He slung the meat over his shoulder and went to where the gnoblars hunched over the other man.

			The little green monsters had stripped the man’s face off, eaten his nose and eyes and ears and the muscles of his head and neck, leaving just a raw red skull atop the man’s shoulders. The gnoblars fled as Hrothgorn approached, Bushwakka risking a kick by staying long enough to rip the still wiggling tongue out of what was left of the man’s mouth. Hrothgorn bent down and tore the head off, turned it in his hand and bit through the back of the skull like an apple. He sucked the brain out then hurled the broken husk across the cavern at the men who howled at him, promising to send him screaming to their god.

			Without sparing them a look, Hrothgorn tossed the second corpse over his shoulder and examined the cavern wall again. There was a tunnel opening there that he and the gnoblars had missed before, half-hidden by the amber that had melted away. Moving to it, the ogor crouched, ignoring the wild shouts of the reavers trapped on the other side of the cavern. On the floor of this new tunnel were marks, deep scratches as if something with powerful claws had slithered through here, and on the wall beside them a tuft of red and black hair, caught on the stone.

			Still on the trail, despite Beastgrave’s interference. Satisfied, Hrothgorn started down the tunnel, Thrafnir padding beside him, the gnoblars following, fighting amongst themselves to lick up each drop of blood that fell from the corpses. 

			‘Thanks for the meat, mountain,’ he growled. ‘But you need better beasts.’

			The new tunnel was wide, tall and twisting. Smaller tunnels split off from it, a labyrinth of openings, but Hrothgorn stuck to the wider passage until it opened into a cavern. There, Hrothgorn portioned out the meat; his share, a slightly smaller portion for Thrafnir and scraps for the gnoblars. Not enough, but for once the ogor’s belly wasn’t rumbling painfully. Done eating, Hrothgorn sat on the floor, picking his teeth with a rib and staring at the cavern around him. 

			It was oval, with six tunnel openings spaced unevenly around it, beneath a ceiling as high as the tunnels. The stone walls were marked with winding tracings, like blood vessels through meat, places where veins of amber had melted away. The only amber left was a single thick column in the middle of the chamber that ran from the ceiling to the floor. It gleamed like golden glass in the light, clear and empty and innocent, but it bothered Hrothgorn. This whole cavern bothered him, the longer he sat in its shadowed silence, but he didn’t know why. 

			Thrafnir felt it. The frost sabre’s ears were laid back, and she kept staring around, eyes wild. The gnoblars felt it too. Their battles over the bloody scraps were subdued, and they occasionally stopped to lift long noses and sniff the air. There was an uneasiness to this place, and Hrothgorn didn’t like being uneasy. If he was going to be afraid of something, it needed to be huge and immediate. This subtle feeling irritated him, and Hrothgorn snapped the rib and pulled himself up, swinging his head around, searching.

			The Beastgrave had sharpened his senses, but there was nothing, just stone and shadows. 

			Shadows. Hrothgorn picked up the crystalline torch Quiv had dropped and walked around the room, past each dark opening. Each was empty, silent, this whole place quiet as a grave. The ogor growled softly to himself and went to the column that stood in the centre of the room. It was as wide as him and hard as stone when he tapped it, but… This was it. The source of his uneasiness. This honey-coloured column of amber: still, silent… until it moved. 

			Hrothgorn jerked back, throwing down the crystal-tipped torch and snatching up his crossbow. Quiv was suddenly on his back, ready to load. The other gnoblars were up too, while Thrafnir crouched, all of them staring at the column that was suddenly slumping, shrinking, melting away like a candle. The amber flowed slowly, like clotting blood, but soon the whole column was gone, dropping down through a crack as wide as Hrothgorn’s finger that made a tight spiral on the cavern’s floor. The last of it vanished with a thick, glugging noise, and the column was gone, leaving a hole in the ceiling, a rough circle opening into darkness.

			Another cavern, over this one, and Hrothgorn stared at its shadows. Another trap, and he had walked right into it, and Hrothgorn hated the mountain even more.

			‘Bolt,’ he snapped, and Quiv loaded the crossbow as Hrothgorn aimed at the hole, thick fingers light on the trigger, ready to fire. Thrafnir was beside him, and the other gnoblars were behind. Their screams would let him know if anything came at his back, but there was nothing, nothing but silence… and the faint touch of a breeze. It flowed down from the hole above, a whisper of air that barely stirred the thick strands of the ogor’s hair. Almost unnoticed, but it carried a scent, a thick, musky smell twisted together with old blood. The scent of the beast. 

			Hrothgorn’s nostrils flared, and his fingers tightened, so close to setting off the trigger. 

			‘Quiv. Torch.’

			‘Yes, boss!’ The gnoblar leapt off him, snatched up the torch and scurried back up to his shoulder and then down his arm.

			‘What are you doing?’ Hrothgorn growled as the gnoblar reached for the bolt loaded in the crossbow.

			‘Torch,’ Quiv said, waving the crystal-tipped stick, and Hrothgorn almost bit him in half.

			‘Not to shoot!’ the ogor snapped. ‘Get on shoulder and hold up, gristle brain!’ 

			The gnoblar whimpered but moved, climbing up to perch on Hrothgorn’s shoulder. He stretched to his full, meagre height and held out the torch. The light pushed back the shadows just a little, but Hrothgorn caught something, a spark of light in the gloom, the yellow light of the torch reflecting in two great black eyes.

			Then it was gone.

			Hrothgorn stared up at the empty hole and snarled. There must be other ways in and out of that chamber. Which meant the beast could be getting away, or could be crouched there, waiting in ambush, or…

			He needed to see. ‘Luggit. Thwak. Here!’

			The gnoblars slunk slowly over. When they were in his reach, Hrothgorn snagged Luggit’s filthy jerkin and hoisted the gnoblar up. Thwak came with him, clinging to his partner’s shoulders. 

			‘Boss?’ they both asked, voices shaking. 

			He ignored them and looked at Bushwakka and Thrafnir. ‘Watch backs,’ he growled, then stepped under the hole, testing the cracked floor with one wide boot. The stone was solid, and he took his spot directly under the dark circle. The thick predator scent was stronger now, and in his grip, the gnoblars wriggled.

			‘Boss?’ Luggit asked. 

			‘What’s goin’?’ asked Thwak.

			‘Scouting. Don’t die.’ Hrothgorn hoisted Luggit up as far as he could, which shoved Thwak’s head through the hole above. ‘What see?’ 

			‘Nothin’, boss, nothin’,’ Thwak hissed. ‘Too dark, put down, don’t wanna die, down–’ 

			‘Look,’ Hrothgorn said. ‘Or I throw you up.’

			Thwak didn’t say anything, but Hrothgorn could see his nose and ears swivelling around as the gnoblar looked. ‘Dark,’ he said. ‘Some light in spots. Other holes.’

			‘No beast?’ Hrothgorn asked.

			‘Nah. No beast. No…’ The gnoblar trailed off. ‘Wait. Somethin’…’ Then the gnoblar shrieked and thrashed, and Luggit shrieked too. Hrothgorn swore and swung the gnoblars down fast. Luggit hit the floor and bounced, howling, but Thwak stopped in mid-air, just in front of Hrothgorn’s face. Something red had wrapped itself around Thwak’s head, gripping it tight, hauling the gnoblar back up. Hrothgorn grabbed Thwak’s ankles just before they were jerked out of reach. The ogor held tight, the thick muscles of his arm straining as the red thing fought to pull Thwak out of his grip while the gnoblar shrieked. Whatever had him was strong, and Hrothgorn wondered just how long Thwak would last before he was ripped in half. Luckily for the gnoblar, he didn’t get to find out. 

			Somewhat luckily.

			The red, ropey thing tried to tighten on the gnoblar’s head, but it slipped, and with a nasty tearing noise it popped up off Thwak’s head, breaking the gnoblar’s long nose and ripping away one broad ear as it vanished into the hole above. Hrothgorn grunted and tossed the howling gnoblar aside, swinging his crossbow back to point at the hole, but he was already too late. The beast poured through it, the red stripes on its black fur blurred with speed. The short legs on the sides of its serpentine body gripped the stone roof of the cavern, clinging to the stone and holding the beast up even as its head lunged down like a striking snake. Long fangs drove into Hrothgorn’s shoulder, tearing through his thick hide, barely missing his neck. The beast snapped its head to the side, opening its mouth, and threw the ogor into the cavern wall. 

			Hrothgorn turned just enough to stop his crossbow from shattering against the stone. He ignored Quiv, who leapt shrieking from his back, ignored the pain and aimed his crossbow at the blunt triangle of the beast’s head. But before he could shoot, the red-striped monster opened its mouth and spat its tongue out, long and red. It wrapped around one arm of the crossbow and jerked the weapon out of Hrothgorn’s hands. Then the tongue snapped back, wrapping like a whip around the ogor’s throat.

			Hrothgorn couldn’t even curse as the tongue tightened around his throat. It was trying to strangle him, but his neck was thick with muscle and he could breathe, just barely. He was caught though, the beast trying to pull him forward, to pull his head up between its spread jaws, and Hrothgorn was leaning back, boots scrabbling across the floor as he dug his fingers into the thick wet muscle of the thing’s tongue, trying to unwrap it before it could pull him up.

			Then Thrafnir was there.

			The frost sabre came flying across the room, snarling, mouth ­gaping as she swung her two huge fangs at the tongue that had caught her master. The sharp inside edges of those sabre teeth hit the taut stretched muscle and tore through it. Blood gushed from the ragged end of the tongue as the beast snarled and pulled it back into its mouth. The beast glared at them from the stone above, then it moved. It ran across the ceiling, the claws on its feet digging easily into the stone, and scuttled like a centipede out of the room, vanishing up one of the tunnels that opened into this cavern. 

			Hrothgorn ripped the severed end of the tongue off his throat. It wriggled in his hands like a decapitated serpent, until he shoved it into his mouth and bit down, crushing it between his heavy teeth. Eventually it stopped moving, mostly, and he swallowed it, rubbing his shoulder. 

			They’d tasted each other now, and which was the hunter? Ogor or beast? Or mountain?

			Growling, Hrothgorn scooped up his crossbow, and Quiv grabbed up the bolt that had fallen off it, leaping onto his back and reloading the weapon for him. Thrafnir leaned against him, growling softly, and the other gnoblars moved close, Thwak back on Luggit’s shoulders, cursing and sobbing as he poked at his injured nose and ear stump while his partner and Bushwakka giggled and taunted him. 

			‘Shut it,’ Hrothgorn snarled, and they went quiet. The ogor stood still, listening, watching. The beast could be running, getting out, getting away, but he didn’t think so. This place, with its maze of tall tunnels, all twisting around this chamber. It was a perfect hunting ground for something that could move like that. A perfect trap.

			‘Mountain uses beast,’ Hrothgorn growled. ‘And beast used mountain. Good trap.’ Hrothgorn turned a slow circle, watching the tunnel entrances and the opening in the ceiling, waiting, ready. ‘Trapped me.’ The ogor ran his broad tongue over his teeth, tasting the raw bloody richness of the tongue. ‘But now you got to come get me.’

			Nothing but a long silence answered him – until the mountain groaned and shook, the stone trembling around them, and in that distraction the beast struck. It came flying out of one of the tunnels, moving fast for something so big. The beast stretched three times longer than Hrothgorn’s height, and its furry, serpentine body was almost as broad as his, but its crimson stripes were a blur as it shot across the stone ceiling, claws digging into the trembling rock. Hrothgorn spun towards it, fingers hammering on the crossbow’s trigger, but the beast turned its head away as it shot forward and the bolt smashed into rock.

			The beast’s dodge twisted it away from Hrothgorn, swung it so that it couldn’t strike down at him, but as it rushed past the beast’s jaws opened and its tongue flew out. It didn’t end in a torn stump. In the brief time it’d been gone, the torn end had regrown – not into one long tongue, but two slimmer ones. They lashed out, one wrapping around Hrothgorn’s arm, the other around one of Thrafnir’s legs. Ogor and frost sabre were jerked off their feet and dragged across the floor, growling and cursing, until they slammed against the wall. The tongues flicked away, and the beast ran up another tunnel, disappearing.

			Hrothgorn pushed a hissing Thrafnir off him and stood. His bitten shoulder had slammed into the wall first, then his head, and neither were happy. ‘Grow many tongues, beast,’ Hrothgorn spat. ‘More to eat while I skin you.’ The mountain rumbled, and the gnoblars whined, but Hrothgorn just spat again. ‘Sod off, mountain. My hunt.’

			‘Hunt not goin’ so good,’ Quiv muttered. ‘Maybe–’

			‘Maybe shut it,’ Hrothgorn said. ‘Or get thrown at beast next time, see if it chokes on your taste.’ The ogor stopped, thinking.

			‘Bushwakka. Need trap.’

			‘Yah, boss!’ The ragged gnoblar sprung into action, digging his clawed hands through the bags and belts strapped around him. ‘Strangle trap? Crush trap? Stabby trap?’

			‘Ceiling trap.’ Hrothgorn pointed up, at the stone overhead. ‘Build there. Understand?’

			‘Nah,’ Bushwakka said.

			‘Just do,’ Hrothgorn growled. ‘Thwak! Luggit! Help!’ 

			They whined and grumbled, but the gnoblars went to the centre of the cavern and started to pull out ropes and broken blades, arguing with each other as they tried to figure out what to do. Hrothgorn moved back to the stone wall of the cavern, ignoring them, bringing Thrafnir with him.

			‘Bolt.’ Quiv skittered up his back and dropped a quarrel into place. Hrothgorn shouldered the crossbow, aiming at the gnoblars who stood in the open, exposed. Bushwakka wasn’t the only one who could make traps, and now his was baited. Holding the crossbow steady, Hrothgorn watched and waited. 

			Not for long.

			The beast shot out of a tunnel, racing across the ceiling, claws ripping into the rock. The gnoblars shrieked and scattered, but the beast had already opened its jaws, and was spitting its twin tongues past its fangs, reaching for them. 

			Hrothgorn swung the massive crossbow, lining up its sight with the wedge shaped head, aiming between the narrow triangles of its ears. His finger hit the trigger, pulling it – just as the mountain shook again. 

			The bolt flew wide, smashing uselessly into the ceiling as Hrothgorn was thrown to the side. Bellowing, he pulled himself up in time to see the beast hit the floor, shaken from the ceiling by the quake that had saved it from Hrothgorn’s shot. It hit the floor on its back, its belly exposed, and Thrafnir shot forward, almost as fast as Hrothgorn’s bolt. 

			The cat lunged for the beast’s belly, swinging its fangs in a gutting arc, but the red-striped thing moved too fast, whipping its body away as it rolled to its six feet. It lunged as Thrafnir spun to follow it, and caught the huge cat in its mouth, biting deep into her back while the frost sabre twisted, spitting and screaming, trying to get fangs or claws into the thing. Around them the gnoblars ran, Bushwakka, Thwak and Luggit throwing the chunks of sharpened scrap they had been laying out for the trap at the beast, but it ignored them as it shook Thrafnir.

			‘Trap!’ Hrothgorn shouted as he pulled himself up on one knee, recocking. Quiv dropped the heavy quarrel into the crossbow the moment it was ready, and Hrothgorn roared and fired. It was a shot from the hip, sloppy and fast, into the screaming, thrashing fight, but it hit. The trap slammed into the beast, just behind its last pair of legs, steel jaws snapping shut. The metal teeth dug through thick fur into the flesh beneath, biting hard. 

			The beast let go of Thrafnir, pitching the frost sabre across the cavern. It spun on itself, making a noise like iron scraping across iron, and its tongues flew out, catching Hrothgorn around his leg and waist. The ogor snarled and dropped his crossbow, pulling hard on the rope attached to the trap, and suddenly they were both flying across the floor, dragging themselves together. They tumbled across the stone, the beast trying to wrap itself around Hrothgorn while the ogor fought to get behind it, away from the murderous claws. He managed to get halfway there, one arm wrapped around the beast’s neck, while the other fought to pull his hunting knife out, but the red-striped monster was rolling and spinning, trying to pitch him off. It rolled over him, crushing him against the floor, and one of its claws scored a line across his ribs, digging across the thick bone and driving down, trying to find his belly. 

			Hrothgorn raged, slamming himself as close as he could to the beast’s back, and wrapped his arm tight around it, strangling it. Its claw pulled away, but then the tongue that had been wrapped around his waist lashed around his head, covering his nose and mouth, suffocating him beneath its slimy flesh. Eagerly, he opened his mouth against it, let it press in deep, then bit down, hard.

			The beast screamed again, the sound deafening Hrothgorn this close, and it jerked its head away. The tongue around his leg whipped free, along with the stump of the other. The beast slammed its jaws shut and snapped its body like a whip, breaking Hrothgorn’s grip. Freed, it took off again, shooting up another tunnel. It moved fast until the rope tied to the trap still biting into its back pulled taut.

			It went tight with a jerk that almost pulled Hrothgorn’s arm from its socket. The ogor spat out the tongue jammed in his mouth and rolled, trying to stand and brace, but the beast was moving again, and it dragged him behind. Down the tunnel, bouncing from wall to wall, slamming into sharp stones and jutting edges. Hrothgorn held on, raging, roaring, barely feeling it as he was dragged through the tunnels, until he saw a pillar of stone flashing by and he lashed out his hand and caught it. With a jerk, the rope went tight on his other arm, but Hrothgorn held it, held them both as the beast writhed and fought, trying to pull away. The ogor held on, great fingers digging into the stone guts of the mountain – until suddenly the rope went slack on his arm and he fell to his knees beside the stone pillar. 

			Hrothgorn yanked on the rope, and the trap flew back to him, its steel teeth broken and bent, holding nothing now but some dark hairs tipped with crimson as bright as the blood which spotted the trap’s shattered teeth. Hrothgorn picked up the broken trap, stared at it, then slammed it into the wall.

			‘Boss?’ The gnoblars came around the corner, all of them bruised and battered now, even Quiv, who had fallen or dived off him at some point in the fight. ‘You, um…’  Thwak said, and then Luggit completed the sentence. 

			‘You ok?’

			Hrothgorn ignored them and hauled himself to his feet. His arms and shoulders burned like fire, and his whole body ached, as if he’d been trampled by a herd of stonehorns. Blood ran from his shoulder, his nose, his ear, and filled his mouth. He spat it out and glared at the gnoblars. Luggit edged a little closer, shaking as he held out the ogor’s crossbow. When Hrothgorn grabbed it, the gnoblar jumped back, taking Thwak with him. 

			‘Boss good. Boss look great! Great boss,’ Bushwakka muttered, edging forward, holding up the tongue that Hrothgorn had bitten off. There were a few small, gnoblar sized chunks missing from it, but Hrothgorn ignored them as he took the meat and tore into it. 

			‘Where Thrafnir?’

			The gnoblars looked at each other, nervous and silent. Hrothgorn glared at them, chewing, then looked down the tunnel where the beast had disappeared. It would regrow its tongue, and be back after them. Soon.

			Hrothgorn swallowed what was left of the tongue and stomped down the tunnel, back towards the cavern where the beast had first attacked them. Halfway there he found Thrafnir, laid out on the floor, panting. The frost sabre tried to rise as he approached, but she couldn’t get her feet under her. Hrothgorn bent over and picked her up, slinging her over his bitten shoulder. He wanted his crossbow with his good arm.

			‘Smart boss. Save the meat,’ Bushwakka said. ‘We rest now?’

			‘Don’t think so,’ Luggit muttered as Hrothgorn moved past them, back up the tunnel. Back to where he’d lost the beast. The ogor stopped, staring down at a few scattered drops of bright red that lay on the tunnel floor.

			‘Trap,’ he snarled, and Quiv moved, reloading his crossbow.

			‘Told ya,’ Luggit said mournfully as they followed. ‘Boss huntin’. Boss mad, and boss huntin’.’ On Luggit’s shoulders, Thwak rubbed the stump of his ear and shook his head, whining, as Hrothgorn lumbered into a run, following his prey.

			The trail of blood took Hrothgorn out of the labyrinth, back into the amber cavern where they had fought the reavers. It was just the same, open and divided. The bloody trail ran across it, over the chasm and to the other side, where the tunnel that the men had ducked into waited.

			Hrothgorn stopped at the edge of the cavern, looking at the trail, but then he started forward again, running. He aimed his crossbow up as he went, picking out a chunk of stone hanging from the cavern’s rough roof. He fired, and the trap slammed into the ceiling, jaws crunching around the stone. Quiv wrapped the rope tight around Hrothgorn’s wrist and the ogor snarled, ‘Grab on.’ He didn’t wait to see if the gnoblars listened, just charged the chasm and jumped, grabbing the rope as high as he could and swinging. They arced over the deep crack, flying towards the other side, but then the mountain started to shake again. The rope jerked, the jaws pulling free as the stone they held crumbled, and Hrothgorn fell hurtling down and crashed into the floor on the edge of the chasm. The gnoblars spilled around him, hitting the ground like shrapnel then following as he rolled up. On his shoulder, Thrafnir growled, but settled as he stood. 

			The tunnel ahead of them loomed open, its entrance marked by a single spot of blood. They were getting smaller, more infrequent, the beast clotting or healing. This easy trail would be gone soon, Hrothgorn knew, but it didn’t matter. Because in the shadows ahead, near the ceiling, he could see two bright yellow sparks. The beast’s eyes, flashing back the light of the torch that Quiv still held. 

			‘Hunt over,’ he said, staring at those eyes. ‘Bolt.’ 

			Down the tunnel, the eyes flashed and moved. Running away.

			‘Bolt!’ Hrothgorn bellowed, pounding down the tunnel. Quiv swung around him, desperately fighting to hang on and reload while Hrothgorn followed the marks of blood and claws through a tangle of tunnels, until he rounded a sharp corner and saw the beast racing along the ceiling not far ahead. Before he could fire, it dived through a narrow opening in the wall. Light spilled through that rough crack, red and flickering, and when the beast disappeared Hrothgorn heard a shout; a human’s voice, familiar. 

			The reavers.

			‘My hunt,’ Hrothgorn snarled, and charged. He reached the crack that the beast had taken and shoved through it, massive shoulders scraping the rock on either side, Thrafnir growling in complaint. The crack opened up into a small cavern, a fire flickering in its ­centre, and three men were rising around it, the flames’ light gleaming off their scars and weapons. Two of them were staring towards the other side of the cavern, at another narrow crack that led away through the rock, but the other was facing Hrothgorn. Recognition flared in the sharp eyes that sat above his filthy beard, and dried blood still marked his side beneath the rough gash that the ogor’s bolt had torn across his ribs.

			‘Forget the beast!’ the man shouted. ‘Khorne hears us! He has sent the sacrifice that ran! Take his head! Take our vengeance! Blood for the–’

			‘Shut it,’ Hrothgorn grunted, slowing just enough to raise one leg and kick. His huge boot caught the bearded man in the chest and sent him flying back, out of the way. The other two reavers dodged the bearded man as he flew past them, then charged, weapons raised and howling.

			Hrothgorn cursed and snapped a shot off. The bolt cracked from his crossbow and slammed into one of the men’s legs, tearing through his thigh and sending him tumbling. The other reaver kept coming, jumping at Hrothgorn, swinging his blades. His axe missed, but his sword point dug a line across the ogor’s belly, long but not deep. Hrothgorn snarled and swung to the side, away from a backhand swing of the axe. He cast his crossbow to one side, slid Thrafnir to the other, trusting her to land on her feet, then he pulled his hunting knife.

			The Khorne worshipper in front of him didn’t seem to notice or care. He pressed forward, his weapons blurring in a frenzy of attack. Hrothgorn blocked an axe blow with his knife, let the sword scratch across the rough hide of his forearm, then slammed his elbow down on the human’s head. The man’s helmet blocked some of the blow, but the human still staggered, the frenzied swing of his weapons slowing, and the ogor swung his knife up in a vicious arc. The blade caught the man between the legs, his pelvis slowing its upward drive not at all, then cut through his belt and belly, up through his sternum. It came out, sharp tip flicking across the man’s chin, and Hrothgorn pulled back, ready to swing again. The man staggered forward, trying to bring his blades up, but the front of his body opened up like a book, spilling out blood and gore as the man fell to his knees, then his face. 

			Hrothgorn turned from him, looking for the others. The man he’d shot in the leg was trying to stand, but the gnoblars had caught up and were swarming him. Thwak and Luggit were dancing in front of the reaver, Thwak swinging his stone hammer at his injured leg and his groin. Bushwakka was circling behind, holding a length of rope with thorns and nails woven into it.  The gnoblar waited until the man was distracted by the others then leapt in, wrapping the spikey rope around the wounded man’s throat, giggling wildly as he pulled it tight.

			Hrothgorn looked to the last reaver, rising up from the ground, breathing still ragged, the print of the ogor’s boot clear on his chest. The man looked at him with mad eyes, howled and charged, his massive greataxe rising high. He only took two steps before Thrafnir, still lying on the ground, flicked a paw out and cut her great claws through the leather of his boot into the flesh beneath. The man went down hard, axe clattering to the stone. He scrambled for it, trying to scoop it up to swing at Hrothgorn’s legs, but the ogor stomped down, breaking bones and stopping his reach. 

			The reaver screamed, but it was rage, not pain. He thrashed beneath Hrothgorn’s boot, and when the ogor reached down and picked him up by the back of his neck he swung his good arm and kicked, his mouth foaming. ‘Blood!’ he screamed, over and over, until Hrothgorn bit his throat out. Then his screams turned into a choking gurgle that cut off as Hrothgorn threw him to Thrafnir.

			The ogor ignored the crunch as the frost sabre closed her jaws on the man’s head, ignored the screams and giggles as the gnoblars played with the last reaver left. He bent and picked up his crossbow, then headed for the crack that led out of this cavern. He followed it, alone except for Quiv, who clung to his shoulder still, holding up the crystal-tipped torch. The yellow light did little, though, when the crack suddenly opened up into a huge space, a massive crevasse that rose and fell into darkness, and stretched out of sight to either side. Only the opposite wall was visible, just at the edge of the light. The beast clung to it like a great furry serpent, staring at him across the space, eyes gleaming. It opened its mouth and bared its teeth at him, three long tongues darting around those long white daggers.

			Hrothgorn bared his broad, flat teeth back. ‘Slowed me down, but not enough.’ He found the place where the beast had crossed, a golden amber arc stretching from one wall to another, a little below where he stood. Hrothgorn started to climb down the rough wall towards it, but as he moved the stone started to shake, rock groaning and snapping. The ogor snarled and clung to the wall, massive fingers holding tight as the mountain bucked and Quiv whined in his ear. ‘Shut–’ he started, but then he saw the amber bridge going soft, drooping like wax, then breaking, falling, disappearing into the dark below. Hrothgorn watched it go with a curse, then pulled himself back up to the crack that had led him here. Across from him, he could still see the beast, watching. 

			‘Trap.’ Quiv loaded the crossbow, and Hrothgorn carefully aimed the weapon. He squeezed the trigger, and watched as the trap-tipped bolt flew towards the beast… then dropped, not quite reaching, falling. He caught the rope and held it, staring across the empty gulf. The beast stared at him, silent, then vanished into a dark crack in the wall. 

			Beastgrave wanted him to hunt. Not to finish. Not to win. That was the trap. It wanted him to hunt until he died here, in the heat and the dark. It wanted to feed him to the beast.

			‘Not today,’ he growled at the stone that surrounded him. ‘Not now. Not ever. This is my hunt. Not yours, mountain.’ 

			Beneath his boots, the stone shook with an aftershock, and a massive stone the size of a thundertusk sheared off the wall beside him and tumbled away, falling into the darkness below and vanishing. The crash of its landing was quiet with distance, almost lost beneath Quiv’s whimpering.

			‘Growl, Beastgrave,’ Hrothgorn shouted to the darkness below. ‘That hide’s mine. Will wear it, when I come down and hunt your stone heart. Hear me, mountain? The beast’s hide for my coat, and the Beastgrave’s husk for my crown! That’s my hunt!’

			His bellow echoed across the chasm, and small stones broke, falling into the deeps beneath him, but the mountain had gone silent and still again. Mocking. Waiting. 

			‘Boss?’ Quiv said. ‘You threatenin’ the mountain again?’

			‘Shut it,’ he snarled, and turned, stomping back to check on Thrafnir and to gather the new meat before the idiot gnoblars ate too much of it.

			Then they would enter the chasm, and hunt.
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			Shadespire never changed.

			That was a simple statement on the surface. Those new to the twilight city would nod their understanding, but it didn’t reach their eyes. Not yet. It took time for the true horror of it to really settle in. To grasp how fundamentally different that was from the life they’d known before they came to this wretched place. No matter what they did, no matter how desperate their deeds became…

			Shadespire never changed.

			It was the thought that wouldn’t stop repeating in Bjorgen Thundrik’s head. It was not in the fundamental makeup of a duardin to give up. From the lost myths of the World-that-Was unto the modern days of the Mortal Realms, duardin endured. They survived. They ground out their existence from the claws of an uncaring universe, as resolute as the stone and metal they cherished.

			As the aether-khemist’s mind ran in circles, his body went about the business of navigating the dark streets. Drakkskewer scouted ahead for the crew, borne aloft by his portable endrin. Once the roadway ahead was confirmed clear he would signal, the gleam of a wrist-mounted light in a preset pattern. Ironhail and Alensen would advance and secure vantage points to cover the area. Only then would Lund and Thundrik himself move forward.

			On the surface such caution made absolute sense. A certain reticence was one of the great wisdoms of the Kharadron Code: always consider what would be gained before committing your forces. The threats in Shadespire were certainly manifold. For the paltry gain of moving forward a few streets, the profiteers might find themselves fighting anything from vile skaven to the formidable shadeglass war golems still roaming parts of the city.

			Death was too high a cost to move forward one street, especially towards no destination at all.

			But then, Thundrik had died eight times since the city had claimed them.

			The first one was still a bitterly vivid memory. How could he hope to forget something like an orruk axe carving into his skull, right through his helmet? The world fading into red and black as the contents of his head were emptied onto the dark streets. The second he remembered, as well. He had been less than cautious, hadn’t seen the skeleton until it was right behind him. That rusty blade had found its way between his ribs and stopped his heart.

			After that, things got blurry. It was eight, was it not? Surely he could not be forgetting a death. He sifted through his memories, but they slipped through his grasp like sand through fingers. Death’s true purpose was as an ending, after all. It was the finality, the ultimate closure. Except here, where it was nothing. Each time he – or anyone – died, they woke nearby. Intact, the same as the moment they’d arrived in Shadespire.

			After all, Shadespire never changed.

			It was a conundrum that Thundrik could not seem to solve. His instinct was to forge ahead. If there was not a path to what he desired, he would make one. They would endure. That was the duardin way. He had brought his crew here to seize its treasures and return to the sky-ports to join the wealthy and powerful. Now they were trapped here and nothing he did seemed to matter. 

			‘Bring us the shards,’ sighed a voice from one of the dark and empty buildings that lined the road.

			Thundrik growled low in his throat and stepped towards the building. A gauntleted hand on his shoulder stopped him. 

			‘Cap’n,’ said Lund in a low voice. ‘Just leave it.’

			Thundrik shrugged his hand off and continued into the building. Broken masonry crunched under his boots and dust drifted from above in an endless rain. These buildings were hazardous to enter. It seemed like almost anything could cause them to collapse into so much rubble. A misstep here could see him crushed to death. That scarcely mattered though, did it?

			‘Only with the shards can we all be free,’ came that distant whisper.

			This place might once have been a gathering hall. A place of revelry and festivities. There was nothing celebratory about it any more. Furniture mouldered all around, some reduced to such shapelessness by decay that he could not tell what it had once been. A bar lined one side of the room, a display of dusty bottles on racks behind it. Thundrik tried to pick up one out of perverse curiosity, but it cracked under his touch. Nothing but black sludge oozed out.

			‘You must bring us all the shards,’ pleaded that voice.

			The mirror had been a grand thing once, as tall as one of the gold-armoured warriors of Sigmar. It stood against the opposite wall from the bar. The silver frame was tarnished, and the glass itself shattered. Only small fragments remained and they were dirty and clouded. Still, he could catch flickers of movement in them.

			‘You need to find a new spiel,’ Thundrik said.

			‘Who?’ rasped the voice. A flutter of activity across the fractures. A ghostly eye appeared in the topmost one. ‘Thundrik… do you have shards?’

			The aether-khemist grunted. ‘To what end? Do you even know how many of them exist? Much less how to put them back together.’

			The Katophrane hesitated. There was no telling which one it was from the scattered details he could see. Thundrik wasn’t sure that he cared.

			‘It is not an easy road, Kharadron. We never said it would be. It is the only road. It is the only way to free us – to free all of us.’

			‘Sell your lies to the next group of fools to end up in this hell. I’ll hear them no more.’ Thundrik turned away.

			‘Giving in to the madness of Shadespire, Thundrik? Giving up? Going to lie down with the listless bodies and watch eternity pass you by?’

			The anger surged up in the aether-khemist, startling in its fury. He whirled round and snarled, ‘The only madness here is blindly following the schemes of the very ones who caused the city’s damnation!’

			The Katophrane was saying something in response, but it didn’t matter. Thundrik was already swinging one of his heavy wrenches. The movement surprised him as much as anyone. He shattered what remained of the mirror, scattering the fragments across the ground in a glittering rain.

			The sound scarcely seemed to carry at all. The air itself in Shadespire seemed heavy and listless, reluctant to be moved for anything so petty. He stood glaring at the empty frame, shoulders heaving with his furious breaths.

			‘Captain?’

			Thundrik whirled to find Ironhail standing there uneasily. ‘What?’ he snapped.

			‘Drakkskewer’s spotted something, sir. Said you should come have a look.’

			‘What of it?’

			Thundrik huffed and held up a hand to forestall any response. It would not matter. Nothing changed in Shadespire. Still, it did no good to lash out at his crew over it. He was still their captain, still responsible for them. It fell to him to continue on, as hopeless as it all was.

			‘So be it. Lead the way, Ironhail.’

			Reality was cracked.

			It was the only way that Thundrik could think of to describe it. The very substance of the world was fractured like a three-dimensional version of the glass of the mirror he’d just broken. He could see the tiny flaws flowing into the rift in the middle. More astonishingly, he could see through that central hole into someplace else. All he could make out was rough stone dimly lit by yellow light, but it was undeniably different from anything he’d seen in Shadespire.

			‘What do you think it is?’ asked Alensen curiously. He was walking around it in circles. Thundrik had already made his own way around once. No matter what direction you looked at it from, the view in the middle never changed.

			‘Like nothing I’ve seen since we got to this Grungni-forsaken place,’ said Drakkskewer. His skypike was held level with the opening, ready just in case.

			‘Magic,’ said Lund shortly. He gestured around to encompass the city they were in, and added, ‘Bad magic.’

			‘What if it takes us somewhere, though?’ asked Alensen. He couldn’t quite hide the eagerness in his voice.

			‘Like where? Right into a monster’s gullet?’ Ironhail asked dryly.

			‘To what end?’ Thundrik speaking drove the rest of them to silence. He stepped forward until he was only a foot or so away from the anomalous thing. There was a presence to it. Like a note hanging in the air, vibrating through your bones. ‘Nothing here needs to eat, and we wouldn’t stay dead.’

			‘Some things don’t kill for sustenance, nor profit, nor any reasonable goal,’ said Drakkskewer. ‘Some things kill for the dark joy of it.’

			‘Point remains we’d get back up and be about our business soon thereafter,’ Thundrik said.

			‘Still hurts,’ Lund opined.

			Thundrik couldn’t restrain a rumble of a chuckle at that. ‘True enough. Pain’s not enough of a reason to falter, though.’ He glanced around at the crew. ‘Tell me true – if this is our one chance to get out, some blind and stupid fortune, can we afford not to take it?’

			The other Kharadron looked at each other in silent contemplation. Took in the dark city around them, with its endless black streets and dark buildings with open doors like mouths. The never-changing stillness of it all. Hands flexed around the hilts of weapons.

			‘No,’ Lund said at last.

			Thundrik nodded slowly. ‘So I figure. Through and onward. That is the only route.’

			Drakkskewer drifted down with his pike still held before him, ready to strike. ‘Then I shall lead the way,’ he said.

			Thundrik clapped him on the shoulder firmly, with the clang of metal on metal. ‘We’ll all be right behind you the moment you signal.’

			The skywarden took an audible breath to centre himself, and then swept through the rift in a sudden motion. He vanished from sight the moment he did. Thundrik took a step forward, his mind suddenly full of grim prognostications. What if this rift could well and truly kill them? What if his crewman was gone forever, life hurled away by a careless decision on his part?

			Then Drakkskewer floated into view. He didn’t signal them, however. He was too busy looking around, searching every direction for… something.

			‘Can he see us?’ asked Alensen.

			‘There’s no way to know,’ Thundrik said.

			‘On the bright side he’s not being digested or flayed or whatever else,’ Ironhail noted.

			‘Yet,’ muttered Lund.

			‘I’ll not abandon him to it now,’ Thundrik said.

			‘I’ll go through,’ said Ironhail.

			Thundrik shook his head. ‘Nay. I’ll go through myself now. Stand aside.’

			Lund seemed about to protest but subsided into grumbles under a glare from his captain. The aether-khemist focused his attention on the rift and took a deep breath. Drakkskewer had made the journey already, he told himself. Be damned if he’d let himself be shown up. With a low growl, he stormed through the rift in a swift rush.

			Time seemed to slow as he approached the gap. The ethereal tone he had encountered through proximity grew, from a tremor in his bones to something of such force that it whited out his mind. That impossible note was everything, encompassing him completely. Then, as swiftly as it had begun, it was gone, and he was somewhere else.

			His head was still ringing with the strangeness of it, but his surroundings had changed completely. Gone were the desolate streets of Shadespire, replaced by crude tunnels of stone. The yellow light he had seen through the gap emanated from strange veins of an amber-like substance. They peeked through the walls in places, some seeming as if they’d been exposed like ore, others as if they’d grown out through a gap, like ivy.

			‘Captain, you made it!’

			Thundrik turned to find Drakkskewer hovering a short way down the tunnel. He turned around and glanced up and down the passage. There was no sign of the crack in reality that they had both come through.

			‘Told you we were behind you. Couldn’t abandon you now. The path back is gone, then. I suppose that’s why you didn’t signal.’

			The skywarden nodded agreement. ‘Wherever we are now, we’re stuck here for the time being. Do you think we’re still in Shadespire?’

			‘No,’ Thundrik said.

			There was something about the air of this place. Where the City of Broken Glass had been stifled and static, this place thrummed with restless potential. There was certainly plenty of power here. It did not appeal to him, though. There was something predatory about it. The tension that came just before violence broke out was what it reminded him of.

			‘No,’ he continued. ‘This is someplace else.’

			No sooner had he finished speaking than Ironhail and Alensen both appeared before them, one right after the other. There was nothing to presage their appearance save a flicker of that same cosmic ringing. One moment they didn’t exist, the next moment they were standing in the tunnel looking dazed and confused. A few seconds later Lund popped into existence behind them, his aethershot rifle held at the ready.

			‘Easy does it, lads,’ Thundrik said. ‘No telling where we are yet, but we made it out of that damned city. That’s a good st–’

			A screech echoed up the tunnel, cutting him off. He didn’t recognise the sound, but it swiftly conjured to mind things large and hungry.

			‘D’you suppose we can die now that we’re out of the city?’ asked Ironhail conversationally.

			‘Let’s not find out quite yet,’ Thundrik replied. He motioned up the tunnel in the other direction from which the sound had come. ‘Get moving.’

			They hurried on. Each kept his weapons ready and stayed alert. Any shred of complacency was gone. There was no telling what new threats this place held. Thundrik took a moment to check his compass. It had been useless in the city, but he had a thin hope it would help them here. To his dismay, all it did was spin in slow circles. Whatever this place was, it was so saturated with magic that there was no way to get a fix on any direction.

			One thing that did surprise him was a feeling he couldn’t seem to shake. Thundrik was known for one thing among his people, and that was a nose for treasure. He’d run dozens of expeditions in his day, and they’d all struck gold both literal and metaphorical. He didn’t consider Shadespire an end to his success either; there had been treasure aplenty in the city, after all. The trick had been getting back out with any of it.

			Here in these tunnels, he felt certain they were surrounded by a veritable treasure trove. Something about the rock simply spoke to him. Every turn they took he kept expecting to step into an undiscovered hoard. When they didn’t, some part of him wanted to double back and try each route. It had been here somewhere, and close. Unimaginable wealth. He could practically smell it.

			The path branched constantly. Strange sounds followed them as they rushed along. Screams and cries, the clatter of metal, shouts in a language he felt he almost recognised. Any duardin worth his salt, even those whose lines had long since left the rock behind to take to the skies, could tell a gradient. For lack of any better idea, Thundrik kept guiding them away from anything, and upwards.

			‘What do you suppose this place is?’ Alensen asked.

			‘What do you mean?’ asked Ironhail in turn.

			‘Well, it’s too regular to be natural caverns. No signs of it being a mine, no tool marks or supports or anything of the sort.’

			‘Warrens,’ muttered Lund.

			‘There’s enough strangeness around without you lot spooking yourselves imagining more,’ said Thundrik firmly.

			‘Up ahead,’ interjected Drakkskewer. There was no fear in his voice, only wonder.

			Before Thundrik could ask what had caught the skywarden’s attention, he had zoomed ahead. The captain could only shrug at the others and motion them on. Both of the arkanauts hurried to catch up with him. When he went to follow them, however, Lund stopped him.

			‘Noticed something,’ the Grundstok thunderer said quietly.

			Thundrik glanced after the others. No one had started screaming, so there didn’t seem to be any reason to hurry quite yet. ‘What is it?’

			‘The aether-gold,’ Lund said.

			Thundrik blinked and glanced around eagerly. Had someone else noticed the treasure that kept tickling the back of his mind? It would have shocked him indeed to have failed to notice something as precious as that lying about, even in such unusual circumstances. Still, it would be a lie to say he wasn’t preoccupied.

			‘No, not there.’ Lund tapped his helmet with a dull clung. ‘Here.’

			It took the aether-khemist a moment to grasp what he was getting at. They hadn’t had to worry about it for such a long time that he scarcely thought of it any more. The elaborate armour of the Kharadron was powered by aether-gold. Normally, it had to be refuelled on a regular basis. It hadn’t mattered in Shadespire, however; their armour hadn’t needed replenishment any more than they themselves had needed food or water.

			That should have changed now they had escaped the city. To his chagrin, however, his armour’s energy levels were exactly the same as they had been when all of this began. He wasn’t sure what that meant. Had they brought the curse of Shadespire with them when they left? Was this all some illusion, and they were truly still trapped inside? No matter what, it didn’t seem to be a good sign.

			‘Captain!’ called Drakkskewer from up ahead.

			‘Aye, we’re coming!’ he called back. He turned back to Lund and said quietly, ‘Say nothing to the others yet. Not ’til we know what we’re dealing with.’

			The thunderer nodded. Thundrik clapped him on the shoulder and turned to continue up the tunnel. It sloped up beneath his feet, a sharper grade than any up to that point. To his surprise, however, new light shone against the top as he approached it. Different from the amber glow that suffused these caverns. A flicker of hope sparked in his chest.

			It turned into a flame of amazement as he crested the top. The three other Kharadron stood in an opening. This was not some arcane rift or teleportation magic, however. A simple gap in the stone, it opened out to blue sky and sunlight. Thundrik staggered forward, scarcely able to believe his eyes. 

			The opening led out onto a rocky ledge. They were halfway up the side of a mountain. A whole realm was laid out before them. Rolling savannahs sat next to great forests, with other great mountains reaching for distant clouds. Great rivers, pristine and glittering blue, ran through the countryside, and the dark specks of animal herds roamed the open lands.

			‘We made it. I can scarce believe it,’ breathed Ironhail.

			‘We’re free!’ whooped Alensen, stepping out to the very edge of the ledge and exuberantly kicking a pebble off down the side of the mountain.

			Thundrik was too busy absorbing their surroundings to begin cele­brating. ‘This sure as the sky isn’t Shadespire.’

			‘What of it?’ asked Alensen with a laugh. ‘I’ll be pleased to never see that dead world again.’

			The aether-khemist scarcely heard him. ‘And it isn’t Chamon either.’

			‘Beasts,’ Lund said quietly.

			Thundrik nodded to him grimly. ‘Aye. That’s what I fear. We’re in Ghur.’

			A silence fell over the small group as these words sank in. Worried looks were exchanged. The Realm of Beasts had a well-deserved reputation for being deadly. The violence here never truly stopped. The Age of Chaos itself had done nothing but provide new blood to soak the ground.

			‘I don’t see any orruks,’ said Drakkskewer uneasily.

			‘No. Nor do I,’ Thundrik admitted. ‘That in itself has me worried. The realms are huge, but those things are said to run riot across the face of Ghur. What is this place, then, if they so clearly avoid it?’

			No one had any answer to that. A cold wind blew across the mountainside, whistling through crevices in the rock and along their armoured forms.

			‘Nor is that our only problem. Our ship is lost, perhaps forever. We may have escaped from Nagash’s bony claws, but there is nothing to show for our efforts. We have nothing to bargain with to help us get home. Even if we do manage to make it back to port, we’ll be…’ Thundrik took a deep breath. ‘Impoverished.’

			There was an intake of breath across the crew. There was no worse fate for a Kharadron to face. Profit was more than a means, it was the end. It was the measure of your value to society. To be penniless did not just consign you to a life of no comforts, it left you a social outcast scarcely better than an oathbreaker.

			‘What do we do?’ asked Alensen.

			‘None of you will like this,’ Thundrik said. ‘But all I can think to do is go back into the mountain.’ He held up a hand to forestall argument. ‘I’ll tell you this, lads, and I mean it – I can smell aether-gold down there.’

			‘Aether-gold in a mountain?’ asked Ironhail.

			‘An oddity, for sure, but not impossible. Could be we’ve stumbled onto someone’s hidden stash. Reality is, we can’t go back to Barak-Nar empty-handed. Even if we must settle for more mundane treasures, we must go back in.’ The aether-khemist turned around and took a deep breath. ‘Aye, they’re here. I can feel it.’

			‘I don’t know, captain,’ said Drakkskewer. ‘To go back when we’ve finally won free…’

			‘No one’s going back to the Mirrored City,’ said Thundrik firmly. ‘We’ll be sure not to pass through any rifts that we find. We have the exit, and we’re duardin. We’ll not lose our way. We go back in, we find something worth hauling, and we’ll be on our way.’

			Lund shifted his rifle from one shoulder to the other. ‘With ye,’ was all he said.

			One by one each of the rest of the crew nodded. It was a relief to Thundrik, if he was honest. They still called him captain, but there was no ship. His authority over them under the Code was at best questionable at this point. That they were still willing to follow him did much to restore his spirits.

			‘Well, lads,’ he said and hefted his atmospheric anatomiser. ‘Let’s go find our fortune. Sooner in, sooner out, and the sooner we’re going home.’

			They set off once more into the depths of the great mountain. The oppressive nature of the place had not changed. There was still that threat of violence just hanging over them at all times. Now, however, Thundrik felt motivated. He had a goal and a plan. He’d almost forgotten what that felt like, so long had they been drifting off course.

			The aether-khemist kept checking the readouts on his anatomiser as they went. It hadn’t been his imagination. There were traces of aether-gold in the air. It was somewhere down here, for whatever strange reason. He used it to guide them through the twists and turns of the labyrinthine tunnels. The signal grew stronger as they went, enough of a confirmation that they were heading in the right direction.

			As they travelled, the amber deposits became more and more prominent. At first the veins were simply larger. Soon, however, they were interconnecting with each other. Great cysts of the material began to take up entire sections of the wall, and the dull yellow glow became pervasive. It reminded Thundrik of nothing so much as walking through the richest manses of the sky-ports, where the very halls themselves were often plated with gold.

			‘Uh, captain?’

			The visceral unease in Alensen’s words caught Thundrik’s attention. He turned around to face the younger duardin. Alensen was staring intensely into one of the largest knots of amber they’d come across yet. He motioned for Thundrik to come over.

			‘What is it?’

			The arkanaut shook his head and tapped on the crystalline substance. ‘I think there’s something… in there?’

			Thundrik frowned and leaned in for a closer look. For a moment he was ready to dismiss what Alensen was saying as nothing more than an overactive imagination. It was only natural, after all, that there be shadows in the depths. Then the shape of the shadows struck him. It was humanoid, or something like it – there was the impression of wings behind the shape. The limbs were long, disturbingly so. There was no way to compare them to anything, but it was easy to imagine them wrapping around you completely. The fingers, too, were terribly slender and elongated.

			One of them was moving.

			It was the smallest twitch, nothing more. He would have ignored it if it wasn’t constant. Just the tip of the thing’s fingers. Scratching. Endlessly scratching. A surge of nausea rose in Thundrik’s throat. Surely it must be some fluke, some oddity. There was no way this creature was trapped in the substance, kept alive but imprisoned? He could scarcely imagine a more hellish fate.

			‘Shouldn’t we–’ Alensen began.

			‘No.’ Thundrik cut him off immediately. He stepped away from the amber with a shudder and a shake of his head. ‘No. We stay focused on our goal.’ He looked around at the crew. ‘Keep moving.’

			They continued on, guided by the flickering readings of the anato­miser. It was almost a shock when they stepped from the winding tunnels and into a great cavern. He could see where other tunnels emptied off into this place. All around were huge hemispheres of amber. They were lodged into the walls and floor and the ceiling. Strange shadows hung within them, and the aether-khemist could not avoid wondering whether each held living beings trapped inside.

			One, however, was cracked open. It was curiously hollow, creating the impression more of a shattered eggshell than a solid substance. What lay inside made the breath catch in Thundrik’s throat.

			Treasures.

			It was a jumble, a hoard exactly like his most ridiculous imaginings. Aether-gold ingots arrayed in neat stacks, amidst piles of coins and jewelled goblets. Stranger things besides lay amidst the gathering. Blades and armour, of duardin make unless his eyes deceived him. Portraits and etchings. It was almost absurd to see it all in this locale, pushed together without rhyme or reason.

			The crew fanned out as they approached this unthinkable wealth. Thundrik was already doing calculations in his head. How to get it out of the mountain. How to transport it hence. How much it could purchase. With a find like this, he’d be sitting on an admiralty board before he knew it. His crew would have fine shares each, set up for a comfortable life of their choosing. A glorious future, already laying itself out in detail.

			‘Oiiii! Dibbz!’ called a shrill, nasal voice.

			The mere sound of it made the hair on the back of Thundrik’s neck stand on end. The duardin whirled to face this speaker, and his heart sank at the confirmation of his fears. Small green-skinned figures, not much shorter than the duardin themselves. They were far spindlier, however, and their faces were dominated by bulbous noses and mouthfuls of sharp teeth. Worse, they were familiar. Thundrik had seen this very band of vile creatures before in the Mirrored City. The Kharadron were not the only ones to escape, it seemed.

			‘Grots,’ growled Drakkskewer.

			There were seven of them altogether, bearing an assortment of crude weaponry. Three carried makeshift bows. One held a barbed net; another beside it dragged along a ball and chain almost as big as it was. Another was accompanied by two things best described as flesh-balls with teeth – squigs, they were called – which it kept in line with vicious jabs of a sharp poker. The leader of the group, however, was waving around a sickle in one hand and what looked like a lantern in the other. It took Thundrik a moment to realise the light inside the lantern was actually a tiny glowing figure, kept imprisoned.

			‘Hey, you!’ grated the grot leader. ‘Yer squattin’ on our goods! Run off before we give you a good shivvin’ and make ya fertimaliser for the ’shrooms!’

			Thundrik’s eyes narrowed. He had not come all this way to cede such treasure to grots mere moments after finding it. ‘I’m in a good mood, you wretched little beasts, so I’ll give you one chance to walk away before we crack your skulls.’

			For a moment the two bands glared at each other and clenched weapons. The silence stretched, the only sound the creak of armour and the panting of anticipatory breath.

			‘Kill ’em all!’ shrieked the goblin leader.

			Everything was anarchy in an instant. The squig herder released his beasts and sent them charging forward, snapping with their jaws full of razored teeth. It got to do nothing else, for Lund’s aethershot rifle spoke with a thunderous crack and blew the top off the grot’s head with a spray of blood and brains. Drakkskewer went diving in to meet the squigs, a blast of fire roaring in advance of him from his vulcaniser pistol.

			An arrow raced in and splintered off Thundrik’s armour. A second one zipped in from another direction and actually found the flexible material over his thigh. It stuck into the meat with a sharp stab of pain. Thundrik snarled with rage and brought his atmospheric anato­miser to bear. He gave one of the archers a blast of sulphur vesicant, and the creature’s face vanished in a cloud of yellow fumes. Its scream was swiftly stifled and it toppled over backwards, flesh already blistering into unrecognisability.

			The grot leader hurled a blast of argent energy from its hand, like moonlight focused a thousand fold. It slashed across Drakkskewer and hurled him to the ground with his endrin ruptured. The skywarden had managed to slay one of the squigs, but the other lunged forward and latched onto him. It wrenched him back and forward with sprays of blood that coated the ground all around him.

			Ironhail roared with rage and blasted the creature with his volley gun, sending it tumbling backwards. It was too late for the skywarden; his mangled body lay still. The arkanaut took an arrow through the lens of his facemask for his trouble and toppled backwards. He did not rise, his head twisted to the side as blood slowly pooled around his helmet.

			The fanatical grot with the ball and chain was screaming towards Thundrik, spinning in endless circles as it closed the gap. An absurd sight, but the impact would be more than enough to break Thundrik’s body if it managed to get in close. The duardin leader backed up swiftly, draining the aether of its vitality as he went. The grot faltered and began to gasp as it entered the zone, unable to breathe. As it thrashed around and clutched at its throat the aether-khemist rushed back in with his heavy wrench drawn, smashing the creature over the head and putting it down for good.

			Alensen closed the gap with the other archers. An arrow caught him in the shoulder as he approached, but he pushed on through the injury. Within striking distance of one of them, he put his sword through its chest and twisted before yanking it free. The diminutive greenskin died with a screech of agony. Another arrow caught the young arkanaut in the throat. With his last strength he shot down the last archer with his pistol, before slumping to the ground with a final gurgling wheeze.

			Lund continued the dead-eyed marksmanship that he was known for. A bullet took the goblin with the net in the eye and vacated its skull through the back. It flopped around disturbingly in little spasms for a few moments before it was still. He moved his aim to the goblin warlock, clearly intending to end the matter, but there wasn’t enough time. Another blast of that terrible moonlight tore into him and flung him to the ground, nearly carved in half.

			The sight of his trusted second falling was too much for Thundrik. He closed the distance faster than seemed possible for a duardin in such heavy armour. He didn’t even bother to reach for one of his tools. The goblin only had time to turn and open its mouth to scream in terror before he was bludgeoning it with the anatomiser itself. Each blow snapped bones with crisp pops and juicy squelches. He hit it over and over again, until the whole device was dripping with grot gore.

			A terrible silence fell over the cavern. The battle was over. Thundrik was the only one left standing.

			He stared at his dead crew, their bodies laid still amongst the goblins. It was like seeing treasure amidst refuse. He couldn’t think of anything to do for them. There was no way to haul them out of here, and not enough loose rock to even try to build cairns for them. Nor would that have even begun to expunge his sin. He had led them back into this place, and they had died for his foolishness.

			Nothing remained but to collect the treasure, so bitterly paid for. All savour was gone from the act.

			Thundrik turned towards the ruptured amber cyst, then froze. The treasure was gone. Inexplicably. Impossibly. The only sign that it had ever existed was a single ingot of aether-gold lying on the ground, like a mocking talisman. Bewildered, the aether-khemist reached out and snagged the lone ingot. It was solid in his grasp, and paltry in the face of everything that had happened.

			He turned to depart, and this time could not even muster surprise. The passageway through which he and his crew had arrived was gone. Only amber stood in its place, looking for all the world as though it had always been there. He took a few unsteady steps towards it and reached up to touch the amber. It was as solid as the aether-gold. Real, as best he could tell. All of it terrible and real.

			He sank to the ground, the weariness overwhelming. What did it matter anymore? His failure was as absolute as it could possibly be. Time passed, shrieks echoing through the tunnels all around. Thundrik didn’t care.

			‘Captain?’

			Thundrik blinked and turned around. His four crew members stood there, none the worse for the wear. They appeared as confused as he was, staring down at themselves and around at the cavern. The goblin bodies were gone, vanished into nothingness.

			‘The curse,’ Lund said wearily.

			They had not left it behind as they had hoped. This place might be new, but it was just as terrible as the City of Broken Glass, and they had brought their deathless eternity with them, it seemed.

			There were still other passages out of the great cavern. It was easy for a duardin, even one who had taken to the sky, to tell a gradient.

			All of them led deeper now.

			Down into the heart of the mountain. Farther away from any hope of escape.

			Thundrik took a deep breath and tucked the aether-gold ingot into a pouch. He stood, shouldered his anatomiser, and nodded towards the nearest tunnel.

			‘Let’s get moving, lads.’

			Duardin endured.
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			Slime dripped from the cavern walls, splashing against the bare floor in squamous plops. A trace of phosphorescence in it cast a greenish glow throughout the chamber. By the sickly light, the fang-like confusion of stalactites and stalagmites was exposed. Beneath the clumps and clusters of mineral growth, the contours of more regimented construction could be glimpsed. Ancient blocks and columns all but buried under the march of time. Remnants of the Silent People that once dwelled within the great mountain.

			Most of those who dared to venture into the bowels of Beastgrave did not linger around the relics of the Silent People, but Fecula Flyblown found comfort in this particular cavern. The glowing slime, the scum-covered floor, these had a reassuring veneer of familiarity to them. A reminder to the sorceress that even deep within the gut of the mountain she wasn’t beyond the presence of Grandfather Nurgle and his diseased beneficence.

			The bloated sorceress squatted beneath one of the slime-streams. She delighted as the cold treacle slithered down her face and oozed into her hair. Fecula could feel the contamination that lurked within the filth, the potential for fever and plague with which it was redolent. If more important matters didn’t demand her attention, she’d savour the opportunity to study the slime and see what potent feverbroth she might turn it into within her cauldron.

			‘Ah, ’tis truly to be regretted,’ Fecula commented. She stuck her thumb into her mouth and sucked off the filth dripping from it. If there were any interesting diseases inherent in the slime, she hoped they might ferment in her belly until she did have the time to devote her attention to their potential. 

			‘You’ll fetch it back for me, won’t you, my sweet?’ Fecula laid her hand on the grotesque creature that was licking the scabs on her toes. The retchling raised its horned head and smirked at her. The little dog-like familiar was happy to be swallowed by her and swim in the stew of her gut. Fecula would have to remember to file down its horns and claws this time. They’d been more than a little painful the last time she’d ingested the retchling and spat it up again. 

			Fecula had a greater appreciation for her familiar’s experiences after having one of her own. She’d called upon the power of Nurgle to bring her to Beastgrave. The Grandfather’s answer had been to send a gigantic wyrmaggot to swallow her and burrow its way into the cursed mountain. The rancid monster had vomited her and her bodyguards into the tunnels. With grim humour, they’d called themselves the Wurmspat afterwards.

			Those companions represented the strongest of her Rotguard. While she showered in the slime, they kept watch over the cavern, vigilant for any threat. There were many within the mountain. Strange beasts prowled the tunnels eager for prey. The mountain itself had a kind of hostility to it and at times displayed that malice with sudden sprays of molten amber or the opening of sinkholes where solid ground had been before. Nor were the Wurmspat the only intruders within Beastgrave. They’d run across several warbands stalking the halls, some seeking plunder, some seeking escape, and some eager only for the thrill of slaughter.

			Sepsimus, the more intelligent and calculating of her Rotguard, hurried over from his post on the edge of the cavern, his armour jangling as he moved. Fecula could just make out the gleam of his eyes behind the slits in his helm. They were bright with excitement. 

			‘Someone comes, mistress,’ he reported, his voice a dry rasp. He punctuated his words with a low cough that echoed weirdly within the rusted steel that enclosed his head.

			Fecula turned her blemished gaze on him. ‘Then our waiting is at an end, dearie,’ she chortled. With a groan she urged herself upright. The retchling scampered away, upset by the sudden motion. ‘We must be ready to entertain our guests. Yes, we must.’ 

			She retrieved her staff from where it leaned against the wall. It too had bathed in the dripping slime, the rotwood of which it was fashioned greedily absorbing the filth. It had taken on a vibrant hue, alive with pollution. The corroded bell that dangled from its crooked neck glistened in the fitful light.

			‘Fetch Ghulgoch,’ Fecula told her familiar. The retchling pranced across the cavern to where the second of her Rotguard lurked. Ghulgoch was even more bloated with disease than Fecula herself, his belly so swollen that his body went without armour, only his legs and arms  banded about with steel plate. The huge warrior’s head was encased by a horned helm, its mask featureless except the triangle of holes that had been drilled in it for his eyes. His meaty fists gripped a pair of enormous cleavers, their blades so drenched in foulness that they exuded an aura of infection.

			The retchling nipped at Ghulgoch’s heel, snapping him from his vigil. The huge warrior swung around, ready to bear down on his assailant with his cleavers. When he saw Fecula’s familiar, he relaxed and deep laughter rippled from his corpulent bulk. He waddled after the retchling as it trotted back towards its mistress.

			‘Guests are coming,’ Fecula informed Ghulgoch. 

			Sepsimus jabbed his spear towards a stand of stalagmites near the entrance to the cavern. ‘Hide yourself there. When the unbelievers come in, keep their attention on you. I’ll come at them from the other side.’ Ghulgoch received the instructions with another glottal laugh and hurried to take his place.

			‘Be not afeared, Sepsimus,’ Fecula advised. ‘They’ll have plenty to occupy them when they get here. Your concern is making sure not to damage them too badly.’ Her mouth spread in an impish smile. ‘I’ll need at least one of them alive.’

			‘If they are alive and not some profane abomination,’ Sepsimus said, a note of anxiety in his tone.

			Fecula’s smile drooped into a frown. ‘Positive thoughts, dearie,’ she admonished him. ‘The Grandfather will provide, as he does in all things. Just think of that magnificent cough he’s bestowed upon you.’ As if provoked by her mention of it, Sepsimus’ body shuddered as a fit of coughing seized him. He turned and hurried to take his place opposite Ghulgoch.

			The cavern fell quiet, the dripping slime and the muffled grunts of Sepsimus suppressing his cough were the only sounds. Fecula focused upon the dark mouth of the tunnel. She was tempted to send the retchling dashing into the corridor to spy upon whoever was down there, but doing so offended her sensibilities. It would be like spoiling a surprise or worse, doubting the beneficence of Nurgle.

			After several minutes Fecula caught the sound of footfall. They were trying so terribly hard to be sneaky, unaware that the Wurmspat were already waiting for them. ‘Keep an eye on that one,’ Fecula warned her familiar. She shifted her attention to the corridor itself again. There was a light there now, the orange flicker of torches. ‘Oh so?’ she chuckled to herself. ‘You’ve the same notion in mind, do you? Distract us with your torch while that sneaky one plays havoc with us? We’ll just see about that, my friends.’

			The clatter of armour could now be heard. A group of humans cautiously approached the cavern, following the lead of the stealthy companion who’d already crept into the chamber and slipped off behind the stalagmites. They wore suits of segmented bronze and had plumed helms on their heads. Two carried broad-bladed swords while a third gripped the stock of a wide-mouthed mechanism of wood and iron. Behind them stalked a shaven-headed man carrying a large hammer and dressed in white robes. Fecula recognised the emblems of the pretentious Sigmar woven upon the bald man’s raiment.

			‘I only need one alive,’ Fecula muttered. She stepped from her concealment and faced the intruders. They focused upon her. The bald man pointed at her and snarled a single word. 

			‘Witch.’

			The priest’s cry had scarcely left his lips when Ghulgoch rushed out from hiding. The massive warrior trundled towards the enemy like a diseased avalanche. The soldier with the iron-barrelled weapon shifted his aim from Fecula to the charging Rotguard. There was a loud roar and a flash of fire. Ghulgoch burbled in pain as the bullet from the gun smashed into his gut and for an instant his attack faltered.

			‘None of that, my dainty!’ Fecula crowed. She turned and pointed her staff at the sneak hiding among the stalagmites that her familiar was watching. The corroded bell rang as she sent a burst of magic hurtling towards the man. 

			A pale green light surrounded him as the pestilent energies struck. He was a slight figure cloaked in black. In his hands he gripped a glass sphere. The agony of Fecula’s withering spell caused him to drop the fragile object and it shattered upon the scummy floor. At once there was a whoosh of flames and the lurking assassin was transformed into a pillar of screaming fire.

			Ghulgoch, blood and digestive juices slopping from his wounded belly, lumbered towards the soldier who’d shot him. The swordsmen hurried to intercept him while their companion hastened to reload the gun. Their cause was undone, however, when Sepsimus dashed out from behind the stalagmites. His spear cut through the gunman’s bronze chestplate and left him spitted upon the weapon’s shaft.

			‘So end all infidels who deny the Grandfather’s blessings!’ Sepsimus shouted as his enemy writhed on the end of his spear. A turn of the blade sent the dying soldier tumbling to the floor.

			A crackle of lightning sizzled through the air. Fecula was knocked off her feet as the bolt struck her and sent her sprawling. The smell of burnt hair and singed flesh filled her nose as she struggled to rise. Across the cavern she could see the Sigmarite priest, his eyes aglow with a nimbus of celestial power. She spat a blob of phlegm into her hand and grinned at her enemy. 

			‘Two can play at that as well, my moppet.’ The sorceress focused her magic and sent the spittle hurtling at Sepsimus. It struck him in the back and steamed against his armour for a moment. Then the magic bound within it infused the Rotguard’s body.

			Sepsimus turned towards the priest, outrage in his eyes. ‘Feckless cur, you dare strike the blessed Flyblown?’ He was a frenzied blur as he charged at the Sigmarite. 

			The priest swung around to face him, his hands weaving in arcane patterns. An aura of crackling electricity surrounded him like a mantle of lightning. The Rotguard’s spear steamed with the energy of Fecula’s own spell as it struck the priest’s defence. The conjured armour fragmented under the blow and the blade continued its downward sweep, cleaving through the man’s shoulder and tearing onwards until it caught in his sternum. Blood sprayed from the priest’s mouth even as his eyes became lustreless and dead.

			Across from Sepsimus, Ghulgoch met the last of the soldiers. The two swordsmen came at the hulking Rotguard, thinking to catch him between their blades. Closing with his diseased bulk, they found their plans overwhelmed by the noxious stench that spilled out from his wounded belly. Blisters appeared on the arms and faces of the men as the pestilential fug rolled across them. Their attack faltered as they reeled from the ghastly infliction.

			‘You’ve not got the stomach for fighting?’ Ghulgoch bellowed. One of his cleavers came raking down across the swordsman to his left. The bronze armour splintered under the strike and the soldier gawked in horror at the stump of his arm left behind by the butchering blow. ‘You’ve got another,’ Ghulgoch laughed as he swatted the man with the back of the blade and splashed his nose across his face. The stunned enemy fell over, his sword falling away from his nerveless fingers.

			Courage fled from the last soldier. He turned to flee as well, thinking to outrun the ponderous Ghulgoch. Even as he tried to retreat, the Rotguard reacted. A stream of smouldering vomit erupted from his mouth and sprayed onto the enemy’s back. The man shrieked as the caustic filth melted his armour and seared its way down into his flesh. He fell to the floor, screaming as the putrescence burned his body.

			‘Ghulgoch!’ Fecula cried out. ‘I still need one of them alive.’

			Ghulgoch glanced at his victims. He decided to leave the soldier coated in acidic puke to his messy demise and lumbered over to the one missing an arm. He pulled the unconscious man into a sitting position. In doing so he roused the man’s senses, eliciting new screams of agony. Ghulgoch ignored him for the moment and tugged one of his rusted gauntlets off. 

			‘I’ve more cause for belly-aching than you do,’ Ghulgoch laughed, the wound in his stomach dripping digestive juices down his legs. ‘Mistress Flyblown wants you alive,’ he commented as he looked at the soldier’s injury. ‘Let’s not disappoint her.’ The Rotguard jabbed a finger up under the brim of his helm and probed the nose hidden beneath. Soon it emerged with a string of snot dangling from it. Laughing, he wiped the filth across the soldier’s wound. After a few more ministrations, a crusty film encased the injury and staunched the bleeding.

			‘He’ll keep for a time,’ Ghulgoch announced as he carried the captive towards Fecula. The sorceress awaited him near the slime wall. Already she was scratching out an emblem on the floor with her rotwood staff. 

			‘Place him there, my sweet,’ Fecula told Ghulgoch. The staggering prisoner was dumped into the middle of the triangular pattern. As he fell into place, she completed the sigil by surrounding the triangle with a ring of seven blemishes she burned into the ground with her hand. 

			Fecula looked across the cavern and motioned to Sepsimus. She pointed to a spot outside the ring of blemishes, then positioned Ghulgoch at another point around the sigil. Finally she waddled into position to complete the arcane synergy. Three within seven within three. An auspicious convergence when invoking the sacred bounty of Nurgle.

			‘We’ve come to this place to end this black un-plague lest it spread beyond the mountain and deny the whole of Ghur the Grandfather’s blessings,’ Fecula stated. ‘But our efforts have been confused by the vastness of Beastgrave’s deeps. We must seek the wisdom of Nurgle to lead us to the source of this obscene profanation. Yes, we must all of us humble ourselves and beg the guidance of the Fly Lord.’

			Fecula turned to the subject of her ritual. The soldier tried to squirm away as she reached for him, but already he was bound within the mystic confines of the triangle. The sorceress was able to wrap her hand around his smashed face and pry his mouth open. One of her long black nails raked across the roof of his mouth, worrying away at it until she felt a mixture of blood and saliva on her finger. Withdrawing her finger, she held the prisoner’s mouth closed until he was compelled to swallow and thereby draw into his belly the contagion she’d introduced.

			‘Seven by three and seven again,’ Fecula pronounced. ‘Then we see what wisdom the Grandfather offers to guide our steps.’ She carefully counted the palpitations of her heart, waiting until the propitious number had been achieved. Then she reached again for the prisoner. The man was doubled over, heaving as he tried to spit up the sickness growing inside him. Fecula offered a more direct way to clean his insides. From her belt she drew an amberbone knife and ripped it across the soldier’s midsection. Armour and flesh parted like butter under the ensorcelled blade and from his rent belly, wet organs flopped onto the ground. 

			‘Yes, we are truly blessed,’ Fecula crowed as she fixed her gaze on the intestines. The wet, glistening sprawl was mottled with oozing sores and cankers, diseased blemishes of discolouration and putrefaction. It was to these that the sorceress devoted her attention, studying them with rapt fascination.

			‘This is good, Mistress Flyblown?’ Ghulgoch asked.

			Sepsimus shot his comrade a stern look. ‘It is blasphemous to question those favoured by the Grandfather,’ he warned. 

			Fecula was less distraught. Dropping her hand so that the retchling could lick the blood from her fingers, she looked at her bodyguards. ‘Nurgle is pleased and has revealed much to me. This oracle has shown me the way we must go to find the fountainhead of this profane affliction. We must go there at once and put a stop to this sacrilege.’

			The sorceress smiled at the sacrificed soldier as his lifeless body slumped at the middle of the sigil. 

			‘After all the gifts Nurgle has bestowed upon us, we cannot fail to prove our gratitude to him by doing him this small favour.’

			‘And woe betide the defilers who dare stand opposed to us,’ Sepsimus vowed, his hand curling tighter about the haft of his spear.

			The path revealed to Fecula in the entrails of her sacrifice led the Wurmspat even deeper into the mountain. Down corridors cut from solid stone and through tunnels lined with fossilised bone they marched. Savage beasts loped into view and bared their fangs in hungry challenge, but the diseased stench wafting off the Chaos warriors sent the brutes slinking back into the shadows. Once the retchling stopped in its tracks to alert the sorceress to the presence of lurking enemies. From the darkness of a yawning cave, the beady eyes of skaven glittered, but the ratmen made no move to interfere with Fecula. It seemed the vermin were waiting for more palatable prey.

			Hunting for the source of the shard-curse, the profane un-plague that perverted the processes of death and decay, it was some time before Fecula learned that her warband was being hunted in turn. The brash cry of a horn echoed from the tunnel behind them, a call to battle for those stalking the Wurmspat. 

			‘Mad the ratkin are if they think to make a meal of us,’ Ghulgoch chuckled, striking sparks from his cleavers as he scraped them against one another.

			‘Not skaven, dearie,’ Fecula corrected the Rotguard. ‘They’d wait until the knife was in your back before letting you know they’re coming.’ Her blemished eyes stared into the darkness and a flicker of worry tugged at her face. ‘This is someone else dogging our tracks.’ She waved Sepsimus back to her side, reassured to have the zealot near her. Not knowing what was coming, the sorceress didn’t know if her spells would be enough to protect her.

			Out from the blackness, lithe figures leapt into view. Even when she had a clear view of their hunters, Fecula found them beyond her ken. Above the waist they had the slender torsos of aelves with strong arms and delicate faces. Wild shocks of orange hair bristled about their heads, fanned out like the manes of lions. Below the waist, however, the semblance to aelves vanished, for their legs were furred and curved backwards, each foot ending in a cloven hoof. Around their middles they wore elaborate belts, each with a central stone that shone with a brilliant light. Fecula recognised those ornaments as Sylvaneth sprite-stones and into her mind flashed rumours of strange creatures that served the faithless Alarielle, beings called Kurnothi. 

			The connection to the Sylvaneth was enough to mark them as dire enemies. In the Age of Myth, the fickle goddess Alarielle had spurned the love of Nurgle and rejected his gracious entreaties. That spite lingered on in the warped creatures that still venerated the Radiant Queen, leading them to persecute those who enjoyed the Grandfather’s blessings. Fecula knew these foes would be satisfied with nothing less than total destruction of the Wurmspat.

			One of the faun-like hunters loosed an arrow from her bow and sent it flying into Ghulgoch’s flabby torso. In a blur of motion, a second arrow followed and then a third until the Rotguard’s chest resembled a pincushion. He staggered under the repeated blows, stumbling back until he slammed into the tunnel wall. Pushed into the corner, Ghulgoch found himself menaced by yet another of the fey trackers when a Kurnothi swordsman dashed towards him in an incredible exhibition of speed and raked his blade across his ribs.

			‘Decadent defilers!’ Sepsimus shouted. He stepped around Fecula as the Kurnothi carrying the horn gestured at her with a massive wand festooned with sharp claws. An orb of jade light sped across the tunnel and splashed across the Rotguard. His shout turned to a howl of dismay as thorn-ridden roots erupted from the ground at his feet and wound themselves about his legs.

			Fecula grimaced and fixed her attention towards the Kurnothi wizard. ‘We’ll have no more of those sort of tricks,’ she sneered. 

			Before she could target the enemy with one of her spells, however, a pantherish shape sprang at her from the darkness. A wolf-sized cat lashed out at her with its claws, raking them down the side of her face and leaving dripping furrows in her cheek. Her retchling charged at it, but a swat from the cat’s paw sent the horned familiar rolling in the dust.

			‘That is certainly enough of that!’ Fecula declared. She brought her rotwood staff cracking down against the cat, smashing against its quilted armour and dashing its head against the tunnel wall. Even as she moved to finish off the reeling animal, her assault was interrupted by a blast of jade light from the Kurnothi wizard. Sparks flashed across her vision and for a desperate moment she was blinded by the enemy spell. When a hasty counter-spell cleared her vision, Fecula saw that the combat was turning against her guards. 

			Four arrows now pierced Ghulgoch’s body and he was bleeding from several gashes inflicted against him by the Kurnothi swordsman. His efforts to strike back at his tormentors were too sluggish to connect with the agile hunters. Even his prodigious strength was beginning to wane.

			Sepsimus had freed himself of the binding roots, but was now confronted by a creature even more incredible than the other Kurnothi. Like the others, he had the head, arms, and torso of an aelf but this rose from the front of a four-legged equine body. The strange foe stabbed at Sepsimus with a long spear and kicked at him with thick hooves.

			‘You’ll not thwart me, nasty beasties,’ Fecula swore. She turned and gestured at Ghulgoch. Feverish energy surged through his bloated bulk and he charged through the Kurnothi bedevilling him. They scattered, surprised by the Rotguard’s sudden animation. Ghulgoch ignored them and focused instead on the target Fecula had chosen for him. The butchering cleavers flashed out in tandem, chewing into the enemy wizard at both shoulder and waist. The aelf-like face twisted in an expression of both disbelief and agony, then his butchered body crumpled at Ghulgoch’s feet.

			A howl of rage rose from the horse-like warrior fighting Sepsimus. Galloping away from his foe, he rushed towards Ghulgoch. He raised his golden spear to throw it at the Rotguard.

			‘You can’t hit what you can’t see,’ Fecula scoffed. She drew some of her magic into herself. The maggots crawling inside her diseased body soaked up that magic and matured instantly into a swarm of flies. They erupted from her mouth and hurtled down the corridor, pestering the Kurnothi by buzzing around their faces. The cloud of insects made it impossible for the fey hunters to focus on their enemies.

			‘Sepsimus! Ghulgoch!’ Fecula called to her guards. ‘Forget about them! We’ve more important things to do!’ She knew the magic that filled the flies would quickly expend itself and the insects would die just as swiftly. They had only this moment to break free from the fight and press on with their quest.

			As the Rotguard hurried back to her, Fecula pointed to the roof of the tunnel. ‘Bring this down,’ she commanded and jabbed her staff against the ceiling. Little streamers of corruption spread from the rotwood to turn the earth a sickly grey colour. Sepsimus and Ghulgoch stabbed their weapons into the afflicted area. After a few blows they jumped back. The roof collapsed in a shower of dirt and rock, sealing off the corridor.

			‘That should keep those critters from dogging our tracks,’ Fecula said, nodding approvingly at the cave-in. She looked down when she felt her retchling nip at her heel. ‘Yes, my sweetest, I know you feel cheated, but we can’t always do what we want to do.’ She lifted her gaze and looked at her bodyguards. ‘The same goes for you, dearies. We’ve an obligation to the Grandfather to fulfil. Only then can we rid the mountain of Alarielle’s annoying creatures.’

			Fecula turned and waddled away from the sealed passage. ‘Come,’ she commanded. ‘The vision Nurgle bestowed on me would have us follow this path. At its end we’ll find the cause of the shard-curse.’ 

			The Wurmspat descended through the menacing reaches of Beastgrave. Fecula was pleased that no further enemies harassed them as they progressed, but soon it became impossible to deny that there was a touch of the uncanny in their isolation. This part of the mountain was being deliberately avoided by both beasts and invaders. Her senses, more attuned to the presence of magic than her companions, noted that there was a nebulous change to their surroundings. The very character of the mountain was subtly altered here, and as they moved ever deeper that change was becoming less and less subtle. There was an undercurrent here of the blackest sorcery, the magic of necromancy and the monstrous Lord of Undeath, Nagash.

			A swamp of molten amber was the last landmark Fecula recalled from her reading of the entrails. Her step became more eager as they navigated the porous slabs of rock that floated in the boiling mire and acted as a crude bridge across the deadly morass. Beyond this final obstacle they would reach the objective they’d been seeking. The source of the un-plague that threatened Nurgle’s spread across Ghur.

			A great cavern loomed at the far side of the swamp. Fecula could see a weird light emanating from it, a grim miasma that pulsated with strange energies. She tried to pause and study the effect from afar, but when she stopped her weight began to sink the slab on which she stood. The threat of being drawn down into the boiling mire was enough to keep the Wurmspat moving. Only when they stood upon firm ground again was the sorceress able to truly see the cavern before them.

			The place was vast, with many tunnels branching away from it. At the centre of the chamber, a colossal root thirty feet in diameter stretched down from the ceiling and plunged through the stone floor. All about the walls and roof, thin rootlets spread away like scrawny yellow fingers. Fibrous stalks spilled away from the main root, hanging off it like strands of sinuous hair. 

			It wasn’t from the great root that the eerie miasma emanated, however. While most of the cavern was ringed by solid rock, the wall at its farther end was something different. Fecula stared at it with a mixture of fascination and horror. From floor to ceiling the wall had been replaced by a multi-faceted surface of smoky glass. Dimly she could perceive shapes behind that glass, strange buildings with sharp outlines and morbid ornaments, broad streets littered with shattered debris and broken columns. An entire city, desolate and horrible, lay beyond that wall of glass.

			‘Mistress Flyblown, what is it?’ Ghulgoch asked, his voice uneasy.

			Fecula wrested her attention away from the strange wall and looked more closely at the cavern around it. She could see that portions of the ceiling and floor were coated in shards of that same glass. It seemed to her a foul mockery of the moulds and fungi of Nurgle’s Plague Gardens, a creeping contamination that was consuming its surroundings. She noticed that the rootlets which came into contact with the material had also turned to glass, assuming a skeletal appearance. Via the rootlets, the same infection was carried back to the main root, rendering parts of it translucent and withered.

			‘This is the menace we’ve come to Beastgrave to end,’ Fecula told her companions. ‘An intrusion from dead Shyish come to steal the vivacity of Ghur.’

			‘Blasphemy,’ Sepsimus snarled. He tightened his grip on his spear and started towards the smoky wall.

			Fecula held him back. ‘Don’t be so eager, dearie. We must be ­thorough when we remove this blight. Give me some time to think and make preparations to clear away this foulness.’ She ambled ­forwards and studied the crawling corruption.

			‘Behind the glass,’ Ghulgoch called out. He waved one of his cleavers at the wall. ‘I saw something moving there.’

			The sorceress turned away from the great root and peered more closely at the wall. It was as the Rotguard said. She could see shapes moving within the city. Wispy, aethereal shapes that glided along the ruined streets with tattered shrouds streaming behind them. 

			‘Damned spirits drawn from their graves by the malice of Nagash,’ Fecula declared. The apparitions were drifting closer and she wondered if they might not be able to cross through that barrier of glass and pass through into the cavern.

			‘Watch them,’ Fecula ordered her bodyguards. She left them to their vigil and turned back to her study of the infected root. If she could clear away the necromantic blight, she might be able to break the arcane sympathy that allowed a part of Shyish to bleed across into the Realm of Ghur. That would close any door that had been opened and seal everything within the desolate city in its own reality.

			Fecula’s scrutiny of the root ended abruptly. Echoing from the mouth of the cavern came the wild cry of a hunting horn. She spun around and gawked in disbelief. 

			‘Impossible!’ she exclaimed. ‘I killed you!’ She shook her fist at the Kurnothi wizard standing perched atop a boulder, sounding his horn. Around him, backlit by the light of the amber swamp and invigorated by the clamorous note, were the rest of the bestial hunters. The Kurnothi charged across the cavern, their eyes agleam with savage fury.

			The sorceress swiftly conjured an arcane barrier as the aelf-like archer sent a flurry of arrows flying at her. Two went skirting away into the gloom, deflected by the ward. A third slammed into Fecula’s shoulder, ripping through her putrid flesh until it glanced off the bone. The impact knocked her backwards and only her rotwood staff kept her from pitching to the ground. Pain rippled through her diseased bulk and her mind swooned with the agony shivering through her veins.

			The other hunters galloped towards Fecula. They appeared to have learned from the previous fray that she was the gravest threat among the Wurmspat. In the midst of her pain, she cursed the slowness of her bodyguards to react to their nimble enemy. The Rotguard were still near the glass wall when the horned, horse-like champion jabbed at her with his spear, the sharp blade slicing across her chest and spattering the floor with her rancid blood. The leonine cat lunged at her and raked its claws across her flank, peeling away layers of skin. The swordsman sprang at her, his blade licking at her neck. Before he could land his blow, the retchling jumped on him and turned his leap into a sideways sprawl.

			‘Protect me!’ Fecula screeched at her guards as she strove to defend herself. Her rotwood staff cracked against the champion’s golden helm, staggering the Kurnothi leader. A swift evocation singed the cat’s fur with a stream of burning spittle. 

			‘Ho! If you want a fight I’ll oblige you!’ Ghulgoch shouted as he barrelled into the hunters. He caught the cat a blow with the flat of one blade, the force behind his strike sending it tumbling through the air. The animal landed on its feet and charged back at him, launching itself from the ground and landing on his chest. The sharp claws dug deep into his torso, anchoring the feline as it snapped at his throat with its fangs.

			‘Vile cur! You dare strike the blessed of Nurgle?’ Sepsimus threw himself against the horse-like champion. The huntmaster blocked the Rotguard’s spear with a wicker shield, pushing it aside and stabbing at the warrior with his own weapon. The golden lance punched into Sepsimus’ armour, spraying flakes of rust into the air. A kick of the creature’s hooves threw Sepsimus back, his chestplate dented by the powerful impact.

			Unchallenged by the Rotguard, the swordsman dashed the retchling against the floor and charged back at Fecula. She could see the arcane force that invigorated the hunter and knew the horn-bearing wizard was empowering his comrades. 

			‘I have magic of my own, beastie,’ Fecula cooed as the Kurnothi slashed at her with his sword. She belched a cloud of diseased vapour full into her enemy’s face. The next moment the sword fell from his fingers as his entire body shook and feverish sweat streamed down his brow.

			Fecula smashed the weakened hunter with her staff. The Kurnothi was knocked back, blood spraying from his mouth and onto the side of the colossal root. Before Fecula could move against her ague-wracked foe, she was rushed from behind. The impact of powerful hooves pitched her to the floor and she found herself staring up into the featureless mask of the huntmaster’s helm.

			‘The Grandfather isn’t bested so easily,’ Fecula hissed at her enemy. As the golden spear came stabbing down at her, she intercepted it with her rotwood staff, pushing it aside with a display of strength that clearly surprised the huntmaster. She took advantage of his shock by hacking a blob of steaming phlegm at his face. The burning spittle steamed against the gold mask and caused the champion to rear backwards.

			Before Fecula could capitalise further on the huntmaster’s distress, she was stricken by fright. The atmosphere within the cavern had changed. The menace that had set her arcane attunement on edge now took on a more aggressive and threatening quality. She heard the Kurnothi horn call out once more, but this time there was alarm in its tone.

			‘The shard-curse.’ Fecula hissed the words through her blackened teeth. She forgot the huntmaster and glanced over at the wall of glass. The dim shapes they’d seen earlier were pressed up against the barrier, clawing at it with bony fingers, trying to force their way through. She could almost hear their spectral wails as the skulls beneath their shrouds moaned in frustration.

			The banshees behind the wall, however, were of lesser concern to the sorceress than the gigantic root that rose through the cavern. Infected by the necromantic emanations seeping into the chamber, a dreadful malice had been aroused in the growth when it was stained with Kurnothi blood.

			From the side of the root, a whip-like appendage emerged. Fecula thought it resembled nothing so much as a string of vertebrae made of smoky glass. The gruesome tendril flashed through the air and darted towards the Kurnothi swordsman. The hunter tried to fend it off with his blade, but the grisly rootlet slithered past his guard and started wrapping itself around him. Soon the Kurnothi was trapped in its coils.

			The huntmaster turned away from Fecula and galloped towards the root. He stabbed at the glassy coil with his spear, trying to cut his companion free. The archer sent arrows streaking across the chamber to pierce the tendril while the wizard unleashed a blur of jade light that struck the main body of the root and crackled up and down across its length.

			Fecula rose to her feet and called to Sepsimus when he would have rushed the Kurnothi from behind. ‘Forget the forest-fiends,’ she shouted. ‘It is the root that spreads this un-plague across the mountain!’

			Sepsimus turned at the sound of her shout and charged the corrupted root. Before he could close upon the necrotic growth, a second deathly tendril lashed out at him. He slashed at it with his spear, fending off its initial strike. Repulsed, the root retaliated by sending half a dozen more writhing coils to strike at the warrior. Sepsimus darted back and whipped his spear before him, whirling its blade in a deadly arc that severed the tips of the tendrils. The fragments shattered against the floor, exploding into shards of glass.

			‘By the sevenfold glories of the Crow God,’ Fecula intoned, invoking the nurturing protection of Nurgle, and pointed at Sepsimus. The coils were rushing past his guard now, hungrily seeking to wind themselves around his body. She could see his armour crumpling under the intense pressure as the rootlets began to pull him apart. 

			Then her magic engulfed him. The tendrils steamed as an aura of plague surrounded the Rotguard. Green smoke boiled off his attackers as the toxic enchantment consumed them. Sepsimus broke free of their weakened grip and hacked away at the writhing rootlets.

			‘The main stalk!’ Fecula cried. ‘That’s where the shard-curse is strongest!’ When another bundle of skeletal rootlets shot out at Sepsimus, she tried to fend them off with a spew of diseased magic. The caustic putrescence only bubbled against the tendrils, unable to overcome the necromantic energies flowing within them.

			The Kurnothi succeeded in prying away the hunter from the coils that gripped him. The archer rushed forwards to drag the injured swordsman away. Their wizard continued to focus his magic against the root, searing it with orbs of fey light. Nearer to Fecula, however, the cat continued to claw Ghulgoch and strive to sink its fangs into his throat. Finally the Rotguard raked one of his cleavers across the animal’s back, all but cutting it in half. He ripped the beast free, ribbons of his own flesh dangling from its claws, and flung it across the chamber. 

			An angry howl rose from the Kurnothi huntmaster. The equine champion turned away from the gigantic root and focused upon Ghulgoch. He shifted his grip on his spear. Before Fecula could conjure one of her spells or shout a warning, the champion cast the golden javelin at Ghulgoch. The shaft slammed into him, piercing his chest and erupting from his back. Such was the force and fury of the throw that the spear passed entirely through the Rotguard’s body. 

			‘That wasn’t fair,’ Ghulgoch complained, pressing one hand to the ghastly wound. He took one lurching step towards the huntmaster, then pitched face first to the floor.

			‘You dare! You dare strike down the chosen of Nurgle!’ Fecula raged. She directed a bolt of withering power against the huntmaster. The strange creature screamed as the cancerous energies wracked his body. He stumbled and crashed down on his side. His hoofed feet kicked at the air in agony as the spell ravaged his bestial frame.

			The sorceress started towards the fallen huntmaster, but she caught a blur of motion from the corner of her eye. The root was sending out more skeletal tendrils now. She saw them snaking around Ghulgoch’s body and creeping towards the butchered cat; others slithered for the Kurnothi champion. Saturated with the dark energies of Shyish, the root was seeking to feed on the aura of death. Not the natural death that brought with it the nourishing processes of rot and decay in which the gifts of Nurgle flourished, but the obscene death that fed the black art of necromancy. Death without change, that offered no foothold for growth.

			‘Grandfather, this profanity will be destroyed,’ Fecula reaffirmed her vow. She swung around and faced the mass of rootlets crawling across the floor. Rancid emanations exuded from her pores as she strode forwards and approached the skeletal coils. As the tendrils came within her sorcerous aura, their glassy surface cracked and then came apart in jagged flakes. Away from her, she could see Sepsimus whipping his spear in deadly circles that fractured more of the rootlets.

			‘These are but a distraction,’ Fecula grumbled. ‘It is the main trunk that must be battled.’ She fixed her eyes on the gigantic root and sent a bolt of corrosive magic searing into it. Like the jade orbs cast by the wizard, it had little effect upon the colossal growth. If she were to overcome the necromancy that infected the root, she would need stronger measures.

			‘Nurgle smile upon my devotion,’ the sorceress cried, calling upon the Plague God’s favour. Mustering her strength, she charged at the root. The smaller tendrils lashed at her, slashing her flesh with their skeletal whips. By the time she reached the gigantic trunk she was bleeding from dozens of wounds. 

			Curling her fingers around the amberbone knife, Fecula raked it across her own belly. A spray of blood and digestive juices pelted the root. She ignored the pain that pulsed through her body and fixated instead upon her invocation. Her fluids would be the catalyst for her magic, a concentration of Nurgle’s fecund power that would overwhelm the infected root. 

			As Fecula focused her will into her spell, the blood spurting onto the root became acid. It steamed against the root, consuming its midsection. Pulp slopped away from those parts of the root that remained organic while the glassy infection fell away in sharp slivers. The sorceress felt her vitality slipping away with each heartbeat, but at the same time she knew her sacrifice was breaking the shard-curse. She was burning the infection out of the mountain.

			The colossal root frayed away. Continuing to corrode, the rootlets lining the ceiling and walls lost their strength. Great chunks of earth and rock began to crash down into the cavern. Yawning rifts cracked the ground. Dimly, Fecula was aware of the Kurnothi scrambling free from the collapse, the aelf-like creatures retreating back into the amber swamp. Sepsimus wasn’t so agile. A crevasse opened beneath the Rotguard and sucked him down. So too was the body of Ghulgoch drawn away, toppling into a crack in the floor.

			Fecula strove to remain standing, and grasped the sides of the root even as her ensorcelled blood continued to dissolve it. It was a small matter to her that she was dying. In death she would know triumph, for she would break the un-plague that had seeped into Ghur.

			The floor under Fecula’s feet crumbled away. For a moment she hung suspended over the pit, her hands grasping the sides of the root. Then her fingers lost their hold and she was sent plunging down into the black abyss.

			Fecula awoke in darkness. Dimly she could hear a voice calling to her. It took several moments before she recognised the speaker as Sepsimus or understood what he was saying.

			‘Mistress Flyblown,’ the Rotguard said. She felt his armoured hand prodding her side. ‘Praise be to the Grandfather, you live!’

			With awareness came memory. The sorceress recalled falling into the pit after attacking the infected root. She couldn’t remember striking the bottom of that pit. A shudder passed through Fecula as a horrible fear coursed through her. Was her survival one of Nurgle’s boons or was it something else? The shard-curse, the abominable un-plague she’d come to Beastgrave to end. The twisted corruption that left no corpse to fester and bloat with the Plague God’s contagions but instead revived the slain in an unchanging cycle. She’d seen the Kurnothi wizard, alive after she was certain he’d been killed. Had she too been restored by the profane infection? If so it meant that she’d failed to destroy the source of the un-plague.

			Fear hammered at her heart as Fecula stirred her battered body. She felt the retchling nibbling at her hand and waved the familiar away. She had no time for its antics now. She had to focus her scattered thoughts and decide what must be done. First she had to be certain whether the shard-curse had been broken.

			A gibbous green light smouldered in Fecula’s palm as she evoked an illuminating spell. By its glow she could see that the Wurmspat were in another cavern lying among piles of dirt and debris. Overhead there were cracks in the ceiling, fissures that led back up to the chamber of the root. How far above that might be, the sorceress did not know. The question itself was forgotten when she saw what else was in the cave with her.

			The matter of her own death was something upon which Fecula might have doubts, but she had no such illusions about Ghulgoch. The warrior had been skewered by the huntmaster’s spear and fallen dead on the floor. Yet he now stood alive before her, standing with Sepsimus and gazing at her with an mixture of worry and devotion.

			‘We feared you were lost to us,’ Ghulgoch said.

			Fecula shook her head. ‘Death is fleeting within the mountain, sweetie,’ she stated. ‘The terrible un-plague leaves nothing alone so it can rot and nourish the Grandfather’s concoctions.’ She pointed her finger at the roof above. ‘We’ve failed to break the shard-curse. The infection persists within Beastgrave and while it corrupts this place there is no lasting death. No wondrous decay to feed Nurgle’s plagues.’

			‘What then can we do? How can we honour the Grandfather?’ Sepsimus asked.

			Fecula fixed her blemished eyes on him. ‘We try again, dearie. We try and keep trying until we’ve destroyed this foul un-plague. By the grace of Nurgle, we will prevail. Ghur will be spared this abomination. The lands beyond this mountain will continue to flourish with decay and the gifts of the Plague God will spread throughout the realm.’

			The sorceress patted the horned head of her familiar. 

			‘We will prevail,’ she repeated. ‘And woe betide whatever thinks to interfere with the Wurmspat.’
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			They were outnumbered three to one, not that it mattered. Skaven were rarely a significant threat, and against the Dread Pageant, blessed by the Dark Prince Slaanesh, they were laughably outclassed. Glissete paused for a second to watch as Hadzu, the Pageant’s archer, who crouched atop a cracked stone pillar, sent an arrow infused with madness down into the nearest ratman. The skaven squealed and kicked, ripping the barbed head from its thigh, but the poison was already streaking through its system. It leapt at one of its own pack and bore it to the ground, yellowed incisors burrowing through thick fur to the other skaven’s throat while its back feet kicked, trying to rip through the chainmail so its long claws could disembowel its pack-mate. 

			Glissete laughed as they rolled and fought, squealing, their thick bald tails whipping about. She shook skaven blood from her glaive and sprinted forward, leaping the thrashing creatures and using the momentum to carry her up the wall of the cavern. Beastgrave’s Direchasm was jagged and unfinished, and there were outcrops and ledges and footholds everywhere she could exploit. Glissete twisted back on herself and fell upon another skaven, this one waiting near the back of the pack for its turn to face Vasillac the Gifted, the Pageant’s leader, and his slaangor companion, Slakeslash. 

			‘Hiding won’t save you, rodent,’ Glissete grunted as the blade found the angle between the skaven’s neck and shoulder. The backswing crunched the butt of the glaive into its chest, and a third strike took off its bony paw at the wrist. The paw and the knife it held clattered to the stone and the rest of the dying creature followed as she hacked the glaive into its skull. 

			The skaven’s hot, sticky blood sprayed into her face and she shivered with delight as its very life ran down her cheek and neck. She paused to rub the blood between her fingertips; its thick, oily texture like stinking liquid silk to her senses. Two more skaven attacked her in that moment, approaching from either side. Perhaps they thought that, as the smallest member of the Dread Pageant, Glissete would be the easiest to kill. They were mistaken, for the reach of her glaive was deceptive. She twisted between their raking, serrated knives and their slashing claws, leaping to one side and carving the weapon down across chainmail as she passed. It raised a painful screech of metal on metal that made the skaven’s ears press back against their heads, but it did not bite flesh. 

			Glissete threw herself into a tumble to find space and then dived back in as Slakeslash raced up behind one of the skaven and rammed his serrated claw through the ratman’s back. The skaven roared and thrashed, distracting its pack-mate. Glissete stroked her blade down the side of its head, removing an ear and laying open fur and scalp. Black blood flowed and the skaven squealed and turned to flee. Glissete swept low and hamstrung it and the creature collapsed, screaming. The ratman’s pain was pleasure nestled in the woman’s heart, dark and brooding and begging to be drunk. 

			Slakeslash was hacking apart his own victim, intent on the almostcorpse shivering and flailing beneath his blade and pincer. Glissete stalked the hamstrung, earless skaven as Vasillac and Hadzu finished the rest. The pathetic creature was dragging itself away, gibbering pleas for mercy lost in the echoes of screams and Beastgrave’s own mingled bellowing of triumph and despair. The sentient mountain that crouched like a monstrous predator on the plains of Ghur feasted on those who died within its passages and caverns – or it had. 

			Not any more, not since the Katophrane curse had infected it, leaking through the cracks in reality between the Realm of Beasts and Uhl-Gysh, resting place of the cursed Mirrored City of Shadespire. And now death was not the end, for the dead rose to fight and run and kill again, forever, and so Beastgrave’s appetite went unanswered. The mountain hungered and suffered and raged and begged. A whole mountain, a whole sentient landscape, screaming its want. And if the Dread Pageant was good at anything, it was good at denying the wants of others and indulging their own. 

			And so they had. As Vasillac followed the call of the visions of Slaanesh deeper into Beastgrave and the rest of the Pageant followed him, they fought and killed and discovered what the curse actually meant when their victims rose again. They learnt of the mountain’s sorrowing, gnawing hunger that could never be sated. Soon, they realised that they could bring Beastgrave even greater despair by finding and torturing victims – tormenting them to the very point of death and potential sustenance for it – and then leaving them alive, even if only just. The mountain lusted after death to feed its echoing emptiness, and so each one they deprived it of was a further layer of anguish for it to endure. 

			To so tempt and then deny the mountain, to revel in the rage and impotence of a mind so incalculably huge and alien, was the most transcendent experience of Glissete’s life. The screams and pain of the victim, the screams and pain of the mountain, combined and multiplied in such a way that it was as if she were breathing sunlight, her every nerve and sense alight and golden and vibrating. It was the closest she would ever get to having the power of a god. And it was addictive. 

			Glissete stamped down on the skaven’s tail as it dragged itself away, eliciting another screech, and then she brought down her glaive with all the strength of her shoulders, back and thighs, severing the ratman’s spine. There was less screaming this time as the kicking legs fell still. Now only whimpers rasped their way from its throat amid the bubbling gulps for air. Glissete crouched next to its head. 

			‘Does it hurt?’ she asked. The skaven mewled but didn’t answer. ‘Good,’ she whispered, but before she could increase the torment and offer the creature’s suffering to the Lord of Excess, a furtive slide of movement caught the corner of her eye. 

			It was another skaven, neither smaller nor seemingly weaker than its pack-mates, but this one made only a token attempt to defend itself. 

			‘No no no,’ it begged as Glissete prepared to stab. ‘No no, no no. I show you the stash. You can have the stash, please, Ytash doesn’t want it, oh no. Ytash will starve and be glad, beautiful lady. Only don’t put the metal in him. I show you the stash.’

			The babbling drew the others’ attention. Even Slakeslash ceased cutting his victims into pieces and rose to see what was happening. The slaangor paused over Glissete’s paralysed victim, staring down at it as skaven blood dripped from the ends of the pincer that was his right arm. He sat on his haunches and reached out to stroke the soft, velvety fur of the skaven’s left ear.

			‘Don’t,’ Glissete warned as the slaangor’s slit-pupilled eyes narrowed. ‘That one’s mine.’ 

			Slakeslash looked up from beneath curling antelope horns, ears flicking forward at Glissete’s words. Glissete tightened her grip on the skaven – Ytash – and growled a low threat. 

			‘Mine,’ she repeated, swinging her glaive towards the pair. Almost a threat. Almost a challenge to the slaangor. 

			Slakeslash tossed his horns and stroked the fur of the skaven’s face again. His wide nostrils flared as he drank in the scent of pain and fear and the bitter tang of blood. Then he rose slightly and threw his weight downwards, ramming his pincer into the hole Glissete had made in the ratman’s back with a grunt. 

			The skaven’s mouth opened in a soundless scream drowned in blood until, muscles bulging as they flexed beneath the fur of its upper arm and shoulder, the slaangor opened the pincer and ripped the skaven in half. His bleat of pleasure was lost beneath Ytash’s wail and Hadzu’s laughter. 

			Glissete threw the gibbering skaven at Hadzu and lunged forward; Vasillac stepped between her and Slakeslash. ‘Let me past,’ she snarled. ‘I’m going to carve its face off.’

			Vasillac slapped her. ‘Remember who you speak to,’ he growled, and the Hedonite shut her mouth on the unwise response that sprang to her tongue. Her cheek stung but she refused to raise a hand to it. 

			Rage boiled in her veins. ‘Lord Vasillac, this is the third time the slaangor has taken a kill from me in the last days. He is a liability–’

			‘Liability?’ the Godseeker interrupted in tones of steel. ‘Slakeslash is an exquisite warrior. He has saved your life at least once. How is this a liability?’ 

			Glissete didn’t notice the warning in her lord’s voice. ‘This place. What it’s doing to him – doing to us all. He is out of control…’ 

			‘Which is itself an act of worship of Slaanesh, the Lord of Excess. Is your faith faltering, Hedonite? Have you found reason to doubt the Dark Prince here in the belly of the Beastgrave?’ Vasillac stepped even closer, only the line of his perfect jaw and a few stray tumbled blond locks visible beneath his helm. His eyes were lost in blackness, but they glittered down at her. ‘Did I choose poorly when I chose you to accompany me here in search of the truth of the visions of Slaanesh?’ 

			‘But were they true?’ Glissete demanded. Beastgrave’s fury was nothing compared with hers. Vasillac would permit no questioning of the slaangor’s place in the Pageant or his loyalty or ability. ‘We have learnt nothing since we came here, nothing of Slaanesh or why he absents himself from us. Those were not true visions, lord – they were sent by the mountain. It lured us here and now we’re trapped and lost inside it.’ 

			‘Then the mountain will rue the day it called to the Dread Pageant, for we turn its desires back on it and use them to our advantage,’ Vasillac shouted in her face. Glissete flinched. ‘We will make its suffering our delight. We will wring every drop of sensation from this place and despite Beastgrave’s greatest efforts, we will be triumphant and it will wallow in eternal anguish. For Slaanesh is our god and we will make him proud.’

			The Dread Pageant roared back their faith and their joy at the Godseeker’s prayer and Glissete shouted with them. Vasillac’s eloquence always found its way around her defences and her fury retreated – for now – beneath the promise of glory. 

			Retreated, but did not die. Could not die. Anger was as much a part of her these days as her glaive or her skin. As if she’d been angry all her life, and Beastgrave had unlocked the chamber of her heart where it resided and called it forth. Slakeslash would get them all killed in his recklessness. Hadzu was a rotten tooth, a constant irritant. And Vasillac… 

			‘As to your accusation, Hedonite, I promise you that we are exactly where we need to be,’ the Godseeker said. ‘Haven’t you noticed the difference in our movements the last two days? There is more to sensation than just torture, Glissete. The Dark Prince teaches us to crave intensity in all its forms. Observation. Stealth. The simple pleasure of eating or sleeping or searching for a thing. Have you forgotten what true worship is in your single-minded quest for blood? Is that as far as your imagination stretches these days? I had expected better.’ 

			The whisper of his threat was like fingers over her skin. Glissete shivered, longing to press against him; she did not. Vasillac no longer desired her and the rejection was a bitter wound. 

			‘I have noticed,’ she said instead, ‘you are following the ghastlight.’ 

			‘The crack between realms, yes. The fissure through which the glow of Shadespire shines. We were brought here by visions of Slaanesh – they called to me and I answered, for my purpose is to better understand my lord. Those visions were not a lie, whether or not Beastgrave generated them. The crack between here and Uhl-Gysh is real. It is a door, a passage, as close to a Realmgate as a mindless curse can fashion.’ He seized Glissete’s shoulders and squeezed, his fingers digging into hard muscle with bruising force. ‘Shadespire. The Mirrored City.’ 

			‘Home of the Katophrane curse,’ Glissete agreed, accepting the pain of his grip and offering it to her god, as she likewise offered the pain of Vasillac’s indifference.

			‘Home of the Book of Pleasure,’ the Godseeker hissed, and that stopped her. Hadzu cursed in surprise. 

			‘It is lost,’ Glissete said, but her heart was beginning to pound. Could it be true? 

			‘As is Shadespire. Where better to hide the book that is said to tell the secrets of Slaanesh himself than in a place thought impossible to reach?’ 

			His teeth flashed in the shadows of his helm and he let go of her and spread his arms wide. 

			‘The Dread Pageant will cross into Uhl-Gysh itself and find the Book of Pleasure. We will bring it back to the Mortal Realms and with it we will learn all we need to know to bring mighty Slaanesh back to us. After aeons of absence, he will once more have dominion. That is our purpose in Beastgrave. That is our glory and our fate. But if the stolen death of a single pathetic skaven is more important…’ Vasillac trailed off and shrugged, and his excited good humour vanished as if it had never been. He gestured to Slakeslash and the two halves of the ratman. 

			Glissete swallowed. ‘No, lord. You chose well when you chose me,’ she promised him. ‘My life is dedicated to Slaanesh and his teachings. My blade is yours, you must know that. But Slakeslash is–’

			‘Slakeslash is my creature and he is loyal. Question me on this again and I will ensure you live a long time in agony to regret it. An agony not even you can turn to worship.’ 

			‘I too am loyal,’ Glissete said, embracing the anger that roiled once more within her. That he would think the slaangor better than her… 

			Vasillac stopped her words with his mouth, the kiss unexpected and deep and familiar as he wrapped her in hard, scarred arms and pressed his body against hers. Desire replaced anger in a hot rush beginning in her belly, but the kiss was over all too soon and he shoved her away. 

			The Godseeker stepped back. ‘Good,’ he said, and the cruel twist to his mouth told her he knew her feelings for him had not faded, and that he relished it. Glissete tried to keep her expression neutral, denying him the pleasure of her pain. It left them both unsatisfied. 

			‘Bring the skaven – it will be useful when we reach a fissure wide enough to cross.’ 

			‘Useful?’ Hadzu asked.

			‘He is risen,’ the slaangor said. ‘Undead. I smell it.’ 

			Glissete swivelled to stare at Ytash; the skaven chittered something that might have been a laugh – or a sob. 

			‘Ytash will wait for his pack now,’ he said to himself. ‘We will be all together again. They won’t cast out Ytash now. Not now they won’t.’ 

			‘Ytash will come with us,’ Glissete snarled, wrong-footed and trying to cover her mistake. She should have guessed, or seen the peculiar glaze in the skaven’s eyes that was the film of death only partially lifted. They’d encountered it enough times by now. She looked at her lord, unsure why he wanted the undead skaven. 

			‘About that,’ Hadzu said from his place back atop the pillar. ‘The ghastlight thread has vanished. We moved a good way from the initial ambush to hunt down this scum, and I had a scout around while you were all bickering, but I can’t find it. It’s as if the passages themselves have shifted, or the magic, perhaps. Either way, the fissure’s closed or moved away from us.’

			Hadzu had been with Vasillac for years, yet even their long association would not allow such insult to pass. Glissete’s hands tightened on the smooth wood of her glaive, driven by a quicksilver mood change from anger at her lord to anger for him. Vasillac moved first, clenching his fist and then thrusting it towards the archer with fingers splayed wide. A blast of purple-edged magic slammed into Hadzu and he was blown backwards off his perch. 

			Now it was Glissete’s turn to laugh as the archer dragged himself groaning to his feet. He knew better than to look at or speak to Vasillac; he knew better than to respond in any way, for the Godseeker ruled their warband with absolute control and without mercy. He would take the tongue or eyes of one of his own in an instant and dedicate their suffering to Slaanesh if his orders were questioned. 

			Chastened and yet furious, Hadzu’s gaze landed on Glissete. He bared his teeth at her laughter and she raised an eyebrow in return, accepting his challenge. She beckoned and tension heated the air between them. Her acrobatics against his arrows; it would be a glorious battle.

			‘Be still.’ Vasillac’s voice was implacable, denying their need for violence. ‘Take what you want and get ready to move. We are here for more than our own pleasure, remember that.’ 

			Glissete believed in excess in all things, including extremes of emotion, and Vasillac denying her and Hadzu the opportunity to fight frustrated their bloodlust while stoking resentment. But no one emotion held sway over another, for betrayal could taste just as sweet as love if it was approached with open arms. It was the intensity that was important. And Glissete was intensely resentful. She set it in her heart and fed it patiently, stoking it higher and hotter until she was grinding her teeth and the urge to kill Hadzu faded beneath fantasies of tearing the Godseeker limb from limb. 

			Glissete looked up. Slakeslash was watching her, his half-antelope face as unreadable as ever. The slaangor had moved between her and Vasillac, a casual repositioning that meant he could protect his lord if necessary. 

			That the wild and unpredictable slaangor would make such a move told Glissete just how obvious her emotions were – and just how strong. Putting her back to the horned monstrosity, she tied Ytash’s front paws and then rifled through the belongings of the newly dead skaven – trail rations and waterskins, thank Slaanesh – and reflected on the increasing loss of control she and the others had been experiencing. It wasn’t something they could attribute to the cult of excess: something external was manipulating them, Glissete was sure of it now. That manipulation was one of the reasons she no longer trusted Slakeslash, even if Vasillac did. 

			Glissete knew the others had the same suspicions, and her private conviction was that the source of their emotional warping was Beastgrave itself. Perhaps the mountain was trying to punish them as they punished it. And yet… sensation is all. The mountain is simply another route to intensity, perhaps the greatest route after Slaanesh himself. If it wants to aid us in our quest for sensation, I will not try and stop it. 

			In fact, she prayed that their route would lead them deeper into Direchasm, the great downward-sloping cavern-and-tunnel complex that seemed to be the heart of Beastgrave’s emotions. The psychic rage and suffering from the mountain had grown every time they had descended deeper, until it was as heady as wine, filling all of the Dread Pageant with shivering ecstasy. 

			A ruby the size of Glissete’s thumb tumbled from the sack next to a skaven who’d died while trying to stuff its guts back into its belly. It took the torchlight and reflected it back like blood; pretty enough. She put it in a pouch on her belt. The gold statuette next to it, though, was heavy and pointless. It would only weigh her down. Glissete set it at an angle between the ground and a rock and then brought the heel of her boot down across it. It crumpled, the delicate workmanship folding in on itself, the unique decorations flattening or shearing off. 

			The skaven prisoner squeaked its distress at the loss and Glissete smirked. There were few enough pretty things to break this far below ground, if she didn’t count the skaven corpses, so angular and wet in their pathetic, jumbled deaths. She took satisfaction from the destruction of the treasures, but more from the knowledge of Beastgrave’s fear of the Dread Pageant and their ability to increase its anguish. A sentient mountain feared her; now that was a sensation worth experiencing to its utmost. 

			‘These’ll be up soon enough, my lord,’ Hadzu said eventually, toeing one of the corpses. Perhaps an offering of apology, though he made no such overture to Glissete. ‘No point us fighting them again so soon. We should get moving, maybe? The captive said there was a stash. Might be worth checking out.’ 

			‘Others stalk us,’ Slakeslash interrupted as he mutilated another corpse. His big ears flicked, but he seemed otherwise unconcerned, his pincer busy lopping claws from ratman fingers and toes. When he had enough, he laid them out in the pattern of Slaanesh’s sigil. When the skaven undead rose, they would be whole again and without injury, like Ytash, but until then the sigil would burn with dark magic, scorching Beastgrave’s hide and casting an aura of dread for any who might come after them. 

			‘The stash is nothing – we have food and water enough for now. I must find our route,’ Vasillac said and sat cross-legged on the floor, his hands on his knees. Glissete imagined his perfect face smooth and serene beneath his helm as he extended his senses into the tunnels around them, searching for the call of the ghastlight that he believed would eventually lead to a fissure large enough to squeeze through, leaving Ghur for Uhl-Gysh and all that it might contain. 

			She was light-headed at the promise of it. They would discover new sensations, new experiences and intensities in a demi-realm comprised of both light and shadow magic. They would meet undead mages who haunted their lost city in a desperate dance to undo their own hubris and the will of Nagash that had put them there. The pull of both light and dark upon the soul would be exquisite.

			But still, Beastgrave too was exquisite.

			The crack in the realm was one thing – one destination and one purpose – but it wasn’t the only direction they could take. They’d been wandering through the mountain for weeks or more as far as they could guess, unable to tell time down here in the endless gloom, pausing to eat and sleep when they needed to, stopping to fight when they had to or they wanted to. They’d learnt how to torment the mountain; they’d destroyed priceless artefacts in front of the thieves who’d stolen them; they’d fought against overwhelming odds and survived because the Dark Prince willed it. 

			In a life spent searching for new experiences, new sensations ever more extreme, Beastgrave answered their every craving. Even the gnawing emptiness when they ran out of food, or the thick-tongued, fur-throated agony of thirst, could be relished with the correct attitude, the right approach to existence. Whether fear, lust or anger; apathy, agony or sadness; every emotion and action should be experienced to its utmost. The mountain gave them that and more besides. And so, really, did they need to leave? 

			Did Glissete even want to? 

			She lived for the moment, for the next experience, and if one didn’t come she created it. For now, their experiences were in Beastgrave and their following of the ghastlight was merely an excuse to move further and deeper into Direchasm, further and deeper into the mountain’s own emotional whirlpool. But the truth was, they might be in here for years if they couldn’t – or didn’t want to – find their way out. For the rest of their lives, however long that might be. 

			And there was something… alluring about that idea. All the lives they would influence from now on would be the ones they ended in this cursed mountain. The only legends that would spring up about the Dread Pageant would be whispered by other bands of explorers and maddened, starving groups as they fought each other for eternity, first as living offerings to Slaanesh, and then as undead disciples of sensation. And those legends would be glorious. 

			Logic said they should turn around and flee back the way they had come, ever upwards until they tasted fresh air and saw blessed daylight. Glissete shook her head; logic meant nothing. Where was intensity in logic? Where was sensation and experience in the safe path, the obvious choice? How did one feel or know or live without risk? 

			The skaven chittered, breaking into her thoughts, and Glissete shook him into silence. Hadzu crept around the closest corpses, pulling his arrows free and examining the heads to see if they were still useable. He took others from a ratman archer and muttered, casting the magic of self-loathing over them. Any enemy struck by one would become desperate to attack themselves and their own instead of the Hedonites. 

			And then Vasillac rose. He pointed to a branching tunnel with no hint of hesitation. ‘That way. I can smell it.’ 

			Slakeslash looked up from his meal of skaven dead, his fur matted with blood, and examined the tunnel down which Vasillac pointed. With a swift clip of his pincer, he cleaved a skaven’s leg, tearing off mouthfuls as he went first, not waiting to see if the others followed. 

			Vasillac followed Slakeslash, then Glissete dragging Ytash, chittering and limping and sorrowing over his bound claws and casting many a longing glance back at the carcasses of his kin, and Hadzu came last with an arrow loose on the string. A deep, inhuman rumbling rose from the walls around them as Beastgrave roared its impotence that the dead they’d made could not feed it. Glissete and Hadzu exchanged grins, their past altercation buried for now. 

			The archer reached out to pat the tunnel wall. ‘So hungry,’ he crooned and chuckled. ‘How absolutely terrible.’ 

			‘Quiet,’ Vasillac snapped back and they fell silent, even Ytash unwilling to incur any more of the Godseeker’s wrath. Soon enough Slakeslash dropped back and took possession of the prisoner. Glissete bared her teeth at the slaangor, who snapped his pincer under the woman’s nose before turning an insulting shoulder to her. Glissete shifted the glaive on her shoulder, picturing how it would feel to ram it through the slaangor’s ribs from behind. But the Godseeker had been more than clear in his threats, so she wallowed in her frustration instead, imagining all the myriad ways she would separate the slaangor from life when the time finally came. 

			Glissete hurried forward past Vasillac to take the lead Slakeslash had abandoned. She had no wish to feel her lord’s anger again, and putting space between herself and the slaangor was the wisest thing she could do in the circumstances. Slakeslash’s increasing unpredictability was beginning to make her nervous, and even though she was a Slaaneshi Hedonite, that was one emotion with which she had little experience. 

			The slaangor was losing himself to the warping magics of the mountain faster than the rest of them, and while Glissete couldn’t fault the enthusiasm with which he revelled in the experience, it made him less competent as Vasillac’s protector, and that was a liability rather than an advantage. This far into Direchasm, this deep beneath the mountain, Glissete didn’t trust Slakeslash to be aware of danger to the group while there was a prisoner to torment, let alone honour the bond between himself and the Godseeker. 

			Striding along at the front, quartering the tunnel ahead for danger, no one could see Glissete’s face or the expression it bore. Slakeslash was going to get them all killed – or Glissete was going to kill him. The slaangor’s binding to Vasillac was a secret known only to the two of them: Glissete didn’t know its terms or limits. What she did know was that she shouldn’t come between the two who had agreed such a compact, but Slakeslash was fracturing the trust that united the Dread Pageant and here, in the bowels of the mountain, mistrust was lethal. Glissete would let no harm come to her lord, yet the slaangor seemed more determined every day to bring harm down upon them. 

			‘We’re getting close.’ 

			Vasillac’s voice was a low rumble against Glissete’s skin and she shivered. He’d appeared at her side without warning, stalking silently up behind her and taking her unawares. 

			‘I can smell it. Smell… something.’ 

			‘The Dark Prince will honour our endeavour,’ she said softly. ‘For all we do is in his name. May I ask how the undead skaven will assist us, lord?’ 

			‘He can no longer die, but he can be harmed. He can be bled, and I can use that blood to form a corridor between here and Uhl-Gysh.’ 

			Glissete walked in silence as the implications sank in. They were really doing it; they were going to enter the Mirrored City, lost in a demi-realm and crawling with undead magi, and they were going to find the lost and legendary Book of Pleasure that would lead them to their god. 

			‘Slakeslash is not to be harmed.’ 

			Glissete sucked in a shocked breath at the abrupt change in topic. How does he know? Does his magic extend to reading the thoughts of others? 

			‘Lord?’ she asked, striving for calm. 

			He didn’t look at her. ‘I know your mind. I always have and I always will. Leave him be.’ The words did nothing to reassure Glissete, but he spoke again before she could think up some excuse or deflect the conversation somewhere safer. 

			‘There.’ He pointed a scarred hand: glistening against the amber darkness was an eerie thread of silver and smoke. 

			Ghastlight. The merest fracture between Ghur and Uhl-Gysh, through which Vasillac intended eventually to pass. The Godseeker hurried to the wall and pressed his face against the silver thread, inhaling. 

			‘Yes. Yes, it’s there. That smell. That… presence. We must find a way into Shadespire and discover the secrets it holds. Hurry.’ 

			He bounded forward into the darkness, and Slakeslash shoved Ytash at Hadzu and followed, passing Glissete with a flash of tawny fur and the clatter of hooves. 

			‘Looks like we’re hurrying,’ Hadzu said in his bland, dead voice. ‘Take the rear.’ 

			Glissete watched them hurry into the strange, shifting orange darkness, following the ghastlight down, ever deeper. Down into the mountain’s raging, formless, sweeping emotions. A smile split her face as she followed. 

			The Dread Pageant revelled in the gloom and the ghastlight, the amber walls and outcrops in which monsters from past and present were entombed, mouths stretched in agony. They revelled in the awful, searing heat of magma that had cut across their path and the intense fear that came with having to leap across it. 

			They were lost in the guts of Ghur now, and Glissete was glad. She gave in to every urge: treading heavily on the skaven’s tail at irregular moments to make him jerk and stumble and squeak; rasping her blade across the walls in an unholy screech that flattened Ytash’s and Slakeslash’s ears to their heads. She taunted Hadzu and smirked into his black, dead eyes. And yet she checked behind every few paces, pausing to listen for the sounds of pursuit. Direchasm might be eating at her soul, but she was a fighter and a killer and she wouldn’t let her lord be taken unawares by an enemy from behind. 

			Glissete was filled with joy that her life had led her here into this cloying, claustrophobic, living rock. Even if they were ultimately unable to reach Shadespire and instead forced to wander this underground hellscape, the Hedonite knew that if she somehow stumbled onto the exit out of the mountain, she would turn her face from that daylight, from the promise of escape, and retreat back into this eternal gloom that provided her every sensation she could hope to experience. Even if the rest of the Pageant left, she would not. Glissete’s life down here would be a living monument to Slaanesh, her every movement an act of worship. And she would see out her days here in Beastgrave’s belly. 

			Curse or not, Glissete was home. 

			But if they stayed in Beastgrave, or even if they made it to Uhl-Gysh, then everything they were and did would remain unknown, hidden from view. There would be no glory for the Dread Pageant if they did not return to the living world, either with tales of Beastgrave or in possession of the legendary Book of Pleasure. They would be just another group of Slaaneshi loyalists who vanished from the realms and were forgotten. 

			But what did that matter? They would know, their enemies would know, and Slaanesh would know. Glissete’s thoughts bounced from one outcome to another and back again, unformed hysteria bubbling in her belly.

			They had come to Beastgrave in response to Vasillac’s visions of Slaanesh; they had found the tantalising delight of hurting the mountain. And then they had found so much more. Shadespire and the Book of Pleasure was a destiny none of them could have foreseen. Now that they knew of it, to deny that call, that scent which only Vasillac could detect, would be the vilest and most cowardly heresy. Whether their pursuit of a fissure into the Mirrored City led to a lonely and unremarked death and resurrection in the depths of Direchasm or glory beyond telling was unknown. Trepidation warred with anticipation and swirled in a mad dance inside her as the mountain projected its own emotions on top of hers and she drank it all like the sweetest poison. 

			Glissete embraced her doubts and fears rather than suppressing them, as ordinary, irreligious humans were wont to do. Where her emotions ended and Beastgrave’s began she no longer knew; perhaps the mountain had learnt from their torment of it and was returning the favour, manipulating her consciousness as she did its. She embraced that too and drew strength from it, denying the mountain’s intention to break her. They were in combat now, Hedonite and Beastgrave, and if she should be killed down here, then she would experience the ultimate of all sensations – that of dying and returning to unlife with the memory of her ending intact. 

			After that, Glissete could spend eternity drinking the mountain’s distress and whipping it ever further into a frenzy. So much raw sensation sparked like lightning across her nerve endings that her breath was high and shallow and waves of heat chased each other through her bones. Everything was so much more down here. It was truly a playground for devotees of Slaanesh. Glissete snorted a ­sudden laugh, the sound echoing back from the weird, blasted rocks that twisted the path so she couldn’t see more than a few paces ahead or behind. The Katophrane curse could well be the most delicious gift it was possible to give a Hedonite. 

			She trailed a hand lovingly across the smooth amber of the tunnel. The threat of the curse was no longer a threat; the struggle now would be focusing on finding the book instead of chasing death and rebirth. But if they could find such an artefact, the power it granted them would outshine even Beastgrave’s. 

			Glissete pulled her thoughts into order as best she could down here in the mountain’s heart. They had a job to do. They were the Dread Pageant and they didn’t run from anything.

			They ran. Fast and hard and back the way they’d come until the tunnel forked and Vasillac and Slakeslash ran ahead with Glissete hard on their heels. Hadzu and the skaven were behind, but she didn’t wait for them to catch up. 

			The Fist of Ironjawz they’d come across had numbered at least twenty, and Vasillac had signalled that they should find another way around; the fight was beyond them and the fissure they’d been following for the last days was steadily increasing in size. The importance of crossing had grown in all their minds until it consumed them, as though the magic pulled at them, seductive and beckoning – or perhaps it was the song of the book that drew them now. Either way, none had regretted slipping past the orruks without a fight, despite their wealth of food and water. But then Slakeslash – again, the fault lay with the supposedly faithful slaangor – had scuffed his hoof on the stone, deliberately, Glissete was sure, and drawn the Fist’s attention. 

			There’d been no option but to run then, despite the Pageant’s proudly stated bravado and lust for battle or the smaller groups of aelves, humans and duardin they’d slaughtered down here. Though to stand and face them, four against twenty, would have been glorious.

			Glissete skidded around a corner and spotted Vasillac on his knees with the slaangor looming over him. She spun the glaive in her hands and sprinted towards them with a howled war cry, then jumped up onto a boulder and threw herself through the air towards Slakeslash’s head. 

			The slaangor began to turn towards the sound, but it was too late – almost. One of his tall, pointed antelope horns ripped open the underside of Glissete’s upper arm from elbow to armpit. It threw off her aim somewhat, but the bladed end of her polearm went into Slakeslash’s back and tore him open – chainmail, fur and muscle – from shoulder to hip. 

			The slaangor bleated his agony and collapsed beneath Glissete’s weight, the pair of them flattening Vasillac. Glissete screamed her own pain but also her triumph – the Godseeker wouldn’t die at the pincer or hand of his own bound monster – but then purple-tinged magic blasted from beneath and threw her clear. She slammed into a wall back-first and bounced off; rolled twice before coming to a dazed and bloody stop ten feet down the tunnel, her glaive lost somewhere between her and the traitorous slaangor. 

			The blast or the impact of their falling bodies had ripped Vasillac’s helm from his head and his handsome face was tight with fury and anguish, pale where his ritually scarred arms and torso were bronze. 

			‘No.’ His voice was cold and full of disbelief. 

			‘He was…’ Glissete began, groaning. He didn’t even look at her. She rolled up to her knees and clamped her wounded arm to her side in a futile effort to stem the bleeding. Down the corridor she could hear running feet. Hadzu and the skaven. 

			‘Don’t.’ The word was death and winter and implacability. The Hedonite swallowed her explanation and instead watched as the lord of the Dread Pageant muttered in an arcane tongue. More purple-edged magic, a seeping vapour this time, puffed out from his mouth and eyes and drifted about the weakly pawing slaangor. The smoke separated into tendrils and poked into the wound at a dozen points along its gaping, wet-mouthed length. 

			No tendrils of healing magic curled Glissete’s way, and so she pulled a roll of bandage from the pack on her back and clumsily bound her arm. It needed stitching; she didn’t think the Ironjawz were going to wait for her, though. 

			She found her glaive and cut the bandage on its edge. She flexed her arm, cursing at the hot flash of pain and then accepting it, owning the hurt so that it could not own her. Teeth gritted, she took up her weapon and planted herself at the bend in the tunnel. Hadzu and the skaven would have the enemy close behind them, and Glissete would let the archer and his prisoner through and then hold off the orruks as long as she could. She would die so that Vasillac might live. 

			The slaangor too. 

			The words were bitter in her mind, but she pushed them away. When she rose again, she would return to the Dread Pageant and face Vasillac’s wrath. It didn’t matter that she’d acted to save his life, didn’t matter that it had been an honest mistake. Vasillac’s tone was her death sentence, but that death would be of her own choosing. 

			‘And I choose violence.’ Glissete could feel her body, the slow, stale air currents brushing her face, hear the hitches in Slakeslash’s breathing and Vasillac’s quiet chanting as he healed him. Almost fancied she could hear the healing itself; the hiss of magic knitting together muscle and flesh, dulling pain and restoring blood and sensation and strength. 

			The hissing grew louder and more urgent. Closer. Glissete glanced back and saw something moving and writhing above Vasillac and the slaangor. The tunnel roof seemed to be alive. 

			‘Above,’ she yelled, abandoning her position at the bend and racing back towards them. Vasillac looked up just as a great jumbled mass of… something fell on them. It broke apart and resolved itself into scores of beetles, each the length of her blade, with shiny black carapaces and sharp, clacking mandibles. Vasillac was roaring and Slakeslash thrashing beneath the tide of black chitinous death. 

			Glissete leapt into the fray, using wide slashing sweeps and the flat of her glaive to clear the giant insects from the vicinity and give the other two a chance to reach their feet and begin to fight back. Slakeslash was up – unsteady, but up – his pincer slow as he grabbed for and crushed the beetles that scrabbled up his legs and armour. 

			The Godseeker’s spear was not the best weapon against the multitude and yet it seemed made for the task, so little was he hindered. Glissete put her back to his, Slakeslash the third point of the defens­ive triangle, and they hacked and cut and stamped and swatted until they were ankle-deep in cracked chitin and ­clotted with ­purple ichor. 

			The surviving insects abandoned the attack, their feelers questing towards the tunnel instead. As one mass, they headed in that direction, either towards Hadzu and Ytash, or perhaps the Fist of Ironjawz. Glissete wiped her glaive clean of ichor and cracked carapace. Her hands and face and neck were abraded and sliced where the insects’ mandibles had closed on her flesh – the others weren’t much better, though the healing magic Vasillac had poured into the slaangor was still working within him, for his cuts and scratches disappeared beneath Glissete’s envious gaze. 

			‘Lord Vasillac, forgive me,’ she said, while she still had the chance before the orruks found them. If this was to be their death, she would have Vasillac’s understanding, if not his forgiveness. The Godseeker’s expression was hidden beneath his restored helm, but his mouth was tight. 

			‘You were told.’ 

			‘I thought he was attacking you!’ Glissete tried. ‘I came around the corner and he was over you and you were on the floor.’ 

			Vasillac scraped his boot through the beetle debris on the ground, clearing a space. Then, with a swiftness she wasn’t prepared for, he grabbed her by the nape of the neck and hurled her onto her knees. ‘Look,’ he spat. ‘Look there.’ 

			The pressure on her neck increased and Glissete crumpled lower, her vision blurry with pain, but still she saw it. The ghastlight. The fissure had widened here, wide enough that she could put her arm in if she wanted to. Fear bloomed in her chest – perhaps that would be her punishment. None of them knew whether they could cross into the demi-realm without being destroyed. What if Vasillac made her shove her arm into Uhl-Gysh to see what would happen? An image of being trapped up to the shoulder in the floor while Ironjawz hacked her apart crossed her mind. 

			‘I sent my magic through, searching. Slakeslash guarded me while my mind was spooling into Uhl-Gysh. Not only did you nearly kill him, you nearly severed me from my body.’ He shook her hard by her neck and she whimpered. 

			‘I’m sorry, lord,’ she said, her voice tight and high with pain and anxiety. ‘It was an honest mistake. Slakeslash has been–’

			He shook her again and she bit her tongue. ‘Get up,’ he snarled, releasing her. 

			Glissete lurched sideways with none of her usual grace and stood, knowing better than to massage the crushed muscles of her neck. She kept her eyes down, meek in submission. Seething with frightened rage. 

			‘Where are the others?’ 

			‘I don’t know, lord.’

			‘Then go and find them. We’re going that way, away from the orruks and following this fissure, and we’re not waiting for you. I only need the skaven.’ 

			The casual, cruel dismissal in Vasillac’s tone cut at her, but she just nodded and fled. The beetles and the orruks were likely between her and Hadzu with his prisoner, but she could no more argue with her lord’s command than she could fly. 

			She slowed at the bend, holding her breath and listening as the hot throbbing agony in her arm beat in time with her heart. The scrape of metal and bellowing snarls of battle echoed back to her. They weren’t as close as she’d feared, and it definitely didn’t sound like they were fighting insects. An alien, unidentifiable trumpeting bounced around the cavern and tunnels, louder by far than the orruks’ war cries. Fear slithered up Glissete’s spine.

			She dared a glance around the bend and found it empty. She exhaled in silent relief, darted into the space and ran back down the twisting tunnel until she came to the fork. The sounds grew steadily louder, and beyond the fork was the large cavern where they’d first found the Fist. Something, some unknown creature, had appeared between the Pageant and the pursuing orruks and then forced the latter back. Glissete didn’t want to think about what sort of being was capable of stopping a charging Fist of Ironjawz. 

			The Hedonite took the dogleg into the other tunnel and crept along it, glaive at the ready and senses straining. The urge to call out for Hadzu was strong, but it was almost certain death. It was probably not her own urge, but Beastgrave’s. The mountain was growing in cunning, as well as brutality. 

			The swirling echo of battle behind disguised the sound of running footsteps; Glissete rounded a corner and came face to face with an orruk that was half again as tall as her and at least three times her weight. Fear and fury mingled within her and she raised her glaive as the orruk’s huge, serrated blade, more club than sword and black with old blood and rust, began to punch forward to cleave her in half. Glissete skidded onto her knees on the rough stone, ripping her trousers and the flesh beneath. The sword split the air above her with a whine, but she was already past it, within the orruk’s guard, and her glaive thudded home deep in its thigh. 

			The orruk stumbled back, its sword falling with a clatter as one huge hand clamped around the spurting wound and the other closed on her face. 

			The punch sent her sprawling backwards, lights flashing in her head and blood on her teeth, but she scrambled up using the polearm as a crutch and threw herself back at him. Glissete jumped, evading the orruk’s second swing. The glaive flashed in the gloom as she brought it sweeping down on the Ironjawz brute’s neck. She landed with the weapon in guard, ready for anything and blinking desperately against threatening unconsciousness, but the orruk stood slack and swaying, its eyes glazed as blood fountained from throat and thigh. And then it collapsed backwards like a tree, chainmail and the scraps of stolen armour clattering against the stone. 

			Glissete fell to one knee, her fingers tight on her glaive, sucking in deep breaths to clear her head. To her right, the direction she’d been heading, she caught what might have been the glint of eyes. The mountain’s madness yammered against her skin and senses until she doubted that she’d seen anything, but she forced herself to stand once more. It could be a trap, but whether one laid by orruks or by Beastgrave she couldn’t say. 

			No matter what waits for me, I will taste its death before my own finds me. I will meet Slaanesh with blood on my blade and a surfeit of sensation to gift to him. Excess in all things.

			With her vow pumping dark and seductive through the chambers of her heart, Glissete broke into a shambling run towards the gleaming eyes. She was a dozen paces away when the skaven prisoner shuffled out of the gloom, his tied paws raised in front of his snout and his ears back in anticipation of pain to come. The effort required to slow and lower her glaive was almost too much – the urge to slam it through the skaven’s chest was a hot need flowing through her chest. 

			But she slowed. She stopped. She was lowering the glaive as Hadzu sauntered forwards with his habitual grin, at which point it twitched in her hands again. 

			‘You all went the wrong way,’ he whispered and Glissete scowled. 

			She held her finger to her lips and motioned back down the tunnel. Hadzu gestured her on, the skaven in between them, and they crept back down the tunnel and past the orruk corpse. They had just reached the left-hand tunnel when a wild victory chant echoed from the cavern to their right, a blast of sound and violence. 

			‘Go,’ Glissete hissed, ripping her blade through the ropes binding the skaven’s paws. She took the turning and put her head down, accelerating into a hard sprint. Every pump of her arm sent a flash of pain through the tear in her flesh, but she had no time to worry about the wound ripping. The ratman’s paws skittered after her, and Hadzu came last with an arrow nocked and ready to slow down the fastest of the Fist.

			The trio trampled through the shattered corpses of the black beetles that had attacked Vasillac and the slaangor and continued into the darkness of the passage the Godseeker had indicated. Behind them, the Ironjawz thundered after, not as swift as the humans and skaven, but relentless. 

			Over her rasping breath and jangling chainmail, Glissete heard the sound change ahead of her. There was a sudden gust of foul air against her face and the passage opened up. Opened and ended in a sheer cliff that spread to either side, as if the ground had been scooped out by a giant hand. She screeched a warning and skidded to a halt. The skaven thumped into her back, graceless, and she tripped and stumbled at the very edge of the precipice. Slakeslash lunged from the darkness and grabbed her flailing arm and dragged her to safety. 

			Glissete looked up into the slaangor’s unreadable face, but he had already let go and was beckoning them out onto a tiny ledge leading around the crevasse. Glissete followed, dumb with surprise. After everything, the slaangor had saved her life without hesitation. Vasillac was farther ahead, his outline lit by ghastlight that glowed more brightly than she had ever seen it. The thread had become a fissure had become a crack they could definitely squeeze through, and there was a wide spit of rock hanging over the chasm where they could perform the ritual that would – should – allow them to cross into the demi-realm. 

			They hurried around the ledge and to the Godseeker’s side. 

			‘This is it,’ he said as soon as they arrived. ‘This is where we cross. Can you feel it? Feel the magic and the pull of it? The book calls to me.’

			Glissete didn’t answer. The hungers and rages and bitter hurts of Beastgrave flowed from the pit beneath them, caustic and foul as the air. Despite the glorious promise of what lay ahead of them, she was filled with regret at leaving a sentience so vast and so tormented. 

			Vasillac gestured and Hadzu shoved the skaven forwards. 

			Ytash sank onto his haunches and began to chitter. ‘Not the bad light, lords. Don’t put him back in the bad light with the bad people. Ytash will fight at your side, yes he will, yes, all your enemies. Just don’t put him back in the bad light.’ 

			The bad light – the ghastlight – flickered and darkened as if in response to his pleas and then bulged, as if it was a membrane rather than a glow. It deformed and stretched out of the crack and then split open – and a dozen people stepped through. Gaunt and tall, clad in strange armour or flowing, ragged robes with deep hoods, they paused, silhouetted, just this side of the crack. 

			‘Mages and warriors of the Mirrored City,’ Hadzu breathed, his voice coated with awe. 

			Vasillac stepped forwards, using his spear as a staff rather than held ready in threat. ‘My lords and high ones, I am Vasillac the Gifted, Godseeker of the Dread Pageant and devotee of the Dark Prince Slaanesh. Tell me, have you come from Shadespire? Is there a book there, somewhere within your famous city, that–’

			And then they saw it. Not mages or warriors. These shambling creatures were more bone than flesh, undead skeletons held together with desiccated strips of sinew. A robed one stepped forward and levelled a staff. Green flame burst from the end and raced towards the Godseeker. Vasillac brought his spear down and across, shouting a word of power, and dispelled the blast with one of his own. 

			The undead attacked, fanning out so that two warriors protected every mage. ‘We wish to cross into Shadespire!’ Vasillac screamed, but the words were lost beneath three concussive booms of magic discharging, the explosions echoing across the vast chasm. The Pageant dived for safety, the skaven too, and Glissete rolled over her shoulder and came up inside the guard of a spear-carrier. Before the undead warrior could react, Glissete hacked off its arm and slashed through its throat. 

			It fell, and the Hedonite picked up the severed limb and threw it at another, spoiling the aim of its fireball so that it blasted into another of the undead instead of Hadzu’s back. She followed it in, cutting low and shearing through bone even as she ducked its warrior companion’s spear thrust. She spun behind the mage-skeleton and ripped her glaive across the back of its neck, severing the spine. It collapsed, but Glissete was forced to somersault out of the way of the next attack. 

			Hadzu’s arrows had no effect, some passing harmlessly through robe or armour, unhindered by flesh beneath. Killing them wouldn’t work – they were already centuries dead – but dismemberment might. 

			Glissete backed away from an undead’s snake-quick spear, butt and blade of her glaive both defending and attacking. Slakeslash appeared on her right. He caught the Katophrane’s spear in his pincer and snapped the head off it so that it was just a useless stick, and between them they cut the warrior onto its knees and then took off its head. But they were outnumbered against an enemy that could not be defeated. 

			The Dread Pageant backed farther away from the tiny ledge they’d crossed to reach this point. The edge of the lip of rock over the pit was less than twenty paces behind, and every step in that direction took them farther from the crack into Uhl-Gysh. This, then, was the end of their glorious quest. So be it. 

			‘I will rise again after my death and we will continue this battle for eternity,’ she screamed at the undead bearing down on them. ‘For Slaanesh I will drink deep of pain and suffering and lust and joy. We will all die and rise a million times and each moment of our agony will be a joy to him.’ 

			‘Down!’ Vasillac screamed and she didn’t hesitate, throwing herself into a tumble on the uneven stone, her shoulder and hip bruising bone-deep on jagged rock. 

			A blast of purple magic bigger than any she’d seen before rippled overhead and into their attackers, forcing them back towards the ledge leading around the chasm and into the tunnels. Back from the Dread Pageant and the way into the Mirrored City. Back into the welcoming arms of the Fist of Ironjawz who had followed them to this place of their final confrontation. 

			The numbers now were more evenly matched, and both forces seemed to forget about the existence of the Hedonites and their skaven sacrifice. 

			‘Quickly,’ Vasillac shouted, and the four of them grabbed Ytash by armour and arms and handfuls of fur and dragged him to the ghastlight crack. 

			‘Not the bad light again. Not the bad light!’ He gibbered and pleaded and struggled, to no avail. 

			There was no time for grace or a protracted undeath; the Godseeker simply dragged his speartip across Ytash’s throat, holding the shuddering skaven in the ghastlight itself. The tips of his fur silvered and his blood steamed within its glow. Tendrils of shadow-magic stroked towards the skaven and his pooling life force. 

			They touched him and then shoved down through his gaping mouth and gaping throat and yanked him through the crack. 

			Vasillac ripped off his helm. He scooped up a handful of blood and smeared it across his face and neck, even licked it from his fingers. Then he reached out with a red palm and grasped the nearest tendril of ghastlight. It curled around his hand and up his wrist, seeming to drink the blood – blood that was not his. Before it could reject him – if such a thing were even possible – the Godseeker stood up, still holding the tendril firmly in his hand, and stepped forward. The crack bulged, light flared, and Vasillac disappeared. 

			‘Lord!’ Slakeslash bleated. He copied Vasillac’s actions, splashing himself in skaven blood and grabbing onto the magic. Then he shoved forward and muscled his way into the light. 

			Into the light? Or into Uhl-Gysh? Or just into death, lost between realms in endless black and eternal cold? Glissete didn’t know. She exchanged a glance with Hadzu, who shrugged. 

			‘It’ll be intense, at least,’ he said. 

			Together, they repeated the ritual and stepped forward. The ghastlight was both bright and dirty, at once the searing heat of a forge and the cold of an ice storm. It battered at Glissete and she lost sight of Hadzu, lost sight of everything, trapped in an eternity of conflicting sensation that assailed her mind and tore her body. It was exquisite. 

			And then she was on her knees on unfamiliar stone, beneath a sky that hurt to look at and surrounded by buildings of angular, alien magnificence. Surrounded, too, by the other three members of the Dread Pageant and Ytash, still chittering but in rage now, his yellowed incisors exposed and his fur bristling. 

			Beyond them, hundreds of undead turned as one to regard them, their fleshless faces set in permanent grins reflected in the dull steel of their weapons.
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			Morathi, High Oracle of the aelven war-god Khaine and Grand Matriarch of the Daughters of Khaine, rose from Mathcoir’s crimson depths, blood and magic dripping from her. She stepped from the great iron cauldron with a shiver of delight, the rejuvenation of her body and spirit complete. Strong, lithe and long-limbed, Morathi’s beauty was as cold and magnificent as ice and as deadly, too – not just to the unwary but to all those on whom she turned her formidable charms.

			Three handmaidens, powerful warriors and sorcerers in their own right, hurried to dry and dress her, while a fourth was tasked with brushing out her luxurious hair until it shone like moonlight. Her magic swirled around her, as potent as an aphrodisiac. It, too, had been replenished in the cauldron’s sacred blood-waters. Dressed and filled with the boundless energy of Mathcoir, Morathi took her spear, Heartrender, from its bracket on the wall and paced through the corridors of the grand temple in the citadel of Hagg Nar. All who encountered her progress prostrated themselves and she passed without a glance or a murmur. She barely noticed them unless they failed to offer her the correct respect. 

			Encircling Hagg Nar like a translucent wall writhed the shadow-magics that made the Realm of Ulgu impenetrable to those who had not the knowledge to navigate its ways. Shadows that confused and waylaid wanderers also gave succour to the Daughters of Khaine, whose own magic was attuned to it, but those same coils of mist hid the stealthy incursions from the unholy minions of Slaanesh and Nagash, who had learnt many of the secrets of Ulgu and exploited them for their own evil purposes. The realm’s earth these days ran with blood and her mountains echoed with screams as the Daughters of Khaine defended their sacred home from the Forces of Chaos. 

			No, Ulgu was not a peaceful realm, but then Morathi had rarely craved peace in her long, extraordinary life. It certainly did not serve her purposes now. The Shadow Realm’s magic, and the blood spilt within it, was both blessing and curse: power that gave and also took away. Morathi was intimately familiar with such a seeming contradiction. Her life and purpose had alike been forged in such extremes, in horrors such as none living could ever begin to comprehend. Horrors Morathi herself refused to dwell on or allow to be spoken. And yet now, thanks to Khaine and the she-aelves who so zealously worshipped him and worked for his return, her strength grew and her power with it. 

			Morathi ascended the spiralling walkways from deep within the temple until she came to a wide balcony overlooking an arena of black sand. Slabs of jagged stone stood here and there within the oval pit, and surrounding it was row upon row of tiered seating, filled with hundreds, maybe thousands of her Daughters, eager for the contest to begin. 

			Above them, the sky was black, its surface pitted and cracked by lightning that flickered through and behind obsidian clouds. Beyond Hagg Nar’s limits, Ulgu was a realm of deception and bemusement, where a well-trodden path could as easily lead over a chasm as it could to a Daughter’s intended destination. For a Khainite to live within the peculiar magics of the Shadow Realm, she was required to dedicate herself wholly and without restraint to the war-god and his High ­Oracle. She risked death with every breath she took, and in so doing, she triumphed over it – and dedicated that triumph to Khaine himself. 

			But not all of Ulgu was completely hostile to those who called it home. Though coils of shadow, of magic and misinformation, still writhed at the gates, their questing tendrils could not penetrate the dome of protection built over the citadel by Morathi’s power and ­reinforced daily by the Scathborn who lived within Hagg Nar. The barrier protected Morathi and Mathcoir itself from attack, but also the thousands of she-aelves who lived and worshipped here. 

			Magic sparked across the dome as Morathi stepped back from the balcony, a coruscation of crimson sparkles and flitters that danced and shattered high above them. Weird shapes and patterns flickered over the black sands and the murmur from the seats faded away. Morathi sat in the huge carved-stone throne at the balcony’s centre, ignoring Melusai Filstag who waited in inscrutable silence beside it. Filstag had much news; Filstag could wait. 

			The arena fell into held-breath silence, the weight of thousands of awe-struck gazes caressing Morathi’s skin, the reverence no less than her due and her demand. She held them in suspense a little longer, winding the tension, savouring their hunger, their love. And then she slammed the butt of her spear onto the stone, the flat crack echoing out across the vast space: the signal for the first bout to begin. 

			All around the circumference of the arena, she-aelves began to call out in praise of Khaine and in anticipation of the bloodshed to come. Only under cover of that sound did Morathi give Filstag leave to speak. Still she did not look at her, but kept hungry eyes fixed on the warriors running onto the sands below. More blood for Khaine’s glory, for the war-god’s exaltation. 

			‘The Forces of Chaos grow bolder, First Daughter, both here on Ulgu and elsewhere. Our war-covens march with the humans and duardin, or come to their aid when the benefit falls to us, and turn the tides of every battle they fight. Still, the lesser races shrink from our forces, understanding nothing of us and our dedication. Some have ventured the opinion that they do not need us to achieve victory. That… our ways mark us not as servants of Order, but of Chaos.’ 

			Morathi noted the tiny hesitation in the melusai’s response. Her lip curled. The old fear rising in the weak, frightened denizens of the Mortal Realms as it ever did when the Daughters of Khaine threw themselves into battle to honour their god. Combat was sacred; slaughter was an act of reverence and dedication that had made the Daughters of Khaine the mightiest allies of Order since Sigmar himself. To kill for Khaine, to destroy life in honour of the sacrifice he had made, was their highest, and only, purpose. Of course humans couldn’t understand such dedication. Not even their Stormcast Eternals spent their lives so willingly, for they knew that resurrection awaited them. Morathi suspected they’d take fewer risks in battle if their deaths were final, as the aelves’ were. That was true dedication; true glory.

			The temptation to abandon the other realms to face the horrors of Chaos alone was great, but Morathi resisted. Every enemy death was a triumph, after all, and every being, god or mortal, who had ever harmed her was an enemy, whether they allied with Chaos or Order. And every drop of blood spilt was holy – and filled with glorious purpose. 

			‘Khaine himself is pledged to destroying Chaos. We must do no less, despite the mewling of the lesser races. Are your sisters so feeble that the disgust of mere humans can dampen their battle-fever? Is their faith in almighty Khaine, in me, so small that they would cower from words and hard looks the way a tzaangor cowers from our khinerai lifetakers?’ 

			Filstag cowered herself, just a little. She was a fierce warrior in her own right, had led war-covens in a dozen brutal, bloody campaigns before becoming Morathi’s bodyguard, but none withstood the High Oracle’s rage unscathed. 

			‘They fight hard and with honour, regardless of what their allies speak or think,’ she said quickly. ‘They fight for Order and for you. For the god of battle above all. There will be no cease until Khaine is returned to us, First Daughter. Until he is restored by your power and the sacred magic of Mathcoir itself.’ 

			Morathi’s fingers tapped Heartrender’s smooth haft in idle, unconscious threat. ‘In Khaine’s image and for his glory,’ she said, and Filstag hurried to echo her. 

			Mathcoir. The great iron cauldron from which Morathi’s magic sprang. Mathcoir had held her portion of the souls reclaimed from the belly of Slaanesh, the God of Excess and Morathi’s greatest nemesis. She too had spent aeons in that belly and, before that, in torments and tortures that had forever twisted her. From those freed souls she had crafted the first Daughters: melusai like Filstag; and the khinerai. From those small, humble beginnings, the Daughters of Khaine had grown in stature, in number, in influence. In power. 

			Tens of thousands of she-aelves now dedicated their lives, their skills and their deaths to the war god – through Morathi. Morathi who would not stop until Chaos was defeated. Morathi who would not stop until she, herself, gained immortality. Morathi who sat now in the heart of her power, in the very centre of Hagg Nar beneath its sheltering, concealing mists, and watched blood spilt in her name and Khaine’s. 

			And yet she was not content. Morathi was never content, for always she was slighted – her Daughters were slighted – by the more puritan of the Forces of Order.

			‘It pleases me to report, though, that I found no base for your fears among the sects you sent me to investigate,’ Filstag said, breaking into Morathi’s reverie. 

			The High Oracle raised an eyebrow. ‘Really?’ she asked, turning briefly to the melusai. ‘That surprises me. Perhaps you are ill-equipped to ferret out treachery. Perhaps it was going on beneath your very nose and you could not see it. Still, tell me what you can of your travels and interactions of the last months. I shall judge for myself their loyalty or otherwise.’ 

			The Grand Matriarch listened to Filstag’s steady, calm breathing. Whatever she was or wasn’t, she did not anger easily. Still, Morathi suspected that Filstag harboured oceans of rage beneath that cold, inscrutable visage. Here in the very heart of Hagg Nar, the melusai had dropped the illusion that made her appear as other aelves. Her slender waist thickened where her hips should be into a muscular tail of emerald shading into midnight black and she swayed tall upon her coils. Monstrous in Morathi’s own image, but beautiful, too. 

			She was a Blood Sister, and she had been Morathi’s bodyguard for decades, following her into battle and assisting her in many rituals. And yet despite their history, in the past few years the High Oracle of Khaine had begun to doubt Filstag’s loyalty. It should be impossible, she knew, for one of the Scathborn to betray her, for she had moulded that aelf’s soul herself when it had been freed from the curse of Slaanesh. Moulded it and given it life as a melusai, armed with loyalty and bloodlust and the exquisite pain of the Scath touch, and yet the more time that passed, the more convinced she became. 

			Filstag was disloyal. Filstag was a traitor. She stank of it.

			As head of the Cult of Khaine, Morathi did not need proof to act upon her suspicions, but she was determined to discover how far the rot spread. None of these thoughts showed in the High Oracle’s perfect face as she looked back down at the black sands and the combat reaching a frenzy below. She slammed her spear into the stone again, and more gates in the arena walls opened. Captured beastkin lumbered forth, braying challenges, and the fighters who seconds before had been duelling to first blood – and occasionally to the death – united into a single cohesive force against this new, true enemy. 

			The cheers from the crowd rose in pitch, shrill prayers to Khaine for blood and victory piercing the cacophony. 

			‘The Realm of Life is particularly beset by enemies, First Daughter,’ Filstag said without a hint of animosity about Morathi’s opinion of her ability or otherwise to sniff out treachery. ‘The Dark Gods have their claws deep in Ghyran’s verdant hide, though both the Draichi Ganeth and the Khailebron sects oppose them at every turn. The Draichi Ganeth, in particular, have integrated themselves into most of the major cities in order to learn whatever they can to aid us in our great quest. Both sects are ever alert for a disparaging word said against them or against you, First Daughter, and retribution is ever swift and savage. They are loyal,’ she said again, perhaps unwisely, perhaps a little too forcefully. 

			Filstag paused, but Morathi gave her nothing, instead perceiving her via her magic as she kept her face turned to the slaughter in the arena below. One of the beastkin, a giant wolf five times its normal size and with a slavering muzzle over-full with yellowed, wickedly sharp teeth, had a witch-aelf by the leg and was shaking her, blood and gobbets of flesh flying. Her screams shamed her, and one of her sisters waited until others had hacked into the wolf’s hindquarters and distracted it, and then decapitated her as she began to crawl away. The crowd yelled its disgust for her cowardice and stones and rocks rained down on her corpse from those sitting close enough. 

			‘I spent time with each sect, as commanded, observing their structure and worship, their daily ritual combat and the interactions and commands of their priestesses. The Ghyran Khailebron take on such quieter tasks as their hag queen, Belleth, commands,’ Filstag continued, and her tone now was one of stilted disdain. Most of the Daughters of Khaine shared her contempt for the Khailebron aelves, though Morathi kept herself above such pettiness; her favouritism extended to particular aelves, those who showed real promise, not entire sects. The Khailebron spies and assassins had many uses that those loyal to other splinters of the Cult of Khaine could not fathom. Yet it pleased Morathi to foster inter-sect competition. The more her children fought each other, the less likely they were to unite to fight her. 

			‘Their hag queen agrees to only those assignments that will further our cause, First Daughter, and marches her war-coven to battle when called upon and when prudent. All she does is in your honour and that of our lord. Meanwhile, the Draichi Ganeth hag queen in Ghyran has sent a coven to Phoenicium to scour it for the Shards of almighty Khaine. It is mainly a den of thieves and outcasts now, but they won’t allow that to stop them, of course. They will take apart that abandoned city stone by stone if they must.’

			‘And have they found success?’ Morathi snapped, as fast as a striking snake. 

			‘Not by the time I left, First Daughter, but they did discover some artefacts and scrolls that may aid us in where to search next. Again, I found nothing to fault in that coven during the weeks of my stay with them. The Daughters in the Realm of Life are unswerving in their devotion to you, Grand Matriarch, and to Khaine himself.’ 

			‘So you say.’ Morathi made no effort to melt the ice in her tone. The melusai did not respond. ‘Next.’ 

			‘Another coven of Draichi Ganeth that came to your attention,’ Filstag continued smoothly, ‘those in the far reaches of Ulgu. I spoke with their hag queen, Lilithan, and observed their ritual combats and interactions. Their temple’s work proceeds as expected. They provide gladiatorial entertainment for a price, act as guards and foot patrols on the borders with Chaos-held lands, and throw themselves into glorious battle alongside our allies. Their foes are numerous and sly, but your children neither fear nor are fooled by them. A great victory was recently won by the Daughters when they came to the aid of ten companies of Freeguilders, who were caught between the enemy and a swamp, and fell on the Nagashi undead like vengeance itself, hacking them apart to sever the divine spark animating their corpses. None survived and the Freeguilders in question now offer us their full support. Hag Queen Lilithan expects they will be vocal in their defence of us among the Forces of Order from now on.’

			All this, too, Morathi already knew, but she let Filstag prattle on. As if the Daughters of Khaine required the mewling voices of Freeguilders raised in their defence. 

			The last of the beastkin in the arena below were pulled down and destroyed. The surviving Daughters raised weapons and demanded the applause of their sisters in the seats. Thousands of she-aelves surged to their feet to give it, ululating triumph and bloodlust of their own. When the gladiatrixes turned to her, she raised both fists in salute. The cheering increased and the aelves on the sand stood tall despite their injuries. In ones and twos they limped to the exits, while leathanam raced into the arena with hooks and chains to drag the dead monsters away. Others raked over the bloody sand. 

			‘Those Draichi Ganeth have accepted fifty witch-aelves who wish to be promoted into the Sisters of Slaughter,’ the melusai went on, and that did interest Morathi. The Sisters were counted among the most zealous of all Daughters of Khaine, forever marring their beauty and risking their lives in the initiation ritual that included living metal masks being welded to their skin, destroying their faces forever and killing many through blood loss in the process. The survivors then underwent a series of gladiatorial contests, with only the victors being welcomed into the elite ranks of the Sisters of Slaughter. 

			‘I see Hag Queen Lilithan is most diligent in her recruitment,’ Morathi said and Filstag swelled with pride as if it was she the Grand Matriarch was praising. ‘Are there any of special promise?’

			‘Two, First Daughter. I have their names and histories here,’ Filstag said, handing out a scroll. Morathi waved it away. ‘I will see it is placed in your chambers.’ 

			They were silent as the next group of warriors came into the arena: khinerai lifetakers who swooped on their wide pinions to take a perch on the tall slabs of rock dotted around the sands. Their harsh calls echoed as the spectators abruptly quieted. Into that silence came a series of underground booms, as of something massive beyond comprehension throwing itself against the very bones of the earth. A huge gate beneath Morathi’s vantage point rumbled open and onto the sand erupted a sunwyrm from the Realm of Beasts. 

			The khinerai shrieked and leapt into flight, circling as the enormous creature surged around the arena looking for escape. Those aelves seated closest to the sand threw stones to drive it back into the centre, though the missiles had no effect on its thick, spiky hide. It coiled around one of the pillars of rock pointing like an accusing finger at the sky, and flexed. The stone cracked through its middle, the top half tumbling to the sand. The khinerai attacked in flights of three, arrowing out of the sky with their long spears extended, rending the sunwyrm’s back and flinging themselves upwards before it could rear and pluck them from the air with its huge mouth lined with rings of serrated teeth. 

			The crowd screamed its approval, thousands of fists and feet drumming on the stone in rapture. Morathi permitted herself a small smile. The games were good. Not just the bloodshed, but the bloodlust wafting like incense from the crowd; it came to her and nurtured her. She siphoned it out of the air and funnelled it into Mathcoir without a soul noticing. Not even Filstag. Its power danced across her unblemished skin and brought a girlish flush of pink to the tops of her sharp cheekbones. 

			They watched in silence as the khinerai battled the sunwyrm, as its sudden lunges and twists caught more than one unawares. Wings were shredded and spears lost in its flesh, but for every injury it inflicted, they scored a dozen on its great length. A trio of khinerai hovered and sent arrows at its blunt head, shaft after shaft, to weaken it further. Their actions were met with jeering scorn – to fight from a safe distance was the mark of a coward – and as soon as their quivers were empty, they threw aside their bows and dived in formation, to close with the wyrm and win back honour in the eyes of their sisters. 

			One landed for a few moments on its back to plunge her spear into its spike-armoured hide. It bucked and threw her aside, but the weapon had bitten deep and soon the sands were wet with gore. The wyrm’s high-pitched keening drowned out even the roar of the crowd. 

			Morathi spun her fingers through a complex web and then gestured. A flash of crimson and the noise was suddenly muffled, as if behind a screen, though they could still see the proceedings. 

			‘And the Kharumathi?’ she asked, for Filstag was mesmerised by the battle. 

			The melusai started. ‘Forgive me, First Daughter. Yes, the Kharu­mathi. They remain… fractious, on the verge of self-destruction. Though there is much internal strife, more than I have seen before, it’s true, that doesn’t make them inherently untrustworthy. While they battle for supremacy among themselves, their devotion to you remains clear. Those who fight to control the sect do so only in your name, to your glory and almighty Khaine’s. Of that I am certain.’ 

			‘You are certain, are you?’ Morathi snapped, and Filstag shifted upon the coils of her tail. Its stinger rose and flexed and then sank again. 

			Morathi narrowed her eyes; was that insult? Or challenge? Or merely an unconscious indication of inner turmoil? 

			‘Again, it is clear your ability to understand the politics among the sects is lacking. I hope your skills as a warrior have not become as poor.’

			Filstag clenched her fists. ‘They have not, First Daughter,’ she said, anger clear in her icy voice. 

			‘What do you think will happen if the Kharumathi fall apart?’ Morathi continued as if the Blood Sister hadn’t spoken. ‘Will the other sects accept those Daughters into their ranks, Daughters who let strife and arrogance destroy their covens and who embraced a sect so clearly lacking in cohesion that it tore itself apart?’ 

			She paused and Filstag opened and then closed her mouth, unsure whether the question was rhetorical. 

			‘Well?’ Morathi demanded, though her gaze was fixed on the sunwyrm’s dying struggles. Even in its extremity it had the ability to cause vast destruction – of the khinerai, of the arena itself. Much like the Kharumathi themselves if their infighting proceeded much longer. 

			‘I do not know, First Daughter,’ the melusai replied with false humility. 

			‘No. You do not. Yet you stand there and tell me there is no need for concern, that these aelves can be trusted. Trusted to spread sedition through any Daughters they come into contact with. Trusted to break away and form their own cult of Khaine, leaching legitimacy and followers from us, the war-god’s true worshippers and interpreters of his divine will. Will their hag queen set herself up as my rival? Will there be civil war among us once more?’ 

			The melusai’s tail writhed in distress, but this time she did not attempt an answer.

			‘You observed their internal strife and did nothing to combat it. You allowed it to proceed, unable to see the dangers inherent in such surreptitious clawing for power. No, I think you are good only for killing these days,’ she added, the statement deliberately ambiguous. 

			Filstag summoned the last dregs of fire. ‘You asked me to report on their loyalty,’ she tried, the dry rustling of her scales on the stone loud in the muffled silence of Morathi’s magic. 

			‘And you failed to do so,’ Morathi interrupted. ‘You discover not the slightest whiff of corruption within covens that I myself told you to investigate. Think you that I sent you there idly, sister? For your health?’ she mocked. 

			The High Oracle stared down into the arena at the carnage. The sunwyrm was a heap of foul-stinking flesh cooling as blood and life left it. The khinerai circled, screeching their victory, swooping low over the tiers of seating to accept the applause from the watching aelves. Morathi’s pinions, bladed and wrought of shadow-stuff, stirred in time with their wingbeats and Filstag slithered a little further away. 

			‘We aelves are the highest of the mortal races,’ Morathi continued abruptly. ‘Your incompetence shames us all. We are born with a single great, glorious purpose – to return Khaine from destruction. My every effort is bent to that sole task, and the majority of my children revel in their faith. And yet there are always some who put personal glory and the pursuit of power above the needs of the many and the return of our lord. I sent you to seek them, the corrupted and the greedy. You tell me they do not exist.’ 

			She faced Filstag directly, so the melusai could not doubt she was speaking about her. 

			‘Those aelves think they could secure Khaine’s return better than I, as if they understand the first thing about the complexity of the task. They think their devotion to be somehow greater than my own, their sacrifices larger and of more import than mine. Those aelves shame themselves – and they shame Khaine.’ 

			Melusai Filstag sank to the stone, arms and face pressed against its chill. ‘First Daughter, Grand Matriarch of the Daughters of Khaine and High Oracle of the Lord of Murder, forgive my failings. I will return at once to the sects and I will not stop until I have uncovered the treachery at their hearts. I will–’

			‘Get up, sister.’ Morathi’s voice was suddenly as sweet as honey, as warm as fire. Filstag choked off her apology and dared to raise her face. The High Oracle smiled, putting all the power of her centuries of seduction into it. ‘Get up,’ she repeated softly. ‘I suspect everyone, these days. Each year that passes without the discovery of another Shard of Khaine tears at me. Perhaps it is as you say – you are rarely wrong, after all.’ 

			Filstag rose back up, uncertainty and pleasure warring on her features. They watched the khinerai fly out of the arena. The sunwyrm’s bloated, ruined body remained where they’d cut it down; captive beastkin would be sent in to devour it once the games concluded, so that they were strong and quick opponents for the Daughters of Khaine to face. Before then, those in the next contest would fight around, over and even within its corpse if they had to. 

			‘Tell me of Hellebron and the latest plots she has cooked up,’ Morathi said, and once again she slammed Heartrender into the stone. 

			Hellebron, ruler of Har Ganeth and the Second Daughter of Khaine, was the most senior hag queen in the hierarchy behind Morathi herself. Their rivalry was bitter and centuries old. Hellebron had thousands of aelves under her command and constantly plotted to overthrow Morathi and steal the Mathcoir from her. Ever they danced around each other, manoeuvring for position, seeking a secret or piece of information to give them the upper hand. 

			‘Is she still old and ugly?’ the High Oracle added, a small, cruel smile playing across her beautiful mouth. Below them, four gates opened and a hundred aelves flooded onto the sands. They were all acolytes seeking promotion within their respective sect. Each one sought space, trying to ensure none could come at them from behind. A few scaled the pillars; others put their backs to the dead sunwyrm. Anticipation and suspicion flooded the arena. All eyes turned to Morathi and she waited, holding them in the palm of her hand, building the tension to breaking point, before a single clap released them. 

			Howls rose from the spectators as well as the fighters, and within seconds the clash of weapons added to the noise. The duels would be fought to first blood this time around, with those emerging unscathed proceeding to the next part of their testing on the gore-soaked climb into the hierarchy of the Khainites. 

			‘She is, First Daughter, and she will not be rejuvenated for some months yet. She is bitter with it, and angry.’ 

			‘Hellebron is always angry,’ Morathi said, waving her hand in languid dismissal, though beneath her indifferent exterior, the thought of the hag queen’s wizened features and impotent fury were as intoxicating as blood. ‘I asked of her plots. How does Har Ganeth seek to supplant Hagg Nar as the founding temple of our religion this time?’ 

			‘The spies we have sent into Naggaroth have not returned, First Daughter. Or not returned with their sanity intact, at least. They have no information worth the name.’

			Morathi stood, taking Heartrender from where it leant against her throne and pacing to the edge of the balcony to watch a young aelf of the Kraith sect leap from the sunwyrm’s back and throw herself onto her opponent. The hag queens had dosed the acolytes with battle-rage elixir and in this one, at least, it had overcome any sense of self-preservation or the habits and grace of ritual combat. She held her blade high to decapitate her enemy, but that enemy, an initiate of the Khelt Nar, slipped sideways and swung her own blade up in a diagonal slash. The Kraith aelf’s arm and weapon both spun away across the black sand and she fell screaming, writhing, her remaining hand clutching at the stump of her arm as blood sprayed high into the misty air. 

			There was a lull in the cheering before it returned twice as loud, howls and screams of pleasure echoing back from the bellies of the lightning-rent clouds above. The victorious acolyte hesitated, torn between triumph and horror at her actions. Morathi snarled – regret was not a fit emotion for any Khainite. She flipped Heartrender in her hand, took aim, and threw. The great spear punched the aelf of the Khelt Nar off her feet and pinned her to the sunwyrm so that she was impaled on its spikes as well as Morathi’s own weapon. 

			There was no lull this time; the sound built until it was ear-splitting despite the muffling magic around the balcony. The Daughters on the sand responded to it like music. The ritual became a massacre as those who’d been eliminated by the drawing of first blood hurled themselves back into the fray. 

			The Grand Matriarch watched it with a smile, her arms folded. Let all the sects know who had ultimate control of their numbers and how fast they progressed through the ranks. Let them know that she watched. That she saw everything. 

			When there were barely thirty survivors, Morathi clapped her hands and a bolt of crimson lightning earthed itself in the central, tallest pillar in the arena. The fighting came to a shocked standstill and silence fell faster than a weakling human to the dark temptations of Slaanesh. 

			The High Oracle drummed her fingers on the carved stone of the railing. Her steel wings twitched and unfurled to their fullest, extending to either side of the balcony and catching and reflecting the lightning far above so that it flickered across her features and the throne, outlining her in radiance. When she had the attention of them all, she stepped off the railing, her pinions cupping the air so that she drifted like mist to the sand. She ripped Heartrender from the dead aelf and then, very deliberately, licked the young acolyte’s blood from the blade. She shivered at the fizz of the dead aelf’s fervour, at the fierce, unyielding love for Khaine that flavoured her heartblood. 

			Morathi beckoned, and the survivors ran to surround her, standing in panting, awestruck silence to be this close to their Grand Matriarch. 

			‘You fought well today. You fought for me and for Khaine. Remember that. Remember you fight for me and for our lord first, and your sects second. Khailebron or Kraith, Draichi Ganeth or Khelt Nar, ultimately it doesn’t matter. You fight against the Ruinous Powers, to defend the Mortal Realms from Chaos and to restore almighty Khaine to us. Remember that. Remember this moment – remember me – when you are weary and doubt your path. Remember me when your wounds pain and slow you and your bodies are crippled and torn. Remember me when you face your foes in the battle line, more monstrous than you could ever imagine. Remember that true faith provides true strength,’ she said and leapt into the air, her wings holding her aloft. She threw Heartrender again, threw it with all her strength, and the spear flew true into the tall central stone pillar. There was an earth-shattering crack, and the pillar broke and slumped into jagged pieces on the sands.

			The only sound from the thousands of throats was a collective intake of breath. 

			‘I am Morathi and I give you blood to honour Khaine. I give you ritual to honour Khaine. I give you opportunity and enemies and quests – to honour Khaine.’ She landed in their midst again and beckoned; they leant forward, a collective coming together. 

			‘Remember. Me.’ 

			She leapt up a final time and opened her wings with a crack that echoed across the arena, then flew back to her balcony without a sound. The spell held, thousands of aelves immobile, their breaths trapped in their chests. She turned back to them and held out both arms to embrace them all. 

			‘For Khaine!’ she screamed, and the words were howled back at her with such wild devotion that it was a physical force, as sensual as a lover’s touch. 

			Filstag, too, was trembling with passion when Morathi returned to her throne. 

			‘So,’ the High Oracle said as if there had not been an interruption, ‘you begin with tales of your failure among the sects and now you have nothing but failure to report where Hellebron is concerned. Correct?’ 

			The change was so sudden that the melusai physically recoiled and the tip of her tail twitched in agitation. She had been forgiven; now she was not. It was too fast for her to comprehend. 

			‘I-I will send more spies, First Daughter, and they will bring back Hellebron’s agents and followers to interrogate. I swear it.’ 

			‘Be quiet,’ Morathi said. ‘I tire of your words. You bring me no new information. You learn nothing on your travels to my temples, despite me sending you there myself. More and more I am convinced you waste my time.’ 

			The urge to flick out a wing and open Filstag from tail to throat was great, but she resisted. Filstag deserved so much more than a quick death, and Morathi meant to see she got it. 

			‘The primary bout begins soon,’ she said instead. ‘Watch.’ 

			Again the arena fell into silence as the survivors made their dazed exit, many stopping and looking back and up at the balcony. Morathi had spoken to them. Morathi! 

			The leathanam dragged away the slain initiates and raked the sands to make ready for the primary. Morathi could feel the excited speculation among the audience. What form would the bout of greatest honour take? Beastkin, a sunwyrm, acolyte slaughter – how could the primary exceed those that had gone before? 

			Quietly, slowly, three aelves made their way onto the black sand, their hair and bodies pale against its bloody darkness. They wore minimal armour. One limped, a second held one shoulder higher than the other, and the third worked her jaw as though it pained her. She turned her head and spat a mouthful of blood and saliva. 

			‘They have fought before, and often,’ the melusai murmured, frowning as she looked down at the trio. ‘And they have not been blessed with rejuvenation before this contest.’ 

			The question was there, hovering behind the statements, begging to be answered. Morathi didn’t look at Filstag, and neither did she answer, either the statement or the question. The melusai would learn the meaning of it all soon enough.

			The High Oracle rose from her seat and the crowd became still. 

			‘My daughters, and the Daughters of Khaine himself – all you whose loyalty to our god knows no bounds, whose zeal for slaughter and for victory cannot be dammed, whose skill and ability turns the tide of every battle – I give you the primary bout. Blood for the war-god! Death for his life! Victory to ensure our enemies’ defeat! I give you Trisethni the Unseen, of the Khailebron. I give you Nepenora, of the Kharumathi. And Vahis, who hails from the Draichi Ganeth.’

			There was the rustle of scales on stone from behind her, but the melusai was silent.

			‘You, my Daughters, have recently seen much combat. Now you will see more – you fight for victory and for truth. You fight for Khaine and for Order. You fight to the death, with no quarter asked and no mercy given. “For the blood to speak it must first flow”,’ Morathi called. 

			The opening lines of the Red Invocation rang around the arena and the aelves gathered to bear witness chanted them with her. ‘Ten cuts are better than one, save for the deft slash that opens an artery. For almighty Khaine, let your blade drink deeply, and often.’

			Morathi paused, feeling the swell of power and devotion beat against her skin like a lover’s hands. This was what she had come to see – this blood, spilt for Khaine and for her, spilt to see her plans brought one step closer, her power forged one link at a time. She took a deep breath. 

			‘Begin!’ 

			The three aelves began to circle as Morathi returned to her throne. Filstag leant close. 

			‘These aelves, First Daughter – the primary is the bout of greatest honour, yet you are punishing them? A fight to the death for some crime?’ 

			‘Not at all,’ Morathi said, eyes fixed on the sudden eruption of battle below. ‘In fact, quite the opposite.’ 

			‘Yet they fight already injured,’ the melusai tried, confused. ‘The combat will be over quickly.’ 

			Morathi’s mouth curved into a sensuous smile, drawing Filstag to her like a moth to a flame, unwilling and helpless and always off-balance. The lightning changes of mood Morathi underwent were impossible to predict and behind them all was her amusement at watching her underlings scramble to keep up. 

			‘Oh no, there will be no swift end to the combat, not with these three. Lean in close, my love. Let me tell you their stories as they fight for glory. Let me tell who they are and all they have accomplished in service of their covens and the Lord of Battle.’ She pointed. ‘First, the Khailebron assassin, Trisethni the Unseen. A most interesting story…’
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