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  The World Is Ending, Though Few Believe It


  The Dark Gods, no longer content to toy with the mortal world, have set schemes in motion to claim it once and for all. As Morrslieb. The Chaos Moon. hangs low in the heavens, the barbarian hordes of the Everchosen march on the Empire. Ancient Ulthuan drowns in fire and madness. Forests tremble to hooves of stampeding bray-herds. Ratmen cease their gnawing upon the bowels of the earth, and rise in a swarm vast enough to consume the world. Everywhere the walls of civilisations shudder, and begin to break apart.


  Yet even as the realms of the Old World look to their borders, an old evil coalesces. Arkhan the Black, most faithful servant to the Great Necromancer Nagash, has long laboured to restore his dark master. Deeming that the moment of resurrection has at last come, he forges common cause with the vampire Mannfred von Carstein. Striking from the benighted land of Sylvannia, the unholy duo enact a plan that will see Nagash walk the world once more. But this is a time of treachery, and the alliance between Arkhan and Mannfred is but one that will be tested.


  Death rises.

  Kingdoms fall.

  Chaos reigns


  These are the End Times
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  I have seen this world’s demise.

  Morrslieb, the accursed orb,

  waxes against crimson skies. Magic rises and reality

  subsides, leaving only madness in its wake.

  Vermin cease their gnawing and swarm to

  the surface, answering their horned

  master’s call. First to fall are the temples of

  the Old Ones, abandoned by defenders

  who know that the end draws near.


  Mankind does not recognise its doom -

  not yet. They hear only the drums in the

  north, and know that war is come. Some

  will Fight. Others abandon reason,

  seeking salvation in scripture or the

  scourge. They are deceived.

  The Dark Brothers are stronger than ever

  before, and the old gods fade.

  Only in death will any respite be found.


  In a land of mist, the danger is closer

  still. Pride has ever been the folly of that

  shrouded land, and so it will be again. When

  the dragons fly as one, an ancient lie will at

  last be exposed, a revelation that will shake

  Ulthuan to the rootsof its mountains.

  The mirror of light and dark will shatter,

  and Aenarions heirs will fight for the legacy

  of Khaine amidst the ashes of the Phoenix.


  The three-eyed king has long awaited this

  moment, the hour in which his destiny is at last

  unveiled. He leads an army of madness and rage,

  against which no sane being would willingly stand.

  Perhaps I am not sane, as I will fight one last time.

  Not For victory, but For survival, For the hope that

  a spark can endure. It is a slender hope, and the

  laughter of Dark Gods rings loud in my ears.


  These are the End Times.


  


  


  [image: Tentacle-2.jpg]


  The Beginning Of The End
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  Advocate Tekto, Speaker of Hexoatl’s sacred council, knelt silently before the golden dais. A telepathic summons brought him to mighty Mazdamundi's meditation chamber, and he had expected to find the slann already awoken. Instead, the Great One remained motionless, save for the steady rise and fall of his chest. Tekto could not tell whether Mazdamundi was lost to meditation or to dreaming and there was no way to know until the slann chose to grant him enlightenment. It mattered not to Tekto. The Speaker had been summoned, and he would attend upon Mazdamundi - wakeful or not - until dismissed.


  Tekto felt the humid mists of the chamber stir as another entered through the golden gateway. The newcomer wore the feathered mantle at Quetzl, He Who Protects, proclaiming his sacred duty to safeguard Tlaxtlan. Turning away from silent Mazdamundi, Tekto rose to his Feet and offered the ritual bow of greeting, as was Protocol.


  ‘Warleader Kroq-Gar confirms that the dark ones cluster about the City of Echoes in great numbers,’ proclaimed High scalecheif lnqala. ‘He requires reinforcements to contain them.’


  Despite the stifling warmth of the meditation chamber, Tekto Felt a chill settle upon his scales. Nothing had been the same since the twin-tailed comet had returned. Already the Ratmen had begun to rise around Itza and Tlaxtlan, and now ruined Xahutoc was once more under the sway of the old enemy. Tightening his grip on his staff of office, the priest calmed himself. Cold times were ahead, but the Great Ones would guide them through the chill as they had before.


  ‘Three grand cohorts were granted to him already this lunar cycle,’ he told lnqala. ‘This breaks all precedent.’


  ‘Indeed,’ the other replied. ‘Yet still he requires more. Many have fallen in Xahutoc’s defence. Kroq-Gar asks that the Thunderscale Cohort be allowed to bask in the battles heat.’


  Tekto’s lids slid closed over bulbous eyes. The Thunderscale Cohort were Hexoatl's Foremost guardians, and not lightly sent to fight elsewhere. 'ls the situation that dire?’


  ‘The warleader believes so,’ lnqala replied. ‘We should trust to his intuition.’


  ‘Already the geomantic web shudders with the dark ones’ Presence,’ Tekto said at last, opening his eyes. ‘Kroq-Gar shall have what he requests. His instincts have never failed us before; we should heed them now.’


  ‘I shall give the order,’ lnqala confirmed, turning to leave the chamber.


  ‘Wait,’ boomed Mazdamundi.


  The word echoed around the chamber, halting lnqala in his tracks. Both skinks turned to look upon the slann, roused at last from his silence. Tekto felt warmth enfold him as the Great One made telepathic contact.


  Images flooded through Tekto’s mind, scenes of slaughter and destruction, of jungles afire and temple-cities cast into ruin. He saw the cursed moon loom low over the skies, heard the chittering of rats, felt the cruel laughter of the dark ones in his mind. He witnessed two elves - one dark, one light – duel across a sea of skulls, whist around them great armies gave battle without quarter. That vision quickly faded, replaced by images of human cities overrun by gasping vines and twisted trees. Across the world, the dead of ages tore free of their graves, mustering beneath one oppressive will. Tekto saw the mountains fall and the seas rise, the land tom asunder and the skies shatter. In the end, darkness swallowed all.


  The telepathic contact severed abruptly, and Tekto fell forward against his ceremonial staff, his breathing shallow and quick.


  ‘What is it? What did you see?’ lnqala asked, the feathers of his headdress bobbing as his head twitched from side to side.


  Tekto trembled as he sought the words to describe the vision, but already the images were fading from his mind. They scattered like the echoes of dreams even as the priest to recall them, leaving behind only a memory of stark terror.


  ‘Fire and destruction,’ Tekto muttered weakly, ‘The comet is no omen of hope; it is a portent of doom.’


  ‘You speak of the impossible.’ lnqala objected. ‘The comet is Sotek’s sign! Tehenhauin declared it to be so, and the Great Ones confirmed it.‘


  ‘And perhaps Sotek returns,’ Tekdo re-joined, ‘but the comet brings only death. There can be no stopping what is coming.’


  ‘This cannot be,’ countered lnqala. ‘The Great Plan-’


  The priest fell silent as Mazdamundi’s corpulent bulk shifted upon the dais.


  ‘The Great Plan has failed,’ the slann intoned heavily. ‘The Exodus must begin.’
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  The world was dying, but it had long been so, ever since the coming of the Chaos Gods.


  For years beyond human reckoning the gods had coveted the physical realm, had sought to infect it with their madness. They had sent daemonic legions to conquer it by force, seduced mortals to their cause with honeyed words and the temptations of glory. Even the physicality of the mortal world warped under their influence, their magical lifeblood corrupting the soil and the air, until no living thing escaped their touch.


  Many times did the Dark Gods breach the barrier between the realms, but each time heroes arose to confront the madness. Through deeds of valour and sacrifice, the daemonic legions were cast hack into the blasphemous realm that had sired them, and those mortals who had fallen into the Dark Gods’ grasp were slain or driven out into the wilderness. Alas. these victories were fleeting. For the gods are eternal and mortal fortitude all too brief. Each time, the cycle soon began again, heralded by a twin-tailed comet in the northern skies; each time the corruption was more widespread. and the carnage more glorious. Each time the gods retreated, so too did magic recede as the barrier between the realms healed. Yet these wounds never truly closed, and the mortal realm was never truly free of the gods’ magic, or the strife that came with it.


  As the millennia passed, great nations arose from amidst the strife, bastions of order in a worlcl awash with chaos. However, though these realms were strong without, they were hollow within, for they were maintained by hatred and distrust; ruled through pride and fear. Such emotions were as meat and drink to the gods, and they feasted in defeat almost as greedily as they did in victory. The mortals unknowingly crafted their own downfall. For even their triumphs hastened their inevitable doom.


  Thus, as a twin-tailed comet was again seen in mortal skies, the Dark Gods flexed their husbanded might once more. The barrier between the realms fractured, and the trickle of magic into the world became a flood.


  Storms of roiling, unadulterated Chaos swept across the mortal realm, lashing the lands with arcane Fury. Blood fell as rain, seething and searing wherever it touched living flesh. The skies and fields blazed with multi-coloured fire, the clouds and stars twisting into leering faces to witness the destruction. Proud cities that had stood for hundreds of years collapsed into foetid squalor, as the water they relied on for life turned black and noxious. Everywhere, mortals were overcome by selfish desire and wanton impulses, throwing themselves into the most obscene and blasphemous of acts.


  The storms spread quickly, for neither mountain nor ocean could stay their passage. From out of these maelstroms marched the daemonic legions, loosed once more to wreak their masters’ vengeance upon the world. While the daemons of Khorne wrought their bloody carnage, Tzeentch's emissaries pulled upon interwoven schemes thousands of years in the making, revelling at how the mortals danced as the strands shifted and unravelled. Nurgle's plagues blossomed and spread, ushering mortals into fevered deaths. But even then it was whispered that the Plaguefather had ordered the creation of a pestilence that would overshadow all that had come before it. And Slaanesh's handmaidens? They too acted according to their nature, bestowing upon mortals joys so


  rare and exquisite that the death they granted quickly afterwards was both the kindest and cruellest of acts.


  The world over, mortals prayed with a fervour they had never before known. Some prayed to the Dark Gods, and so surrendered their souls to blackness. Others prayed to their own sainted deities, and these walked with hope and disappointment for the final fleeting days, for the other gods had faded as the Chaos Gods had arisen. In every city of every land, seers, madmen and prophets spoke of the End Times, of the fiery doom of the world brought nigh. Even the boldest felt a frisson of fear to hear those words pronounced, and they hoped that the portents would yet prove false.


  Discord broke out amongst the blasphemous ranks, for the daemons of the different gods were as varied in character as the deities that had spawned them. In many places the daemons forgot the mortals altogether, and turned on one another, transforming great reaches of the world into hellish battlegrounds where the slights and insults of millennia were at last repaid. The gods cared not. For their appetites were vast, and their palates simple. Strife was strife, and it mattered not from which fields the harvest of suffering was reaped. The gods supped of the heady brew their minions had created, and grew stronger for the tasting. And as the gods' might swelled, so did the woes unleashed upon the world increase.


  However, victory yet eluded the gods' grasp, for though the tides of Chaos were rising, they were not yet at their height. Many storms of magic collapsed as suddenly as they broke, banishing the daemons once more to their distant realm. The hold of Karak lzor was besieged and battered by such a tempest, its defenders assailed by so vast a legion of blood-starved daemons that they fought on only from defiance, with no hope of victory. Then, without warning, the storm scattered upon the winds, replaced in an instant by blue skies. The bewildered dwarfs, their mail rent and shields dinted, were left staggered, unsure whether to maintain their shieldwalls or bury their dead. Elsewhere, the river Aver turned to blood and birthed a slavering host that overran every town and village along its banks. Only Averheim survived the onset, and then only because the daemons faded within moments of reaching its walls.


  Alas. seldom did sumrring end with the claemnns' departure. When the Maggot King, Epidemius, brought his Festival of Disease to Middenheim, pox-scarred victims were sent to the lires long alter the fly-swatthed host had departed the packed streets. Even after the lurid flames ceased writhing over Tor Achare, cackling daemons haunted the nightmares of all who slept within the city bounds. and many such dreamers never awoke, their souls stolen away from their slumbering bodies. In Tilea, the town of Trantio was, for three days and three nights. engulfed in a swirl of perfumed murk. No two stones lay together when the storm lifted; the daemon-wrought destruction was so complete that not a single building survived, and every soul trapped within now served, in manners both horrific and diverse, before Slaanesh's silken throne.


  In many places, the breaches between the realms were larger and more stable. and there were fought the bloodiest battles of those days. ln Lustria, the vast rift in the heart of Xahutec was torn open anew. Although the lizardmen had long prepared for that moment. and had surrounded the ancient ruins with troops and wards untold, the onslaught was only contained, not defeated. As the days of unrelenting battle ground on, the saurus cohorts were gradually driven back. In Ulthuan, Yvresse was all but overrun as the daemon N'kari led his legions forth from the enchanted mists to bring suffering to the high elves once more. In Athel Loren, the Vaults of Winter cracked asunder, and spewed legions of daemonkind into the glades of Summerstrand.


  Yet all these incursions were as nothing compared to what occurred at the world's northern pole. at the site of the greatest rift between the mortal and immortal realms. There the daemonic legions congregated in numbers beyond measure, marshalling into four great hosts of damnation assembled beneath the most exalted servants of the Chaos Gods. It was an invasion of a magnitude not seen for thousands of years; the beginning of the end, a declaration of the death of the world. One by one, the four exalted daemons bent knee in fealty: not to a god, or another daemon, but to a mortal man, a traitor to his kind chosen by the Dark Gods to be their agent of annihilation. For the acts he would perform, so had the gods named him. He was Archaon Everchosen, Lord of the End Times, and the hour of his glory was fast approaching.


  The coming of the daemons heralded a time of dark rejoicing for the barbarians of the Chaos Wastes. For long months. the shamans and seers of the northern tribes had read signs of glory in the stars and omens in the shilling winds. The black moon hung heavier in the skies each day, green flames raging across its surface and sparking into the void, waves of dark blessings rippling through the tribes with every flare. A twin-tailed comet blazed across the sky, its wake branding the heavens with sigils of flickering fire.


  Tidings spread that Archaon had at last ascended to his throne of bone and brass, the Crown of Domination set upon the Everchosen's brow by unholy Be'lakor, the First-Damned. Truly was Archaon the Lord of the End Times, highest in the sight of the Chaos Gods, and their weapon against the world. Such was the Everchosen’s glory, or so it was said, that even the immortal servants of the gods now offered him fealty. Not all believed that the daemons intended true allegiance to the Everchosen, for the legends of the northlands were replete with tales of how such creatures obeyed only when it served their own interests - but it hardly mattered. There would be opportunities for the strong, the devious and the devoted to win the favour of the gods.


  Tribes beyond counting were drawn north to the Inevitable City, their chieftains driven by ambition to kneel before Archaon's grim throne. As each night fell and the dark moon blazed overhead, drums boomed through the darkness. Bellowed chants echoed south across the wastes, tens of thousands of voices raised in guttural clamour. All who heard that ancient prayer felt something impossibly old and hungry stir in their souls. Lunatics, seers and daemon-touched wanderers found their steps guided northwards by unknown compulsion, or by the insidious whispers dancing in their minds.


  As the winds carried the dirge south across the Old World, even faultless souls who had never heard the call of the dark powers felt its summons. A few - too few – resisted, drawing upon the strength of dwindled gods to preserve their fragile sanity. Some went mad, scooping out their eyes so that they might blind themselves to their unwanted visions, or hacking out their tongues to keep from uttering blasphemous truths. Others welcomed the changes that were upon them, sensing at last the fulfilment of a need that they had never before acknowledged.


  ln Bretonnia, in the great cathedral of Gisoreux, a bishop was suddenly compelled to anoint the Lady's Fountain with the slime from his own blackened sores. As contagion rippled through the pilgrims who drank from the waters, he bellowed with laughter, a terrible blood-choked sound that gave out only when his lungs collapsed beneath the weight of the writhing maggots within. In Altdorf, a Sister of Shallya completed her morning's devotions, took up a carving knife from the refectory, and slaughtered those with whom she had lived and worshipped For two decades. When the city watch finally breached the temple a day later, they found her sitting amidst bloody and hall:-eaten bodies. The captain of the watch made the mistake of thinking her catatonic; soon he had a ragged gash where his throat should have been, and she had a sword as well as a knife. Thus began a trail of carnage that stretched to the border of Troll Country, and ended at last in a hail of bullets somewhere on the Nordvast- Streclthein road. All across the Old World, soldiers turned on their comrades before fleeing into the beastmen-haunted forests, or north into the Chaos Wastes, humanity sloughing from their minds and bodies with every step they took.


  Hour by hour, day by day. Archaon's army grew, its numbers swollen by traitors and madman from the south. Yet still the Everchosen made no move to march. Many chieftains grew restless. They chafed at the inactivity, and longed to raise their axes against the weak nations of the world. Some warred amongst themselves, but others led their tribes south in search of plunder and victory.


  Archaon cared not. The horde could not be controlled, he knew that well enough, but it did not matter. The Eye of Sheerian had granted him a vision of the Future: of a world swallowed by fire, in which civilisation had crumbled and every voice exulted to the glory of the Chaos Gods. This future was not to he brought about by war as the civilised world had so far seen it; this would be war without encl. The Realm of Chaos was rising, and those not swept away at its onset would drown as the dark waters closed over their heads. Let others be the first to break upon the shore, expending their strength before the full swell of the tide. Let the weak and worthless be winnowed out, let the reckless and glory-mad grind themselves to offal against defences long prepared; they were of no consequence. Those who survived would he the stronger for it; those who perished would glorify the gods with their deaths. Soon, the Swords of Chaos would raise Archaon's banner, and the greatest horde ever seen would march to cease history.


  The End Times were upon the world, and Archaon's hour was nigh.
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  As elsewhere, northmen spilled south across the lronfrost Glacier into Naggaroth. Their banners were black against the storm-laden sky; the tramp of their iron-shod feet a rumble of thunder in distant lands. This was the Bloodied Horde, and Valkia was its dread mistress. She had heard Khorne's voice bellowing through the thunderous skies, and now drove her followers south to claim skulls in his name. The Gorequeen cared not for Archaon's strategy — she knew only that Khorne called for blood, and thus she set forth to slake his monstrous thirst.


  The horde marched with harsh cheer and boom of drum, yet, incredibly, the Naggarothi were caught unaware. Too long had they relied upon the sorceresses of Ghrond to alert them to such perils, but the Tower of Prophecy lay silent behind a shield of sorcery. Raven-cloaked border patrols fled before the northlanders, turning their swift steeds south towards the safety of the watchtowers. One by one, the dark riders were overtaken by yowling daemons and plucked from their horses. Only a handful reached the tower of Volroth, there to perish from their wounds.


  Yet the warning had at last been given, passed from tower to tower until it reached Naggarond. Ebnir Soulflayer, most trusted of the Witch King's generals, rode to Volroth with what forces he could muster, but found the fortress already fallen. The once proud obsidian walls had been torn down by the roaring spawn-creatures of the Chaos Wastes; all that remained of a garrison some eighty thousand strong were towering cairns of bloody skulls. Souflayer set his army to the slaughter of those invaders who had tarried amongst Volroth's shattered spires, but the bulk of the Bloodied Horde had already passed beyond the line of watchtowers.


  The northlander invasion splintered as it headed further south, its chieftains abandoning Valkia's path to claim skulls of their own. The Gore-queen stayed true to her course, sweeping aside the Naggarothi hosts arrayed against her, and laid siege to grim Naggarond. Other warbands travelled east to assail Har Ganeth, and there found themselves assailed by warriors whose thirst for slaughter eclipsed even their own. Some chieftains headed south, only to be confronted by the cold-hearted legions of Hag Graef. Malus Darlchlade proved himself an inspired warleader in those weeks, burying the Dark Road with the corpses of the slain. However, the Lord of Hag Graef sought only to prevent the northlanders assailing his city; he cared not if Naggarond fell, so long as Malekith tell with it. Yet of Malekith, there was no sign.


  It was Kouran Darkhand, faithful master of the Black Guard, who led Naggarond’s defence. Twice he faced Valkia in single combat as her army stormed the walls, and twice the duel ended in stalemate as the tides of battle swept them apart. Alas, whilst Kouran was an adroit and loyal soldier, he lacked the spark of brilliance to break the siege. As the conflict dragged on, the lords and ladies of the Black Council were torn between desires. As much as they wished for the Witch King's return, so that he might smite the northlanders for their impertinence, so too did they fear Malekith's wrath on seeing what had become of his realm. At last, after three months of siege, the Witch King returned. Of where he had sojourned, he offered no word, and none dared ask, just as they dared not ask whose dried blood was crusted thick upon his gauntlets. Some said he had travelled through the Realm of Chaos, others that he had trod the gloom of the Mirai, but none could say for sure.


  Initially, Malekith was of good humour, though this dispersed like blood in the chill ocean as his council apprised him of the realms woes. It had long been the Witch King's plan to commence a new assault against hated Ulthuan, but such a thing was impossible whilst Naggaroth was beset. Calling the dragon Seraphon to his side, Malekith cast the Bloodied Horde from Naggarond's walls, and ordered the return of all Naggarothi Forces bound For Ulthuan. Ancient vengeance would wait until the upstart invaders had been taught the folly of their actions.


  ‘Worthless, all of you! Worthless!’ Malekith shouted, slamming his list down on the stone table. Dried blood flaked from the gauntlet, speckling the map with crimson dust.


  Kouran watched as carved linger bones, each marking the last known location of a barbarian horde, skittered across the inked expanse of flayed skin. As a cartographer, Rath Blacktongue had been a severe disappointment; as a map, he was invaluable.


  Perhaps fifty inner councillors, all that could be swiftly assembled following the breaking of the siege, were present in the shadowed chamber. None of them spoke; no one wanted to be the first to draw the Witch King’s attention. Kouran marked those who hail flinched as Malekith's list had crashed down. Those were the ones who lacked the courage to defy their master; those were the ones that could be trusted.


  Most of the council wore solemnly respectful expressions, Kouran noted, but not all. Malus Darkblade, bastard ruler of Hag Graef could hardly hide his triumph. Something would have to be done about that one, Kouran decided. If his spies could be believed — and Kouran had tortured too many to death over the centuries to think that more than a handful had the stomach for misleading him — then the ambitious Darkblade was gathering allies for a rebellion. Yes, something would have to be done about him, and soon.


  ‘Our campaign against hated Ulthuan will be delayed until the barbarians have been... humbled,'


  Malekith continued in a dangerous whisper, his temper perhaps subsiding. ‘Accept our apologies, Lady Brackblood. for we know that this was to have been your finest hour.’


  The Witch Kings temper was under control once more, if it had truly been roused in the first place. Even Kouran could not always tell when his master played at rage for theatrical effect.


  To Kouran's left, Drane Brackblood gave a predatory smile. 'Your majesty is most gracious,’ she said, her voice like silk torn on broken glass.


  She had plotted long and hard to be given command of the invasion fleet, Kouran thought, but she knew better than to express her disappointment in council. That would be taken out on her household and, if rumour held true, the very special prisoner chained in the deepest dungeon of her manse.


  'All forces at anchor in Naggarond and Hag Graef are to disembark and begin the march north immediately,’ Malekith announced. ‘We shall take command of the counter-attack personally.’ He paused.


  ‘But perhaps some consideration should be given to our royal mother. She has, after all, proven to be a good and loyal servant in the past.'


  Kouran watched as Malekith's gaze tracked around the room. Despite being couched in terms of a royal favour, this was a dangerous and thankless task. Who would be chosen? He was too valuable at Malekith's side. Ebnir Soulflayer, perhaps? He certainly deserved worse for his failure in the north. Or maybe Hellebron? There was amusement to be had in sending the Blood Queen of Har Ganeth to aid her greatest rival, but Kouran suspected that even Malekith could ill-afford to offend the Cult of the Murder God.


  ‘Lord Darkblade,' the Witch King said at last, chill regard dripping from every syllable, ‘perhaps you will do us this very personal service? Be assured that you may choose the finest warriors at our disposal to accompany you.'


  Kouran watched with secret amusement as Malus Darkblade's mask slipped for a second. The Dreadlord of Hag Graef plainly understood the perils ol the mission, but he could hardly refuse.


  Darkblade bowed his head. 'Of course, majesty.’


  ‘Understand, Lord Darkblnde; we are concerned that there may have been an element of treachery at work in the north. Take any action you think proper, but know that we expect our mother to be returned to us... unharmed. All other concerns are secondary. Perform this task, and perform it well, and we shall prove not ungenerous: but be warned, we have had more than our fill of failure.'


  ‘It shall be as you command, majesty,’ Darkblade replied, his intellect doubtless at work already.


  Kouran let his mind wander as discussion turned to the details of the forthcoming campaign.


  The natural order of Naggaroth had been restored, or nearly so. The barbarians would be crushed and, with luck, at least one ambitious scut would meet a deserved demise.


  Today had been a very good day, and those that followed promised to be even better.
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  On Ulthuan, the lull in Naggarothi attacks did not go unnoticed. Shores that had known scant peace in the preceding centuries went weeks without sighting a black sail upon the horizon, and even in the war-torn Shadowlands the bitter conflict between the divided houses of Nagarvthe was stilled for a time.


  Alas, the high elves had little chance to revel in this unexpected calm, for the rising power of Chaos soon made its presence known in the Ten Kingdoms. On a night riven by red lightning, the clouds atop the Annulii Mountains descended, a tide of wild magic flowing in their wake. Wherever the mists touched, madness followed. Trees twisted into vile shapes, and bellowed in a language that was old when the world was young. The creatures of the sunlit meadows fled before the magic's onslaught, or else warped into new and terrible forms. Spirits of the rivers and the hills screamed in agony as the power of Chaos Hooded through them, then cackled with laughter as their broken minds came to glory in their remade bodies. Of all Uithuan's creatures, only the elves were unaffected. They had resisted the influence of Chaos for millennia; they would not succumb now, nor would they willingly surrender their beloved homeland.


  Wherever the magic flowed, the walls of reality wore thin, and daemons poured in through the breaches. In Saphery, the shores of the Sea of Dreams came alive with writhing tentacles. The forests of Chrace burned as Tzeentchian hosts set warpfires for no other reason than to revel in the destruction. The rivers of inland Cothique and Ellyrion flowed thick with festering slime as the noxious emissaries of Grandfather Nurgle brewed contagions amongst the headwaters. Howling hosts of bloodletters ran rampant across the elven heartlands, putting towns to the sword and claiming the skulls of the slain for their dark masters. The great cities of Elisia and Tor Dynal were overrun by the screeching hordes; the walls of Tor Achare, the Tower of Hoeth and countless other fortress-cities were brought under siege.


  Here and there, the elves succeeded in stemming the tide of corruption. Banners were raised across the Ten Kingdoms, and armies marched to oppose the daemonic assault. Protected from the daemonic malice by the steel of Sapherian swordmasters, elven magi drew upon every known shred of sorcerous lore, and dispersed the roiling magic into the Great Vortex. Such was dangerous work; no few mages lost their sanity in the striving, minds driven beyond the precipice of reason by daemonic whispers. Only in Yvresse did spear and bow alone hold the tide at bay, for the mistwalkers of those parts had long fought such threats.


  Now, more than ever, the elves of Ulthuan looked to the Phoenix King for guidance, but Finubar was nowhere to be found. The official word from the Phoenix Court was that he had sealed himself in the Heavenlight Tower and, with solitude his only companion, cast his mind upon the winds of magic to divine the cause of the enfolding disaster. At first, this was sufficient to quell the mutterings at court and beyond. However, as time passed and the situation grew ever more dire, discontent began to spread through the noble halls of Ulthuan.


  With Finubar isolated from the world, the task of leadership now fell to the Ten Kingdoms' greatest heroes. However, many of these were still overseas, returning from a failed rescue attempt. Aliathra, firstborn daughter of the Everqueen, and thus destined to one day be the Everqueen herself, had been captured by the vampire Mannfred von Carstein. Tyrion and Teclis, the heirs of Aenarion, had led the expedition to Nagashizzar, but the fiend had spirited the Everchild away at the very hour of his defeat.


  Others came forth to bear the burden. Imrik of Caledor, last of that kingly bloodline, fought tirelessly throughout many lands not his own, as did Morvai of Tiranoc and Caradrvel of Eataine. But it was not enough. Little by little, the elves were losing control of their ancestral lands. Chrace and Cothique were now all but overrun; Ellyrion and Avelorn seemed sure to follow. Hope was fading. Not only was the Phoenix King nowhere to be found but the Everqueen, warned by a mother’s intuition that Aliathra’s dire fate had not been averted, had abandoned her beloved Avelorn and retreated to the Gaean Vale.


  Finally, it was Imrik of Caledor who spoke the words that lay on many minds. The Phoenix King's first duty was to defend his realm, claimed Imrik, not play at prophecy whilst the Ten Kingdoms burned. By his inaction, or so Imrik asserted, Finubar had ceded his right to the Phoenix Crown. If the Seafarer would not lead, then another must take his place.


  Many there gathered knew Imrik’s mind. Long had there been a rivalry between the kingdoms of Lothern and Caledor, and the Dragon Prince had seldom hidden his ambitions. Not one lord in that chamber questioned the fact that Imrik sought the Phoenix Crown for himself, yet not even his most ardent opponent could deny the truth of his words. Ulthuan needed leadership if it were to survive. As the days passed and the door to Finubar*s tower remained locked, more and more lords of Ulthuan raised their voices in support of Imrik.


  So it was that when Tyrion and Teclis returned in failure, they did so to a land overrun and a council divided. Teclis was appalled. He quickly perceived that Imrik’s motives were mostly honourable, but he saw also the division that the Dragon Prince had wrought. Though not an adept of strategy, it was plain to Teclis that too many battles were being fought not to martial advantage, but to further Imrik’s cause. Those who supported the Dragon Prince could rely upon the full might of Caledor’s armies in return; those who opposed him were left to fend for themselves.


  Deeming there to be no other choice, Teclis resolved to breach the wards about Heavenlight Tower. To intrude upon the Phoenix King’s private sanctum went against all tradition, and Teclis was guarded with his intentions. It took the mage three days to prepare an incantation that could defeat Finubar’s wards, and another to perform it. When finally the spell was complete, the protections faded just long enough to allow Teclis to enter the room.


  When he emerged again at midnight that same day, he was paler even than normal.


  Tyrion had spent the days since his return to Ulthuan preparing another expedition to rescue Aliathra. He had spared little attention for the horrors engulfing Ulthuan, and none at all for the growing political divisions. Thus when Teclis arrived, and begged Tyrion to take command of Ulthuan's armies, the prince was less than receptive to the idea.


  Torn between the calling of his heart and his duty, Tyrion travelled north to the Shrine of Asuryan, his intention to seek the Creator’s guidance. With him, he took but two companions: Eltharion of Yvresse and Princess Eldyra of Tiranoc, the one grim as a Naggarothi winter, the other as wild as the wind. These two were his most trusted confidants, and the only elves other than his brother with whom he had shared the truth concerning Aliathra.


  The door to the muster hall swung open at a wave of Teclis' hand, and the mage passed through into the chamber beyond. This was one of the oldest mansions in Tor Alin, dating back to the reign of Caledor I. How much longer would it stand, Teclis wondered? I low much longer would anything on Ulthuan endure in these dark days?


  Tyrion stood in the centre of the room, his palms braced upon the top of the silverwood table, his eyes focussed on a map of the upstart Empire of Men, and occasionally darting to a scroll that contained troop readiness reports from across the Ten Kingdoms. To Teclis’ certain knowledge, he had been here for at least a day and a night.


  ‘You must not leave Ulthuan,' Teclis said, crossing to his brother’s side and glancing down at the map. ‘Not even in order to save Aliathra.’


  'I must,’ Tyrion replied in a tone that invited no argument. ‘This task cannot be left to other hands; she is the future of our race.’


  ‘Is she?’ Teclis asked sadly. ‘You’ve never been able to lie to me, brother.’ He sighed. ‘I always wondered what evil our bloodline’s curse would wreak through you. Now I know a part of it. If our most ancient of legends is true then we were doomed long before Aliathra was taken —you doomed us, Tyrion, long before then. What could have possessed you to commit such folly?’


  ‘I would never expect you to understand,’ Tyrion snapped, sweeping back his hand dismissively. ‘You have ever been passionless and distant, fonder of your dry and dusty tomes than of anything that walks and breathes.’


  ‘It astounds me that I can be so misjudged by one who knows me so well,’ Teclis replied icily, and turned wearily away. He knew' his brother’s anger was not directed at him, but it cut him to the quick nonetheless. Shaking his head, Teclis drew himself up to his full height once again.


  ’I did not come here to quarrel, brother,’ he said, his face still to the door. 'I came to discover the truth, and I have done so. I shall not speak of it to another; not to the council, not even to the Everqueen herself.’


  ‘Would you have me do nothing?' Tyrion demanded quietly, his anger cooling into something altogether more dangerous. ’Would you have me abandon her?'


  ‘I would have you be the leader your people need in this time of blood and fire,’ Teclis said softly, turning to face his brother again. ‘Even if you save her, Aliathra can never be the Everqueen, and if you depart Ulthuan, thousands will perish. Can one life, any life, be worth so much death?’


  There was no answer, so Teclis pressed on.


  ‘I will weep for your daughter later, brother. For now, it is the fate of our entire race that concerns me, as it should concern you. Unless we can find a way to cheat fate, the Asur will no longer be anything other than a memory. I will see the world itself unmade before I allow that to happen. What will you do?'


  'Whatever I must,' Tyrion replied darkly.


  'But will you do it to assuage your guilt, or to protect a people who rely on their greatest champion now more than ever?’ Teclis felt his brother’s baleful glare upon him, but the mage met it unflinchingly.


  Teclis sighed. 'Very well. I know the folly of trying to change your mind once it is made up, and I too have errands that will not wait.’ With a sweep of robes he turned and strode briskly towards the door, but paused for a moment on the threshold. ‘I forgive you for what you have done, brother. I only hope that when the time comes, you can forgive me for what I must do now.'


  As the three travellers approached their destination, they found the causeway blocked by the serried ranks of the Phoenix Guard. It seemed the whole shrine had emptied, for the length and breadth of the causeway was resplendent with shining armour and gleaming cloaks. They would not allow Tyrion to pass, but stood shoulder to shoulder as the travellers approached. Drawing back on Malhandir's reins, Tyrion demanded to know the reason for this display. At first there was no answer. Then, as one, ten thousand knees bent and ten thousand blades lowered in fealty.


  Eltharion counselled Tyrion that this was the sign he had sought, and bade the prince remain on Ulthuan, to take command of the realm's defence; he and Eldyra would lead an army to rescue Aliathra from the clutches of the undead, or they would die trying. Tyrion looked long into Eltharion’s shadowed eyes before nodding and turning back for Lothern.


  Tyrion returned to the Phoenix Council at the height of one of Imrik’s speeches. He entered the room in full armour, and challenged every lord there to lay aside their differences and marshal their forces to the defence of the Ten Kingdoms. If any sought to quarrel further, he declaimed, then he would happily settle such arguments with Sunfangs keen edge.


  All there present were shamed by Tyrion’s words, or were cowed by his manner; all save Imrik, who flew to his feet and demanded under what authority Tyrion dared speak so. Aenarion's heir smiled without humour, and told the Dragon Prince that he was but the herald of Asuryan, and of the Phoenix King who was the Creator's mortal servant - under such authority there was nothing he would not dare. A cold rage now descended upon Imrik’s heart. Declaring that Caledor would stand alone, he swept out of the chamber and abandoned forever his dreams of claiming the Phoenix Crown.


  Soon, a great host marched out of Lothern, with Tyrion and the Phoenix Guard at its head. With them rode the lords and warriors of nine kingdoms. Imrik had stubbornly clung to his pledge, and refused to look to the defence of any kingdom save Caledor. Nonetheless, when Tyrion's host marched, it did so with hope rekindled.


  The elves swept north along the shores of Eataine and Saphery, and thence into Yvresse and Avelorn. They cast the daemons back into their loathsome realm, and Teclis used ancient magics to halt the spread of the mists. Tyrion fought with a fervour that most accredited to his bloodline, or else to the blessings of the gods. Only Teclis, who battled ever at his brother's side, knew that Tyrion's determination grew not out of supernatural means, but out of frustration at his duty to fight for his homeland whilst Aliathra languished in Mannfred's clutches.


  A second, smaller army, with Eltharion and Eldyra at its head, took ship east a few days after Tyrion’s army had marched forth. They had no illusions about the dangers before them. Belannaer, Lore master of Hoeth, travelled with the fleet, leaving Finreir to guide the mages of Saphery in his stead; he could hear the Everchild’s voice upon the wind, and had determined that Aliathra was now held captive in the region known to men as Sylvania, land of the vampire counts. It was plain now that Aliathra’s capture was part of some dark plot, and Belannaer advised Eltharion to seek aid from the other nations of the Old World. Eltharion had resisted at first, for he loathed that Aliathra’s fate could be placed in the hands of men and dwarfs, but at last he relented. The forces of darkness and destruction were on the march,that much was evident. Better that Ulthuan ally itself with willing primitives, he judged, than stand alone in defeat. Swallowing the last of his pride, Eltharion ordered the ships of his fleet to head due east, for the Empire of Sigmar.
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  In the Empire, times were bleak, and growing steadily bleaker.


  The portents had not gone unnoticed in the land of Sigmar, though few realised the ominous times that proceeded in their wake. Many looked upon the twin-tailed comet and saw only hope, a renaissance of power and, perhaps, the return of their ancestral warrior-god. Then the skies blazed with multicoloured fire, and the priests reminded their congregation that Sigmar had come during a time of mankind's darkest need, and warned that such times could well be nigh once more. And so it proved.


  As the comet grew brighter, the Drakwald was alive with rumour concerning a being the commoners named Malagor. For centuries, there had been tales of this winged beastman, stories of villages cursed and crops blighted by the coming of the one they called the Dark Omen. These stories had always been discounted as superstitious drivel by the learned men of the cities, but now Gregor Martak, head of the Amber College, claimed to have caught sight of the creature amidst the ruins of a small village near Middenheim, and the naysayers had fallen suddenly silent. By day, travellers, caravans and patrols vanished from the Drakwald's roads. By night, commoners cowered behind boarded-up doors and windows, praying that Taal would preserve them from the howling beasts beyond the palisade.


  On the comet sped - past glowering Morrslieb - and cases of mutation flared, not just in the squalid rookeries of the cities, but amongst the wealthy classes as well. Some of the afflicted heard dark singing upon the winds. Abandoning their lives, they journeyed north, lured by a growing darkness in their hearts and minds. Disease too had soared, most prominently in Altdorf, where the Sisters of Shallya woefully declared the blight immune to their prayers. Thinking that the outbreak was an artifice of evil men, rather than the will of cruel gods, Arch Lector Kaslain led an expedition into the Unberogen ruins buried deep beneath the city, but he found naught in those tunnels save for rats and a sense of mocking eyes watching his every move.


  In response to the sicknesses of mind and body, unscrupulous merchants amassed fortunes in gold crowns, selling tinctures and elixirs that would proof one against the stigmata of Chaos. Seldom did such palliatives work, for most were simply coloured waters or even distillations of poisons. None of this mattered to their vendors, who had invariably moved on to the next market by the time their deceit was uncovered. Not all escaped, however. In Middenheim, the Elector Count Boris Todbringer strung such a merchant from the city walls after he lost a nephew to a lethal infusion of hagbane and docksnare. The elixir trade in Middenheim was noticeably curtailed after that, but it continued to bloom elsewhere in the lands of the Empire.


  Cure-peddlers were not tile only ones to profit from the doom-laden times. Doomsayers and zealot priests found their congregations burgeoning with believers as the portents became ever more frequent and malign. As the flagellants’ numbers swelled, so too did they become more violent. When the twin-tailed comet sailed past noble Mannslieb, state troops were mobilised in several cities to aid watchmen in containing the baying crowds. In Nuln, even this proved insufficient. The city was overwhelmed with fanatics to such an extent that the nobility scarcely dared venture beyond the gates of their estates. As it transpired, walls were no barrier to the mob, and the mansions were soon ransacked f or valuables. Bonfires were lit on every street corner, fed by the possessions of the wealthy. Some nobles were imprisoned: others were pilloried. The Countess von Liebwitz would have been sent to the bonfires as a witch and adulteress, were it not for the actions of a retired dockwatch captain. Gathering a desperate band of watchmen and militia, this captain rescued the countess from the flames, reclaimed the city’s old quarter and held it long enough for the Knights Griffon and reinforcements from Reikland to finally quell the riots.


  As the twin-tailed comet sped past the constellation of Kerr, the Slayer of Fiends, Mannfred von Carstein seceded Sylvania from Imperial rule, and cloaked the province in impenetrable darkness. Volkmar, Grand Theogonist of the Cult of Sigmar, was overcome by righteous outrage; spurning cautious counsel, he plunged headlong into Sylvania to confront the vampire.


  He did not return. Worse yet, Sylvania’s border was soon fortified with towering ramparts of bone, and those witch hunters who managed to escape the cursed land spoke of an apostatic enchantment that rendered even the most potent of their holy weapons useless. The only glimmer of light in a dark situation was the fact that Balthasar Gelt, Arch-Alchemist and Supreme Patriarch of the Colleges of Magic, had succeeded in crafting an enchantment of his own. Dubbed the wall of faith by those who learned of it, Gelt's spell encircled Sylvania, drawing upon the power of holy artefacts that Mannfred had sought to place beyond use. No undead creature could cross that invisible barrier, or so it was said, but for many this was still not enough.


  All things being equal, not even the staunchest of traditionalists would have objected to the loss of that benighted region, for it had ever been a reluctant and burdensome province. Alas, all things were not equal, and the Emperor's council feared that Sylvania’s independence was but the precursor to a new campaign of terror. At Karl Franz's order, the armies of the Empire began to converge upon Sylvania, determined that gunpowder and steel would serve if faith would not. There were those in the Emperor’s inner circle who cautioned that Mannfred was likely prepared for such an attack. However, Karl Franz took the view that Sylvania had gone from being an occasional dagger in the Empire's side - albeit one that had several times come close to victory — to an open threat he no longer had the luxury of overlooking. If the vampires could not escape Sylvania, then they would be cornered and destroyed.


  Then came the riders from Kislev.


  Syrgei Tannarov, Boyar of Chebokov, and his escort of ungol horsemen came to Altdorf at dawn, two days before the Emperor was due to depart for the Sylvania campaign.


  The comet was now so bright in the skies that it was visible by day, a second sun peering down from the heavens. The Kislevites had ridden their steeds half to death, and carried dire news - the northlanders were on the march once again. Kislev was already half-fallen, Tannarov warned, with all the lands north and west of Bolgasgrad awash in a sea of barbarians and daemons. Given the severity of the news, Karl Franz had expected the Ice Queen to invoke the terms of their old alliance, and call upon the Empire to march north to Kislev's salvation. Tannarov made no such demand. Kislev was already gone, he said, and went on to tell of a series of battles along the River Lynsk, battles the Tsarina fought not out of hope for her own people's survival, but so that the limp ire might have time to avoid a similar fate.


  Within the hour, hundreds of heralds had set out from Altdorf, beginning the task of strengthening the northern border, and redirecting those armies already nigh upon Sylvania. Nevertheless, Karl Franz knew the situation was grim. He had fought alongside the gospodars of Kislev many times, and knew them to be a hardy and resourceful people. If they had all but been swept aside...


  For the next few weeks, the late of the Empire hung in the balance. Armies were force-marched north in a desperate race to reinforce the border before the Chaos hordes could break through. Many of the troops who began the journey never reached their destination. Beastmen and greenskins, hungry for slaughter, harried the advance. Soon, Karl Franz’s logisticians and strategists advised that certain tracts of the Great Forest and the Drakwald be avoided entirely. Even then, the attrition continued. Entire regiments were wiped out as plague spread through their ranks. Some soldiers perished from exhaustion, abandoned at the roadside by comrades desperate to continue their advance. Others deserted, fleeing to their homes to protect their loved ones.


  All in all, for every ten men that headed to the Kislev border, only seven reached their destination. Those who did survive the journey found themselves fighting almost from the moment of their arrival. The Chaos hordes, winnowed of their weak and feckless during the fighting for Kislev, had spilled over into the Empire in many places, and the armies of Ostermark and Talabecland were hard-pressed to keep them at bay. Most dangerous of these was a ragged host marching under the banner of Vilitch the Curseling. Where other hordes shattered against the Empire’s entrenched battle lines, Vilitch's followers pressed on, insensate to the losses inflicted upon them. Thus was Castle von Rauken besieged, and only a series of brilliant harrying attacks masterminded by Aldebrand Ludenhof, the Elector Count of Hochland, saw the fortress preserved. Yet for all Ludenhof's successes, he could not raise the siege, nor could he stem the tide of northlander reinforcements.


  The first real successes came with the arrival of troops f rom Altdorf . Karl Franz had not yet joined the fighting in the north, for he had bent his efforts to seeking assistance from the Old World's other realms. His efforts had, as yet, failed to bear fruit, for it seemed every land teetered upon the brink of destruction - even the dwarfs were strangely reluctant to commit their aid. Nevertheless, the Emperor persevered in his attempts and, in the meantime, was generous with the forces under his personal command. So it was that Ludenhof soon found himself the master of fully half of the Reiksguard, as well as a great many regiments from Altdorf and Reikland. Thus reinforced, the Elector Count of Hochland was able to at last inflict meaningful defeat on the barbarians. He relieved Castle von Rauken and, at the Battle of Lubrecht, personally placed a long rifle bullet in the back of one of Vilitch’s skulls, forcing the sorcerer to retreat. Bereft of their master's guidance, the Curseling's host scattered to the winds, and for a time the Empire knew hope.


  Then, as the twin-tailed comet reached its perigee, outriders and ungol horsemen brought word of other hordes of northmen drawing south across the steppes, hordes that far eclipsed those thus far encountered. Ludenhofs army, the largest Empire format ion yet that fought in the north, barely outnumbered even the smallest of the newcomers’ forces. In Altdorf, Karl Franz heard tell of the worsening situation and redoubled his diplomatic efforts. If the Empire were to endure this war, it would need allies. If there were no allies to be had, it would need a miracle.


  The room was full of candles, but the girl sat in shadow. Only the sleeves and skirts of her long white dress showed in the darkness, and Balthasar Gelt wondered again why he had come. The signet ring that accompanied the message was to be trusted, or so his father had always told him, but for it to summon him here, of all places? Even the air stank of decadence.


  ‘Sit, please.’ The girl’s accent marked her out as a foreigner, Gelt thought. One of the mountain provinces of Bretonnia: Montfort, or perhaps Parravon.


  'Thank you, but I prefer to stand,’ Gelt replied.


  ‘As you wish. Can I offer you wine?'


  ‘I must decline.’


  'Must you indeed?’ The girl reached out a lace-gloved hand to the decanter on the table between them, and poured herself a polite measure of the ruby liquid.


  'All Altdorf speaks of you as the gaoler of Sylvania.’


  'An exaggeration, I assure you,’ Gelt answered carefully. 'The concept was not even mine.’


  No, he thought, it had been young Dieter who suggested the idea. It had been an uncharacteristic display of cleverness from an otherwise unpromising acolyte. Such a shame that he had been found dead two days later, his throat torn out as if by a wild animal. One more victim of the von Carsteins, Gelt supposed. Perhaps the last, if all went well.


  ‘Ah, but it was your genius that saw it enacted, was it not?’ the girl asked.


  ‘Perhaps, but it does not take any genius on my part to know that you did not summon me here to say as much. Deliver your message, and let me be on my way. I am not accustomed to patronising such establishments.’


  'You take issue with the decor, perhaps?’ The girl’s amusement was plain.


  'I disapprove of the trade,’ Gelt corrected.


  'You needn't fear for your reputation. This is a house of discretion.'


  'Amongst other things.’


  ‘Indeed. You of all people know that we are none of us what we seem on the surface.’ The girl took a sip from her glass.


  ‘As to the reason for the meeting, I already told you.’


  ‘To express your admiration for the caging of Sylvania?' Gelt made no attempt to hide his disbelief.


  ‘Indeed.’ Suddenly serious, the girl leaned forward, though not so much that her face left the shadows. 'You should go further.’


  ‘Explain.’


  ‘You have delivered the southern provinces from the menace of Sylvania, but what of those to the north? A melding of magic and faith could serve there as well. What if you could fashion a rampart that not only kept out the barbarians, but sustained itself from the wild magic that gives life to the daemonic?'


  ‘Such a thing has never been done.'


  ‘Of course it has,' the girl laughed. ‘The world is far wider than this tiny realm.’ She pushed a withered scroll across the table, revealing a delicate hand which she quickly withdrew. Magic is rising. Much is now possible that was not before.'


  Gelt unfurled the scroll and pored over its contents with growing surprise. The ritual it described would be a great undertaking, but it might very well work. He would not have considered such a strategy before the triumph over Sylvania, but he had found his horizons broadening of late.


  Yet still he had his doubts. 'But what manner of genius would I be if I succumbed to such transparent manipulation?'


  'What manner of genius would you be if you did not?’ the girl countered, levity once more in her voice. 'In any case, I have delivered the message as I was bidden. I care not what you do with it.’


  'And may I ask who sent you to me?’


  'You may, but you would be a fool to expect a reply,' the girl said sharply. 'Suffice to say that I am no fonder of her than she is of me, but strange times make for stranger alliances.'


  Those last words stayed with Gelt as he made his way back through the busy streets. He knew there was more at work here than he could see, but he would think on the matter. He would think very hard indeed.
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  As the Empire battled for survival, the insidious influence of Chaos continued to spread.


  With every orbit since the coming of the comet, dark Morrslieb had drawn closer to the world. Now, beneath the moon’s leering face, the firmament began to writhe. From the ground rose monoliths — jagged spikes thrust out of the bedrock like spearpoints. Some were black splinters of long-ago meteors now pulled to the surface by the moon's sickly green glow. Others were ancient idols, toppled and overgrown or else cast down into ruin by other powers. As the nights grew longer, dark magic reknitted broken stone; fell runes, long-eroded, cast forth baleful light once more.


  From the Drakwald surged a monolith so immense it towered over the tallest structure built by man, its crown wreathed in lightning. The malformed pillars that grew in the Arden Forest oozed, while a monument of living flame arose out of the glacial fields of Naggaroth. The dreaded Six Spikes herdstones, levelled after the loss of so many stouthearted men, once again stood tall in the Great Forest. A number of contaminated sites rose in Athel Loren, despite the best efforts of the wood elves. Soon each of these herdstones pulsed with dark energy, emitting the corrupting influence of Chaos into the air around them.


  And from out of the dark woods came the beastmen.


  Primal needs called them. Savage lusts drove them. Answering a summons they did not understand, the true Children of Chaos gathered. They came alone or in packs, whole warherds following the ancient paths through the wild places of the world. They were joined by twisted and mutated things not seen by light of day for generations. They converged at these sites of power, drawn to the newly risen herdstones and those long established. As the congregations milled, the dark acts that followed were as unnatural as the creatures that performed them.


  The raucous rites followed no pattern; there was no discernible ritual. Instead, it was naught but a blood orgy — a savage feast where depravity and anarchy held sway. Gory trophies were stacked high as more and more of the beasts' twisted kind emerged to join the grisly bacchanal. The grounds grew slippery' with blood and the fruits of debased acts. Through it all, braying howls were lifted to the moon as its strange rays imbued all with a grotesque and unquenchable vitality.


  The strongest gathered there, and the herdstones whispered dark secrets long promised; the fulfilment of dreams beyond the comprehension of reasoning creatures. A myriad scents and sensations all said the same thing...


  The Time of the Beast was coming.
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  For the folk of Athel Loren, the resurgence of the beastmen could not have come at a worse time. The Battle of Quenelles had been won, but at a terrible cost Ariel was dying, and the forest was dying with her.


  So far as any knew, the Mage Queen had come through the battle unscathed, but her strength had failed the moment she had set foot within the forests bounds. A sombre procession of eternal guard had borne Ariel away to the Oak of Ages, hoping that she might heal within as she had many times before. A week later, the first signs of rot appeared upon the Oak of Ages' boughs, and the sickness soon spread throughout the forest. Glades that had gone unaffected by the shifting seasons since the first turnings of the world withered, madness spread like wildfire though the dryads and treemen, and ancient trees cracked asunder to spill their maggot-ridden innards upon a forest floor heavy with decay. To make matters worse, beastmen were drawn to these desolate glades in their thousands. These were not merely the herds that perennially roamed beneath the forest canopy, but mutants and bray-spawn lured from hundreds of leagues in every direction. No matter how desperately the wood elves fought, the Children of Chaos were never repulsed for long.


  All Athel Loren despaired. None amongst the wood elves could deem the cause of their queen’s sickness, though they all believed it to be tied to the forest's plight. Some speculated she had been cursed during the dying moments of the Battle of Quenelles. A few claimed that the malaise had been visited upon her by the Lady of the Lake, an act of retribution for a recent quarrel. However, most saw their queen's sickness as a sign that the balance of the Weave was shifting, that the terrible events they had fought so long to prevent were at last upon them. Alas, just as none could identify the source of the blight, none could posit a cure.


  Orion, desolate that he could heal neither his home nor his beloved queen, sought refuge in battle. Again and again, the Wild Hunt rode out across the ravaged glades and swept away all in its path; no malformed beastman was safe from Orion's wrath. Alas, in his sorrow, the King in the Woods grew ever more reckless; soon it was rage, not reason that came to dominate his thinking. Thus did many wood elves perish in needless battle, victims of their king’s grief as much as the crude weapons of the Children of Chaos. Denied the guidance of both king and queen, the Council of Athel Loren could not divine the proper path.


  Several months after Ariel had first begun to diminish, a new intruder came to the forest. She travelled through the worldroots, a perilous journey for one not born of Athel Loren, but she came alone, appeasing their guardian spirits with offerings of purest magic and innocent blood. Of course, none could tread the ancient trails of the world without the wood elves’ knowledge, and when the intruder stepped out into the light of King’s Glade, she faced a ring of levelled spears. So it was that the folk of Athel Loren greeted Alarielle, Everqueen of Ulthuan.


  The wood elves beheld Alarielle with distrust. Though relations with Ulthuan had improved much in recent years, the betrayals and slights of old were not easily forgotten. Nonetheless, Alarielle was granted an audience before the full council, and she told them of the circumstances that had driven her eastward. She spoke of her daughter Aliathra, held captive by the malice of the vampire Mannfred von Carstein, and of the failed attempts to rescue her.


  As a mother, Alarielle wept for Aliathra’s fate.


  As a queen, she feared the doom her daughter's death would wreak upon Ulthuan. But Alarielle’s fears went deeper even than this. She too had felt the shifting balance of the Weave, and feared that the Everchild's fate was part of some larger calamity, one that might forever upset the fragile balance between the powers of life and death. She told the council of Eltharion’s mission to save Aliathra, but she told them also that she did not believe the high elves could win this battle alone. So saying, Alarielle abased herself before the council, an act that none there expected of so proud a queen, and she begged the wood elves to send whatever aid they could, if not for Aliathra’s sake, or for Ulthuan’s, then for that of the world.


  Long did the council debate Alarielle’s request. Few had any desire to weaken Athel Loren’s defences against the rampaging beastmen, but nor could they ignore the wider consequences of refusal. If the Weave sustained lasting harm, Athel Loren would be first to suffer, as it had done in the past. But could the Everqueen’s reading of events be trusted? None were sure. Alarielle had spoken without guile, but this was no guarantee that she herself had not been deceived.


  In the end, the matter was settled by an unexpected influence. Durthu, Eldest of Ancients, had seldom addressed the council in recent decades, for his mind had been too often far afield, but now he spoke lucidly and without wrath. The cycle of the world was beginning anew, he proclaimed in stentorian tones, and just as the forest had aided the elves of Ulthuan in days of old, it would do so again now. But, he warned Alarielle, there would be a price, just as there had been in those ancient times.


  The Everqueen knew nothing of the events to which the elder referred, but she accepted without hesitation. The council, unwilling to contradict Durthu's decision, ordered that a host be assembled to pierce dread Sylvania and aid the high elves in their rescue attempt; perhaps this might also restore balance to the Weave, and to the forest. This task was entrusted to Araloth, Lord of Talsyn and Ariel's champion, for it was well known by now that he commanded the favour of the goddess Lileath, and such would serve him well in the dark land of the vampires.


  Araloth's host set out in the dead of night, striking north towards Axe Bite Pass. Their course took them close to the walls of Parravon. Duke Cassyon, woken from his slumber by a sentry’s call, wondered what errand drew the fey folk eastward, then drove the idle fancy from his head.


  Bretonnia had enough problems of its own...


  The moon was full overhead as Alarielle stood in the heart of the great clearing.


  There was ancient power in this place, the Everqueen knew. She could feel the slumbering consciousness pressing at the back of her mind, a thousand echoing whispers all different, yet all the same. It was the sweetest music she had ever heard. The trees of Avelorn had never sung to her thus, not in all the years she had walked their groves and, for all the strangeness of Athel Loren, a part of Alarielle felt that it had at last come home.


  This had been a magnificent tree once, Alarielle thought, staring at the glorious crown of branches high above her head. Perhaps it would be so again, but now its leaves were withered and shrunken, its bark peeling and marred by livid splotches of colour. She ran her lingers across the trunk, but snatched them back in dismay as the bark shrivelled at her touch.


  The sisters who had guided her to the clearing looked at her expectantly.


  'The Oak of Ages,’ Naestra told her solemnly. ‘It is dying.’


  'It is perhaps already dead.’ said Arahan.


  'Can it be saved?’ Alarielle asked.


  'That is not for us to say,’ Naestra replied.


  'It is for you to prove,' Arahan said.


  ‘Or to disprove,’ her sister echoed.


  With a creaking sigh, the ground in front of Alarielle sank away, revealing a stairway of roots that stretched away into the darkness beneath the tree. Pinpricks of light sparked in the gloom below as spirits, disturbed by the shifting of the roots, flittered into the night sky. The Everqueen felt an unfamiliar pang of terror.


  ‘There is nothing to fear,’ Naestra said.


  'Do not lie to her,’ Arahan chided. ‘It is better that she knows the truth.


  ‘Truth is not absolute, whatever you might believe.’ Naestra argued. ‘In any case, the bargain is made; it cannot be reneged upon without cost.’


  ’A cost we can ill-afford,' Arahan agreed.


  ‘Indeed. But you are right,’ Naestra conceded, ‘the choice must be hers alone.’


  Aiarielle’s grip tightened on her stave. Naestra was correct, she thought; the bargain had been made. The Everqueen would not dishonour the Asur by refusing it now.


  Without a word, Alarielle began her descent. The soil's rich scent was thick all about her, but the bitterness of corruption also hung in the air. As she alighted from each stair, the roots shifted behind her, rising up to weave away the sky. As the last tendril writhed into place, the Everqueen heard one of the sisters call out.


  ‘Please, save our mother.’
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  When the folk of Bretonnia, common-born and noble alike, recalled the horrors of recent years, they concluded that the kingdom was surely damned.


  First had come the Year of Woe, when daemons had ravaged the four corners of the realm. Then had followed the uprising of 1543. Mallobaude, bastard son of the king, had long been gathering an army in Mousillon, and on Winter's Eve of that year, he loosed it to seize the throne. Disgraced knights from across the realm flocked to Mallobaude’s serpent banner and, as King Louen, Royarch of Bretonnia, gathered his own scattered armies, the situation worsened. After the Battle of Chalons, and the calamitous disappearance of Morgiana le Fay, the Dukes of Carcassonne, Lyonesse and Artois declared themselves for Mallobaude, and rebellion blossomed into civil war.


  At first, the forces of the king had the upper hand. Mallobaude’s followers fought with the desperation of traitors, but the Lady's blessing lay with those who rode at King Louen’s side. One by one, Leoncoeur bested the treacherous dukes and brought their rebellious provinces to heel. A year into the campaign, it seemed that the serpent's hour was done. It was then that the true depth of Mallobaude's evil was revealed; he had struck a pact with the ancient liche Arkhan the Black, and as the serpent’s human allies foundered, the dead marched to swell his ranks.


  By the time Leoncoeur faced his bastard son at the Battle of Quenelles, Mallobaude commanded a horde far greater than the king's army. So dire had things grown by this point that the elves of Athel Loren lent their strength to King Louen's cause. In the end, for Bretonnia, it was all for nothing. At the height of the battle, Mallobaude fought Leoncoeur in single combat, and cast his father's broken body into the mud. With their king's fall, the Bretonnian’s lost all will to fight. They fled the battlefield, leaving the wood elves to make what escape they could.


  As to the fate of the king, no one knew. Some said that seven sisters had borne him from the battlefield, and carried him north to the Silverspire so that the Lady herself could heal him. Others said that the king had perished from his wounds, and was buried high on the hillside above the city he had fought to save. The darkest of the rumours said that Leoncoeur still walked the southern provinces, a mindless thrall to the necromancers who were Mallobaude’s allies. Whatever the truth of the king 's fate, his absence harmed Bretonnia greatly. Unity fled the land. Each duke was ill-inclined to aid another province while his own lands were beset. One by one, the southern provinces fell, and Mallobaude drove his army north, to Couronne.


  With his hour of victory close at hand, Mallobaude would not be stayed. The traitorous prince’s shadowy benefactor had promised that no mortal son of Bretonnia could lay him low, and Mallobaude proved the truth of those words time and again. At Gisoreux, Adelaix, Montfort and a hundred more, he offered a challenge to any knight who would face him in single combat. Each time he emerged victorious without so much as a scratch. Yet in his arrogance, Mallobaude forgot that not all of Bretonnia’s champions were truly mortal. When the bastard prince's army of the dead reached Couronne, he found the surviving dukes of Bretonnia united against him once more, their banners raised together. This mattered not to Mallobaude, whose army far outnumbered the one assembled against him. Once again he sent forth his challenge of combat, but this time it was no mortal duke or baron who answered, but the Sacremor: the legendary Green Knight, returned from the Lacrimora in the hour of his peoples’ need. In that moment, Mallobaude recognised his doom, but before the prince could flee, the Green Knight spurred forwards and struck the traitor’s head from his shoulders. With its master slain, Mallobaude’s army was soon overcome; however, Arkhan the Black hail long since fled, and no trace of him could be found.


  In the aftermath of battle, Mallobaude’s body was burnt, his ashes scattered to the winds.


  With victory at last achieved, the dukes' thoughts strayed to the succession. By now the dukes believed Leoncoeur slain, and with no obvious heir left alive, each sought to take the throne for himself. Civil war could have begun anew at that point. Indeed, it would have done, had not the Green Knight revealed himself to be none other than Gilles le Breton, the founder of the realm, gifted new life by the Lady in order that he could lead his people once more. Awestruck, the dukes immediately ceded the throne, and the folk of Bretonnia had reason to celebrate at last. Or so they thought. The prophecy of Gilles’ return promised that he would lead his people in their darkest hour. In their rapture, the Bretonnian’s believed that those words referred to the now-ended civil war. They were to soon learn that they were wrong.


  Days after Gilles’ re-coronation as Royarch, plague broke out in the southern provinces, laying waste to what remained of Quenelles and Carcassonne. Then came warpstone meteors, blazing from the skies to bring death and mutation to the ravaged land. With each passing day, the power of Chaos waxed ever fuller, and Bretonnia ’s plight grew ever more desperate.


  Each night, the skies blazed with blue fire, and each morning the survivors praised the Lady for their salvation, or else slunk into the woods in shame, their bodies writhing with mutation and minds lost to madness. Emboldened by their swelling numbers, beastmen warherds roamed the land. Shrines, villages and even towns were wiped off the map as the Children of Chaos exulted in the bountiful favour of the gods. The forests became filthy and corrupted places where only the foolish dared to tread. Even the blessed sites where grail chapels stood were not immune, and many Grail Knights perished trying to stem a tide of corruption that had no end. On one wild night, when the wind screamed with the voices of the damned and blood-red rain fell from the skies, the city of Bordeleaux vanished without a trace. A great keep of brass and bone stood in its place, the skulls of the vanished citizens set as trophies upon the walls by the same cackling daemons who prowled the surrounding lands.


  Through it all, the knights of Bretonnia did not sit idle. Many embraced the dark days as an opportunity to prove their valour, to perform deeds worthy of legend and song. Yet their bold examples were but pinpricks of light in the choking gloom. A quarter of the population had been slain, by daemon- fire, by plague or by kinstrife, and another quarter had fled over the mountains, seeking safety in the lands of the Empire or Tilea. Even as Bretonnia rejoiced at Gilles' return, it lamented the horrors heaped upon it. The peasants grew ever more sullen and miserable; the nobility looked out across what had once been the fairest land in the Old World, and wondered what they had done to deserve such a fate as this.


  From his throne in Couronne, Gilles marked the land's malaise, and knew it a harbinger of more perilous times to come. Summoning his heralds, the Sacremor declared an errantry war, the scope of which would surpass any before it. The Sons of Bretonnia were the most valiant in the world, he decreed. They would not wait meekly whilst the realm crumbled around them. The land would be cleansed, the creatures of Chaos slaughtered and driven into the ocean. Bretonnia would ride out once more; for honour, for the king, and for the Lady!
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  Far to the east of Bretonnia, High King Thorgrim Grudgebearer brooded. He could sense the world was changing, and not for the better. From atop his throne, nestled in the great hall of the Everpeak, he pored over reports, more and more of which were brought to him every hour. All were tidings of ill portent, and beneath his magnificent beard his scowl grew.


  The dwarfs have ever been a dour race, and a grim mien is as much part of their character as is their habit of pointing out the decline in everything that has taken place since the days of their forefathers. However, even a race that likes to find fault was shocked at just how ominous the signs were. Long dormant volcanoes rumbled and the very foundations of the planet shook and trembled. Even the steadiest of veterans - those hoary elders whose beards had grown longest — conceded that they had never witnessed such a multitude of troubles, nor had they themselves been as full of foreboding as they were now.


  From atop lookout towers amidst the snow- covered {leaks of the Worlds Edge Mountains the dwarfs looked out upon the oncoming storm. They marked the encroaching murk of the Dark Lands, a rising tide of gloom broken only by meteoric streaks of sickly green that blazed downwards from the cursed moon. They observed enemies gathering in numbers hitherto unseen by living dwarfs. The Badlands — those breeding grounds of greenskins — were bursting their borders and every day brought more ogre tribes stomping out from the enshrouding dark of the east. Something awful was brewing in Sylvania, for its borders grew hulking battlements of bone to encircle the land, while clouds of black magic swirled overhead. Along the slopes, dire beasts stirred from their slumbers with a greater frequency and ferocity than even the oldest, most malcontent tellers of tales could recall.


  From the north came the most menacing and portentous sights of all. Strange lights writhed upon the horizon and arcane gales swept across the lands. Reports from Kraka Drak, that most distant of strongholds in Norsca, spoke of daemons scouring the lands and a great mobilization; the barbaric warriors of the Dark Gods amassing. Oldbeards who remembered the black days that preceded the Great War against Chaos conceded that the looming signs looked every bit as threatening as those which heralded that infamous invasion, maybe worse.


  These grim tidings were the reason Thorgrim brooded. Although his people had waned since their golden age, that time when the mountain kingdoms were filled with riches and the forgecraft of the dwarfs was at its lofty pinnacle, they still remained strong. Enemies crashed and broke upon their impenetrable holds like the tides. Time and again the dwarfs marched forth to sweep away invading armies or to clear the highland passes of nightmarish monsters. Since that distant era, when their Ancestor Gods walked amongst them, the dwarfs had endured. As the Great Book of Grudges attested, they had overcome daemonic incursions, mountain-shattering earthquakes, invasions from the north and the greatest armies their age-old foes could muster.


  Yet the prospect of facing each of these threats again, all at the same time, was daunting. Even Thorgrim, relentless avenger of his people's wrongs, was thunderstruck by the rising enormity of the task at hand.


  Some clans, including the influential runesmiths guild, pointed to the swelling numbers of foes and pronounced it was time to seal the holds - to lock out the woes of what were sure to be troubled times. Then, as during past calamities, the dwarfs would be secure, protected within their matchless mountain fortresses, safeguarded while the surface world burned with war. While they would still be vulnerable to underground assault, those who swore that closed gates would lie the dwarf s' salvation pointed out the slackening pressure from their age-old nemeses, the night goblins and the verminous skaven. Many holds, amongst them Zhufbar and Karak Azul, reported that the constant attacks afflicting the Underway had recently slowed or halted altogether. However, those dwarfs most skilled in mining - those who ranged deepest into the underdark - felt that this watchful peace was a lull, a sign that their wily foes were planning something ominous. They asserted their enemy was building up their strength, and some even made claims of uncovering bold new access tunnels that sought to undermine the dwarfs.


  As ever, Thorgrim Grudgebearer received his varied councils with a sour expression. He too looked upon the glowering skies, bestowing upon them the same heaped disdain with which he received the ill-omened reports. Seasoned with age and many battles, Thorgrim knew that his people were divided. Many still begrudged his decision to aid the elves of Ulthuan - a failed attempt to rescue the Everchild from the vampiric clutches of Mannfred von Carstein.


  But the very idea of barring the gates and hoping to weather the looming disaster sat poorly with the High King.


  Though he was oathbound to uphold the pledge to aid the Empire, Thorgrim knew that if he called for a muster of the holds, some of the kings would oppose any idea of marching to meet the rising threats head-on. King Kazador had already sealed the main gates of Karak Azul. Such was the counsel of the greatest living runesmith, Thorek lronbrow, who advised putting faith in strong walls rather than squandering aid upon wayward allies. Furthermore, the master runesmith personally petitioned the High King to put forth all efforts to recover ancient artefacts, for it was his hope to uncover some mighty heirloom of the Ancestor Gods to aid their cause. Thorek was adamant that he had almost uncovered the hidden whereabouts of the fabled portal stone of Valaya — the rune-covered post and lintel through which the Ancestor Goddess first stepped out of the living mountain. Long- trusted lore suggested the finding of such artefacts would mark the onset of a new golden age, a time when the gods would once more walk amongst their people.


  Of course, there were others that would more readily obey the High King’s wishes, even if that required marching in force out of their own holds. King Alrik of Karak Hirn had sent his pledge of support to Thorgrim, while Ungrim Ironfist, the Slayer King of Karak Kadrin, was always looking for battle. Even King Belegar of Karak Eight Peaks, under siege as he was, vowed to do what he could to serve his oaths to the High King. If the signs were being read correctly, every warrior would be needed, for a time of great calamity was fast approaching.


  Heavy sat the crown of the High King, as he watched the sun set over his mountain realm. Thorgrim had vowed to strike out every entry in the Great Book of Grudges, or die trying.


  And Thorgrim was a dwarf of his word.
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  War was in the air, spreading through the lands like wildfire. Smoke rose on every' horizon and clouds of carrion birds circled low, anticipating slaughter. With the promise of violence carried further by every gust of the rising winds, the orcs and goblins began to amass, readying themselves for a new and bloody age.


  Greenskins have always thrived on war. Individual tribes exist in a constant state of battle, feuding with foes, rivals or amongst themselves if no better victim can be found. However, sparked by the increased violence that now beset the world, the greenskins gained a stronger focus. From the most skulking and weedy specimens to hulking warbosses, they all began to feel a pulse- quickening rush of indescribable but awesome purpose. It grew within them until they were bursting with energy, yet despite the barely contained fervour, the infighting that constantly plagued their kind all but ceased.


  It was as if the greenskins intuitively knew that such acts of belligerence would not satisfy them. Instead, the orcs and goblins pent up their destructive craving, holding it within until they could bellow to the skies and unleash it in one savage moment. Previously, an orc or goblin might go his whole life, short and brutal though that tended to be, and only feel but a twinge of such direction. Next to the pure joy of battle, this was the closest greenskins ever felt to divinity, and now, such feelings washed over them.


  The overwhelming feeling that something big was brewing struck greenskins no matter how far flung they were. In the most remote of locales, lone tribes felt compelled to seek out and join others of their kind. From the deepest wilderness came nomadic tribes of savage orcs, while forest goblins emerged out of their web-strewn woodland lairs. In the north, beneath ominous clouds, Troll Country saw the scattered tribes begin to mass. Brutal warchants were lifted to the strange skies.


  Where greenskin populations were highest, the rising tide of compulsion reached fever pitch, exponentially increasing until the green masses crackled with Waaagh! energy. In the cave- riddled Worlds Edge Mountains the night goblins gathered in great hordes, growing overeager. Armies from out of the darkness of the Wolf Lands howled at the strangely hued moon that leered down at them. The most active site of all was the Badlands: anarchic homeland to orc tribes beyond count. The region seethed with energy, a bubbling and over-filled cauldron ready to boil over, a powder keg awaiting only a spark.


  In that moment the greenskins could have dominated the world, launching a crusade to sweep across every' continent. If a single warlord could have united all the tribes across the globe and harnessed their might into a unified nation, then no lone force could have stood before them. There were a number of powerful greenskin leaders, and each of these drew off a portion of that gathered strength.


  In the northern range of the Worlds Edge Mountains, orcs and goblins Hocked to follow Grimgor Ironhide - pure violence distilled into the muscle-laden body of a black orc. Although perhaps the most ferocious fighter of his kind, Grimgor lacked any real desire to lead. He relished slaughter and sought the hardest foe he could fight, but he cared not if an army followed him. In fact, when the greenskins that Hocked to his inspiring brutality got in his way, he carved a path through them with as much relish as he killed anything else. Naturally, this display of strength drew more greenskins to his banner, orcs and black orcs particularly. Waaagh! Grimgor was sprawling and dangerous, but its commander could not care less for conquering lands or ransacking towns, and instead marched north, seeking to challenge the great champions that gathered there. Little did Grimgor know that his rampage had long ago been foretold...


  When it came to ambition, there was one greenskin who could not be matched: Skarsnik, Warlord of the Eight Peaks. Countless tribes gathered around him. Chief amongst them were the night goblins, but many others joined him: spider-worshipping forest goblins, ironclad orcs from the mountain passes and huge numbers of lumbering trolls. It was his intention to unleash Waaagh! Skarsnik against the much hated dwarf realm, but for good measure he would eradicate any skaven that came within arm's reach — or, as the goblins put it, ‘anything worth jabbin' at'. In the mushroom-filled great hall of his lair — formerly the dwarf hold of Karak Eight Peaks - the night goblin warlord promised plunder untold to the warlords that had gathered to fight under his banner.


  In the heart of the Badlands, the drums of war beat night and day. Amidst the furore, Wurrzag, great prophet of his people, searched beneath the gaze of the totems raised in those forsaken lands. Out of the thousands of tribes that amassed there, no less than a dozen warlords rose to prominence - splitting the gathering hordes between them.


  It had ever been Wurrzag's dream to find one Great Warboss that could claim the favour of both Gork and Mork, an ultimate greenskin warlord who could smash the world asunder. Never had the oft-addled Wurrzag moved with such clarity; never had his visions been more lucid. Wurrzag flung and read the bones, and then flung them again - letting them point him in the right direction. He vomited out pure green mystical energies, bathing in the visions they supplied. Wurrzag lurched and gyrated around the fire doing his best shamanic wardance at each crude encampment he visited. Yet despite his frantic searching, he met with no success. Dimly, Wurrzag began to realise that perhaps he sought not one almighty' warboss, but two - a Fist of Gork, and a Hand of Mork...


  Not all shamans could attune their mind like Wurrzag and harness the surge of Waaagh! energy, however. When surrounded by highly agitated members of their race, orc and goblin shamans became imbued with extraordinarily powerful magics. Some could not cope with the massive influx of power, their very minds filled beyond capacity with rampant magic. These individuals were a menace to themselves and all around them, for when they could contain no more, they overloaded in head-bursting explosions that showered lethal energies in a deadly radius. Others, who remained at least in partial control, were able to vent the surplus force skywards - sending incandescent green beams into the heavens, there to tear apart the unnaturally low and brooding clouds.


  Beneath these ominous signs, the fractious groups set off — each a roiling mass of troops, beasts and monsters that began its own crusade of destruction. They were willing to fight anything and everything that got in their way. Once more, the world quaked to the resounding roars of the greenskin Waaagh!
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  In the Mountains of Mourn, change was in the wind. Wild creatures were first to sense the shift, their instincts recognising the rising signs. Soon enough, however, even the ogres themselves, ponderous and brutal as they are, had to acknowledge the portents. They could not fail to observe the multi-coloured lights that blazed brightly on the northern horizon, still visible through daytime. Nor could they ignore the fireballs that tore across the night sky, the blazing green contrails that stung the eves to witness. Most of the meteorites fell in the Dark Lands, but some struck close enough that their momentous impacts could be¬fell. Clouds of debris blossomed to mark the strikes, triggering innumerable avalanches and landslides that rumbled loudly into the valleys below.


  Most troubling of all was the volcanic activity. The Mountains of Mourn are rife with volcanoes, and the ogres and the beasts of that land were well used to fitful rumblings or occasional eruptions. Now, however, all of them began spewing smoke and shaking the surrounding slopes. At first, this excited the ogres, especially when the father of volcanoes, the mighty Firemouth, sent forth great geysers of lava. The firebelly priests who worshipped this living mountain god increased their sacrifices tenfold, hoping to placate his hunger and thereby earn his favour. Over the land, immense plumes of smoke mingled with the now oddly swirling clouds.


  Thus began a season of blood, as the unsettled atmosphere incited creatures to terrible teats of wrath. Beasts woke from long slumber and howled their anger from the snow-covered peaks. Rhinox herds clashed with wolf packs beneath the eerily luminescent second moon. Chimerae, driven southwards by the growing turmoil in the north, terrorized the peaks, savaging everything they espied. Hunting manticores prowled everywhere, and no matter how much they killed, they could not satiate their bloodlust. The bellowing challenges of stonehorns echoed over the valleys, and even ogres travelling in tribe strength were not safe from attack. Many tribes entered into prolonged Beast Wars - titanic struggles to defend their valley camps from a near-continuous onslaught.


  Yet the ogres were not unduly troubled, for they were made for fighting and for survival under even the harshest of conditions.


  Instead, like a sabretusk coming across a bloody trail upon the mountainside, the ogres shrugged off all signs of lethargy and sloth, greeting the gale force winds from the north with toothy grins. They knew that where there was fighting there would be bountiful opportunity, and the ogres had eager expectations of the feasts to come. The ogres were no longer acting like a unified kingdom, however, breaking apart into many different factions rather than a single nation.


  The bruising goodwill between tribes that Overtyrant Greasus Goldtooth had instilled with his triumph at the Battle on the Firemouth had, at least partially, dissipated. Greasus’ great might and strong-arm tactics ensured that a core of tribes remained loyal to him. However, ogres have always been independently minded, and prone to spur of the moment reversals. Many tribes, particularly those out of immediate reach of Greasus, forgot their oaths to their Overtyrant at the first signs of improved opportunities for themselves. Given the choice of obeying the whims of a distant lord, or availing themselves of a chance to immediately glut their desire for food and riches, many ogres followed their gut instincts.


  The largest number of tribes that split from their Overtyrant's rule resided in the northern reaches of the Mountains of Mourn. The barbarian humans of the wastes had put forth a call to war, mustering further to the north, beneath a growing maelstrom. Promises of easy pickings had lured many ogres to join the northmen, disappearing into the growing storm. Others, like Golgfag Maneater and his army of battle-hardened lootmasters, stomped off westwards, heading for the smoke that hung over many of the passes and dwarfholds of the Worlds Edge Mountains. War was brewing there, as it was in the human lands beyond. Where there was war, there would be plunder. Led by the Thunderguts and Rock Clubs, numerous tribes dared to enter the Badlands, where they rampaged amongst the swelling numbers of greenskins, rising to the top of a hierarchy where might is right.


  Greasus Goldtooth was vexed to learn that his every word was no longer being obeyed. The Overtyrant was enraged that tribes were striking out to seek their own gain, with no heed for his orders. For a fleeting few years, when Greasus could claim obedience from nearly even, tribe within the Mountains of Mourn, he boasted a kingdom that could pit its strength against any nation in the world. And now? Now he was watching it slip from his grasp, running through his fingers as slippery as the grease that oozes from a roasted joint.


  His wrath grew with each gnoblar scout that brought him word of new defections.


  Ogres do not overthink matters. Their way is to vacillate between two polar extremes.


  When victorious, they will wallow in slothful abundance — perhaps never satiated, but certainly willing to spend days and weeks on end doing naught but lolling about, shovelling food into their maws. When roused, however, be it by pride or hunger, ogres are like unto a force of nature, striking suddenly and with relentless fervour, plundering so as to leave behind only a ruinous wake.


  Greasus was an ogre who could out-eat any of his race, indeed, any five of his kind. But he had had enough of feasting for now. It was time, once again, to show his subjects the vast and domineering power he alone wielded. Greasus Goldtooth and his loyal tribes were a lumbering force that could strike fear into any realm and beat any opposition into dust.


  Then it happened. Even as Greasus gathered his tribes and set out on the trail of recently departed traitors, the Firemouth erupted.


  The massive volcano vented its fury into the heavens as it had never done before. Such was the force of that fiery' blast that it was visible even through the gloom that enshrouded the Dark Lands, a deep red glow that could be seen through all but the thickest ash fall. Furthermore, the Firemouth’s roar began a chain reaction: up and down the Mountains of Mourn, other volcanoes began to erupt, joining in a hellish chorus that shook the land. So violently did the Firemouth explode that the firebellies had to abandon its steep sides altogether, except for a few stubborn ogres who starved and were swallowed by the lava.


  Amidst the black rain and boulder storm, racing before the magma flow, the great exodus began. The ogres, all of them, were now on the march. It was a migration on a scale not seen since they left the Ancient Giant Lands. And the world would pay a heavy price.
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  The skaven had bided their time long enough. The Under-Empire had always been a slave-driven hive of activity, but now the ratmen's frenetic pace accelerated. Every clan, stronghold, and underlair swarmed with activity and ambitions. Grinding labour, plotting, warring and even the brokering of inter-factional alliances - all had been ratcheted up to new extremes. It was as if the skaven had all been injected with warpstone stimulants, which, in a few instances, was in fact the case.


  The skaven network ot informants had infiltrated many nations. Embedded across many kingdoms, these spies, turncoats, and moles were bursting with news. Meteors rained from the skies, volcanoes erupted and unnatural storms swept the lands. Deeming the time was right, the ruling Council of Thirteen unleashed the first stage of their Master Plan. And with that surface invasion, a new era of skaven domination had begun.


  Boldly leaving their lairs, the skaven surged upwards in seemingly endless numbers. So did the kingdoms of Tilea and Estalia fall, overwhelmed by a masterful campaign of sudden violence. Under-tunnelled and overrun, even, major city was now a blasted ruin over which a ragged clan banner openly flew. Long lines of human survivors were chained and herded underground; new labourers that would fuel the next stage of the Master Plan.


  The taste of victory only served to spur on the race of ratmen further. From ambitious claw- pack chieftains to the rulers of the ascendant clans, each despotic tyrant recognised the opportunities. As war and ruin spread throughout the lands, their own time drew nigh. And so the skaven drove their slaves cruelly, urging the abused masses onwards at a reckless pace. Untold numbers of them were worked to death, and their corpses served to feed those who remained.


  The verminous race had always grown via bursts of prolific upheaval. In the past, such surges were notoriously short-lived, typically followed by utter collapse. Yet this time it was different. With the malefic winds growing stronger, with raw entropy flooding into the air and with the green-hued moon looming larger every night, unnatural vitality replenished the skaven anew.


  The ever more frequent showers of glorious warpstone that rained from the skies further invigorated them. It was as if the great Horned Rat himself were filling his children with infernal vitality and energies.


  Soon the skaven would rise up, as never before.


  The Council of Thirteen sat in oppressive silence. The chamber lay deep under the Great Temple of the Horned Rat, but was so imbued with entropic energies that it might as well have existed in a different realm. It was dark, lit only by a sickly green glow from the censers, and empty, save for a thirteen-sided pillar and a stone table. Both had runes scratched into them that pained the eyes to look upon.


  Around the table sat the twelve rulers of the Under-Empire: the thirteenth throne was empty, the symbolic seat saved for the great Horned Rat. All was still, yet the air was filled with agitation.


  In the restless hush, a tail twitched. The hitching rasp of fluid-filled lungs identified the presence of Arch Plague Lord Nurglitch, who sat upon the seat-that-is-tenth, a simple throne of bone. Long had he awaited this hour. He savoured the strained silence, marking the passage of time by the whirr of cogs and the hiss-vent of steam from the rebreathing apparatus of Warlord Vrisk.


  Seer Lord Kritislik, who sat in the coveted first seat, broke the suffocating quiet to address the Lords of Decay. Kritislik’s thin voice crackled with rage while the air surrounding him shimmered with undisguised power.


  'I am displeased, yes-yes. Lord Morskittar, I gift-granted no leave to trade devices with lesser clans. Why was this claw-pact broken with Clan Mors?'


  For a long moment, the most ancient of grey seers looked over his council members, his beady eyes examining each in turn. Lord Nurglitch fought down the urge to shift, willing his rheumy, pus-filled eyes not to blink unnaturally.


  Lord Morskittar, the Most Exalted Warlock and .Master of Clan Skryre, shifted slightly, his telescopic eyes whirring as he fixed his attention upon the horned seer. Lord Nurglitch knew, as did all the other council members, that Kritislik regularly banned the trade-sale of weapons to clans that did not do the grey seer’s bidding. Although Clan Skryre had sold their wares to a few of the banned clans, the general lack of advanced weaponry had made the invasion of Tilea much more costly for the Skaven. Without warpfire throwers or gas grenades to exterminate pockets of resistance, many defenders had to be slain by tooth or spear.


  When Lord Morskittar finally answered Lord Kritislik, he did so in a metallic voice that echoed in that vast chamber. ‘We have many-many machines for trade. Clans Mors offered the most warptokens. Why should I not deal with Lord Gnawdwell? Why-why do I care if you think he has grown too powerful?’


  The bulbous mounded lump of muscle and sinew that was Lord Verminkin, the ultimate commander of Clan Moulder, nodded several of his heads in agreement.


  Fora moment, sibilant splutters escaped Kritislik, making Nurglitch's tail spasm in wicked delight. Airing private conversations amongst the Council was a common way to undermine others; indeed it was Kritislik's favoured tactic. This time, thought Nurglitch, the roles were reversed. It was the grey seers authority that was now being belittled.


  It was Lord Sneek who next broke the ominous silence. Nurglitch, and all the others, turned their eyes to the shadow that was the ruler of Clan Eshin. Even when the censers’ light pulsed brightest, he remained obscured not for nothing was he named the Grand Nightlord. ‘Seer Lord Kritislik, I have withdrawn Deathmaster Snikch from his targets and informed Doomclaw of your doublecross,' said Lord Sneek in his whisper-like voice. This was followed by a heavy thud as Kratch Doomclaw slammed the vast apparatus that had replaced his left arm onto the table. He was the Lord of Crookback Peak, Supreme Warlord of Clan Rictus, and he bared his yellowed fangs at Kritislik in a challenge display. Again, Nurglitch's tail quivered, for this sign was universally understood amongst skaven, from the lowliest slave upwards. It was the posture a common clanrat struck before openly fighting for rank.


  Kritislik was incredulous, his curved horns glowing with a nimbus of power. ‘You dare? I speak in the name of the great Horned Rat. I alone am...'


  But before he could finish, his words turned to a screech, a wail of purest pain, as his body convulsed. Dark vapour issued from his distended jaws - a growing plume of blackness. The Great Pillar flashed and from the cloud’s midst black lightning arced forth. Convulsing inwardly upon himself, Kritislik was reduced to a skeletal form in an instant, then burst into ash.


  Nurglitch was shocked, and the startled looks upon the other council members told him he was not alone.


  As the last Hakes of the grey seer drifted downwards, the black cloud coalesced over the symbolic head of the council table. Beacon-like eyes blazed from out of the darkness. This was too much for Lord Nurglitch, who fell to the floor alongside the other Lords of Decay, prostrating himself in awe and terror.


  The Horned Rat had come.


  As he writhed upon the floor, unbidden knowledge filled Lord Nurglitch’s head. In his mind, the Plague Lord saw visions of the malevolent Shadow-moon: swollen and huge it had grown. Then came the voice. It spoke in a discordant roar that was both a scratchy whisper and the screeching of a million million rats. Lord Nurglitch knew and understood. The great Horned Rat was displeased, no longer amused by his children’s squabbles. A new Seer Lord would touch the pillar and join their council. He would rightfully speak in the Horned Rat’s voice.


  Before departing, the Horned Rat spoke aloud a single prophecy that threatened to rip apart the very' fabric of reality:


  'Children, We Shall Inherit!'
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  Settra, the King of Kings, did not slumber like the lesser potentates of his land, his innumerable vassals. He watched vigilantly over his territory - studying the signs. Dark clouds of scavenger birds gathered over the sun-drenched deserts of Nehekhara. The Fell Moon burned brightly, its sickly form forever waxing stronger. Strange storms rose up suddenly to wreak havoc. The daemons from beyond the spirit realm once more stalked the lands, attacking in great numbers.


  Perhaps most perturbing of all to Settra were the portents brought before him by a few priests of the Mortuary Cult. These liches, individuals who Settra counted most loyal, spoke of strange whisperings that drifted upon the Wind of Shyish, fervent beckoning’s that offered promises of power.


  With a command unprecedented in the chronicles of Nehekhara’s past, Settra summoned his Hierophant and bade him wake all the kings, to rouse from slumber even, legion.


  It hat] been many ages since even hall their number had been stirred from deathless sleep. The only time in their history when all were awoken was during the War of Kings. Nagash's Great Ritual hat] sent dark magic coursing across the lands, invigorating the mummified and preserved kings of Nehekhara and stirring up the charnel pits of the dead cities.


  Now, such was the looming threat descending upon Nehekhara that Settra would dare to risk the great King Strife again.


  Across the Land of the Dead, the Mortuary Priests lurched to their duties. Their bodies, having had to last far beyond any natural span, were hunched — bound too tightly by their wizened skin. Yet for all their shrivelled and feeble appearance, they possessed vitality, working tirelessly, moving from tomb to tomb. They were the shepherds of the long sleep, the Wakers of the Dead. The sacred seals to tombs were broken, the age-old ritual incantations recited, the long, monotonous droning begun. And then begun again.


  Once more the great cities of Nehekhara began to stir and move.


  From out of the ruling city of Khemri rode Settra’s herald, Nekaph, and thousands of others. They brought messages from the King of Kings and sought council with those newly risen from their tombs. They bore scrolls assigning commands, sending forth patrols, tithing legions to be sent elsewhere in the realm and setting forth marching orders. The will of Settra would not be denied.


  In the Charnel Valley, the Great Valley of the Kings, the necrotects began to re-sculpt the eroded visages of the monarchs’ monumental statues - beginning the long rituals that would suffuse stone with the controlling spirits of the dead. At the bidding of Settra himself, the master of their craft, Ramhotep the Visionary, marched a long column of stone warstatues to Khemri. There he was instructed to augment the wall of that greatest of cities - to build something no one had ever seen before. So did Ramhotep, with all his merciless drive, begin his greatest work yet.


  To the steady beat of the drums, the Warfleet of Khemri rowed up the Great Mortis River. There, it joined the armada of Zandri — the Fleetport of Terror. The whole Mortis Delta was filled with fighting craft.


  In Lybaras the great reliquary of I ligh Queen Khalida was forbidden ground for the priests, but their rites were not required. Weeks before the Mortuary Cult received their message, the power of Asaph, the Asp Goddess, had awakened her champion with sibilant hissing. So it was that Khalida, High Queen of Lybaras, met the wizened priests from her throne. Her archer legions were formed up and ready as she welcomed the heralds to her city.


  Legion after legion marched across the blazing sands, taking up positions to repel invaders. Thousands of chariots sent up dust clouds to the heavens. Beneath the shifting sands creatures buried themselves, ready to spring up in ambush at the first sign of intruders.


  From their burial pyramids, the liche priests also looked upon the latest portents and were deeply troubled. The world’s great powers were moving, and there was a shifting in the winds of magic that carried with it tidings of war and change.


  War was nothing new, for the realm of the tomb kings was built upon a foundation of battles — its unconquered legions were as strong and numerous as they had ever been. Indeed, in their pride and arrogance, most of the newly awakened kings were hawkish embracing the onset of a great war. In battle they saw a fresh chance to demonstrate their own superiority.


  Change, however, was not welcome in the Land of the Dead.


  Settra’s rule was known as the Reign of Millions of Years. The Great King of Nehekhara intended to see that it was so. Any who dared challenge his rule or his immortality would swiftly face his wrath.


  Khenteka, liche priest and Hierophant of Khemri, walked alone from the golden-pillared chambers of the Palace of Monarchs. He came from the glorious presence of Settra the imperishable, Greatest of Kings, Ruler of Nehekhara, and he bore a new decree for the Mortuary Cult.


  Hunched over, Khenteka leaned upon his staff of office more heavily than usual, using it as a walking stick to aid his dragging gait. Khenteka felt the great weight of years upon him as he never had before. The enormity of his task seemed fit to push him into the ground.


  Accompanied only by the echoing click-clatter of his staff and footsteps, Khenteka made his way through the Necropolis of Kings to the burial pyramids. His mind was still in awe over his recent summons, the magnitude of his mandate and the dire situation it forebode.


  When his subordinates saw him, they halted their work renewing the seals on the portals of the tombs. As one the priests rose and began the ritual chants that were traditional when the Hierophant graced them with his presence.


  With a tap of his staff that sent shockwaves through the floor like the footfall of a striding colossus, Khenteka interrupted the droning priests. He held up his hand while the echoes of the gesture faded.


  'There is no time - abandon your tasks. We have other, more pressing ceremonies to perform,’ said Khenteka to the silenced assembly.


  It was Nebamun, the Bearer of the Staff of Ages, who first spoke the question. 'What did the Lord of the Pour Horizons, the Mighty Lion of the Infinite Desert say? What has our King, the Vanquisher of our Enemies, asked of us, oh Revered One?'


  With practised obedience the cluster of hunched priests bowed low, awaiting the word.


  'Mighty Settra, Lord of the Sky and Earth, has ordered us to wake the kings and summon the legions once more,’ said Khenteka.


  'How many, oh Revered One?' asked Nebamun after a respectful pause.


  'All of them,’ said Khenteka, as he turned to stride out of his tomb once more. 'Awaken them all.’
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  Far to the north of Nehekhara's, blazing sands, darkness lay upon ' Sylvania. The air was thick with apostatic enchantment, an unholy miasma that sapped the courage from even the most valorous soul and dissipated the cleansing energies of the faithful. Sylvania was now a land beyond the power of prayer.


  In the dungeons of Sternieste Castle, lately the chief stronghold of Mannfred von Carstein, lay nine vessels of godly power; nine mortals teetering on the precipice of death, whose blood pulsed with the blessings of the divine. That blood was crucial to Mannfred's plans; it was the foundation upon which his greatest design had been built. For centuries, the vampire had yearned to free Sylvania from the Empire’s yoke, to transform it into an independent realm where darkness ruled and faith had no power. Now, the blood of the nine had done its work. Walls of bone towered upon Sylvania’s boundaries, transforming the twilight province into a sprawling fortress.


  This project had been the work of many mortal lifetimes, for the nine had not been whimsically selected; rather, their bloodlines had been identified by an enciphered prophecy buried in the books of Nagash. Decrypting the code had taken Mannfred decades, and for a long time his greatest fear had been that one or more of the bloodlines had withered. Fortunately, this proved not to be the case.


  Amongst the nine godly' vessels were three great prizes. These individuals were nothing less than demigods, whose power lay but scantly concealed beneath a thin veil of flesh. Morgiana le Fay had been the acquisition that Mannfred had feared most, for historically his kind had met nothing save ruin in Bretonnia. As matters transpired, she was the first to be ensnared, delivered into Mannfred's clutches by Drycha of Athel Loren. The branchwraith gave no explanation for her deeds, and Mannfred accepted the gift with but a token attempt to slay the giver. Aliathra, the Everchild of Ulthuan, was the next prey taken, whisked twice away from beneath the protection of her own people and the dwarfs of Karaz-a-Karak. Last to fall, and symbolically most important, was Volkmar, Grand Theogonist of Sigmar, lured to Sylvania by pride and taken in battle during that arrogant invasion. It was Volkmar’s blood that had completed the apostatic ritual and transformed the very land he had sought to cleanse into the dark paradise it was now.


  Ultimately, though Mannfred’s design had been performed to perfection, not everything had unfolded as the Lord of Sylvania had intended. His realm had not been immune to the upheavals of recent months. Dark portals had appeared in those places where the dead had lain heaviest, spewing forth daemons to spoil Sylvania's order and tranquillity. Few such incursions had lasted long, for Sylvania was not a squabbling mortal province, and its armies were easily roused to crush the invaders.


  More worryingly, Mannfred discovered that the humans of the Empire had soured his grand design. In preparation for his enchantment, Mannfred had bidden his teeming packs of ghouls strip every Sylvanian temple, shrine and burial ground of its holy symbols, and bury them deep so that their sanctity would not trouble the undead. In the moment of Volkmar's capture, these icons had been plucked from the dank soil by a sorcerous hand, and set about Sylvania's bounds to form a cage of faith and light to trammel the dark. Neither Mannfred, nor any of his minions, could cross that ring of holy light and step into the world beyond.


  Mannfred deemed this imprisonment to be the work of Balthasar Gelt, Patriarch of the Colleges of Magic. It helped little to identify his tormentor. Gelt was in Altdorf, far beyond Mannfred’s reach; thus his magics would have to be opposed instead. For long months, Mannfred tried to overcome the wards set about his realm, but to no avail. The magic that Gelt had used to bind the holy symbols to Sylvania $ border was proof against every counterspell and banishment that the von Carstein could conjure. The wall of faith was an enchantment far subtler and more enduring than Mannfred had come to expect from the crude minds ot human wizards, and the vampire quickly came to suspect that Gelt was not its true conceiver.


  With each failure, Mannfred's mood grew blacker, the veneer of civilisation he wore as a cloak becoming ever more tattered as his patience waned. Was he not the greatest of the von Carsteins, and heir to the power of Nagash? It was impossible, or so he was sure, for the pitiful sorceries of a mere human to countermand his own dread power. Yet, impossible or not, Celt's wall of faith withstood even,' attempt to see it unmade.


  The other vampires of Sylvania knew of Mannfred's black mood and the cause, but there was little they could do to appease their master. Indeed, most soon forsook any attempt, especially since Mannfred had personally flayed Tomas von Carstein for even daring to broach the subject of Celt's enchantment. They were, for the most part, an unambitious get; most of those with a taste for aught beyond the domination of superstition-ridden peasants had been eliminated long ago. Thus were they quite content with the situation as it stood. In time, perhaps, the ennui brought about by eternal life would drive the vampires of Sylvania to action but, for the present, they saw no reason to court their master's wrath. Let Lord Mannfred lurk in Castle Sternieste, poring over dusty tomes and parched scrolls; Sylvania was dark, night and day, and there were cruel pleasures without end to be slaked at whim.
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  As winter fell on the land of Sylvania, and portents of doom grew heavier in the skies above, Mannfred von Carstein slowly became aware of an intruder in his realm.


  For some weeks now, the Lord of Sylvania’s spies had whispered of a great battle fought on the edge of Bretonnia, a battle in which an undead force led by Louen Leoncoeur’s bastard son, Mallobaude, had bloodied both the armies of his father, and of Athel Loren. Mallobaude had been defeated, and many of the necromancers gathered to his cause had fled over the mountains, drawn across the forests of the Empire and to the darkness of Sylvania. Most had lacked the wit to breach the walls of bone upon the border, but Mannfred had quickly bound the survivors to his service. If nothing else, their arrival had taught the vampire one vital thing: Gelt's wall of faith worked only in one direction. It was genius that Mannfred could have appreciated under other circumstances, for it was a perfect combination of lure and trap, and the vampire was inclined to commend Gelt for his craft before tearing out his throat.


  Yet this newest intruder was not like the other vagabond necromancers who had entered Mannfred’s territory. He had made no move to announce his presence to the Lord of Sylvania and did not attempt to offer fealty as others had. The vampire could taste a challenge on the air and moved swiftly to meet it. After many weeks spent in fruitless attempts to unmake the wall of faith, he welcomed the distraction offered by a confrontation.


  Mannfred journeyed swiftly south upon a steed of bone and black magic. He made no attempt to hide his approach. Now was not the time for subtlety, for it too easily could be taken for wariness, or some other frailty of purpose. The Lord of Sylvania sent out wolves and bats to shadow the intruder’s course, but each time such minions came to within eyesight of their quarry, the vampire’s hold over the creatures slipped away into nothing. Mannfred was now close enough that he could sense the intruder’s formidable willpower crowding in on his. It had been many decades since he had last faced so worthy an adversary.


  A day later, Mannfred and his foe met upon Valsborg bridge. They came alone. Each deemed that to ride at the head of an army would be taken as a sign of weakness, and knew that the shallow graves of Sylvania would yield warriors enough if the need arose. The intruder waited at the centre of the bridge, his cowl twitching in the listless breeze. Rising high in the saddle, the Lord of Sylvania demanded that the intruder prostrate himself. The other did not move, but his dry laughter echoed across the foetid river. He had not come, the figure said, to bend his knee, but to reclaim relics that were his by right: a crown, a severed hand and seven books of blood-inked flesh. Mannfred knew those items well; indeed, he had drawn upon their power to bring eternal darkness to Sylvania, and he demanded why he should yield them.


  NAGASH MUST RISE, the figure intoned. He went on to remind the vampire that the Lord of the Undead was not ungenerous to those who served him loyally and well. There was a place to be claimed at his side, if the vampire was but bold enough to claim it.


  In that moment, Mannfred knew who it was he faced, for none other than Arkhan the Black, first of the Nine Dark Lords, would have had the audacity to undertake such a mission. Mannfred now suspected the path the future would take, and it was little to his liking. He sought to extend the darkness of Sylvania to every corner of the world, but what reason was there for such a venture if another ruled that paradise in his stead? It could not be permitted. With a cry, the vampire smote the liche with a bolt of writhing shadow. Yet when the skeins of darkness cleared, Arkhan still stood, and his hollow laughter echoed across the river once more.


  Thus did the Valsborg bridge become the site of a sorcerous duel of grand proportions. For hours, the vampire and the liche battered at each other with spell and counterspell, each striving for a weakness in the other's defence. The clinging black sod of the river meadows heaved as the unquiet dead were summoned forth to do the bidding of one dark master or the other. Evenly matched though they might have been on neutral ground, this was Sylvania, and here Mannfred was the master - or so it seemed. Though Arkhan hammered at the vampire’s defences, he could not breach them, and was sorely pressed to counter


  Mannfred’s own spells. The mouldering warriors who fought in the cloying mud were well-matched in number, but Mannfred called black wolves from the distant tree line and bats from the gloom-laden sky, and these tore into Arkhan’s corpse-puppets with fang and claw. Arkhan channelled more magic into his ailing minions, but his own defences were crumbling. Seeing his foe founder, Mannfred let out a mighty cry of victory and began to intone the guttural syllables of another spell.


  Without warning, a shaft of sunlight burst from the clouds high above, and struck the bridge between the vampire and the liche. At once, Mannfred realised that victory would bring him nothing but disaster. In his drive to vanquish his foe, the vampire had unconsciously drawn upon the same magics that sustained Sylvania's enchantments. If he continued on this course, the work of decades would be undone, but if he did not, would he have power enough to best Arkhan?


  Mannfred let the energies of his murderous spell dissipate, and dismissed his risen legions with a wave of his hand. As the dark skies billowed to choke away the rays of sunlight, the Lord of Sylvania struck a truce with Arkhan the Black. If victory this day concealed disaster tomorrow, or so the vampire reckoned, perhaps a false defeat might vet offer up a bounteous future. Nagash was a being of great power, but Mannfred had spent centuries learning how to harness power to his will; this would be no different.


  Arkhan saw clearly what was in Mannfred's mind, but agreed to the truce all the same. Let the Lord of Sylvania think himself the master here; the liche knew better. The vampire, like all his line, was but a by-blow of an ancient and glorious dynasty; he did not know what true power was.


  But he would know soon enough.


  Mannfred regarded Arkhan impassively as the liche spoke of dire fates, and of his dread masters return. The vampire still regretted his brief display of fear when the shaft of sunlight had hit the bridge, and he was determined not to lose further face. He just wished the intruder would come to the point.


  How he hated the desiccated creature before him. Arkhan’s history was one of defeat and grovelling servitude. Now he came to Sylvania demanding to be treated as a conquering lord, or even as an equal? It was unthinkable. It was beyond arrogance.


  'You have read the signs as clearly as I.' The liche’s voice droned on. ‘The growing power of Chaos makes no distinction between the living and the dead. Nagash must rise, or our realms of silence will fall. And yours will be the first.’


  Mannfred marked the unsubtle threat, but remained unmoved. He had no intention of serving Nagash. He had not plotted the demise of his own bloodline only to bend his knee to a long-withered necromancer whose legend held more power than his hotly ever had. If the choice lay between oblivion at the hands of the Dark Gods and eternal servitude to Nagash, then he would reluctantly choose the former. And yet...


  And yet, there was opportunity in what the liche proposed. Mannfred knew the ritual that Arkhan intended to use, and knew also the ways in which it could be subverted to another cause. Yes, he thought, the opportunity was worth the risk.


  ‘Very well.' Mannfred said at last. 'We have a pact, at least for now. Come; we will discuss the matter further.’


  Did the vampire know how transparent his thoughts were? Arkhan considered Mannfred’s palpable arrogance as he followed him from the bridge. The ancient granite of its stones still bore the signs of their duel, a contest Arkhan had carefully gauged to learn the true extent of his opponent's power. The liche acknowledged no rivals when it came to mastery of the black arts, but he had found Mannfred’s ability worryingly impressive all the same. The vampire would make a dangerous foe, and an even more dangerous ally.


  Arkhan was no fool. He knew that Mannfred would never trust him, but that was the smallest of burdens. He had not come to Sylvania in search of an ally, but out of need for a cat’s paw. Matters were coming to a head, and he alone could not achieve all that needed to be done. Nagash’s voice had whispered in the liche's mind for centuries, but it had never spoken with the urgency it did now. Chaos was rising, and time was growing short.


  Let Mannfred think that he was the master, thought Arkhan. The vampires had always been prideful and wayward; they had no concept of loyalty, and lived only for their own capricious pleasures. This one was the worst of a particularly rebellious bloodline, his desires often gorged, but never sated. Whether the vampire realised it or not, he would be Arkhan's puppet from this moment on, and it would surely be little consolation to Mannfred that his strings had been woven from his own upstart ambitions. Nagash would rise, Arkhan swore, and Mannfred, willingly or not, would play his part.


  When the reluctant allies arrived at the bleak towers of Castle Sternieste, many of Mannfred's inner circle were somewhat surprised to see how accommodating their master was to his unwelcome guest, but the keener-witted of them soon realised the truth of the matter. Mannfred afforded Arkhan every courtesy because he knew well that the line between ally and enemy was vanishingly thin, and could lie crossed as a consequence of the smallest act. The more Mannfred dwelled upon the idea of raising Nagash and breaking the supreme necromancer to his will, the more he yearned for the immense power that outcome would bring. Arkhan would be a necessary trial in the meantime, and the Lord of Sylvania had no wish to jeopardise his cooperation.


  In any event, the liche bore watching. Proud and manipulative as Mannfred was, he knew Arkhan to be a creature far older and craftier than himself. Wisdom dictated that the Lord of Sylvania remain alert for treachery. Thus, in those fleeting moments where Mannfred was not at his guest's side, there were always bats or thrall-spirits through whom the vampire kept a careful watch. Arkhan made no attempt to blind these spies; he too needed his ally's cooperation and, for the time being, was content to let the vampire play his games.


  At no time did Arkhan make any attempt, nor any suggestion of intent, to remove the relics from Sternieste's dungeons. The items would be needed to restore Nagash, or so the liche declared, and in the meantime he could think of no better use for them than ensuring Sylvania remained a land beyond the grasp of meddling mortals. He did, however, ask to see the relics and, after some consideration, Mannfred led him into the dank depths of the castle.


  Nine prisoners were held in chains about the walls, each shackled to a great lectern of dark iron. Seven of the lecterns held treasures Arkhan had journeyed far to seek: the missing books of Nagash.


  Long had it been since so many of those blighted tomes had been gathered together, and the dank air of the chamber resonated with their barely contained power. A jagged crown sat in the very centre of the room, its gemstones glittering darkly even though there was little light for them to reflect. This was the infamous Crown of Sorcery, rescued at last from the vaults of Altdorf, waiting only for its rightful master to claim it.


  On the floor around the crown ran a series of deep grooves. These were inlaid with a rich gold that was almost invisible beneath the blood that pulsed and flowed over it. There was no obvious pattern to these scarlet lines, no pleasing symmetry nor artistry of design. It was only from a distance that a watcher could see the true shape they described. This was a cartograph of Svlvania’s boundaries. It was the foundation upon which Mannfred’s apostatic enchantment had been built, and its channels were fed by trickling rivulets of the captives' holy blood.


  Those captives were broken and beaten, their flesh mangled by their gaoler's cruel attentions. Some had been crippled by wounds taken in battle, or inflicted by torture. All hovered on the brink of death, kept in the living world by their captor’s sorcerous artifice rather than out of any desire to remain alive. Only two were awake. One was an old man, his armoured robes of office crusted with his own blood, and his bald head marred by a livid wound that wept red tears onto his face. His eyes were clouded with pain, but still glared defiantly at the monsters who held him prisoner. The other wakeful captive was an elf, her once-radiant blond hair matted with blood and filth, a silver tiara hanging askew amongst her tangled braids. Her eyes were closed, and her lips worked constantly, suggesting a mind in the grip of madness.


  The vargheists that watched over the dungeons knew Arkhan for an outsider as soon as his bloodless scent reached their nostrils. The creatures retreated to the shadows at Mannfred’s command, but hissed and snarled as the liche ran his fleshless fingers reverently across each of the relics in turn. Arkhan paid them no heed. He had borne the final two books of Nagash with him on his journey, and these he now placed upon the empty lecterns. As he picked his way across the blood-stained floor, Arkhan's empty eye sockets alighted on the nine whose sainted blood fed the ritual, lingering perhaps a moment on the elven Everchild’s slender brow. Much of what would be required was already assembled, he judged, and that which remained could be claimed with ease. Three more relics were essential, three relics tied to the Lord of the Undead’s demise. All lay within reach of Sylvania; all were ripe for the taking.


  Of greater concern was the holy harrier around Sylvania; whilst it remained in place, any expedition beyond the realm of darkness was impossible. For this, however, Arkhan had a solution, albeit a costly one. There was, he said, a long- forgotten ritual that could make a small breach in the wall of faith, but it required holy blood. One of Mannfreds prisoners would have to lx* sacrificed. The Lord of Sylvania disliked this news, but saw the necessity of the sacrifice; the rewards had the potential to outweigh all of the risks.


  By the time Arkhan’s preparations were complete, Mannfred had gathered an army on the western border of Sylvania, the Drakenhof banner twitching fitfully above silent ranks. In the middle distance lay Gelts wall of faith, the symbols of Morr, Sigmar, Ulric and a dozen other gods suspended in midair and glowing with holy light. At the side of the roadway, Arkhan stood within a ritual circle; at his feet, pinioned by stakes driven through flesh, lay his offering; Lupio Blaze, a Knight of the Blazing Sun. His blood was not the strongest of the nine, but it was powerful enough. Black candles, their tallow rendered from human flesh, guttered in the wind whipping around him as the liche intoned words not heard since the days of Alcadizaar. As his chant grew louder, thunder rolled overhead and black lightning split the skies. Wisps of dark mist spiralled madly about Arkhan's outstretched arms, wolves howled in the distance and the bitter air grew thick with roiling power.


  With a triumphant ciy, Arkhan took a bone dagger from his robes, and slit Lupio’s veins at the wrist and thigh. As the last of the knight's blood pulsed onto the ground, the liche clenched together the fingers of his empty hand and the candles toppled inward, setting light to the blood. Of everything within the circle, only Arkhan was untouched by the flames, and once their fury had been expended, he beckoned tor the Drakenhof banner to be brought forward.


  The liche anointed the von Carsteins’ ancestral standard with the ashes at his feet, and bade the bearer approach the wall of faith. As the Drakenhof banner approached the barrier, the nearest of the shining symbols grew dull and dark.


  The way ahead was open, and the hunt could begin.


  Once beyond the borders of Sylvania, Mannfred and Arkhan elected to divide their forces - at least for the moment. It was only a matter of time before their travel drew the attention of meddlesome eyes, and the more swiftly they could gather the last relics, the greater the chance of ultimate success.


  It was agreed that Arkhan would travel far to the west, to the land of Bretonnia. It was there that Alakanash, Nagash's fabled staff of power, lay sealed within the holy vaults of La Maisontaal Abbey.


  Arkhan saw little challenge in this charge. His support of Mallobaude's uprising had been only partially successful, but it had left the once-mighty kingdom in poor shape to oppose him a second time, especially in the south where his quest now took him.


  Arkhan sought to journey alone, his plan to gather forces nearer to his goal, but Mannfred insisted that the liche accept a bodyguard’ of Drakenhof Templars to ensure that he reached his destination without incident - or, at least, without incident not of Mannfred’s design. If Arkhan resented this insistence, he gave no sign. He was well aware that the vampire would likely attempt to dispose of him once the work was done, but had drawn plans against such an eventuality.


  Mannfred’s course would take him further south, to Mad Dog Pass and the lair of Clan Mordkin. These skaven had once masterminded the downfall of Nagash, and it was the weapon they had created for that task that Mannfred sought to recover.


  Known to darkest legend as the Fellblade, the sword had been the tool by which Alcadizaar— Nagash's bitterest foe — had once destroyed the Lord of the Undead. Alcadizaar had died soon after, overcome by the Fellblade’s baleful magics, and Clan Mordkin had recovered the weapon. Yet the power of the Fellblade was greater than even the skaven knew, for though Nagash had returned several times since his destruction at Alcadizaar's hands, the Fellblade's curse ensured that each manifestation was weaker than the one that had come before it. So dire had this state of affairs become that the final time Nagash had walked the living world - on the so-called Night of the Restless Dead - his spirit had dispersed before dawn on the next day. For Nagash to live once more, the Fellblade’s vile enchantments would have to be broken forever.


  Only when Alakanash and the Fellblade had been recovered would Arkhan and Mannfred join forces once more, for the final relic would likely prove the hardest to reclaim. This was Morikhane, the black armour of Nagash. It had been taken as a trophy during Sigmar’s defeat of the Lord of the Undead, by warriors who had fought at the Heldenhammer's side. Many centuries had passed since those days, but the spiritual descendants of those warriors still held Morikhane, and guarded it as closely as they did their forebears' honour. Now the black armour lay at the heart of Heldenhame, a sprawling chapter keep closely guarded by the Knights of Sigmar’s Blood. Heldenhame lay on the border between the Imperial provinces of Stirland and Averland, and any assault there would quickly reveal that the denizens of Sylvania were not so contained as the rulers of the Empire believed. That ignorance had to be maintained as long as possible, lest the humans take it upon themselves to besiege Sylvania once again.


  Aliathra’s eyes opened with a start as the vampire seized her jaw. It was a purely instinctive response, for she had been all but blind for many months now. She felt his talons sink into her flesh, but there was no pain. There hadn't been any pain for weeks, not since her veins had been opened to fuel the cartograph. Was she even alive any longer? The Everchild didn't know.


  ‘Still alive? Good.’ The vampire's voice was polite, even cultured, but Aliathra wasn’t fooled. She had been his unwilling guest too long, had experienced first-hand the creature's endless capacity for cruelty. 'It appears that you are even more important to me than I had previously believed.'


  'My people are coming for me. When they arrive, you will burn, Aliathra hissed, and took satisfaction from the flicker of concern that crossed the vampire's face. Despite his arrogance, the creature still feared the power of the elves, as well he should.


  'Indeed, my dear?' the creature mocked, his momentary weakness gone as if it had never existed. 'Then I shall break them again, as I broke them beneath Nagashizzar. But don't concern yourself; nothing will go to waste.’


  The words were a distraction, a feint, as they had been so many times before. Aliathra tried to turn away, but the vampire held her fast, his inky black eyes boring into hers. She could feel the pressure of his will as he sought to probe her mind. She knew that he could sense something amiss, that the supposedly enthralled captive still kept a secret from him. Each time, the vampire took a better measure of her defences, and each time the struggle to resist grew harder.


  'What are you hiding?’ the vampire demanded, twisting Aliathra’s head viciously, his eyes tracing the contours of her skull as if seeking some physical imperfection that might aid his interrogation.


  Aliathra gave no answer. The pressure grew stronger, and she could feel her will crumbling. The desire to surrender was overpowering. Despite the Everchild’s defiant words, she had no certainty of rescue. She had spun her silent song every moment of these terrible months, a call so subtle that the even the vampire's finely attuned senses could not hear it. Alas, it had gone unanswered. For all Aliathra knew, she had been abandoned. Only a desperate hope remained, and hope was hard to maintain in Sylvania.


  Why not yield and end the pain? suggested a whisper in Aliathra’s mind, and she could not tell if the thought was her own, or her captor's.


  The Everchild was on the brink of submitting when another voice sounded in the dungeon.


  It was as dry as the distant desert, and took no effort to disguise its disparaging tone.


  'Captivating though it is to watch the great Mannfred von Carstein demonstrate his mastery over a shackled mortal, we have other business, and little time in which to accomplish it.’


  The vampire's attention wavered only for a moment, but it was enough. Aliathra rallied, and rebuilt her defences stronger and thicker than before. The vampire sensed the renewed defiance and, snarling in frustration, he abandoned the questioning of his prisoner and stalked back into the shadows that crowded on the Everchild’s sight.


  With a brief prayer to Isha, Aliathra closed her eyes and began the silent song anew.
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  Arkhan did not head directly to his prize after parting with Mannfred, for he knew that he would need more than the mindless dead at his command if he were to meet with success. Thus his path took him into the foothills of the mountain range known as the Vaults. There, he rebound to his service the self-titled Lichemaster, Heinrich Kemmler, and the ancient wight Krell. These two had served Arkhan well during Mallobaude’s rebellion, reinforcing the renegade prince’s army of brigands and traitors with legions of unquiet dead. Krell’s loyalty was without question, for he was as driven as Arkhan to see Nagash restored, but Kemmler was a different matter entirely. The Lichemaster loathed indenturement to any master, and Arkhan knew he would follow only whilst it suited his own interests.


  The three travelled deeper into the Vaults, seeking out the web-strewn tombs that lined the mountainside. Great battles had been fought there in ages past, and the selfish spirits of the slain rested uneasily in their mausoleums. Arkhan and Kemmler broke the elf-set seals, and roused the spiteful dead to their cause. It was yet a small army, but one with a potency that far outreached its slender numbers. And besides, there would be corpses enough in Bretonnia to swell the ranks.


  Arkhan’s march north was not a thing of subtlety, but tore straight through the already ravaged hearts of Carcassonne and Brionne. These once great provinces had been reduced to desolation by rebellion and plague. For every village that yet struggled to scratch a living from the soil, another two or three were corpse-choked charnels. Castles stood empty on hillsides and in vales, manors were fire- blackened ruins. Arkhan marched through them all, the unburied dead stirring to life in his wake. The liche had never truly believed that Mallobaude had possessed the will to seize his father's crown, but had given the traitor every' support nonetheless. In this he had been driven partly by a malicious desire to see exactly' how Mallobaude would fail, but chiefly' because he knew that Bretonnia would be greatly weakened, no matter the victor. Now Arkhan looked upon the grim results of his manipulations, but felt no satisfaction. Events had simply unfolded as he had foreseen.


  Despite Bretonnia’s dolorous state, Arkhan's advance did not go entirely unchallenged by her defenders, but only one such encounter could even have been considered a battle. Duke Tancred of Quenelles, the second of his line to bear that name, met Arkhan in battle as the undead host crossed the border into Brionne. Tancred and his knights were amongst the last survivors of ravaged Quenelles, battle-scarred veterans of the civil war that had seen their beautiful city' toppled into the mud. They struck at Arkhan’s army in a lance of brilliant blue and silver, striving as men possessed as they sought to win victory in the Lady’s name. For Tancred, this was a battle of honour; revenge blinded him to the true scale of the undead force and goaded him on ever deeper into a sea of bone and rotting flesh. For Arkhan, this battle was an inconvenience. Not wishing to be troubled with its prosecution himself, he commanded the Lichemaster to end the duke’s struggles. This Kemmler did with malicious glee, for Tancred’s line had been a thorn in his aged hide for many years. Tancred perished that day, his flesh withered by the Lichemaster’s sorceries and his spine split by Krell’s axe. With the duke's death, those knights who yet lived turned their steeds to the east and fled for the comparative safety of Castle Brenache, one of the last remaining strongholds in western Quenelles.


  With the loss of Duke Tancred II, the duties and privileges of the baronetcy of Quenelles fell to a distant cousin, Jerrod, Palatine of Asareux, who had fought at Tancred’s side during the duke’s last ride. Alas, at the battle's height, his steed had been struck with terror and borne him far afield. By the time .Jerrod had mastered the beast once more, Tancred had been slain, and his knights scattered.


  Jerrod's blood boiled with the need for revenge; he prayed for guidance and sought counsel of Lady Elynesse, the Dowager of Charnorte, and a prophetess of great renown. Though Elynesse agreed to lend her aid, the scrying was a troublesome affair. The waters of the future had been befouled by daemons, and the Lady’s voice drowned out by the laughter of the Chaos Gods. For three days, Lady Elynesse took no food, and teetered on the precipice of madness. Then, at last, the Lady appeared in the prophetess's fevered dreams, and revealed that the unliving were marching on La Maisontaal Abbey. With the undead legion's destination at List known, Jerrod gathered what knights he could and rode north with all haste.


  This was not the first time La Maisontaal had been threatened. Within its vaults lay a trove of ancient relics, of origins both fair and foul, and over the centuries many attackers had sought to pluck these artefacts from their rightful resting place. After the last major battle, some thirty years earlier, Duke Tancred I had financed an ambitious series of fortifications about the abbey. It had been his intention to render La Maisontaal into a fortress as mighty as any in Bretonnia.


  However, following the dukes death at the Battle of Montfort Bridge, corruption and apathy stripped the works of any momentum, and the barely-begun walls had soon been stripped by peasants. Nonetheless, Tancred’s efforts had not been entirely fruitless. Garrison quarters had been completed before work upon the walls had even begun, and these now housed a force of many hundreds of archers and men-at- arms, as well as scores of knights drawn from all fourteen provinces. Though the peasants had little inkling as to the honour bestowed by service at La Maisontaal, the nobility considered it amongst the highest of callings. Most determined of all was Duke Theodoric of Brionne, who had come to Da Maisontaal out of penance for a chain of unchivalric deeds. Under his leadership, the garrison of La Maisontaal was more active than it had ever been, maintaining patrols and watchposts deep into the surrounding countryside.


  Thus protected, La Maisontaal had ridden out the tide of slaughter that had engulfed the lands south of the River Grismerie. The irony was, of course, that in its earliest days, the campaign against Mallobaude had swung back and forth on the slenderest of numbers, and had Theodoric led his garrison to join the king’s army, the traitors threat could have been ended all the sooner. Quenelles and Carcassonne would not have fallen, and Brionne and Aquitaine would not lie in ruins. As it was, Theodoric had sought absolution so desperately that it had blinded him to all else; he had remained as La Maisontaal’s guardian even whilst his ancestral lands had burned.


  Now it seemed that Theodoric’s ardour would be the salvation of La Maisontaal. He was a man afire with purpose; before him was his moment of redemption, a chance to atone for his weakness of mind and body. What better way for a true knight to prove himself anew than in battle against the vile undead? Scorning Jerrod’s advice, Theodoric ordered the garrison to muster in the meadows south of the abbey. That, he declared to all who would listen, was where they would win a great victory for the Lady, and prove to all Bretonnia that hope had not yet forsaken the realm.


  The Twelfth Battle of La Maisontaal was about to begin...
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  The Battle of La Maisontaal
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  It was night as war came again to La Maisontaal.


  In all the centuries of his long existence, Arkhan the Black had studied the myriad ways of war. He had learned of the art of the ref used flank, and of the feinted manoeuvre that drew the enemy headlong into a trap. He had mastered the ideals of the coordinated onslaught, of how bombardment and blade were more effective together than apart. Few such strategies hail lingered long. For Arkhan, they had been but techniques to master, stimulating whilst the challenge lasted, but discarded and forgotten soon enough. Time and again, he had returned to the ancient Nehekharan way of war, of unleashing overwhelming force against the enemy’s strongest point.


  So it was at La Maisontaal. At Arkhan’s command, his army formed a giant battering ram ol rotting flesh and time-worn bone, aimed at the centre of Theodoric’s hastily assembled line. Krell marched at the head of the assault, driven in death, as in life, to seek the glory that only battle could bring.


  Behind him came the wights and skeletons of the Vaults. Their armour gleamed dully in the light of the beacons and watchfires that warned of their approach, the embers of their near-forgotten battle-lust reawakened by Krell's own desire for slaughter. Behind them marched rotting corpses plundered from every burial pit and graveyard that had lain in the army’s path.


  Arkhan and Kemmler advanced with this wave. It was their will that drove the mindless thralls onwards, for any semblance of determination had long since fled these rotten hearts. Packs of ghouls had been drawn by the stench of death upon the wind, and they stalked along the army’s flanks, anticipating the feast to come.


  Theodoric of Brionne was also a creature of tradition, and intended to win victory' in the same way as generations of his forebears; the peasantry would hold the line, and the knights would crush the (be in a decisive counter¬attack. He knew that such a strategy would prove hard on those called to fight and die in the shield walls, but the peasants were plentiful and, if they did not know their duty, they at least feared the price that accompanied failure. The duke had assembled his army with commendable haste and now, as the undead marched through the line of watchfires, he roused his forces to battle. Many of Theodoric’s knights dreaded fighting under darkened skies, but the duke had no such concern. He did not fear the darkness, for was not the Lady with them? Theodoric‘s only regret was that the gloom would rob his trebuchets and archers of accuracy. Then the duke saw thousands of witch fires glimmering in the night, each pair of pinpricks the eyes of some reanimated horror, and he knew that the fields before him were so choked that it would be an unlucky shot that did not hit. With one last prayer to the Lady, he gave the command to open fire.


  Arkhan’s host had crossed no more than half the field when the bombardment started. In one moment, the night sky was dark and empty; in the next, it was alive with fire. Volleys of flaming arrows tore into the advancing ranks of skeletons and wights, tearing through the sinews of magic that bound their bones together. Again and again the missiles came, scant seconds between each volley; testament to the long practice of the Bretonnian longbowmen. Arkhan willed his minions to raise their shields high, but so withered were their timbers that many caught light and had to be abandoned before the fires spread to the dry bones and grave-cloth beneath. Larger fireballs fell too as the trebuchets found their range, and the impacts tore great ragged holes in Arkhan’s ranks.


  Still the undead marched on. Dark magic flowed across the meadow, rousing the fallen dead to fight again. Kemmler and Arkhan knew their unholy work; indeed, there were few in the world who knew it better. At their command, shattered bones danced to unlife and rejoined the assault. As the dark enchantments blossomed, the attrition from Theodoric's bombardment slowed almost to nothing. Krell noticed none of this as the head of the column reached the Bretonnian lines. He saw only a frail barricade of living flesh to be hacked apart and, as the enemy skirmishers flooded back behind their shield walls, he raised his black axe high and unleashed his wights to the slaughter. With a battle cry audible only to wizards and madmen, the long-dead wights of the Vaults came after him, and the killing began.


  Scores of men-at-arms died in that first clash of steel, but the Bretonnian line held. Theodoric was not well-loved by the garrison of La Maisontaal, but the duke’s confidence had been plain in the hours before battle, and the memory ot it inspired even the meanest peasant to courageous acts. The line of shields buckled, but it did not break. At Theodoric's command, horns sounded in the darkness, and along the flanks, knights thrust back their spurs and joined the battle. The right was commanded by Montglaive of Treseaux, slayer of the wyrm Catharax; the left by Theodoric himself. The duke’s charge was first to strike home, and Theodoric the first knight to claim a kill. His axe had been anointed in the holy font of La Maisontaal on the battle’s eve, and its blade shone with blessed light as the duke hacked left and right.


  Heinrich Kemmler acknowledged the knightly counter-attack, but paid it little heed, for his attention was needed elsewhere.


  Little by little, he had become aware that his magics of reanimation were growing less and less effective. As the Lichemaster searched for the cause of the waning, the skull atop his staff cackled a warning. A trio of damsels, safely distant behind the embattled shield wall, were marshalling the magics of life to counter his sorceries of death. Now he knew what he was looking for, Kemmler saw his challengers plainly; or rather his witch- sight pierced through the mundane and perceived the pale swirl of their rising magics. The Lichemaster was outraged that a coven of witches would have the temerity to challenge him, and at once began weaving a new spell to rid him of their meddling. He snorted with satisfaction as the pattern of the damsels’ magics shifted into a doomed counterspell. A heartbeat later, a bolt of black lightning leapt from the clear sky, reducing the damsels, and their knightly escort, to charred bones.


  Deep in the undead ranks, Theodoric didn’t see the damsels perish, but he did mark the renewed vigour of his foes. Half the knights who had followed him into battle now lay slain upon the field, or worse, had risen to fight at the attackers' side. The duke’s armour was battered, but his axe still glowed with the Lady’s blessing, and his desire for victory remained undimmed. Dawn was rising, and in its wan light he saw a robed figure atop an unholy bone-construct, his withered arms outstretched to the brightening skies. At once Theodoric knew that this liche was his chief foe. This realisation gave the duke new strength, and he struck every blow with the sole intention of carrying him onward to the foe. Skeletons moved to bar his path, but these Theodoric battered aside with the armoured bulk of his purebred steed, or smashed down with the gleaming axe-blade. The duke was but a handful of paces distant now, but still the liche paid him no heed. Theodoric cared not; there would be no honourable challenge, not against a foe like this. He spurred his horse to one last effort, and brought his axe about.


  Arkhan never even saw the blow coming, for his mind was everywhere upon the battlefield. In the north, it drove Krell‘s wights to fresh efforts; in the south it goaded the shuffling hordes of zombies to keep pace with the rest of the column.


  What remained of the liche’s attention was fixed on Kemmler, alert for any sign of betrayal. All of this ended when Theodoric's blessed axe crunched through Arkhan’s breastplate, smashing his ancient bones to splinters and throwing the liche to the ground. Had Arkhan any longer possessed a heart, it would have been split asunder.


  As it was, the black magic flowing through his ancient body immediately began to mend the damage. It would be too late; Theodoric’s axe was already descending for a second time. Then, with a blur of blood- red steel, Anark von Carstein, Kastellan of the Drakenhof Templars, was at the liche’s side. Moving with supernatural speed, he parried the duke's deathblow and unleashed a ferocious strike of his own to sweep Theodoric from his saddle. As Arkhan rose to his feet once more, he saw Anark hack the duke's head from his shoulders, and realised with distaste that he now owed a debt to the von Carsteins. Unnoticed by all, Theodoric’s axe fell to the ground: with his death the enchantment had fled, leaving it as mere metal.


  Victory had lain within Theodoric’s grasp but, with his death, the tide swiftly turned. Alas for the sons of Bretonnia, the men-at-arms had fought bravely, but now their courage deserted them. Like a levee bursting under rising floodwaters, the shield wall tore apart. Here and there, regiments kept their order, islands of desperate pride in an unholy sea, but most gave in to their terror and fled for a nonexistent refuge. Krell’s wights stormed mercilessly through the breach. Soon the lines of archers


  and trebuchets were overrun by slavering ghouls, the embattled knights surrounded. Desperate peasants sought safety in the abbey's grounds, but there was to IK- no shelter there. As Krell advanced, long-dead saints and nobles stirred to ghastly life and prowled through the tombs, throttling all they encountered.


  Now fully recovered from Theodoric's strike, Arkhan was pleased. The greater part of the Bretonnian army was dead or fleeing, and those who fought on were surrounded, and would soon be overcome. But then the liche marked Kemmler’s sudden absence, and his mood darkened. In that moment, Arkhan knew he had been betrayed, and made all haste into the bowels of the abbey. Kemmler’s path was not hard to follow, tor he had left a trail of smouldering corpses in his wake, and Arkhan soon came to a great stone vault deep beneath the surface. The chamber’s sigils of warding had been seared away by sorcery, the golden fonts spilled across the floor, their holy waters mingling with the blood of the knights who had stood guard.


  Kemmler turned as Arkhan entered the chamber. The Lichemaster’s claw-like hands gripped Alakanash, the Great Staff of Nagash, and his face held only gloating triumph. For decades, Kemmler said, he had trodden where Nagash had wished him to, his steps guided by whispers from far beyond death's veil. But when he struck a pact with the Chaos Gods, they had not only restored the necromancer to the glory he had known centuries before, they also revealed to him the manner in which he had been used. He laboured for the glory of Chaos now, Kemmler crowed, not the withered legend of the Great Necromancer. Nagash had promised power, but the Chaos Gods were power itself, and they shared it freely with those who served them.


  Heinrich Kemmler raised Alakanash high, and gave utterance in a forbidden tongue. Dark fire rippled along the gnarled length of the staff as the Lichemaster called the winds of magic to his bidding. Arkhan gripped his own staff tightly, and willed life into the corpses strewn throughout the vault. It was time to discover if the Lichemaster truly lived up to his name.


  Outside, the battle raged still. Theodoric had been slain, hacked down by Anark von Carstein, but at last Duke Jerrod and his knights had arrived. They had ridden hard under mournful skies and, seeing their countrymen sorely beset, roused to one last effort. Along the south road they came, retracing the same route Arkhan’s host had trodden just hours earlier. Ghouls scattered at the onset, zombies were trampled beneath iron-shod hooves, and Jerrod plunged deep into the heart of Krell’s skeletal legion. At his back came the Companions of Quenelles, knights who had shared his every battle since that black day when Mallobaude had cut down their king. They saw not the vast and outnumbering horde before them, only a series of abhorrent foes to be overcome by valour and skill at arms. They struck the wights of Stonewrath Tarn like a battering ram. Lances thrust forward, swords hacked down and ancient bones were trampled beneath iron-shod hooves. The banner of Stonewrath fell into the mud as the wight bearing it was torn from its feet by Leon of Toular's lance, and the Companions of Quenelles spurred deeper into the mass of unliving bodies.


  Up and down the battlefield, those Bretonniana still fighting on saw the Companions" banner pierce the enemy ranks and felt hope rekindle. Someone began to cheer, the sound weak and thready at first, but other voices soon took up the call and the volume quickly grew. Men-at-arms, who only moments before had been on the brink of flight, bellowed defiance and found fresh confidence in the sound. Shields rammed forward into the masses of graveborn flesh, and the Bretonnian line began to reform.


  Krell saw the urge to fight return to his beaten foes, and sought to banish them once and for all. Again and again, the Black Axe rose and fell, each blow followed by a spray of blood as the cursed blade hacked through shield, helm and flesh. Every stride brought Krell closer to Duke Jerrod. but now the press of bodies conspired to keep them apart. Roaring with frustration, the wight laid about himself without discrimination, hacking down living and dead alike if they stood between him and his chosen foe.


  'Kemmler!'


  The aged necromancer turned as Arkhan’s challenge echoed through the darkened vault. Kemmler had abandoned his Skull Stall, the liche saw, and his withered hands were now grasped tight around Alakanash. Kemmler's betrayal had always been a possibility, Arkhan allowed, though he would never have believed the necromancer to have the courage to act so openly.


  ‘You and your masters are desiccated relics of a dead age,' Kemmler sneered. ‘A new dawn beckons, one that belongs to the Chaos Gods, and to their loyal servants.'


  'You forsake Nagash’s patronage for that of fluxsome deities?' Arkhan asked drily. ‘No lasting power flows from their thrones. The gods will use you, as they have used all others. When your antics bore them, they will destroy you.'


  Kemmler gave a shrill laugh. 'And what greater prospect do I have in Nagash's service, a future of mindless servitude in an unchanging world?' Kemmler demanded angrily. ‘The "Great Necromancer is a selfish child. Though assured of his power, he remains forever terrified that another will take it from him. He will not be satisfied until his is the only will in existence, for only then can he be safe.’


  Arkhan took a step forward, the sound of the footfall echoing through the vault.


  Kemmler marked the advance, but made no move to challenge it. Arkhan took another step, and the necromancer's angry expression grew sly.


  Perhaps you should join me, Kemmler suggested. The power of Chaos is rising, and surely even you tire of millennia of thankless servitude.


  ‘Thank yon but no.’ Arkhan stated ‘This desiccated relic chose his allegiance long ago. And you truly believe that I would abandon mv master to serve alongside the likes of you?'


  Kemmler's eyes flashed. ‘It might suit you to be an extension of Nagash’s will, but some of us yearn for more. Not that I would expect better from an empty husk such as yourself.’


  Arkhan took another step forward. 'How many battles have you lost in your unremarkable existence?' the liche challenged. 'How many defeats have you known at La Maisontaal alone? You have always been a pawn, Kemmler. It matters not the side upon which you fight.'


  Kemmler let out a screech of rage, and purple flame burst forth from his outstretched hand. The fires swept across the floor towards Arkhan, but the liche had expected such an attack from the moment he had entered the vault. Arkhan brought the heel of his staff down hard on the tiles, and the flames flickered and died.


  Taking another step forward, Arkhan began a silent incantation of his own. In the corner of the vault, discarded when Kemmler had taken up Alakanash, the Skull Staff detected the build up of magic and chattered nonsensically to itself, the gibberish growing louder with every syllable.


  Kemmler intoned the words of an ancient curse, but the liche swept the clumsy strands aside before they could fully form. Inconvenient as the necromancer’s betrayal was, there was some satisfaction to the moment, Arkhan decided, as the final element of his incantation slid into place.


  ‘You call yourself the Lichemaster, do you not?’ Arkhan asked. 'To leave this chamber, you must prove that hollow boast.’


  Then, with a deafening crack, La Maisontaal Abbey exploded.


  As battle had raged without, a contest of sorcery had been fought within. Heinrich Kemmler and Arkhan the Black were well matched in both power and knowledge, and their efforts had grown ever more desperate as they sought to break their foe's defences. At last, the magic had spiralled out of control, feeding on itself and its surroundings like a thing alive.


  The windows went first. Great expanses of stained glass, many of them dating back to the days of King Guillaume, fragmented under irresistible pressure from within. Razor-sharp shards scythed across the fields, shredding living and unliving warriors alike. Green fire came soon after, gouting through the gaps in the stonework, incinerating those who survived the storm of shards. An eyeblink later, the walls shattered and burst outward. Long had those stones stood. They did not yield easily, but yield they did. A tornado of wild magic whipped about the ruins, scooping up the shattered walls and Hinging them across the battlefield. Stone slabs the size of lesser buildings ploughed through columns of knights, broken statues plunged from the skies like meteors and rubble fell like rain.


  The Lady was with Duke Jerrod that day.


  His horse had been slain, but though the Duke of Quenelles was caked with ash and blood, he would live to fight for Bretonnia again. The same could not be said for those who had followed him into battle. Almost all of the Companions had perished, and most of those that survived now staggered unhorsed and aimless through the charnel fields, their wits broken by the concussive blast. That the undead had fared worse was of little consolation to the Duke of Quenelles - he saw only one of Bretonnia's holiest sights in ruins, and too many brave sons of the realm dead upon the field. As Jerrod hoisted himself up into the saddle of a masterless horse, he saw broken bodies lurch and heave. The explosion had buried Krell in a grave of dead flesh, but the wight clawed his way to the surface and advanced once more.


  One of the unhorsed Companions, Gioffre of Anglaron, had regained his senses now, and giving voice to a challenge on his lips, hurled himself into Krell’s path. The wight did not so much as check his pace. The Black Axe whirled once about Krell's head, then split Gioffre from gullet to groin with a single mighty blow. Without so much as a glance at the fallen knight, Krell checked his axe's swing and strode on through the bloodied dead. For a moment perhaps, .Jerrod considered spurring forward to face the grinning monster of bone and iron himself; to avenge Gioffre and those others who had been slain that day. But only for a moment. Wild magic still howled across the battlefield, and its caress brought renewed vigour to Arkhan’s army. Skeletons staggered to their feet as shattered bones reknitted, and fresh horror visited itself on the surviving Bretonnians as the recently- slain rose with glassy eyes to hack and tear at their former comrades. .Jerrod watched the enemy ranks reform with a pain that had nothing at all to do with his many wounds. The battle was lost; La Maisontaal was lost. So much was certain: no good could come of fighting on. Raising a voice choked by dust and shame, Jerrod, Duke of Quenelles, ordered the retreat.


  In the depths of what remained of La Maisontaal’s ravaged vaults, a fire-blackened figure heard the thunder of voices and the blare of horns as the Bretonnians retreated. With a grim chuckle, Arkhan drew himself up to his full height and swept thick ash from his robes. It had been close-run, but his opponent had overreached himself at the last moment. The traitorous Kemmler had been disposed of, Bretonnia had been humbled and, most importantly of all, Alakanash was now his.


  Nagash would rise.
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  Upon leaving Sylvania, Mannfred von Carstein’s course diverged from Arkhan the Black’s almost immediately. With him, he carried the Claw of Nagash. Long ago, the Fellblade had severed this withered hand from its master. Magics still tethered the two relics together, and it was this bond that guided Mannfred's steps.


  The vampire’s course lay across the southern states of the Empire, and through fractured provinces of the Border Princes. The Lord of Sylvania did not travel alone, but marched at the head of a column of knights. It might have suited the liche to scrabble his way across the living lands like a beggar, but Mannfred was determined to travel as befitted his station; appearances would be maintained. Most of those who rode with Mannfred were wights, roused from their sepulchres to accompany their lord in distant lands, but the riders who clustered closest beneath the Drakenhof banner were the templars of Mannfred’s personal guard.


  Each had been raised to darkness by Mannfred himself, and was as loyal to his master as it was possible for a vampire to be.


  Yet for all his arrogance, Mannfred was no fool. It suited his vanity to play the indomitable liege, but he was wary of the Imperial chattel still - their tenacity had surprised him too many times for it to be otherwise. The Lord of Sylvania knew that no other could defend his land so well as he, and


  determined that no one in the Empire - not even the dullest peasant would mark his departure in case it could be exploited. He used magic to shroud his army’s passage where he could; if battle was necessary he struck hard and fast, using every merciless artifice learned in a lifetime of war. Normally, Mannfred strove to leave survivors in the aftermath of his attacks; heralds to his dread majesty, whose tales of terror would weaken the resolve of all who heard them. Not this time. This time patrols went missing and entire villages vanished overnight, with nary a witness as to what had occurred.


  The counts and dukes of the southern states reacted to these disappearances slowly. This was not out of any laxness on their part, but a lack of resource. The portents of doom Mannfred had espied from Castle Sternieste had not gone unmarked by the citizens of the Empire, and many regions now teetered on the brink of riot. Between containing the panic of their own people and curtailing the increasingly bold raids of the beastmen, the rulers of Wissenland and Averland had few troops to spare to investigate isolated incidents far from their capitals and trade routes. Thus did Mannfred's army cross into the Border Princes unmarked by all save the dead he left in his wake.


  Mannfred had worried little about crossing the Border Princes. He had travelled widely through its provinces some years before, and had found the so-called 'realm' to be little more than a collection of fractious and inbred nobles ever at war with one another. Allegiances and loyalty were famously for sale here, and gold won more battles than steel ever had. There were few standing armies in the Border Princes. Instead, most of the dukes employed mercenary bands, who sold their services to the highest bidder. Not all such sellswords were entirely human. Mannfred knew of at least two mercenary armies whose ranks contained naught but the walking dead, and he thus doubted that his own forces would provoke the same martial response they would have within the bounds of the Empire. The very worst that could happen was that he would have to masquerade as a sellsword captain himself. It would be an inglorious and chafing deception, but the Lord of Sylvania had little desire to fight his way through the Border Princes in order to see his mission done.


  However, as Mannfred descended through Hvargir Forest he realised that his plans would have to be revised. The plains and fenland before him should have been dotted with proud cities and fortified outposts, the gaudy devices of nobles and captains fluttering upon the pennants. What the vampire beheld instead was a land in utter ruin. Castles were scorched piles of toppled stone, towns were smouldering embers choked with unburied corpses, and everywhere the signs of plague lay heavy on the land.


  The architects of this destruction revealed themselves before dusk on that day. A warband of skaven, fresh from plundering the lands further west and invigorated by their accomplishments, scurried eastward across the blighted plains. The skaven warlord had met with much success in recent days, and his swarm now travelled back to their burrows with the spoils of victory - trinkets and gewgaws of all kinds, as well as the hundreds of filthy humans he had taken as slaves. Buoyed to false confidence, the warlord mistook Mannfred's banner for that of another Border Princeling, and drove his verminous kin to the attack. It soon proved to be a calamitous mistake.


  Once the slaughter was done, Mannfred walked amongst the dead, raising their blighted spirits long enough to question them. He found it a most trying exercise. This was not because the act of necromancy itself was draining - on the contrary, it was amongst the most basic of conjurings in the vampire's repertoire. Rather, it was because the souls of the skaven remained as deceitful in death as they had been in life. Only by framing questions precisely could Mannfred extract the information he sought. The process of doing so quickly sapped the vampire’s never-abundant patience, and he tore more skaven spirits to ghostly shreds in the battle’s aftermath than he had slain living ratmen at its height. Fortunately, there was no shortage of dead skaven to interrogate, and Mannfred at last gleaned enough information to understand what had befallen the Border Princes. The shaven were rising; Tilea had already fallen, and both Estalia and the Border Princes were now assailed. Mannfred found this news troubling, for he had never known the ratmen to possess singular purpose enough to bring low an entire realm, let alone two or three. Arkhan the Black had been correct; dire times were afoot.


  Resolving to tarry no longer, Mannfred rode with all possible haste. His last action before doing so was to set loose the terrified slaves. He did this not out of compassion - no trace of any such emotion lurked in the vampire’s black heart — but because they would doubtless prove a valuable distraction for the skaven. If the ratmen were unified and in de facto control of the Border Princes, such distractions would be worth a great deal indeed.


  For days, Mannfred headed further south and east, drawn onward by the call of the claw. The vampire could feel the strength of the bond growing with every step, but still the prize lay out of reach. Scarcely a league passed beneath the hooves of Mannfred's steed without another contest with the skaven. Most were mere raiding parties, quickly broken beneath the lances of the Sylvanian knights, but as he crossed Skull River, Mannfred found himself drawn into battle with a swarm so great that its squealing bodies and ramshackle war engines spanned the horizon. What followed was the closest battle of Mannfred's march so far, and prevailed only by raising the dead of three ravaged fortress-towns to bolster his ranks. As the waters of the river washed away the skaven dead, the Lord of Sylvania realised that speed alone could no longer serve.


  By the time Mannfred reached the entrance to Mad Dog Pass, thousands of rotting corpses and tormented spirits followed in his wake. The Ironclaw orcs tried to bar the vampire’s entry to the pass, but they fared no better than had the skaven.


  The call of the claw was stronger than ever now, the Fellblade so close that the Lord of Sylvania could sense the dark magics of its creation.


  On it led him, luring him into the ancient tunnels buried deep beneath Mad Dog Pass.
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  The Battle of Mordkin Lair
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  Mannfred von Carstein would never remember the slaughter beneath Mad Dog Pass as one of his finest battles. Indeed, once the matter was ended, he didn't even consider it a battle at all. The Lord of Sylvania was a proud creature, and ordinarily his every act was a continuance of some greater plan. However there was room for neither subtlety nor cleverness waiting for him beneath Mad Dog Pass, just a press of bodies and a savage battle of attrition.


  Still, Mannfred had done what he could to ensure some semblance of control. He had known that the skaven tunnels would be deep and labyrinthine, and he determined not to commit his best troops until he had a more complete knowledge of what awaited him. Instead, he willed wave upon wave of zombies into the dank and filthy reaches. His main goal was to use the eyes of his puppets in place of his own, to map out a path his Drakenhof Templars could follow through the Festering pit. If the zombies thinned the swarms of ratmen in the process, then so much the better.


  The deeper Mannfred's army descended, the grander the scale of the tunnels grew. This was a place unnamed by the realms of the sunlit world, gnawed long ago from the roots of the mountains by the ratmen of Clan Mordkin. Unspeakable poisons dripped from filth- encrusted stalactites, and the rough walls were marked by untold generations of crude scrawl or hidden beneath ramshackle structures of warped wood and tarnished brass.


  Skaven resistance to the encroaching undead was sporadic at first. The upper tunnels were home only to chieftains so Far out of Favour with Warlord Feskit that they had been forced to nest on the periphery of Clan Mordkin’s territory. Such ratmen had little to gain by risking their own lives on Feskit’s behalf. Most drove their paw-warriors from the invaders’ path, craftily preserving their strength, and hoping that unfolding events would weaken Feskit sufficiently that a challenge could be made. In others, ambition burned so brightly that they sought confrontation directly, to recoup their lost status by proving their value to the lair. Whatever their motivations, Few of these chieftains realised the scope of the invasion. Most blundered headlong into tunnels already thick with mindless dead. Soon the upper tunnels were cacophonous with the desperate squealing of skaven with nowhere to run.


  In the deepest part of the burrow, nestled against the back corner of a great vaulted cavern, stood Clan Mordkin’s fortress-lair. It was a ramshackle and mismatched thing, built from materials scavenged and stolen from many lands. Its towers, though canted over at worrying angles, reached almost to the stalactite encrusted ceiling, and its wall bristled with all manner of warp-fired weaponry. Deep within the fortress-lair, Lord Feskit heard death-shrieks echo down from the tunnels above, and knew his realm was beset. He did not despair then, nor when the first trickle of survivors began spreading tales of vampires stalking through the darkness. True, the upper tunnels were almost certainly lost, but he still had many thousands of teeming clanrats to unleash. Raising himself from his battered seat of power - actually a dwarfen throne plundered from the hold of Karak Kan - Feskit began issuing imperious orders to his slaves. Some he sent to fetch his armour and weapons from his scavenge pile, others he sent as messengers to his (mostly) loyal chieftains, calling them to battle with promises of preferment and plunder. The warlord did not know what had brought Mannfred into his domain, nor did he particularly care. His thoughts lay only on the opportunity for profit — a vampire's ashes would fetch a high price on the undermarket, and he intended to claim that wealth for his own.


  As the undead forced their way deeper, Clan Mordkin made their first conceited counter¬attack. A discordant clamour of bells echoed through the caverns, and the bone gates of the fortress-lair swung open. The gates themselves were a trophy of one of Clad Mordkin’s greatest successes, the slaughter of Ithragar the Firewyrm. Snared by shock nets, poisoned, chained and dragged beneath the surface, the dragon had been kept stupefied for weeks; many litters had grown strong on its flesh before the mighty beast’s life had finally given out. As the immense ribcage split apart, hordes of clanrats and stormvermin issued out of the fortress-lair and into the tunnels. This attack was not led by Feskit, who saw no reason to risk himself so early in what promised to be a long and dangerous battle, but by Snikrat, a chieftain of middling rank. Snikrat had his own designs upon Feskit’s throne, but thought the warlord ignorant of his ambitions. Accordingly, he misconstrued the undertaking as an opportunity for his own advancement, when in fact it was actually Feskit seeking to rid himself of a challenger.


  As Snikrat's swarms advanced to meet the oncoming tide of dead. Clan Mordkin’s lower tunnels became the feed lines and waste pipes of a gigantic and soulless machine, whose only function was to grind flesh and bone into lifeless spoil. In places, this was the literal truth. Cogs, corroded pistons and acid-pitted flywheels projected into the passageways and caverns at all angles. These skaven-made mechanisms were of vast scale and always in motion, their incredible mass driven by convulsing warp-reactors deep within the lair. Surrounded as they were by this press of machinery, it was often impossible for the combatants to form lines greater than five or six abreast and, even then, a single misstep could see a warrior whisked into some clanking mechanism and pulverised. Yet the living and the undead had their parts to play as well. Their weapons were the blades of the machine, their blood and ichor the oil that lubricated its workings.


  The zombies, driven onward by Mannfred von Carstein's implacable will, marched blindly onto the spears and swords levelled against them, their rotten fingers reaching for skaven throats and eyes even as their bodies were sliced apart. The skaven were scarcely less determined. Fighting as small groups on territory not their own, they are cowardly and opportunistic fighters, but when a clan is forced to defend its lair, the ratmen fight like the cornered beasts they are. So it was now. The skaven hacked at the zombies with halberd and spear, and when the fighting was too close for blade-work, or when the weapons were plucked from their grasp, they tore at the enemy with claws and chisel teeth. Rats surged out of the depths, and swarmed over the undead in a maddened frenzy, burrowing deep into decaying torsos and devouring them from inside out. Yet no matter how desperately they strove, no skaven could match a vampire-thralled minion for sheer, uncaring relentlessness. Little by little, the ratmen were driven back.


  Snikrat now ordered warpfire throwers forward. At his shrieked command, the Skryre-forged weapons belched green flame into the tunnels. The fire raged indiscriminately, incinerating clanrats and zombies alike. Rats flooded out of the passageways, squealing madly as they sought to escape the flames. Still the undead came on, striding remorselessly through passages and chambers strewn with flame-twisted dead. Some were still ablaze as they advanced, their flesh crackling and popping as the warpfire tore through them. Again Snikrat ordered the fires unleashed, and again the green flames whooshed through the tunnels, but still the undead came on, blazing like torches. Snikrat realised that the tunnels were lost, and fled deeper into the fortress- lair. He gave no order to retreat, but clanrats flooded after him nonetheless. The ratmen could smell defeat upon the air, and tore at one another as they fled, abandoning the weak and the slow to the merciless dead. As the skaven retreated, timber props, weakened by the gushing warpfire, gave way. Many tunnels collapsed entirely, sealing the living and the dead together in rocky tombs.


  The fighting now drew nigh to the last defence - a bottomless chasm that split the outer tunnels from the great cavern that was the heart of Clan Mordkin's fortress-lair.


  This chasm was spanned by a long and winding bridge of sorts, a broad and uneven roadway of planks, spars, tar-clogged ropes and other detritus. It was not a structure of which any dwarf or human would have approved or even have trusted to bear their weight for it was entirely too rickety, but it served the skaven well enough. There was no other way to cross the chasm, not for a league in any direction, for Clan Mordkin had long ago undermined all other routes, the better to prevent infiltration or attack by rival clans.


  As Snikrat fled across the bridge, he ordered its ramshackle timbers set alight. The flames took reluctantly at first, for the wood was thick with slime and refuse, but the searing warpfire would not be denied. Soon the entire span was blaze. As the vanguard of Mannfred's shambling horde reached the centre of the bridge, the tortured structure groaned, shifted and then, with a grace utterly alien in that squalid and dismal place, toppled lazily into the chasm.


  Safe on the lair-ward edge, Snikrat cackled as more zombies emerged from the tunnels, and were pushed into the chasm by the mindless ranks that came after. His strategy had worked perfectly, or at least that's what he’d tell Warlord Feskit. The intruders were now stymied by the chasm, and the skaven could bombard them at their leisure. Snikrat ordered the warplock weapon teams along the ledge to open fire, and then strutted away to inform Feskit of his ‘success’.


  The severing of the bridge was at last reason enough for Mannfred to involve himself personally in the battle. By no means had all of the tunnels collapsed during the fighting, and the Lord of Sylvania and his knights now rode down through the widest of those that remained. By the time he reached the chasm, a small army of clanrat weaponeers had assembled on the far ledge. The air was full of the stench of crude Skaven black powder, and resounded to the whine and crash of warpstone bullets hammering across the divide. The zombies made no attempt to avoid the fire, because Mannfred had not willed them to do so, and a great heap of shattered bodies had built up on the edge of the abyss.


  Ordering his templars to remain in the comparative safety of the tunnel, Mannfred dismounted and strode to the edge of the precipice, seemingly careless of his danger. On catching sight of the vampire, many of the skaven weaponeers brought their weapons to bear on him. Most fired too hastily, and shots wasted their fury on stone, or on the flesh of zombies. However, one jezzail gunner's aim was true, and with a sharp crack sent a chunk of warpstone spinning towards Mannfred's skull. Without even appearing to take notice of the attack, the vampire twisted gracefully to one side, and the bullet hammered past him. Mannfred stood motionless, ignoring the missiles whistling around him, his whole concentration bent on drawing the magic from the rocks of the cavern, and from the shards of expended warpstone. Nothing happened at first, but then the corpses that lay thick about his feet began to move. As one, the bullet-riddled and fire-blackened dead hauled themselves upright, and walked to the edge of the chasm. Some were struck by shots from the far side and collapsed, but still they crawled on. As the first zombies reached the brink, Mannfred gave a sharp twist of his hand. The wave of undead shuddered as their bones twisted into jagged and unnatural shapes, reforming into jagged spears that burst free of the ruined flesh and anchored deep into the bedrock. The next zombies approached the edge, and there was a wet tearing sound as these too sloughed off their flesh. This wave did not latch onto the ledge as their predecessors had, but crawled over and anchored onto those who had come before. More and more zombies staggered through the hail of bullets and, moment by moment, the bridge of bloody bone grew.


  The weapon teams on the far side of the chasm were not fools. Their rate of fire quickened as the ghastly bridge took shape. Not one could bring a shot to bear on Mannfred, and any holes they battered in the bridge were quickly filled by the zombies that came after. Still they struggled on, loading and firing for all they were worth, pistols and jezzails and ratling guns hammering shot after shot across the gap. In their haste, some grew careless and booming coughs rang out across the chasm as weapons started to misfire, of ten crippling or killing the wielder alongside. Others began to take a pace backward after every shot, shrinking steadily away from the approaching doom. They would have done better to flee outright. As the final jagged bones dug into the rock on the skaven side, Mannfred swung up into his saddle, and loosed the Drakenhof Templars to the charge.


  The bridge of bone shook as the vampire knights charged across its ghastly deck, but it held. Seeing death riding hard toward them, the skaven released one last volley, abandoned their weapons and lied into the tunnel beyond. Not one of the ratmen made it more than twenty paces before the lance of a templar plunged into its spine or skull. Without pause, Mannfred swept down into the tunnel beyond. The Lord of Sylvania wanted this business done, he could feel the Claw of Nagash throbbing with power as it drew nigh to its nemesis - the Fellblade was close.


  At the Far end of the tunnel, in the great cavern-fortress of Clan Mordkin, Snikrat lay dying, his throat torn out by Feskit's teeth. The warlord was outraged he had at least expected a competent defence from his underling, but Snikrat's failure ensured he would now have to face the vampire on his very doorstep. Feskit could win, he knew that, but he had already lost thousands of clanrats to the undead, and it seemed victory would be more costly still before the end.


  Over the hours that followed, Feskit drove his minions into the tunnels in his attempts to drive the vampire away. There were mutated beasts purchased at great expense from Clan Moulder, weaponeers from Clan Skryre, turn-tails from other warlord clans, seven whole regiments of stormvermin, and slaves and clanrats almost beyond counting. All told, it was might sufficient to invade a large city, but it wasn't enough to stop the intruders. The vampire and his knights far outmatched the defenders, even when outnumbered six or seven times over, and the confines of the tunnels prevented Feskit's chieftains from bringing greater advantage to bear. Worse, those whom the invaders slew soon twitched to fresh life and assailed their former comrades. It was bad enough when the arisen were mere clanrats, but the vampire had possessed the gall to reanimate the abomination that had, before its death upon the points of a dozen lances, been Feskit's pride and joy. The beast’s thrashing crushed nearly two score stormvermin before it finally perished for a second time.


  Feskit was dismayed that his underlings could not accomplish the task before them, and many times considered commanding the defence personally. Each time, he reminded himself of how' Clan Mordkin would suffer were he slain, and sent another chieftain out to take his place. The problem was, he was running out of underlings to send. Feskit had started by sending out those of dubious loyalty, like Snikrat. When they had perished under the tide of dead, the warlord had despatched those chieftains that he almost trusted, and when those too perished, he even allowed those he considered loyal to risk themselves in battle. All failed; all died.


  Soon, the invaders were nigh to the fortress- lair's walls, and Feskit had little choice but to risk the prosperity of his clan by going personally into battle. Consoling himself with the high token-price of vampire ash, Feskit ordered the gates sealed. He yet had one weapon that would lay the intruder low, and he now went to claim it.


  Mannfred arrived before the high walls of the fortress-lair .and sighed theatrically. The walls were, like all skaven constructions, a derelict mismatch of building materials - hardly a challenge to one who had humbled some of the finest fortresses the Empire had to offer. The Lord of Sylvania had no doubt that he could overcome the walls — even under the barrage of mortar fire and warp- lightning that was beginning to spit forth from the lopsided towers - but it would take time, and every hour lost was one in which Arkhan could return to Sylvania to wreak mischief. For the briefest of moments, Mannfred considered attempting a parley with the skaven warlord, then decided he couldn't bear to speak with the verminous fool. It would have to be a conventional siege, he decided. There were dead enough in the upper passages to overcome the walls, if he roused them to it. Then the vampire's eyes drifted across the gates again, and he smiled a thin smile.


  Feskit had just emerged from the cave that served as his scavenge pile when the screams began. In his claws of one hand he held his trusty blade, in the other a sword of warpstone-laced gromril. The sword had come into his possession over a decade ago, shortly after he had slain the previous ruler of Clan Mordkin in single combat. Feskit had only taken up the weapon a handful of times in all the years since; partly because he feared one of his loyal underlings slaying him for the blade, but chiefly because he always felt strangely drained whenever he set the sword aside. He had only learnt of the weapon’s true


  provenance some years later, after paying an extraordinary quantity of warptokens to a blind seer, who had assured him that this was the Fellblade of legend, slayer of kings and worse than kings, and bringer of madness and death to any who wielded it. Feskit had not taken up the blade since that day, fearing what harm it might wreak upon him, but he had always known that he would be driven to risk its use again. Besides, he had convinced himself moments before, those who had been driven to madness by the blade were clearly weaklings, pale imitators whose will was but a shadow of his. Feskit would master the Fellblade where others had failed; he would slaughter this meddlesome vampire and set his skull atop a banner. Across the Under-Empire, all would know that Feskit of Mordkin was a power with which to be reckoned! Then the warlord reached the refuse-choked ward beyond the main walls, and realised that the vampire was no longer his chief problem.


  Feskit beheld the sight before him with a mixture of rage and despair. His fortress- lair, proud bastion of Clan Mordkin these past millennia, had been breached. Plate- armoured knights, some with the pallid flesh of vampires, some with no flesh to speak of at all, rode hither and yon behind the walls, their lances and swords tearing through the clanrats and stormvermin who battled to keep them at bay. In the gaping ruin where the gate had once stood, a lone figure sat astride a horse of bones, his cloak twitching as the spirits bound to the cloth strove hopelessly to escape. As to the gate itself, the mortal remains of Ithragar, empowered by dark sorcery, now roamed at will behind the walls, wreaking a long- sought and bloody vengeance on the descendants of those who had eaten of his flesh. Feskit watched with mounting horror as the reanimated dragon reared up, sank its claws into the flank of a tower, and pulled the whole structure down in a shower of rubble and screaming clanrats.


  Feskit’s eyes twitched back towards the ruin of the gate, searching for the architect of his woes, but his gaze had lingered too long on the dragon, and Mannfred was no longer there. In most confrontations, the Lord of Sylvania took cruel delight in toying with his opponents, mocking the duelling culture of the man he had once been, but not now. The vampire knew well the Fellblade's power, and had no intention of facing its wielder - even though he was a fourth-rate leader of a craven race - in anything that bore a passing resemblance to a fair fight. Warned by an instinct born of a lifetime of distrust, Feskit span around to see that the vampire was now standing at his side. With a cry of defiance and frustration, the warlord swung the Fellblade in a mighty arc. Had the blow landed, it would have cloven even the supernaturally resilient vampire in two, but it was an eternity too slow.


  With contemptuous ease, Mannfred stepped inside the arc of the swing, locked one hand around the warlord’s forearm, and snapped it back in one savage motion. In the same moment, the vampire thrust the point of his own sword through the warlord’s rusted breastplate and scabrous torso. Feskit screamed and collapsed to his knees, the Fellblade clattering to the ground. The warlord cradled the mangled bones of his forearm with his free hand, but blood - too much blood — was gushing from the wound and pooling at his feet. With a last whimper, Warlord Feskit of Clan Mordkin toppled forward into his own sticky gore.


  Plucking the Fellblade from Feskit’s bloodied corpse, Mannfred climbed back atop his mount, and called for his knights to withdraw. Then, ignoring the skaven who still fought across the length and breadth of the cavern, he turned his back on the battered fortress-lair and began the long trek to the surface. His parting gift to both Ithragar, and to the skaven of Clan Mordkin, was enough magic to sustain the dragon’s tooth-gnawed bones for several days to come, but as to which would emerge the victor, Mannfred cared not. The Lord of Sylvania had his prize, and there was yet much work to be done.


  Nagash would rise, and Mannfred would rule.
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  When Arkhan and Mannfred returned to Castle Sternieste, they should have known quiet satisfaction in their achievements. Alakanash and the Fellblade were now in their possession, and only Morikhane, the Black Armour of Nagash, remained to lx; recovered from the bowels of Heldenhame Keep. As matters transpired, however, neither liche nor vampire was much inclined towards celebration - if, indeed, they any longer knew the meaning of the word.


  Arkhan the Black brooded on Kemmler's betrayal, and what it portended. Through the long decades of their association, the Lichemaster had ever been a vain and inconstant ally, but Arkhan had never suspected that Kemmler's true allegiance lay with Chaos. Indeed, he had long thought the Lichemaster guided - or at least manipulated - by the spirit of Nagash. So long had Arkhan been in Nagash’s service that he no longer knew nor cared whether his desire to bring about the Great Necromancer's return was his own goal, or whether he too was being manipulated. Arkhan was simply aware that his purpose was to bring about Nagash’s return. That purpose had driven him onward for centuries now; not in the frenetic manner that the zealous living pursued their chosen causes, but with a cold, calculating determination. If Arkhan felt even a trace of excitement at this long-held goal coming to fruition, he did not acknowledge it.


  The Lichemaster’s last words were often at the forefront of Arkhan’s mind. Kemmler’s implication had been that his treacherous actions had been carried out at the behest of the Chaos Gods. At the time, Arkhan had dismissed those words as the boasts of a triumphant braggart. He had not believed that the Dark Gods would seek to intervene so directly in order to prevent Nagash’s return. But intervene they had, and not just through Kemmler. The final part of Arkhan’s return journey to Castle Sternieste had taken him through the Great Forest, and it had seemed that every Chaos- touched beast had been drawn to his path. A lesser being than Arkhan would have been deceived into thinking the creatures had merely been lured by Alakanash’s power, but the liche had not been fooled. A grim intelligence had guided the beastmen to his trail. Arkhan had seen the creature, just once, during a rain-lashed battle on the Lieske Road. As the beastmen had lied once more in disarray, the liche had caught a glimpse of a winged shaman far to the rear of the frothing herd, bellowing in a crude tongue as it tried to stem the retreat.


  With new clarity, Arkhan considered some of the misfortunes that had dogged his steps, and those of his allies, in recent decades. The liche had spent long years grooming Mallobaude into a worthy pawn through which he could bend Bretonnia to his will. Arkhan had brought the half-prince power, wealth and had even arranged for him to receive the blood kiss of the vampire. Yet just as the rebellion had been due to begin, Mallobaude’s stronghold of Mousillon had been beset by daemons. Though the servants of the Chaos Gods had gone on to ravage much of Bretonnia, the ravaging of Mousillon had set back Mallobaude’s plans - and therefore Arkhan’s by almost a year.


  By the same token, Arkhan wondered how Balthasar Gelt had come by the knowledge to forge his wall of faith. The liche acknowledged that the Supreme Patriarch was a brilliant mind — by the lesser standards of mortals, at least - but Sylvania had long been a thorn in the Empire’s side, and to contain it thus only now smacked of convenient timing. Was Gelt also an agent of Chaos? Arkhan dismissed the idea as preposterous — no servant of the Dark Gods could have shackled the power of Sigmar as he had — but that didn’t mean that he was not an unknowing pawn. And what of the Silver Pinnacle, dwelling place of the third and final servant of Nagash to have survived the centuries? That too had been beset by daemons - might even have fallen to them, so far as Arkhan now knew. Indeed, if Krell had been destroyed by the elves of Athel Loren an eventuality that the liche conceded was possible - it could very well be that Arkhan the Black was now the last of the Nine Dark Lords to walk the mortal world.


  Were the Chaos Gods so afraid of Nagash that they were acting to prevent his return? The idea seemed unlikely, but whatever else Arkhan was, he was no creature of whimsy and wild imaginings. Given recent events, such deeds were not only possible, but likely. Nevertheless, the liche resolved to say nothing of this to Mannfred von Carstein. At best, the vampire would assume that Arkhan had been consumed by paranoia; at worst, the Lord of Sylvania would believe the tale so completely that he would abandon their current course and seek other routes to power. Vampires were predators, after all, and reacted poorly when they became the prey of beings more powerful than themselves.


  For his part, Mannfred was already displeased with his ally, and for good reason; the apostatic enchantment was failing, Arkhan’s assurances that losing one of the Nine would have negligible effect had proven hollow. With every day that passed, the enchantment weakened, its dark magics were slipping away, and Mannfred could do nothing to abate this passage. It would take days, perhaps weeks, before the enchantment failed entirely but, when it did, the Church of Sigmar would make its move. Witch hunters, zealous madmen and firebrand priests would prowl Sylvania once again. In the meantime, Gelt’s wall of faith stood as impenetrable as it ever had, and showed no signs of weakening.


  When Mannfred had confronted the liche, the other had denied any foreknowledge of the enchantment's failure, but had simply proclaimed that Nagash’s return would render such things unnecessary. Mannfred knew the truth of the matter. Arkhan had always known that this would occur, and had done nothing to prevent it. The liche doubtless thought that it would force the vampire's unwavering commitment to the task at hand and, though the Lord of Sylvania was loathe to admit it, Arkhan was quite correct in his assumptions. Mannfred was no fool. He had seen the portents, and in the ruin of the Border Princes he had seen the first consequences. The world was changing, that much was clear, and if Mannfred wished to ensure that Sylvania remained a power in the times to come, he would have to continue along his current course. He would not, however, surrender rule of his realm; not to Nagash, and certainly not to the liche who seemed determined to play the Lord of Sylvania for a fool. It was time to remind Arkhan of who was the true master of the undead, and the attack on Heldenhame Keep presented a suitable opportunity.


  From the battlements of Castle Sternieste’s tallest tower, Mannfred set his voice and his will upon the winds, calling forth every unholy creature that owed him allegiance. Bat-winged monstrosities emerged from dank caves, and ghouls slunk from the charnel-pits at his call. Chill-hearted spirits felt the touch of Mannfred’s mind and abandoned their haunts, unable to resist he who was their master. Before midnight had passed a day hence, a mighty army marched north from Castle Sternieste. Mannfred and Arkhan travelled at its head, the former still seething angrily at the liche's deception, the latter silently amused by the vampire’s display of unbridled dominion.


  They would need such power if they were to emerge victorious at Heldenhame Keep.
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  The Fall Of Heldenhame
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  The Knights of Sigmar's Blood had founded Heldenhame Keep seven centuries earlier, when the order had returned from the Arabyan Crusades enriched by stolen wealth. It had been a modest bastion then, with little more than a stone tower and a wooden palisade as its defences. However, as the order of Sigmar’s Blood grew richer and more renowned, so too did their fortress grow to new magnificence. First, the keep itself was expanded, then the palisade replaced by a broad stone wall. A century later, the fortress was further enlarged: the wall was extended to protect the town that had grown prosperous in the order's shadow, and the keep itself was torn down and replaced by a sprawling castle many times larger. Now Heldenhame Keep was the grandest fortress in Talabecland, the town was a bustling city, and the merest gatehouse of the city wall stood far taller and more intimidating than the long-vanished keep from whence the name Heldenhame had sprung.


  Though neither Mannfred nor Arkhan admitted it, they both saw the conquest of Heldenhame as no small challenge. Indeed, had time been less precious, they might have sought methods other than conquest to retrieve Morikhane from the fortress’ trophy vaults. Mannfred had already investigated the possibilities before journeying to the Border Princes; even with Sylvania's borders closed, he had informants and spies enough in every city in the Empire. Unfortunately, every scrap of information the vampire could garner told him exactly the same thing. The Knights of Sigmar’s Blood would be difficult to infiltrate, and almost impossible to corrupt. Mannfred and Arkhan had time for neither, though each had their own reasons to make haste. Arkhan feared the growing opposition of the Chaos Gods, whilst the vampire needed the power of the Great Necromancer harnessed to his will to defend and expand Sylvania in the coming days of trial. Heldenhame would have to be taken, and quickly.


  Whilst Mannfred’s informants had brought many poor tidings from Heldenhame, they had at least managed to learn of a weakness in the fortress’ defences: a large battered span along the city’s western wall. Only the previous year, the green tide of Waaagh! Bludtoof had broken upon the stone of Heldenhame and, though the greenskins had been slaughtered or driven off, the assault had battered the western wall almost to the point of collapse. Hans Leitdorf, the current grand master of the order, had spared no expense making good the damage, but such repairs were hard to rush. A determined bombardment of the west wall, or so the informants said, would swiftly yield a breach. They also cautioned, however, that Leitdorf had greatly reinforced the garrison of that wall with several batteries of Nuln-forged cannon, the better to destroy any attackers seeking to exploit the weakness. Neither Mannfred nor Arkhan were particularly enamoured of so obvious an assault, but concluded that predictability - or at least the appearance of the same - was as valuable a weapon as its absence, if properly employed.


  As night fell, and the citizens of Heldenhame slumbered in their beds, Arkhan walked the steep slope beneath the western wall. The worms had fed well from the previous year’s siege. The liche could sense thousands of dead beneath his feet, waiting impatiently to be roused to fight again. But Arkhan knew that it would take more than swords and spears to take the wall; it would take artillery too. Carefully selecting a spot where the dead lay particularly deep, the liche planted his staff in the ground and began to whisper in the ancient Nehekharan tongue. The restless wind brought occasional snatches of Arkhan's chant to the midnight watch stationed along the wall; those who heard them made the sign of the hammer for protection against the evil spirits lurking in the dark, and longed for the sun to return.


  As dawn broke, Otto Kross, commandant of the city garrison, was stirred to wakefulness by his second-in-command. Kross was not pleased to be awoken thus. He had drunk well the previous night, and his dreams had been haunted by a lissom and accommodating Bretonnian maiden when Captain Deinroth’s insistent hand had dragged him back into the waking world. Kross was about to launch into a stream of invective, when the familiar sounds of battle permeated the fog surrounding his brain: the sharp crack of cannons, the scream of roundshot hurtling through the air, and there was something else as well, short snatches of a wild and maddening sound that was half laughter and half scream. The city was under attack! Cursing his sore head, Kross dressed swiftly and left his quarters at a run - or as close to as he could manage. Minutes later, he had joined the troops and wind-whipped banners on the western ramparts, and was staring down at the nightmare below.


  The approach to the wall was thick with worm-picked skeletons, their dead hands clasped grimly around the hilts of swords or the staves of spears. They were distant, but steadily advancing. Further back, on the edge of the tree line, Kross could make out the shape of catapults, their silhouettes too rough and uneven for them to have been made of wood or steel. As he watched, the torsion arms of the war engines snapped upward, and two dozen flaming comets trailed across the sky towards him. The fireballs shrieked as they approached, not the whistling of boulders being propelled at high speed, but an insane and tormented cackle that set Kross’ teeth on edge. One of the shots fell short, gouging a muddy smear through the slope below, another sailed high over the commandant’s head, slamming into a tavern and setting its timbers alight. The rest of the missiles struck the wall, either shattering against its outer face, or clashing themselves to pieces on the ramparts. Kross saw one land in amongst a regiment of handgunners, there to explode in a spray of blood and bone. Perhaps a dozen men perished in that one shot, but Kross was more worried about the impacts against the wall on which he stood. The attackers were clearly aiming for the scaffolded and ragged tear a few paces south of the Rostmeyer bastion. There was no facing stone there to defend the wall’s core, and with each strike more rubble trickled onto the slopes below.


  Kross saw a cannonball plough through a mass of skeletons in the middle distance, and he bellowed at the gun crews to ignore the advancing infantry and concentrate on the catapults beyond. The undead had not brought siege towers or scaling equipment of any kind, at least so far as he could see. If the war engines were destroyed, the walls would defeat the attackers; Kross had seen it happen the previous year, and was sure he would see it again today. The pounding in his head forgotten, Kross began issuing orders. Garrisons were ordered to abandon their posts on the other walls and hurry westward. Marksmen were sent to the upper levels of the Rostmeyer and Sigmundas bastions, where their view of the enemy would not be impeded by the clouds of acrid gun smoke already billowing across the walls. The catapults were beyond the 'official’ range of the Hochland long rifle, but all it took was a lucky bullet to bring down a crewman. Messengers were sent to the castle, informing Grand Master Leitdorf of the situation and requesting him to mobilise his order. Some knights were already on the walls, but Kross reckoned a sally might vet end this sudden siege in a swift and decisive manner.


  The marksmen had just begun firing when a great cheer went up from the ramparts. A gust of wind had temporarily snatched the veil of smoke aside, granting the defenders a clear view as a cannonball, guided by a gunner sergeant's experienced eye, struck the leftmost upright on one of the distant catapults. Shattered bones flew in all directions, and as the massive torsion forces within the catapult's frame met sudden release, the machine tore itself and its crew apart in a whirl of fragments and flailing ropes. The defenders cheered again, heartened at having struck meaningfully against the foe. Then tendrils of dark magic emerged from the tree line to enfold the crippled catapult. Shattered spars remade themselves, the crewmen who had been torn asunder returned to their station. As the wind slackened once again, and the mist hid the catapults from view', the cheering atop the city walls faded and died.


  For a time after that, there was nothing for Kross and most of his men to do but take shelter behind the ramparts and endure the bombardment whilst their cannons and marksmen traded lire with the catapults. The Empire gunners had the range now, and hammered roundshot after roundshot at the enemy war machines. Each time a cannonball struck home, the walls had a fleeting reprieve, but it lasted only until Arkhan's sorcery undid the fruits of those desperate labours. Again and again, the cackling missiles slammed into the weakened wall, or sent fire coursing across the ramparts. Only .Janos Odkrier, a stern-faced priest of Sigmar who had confronted the horrors of Sylvania many times, stood tall amidst the onslaught. With no sign of weakness, he strode the span between the Rostmeyer and Sigmundas bastions and, where he walked, men felt the terrors of the siege ease.


  At last, lookouts shouted warning that the skeletons had advanced into handgun range, and Kross gave the order to open fire. As sergeants took up the cry, the battered defenders rose to their feet, pulled hard on their triggers and rained fire onto the slope below. Balls of lead hammered into the unholy mass, shattering bone and tearing through the invisible magics that took the place of flesh.


  Soon the approach to the wall was thick with gun smoke, but the volleys continued. The handgunners loaded and tired, loaded and tired, always with the determination of men who know that their survival depended on their swiftness. They did not aim now, for the smoke from their own volleys made that impossible, but tired at whatever shadow' loomed through the swirling shroud, certain that the enemy were so thickly clustered that no shot would be wasted. Through it all, the catapults kept tiring. The defenders hardly noticed, each man fighting on until he was swept from the wall.


  Halberdiers hurried fresh ammunition to the walls, and toppled the dead over the parapets so that the living could take their place. Their weapons were useless unless the ramparts were assailed, and it seemed to Kross that no such assault could take place; he had seen no siege towers, and no ladders for escalade.


  The commandant's spirits were rising. A messenger had at last brought word to him that the Knights of Sigmar’s Blood had left the city through the south gate, and would soon carry their lances against the besiegers. As far as Kross was concerned, the skeletons could mill around beneath the walls as much as they wished.


  Fate makes a mockery of surety, and it laughed loud and long at Kross that day. No sooner had the commandant assured himself that no assault would be made upon the walls, than the mass of skeletons below surged into fresh activity. Gripped with sudden purpose, they clambered and climbed over one another like a swarm of ants, building unliving ladders of bone and magical sinew that grew' taller and taller by the moment. In this manner, the title of dead clambered up the walls of the Rostmeyer and Sigmundas bastions, their skeletal hands grasping ever for the ramparts. Handguns barked and flamed, shattering sections of the growing construct and toppling the uppermost climbers to the ground far below. Kross had two batteries of helblasters, one on each of the bastions, and these now gouted smoke and lead into the foe. Each battery fired not in the defence of its own bastion - the gun barrels would not depress enough for that - but directed its fury to save the other, firing across the expanse of wall that separated the two towers. Bone fragments clattered against stone as the volley tore the heart out of the unliving ladder. A ragged cheer sounded again from the battlements, but then skeins of dark magic flickered through the gun smoke, the dead hauled their broken bodies back together, and the escalade began again. Kross bellowed at his gunners to reload, but it was no good. The same magic that had healed the skeletons had lent them fresh vigour. Here and there, a gun flamed, but the pace of the ascent barely slowed. Some handgunners abandoned any attempt at reloading, and heaved rocks over the ramparts to smash the skulls of the climbers. Most were pulled back from the brink by halberdiers, who took their places to hack down at the attackers. The time for gunplay upon the bastions was ended. Now was the hour of steel.


  On the Rostmeyer bastion, the undead could find no lasting purchase. Captain Deinroth led the defence there and, so thinned were the skeletal ranks from the helblaster volley, that steel and courage saw the walls kept clear. The Sigmundas bastion was not so fortunate. One of the helblasters


  positioned on the Rostmeyer bastion was famously cantankerous, and had malfunctioned badly during the firing. A volley that should have been thunderous lost all force well short of its target, and the swarm of skeletons that reached the ramparts of Sigmundas was far less eroded than that which assailed Rostmeyer. All along the length of the parapet, skeletal arms reached up out of the smoke to assail the defenders with rusted swords and grasping hands. Halberds gleamed as they thrust down, but for every skeleton whose bones clattered away down the lace of the bastion, two rose up to take its place. Soon Arkhan's minions gained their first bloody foothold upon Heldenhame’s defences.


  Slowly, inexorably, the defenders of the Sigmundas bastion were driven back, and perhaps would have fled entirely had it not been for the arrival of Father Odkrier whose faith was a light in that dark moment. The old priest swung his great hammer with the fury of a much younger man, and where it struck undead bone it blazed like the twin-tailed comet of yore. Odkrier's doughty' example roused the men of Talabheim and Talabecland to fresh bravery, and a motley band of halberdiers, handgunners and artillerymen followed in his wake, determined to retake the bastion. As he advanced, however, the priest strayed too close to the parapet, and bony hands from below latched onto his cloak. Odkrier tore free and smashed his hammer downwards, but more arms crested the battlement and clutched at his arms and legs. With a last oath of defiance, the warrior priest was plucked from the bastion and torn apart by the vengeful dead. With Odkrier's loss, the spark of defiance faded from Sigmundas defenders. Abandoning the bastion to the attackers, they flooded north and south along the walls, seeking shelter in Heldenhame castle, or amongst Kross' men.


  Kross watched in horror as the defenders of the Sigmundas bastion fled. Behind Kross, at the foot of the inner wall, Captain Volker had at last brought reinforcements from the unassailed eastern front. However, there was no way that they could mount the wall in time to stop the spill of dead that was even now falling upon Kross’ right flank. Things could not get worse, or so the commandant thought as he pushed his way through to join the fight.


  Once again, fate heard Kross' surety', and made a mockery of it. As another wave of missiles slammed into the battered wall, the battlements lurched beneath Kross’ feet. His mind lost in battle, the commandant didn't realise the significance of the shudder at first, thinking it merely' another impact against the wall. Then the battlements lurched again, and the awful reality' sank in. Kross veiled at his men to fall back towards the Rostmeyer bastion, to clear the ramparts, but his warning came too late. With a mournful rumble and a great gout of dust, the centre of the wall at last collapsed, spilling rubble and mangled bodies across the newly created breach. Robbed of the central section's support, the destruction spread along the wall, buckling the ramparts and tearing them apart. Men and skeletons alike were thrown over the battlements, or toppled to their doom amongst the spoil. Kross died amongst the destruction, bellowing with frustrated fury as he tumbled helplessly' to his death.


  Behind the wall. Captain Volker was aghast, but the sight of skeletons climbing methodically over the dust-choked breach quickly snapped him back to this senses. This was the last chance to contain the undead — if they spilled into the city streets the slaughter would increase tenfold. Drawing his sword of fine Kriegst steel. Volker kissed the twin-tailed comet embossed upon its hilt and threw his men forward. There was not a man in Volker's ranks who did not feel the icy grip of fear at that moment, but every one of them had family behind the walls, and they knew that there was no one else to stem the tide. Giving voice to a mighty battle cry. they hurled themselves up the rubble slope. Scattering the skeletons in their path, they surged on to the crest of the breach, and there formed a ragged line of swords and spears, which tightened moment by moment as sergeants bellowed the formation into shape.


  Volker's line was barely formed when the next attack wave struck, but it held. The skeletons came on mindlessly, their only actions the half-remembered motions of the beings they had once been. They attacked in silence, and perished the same way. Men gave wailing screams and collapsed as ragged spears ripped through their flesh; others fought on through the pain, spitting and snarling defiance until their last breath left them. Soon the crest of the breach was slippery with blood and strewn with shattered bones. Through it all, the catapults continued to fire. Much of their fury was directed against the Rostmeyer bastion, whose defenders now poured fire down into the breach, but every few moments a cackling fireball would plunge into the melee upon the slope, for the undead cared not if they hit their own kind, so long as enemies perished alongside.


  Though he took pains not to show it, and fought on no less furiously than he had before, Volker had begun to despair. His flesh was scorched along one side from where a catapult shot had torn away the three files of men to his right, and he was bleeding from a deep wound to his scalp. Perhaps half of the captains men had already fallen, but he could see no end to the attackers. Little by little, Volker's ranks were gaining reinforcements, survivors from the wall’s collapse and stragglers from his own march across the town, but these new forces didn't bring him any closer to victory; they merely slowed the pace of defeat. Where were the knights? The captain wondered. If they did not come soon, it would be too late.


  Far to the east, from his vantage point deep in the tree line, Arkhan was greatly pleased by how the battle was unfolding. He’d never expected both the bombardment and the escalade to succeed, but succeed they had, and gloriously so. Yet it would all be for nothing if the Knights of Sigmar's Blood refused to take the bait. Arkhan had suggested this diversionary attack in order to thin Heldenhame castle's defenders and, while the liche didn't care whether Mannfred’s forces suffered in the assault, it would be disastrous to his purposes if it failed. It was unthinkable that the knights would seal themselves in their castle and leave their city to burn. The mortal conceits of honour and chivalry could surely not allow it? Then, a blare of trumpets pealed through the air, and Arkhan knew his plan was unfolding. Yet even now he felt no satisfaction, just an infinitely distant pity for the humans who had proven themselves so predictable.


  Hans Leitdorf also felt no satisfaction as his trumpeters sounded the charge. It had taken far too long for his knights to reach the city walls, and it seemed to the grand master that every merchant's cart in Heldenhame had been strategically' placed to slow his order’s progress. That this was manifestly untrue helped Leitdorf’s temper not one whit. He felt the loss of the city's outer wall as a personal failure, and one for which victory would only partially atone. As a result, when Leitdorf’s leading brotherhoods rounded the southwest corner of the city wall and beheld the thousands of skeletons advancing on the breach, the grand master saw not an enemy to be feared, but a target upon which to vent his righteous anger.


  The trumpet clarion sounded for the third time, and the column of knights began to move forward. Nearly the entire order rode under Leitdorf's command. The rest stood sentinel over Heldenhame castle itself, or were abroad on the order’s business, but they were not missed that day. Once loosed to the charge, a full plate armoured knight was nothing less than a battering ram of metal and flesh whose impact could break the thickest of shieldwalls. Leitdorf had nearly twelve hundred such knights at his command, and with a bellow of vengeance he loosed them against the skeleton legions beneath Heldenhame’s walls.


  So swift and destructive did the knightly charge strike home, that to Captain Volker it seemed as if the reaper’s scythe had again come for the unliving host before him. In one moment, there was a sea of bleached bones and ragged banners. In the next, the middle distance was awash with shining steel and shields the colour of spilt blood, and the thunder of hooves melded with the crack and splinter of bone. Given fresh hope by the knights’ arrival, Volker hacked down at the grinning skull in front of him and pressed forward into the gap.


  Even then, the defenders of Heldenhame could have fallen to Arkhan's legions had recklessness overtaken them, but Leitdorf wielded the weapon that was his order with incomparable skill that day. Again and again, the Knights of Sigmar’s Blood crunched skeleton phalanxes into fragments, only to wheel in good order and charge home against a fresh target. Catapults still fired from the tree line, and even the steel plate of knightly armour could not defend against their impact, but Leitdorf loosed two brotherhoods of his knights to smash the war engines to splinters. Soon the catapults fell silent, and in the flush of a victory hard-won no one thought to question why the dead did not rise again as they had earlier in the battle. The answer was, of course, that Arkhan had made his escape in the moment Leitdorf's charge had first struck home. The liche had played his part to perfection — it was time for Mannfred to play his.


  Hans Leitdorf knew that something was wrong when the wind suddenly shifted. All morning a listless easterly breeze had played across the city, but now a gale buffeted the city from the north, its gusts howling with unholy voices. The grand master looked on with mounting wrath as black clouds gathered around Heldenhame castle, and knew in that moment that his trials had not yet ended. Knowing even then he would be too late, Leitdorf set spurs to his charger’s flanks and, calling for his brothers to follow with all haste, charged over the breach and back into the city, scattering Volker's surviving defenders aside as he did so.


  Even with its knights elsewhere, Heldenhame castle could have withstood a conventional assault for months.


  Though many of Heldenhame’s castellans - swordsmen and handgunners recruited from the surrounding land and trained by the knights they served - had been despatched to aid the defence of the western wall, near four hundred still manned the walls, and they knew their duty well. The walls were thick, and the artillery towers were well-served. No barbaric horde or outland army could crack Heldenhame castles defences, or so the boast went, and even with the city's west wall collapsed and broken, the castellans' resolve did not falter. They took their lead from the Knights of Sigmar's Blood who commanded the defences in Leitdorf's absence, and strove to prove themselves worthy. Alas for them, Mannfred had no intention of resorting to a conventional assault.


  Vargheists came first, diving from the teeth of the gale onto battlements little prepared for an assault from the skies. Handguns flamed, but few men could hold their aim in those howling winds and but a handful of the attackers were punched from the skies. The rest tore across the battlements in an orgy of blood and hunger, tearing at the members of the denuded garrison with razor-sharp claws and casting the survivors onto the rocks below. Still the castellans held their ground. Though daunted by their casualties, the defenders saw that the advantage of numbers lay with them. Drawing their swords, they hunted across the ramparts and towers, through passageways and barrack rooms, overwhelming the bestial attackers with weight of numbers and desperate steel.


  But the vargheists were not the only weapons in Mannfred's arsenal; he had others at his disposal, which he now loosed to the battle. At the vampire's unspoken command, spectral shapes flowed over the rocks dotted with broken bodies of the castle’s defenders. These were the ghostly echoes of ancient warlocks and witches, suicides and madmen. Long ago, they had possessed bodies; now they were cruel spectres who yearned only to abate their own suffering by revelling in that of others. Through the walls they passed, and they fell eagerly upon defenders still reeling from the vargheist attack. These immaterial creatures could not be harmed by mortal weapons, though the castellans made every effort to prove otherwise, and their touch was enough to slay all but the bravest. Now the defenders died by the score, driven mad by the piercing soul-song of spectral witches, or their hearts stilled by the terror of a ghostly embrace.


  Now the defenders' salvation came from the weapons of the past. Many of the blades wielded by the castellans had been forged during the Arabyan crusades, and had been blessed against the infidel warriors of the desert kingdoms by the priests of those times. Those aged blades blazed like torches when the spirits drew near, and the flames burnt spectral flesh as easily as they did that of the living. Swiftly, the castellans rallied around those of their number that carried the blessed weapons, and the spectral assault stalled.


  Then, at last, Mannfred von Carstein came to the battle on a steed of twisted bone. Two terrorgheists heralded his coming, dropping from the darkened sky into the centre of the castle courtyard with shrieks so piercing that every window, goblet and mirror in the castle shattered. The monsters had no fear of the blessed blades, only a gnawing hunger that could never be sated. They knuckled their way across the stones, scooping terrified swordsmen into mighty jaws, seemingly unaware that the gory remains slithered back through their decaying gullets moments later. Mannfred's lip crooked slightly at the delicious slaughter his minions had wrought, then the vampire turned away, his mind set to the search that had brought him there.


  Rudolph Weskar was the castle's seneschal, a great bear of a man whose efforts had seen the castle vaults remain unbreached throughout the assault. As Mannfred dismounted, Weskar immediately recognised the vampire as the architect of Heldenhame’s woes. Imploring Sigmar to lend him strength, Weskar rallied a handful of knights to his side, and charged forward to smite the evil in their midst.


  The seneschal had taken just five steps when one of the terrorgheists struck his flank. One knight was slain immediately, crushed beneath the creature’s taloned foot, but the others held their ground and struck out at this new peril. Bones fractured and cracked as the knights' swords hacked down. The terrorgheist screeched and lashed out with membranous wings, sweeping two knights aside like broken dolls. Abandoning his shield, Weskar ducked low under a flailing wing and brought his sword around in a brutal two-handed strike against the monsters jaw.


  Bone splintered under the impact, and the terrorgheist drew hack, but it did so too slowly. Weskar stepped forward, raised his sword high, and shattered the creatures skull to fragments.


  As the terrorgheist collapsed into a heap of bone, Weskar turned again to face Mannfred and, bellowing a challenge, threw himself towards the vampire once more.


  Mannfred heard the battle cry as Weskar charged, but he saw no threat, merely a desperate man who led an equally desperate rabble. He stalked forward to meet the charge head on, raising his sword in a mocking parody of the salute favoured in this part of the Empire. His first swing took off Weskar's head as cleanly as a cleaver carving a haunch; his second clove two knights into offal. Mannfred felt the blade resonate with power as it tasted blood, and with the merest effort of will he sent that magic spiralling outward to drain every drop of life-essence from his opponents.


  The vampire lord sneered as the last of the attacking swordsmen fell, casting his gaze at the slaughter around him. Everywhere, the castles defenders lay dead or dying, and those few that still lived were of no challenge to him. Ahead lay the entrance to Heldenhame’s vaults, and the prize he sought. No one could stop him now.


  Nagash would rise!


  Hans Leitdorf slammed his gauntleted fist against the parapet. He had been fooled, and Heldenhame, honoured stronghold of his order for centuries, had paid the price.


  'How many survivors?’ Leitdorf demanded. From where he stood on the north tower, all he could see were the bodies of the dead.


  'We’ve pulled another three out from under the rubble of the gatehouse,' replied the preceptor at his side. 'One will lose a hand unless the surgeons are quick, but they’ll all fight again.’


  'That makes what, forty all told?’


  'Forty-two, my lord,’ the preceptor corrected him.


  Leitdorf swore and punched the wall again. Forty-two survivors out of a garrison ol four hundred, and that said nothing of the thousands who had died on the city walls. Worse, the castle vault had been breached, and one of its oldest treasures stolen. The order’s honour was in the mud; his honour was in the mud.


  At least the identity of the perpetrator was clear, indeed, it could hardly have been clearer. The cage is broken. Those were the words Leitdorf had found daubed in blood on the wall of the inner keep. And this less than three months after the Supreme Patriarch had proclaimed himself ‘the man who had caged Sylvania.’


  Leitdorf had argued long and hard that Gelt’s solution was a temporary measure at best, but the Supreme Patriarch’s gilded tongue had proved itself more persuasive than the knight’s bitter years of experience along the Sylvanian borders.


  ‘I’ve a mind to travel to Altdorf and wring Balthasar Gelt’s scrawny neck,’ Leitdorf growled.


  He wouldn't make good on his threat, of course. Even in his anger, Leitdorf knew that the wizards weren’t the true enemy. Vengeance lay along the dark roads to Sylvania. No sane man would willingly take that path: indeed, after his last journey into the haunted land, Leitdorf had sworn he would never return. Yet as he looked again at the bloodied bodies strewn across the inner courtyard, the grand master wondered if he perhaps bore a touch of his late brother's madness, for now he was considering just that.


  ‘Spread the word,’ Leitdorf ordered. 'We ride south at first light. The wizards have had their chance; we’ll settle—"


  His final words were drowned out when a crude blaring of horns sounded in the distance. Leitdorf knew that sound. Looking to the west, he saw that the trees which had so recently been alive with undead were now thick with braying beastmen who trampled one another in their eagerness to reach Heldenhame's breached wall.


  They had been drawn by the sound of battle, Leitdorf guessed, come to pile further horror on Heldenhame. Not today, he swore, his anger rising to meet the new threat. Vengeance would wait.


  At least for now.
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  As the Imperial Year 2524 wore on, there came a sudden and momentary lull. It was as il the gods had paused in their fury to take stock of the changing situation. For one blessed night, the kingdoms of the world knew a cessation of the horrors that had gripped them these past months. Fresh portents came with the unexpected calm. To those who had the wit to read such signs, they spoke of a new player destined to walk upon the stage, a being who was neither immortal god, nor death-cursed mortal. For one glorious day, it was as if the natural world held its breath. Then the power of Chaos rose anew, the signs shifted and madness ruled once again.


  In the lands of the Old World, many eyes had witnessed pieces of Arkhan and Mannfred's scheme, but none had vet perceived the whole work. In Couronne, the reborn Gilles le Breton learned of La Maisontaal Abbey’s destruction and brooded upon what it portended. He did not know what had been stolen from the vaults, for many ancient relics and terrible evils had been destroyed in the explosion, but still he sensed some wider scheme at work. Deep in the nether realms beneath Skavenblight, the Council of Thirteen learned of the Fellblade’s theft, and felt a collective surge of fear. The ancient sword had changed many hands over the years, but had never before dropped entirely from their scrying sight. In the hours after the news arrived, the hierarchy of Skavenblight shitted again as scapegoats were sought and executed. For the men of Bretonnia and vermin of the Under-Empire, these were troubling events, but ones upon which they could not afford to act. Gilles le Breton still fought to preserve a disintegrating kingdom, whilst the full energies of the skaven were bent to following the course laid out by the Horned Rat. Only in the Empire was there one determined to act. Vengeance drove him; vengeance and the reclamation of honour.


  Geheimnisnacht was but a month distant when Hans Leitdorf, Grand Master of the Knights of Sigmar's Blood, arrived in Altdorf. He and his escort rode on exhausted steeds, their armour still crusted with the blood of the beastmen they had slaughtered beneath Heldenhame's walls. The second battle for Heldenhame had gone far better than the first. The Children of Chaos had recklessly hurled themselves at the breach in the western wall with little thought as to the consequences, and a charge by Leitdorf’s vengeful knights had been sufficient to set them to rout. When he was sure that the city was no longer in immediate danger, Leitdorf had left the defences in Captain Volker’s charge, and come west to summon support. Leitdorf intended to lead his entire order into Sylvania, but he knew other forces would be needed if his vengeance were not to become abject folly.


  Alas, as the knight travelled, he saw again and again that the Empire was in no position to commit to a full invasion of Sylvania.


  Beastmen were running wild and unchecked across Talabecland and Reikland, burning and pillaging at will. Every noble, innkeeper and merchant to whom Leitdorf spoke whispered tales of darker creatures even than beastmen lurking amidst the trees, and of villages and towns obliterated by fire from the heavens. Doomsayers and flagellants were abroad in incredible numbers, and grimy, lice- ridden crowds blocked the knight's passage through many a village. They clustered around the temples like vultures around the recent dead, proclaiming the arrival of the End Times to all who would listen, and exhorted the wealthy and the poor alike to atone for their sins.


  At first, Leitdorf paid little heed; tales of horror and madness were far from uncommon in the Empire, but the knight gradually found himself believing that, for once, the zealots had the right of things.


  Upon reaching Altdorf, Leitdorf found little support. The Emperor had granted him an audience, and promised to give the matter his most urgent consideration, but then Leitdorf had heard nothing for three days, and his repeated attempts to broach the matter with Markus Lofdtir, the Emperor’s chief aide, met with a wall of polite, but unyielding, silence. Refusing to abandon his cause, Leitdorf sought out old comrades and tried to convince them to lend aid. Again and again, he heard the same story: that between the tumult in the heartlands and the threat of invasion from the north, not so much as a man could be spared. Then, at dawn on the fourth day, everything changed.


  Roused from his lodgings by an Imperial herald, Leitdorf made haste to the Emperor’s palace. The knight allowed himself hope as he travelled, thinking that Karl Franz had at last relented and would now provide the soldiers he needed. He was disabused of the notion upon arrival. The Emperor had ridden north with the Reiksmarshal, Lofdtir informed him, the better to marshal forces against the growing threat. His patience increasingly frayed, Leitdorf demanded the reason for his summons, at which point Lofdtir ushered the knight into one of the palace's many splendid reception rooms, and introduced him to the guests waiting within.


  There were three of them, and it was obvious to the dimmest wit that they were no citizens of the Empire, but elves from across the sea. Two, a male and a female, were garbed in fine scale. The third, another male, was far older than his companions. He wore no armour, only flowing blue robes and a bejewelled diadem upon his brow. All carried themselves with the surety of accomplished warriors. No, Leitdorf thought, it was more than that, it was arrogance; a surety of word and deed that no human could ever hope to achieve. Even in the heart of the Emperor's palace, amidst the fineries and treasures of generations, the elves made the surroundings look cheap and tawdry; worse yet, they knew it.


  Speaking with a deference and precision that belied a lifetime of political service, Lofdtir issued the introductions. The older male was named simply as Belannaer, the younger as Prince Eltharion of Yvresse. The woman was Princess Eldyra of Tiranoc, and she was the only one who offered Leitdorf even the ghost of a bow. The names meant little to the knight, but their purpose in the Empire more than piqued his interest. They had come, they said, to effect the rescue of one of their folk from the depths of Sylvania, who did most of the talking, speaking in an archly precise form of Reikspiel that even Leitdorf's long-dead tutors would not have attempted. Princess Eldyra seldom interrupted, and then only to add clarity when Belannaer's archaic language plainly escaped Leitdorf's grasp. The tall, grim¬faced prince uttered not one word the whole time. Leitdorf had the distinct impression that, though Eltharion was the titular commander of the ell expedition, he greatly resented the indignity of the meeting.


  He soon learned why. The elves had not come to Altdolf merely to seek permission to cross the Empire — Leitdorf suspected that they cared little about such things - but to seek aid. Their own nation was beset, much as the Empire was beset, Belannaer explained. Though the captive they sought to free was a personage of some importance - Leitdorf noted the deftness with which the elf avoided giving any clue to the individual’s identity - only so many spears could be marshalled to rescue one lost soul, however valuable.


  This was no chance meeting, Leitdorf realised, as he explained his own circumstances. He and the elves had all come to Altdorf seeking the Emperor's aid and Karl Franz, ever the master statesman, had found a way to satisfy all parties without cost to himself — it even placed them in his debt for having arranged things so. Yet Leitdorf found that he didn't care. The knight wanted Mannfred von Carstein destroyed and his foul get slaughtered; the elves wanted their missing kinsman delivered from the vampire's grasp. These two desires came together like the boards of a good shield.


  By the time Lofdtir excused himself from the room, an alliance had been struck. Before night had fallen, Leitdorf and his escort were riding eastward once more. With them went a silvered host from across the sea. Some days later, their ranks were further reinforced, as the full order of the Knights of Sigmar’s Blood marched to join them. Yet, unbeknownst to Leitdorf or the high elves, other forces were converging upon Sylvania.


  From the southwest came a host of Athel Loren, led by Araloth, Lord of Talsyn. They marched not to avenge ills their people had suffered, but at the desperate request of Alarielle, the Everqueen of Ulthuan, who had pleaded with the wood elves to rescue her daughter. For his part, Araloth felt little kinship with the high elves, and none at all with the Everqueen, but the Mage Queen Ariel had bidden him to this task, and the Lord of Talsyn had sworn to see it done. The elves had journeyed for many days, guided by an enchanted locket bequeathed by Alarielle herself, and travelling always by night or beneath a shroud of sorcerous glamour.


  The wood elves had thought to seek no needless conflict as they crossed the Empire. However, Araloth‘s trusted hunting hawk, Skarvn, flew far and wide as the army marched, and his keen eyes espied many beastman warherds at their destructive sport. Few in Araloth's host had not lost kin to the Children of Chaos, and for them it was unthinkable that they should pass within bow-shot of the creatures and seek no recompense. So it was that many a Wissenlander village knew rescue from the roaring horde at its gates, though it is doubtful that any within ever learnt the source of their salvation.


  Araloth spoke little as the wood elves travelled. His reticence was marked by many, for it was ordinarily his way to be ready with a tale or good-natured jest. Now, however, he was all but silent, speaking only to issue orders, or seek information from the scouts who foreshadowed his army's passage. His thoughts were ever on the path ahead, on the bleak roads of Svlvania. Some years ago, Araloth's fate had crossed with that of a goddess, and that encounter had transformed him from a callow lordling to a hero amongst his folk. Since that day, Araloth had shared a portion of the goddess' prophetic gift, and had been able to see hope in even the most perilous of days. Now, when Araloth bent his sight to the times to come, he saw nothing but darkness. Yet still he journeyed onwards, for such was his duty.


  As the wood elves advanced from the west, another army descended from the east. They advanced with relentless tramp of feet, so obviously grim and determined of purpose that the goblin tribes of the lower mountains scattered before them rather than offering battle. This was the great dwarf throng of Karak-Kadrin, and it marched under the banner of its king, Ungrim lronfist.


  Several days before, an Imperial herald had come to Karak Kadrin, bearing a scroll sporting the seal of Karl Franz. Therein, the Emperor had told of the arrival of the high elves at Altdorf, and of their mission to rescue one of their own from Sylvania. Whilst the Emperor recognised that there was little friendship between dwarfs and elves, he asked that King Ungrim Ironfist give serious consideration to aiding that effort. It was plain that a great evil was being worked within Sylvanias bounds, and the thwarting of such efforts was surely in the interest of all.


  Though the thought of bringing aid to the arrogant Ulthuani sat ill with Ungrim, he had conceded that the Emperor’s request contained some merit. Sylvania lay on the foothills of Karak Kadrin's territory, and the Slayer King had long watched with concern as its shadow had deepened. It could only be a matter of time before the vampires grew tired of toying with the humans and turned their attentions to the mountains. The dwarfs had enemies enough clamouring at their gates.


  The scroll gave no clue to the captives identity, but Ungrim had guessed it all the same. Some months earlier, Thorgrim Grudgebearer had convened a kingsmeet at Karaz-a-Karak, and had there spoken of a battle at Nagashizzar; a battle that had failed to free the Everchild of Ulthuan from Mannfred von Carstein's clutches. Much to his amusement, Ungrim realised that he very likely knew more of the high elves' quest than did the Emperor. The high elves might have found the humans useful allies, but they would have told them no more than was absolutely necessary for fear of the shame.


  Ungrim had sought council from his thanes. Many advised that Karak Kadrin should not waste their strength defending the human lands, let alone granting aid to the elves — not in times so dire as these. Yet in so arguing, those thanes managed only to feed their king's determination to act. Ungrim had heard many similar arguments of late, often from the mouths of his fellow kings, and he had tired of their repetition.


  It was time, he had decided, for an example to be set, and for the dwarfs to give firm reminder that they were still a force to be reckoned with.


  The last of the forces to assail Sylvania came from the north, but this host shared little purpose with the others. Indeed, it would have been wrong to describe this assemblage as an army at all, for there was no discipline in its ranks. This was a horde driven by primal appetites; where its cloven-hoofed warriors journeyed, they left only ruin in their wake. None amongst the beastmen knew their destination, only a burning instinct that drove them ever onwards. Even the creature that led the horde, he who was known as Malagor to the men of the Empire, did not fully know his purpose.


  Ever since the dark moon had waxed lull in the sky, so too had the words of the Dark Gods grown stronger in Malagor’s mind, burgeoning from whispers to strident tones. It was they who had bidden him destroy Arkhan the Black and his army of risen bones. Malagor had known not the reason for his instructions, but the motivation mattered little to him - the gods had commanded, and he had obeyed. Yet though Malagor was a fit vessel for the purpose of the gods, his bestial kin were less so, more driven by primitive hunger than by divine will.


  Three times had Malagor come close to destroying the liche, and each time the wildness of the beastmen had been his undoing. Worst had been the massacre at Heldenhame. There, Malagor had come so close to his prey as to be able to smell his acrid spoor upon the breeze.


  However, before the bray-shaman could fulfil his purpose, the warherd noted the breach in Heldenhame's wall, and the desire to feast upon the vulnerable city soon eclipsed all other needs. By the time Malagor had regained control of the beastmen, the quarry' had departed far to the south, and the greater part of his horde had been ridden to ruin by vengeful knights.


  Malagor had expected punishment for his failure, but it seemed that the Chaos Gods favoured him still. As the voices in the bray- shaman's mind drove the horde southwards, more beastmen emerged from the trees and submitted to his will. By the time that the horde approached the wall of bone that was Sylvania's northern border, it was a bellowing tide that trampled fortresses and towns alike into blood-stained rubble.


  Mannfred von Carstein knew at once of the five armies intruding upon his realm, for almost every eye and ear in Sylvania was his to command. Before long, Mannfred knew the size and composition of each invading force, as well as the identities of their leaders. He found the situation far more amusing than worrisome; never had the realm been so unassailable, and yet still his enemies threw themselves against it. ft was a compliment of sorts, Mannfred supposed, that so many great nations saw Sylvania as so great a threat, but the timing was unfortunate. Summoning his captains, Mannfred made preparations to defend his realm.


  Had the intruders entered Sylvania together, united of purpose, then they would have presented an unassailable challenge. As it was, only two of the armies - those of the high elves and of the Knights of Sigmar’s Blood - had as yet joined forces. These, at least, Mannfred knew he had invited by his arrogance, by adding insult to injury in previous encounters. Not that he much cared, for those he had crushed before he could surely humble for a second time. Of the other armies, he saw little threat from the wood elves, whose host was by far the smallest. The beastmen and the dwarfs were of far greater concern. Malagor's warherd was an undisciplined and sprawling horde, but its numbers eclipsed those of the other invaders combined. The throng of Karak Kadrin, however, lacked neither for numbers nor discipline. It was also the only invader Mannfred truly feared. Over the preceding century, he had taken great care not to antagonise Ungrim Ironfist, lest the old alliance between the Empire and the dwarfs find fresh cause in Sylvania’s destruction. Now, it seemed, that effort was for naught, for the Slayer King was at his gate.


  As for Arkhan, he paid the encroaching armies no mind, and instead began preparations for Nagash's return. Wagons of bone and tattered skin carried the necessary' artefacts and sacrifices eastwards to the Glen of Sorrow's and the ancient stone circle known as the Nine Daemons. Peasant lore recounted that these were not monoliths at all, but the calcified bodies of daemons imprisoned for eternity. Arkhan did not care whether or not this tale was true - he was concerned only that the circle sat upon a confluence of the geomantic web, and thus the winds of magic blew strongly about its stones. Come Geheimnisnacht, Nagash would rise again!


  Mannfred's first blow fell against the beastmen. Count Nyktolos of Vargravia led this assault with a winged host of terrorgheists, rotting bats and other cave- born denizens. Again and again they tore into Malagor’s army as it stampeded through Hunger Wood, always striking at the warherd’s flank and retreating eastward before the Children of Chaos could pursue. For days, these attacks continued, and despite Malagor's attempts to drive his followers on to the Nine Daemons, the beastmen were drawn steadily and inexorably eastward.


  Meanwhile, Ungrim Ironfist was frustrated. Gyrocopters, arcing north to avoid as much of the unnatural darkness over Sylvania as possible, had borne messages back and forth between the dwarfs and their allies in the west. The town of Templehof had been the agreed rendezvous point, and the dwarfs had journeyed swiftly to begin with. Their siege engines had quickly carved a breach through the walls of bone on Sylvania’s boundary, but progress had


  slowed to a crawl as soon as the dwarfs had entered the oppressive and spirit-haunted woodlands of northeast Sylvania. Mannfred had despatched three captains to confront the dwarfs, though it had done him little good. All had perished under the Slayer King’s axe, their forces scattered or hacked apart soon after. Yet the unlife of Sylvania was not constrained to creatures of flesh and blood. The trees of that benighted realm too were victims of long-abused magics, rendered to husks of withered bark and maggot-ridden flesh. That they occasionally spurred themselves to attack was of little concern to the dwarfs, for they had axes aplenty which bit as deep into rotten wood as they did into rotten bones. The problem arose from the fact that the trees constantly shifted, swallowing up the road ahead, and had to be hacked apart before the way could be made navigable again.


  Ungrim Ironfist could have maintained his pace had he abandoned his siege engines but he could not bear to do such a thing. Once again, the gyrocopters set out, on this occasion carrying bitter news of delay, but this time they did not return. His mood growing blacker, Ungrim ordered his forces to press on, little knowing that he was doing precisely as his enemies wished.


  Count Nyktolos, whose terrorgheists had swatted the gyrocopters from the skies, now lured the rampaging beastmen to the east one last time...


  The dwarfs heard the clamour of Malagor's horde some leagues before they saw it, and Ungrim, correctly interpreting what the raucous bellowing foretold, marched his own army to the nearest open ground. As the trees around them came alive with primal roars, Ungrim's dwarfs realised the depth of their predicament. Cannons were unlimbered, oath stones were laid down, death songs were sung, and prayers to Grimnir given voice. Thus began the Battle of Red Cairn.


  The beastmen emerged from the twisted woodland into the mouths of dwarf-wrought cannon. The first volley tore bloody great furrows in the warherd's ranks, but the hundreds who perished were nothing to those who thundered forward in their wake. The beastmen, glad at last to face a foe of warm and succulent flesh, had gone berserk, and the scent of their savage kin’s blood upon the air served only to drive them to greater ferocity. The air was f ull of the roar of the guns, the scream of roundshot and the maddened braying of the horde. Then the ragged banners of the beastmen were upon the doughty dwarf shieldwalls, and the true slaughter began.


  Many slayers fulfilled their oaths that day, and many warriors brought fresh honour upon their lineage. Runes of Valaya glowed hot as they fought to contain the untamed sorceries of Malagor’s shamans. Gors and bestigors crashed against the tight-locked shields and were cast back in bloody sprays. Thunderers loosed volleys at point-blank range, and then looked to their axes for salvation. Minotaurs hacked at helm and shield, gorging themselves on the fallen before they came bellowing to the slaughter once more.


  In the end, the Battle of Red Cairn lasted for two days and a night — at least, so far as could be reckoned beneath Sylvania's sunless skies. As the second day came to a close, Malagor’s horde at last broke and fled into the trees, leaving behind them a battlefield choked with mangled and half-devoured dead. Ungrim Ironfist was left the master of the battlefield, but the throng of Karak Kadrin would march no deeper into Sylvania.


  As ever, Ungrim’s desire to fulfil his Oath of the Slayer fought with his responsibilities as King of Karak Kadrin. The slayer within him longed to continue the march, to perhaps meet a glorious death against the evils of this land, but the king knew his responsibilities lay with his people. And there would be only death if the march continued. For every ten dwarfs that had followed their king to war, eight lay dead and a ninth was too wounded to hold both an axe and a shield. Though a great victory had been won — perhaps the greatest victory against the Children of Chaos in the annals of Karak Kadrin - the dwarfs had failed their allies. Ungrim Ironfist sent a small band of volunteers west to attempt contact with Eltharion and Leitdorf. Then, his heart heavy, the Slayer King ordered the retreat.


  Far to the south, Araloth's wood elf host had troubles of its own. The folk of Athel Loren were well accustomed to woodland that moved of its own accord, but nonetheless found the necrotic trees of Sylvania unsettling. The forest spirits of Athel Loren could be spiteful and angry, even murderous, but none of them reeked so thoroughly of despair and thoughtless malice as the trees of the Forsaken Forest.


  The captain Mannfred had loosed to destroy the wood elves was not a vampire, but Kalledria, Queen of Sorrows: a banshee who had clung to the world since the time of Emperor Sigismund. She was a mistress of dreams and nightmares, of terror on the edge of sight, and she assailed the elves not with steel, but with dread.


  Blood-hungry spectres shadowed the wood elves’ every step, forcing the host's spellweavers to sustain a tiring regimen of abjurations in order to keep the spirits at bay. Even then, Araloth's host steadily shrank. Scouts vanished into the forest, never to be seen again, or else for their bloodless bodies to be found strewn across the trail the following morn. Few slept, and those that did rested only fitfully, awakening from dreams of ice-cold kin, and courts of dancing dead. Some even died dreaming, their souls plucked from their bodies by Kalledria's cruel grasp.


  Of the wood elves, only Araloth was immune. Kalledria’s horrors could find no purchase on his heart, and his fellows drew great strength from his example. None could have guessed that the Lord of Talsyn dwelt upon his own mortality as keenly as any who followed him. Before Araloth had left Athel Loren, Naieth the Prophetess had embraced him in farewell, and there was little more ominous than a seer’s fond parting.


  Araloth was certain that the elves' afflictions were guided by a keen intelligence, but Kalledria took care that no ell saw her and lived to speak of it. As the host crossed the Corpse Run and headed north, Araloth bade his spellweavers capture one of the spirits and plumb the darkest of magics to discover its mistress. This path was not undertaken lightly, for none of the mages who accompanied him had walked the dark path of sorcery, and now risked their sanity by treading upon it. Three perished in the attempt, and as many again were driven mad with fear, but the seventh endured, and came to perceive the invisible tethers of power that shackled the captive spirit to the cursed revenant, Kalledria.


  Thus did Araloth lead an assault on the Banshee Queen's lair, a crumbling tower in the depths of Ghoul Wood. This forest was well named, for countless tribes of those debased creatures dwelt beneath its desiccated trees. It was a savage battle, where Daith-forged spears clashed with venom-crusted claws. Again and again, the ghouls were driven off, but they never fled far and returned as soon as their hunger overcame their cowardice. Even when Araloth's remaining spellweavers at last banished Kalledria and her coven of spirits, the ghouls fought on. Elf flesh was far sweeter than anything the ghouls had gnawed upon in many a year, and only when their situation was beyond hopeless did the pallid fiends at last scramble back into the surrounding shadows.


  Finally, Araloth and his host were free to continue their northward journey. I he locket was humming urgently now, and the wood elves forced their wean limbs to obey its summons.


  Yet before they had travelled so much as a league, the moon broke through the darkness above, and a slender elf-woman moved to bar their path. She was pale, yet still beautiful beyond measure, and clad in a simple white dress that gleamed like the stars. Araloth gave out a great cry of joy and embraced the newcomer. Some of his fellows were not so trusting. They had seen fairness hide many a foul form since entering that dark land, and feared that the woman was but another such trial. However, most of the elves looked upon the newcomer and saw only her greatness, and knew that truly they were in the presence of a goddess.


  They talked awhile, Araloth and his goddess, though their words were too low for any to hear more than snatches of their discourse. All could tell that the goddess’ words were little to Araloth's liking, but at last the Lord of Talsyn acquiesced and handed to her the locket that had guided the host thus far. Kissing Araloth once upon his brow, the goddess crushed the locket to dust between her fingers, and scattered the remains through the air to create a starlit portal on the path ahead. Only then did Araloth address the host, telling them that the Everchild’s fate was no longer theirs to influence, and that a greater battle awaited them on a distant shore. Then, without a word of insistence that any follow him, the Lord of Talsyn took the goddess’ hand and stepped through the portal. The remainder of the host did not hesitate. Though not all yet believed in the goddess' nature, they all trusted and loved their lord. If his words proved true, they would fight the coming battle at his side; if the goddess proved false, they would free him from her influence, or die trying. Thus did the host of Athel Loren pass from Sylvania and from mortal sight.


  By now, word of Ungrim Ironfist’s retreat had reached Templehof. Alas, the small and bloodied band of dwarfs rangers who bore the message had arrived too late — the combined host of elves and men had given the dwarfs up for lost, and had already departed. Geheimnisnacht was now but a week hence, and Belannaer had divined that whatever evil fate was planned for the Everchild, it would occur on that fateful night. Speed was needed now, or so Eltharion reckoned, but not reckless haste.


  As the armies advanced through the Sylvanias heartlands, Eldyra led vanguard parties to seal or cleanse the sepulchres that lay along the route. The elves were greatly aware that they were but an army of modest size in a hostile land, and it was better to delay and stem the potential tide of enemies, rather than rush headlong to their destination and find themselves assailed from every direction. Belannaer had guided the expedition thus far, following the strains of Aliathra’s silent song as he had from the very beginning, yet still he had enough focus to divine which of the ancient tombs and ruined mansions they passed near to required Eldyra’s attention.


  Leitdorf could not abide what he saw as a needlessly slow advance, and many times attempted to speak on the matter with Eltharion. He was politely but firmly rebuffed on every occasion, and his temper grew fouler with each rejection. He had an equal stake in this matter - more perhaps - and chafed at what he perceived as his allies' contempt.


  Unable to influence the elves, the grand master drove his own forces all the harder. The men of the Empire marched further each day until, as Leitdorf rode through the village of Klodebein, fully five leagues separated his rearguard from Eltharion's vanguard forces.


  It was then that Mannfred struck.


  Leitdorf should have realised that something was amiss long before the attack began. Like many of the villages that he had ridden through, Klodebein was all but deserted. Perhaps as many as a quarter of the ramshackle houses had lights showing- through the windows, and no one came out to greet the knightly column. Even the watchman - a filthy weasel of a man whose tricorne hat and greatcoat had seen their heyday several decades earlier - offered neither challenge nor greeting, but ducked back into his cottage with the air of one who expected to die before the hour was out. Leitdorf, a man of high breeding, simply interpreted this as the natural truculence of the lesser orders when confronted by warriors, and thought nothing of it. Only as his column wended its way through the vast garden of Morr on the village's southern border, and the vargheists burst from concealment amidst the tombs, did the grand master realise that it had not been his knights the villagers had been scared of.


  Caught unawares in a column of march, the Knights of Sigmar’s Blood stood little chance from the outset. Trumpets sounded as the knights attempted to reform, but their efforts were hampered by the closeness of the tombs. Leitdorf watched on in frustrated horror as his vanguard was torn apart in a maelstrom of blood and sundered armour. Death magic spiralled up from one of the sepulchres, purple against the darkened sky. Silhouetted against it, his lips crooked into a disdainful smile, stood Count Mannfred von Carstein. Then the zombies forced their way out of the cemetery's damp embrace and Leitdorf's thoughts turned to his own survival.


  Leitdorf urged his destrier through the zombie horde, the blade of his sword glowing as it struck rotting flesh to the bone. The knights came behind him. Lances abandoned, they hacked and stabbed at the clamouring dead and bade their horses champ and stomp at the creatures in their paths. The undead pressed close, worm- eaten fingers and rusting blades reaching for the knights. Had the odds been even, or as great as five to one in the zombies' favour, still the knights could have prevailed. The graveyard of Klodebein had vomited forth hundreds of shambling cadavers, and many more lurched from the tree line towards the warriors of Heldenhame. Soon there were ten zombies for every living soul, and Leitdorf's men began to die.


  The knights perished in ones and twos at first, dragged from the saddle by dozens of groping hands and stamped into the soft loam. As many warriors choked on the graveyard's mud as perished upon a blade. The death toll shelved steeply as the hissing vargheists entered the fray. The winged ones dashed knights from their steeds, claws tearing through plate armour as if it were sun- parched skin, briefly lowering their hideous mouths to the spurting lifeblood before finding new foes to feast upon. One such beast downed the banner bearer to Leitdorf’s right, then stood stunned for a moment when the grand master turned his horse to slam his heavy shield full into the creatures face. Before the vargheist could recover, Leitdorf buried his sword in the creature’s throat, and exulted his victory.


  The grand master's cheer faded as he took in the battle’s course. The broken and bloodied bodies of knights lay scattered around the crypts. Most were motionless, but a few had risen to new and unholy life under the influence of Mannfred’s spell. Leitdorf knew at once that the battle was quickly becoming hopeless, but he did not despair. The torrent of death magic still raged on the graveyard's edge, and the self- styled Lord of Sylvania stood clearly visible in front of it. Leitdorf swore to himself then and there that even if his order was doomed, the vampire would perish as well then at least they could face Sigmar with honour in the beyond. Away spurred Leitdorf, the knights of his bodyguard charging in his wake. They struck a knot of vargheists head on. Leitdorf had a memory of blood and pain; then he was through the creatures and riding across the uneven cobbles of the graveyard’s lych way. Scarce half of the knights who had joined his charge were still in their saddles, the rest had fallen to claws and fangs. But the path ahead was clear — Mannfred von Carstein was almost within reach.


  Mannfred saw Leitdorf’s reckless charge, and was struck by the knight's determination. As he had many times before, the vampire touched on the mixture of bravado and stupidity that only humans seemed to possess. Then, pulling his attention back to the present, he stretched out a hand and let the magic flow free.


  Long had the skeletons lain beneath the lych-path, their bones old when Sigmar was young, but they dug their way clear eagerly enough at Mannfred’s call. The vampire gave a twist of his hands, and the line of bleached bones and timeworn spears formed a tight phalanx immediately to his front — right in Leitdorf's path.


  Leitdorf saw the skeleton ranks snap to, and knew that he was a dead man. It was too late to turn, too late to slow his steed's reckless pace, so he did the only thing he could — he raised his sword high and screamed his defiance. The knights struck the phalanx a moment later, the air choked by screaming men and horses as the impetus of the charge flung them onto the spears. Leitdorf's horse collapsed, a rusted spearhead in its lung, and the grand master was thrown deep into the mass of skeletons. There was a snapping and cracking of bone as a pair of undead unwittingly broke Leitdorf’s fall, and then the grand master was on his feet, sword flashing as he fought to stay alive. Leitdorf no longer thought further ahead than his next parry, his next counterblow. He shattered a skeleton to fragments, then felt a stabbing pain in his right calf as another’s spear thrust through his armour. He parried a rusted spear, then abandoned his shield as two skeletons gripped its rim in an attempt to drag him down. Cut, parry, thrust, and another skeleton fell, then another. Suddenly, remarkably, there was space around the grand master. Leitdorf thought he had broken free, but then he saw that the skeletons had merely backed away. There, from the far end of the widening corridor of bone, Mannfred von Carstein was watching him with interest. With a defiant cry upon his lips, Leitdorf launched himself at his hated foe. Mannfred smiled, canines flashing in the moonlight, and raised his sword.


  When Eldyra’s vanguard reached Klodebein, they found many traces of a battle fought, but no survivors. The village was a gutted and stinking ruin. Of the knights, all that could be found were broken bodies and trampled banners. Only Leitdorf himself was recognisable, and that only because his blood- drained body was found hanging from a tree some distance south of the village. The standard of the Knights of Sigmar’s Blood had been draped around him like a cloak, and the words 'And then there was one’ carved into his forehead.


  The high elves were now in truly a grim situation. Recklessness had cost them their mannish allies, and ill-fortune had denied


  them the aid of the dwarfs. Yet still they did not turn back, but fought their way through all other opposition Mannfred sent their way. The Lord of Sylvania did not seek to confront them personally, for as Geheimnisnacht grew nigh, his thoughts were bent upon turning Arkhan’s ritual to his own purposes. Thus, again and again, did Mannfred send his captains against the elves, and knew increasing frustration as each failed to check their advance.


  Guided on by Aliathra's silent song, the high elves at last came to the Glen of Sorrows as Morrslieb and Mannslieb waxed full, and Geheimnisnacht began. Far below, they saw the ring of Nine Daemons, and the vast and unmoving army of the dead mustered around it. When Eltharion and his fellow commanders saw the forces arrayed against them, they knew that the quest had become a suicidal one, but they did not turn back, for they knew what was at stake. And so, they decided, should those who followed them. Until that moment, none save the expedition’s leaders had known the identity of she they sought to save, but as the warriors of Tiranoc and Yvresse mustered upon the edge of the glen, Eltharion told them how the fate of the Everchild and thus the fate of Ulthuan itself, rested in their hands.


  For a time, the host was still and silent, but then one elf, a noble of the Court of Seledin, swept his sword flat against his chest in the ancient Yvressi salute. Iselendra yevithri


  anthri, he proclaimed: by our deaths we serve. As Eltharion watched, a ripple of motion spread across the assembled host as the salute was echoed by every warrior gathered there. His heart full of warrior's pride, Eltharion returned the salute, and gave the order to advance.
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  Death At The Nine Daemons
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  The elves entered the Glen of Sorrows like a silver thunderbolt in a dark sky. The sons and daughters of Ulthuan knew they were outnumbered, knew even that they were unlikely to live through that day, but they lifted their voices in song and charged forth all the same.


  Eltharion the Grim led them, his loyal griffon Storm wing a blur as the beast pounced from foe to foe. Every impact scattered bones across the withered heath; every thrust of his Fangsword stilled a spirit’s restless soul. Behind the prince came the elves of Yvresse: mistwalkers, courtly guard and warriors of the citizen levy. They showed no fear. All had drawn steel with Eltharion before that day. At the prince's order they had broken the gates of Naggarond, scattered the teeming hordes of Grom the Great and brought death to the greenskin-infested Badlands; they would not desert him now.


  Borne upon wings of courage and need, they drove deep into the ranks of the mouldered dead, fine-wrought steel flashing to pierce grave shrouds and rusted armour. Not to lx* outdone, mages urged the withered vegetation of the glen to vicious life, roots and briars grasping and tearing at the undead hordes.


  Onwards the elves drove, ever onwards through the faceless dead, for to halt was to perish. The overwhelming ranks closed around them, trapping them in a prison of seething dead. Skeletal hands thrust forth from the damp sod, clutching at boot and greave, grasping elves in place whilst the spears and swords of the already risen did their bloody work. Monstrous ghoul-kin, taller than elves and broader than ogres, hurled themselves into the fray, trampling skeletons beneath their clawed feet in their eagerness to close with the foe. Bowstrings sang and spears thrust forward as the crypt ghouls closed in. Many a brute fell back with black ichor oozing from its wounds, but others came on with redoubled fury. Poison-slicked claws tore through armour and flesh with ease. One by one, the elves succumbed, and ultimately their advance slowed.


  Yet there were more elves on the battlefield that day than the scions of the Kingdom of Mists. Even as Eltharion’s attack stalled, the ground trembled as Princess Eldyra ordered the knights of Tiranoc into battle. This new assault struck the undead massing on Eltharion's left flank, and swept over them as the seas had once swept over Tiranoc. Scale-armoured steeds and swift chariots surged into the undead ranks, their riders giving voice to battle cries that drowned out the sound of splintering bone. Skeletons were ground beneath steel-bound wheels, and ancient wights found release as their bodies were split asunder.


  At the heart of the glen, at the centre of the stone circle known as the Nine Daemons, Mannfred von Carstein looked upon the carnage wrought by the elf assault, and saw that he needed to act. He knew Eltharion from the battle beneath Nagashizzar, and noted the prince as a foe not to be taken lightly- The vampire was loath to leave the circle, for if he were elsewhere, he would no longer be able to wrest control of the ritual from Arkhan. However, Mannfred also knew that if the elves were not stopped there would be no ritual, and everything he had worked for would be undone. Nonetheless, the vampire was confident that there was still time to scatter the impudent elves and confound the ancient liche. Leaving the circle, he summoned the Drakenhof Templars to his side, and rode to join the battle.


  Much of Arkhan’s attention was given over to the ritual, yet still he found amusement in the vampire’s departure. Everything was proceeding as the liche had planned. He cared little for the battle that raged beyond the twisted stones. The first stages of the summoning were complete: a Book of Nagash had been placed at the loot of each of the Nine Daemons, and one by one, Arkhan had used Alakanash, the staff of the Great Necromancer, to awaken their power. Now, scarlet light pulsed deep within the stones, and a swirling barrier of magic coalesced on the edge of the ritual circle.


  The first of the sacrifices, Morgiana le Fay, lay dead at Arkhan's feet, her blood drained into the great cauldron at the circle’s heart. The rich fluid sparkled and shone with the magics of life, and Arkhan had taken great care that not so much as a single droplet had touched his ancient body. In the centre of the cauldron, ankle-deep in the Fay Enchantress blood, stood the second sacrifice, Grand Theogonist Volkmar. Morikhane, the black armour of Nagash. was bound to his body by the same web of iron chains that held the old man upright. Volk mar had been roused from his trance some hours ago, for the ritual required him awake and aware if it were to succeed. Yet, even now, the old man did not give in to terror. Though weakened by months of torture and abuse, he swore and cursed at Arkhan, attempting time and again to call down the holy power of Sigmar to smite his captor. None of it worked. For now, at least, the apostatic enchantment still held true, and Volkmar’s curses were naught to Arkhan but the droning of flies.


  The last victim lay bound on the edge of the stone circle. Aliathra, Everchild of Ulthuan, was still alive and, though she did not rant and rail as Volk mar did, she regarded the liche with defiance nonetheless. Eltharion’s arrival had given her hope, for she knew the warden's determination to be second only to her father's. What Aliathra did not know was that Arkhan had long been aware of the silent song she had used to guide the elves, and had fact, gone to some lengths to keep Mannfred from discovering it.


  Arkhan did not fear the elves; indeed, he welcomed their presence as a means to delay the vampire’s inevitable treachery'.


  Mannfred knew none of this as his foul mount bore him across the heath. The vampire reached out into the swirling currents of magic and breathed new life into his servants. Or rather, he sought to. Twice he stood on the cusp of completing an incantation, yet the winds of magic gusted unexpectedly and the power slipped from his grasp. A third time he tried, and again the currents shifted to thwart him. The vampire knew at once that this was not merely the ficklesome nature of the eight winds, but the trickery of elven magi who thought to match his wits. Snarling, the vampire rose up in his saddle, his gaze tracking across the battlefield. He caught sight of one mage, and no sooner had he done so than a pack of slavering dire wolves pounced at the elf and dragged him to the ground. Mannfred permitted himself a thin smile, and reached out into the winds of magic again, but to no avail. Still he was stymied.


  A moment later, his eyes fastened on the one he sought. A knot of high-plumed elves fought some distance to Eltharion’s rear, their greatswords whirling with lethal artistry. At the swordmasters’ heart, his hands a blur as they traced fiery runes in the air, an aged elf mage surveyed the battlefield from atop a floating column of rocks. Mannfred knew immediately that this was the one who had the temerity to thwart his works; once the decrepit fool was dead, the other mages could lie swept aside with ease. That portion of the battle was still some way distant from Mannfred, but it mattered little, for was not every cursed soul in Sylvania his to command? With a guttural howl, the vampire called upon his minions to slay the meddlesome mage.


  In all his long life Belannaer had never known magic to flow so freely as it did that day. There was too much power. Since before the first blow had been struck, he had striven to calm the winds of magic, but still there was a surfeit for his enemy to draw upon. Only through complete focus could the mage counter the vampires spells; the slightest distraction and he would be undone. Distraction now came in the form of a yowling spectral host that flowed like water over the embattled elves, their chill fingers reaching for the mage. The swordmasters’ weapons were useless against these foes, and Belannaer knew at once he must look to his own defence. With a roar, a tidal wave of flame burst from the mage's upraised hands and surged outwards in all directions. The fire left the living untouched, but the dead burned in its embrace.


  Spirits sizzled and burst into clouds of ash, zombies blazed like torches as the fires consumed their flesh. In the blink of an eye, the elves found themselves surrounded by an expanding ring of blackened dead. Some cheered at their moment of reprieve, but Belannaer’s face was bleak. He could feel necromantic magics shifting and stirring across the battlefield, and he knew he could not regain his focus swiftly enough to resist them. He had been outmanoeuvred, and now the elves would pay the price.


  Mannfred exulted as the resistance to his incantations collapsed; mastery of the battlefield was now his. With a flourish, he intoned the invocation’s final syllable and watched with satisfaction as the charred and shattered bodies of his minions twitched to fresh unlife. Within moments, fully half of his army’s losses had been replenished, and more were rising all the time. Even so, Mannfred could feel Belannaer again trying to unravel his necromantic bindings, and now resolved to deal personally with the mage. The Lord of Sylvania raised his sword high, and the horde of skeletons massing about the elves parted at his unspoken command. Mannfred held his blade steady, savouring the moment of control. Then his hand dropped, and the sword slashed down. The signal given, the Drakenhof Templars lowered their lances and charged.


  Eldyra saw the danger and ordered her knights to meet the Drakenhof assault at full gallop. Shields splintered and blood sprayed as the two lines of cavalry met. Vampires cursed one final time and passed into death as Starwood lances found their hearts. Knights of Tiranoc breathed their last and tumbled bloody from their saddles. Eldyra’s lance shivered against a templars breastplate. Abandoning the useless weapon, the princess drew forth her runes word and took the vampire's head with a single sweep. Before the body had fallen from its saddle, Eldyra was moving forward again, her blade Hashing as she cut deeper into the templars ranks. She could see Mannfred von Carstein fighting beneath the tattered folds of the Drakenhof banner, and knew' that the vampire’s death could turn the tide of battle. Eldyra was a proud warrior of an ancient and honoured line; she did not hesitate.


  Mannfred heard a voice cry out in challenge, and turned his mount to meet the princess' charge. With a ring of steel, his blade met hers and turned it effortlessly aside. Again, the elf struck at him, and this time the vampire caught the blade by its flat. For a moment, the sword burned and hissed against his skin, then Mannfred tore the weapon from his opponent’s grasp, the momentum hauling her from the saddle. Casting the stolen blade into the press of battle, Mannfred leaned low across his beast’s neck to deliver a final blow, but Eldyra was not yet done. Twisting aside from the strike, she plucked a dagger from her belt and sprang at the vampire. Mannfred hissed as the blade sliced into his shoulder, and again as the elf - still mid-leap — reversed the dagger and tore a deep furrow in his arm. Eldyra landed, coiled herself and lunged at the vampire again, but this time Mannfred was ready. With a quicksilver motion he struck the dagger from the elfs grip and fastened a taloned hand around her throat. Yet even as the dagger tumbled from Eldyra’s right hand, her gauntleted left slammed into his face, and the vampire felt a fang shatter under the impact. This one had spirit! In Mannfred's experience, most elves were a knotwork of vanity and hubris that shattered like glass, but this one he could use.


  At the vampire’s call, fell bats swooped from the darkness above, their membranous wings enfolding the still-struggling elf. When the flock cleared, Eldyra was gone, and the vampire set his sights on Belannaer once more.


  Not content with besting a warrior-princess in physical confrontation, Mannfred now sought to prove himself a greater sorcerer than a loremaster of Saphery. The Books of Nagash had lain in his possession for long months now, and they had taught him many things that were beyond the darkest dreams of any elven conjurer. Ignoring the battle raging around him, the vampire began to chant in a guttural tongue. As the incantation grew in volume, a storm of raw magic burst into life above Mannfred's outstretched hands. He held it there for a heartbeat, feeling the power blossom and writhe out of control; then, with an almost contemptuous gesture, the vampire hurled the storm at Belannaer.


  The elf mage was ready. He had felt the winds of magic shift and Mannfred had gathered his spell, and now' worked quickly, his incomparable intellect pushed to the limit as he sought the proper combination of cantrip and counterspell. After one heartbeat, the mage had discarded a hundred possibilities; after another he had discounted as many again. At last, Belannaer found the solution and strove desperately to weave a shield that would deflect Mannfred’s assault. He made it, but only just, and even then his shield did not disperse the storm outright, but merely held it at bay. Belannaer was not concerned; with the worst of the attack blunted, he had a few moments to disperse its remaining force - or so he thought.


  The storm had been Mannfred's main thrust, but it was not his only assault. Even as Belannaer had conjured his shield, the vampire had focused his dark will on one of the swordmasters who served as his bodyguard. It was no easy battle, for the adepts of Hoeth had honed and disciplined minds, but Mannfred was in no mood to be bested at a battle of wills, and certainly not in a battle of wills with a mortal. Battering aside the swordmaster’s defences, he planted an irresistible compulsion in the elf's mind. Unaware of his own actions, the swordmaster raised his greatsword high, ready to strike Belannaer’s head from his shoulders. Some instinct warned the mage of his danger before the stroke fell, and so a blow intended to decapitate instead carved a livid wound across his back. Not that it mattered.


  As pain flared through the mage's body, his concentration shattered and his conjured shield faded away. Belannaer had just enough time to realise that he had finally been bested, before the crackling storm of magic swept over the remains of the shield and consumed him.


  At the centre of the Nine Daemons, Arkhan had sensed the explosion of power that heralded Belannaer's death. A moment later, he heard the quiet, almost wistful si gh as the winds of magic swept the mage’s soul towards Ulthuan. For a moment, the liche was tempted to seize the immortal remnant and add it to his collection, but grander matters required his attention now. Ominous clouds swirled overhead, screeching spirits swarmed around the circle like ghastly fireflies and the wind was howling; not with the raw fury of a natural gale, but with the echoed death-agonies of a creature slain many centuries before. Turning, the liche reverently took the Crown of Sorcery from its cushion of human flesh and lowered it onto Volkmar's head. The old priest had gone still now, his eyes pools of agony as he felt a mind far older than his own scratching at his thoughts.


  Mannfred heart! Nagash's voice upon the winds, and knew that the ritual was at its peak; he had to return to the circle! Ramming his sword through a silver helm's throat, the vampire wheeled his mount and made for the Nine Daemons. The liche would not rob him of his prize.


  Eltharion knew that an already bleak situation had grown worse. Elves lay dead or dying all around the Warden of Tor Yvresse. Of the thousands who had marched with him to Sylvania, only a few hundred yet had the strength to wield a sword. They had fought like heroes born; for every warrior of Ulthuan that had fallen, half a dozen of Mannfred’s thralls were cast back into the abyss, but the undead soon rose again. Eltharion knew that without Belannaer to hold the vampire’s sorceries at bay, the battle was lost. Victory was impossible; survival a distant dream. As the winds about the Nine Daemons reached a howling crescendo, Eltharion made a fateful decision. The prince could no longer save Aliathraas he had promised, but he could end the Everchild's suffering, and perhaps thwart whatever evil her captors had planned. Urging Stormwing into the air, Eltharion reluctantly abandoned his warriors to their fate and sped towards the stone circle.


  So consumed was he by his mad charge to the Nine Daemons that Mannfred did not sense Stormwing’s approach until the moment the griffon was upon him. However, for one such as he, the shadow of the griffon's strike was warning enough. As talons raked at his back, suffer in its stead. The vampire howled in pain as the Fangsword smashed into his forearm. The enchanted blade clove through undead flesh as sunlight cleaves through darkness, shattering bone and leaving the limb hanging from a tortured strand of flesh.


  In that moment, Mannfred knew he could not beat the elfin a physical contest. Cradling his crippled arm, the vampire backed away, reaching out into the winds of magic as he went. At Mannfred's command, death magic coalesced out of the air, forming into six black swords bound to his vengeful will. As the gleaming black swords bore down on Eltharion, the elf strove to counter their blows. Had he but a moment to think, the prince could have harnessed the Talisman of Hoeth, and dissipated the magic that gave life to the blades. But Eltharion's instincts were those of a warrior; faced with a physical threat, he responded in kind.


  Mannfred knew that the sable swords were but a temporary distraction, and prepared a writhing bolt of raw magic with which to end his adversary's life; Belannaer’s fate would be Eltharion's also, the vampire swore. Eltharion saw none of this. He was too busy fighting for survival, and would have surely perished in that moment but for Stormwing’s intervention. Though the griffon’s noble spirit hovered on the edge of death, he roused his broken body to one last act of loyalty. With a final shriek, Stormwing hurled himself at Mannfred. The griffon perished before he struck, his valiant life quenched at last by the spell meant for his master but, even in death, the griffon’s aim was true. Mannfred von Carstein was borne to the ground, Stormwing’s talons deep in his chest.


  Instantly, the swords menacing Eltharion vanished. Bloodied and weary, the prince glanced at the motionless bodies before him. The prince would have liked to bid one last farewell to his old friend, but Eltharion knew that there was no time. He could sense the magics within the stone circle coming to a peak; through the swirling barrier he could see the liche leading Aliathra to the cauldron. He would have to act now, or it would all have been for nothing.


  Laying a hand on the magical barrier, Eltharion knew at once that he lacked the knowledge to unmake it, so he again fell back upon the his warrior’s instincts. The Fangsword had served him well these many long years; it would not fail him now. Taking up the weapon in a two- handed grip, Eltharion thrust the sword’s point into the barrier. The magic crackled and spat as the two made contact, the runes upon the Fangsword glowing an angry red as their magic fought Arkhan’s enchantment. For a moment, nothing happened; then a section of the barrier melted away from the ancient blade and Eltharion pushed his way through into the ring of the Nine Daemons.


  Behind him, Mannfred von Carstein’s eyes flicked open.


  Eldyra awoke, alone and weaponless, in a dank parody of a nobleman’s hall. The carpet was mildewed, the walls hung with tapestries of flayed skin, and the only light came from candles whose tallow had the unmistakable stench of dead flesh.


  'Welcome.' The voice was cold and precise, with the slightest hint of an accent Eldyra couldn’t quite place.


  Spinning round to face the source, the princess saw a thin, immaculately-clothed figure step from the room's shadowed eaves. He seemed human enough at first glance, but for the pallor of his skin and the predatory cast of his eyes. Eldyra grasped for a sword that was no longer buckled at her waist, then sprang forward, fist clenched to strike the vampire.


  As the blow was about to land, a chorus of sibilant voices coursed through Eldyra's mind, the cacophony agonising in its volume and intensity. Eldyra flinched away from the vampire, clasping her hands over her ears and falling to her knees. At once, the sound stopped. Taking a deep breath — her first, she realised with horror, since she had awoken — Eldyra looked up at her tormentor. The vampire hadn’t moved, but was regarding her with amusement.


  ‘You are one of us now,' the vampire told her with a sharp smile, 'and our lord does not permit us to fight one another. Welcome to Drakenhof castle.’
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  Mannfred von Carstein watched through slitted eyes as Eltharion cast aside his battered helm and passed into the circle of the Nine Daemons. With a snarl, the vampire heaved aside the deadweight that had once been Stormwing, and pounced at the gap in the magical barrier.


  He was too slow. With a ripple, the barrier healed its wound, sealing Eltharion inside the Nine Daemons, and isolating Mannfred on the outside. Biting back his frustration, the vampire probed at the wall before him, but it was old and powerful magic, and the Lord of Sylvania could find no weakness.


  Wailing spirits swirling around him, Mannfred slammed his fist against the barrier and watched, unable to intervene, as Eltharion closed with his prey. The blade of the elf 's sword melted away as the enchantments set within the steel collapsed. The Fangsword had breached the barrier, but that had been its final act. Without pause, Eltharion cast down the smoking hilt and lunged, weaponless, at Arkhan.


  The lithe was standing at the edge of the cauldron, the skeletal fingers of one hand wound through Aliathra's hair, forcing her head and torso over the vessel's rim; his other held a bone dagger at her throat. In the centre of the cauldron, Volkmar hung limp against the chains that bound him.


  Should he alert the liche? Mannfred wondered. He dismissed the thought. Let Arkhan fend for himself. His usefulness had passed. Arkhan needed no warning. Without hesitation, the liche released his grip on both Aliathra and the dagger, and reached for Alakanash. Unprepared for her sudden freedom, the princess staggered, struck her head on the cauldron and dropped stunned to the ground. Alakanash flared briefly with light, but then fell inert as one gauntleted hand knocked the staff from his grasp, and another locked around his bony neck.


  ‘Release me!' Arkhan demanded.


  Eltharion did not reply, but brought a second hand up to join the first. The elf hoisted Arkhan off his feet and slammed him against the side of the cauldron. Mannfred could hear the scraping of steel against bone as the elf sought to snap the liche's neck.


  'Very well,’ Arkhan intoned, and wrapped his skeletal fingers around one of Eltharion’s vambraces. Immediately, Mannfred saw flakes of rust rise from the metal. In a heartbeat, the entropic curse spread across the steel and into the flesh beneath. The gauntlets locked about Arkhan's throat warped and cracked; the elf’s flesh grew parched and withered, his hair grey and brittle. Then, the witch-lights of the liche's eves flashed once, and Eltharion the Grim, Warden of Tor Yvresse, exploded into a cloud of dust.


  Good riddance, thought Mannfred, and again bent his will to breaching the barrier. He would not let the liche thwart him on the brink of victory!


  The vampire saw that Aliathra had risen unsteadily to her feet to face Arkhan. 'My father will destroy you f or this,' she said flatly.


  There was no fear in her voice, Mannfred noted, just a weary acceptance, laced with steel. He would have thought that the slaughter of the princess' rescuer would have driven her to despair, but there was no sign of it in her manner. The vampire found himself approving of her defiance — anything to bedevil the liche.


  'Your father is already dead,' Arkhan told her, reclaiming his dagger. ‘My allies have seen to that.'


  Aliathra's gaze did not falter. ‘For all your power, you know nothing.'


  'We shall see.’ Arkhan reached forward to seize Aliathra's tresses once again. The princess didn’t resist, and instead stepped forward to press her bound hands against the liche's chest. There was a brief flare of white light and Arkhan recoiled as if burnt.


  ‘What have you done?’ Arkhan demanded, regathering his composure. With a twist of his arm, he forced Aliathra over the cauldron once more.


  'You’ll find out,' the Everchild spat.


  With a dry rasp of anger, Arkhan drew the dagger across Aliathra’s throat, and royal blood sprayed forth. Some ran down the liche’s bony arms, or spattered against the skirts of Volkmars robes, but most of it flowed into the cauldron, where it mingled with the blood of the Fay Enchantress. Abandoning the elfs still-twitching body, Arkhan reverently took the Claw of Nagash from a casket at the cauldron's base.


  ‘Endrek, melis savar’ the liche shouted, and the blood in the cauldron began to boil. Arkhan turned to face Manntred for the first time. 'Rejoice, last of the Von Carsteins, for our master will soon rise.'


  ‘Let me in!’ Mannfred demanded.


  ‘So that you can subvert the ritual to your own purposes?’ Arkhan's tone was contemptuous. 'I think not.’


  Mannfred went berserk and assailed the barrier with every weapon at his disposal. He struck at it with sorcery, with his sword, and even with his talons, but could make no impression. Almost as maddening was that the liche paid him no heed. Instead, Arkhan walked calmly to Volkmar’s side. At his gesture, the web of chains binding the high priest shifted, raising the unconscious figure’s forearm at right angles to his body.


  'Azkal, mek Nagash,’ chanted Arkhan, pressing his dagger against Volkmar’s outstretched wrist. 'Azkal, Azkal.’


  The blade glowed green, and Arkhan jerked it down. The chains went taut as the limb briefly resisted, but the liche’s blade would not be denied.


  Volkmar, roused by the sudden agony, bellowed in pain as his severed hand fell away into the cauldron. Wordlessly, Arkhan abandoned the dagger and pressed the Claw of Nagash against Volkmar’s gushing stump.


  The moment the hand was brought into contact, its fingers began to move, clenching and unclenching as if testing their strength. Arkhan let go of the hand, and it remained in place, talons raking at the air.


  'Ezkel mek endrekel!' Arkhan intoned, taking up Alakanash and raising it high. In response, tendrils of dark magic burst from the Claw of Nagash. For a moment, they swayed back and forth through the air, like serpents seeking prey. Then they twisted back around and burrowed into the flesh around Volkmar’s bloody wrist.


  The Sigmarite screamed and shook against his chains as Nagash's claw bound itself to his own ravaged arm. Blood spurted as the tendrils of magic burrowed their way back outward, leashing and Hailing, they wound themselves around Volkmar’s upper arm, then darted across to where Morikhane hung loose on the priest’s spare frame. From there, the tendrils grew in number and spread across the remainder of Volkmar's body, boring into his chest and limbs, and leaving a writhing mass of sinuous dark magic in their wake. Within moments, all Mannfred could see of the priest were bulging eyes and a mouth gaping in an agonised scream. Then the scream stopped as the tendrils wrapped themselves around Volkmar's head and forced their way down his throat.


  There was no longer any sign of Volkmar, just a pulsing mass of dark magic, whose tendrils spread and expanded as they feasted on the cauldron's blood. Chains thrashed and snapped as the mass grew larger. Moving carefully, Arkhan removed the Fellblade from its cradle of bone, and held it, point outstretched towards the cauldron.


  'Eznek malikal!'


  The sword rose from Arkhan’s grasp and hung in mid-air tor a moment. Then, with a flat crack, the weapon burst into a thousand glimmering shards which flew forward and burrowed their way into the pulsating magic. The Fellblade had once slain Nagash; now it restored him to life.


  Outside the circle, Mannfred felt the wind pick up and the screeching of the spirits rise to a deafening crescendo. He felt the ground buck and heave under his feet, as Arkhan's ritual clawed open the door between the worlds of the living and the dead. Before him, the eyes of the Nine Daemons glowed with hatred as the magics binding them to the stone weakened just enough to grant them a tantalising glimpse of freedom.


  Thunder rolled across the skies above, the Nine Daemons grew still once more, the magical barrier at last collapsed and the mass of magic dispersed like smoke on a breeze. When it cleared, Mannfred could see no sign of Volkmar, nor the chains that had bound him Now a much larger and grander skeletal figure stood at the cauldron's now-dry heart, orbs of magic floating about him like will-o’-the-wisps.


  Fora moment, the figure stood motionless and silent. Then, green witch-fires glimmered to life in his eyes. Arkhan prostrated himself, Alakanash outstretched in offering.


  ‘Master...’ he whispered


  Nagash stepped down from the cauldron and took Alakanash from Arkhan's grasp.


  ‘YOU HAVE DONE WELL MY SERVANT.’ Mannfred did not merely hear Nagash’s words they echoed through his mind. ‘THE GREAT WORK CAN BEGIN.’


  The vampire felt a pressure upon his thouht’s as the Great Necromancer’s gaze swept over him. At once, Mannfred realised that he had lost; he could no more control the creature before him than he could command the gods.


  ‘DO YOU SERVE ME?’


  'Yes,’ said Mannfred, falling to his knees, and hoping that Nagash would not detect the bitterness in his heart. 'I serve you... master.’
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  Though Arkhan the Black had made no mention of it to Mannfred, Nagash’s resurrection had been but the first step on a long and dangerous road. From beyond the veil of death, the Great Necromancer had foreseen the rising power of Chaos, had predicted the anarchy it would loose, and had fixed his mind to thwart its ascension. Nagash’s entire existence had been a quest to impose dry, predictable order upon the world, and he would suffer no interference, not even from the gods themselves; he had not striven these long millennia only to see his rightful realm


  Nagash not only commanded Arkhan to bring about his resurrection many centuries earlier than he had first intended, but had also bidden the liche to gather artefacts that would allow a far greater work.


  For thousands of years, the Great Vortex of Ulthuan had siphoned the winds of magic from the world, diminishing the power of Chaos, and the sorceries that relied on it. Now Nagash sought to free Shyish, the Wind of Death, from the Great Vortex’s embrace, and bind it to himself. He would become magic given form, an avatar of death mighty enough to challenge the Chaos Gods and forever break their influence upon the world.


  All around the circle, the Books of Nagash suddenly snapped open. Arkhan had barely drawn upon their power during the ritual of resurrection, but now the tomes sprung to activity. Pages of blood- inked skin riffled back and forth as Nagash reclaimed the magic he had set within the volumes long ago. Ancient spirits shrieked as they were torn free of their aeons-long prisons. They swirled around the Great Necromancer, ghostly comets orbiting a great darkness, ever seeking to escape, but unable to deny the implacable will that bound them. One by one, Nagash drew these desperate spirits to him, snuffing them out with a pinch of his fingers, and devouring their essence. Nagash cast his hands skywards and a pillar of darkness pierced the heavens. The last of the spirits were drawn behind and swept into the swirling thunderheads. As lightning cracked across the heavens, the Great Necromancer spoke the final words of power, reached his magics deep into the heart of the Great Vortex, and tore out his prize.


  The world writhed in response. In Ulthuan, the Annulii Mountains trembled, light flared from the waystones and the seas about the Isle of the Dead turned black. In Naggaroth, purple flames swept through secret shrines to Ereth Khial, and a ghostly city screamed its way into existence atop the ruins of Har Kaldra. Swarms of khepra beetles overran Nehekhara's temples, and ancient monuments that had dominated the desert for millennia sank beneath the sands. Settra the Imperishable railed at his priests, demanding an explanation that none could provide. In Altdorf, panic reigned as the Amethyst College crumbled away into dust, and the spectral remains of long-dead wizards stalked the streets. Deep below Karak Azul, ancient runes glowed briefly in warning, then faded into blackness. And in every kingdom beneath the sun and stars, in any place where the living had once breathed their last, the dead arose.


  From ancient cairns, burial pits and shallow graves the dead came, clawing their way to the surface with worm-eaten fingers; mindless save for the compulsion that drove them to wakefulness. No will drove them, not vet, for all of Nagash's effort was bent to controlling the magic he had seized. The Great Necromancer had no attention for them, but they would soon form his armies. Or at least, that had been the plan.


  Had Nagash’s rebirth been flawless, his great work would have succeeded. However, unbeknownst to either, Arkhan and Mannfred had erred. The ritual of resurrection had called for divine blood, and such had Arkhan provided. Volkmar had been a scion of Sigmar Heldenhammer of the Unberogens; Morgiana le Fay, a daughter of Ladrielle, the Lady of the Lake. Alost important of all, however, had been the blood of Aliathra, Everchild of Ulthuan. Born of the union between the Everqueen Alarielle and Finubar the Phoenix King, the legacy of both Isha and Asuryan had run in her veins - except Finubar was not her true father.


  All in Ulthuan knew of the bond that had tied Alarielle and Prince Tyrion since the bloody battles of Finuval Plain. However, only a handful knew of their secret trysts many years earlier, in the days when the marriage of state between Everqueen and Phoenix King still held sway. Thus was Aliathra not what many - including Mannfred and Arkhan - thought her to be. She was not the Everchild, but a mere bastard of Aenarion’s line. Her blood bore no trace of Asuryan’s divine blessing; rather it hung heavy with Aenarion's curse. That curse now raced like poison through Nagash’s body, sapping his strength and dimming his will.


  Arkhan and Mannfred looked on, powerless, as the Great Necromancer staggered beneath the weight of the magics. Arkhan waited obediently for instructions that did not come. Mannfred, by contrast, would have taken malicious pleasure in Nagash's plight, were his own existence not imperilled by it. Yet neither could offer assistance, for the powers at play were too great for either to control.


  It has begun, has it not?’ The sneering words echoed through Teclis mind.


  'It has,’ Teclis replied quietly, speaking aloud though he knew his ally could pick the words from his thoughts. 'Aliathra has played her part, and Nagash has played his. The vortex is destabilised; your time will come soon.


  Teclis knew he would bear the guilt of Aliathra's death for whatever years remained to him. He could have rescued his niece had he chosen to do so, but Nagash’s vassals would merely have sought another sacrifice in her stead, probably one in whom divine blood flowed true. Aliathra's impurity had bought them time.


  The voice laughed. ‘All these years, and I never suspected you capable of such ruthlessness.’


  'We are all what circumstance requires of us, as well you know.’


  ‘How pitiful. You cannot absolve yourself of the blood that stains your hands. You must taste of it, and relish the flavour; only then will it make you strong.’


  ‘That manner of strength does not interest me.’


  ‘Then it will be only a matter of time before you fail.'


  ‘If that is so, why have you agreed to my plan?’


  ‘Perhaps because it amuses me to see you discard your closest allies like pieces on a gaming board.’


  ‘Winning the war to come will be as much about timing as strategy,' Teclis asserted, wondering which of them he was trying to convince. ‘Had Nagash succeeded, he would have confronted the Dark Gods before the rest of us were prepared, and they would have destroyed him. Only fighting as one do we have a chance of success.’


  ‘And your "heroic" brother?’ the voice mocked. 'Is he not permitted to know your plan?’


  'Tyrion most of all must play the part I have set for him. He has never understood the necessity of sacrifice. He believes that courage and steel can triumph over any threat. In trying to save everyone, he would doom us all.'


  The voice grew darker, more threatening. ‘Remember, nephew, that I am your ally in this only because it suits my purpose. If you attempt to manipulate me, I will flay the flesh from your bones.’


  Teclis almost laughed at that. He was already manipulating his ally; only the other’s arrogance prevented him from realising that this was so. o ‘If Tyrion discovers I sacrificed his daughter so that Nagash might live,’ he replied bitterly, 'I doubt you will get the opportunity.’


  In the skies above, the column of darkness began to dissipate, and wisps of death magic were snatched up by the winds and scattered across the surrounding lands. Nagash refused to give in at first - his monstrous pride would not allow it. Even as his strength declined, he wrestled with the roiling magic, tried to force it to his purpose. But it was not to be. Reluctantly, he realised that his body mighty beyond mortal ken though it was, could not contain the power he had stolen. Another vessel would have to be found, one that could hoard the magic of death until his mortal form could be remade.


  With a mighty thrust, Nagash drove Alakanash deep into the soil at his feet. Instantly, the magic found release, flowing along the staff and into the bedrock below.


  The ground about the Nine Daemons cracked and fell away, leaving the stone circle isolated upon a towering pillar of rock. As the tremors spread, jagged ravines criss-crossed the withered layland, the freshly reanimated bodies of the elves of Tiranoc and Yvresse tumbling into the darkness below. For leagues around, the ground rumbled and split apart. Many miles distant, the walls of Castle Sternieste collapsed in an avalanche of stone as its foundations were torn apart. All across Sylvania, slabs of rock the size of townships vanished without a trace, swallowed by the hungry earth. With an ear- splitting boom and a chromatic flash, Gelt's wall of faith, the enchantment that had bound the whole of Sylvania, shattered into ten thousand sundered shards, never to recover.


  Magic came rushing up through the cracks to fill the freshly opened canyons. At times it bubbled and flowed like water, at others it writhed and twitched like smoke on the breeze. Howling spirits, the dead of untold generations, were swept along in the arcane currents, and they clawed at the air as they strove to break free. Occasionally, one found a handhold upon the rocks, only to be pulled under again by the struggles of its desperate fellows. Soon the Nine Daemons were an island of stone amidst a sea of glowing magic. Sylvania was now, more than ever before, a land of the dead. Where once the magic of death had flowed to Ulthuan, and the Great Vortex, now it would flow to Sylvania.


  Nagash looked out across the nightmarish landscape, his thoughts unreadable. For a moment, at the rituals height, the Great Necromancer had tasted the godhood he sought, but the memory was ebbing away with the passing seconds. He could sense the hordes of undead stumbling mindlessly across the world, but he could not exert his will upon them. They were not an army waiting for his majestic command, but a leaderless rabble who would answer to any will strong enough to claim them.


  There could be no war against the Chaos Gods, not yet. This was a setback, nothing more. The powder of death was now one with the land of Sylvania, and the Great Necromancer had bound it with such enchantments that no other could claim it. Nagash would return to his ancestral home, to the Black Pyramid of Nehekhara. Within its walls he would purge the curse from his bones, and recuperate his weakened spirit as he hat) many times before. This would be no easy journey, for an ancient enmity lay between Nagash and Settra, the Great King of Nehekhara. War would be the only recourse, and the Great Necromancer knew that he was little match for the Khemrikhara. Furthermore, to pursue such a plan would take time, and the forces of Chaos already pressed close on the Old World’s northern borders. To the god Nagash had so briefly been, such challenges were insignificant, but now he would need aid. Or more precisely, he would need servants. In ancient days, Nagash had been served by the Nine Dark Lords, the mightiest and most trustworthy of his minions. Now' the time had come to forge that unholy fellowship anew and create the Mortarchs.


  Only three of the original nine still dwelt within the realm of the living. Arkhan would serve as he always had - he knew no other way, Neferata, Mistress of the Silver Pinnacle, hated Nagash, but feared him even more; she too would obey without question. The wight lord Krell was the third survivor and he, like Arkhan, was unwavering in his loyalty, despite his ancient allegiance to the Chaos Gods.


  Nagash’s voice echoed on the winds of magic, whispering in the minds of those who had embraced his necromantic teachings. Some had worked knowingly in his cause for many centuries, others had been permitted the illusion of independence until this moment. Few heard Nagash's call as words, but all recognised his summons. Not all, however, paid heed. Zacharias the Ever-Living screamed his last as Nagash burnt out his brain for daring to think himself the Great Necromancer’s equal. Dietrich von Dohl, the Crimson Lord of Svlvania, and Mannfred’s only true rival in that land, erred by presuming to make demands of Nagash in return, and withered to a pile of corpse-dust as the Great Necromancer sundered his sustaining magics. The Great Necromancer would suffer neither challenge nor rejection.


  Those who accepted did so for their own reasons, and felt their power redoubled as Nagash bequeathed a portion of the magic he had grounded in Sylvania’s bedrock. Mannfred von Carstein pledged himself because he saw no other way of reclaiming anything of value from the ashes of his own schemes, and received as reward a dread abyssal drawn from the depths of the Nehekharan underworld.


  Luthor Harkon, Pirate King of the Vampire Coast, accepted out of boredom more than any other motivation. Dieter Helsnicht, the self-styled Doom Lord of Middenheim, joined with Nagash for the opportunity to learn of necromancy from he who was its


  creator. Walach Harkon, first of the Blood Dragons, saw the opportunity for glorious battle and seized it without hesitation. Deep in the Grey Mountains lurked the spirit of a once-great enchanter. This was a creature of raw power, its mind shattered by a recent defeat, and vowed its service on the condition that the Great Necromancer would see its memory restored, and that it would be Nameless no more.


  Only one amongst the nine was recruited from beyond the veil of true death. Nagash knew that he would need a capable emissary in the north if he were to hold the forces of Chaos at bay. Mannfred could perhaps have performed this task, had he been entirely trustworthy, but Nagash sought another von Carstein to serve in his stead. Thus did the Great Necromancer restore Vlad von Carstein to existence.


  They knew each other of old, and Vlad neither trusted nor feared Nagash. Yet still he agreed to serve, for the Great Necromancer could return the one thing that Vlad could not restore — the life of his lost love, Isabella. Thus was the pact struck, and the nine Mortarchs were made whole. None of them were quite as they had been before, for they had been irrevocably altered by Nagash’s power.


  At Nagash’s instruction, Vlad marched north. His mission was to oppose the Chaos hordes as they spilled over the border from ravaged Kislev. He travelled alone at first, but an army soon grew about him as the denizens of Sylvania recognised that their one true master had returned. The task before Vlad was a weighty one, but he would not have to accomplish it alone. Walach Harkon and the Knights of Blood Keep were already on the march, and the Nameless would soon follow.


  As three of the nine headed north, the others converged on Nehekhara. For the initial stage of the journey, only Arkhan and Mannfred were at the side of Nagash but, as they drew nearer to their destination, their forces would soon grow. Neferata and Krell were many days' march to the east but, if all went well, would reach their master before the conquest of Nehekhara began. Helsnicht was already journeying south atop a bat¬winged steed, and Harkon's Lustrian fleets had slipped anchor.


  Far to the south, Settra’s priests brought word of a great darkness descending upon Khemri. The Great King listened to the tidings with a mixture of anticipation and fear. Settra had fought Nagash many times, and even when those battles had ended in the Khemrikhara’s favour, the cost had been high. Summoning his generals, Settra the Imperishable, Great King of Khemri, ordered that the temple guardians be woken, and his legions be readied for battle.


  The last war for Nehekhara was nigh.


  It was intolerable! Mannfred von Carstein raged silently. Nagash had granted him power, true enough - Mannfred could feel raw magic crackling through his body, could see many things that had previously been hidden from his sight — but what use was power if he was no longer his own master?


  That wasn't even the worst of it, Mannfred conceded. Bad enough that he had been so effortlessly outmanoeuvred by Arkhan the Black, but now, with Vlad restored to existence, even his rule over Sylvania was threatened. Nagash's campaign in Nehekhara could take years, decades even, to resolve. In that time, Vlad would be consolidating his hold on the land that was Mannfred's by right, frittering away a power base that had taken centuries to establish.


  There was also the prospect of personal danger to consider. Vlad was no fool. He must have known of the part Mannfred had played in his death nearly five hundred years earlier, and was unlikely to have forgiven that betrayal.


  There was only one thing to be done. Vlad von Carstein would have to be eliminated. Ambition demanded it; survival required it. Vengeance against Arkhan, and against Nagash, would have to wait.


  The only question was how such a thing could be accomplished. Vlad had ever been the mightiest of the von Carstein lineage and, even if Nagash tolerated a direct challenge, Mannfred was far from confident of victory. No, guile and patience would serve him now as they had before, Mannfred decided. His enemies would rue the day they had chosen to lock wits with the rightful Lord of Sylvania!
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  Death At The World's Edge


  SPRING 2524 - WINTER 2524
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  Deep in her own thoughts, Neferata wandered the halls alone, gazing at her exquisite surroundings. Once, these chambers had been no more than dwarf mines, but through her endeavours she had turned them into an extravagant palace, an echo of the splendours of long-lost Lahmia. Shafts cut into the mountainside admitted a delicate play of silvered moonlight - for centuries Neferata had held power here, basking in the comforts due an immortal queen. Herein she had spent many delightful nights, holding court with her handmaidens attending to her every need as she sprawled about that opulent perch, a luxurious aerie set on top of the world.


  The high peaks of the northern Worlds Edge Mountains were a harsh and savage wilderness, but enchantments and illusions had long protected her realm. From the Silver Pinnacle, Neferata’s minions rode out to influence all corners of the Old World. There was only one cause that could have interrupted the comfortable situation that Neferata had created for herself. There was only one reason she would willingly abandon the palace she had worked so hard to furnish. Nagash, the first and greatest of the necromancers, was returning.


  Neferata had pieced together enough of the signs to anticipate what was coming. She knew that Nagash, the one who had written the books from which she herself had learned the secret of eternal life, was once again nearing resurrection. From what her spies reported, Neferata believed that Arkhan’s rituals - which would start any day now - would restore the Great Necromancer. Neferata could already sense a stirring in the spirit realm, an almighty presence solidifying. That the most powerful of necromantic sorcerers might once more stride the world was enough to quicken Neferata’s pulse. Or would have done so if the first of the vampires had not left behind the path of mortality. There was blood in her veins, fluids she had consumed and tainted for her own use, but it did not flow. Only dark magics coursed through her body, and now they surged - Neferata felt herself swept up in some great purpose, a feeling she had not experienced since she last served as a captain of Nagashizzar long ago.


  Neferata, the self-styled Queen of the Night, did not have all the answers, a fact which continually galled her. She knew much about what was going on around the world, and she guessed even more. From atop the Silver Pinnacle she was like a spider sitting on a web; news and rumours the subtle vibrations of the silken threads. Her handmaidens, each a beautiful vampiress created by Neferata herself, had infiltrated the kingdoms of men. There, amidst royal courts and upper societies, they spied upon the affairs of Bretonnia, the Empire, Tilea, Estalia and the Border Princes. Neferata had kept watch over her kind as well, keeping a close eye on their many nefarious schemes. While Neferata disdained Mannfred, a feeling he quite reciprocated, she had always known him as the most ambitious of the surviving vampires. Her spies within Sylvania had kept her well informed. The von Carsteins were no amateurs at intrigue and manipulation, but this was a medium that she herself had taught them, and she had ever been the true master.


  With so much information reported back to the Silver Pinnacle it had not taken Neferata long to discern possible motives. After all, what other purpose could an alliance between Mannfred and Arkhan serve? It made her smile to think of Mannfred being so manipulated, sure that his pride had convinced him he could use the ancient liche to some advantage of his own. She guessed how that would end. And then there had been Celt’s barrier of faith. This was unforeseen, and Neferata found it unsettling, for it had severed communications with many of her most trusted servants. But it must worry Mannfred far more. Only when Arkhan and Mannfred marched out from Sylvania’s walls had Neferata regained her contacts. Yet none of Arkhan or Mannfred’s forays had yet approached her, nor had either of them asked for her assistance. And thus her own situation was growing uncomfortable.


  Neferata knew that Arkhan trusted her as little as he did Mannfred, perhaps less. The fact that he had not bothered to contact her, or involve her in Nagash's impending return, was in itself ominous. While vampires had proven useful to Nagash in the past, they had also failed the Great Necromancer enough times to warrant the fear that had steadily grown within her. When Arkhan finally called upon her, she was not entirely sure if it would be to enlist her aid or as a foe at the gates.


  She knew what she needed to do, yet Neferata could not bring herself to leave her sanctum it was the attack that convinced her to move. While she pondered her course of action, an arcane squall blew from the north and stalled directly over the Silver Pinnacle. While the misshapen and grotesque clouds swirled over the peaks tip, daemons appeared around the mountainside. All her magical defences of illusion were laid bare before such foes as these. The main gate was besieged, blasted time and again by blue-flamed enchantments while the lesser entrances were bombarded by hell-forged artillery. Not even gromril-plated gates could withstand such a battering for long. But the armoured portals were still standing when claw-limbed creatures materialised within the lower deeps and began fighting their way upwards. Neferata sent forth her Lahmian Guard against them, but the mummified skeletons could do little more than slow the daemons down.


  .Just as Neferata prepared to join the fray, the winds of magic shifted and the storm disappeared. Without the unnatural energies to support them, the daemons too faded from sight. While she knew such attacks had been happening increasingly across the lands, Neferata felt sure that this assault had not been happenstance. The Dark Gods had purposefully guided that storm and only good fortune, or her foe's capricious nature, had seen it dissipate before the Silver Pinnacle was overrun. Enemies were moving against her, while her erstwhile allies were either unsure of her allegiance, or, perhaps, were plotting against her.


  Plots within plots wove through Neferata’s agile mind. War was coming and it would not do to join the wrong side. With a wave of her lingers she beckoned her handmaidens, sending them off to summon her army and to break out her ancient treasures. She smiled to herself - a look that those who knew her recognised as far more dangerous than any bestial snarl. Neferata still held a bargaining chip, for she had observed something that Arkhan had clearly missed.


  Neferata knew that the ritual would work, that Nagash would rise — but she also knew what the old fool had failed to note. Arkhan placed too much faith in the Everchild’s heritage. Nagash would return to this realm nowhere near his full strength. Capable of wielding only a fraction of his eldritch might, the Great Necromancer would need incredible amounts of raw arcane power in order to regain his unnatural vitality. Until he could absorb those energies, Nagash would be vulnerable.


  While she watched her minions make ready to march, Neferata weighed her choices carefully.


  Neferata took a last look upon the majestic peak of the Silver Pinnacle, the towering spire framed by the unnaturally full Morrslieb. After that lingering view, she did not again glance backward, but instead turned to the task at hand. The great host of the Silver Pinnacle issued forth.


  Imentet inspected the newly raised ranks, knowing she would he questioned soon.


  'Forgive me if I speak out of line, Imentet,' Bellatash said, bowing low, ‘but do you know why the queen has commanded me to raise the armies? Is it war?’


  It was well done, thought Imentet.


  First off, Bellatash was demure. This did not fool Imentet, for she had seen the lithe form of Bellatash lift up and hurl fully armoured knights. Secondly, her graceful approach and supplicant posture had also shown proper deference. As first of Neferata’s handmaidens, this was Imentet’s due.


  ‘I know not, Bellatash - but it would be, wise to prepare as if it was,' replied Imentet as she finished her inspection.


  Bellatash was the last of the two dozen handmaidens that Imentet had been commanded to check upon. Later, Neferata would want to know all the details - who was most reluctant to march, who was eager, and so forth.


  Like all of Neferata’s get, Imentet was a master of perception, picking out agitation by listening for leaps in heart rates, distinguishing the slightest nostril flare or the narrowing of eyes. Of course Neferata’s court was infinitely harder to read than mere human aristocracy. Each vampiress had been taught the Lahmian arts of manipulation, deception and the subtle magics of courtly seductions. Yet Imentet had noted more than she was told. Based on her reports, it was Imentet’s guess that not all the handmaidens would be deemed fit to join the march tomorrow evening. In that fierce hierarchy, only the most loyal stayed in Neferata’s court for long.


  As time was of the essence, Neferata and her army travelled non-stop, day as well as night. During the few instances that the weak sun broke through the lowering clouds, Neferata summoned an arcane cloud of blackness that shielded those averse to its rays. The first of the vampires was borne upon a fearsome beast of bone and magic at the fore of the mighty host. The sounds of cold, trilling laughter marked the presence of her court. Immediately behind came the Isthmian Guard, their bronze scale armour and ceremonial helmets relics from the golden age of a distant desert land. Behind them, in stark contrast, came the remaining skeletal legions; nameless regiments without honour, raised for duty alone, their frayed black banners snapping in the high winds. Further back creaked a miles-long caravan, for Neferata had many possessions with which she could not bear to part.


  Neferata had made her decision. She had long known that Nagash would return, for how could the Master of Death ever truly die? She had pledged herself to his cause at Nagashizzar, when they waged war against the armies of Nehekhara, the land that had exiled them both. She had fled his wrath over the vampires’ failure. Now, thousands of years later, she was presented with a choice: betray Nagash to his foes, or seek to gain redemption, once more earning a place at his side.


  In the end, Neferata knew she must side with Nagash, for she was all too aware what he would do upon his return. It had been three thousand years since she had last stepped upon the sands of Nehekhara, but that land was never far from her thoughts. Although she had travelled far since her exile by the cursed King Alcadizaar, it had ever been her homeland. She longed for the lost splendour of ancient Lahmia, its well- ordered and statue-lined streets; the magnificent golden tombs, and above all, the glory of the Temple of Blood. While she had tried to recreate its wanton grace, in her inert heart she knew how pale her best efforts were when compared to that matchless opulence. Now little more than sand-strewn ruins, it was still her wish to return to Nehekhara, to stand once more upon Lahmia’s foundations — and to wreak vengeance upon those who dared drive her out. This was her most burning desire.


  Over the long ages Neferata had many times used her subtle manipulations to persuade her chosen champions to sow the seeds of her revenge. It was she who fanned the flames of the crusades across Bretonnia and lured foolhardy Border Princelings to set off on so many treasure quests. She had sent many armies to the desert to die. But Settra and his minions were not so easily bested. Neferata shuddered when she thought of the magnitude of his rage, and for the boundless hatred he must feel towards Nagash. Sooner or later, the Lord of Undeath would march upon Nehekhara, and she would do anything to ensure that she was by Nagash’s side when he did so.


  Before she could bring her armies to aid any re-conquest of Nehekhara, Neferata realised she must first gain Nagash's trust. Her instinct had been to warn Arkhan that his ritual would not work as completely as he imagined, but the ancient lithe was not apt to believe her and, worse still, was likely to blame her for his own shortcomings. He was, as ever, concerned with remaining Nagash’s first and most loyal lieutenant. It would be better for her own cause, Neferata reasoned, to arrive with help than to point out where Arkhan had gone wrong. And she had long marked where she could obtain just such a power source as Nagash would need.


  Thousands of years ago, before founding her dwellings at the Silver Pinnacle, Neferata had wandered. At first she sought refuge in the Dark Lands, for there she need never feel the curse of the sun upon her undying flesh. Yet the towering peaks of the Worlds Edge Mountains called to her, as they had done since she was but a mortal. Ancient Lahmia had always stood apart from the rest of Nehekhara; the capital city of an isolated province, cut off from the rest of the nation by the southern extension of the Worlds Edge Mountains.


  In her youth she had oft travelled to the temples carved into those formidable peaks, their breathtaking vistas overlooking the desert and distant Lahmia. During her searches for a suitable mountaintop palace, she had stumbled across the Lost Pass of the dwarfs, an ancient highway through the peaks that had been wrought by the Ancestor Gods themselves. There lay hidden treasure hoards and artefacts, safeguarded until, according to the legends of the dwarfs, the day those deities would return out of the stone once more to aid their children.


  Long did Neferata wander those paths, marvelling at the master craftsmanship, standing in awe at the pure arcane power that was bound into the very stone itself. But sorceress though she was, she had not the skill to unlock such might — only Nagash might be capable of usurping such energies to his own fell purpose. At that time, she was still fleeing from his wrath. In the end, she determined that the site would not serve as her nest: the runic barriers were too formidable for her minions to penetrate. So, after plundering two choice artefacts - a master key that would open the secret gates wrought by the dwarfs, and a gromril and gold tiara - she resealed the hidden gates and added her own illusions to those most potent of runes. But as she left to try her luck further to the north, she knew that her discovery would reap benefits in the years to come and so she hid the knowledge with an avarice akin to the gold-lust of the mountain folk.


  Now, thousands of years later, Neferata led her army southwards, searching again for the Lost Pass. Even now she could feel in her corrupt veins that Arkhan's ritual was


  nearing completion. She must make speed to obtain the dwarf artefact she sought in time to present it to her newly risen master, at once appeasing his wrath and securing her own position in the future hierarchy.


  Travel through the Worlds Edge Mountains was never easy, yet what were snowstorms or bitter cold to the undead? Steadily they plodded on, but the way south was fraught with more peril than just deadly weather. They crossed the Silver Road, avoiding its western reaches, which lay too close to the roused might of Karaz-a-Karak. Yet they veered too near to the Dark Lands, and on the Trail of Fangs packs of wolf riders began to track the undead host. Imentet, favoured of all handmaidens, directed a contingent of spirits and dire wolves to serve as a rearguard. This resulted in a series of running battles where a cacophony of lupine howls, living and undead, resounded off the mountainside.


  In several places the undead host expected to have to force their way through, but no foes were seen, save a few hunting beasts. They found the pass of Blizzard Gap clear, and the dwarf watchtowers that lined its steep cliffsides recently cast down. Neferata was wary of trouble from the skaven of Crookback Mountain, for although it lay to the east of her path, she felt sure that its keen-eyed sentries would have marked their travel. Yet the word of her own spies proved true: they claimed that the infernal race was deep underground, either recovering from battles in Tilea and Estalia, or gathering their strength for some new devilry. Not until just north of Death Pass did their column come upon serious opposition. There, they found the night goblins amassing, issuing out of the caves that riddled that region and marching southwards for some devious purpose of their own. They were not, however, expecting to be beset by an undead host unbowed by the cold and advancing at speed. One greenskin army after another was routed in quick succession, their vast numbers scattered in turn across the mountainsides.


  And so Neferata’s host crossed Death Pass, driving numerous cowardly goblin tribes before them and raising the corpses of those too dim-witted to make way. It seemed that the army might reach its destination without a costly, delaying battle. Though as fate would have it, when the peaks she sought were visible in the distance, her outriders returned with word of a formidable greenskin army, formed up and awaiting them in Skull Chasm.
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  Skull Chasm was a notorious site where, game trails and old mining tracks funnelled down from the steep slopes and descended into an enormous fissure. Sheer cliffs rose up on either side of the pathway and the chasm floor was littered with tumbledown boulders and scattered bones. Without entering one of the many caves that opened at the base of the cliffs, there was no way out of the mountainous ravine until the trail passed the gap's centre, where several time-worn paths wound out of the cleft while the main roadway continued southwards. Skull Chasm was an important crossroads in that region, and was aptly named, as it was an ambush site of ill repute, as the many bones attested.


  It was at Skull Chasm that great numbers of greenskins had gathered. Swept before the unexpected undead advance, many tribes had sought refuge in the caves that lined that pass - a mix of natural cavities and abandoned dwarf mineworks. Choosing which underground passage to enter was a huge risk, its no few now served as lairs for hungry beasts and nameless horrors. However, despite their losses, vast numbers of goblins cowered in the subterranean darkness, where they would have stayed had not one amongst their number rose up to rally them.


  Grulsik was everything a night goblin warboss needed to be: devious, bold and full up to the tip of his pointy hood with wicked plans. He had used his considerable cunning, and sharp blades, to seize control of the Moonclaw tribe.


  Like others of their kind, the Moonclaws had been swept up in the recent surge, leaving their hunting grounds to join the growing flood of greenskins that was pouring out of mountain lairs all across the Worlds Edge Mountains. Some tribes flowed north to follow Grimgor, but many more, including the Moonclaws, were making their way towards Skarsnik, Warlord of the Eight Peaks. Rumours abounded that he had major plans in the offing and many night goblins rushed to join the most legendary of their kind. It was said that Skarsnik’s Waaagh! would start any day now, and that he had vowed it would not stop until he fed the High King of the dwarfs to his pet squig.


  At the time, Grulsik had been directing his followers, his mind busy with concerns over the crossing of Heath Pass, as well as devising schemes to allow his tribe to stay ahead of their many rivals travelling in their wake. It was Grulsik‘s intention to be among the first to offer his banners to Skarsnik, warning the great warboss of the shortcomings of those tribes that were following. But all such thoughts were driven from him as calamity str uck the rear guard of his marching force. When Grulsik first heard the shrill cries, he assumed that the Moonclaws were under attack, but it turned out that they were simply overtaken. Panic stricken members of the Bloodpeaks and Webskullz tribes came hurtling down the pass, their desperate scramble to flee sending his own lads into flight. In no time at all, the mountain paths and surrounding slopes were covered with scattering greenskins. And then he saw the attackers.


  Here and there, hacking down fleeing greenskins, rode skeletal horsemen. On the northern ridge, seemingly emerging out of its own dark shadow, an undead processional could be seen winding down the broken pathway.


  That had begun a three-day flight southward. It had been a hard journey, as Grulsik and the core of his tribe had been forced to fight several times. Once, fell warriors on skeletal steeds overtook them, and Grulsik, through sheer force of will, turned several mobs to drive them back. Perhaps the fiercest clash, however, had come when the fleeing Moonclaws reached the narrow crossings of the Trail of Fangs at the same time as a rival mob, the Crookblades.


  Only when they reached the depths of one of Skull Chasm’s many caves did the greenskins’ flight end. There, in a long disused mine shaft, Grulsik had taken stock of the situation. After some reconnoitring, his runners counted the better part of his own following scattered across nearby caverns, and they also reported a disorderly mix, including mobs from dozens of different tribes crowded into those subterranean labyrinths. It was at this point that Grulsik realised exactly how many greenskins had been on the march.


  Shrewd as he was, it did not take Grulsik long to work out a plan. If he could round up and beat into line the hordes that now cowered in the dark, Grulsik and his Moonclaws could still win favourable attention from Skarsnik.


  He would simply march them all back up Death Pass and follow it to the east gate of Karak Eight Peaks. And, Grulsik reckoned, if the undead stayed on the same trail, they would pass by within the hour. If all the tribes attacked together, such a force could be easily overcome. With these thoughts in mind, he began rounds through the underground, doing his best 'rekrootin'. He went into many dozens of different caves, avoiding only those where his keen nose picked up the scent of something best left alone. This went spectacularly well, thanks in large part to the forces that accompanied him on his rounds. At Grulsik’s side came the Moonclaw shamans, each wide- eyed and bursting with arcane power: their recently found supply of mushrooms had proven to be a particularly potent batch. A formidable mob of stone trolls looming behind his entourage doubtlessly helped as well.


  Some of the scattered mobs, like the Moonhowlaz and the Bloodpeaks, had become separated from their tribal warbosses. These were the easiest for Grulsik to bully into joining his plan. He immediately sent out their wolf rider mobs to scout out Death Pass. Other recruits, like the Madmoonz tribe, were more reluctant. However, as the majority of mobs began following Grulsik’s orders, and streamed out of the caves to assemble, it became harder and harder for all others to resist joining in. Even the Moonclaws' longtime rival, Mabbla Crooknose, could not keep his Crookblades tribe from throwing its lot in.


  Even as the greenskins poured forth and filled up the southern end of Skull Chasm, the wolf riders returned to bring Grulsik news. They had ridden at such speed that their mounts were left panting and their black tongues lolling. The undead were just about to enter the northern end of the great crevice - moving from marching column into battle formations. If he squinted his eyes, Grulsik could just make out the roiling cloud of darkness at the far end.


  This was the same army that had sent each tribe shrieking, yet now the greenskins fear was lessened. Perhaps this was due to Grulsik and his leadership, although more likely it was because they drew confidence from their own formidable numbers. Also, the foe was not arriving suddenly from an unexpected angle, but was advancing to their fore with a methodical trudge.


  Grulsik was amazed. It was as if his enemies had no idea that they were marching into the perfect ambush site. With the zeal of a born leader and a bellowing voice pitched only a little higher than that of an orc, Grulsik began issuing orders. He commanded various mobs to form a rough battle line and, more importantly, sent a great many more off into the caverns on either side.


  They were instructed to attack the enemy flanks and rear when the undead had advanced far enough down into Skull Chasm. Soon, their foes would be beset on all sides.


  Squigs growled as they were herded to the front lines and night goblin archers notched arrows while the darkness loomed overhead, filling the canyon before them. With the blaring of horns and the howling of wolves, the Battle of Skull Chasm was begun.


  


  


  [image: Tentacle-1.jpg]


  The Battle of Skull Chasm
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  Neferata looked down die dismal gulley and frowned at the milling mass of foes. With dismissive Hicks of her hand, she motioned her column to form for battle and proceed. Haste was essential, so they would have to sweep the foe away as they had done so many times over the last few days. After all, they were but greenskins, and mostly goblins at that.


  Although she had commanded armies for thousands of years, Neferata had done so primarily from her exquisite perch atop the Silver Pinnacle, not from the battlefield. A more experienced commander in the field would have recognised that what lay be tore her was not a scattered and panic-stricken mass, but an army deployed in fighting formation. The ranks of black-robed figures were spread across the entire southern end of the chasm, here and there punctuated by groups of hulking trolls. They might also have observed the steady streams of night goblins funnelling into the caverns on either side of the greenskin army. A wary commander would also have noted with growing trepidation the many black maws of caves that lined the cliff walls on either side of Neferata’s advancing forces.


  Such details were beneath Neferata’s concern, however. The bulk of her force was composed of mindless automatons or bound spirits — creatures without the wit to notice the telltale signs that they were advancing into a perfect ambush. And so onwards they marched.


  When the monotonous pace of the skeletal legions brought them within range, the night goblin archers let loose a cloud of arrows. With a whistling hiss, the first volleys landed, metallic plinks echoing from the chasm walls as ancient helms and armour turned the shots aside, or solid thunks as missiles struck shields and penetrated bones. Unfeeling and uncaring, the skeletons advanced. Holes appeared in their ranks as arrows that found their mark unknitted the magical energies that held the skeletons together, their bones collapsing to join the detritus scattered across the rocky ground.


  The undead had almost reached the greenskin lines when the night goblins unleashed their secret weapons. With shrill cheers of delight, the ranks of black-robed greenskins swiftly parted so that bound members in the back could be jettisoned forward. Even as the mobs closed ranks behind them, these individuals staggered forward and immediately began to whirl and spin. Each dragged a huge metal ball and chain that they began to swing in erratic arcs. Such was the momentum and heft of those cast iron balls that they yanked, led and sent airborne the very goblin that spun them. For their part, the goblin mobs shrieked with malicious glee and hurled crude encouragements, in the hope of steering their whirling comrades in the right direction.


  Some of these fanatics ploughed into the skeletal formations, the tremendous impacts sending up broken shields and bones in waves, so that even when the small goblin was lost to sight within, his progress through the undead ranks might still be seen. Some spiralled off haphazardly; others crashed into boulders, shards of rock and splashes of blood exploding outwards. No few goblins spun themselves into the ground, so that their chains wrapped around them before the heavy ball delivered the final splat. Despite their losses, the undead relentlessly moved forward, filling in the ranks and lurching towards their foe.


  The sound of the two battle lines clashing resounded throughout the chasm. From behind ramshackle shields, the night goblins stabbed out with spears or swung clubs with cruel spikes driven through them. Without hesitation, the skeletons waded straight into the onslaught, their own rusty blades stabbing and chopping. There was no space or room in that press of combat for feints or finesse - it was a place for brutal hacking and jabbing thrusts.


  Many fell on both sides. On the green ski ns left Hank, the undead made the most headway, for there fought the Lahmian Guard, the most deadly of Neferata’s warriors. That regiment alone in Neferata’s army had served the undying queen since she lived in ancient Nehekhara. The magic and ceremony that had brought back this mummified regiment had gifted them with a strength and martial prowess beyond the ragtag legions Neferata and her handmaidens raised to build the rest of the army. The Lahmian Guard quickly carved their way through several mobs of archers opposing them. It did not take long for the remaining night goblins to grow fearful of that regiment, often running away before the undead in the tarnished gold and turquoise livery could reach them.


  In the centre, where stood Grulsik and the majority of the Moonclaws, the greenskins fared much better. There, the night goblin mobs were not made up of archers, who were ready to flee at the onset of a good scrum, but were instead shield-bearing fighters, some of whom bore nets. This was a commonplace bit of night goblin trickery, an ingenuity born of hunting squigs tar underground. As the toe closed, the weighted nets were cast out, entangling limbs and hampering the foe's movements.


  The trio of Moonclaw shamans had also proven useful. Not only did their gibbering chants instil confidence in their kin, but their curses befuddled nearby skeletons: their jerky movements slowing further still, and their ancient swords shearing in two after a single stroke. Still, there was such an endless press of undead, that even though the night goblins in the centre were winning the battle of attrition, it had thus far earned them little advantage.


  Only on its right flank did Grulsik's battle line appear to be on the verge of victory. Elsewhere, the trolls seemed content to stare at their own feet, almost absent-mindedly wandering or scooping up piles of bones to crunch upon. On the right Hank, however, a formation of rock-skinned stone trolls had smashed their way far forward, clearing a path behind them. Bounding through this gap came the Moonclaw cavalry: Brokko, riding atop an enormous cave squig, led his squig hoppers to crash into the Hanks of the melee in the centre. Goaded into a fine rage, the squigs hurtled into the foe, biting skeletons in half while smashing others with their descending bulk.


  With the unexpected charge of the goblin cavalry, the stalemate in the centre threatened to turn into an undead collapse. It was Imentet that led the second wave into Skull Chasm, and she, sensing disaster, moved to enter the fray. Her coven throne — an ornate bone chariot piled with lush cushions and pulled by spectral mares - slammed into the stone trolls. At her Hanks marched spirit hosts and behind them shrieked the unmistakable chill howls of the tomb banshees. At the top of the pass, Neferata and the remaining handmaidens used their necromantic magic to raise regiments of skeletons, ensuring new waves of undead joined Imentet’s assault.


  The collapse began where once the greenskins had pushed through and hoped to achieve victory. Those trolls not smashed by the impetus of Imentet’s charge turned upon each other in a fit of hypnotic rage. Unnerved by the spirit warriors, who took no wound from neither spear nor club, the night goblins wavered before the banshees’ screams, causing dozens of them to drop dead on the spot, their hearts bursting from fear. Despite Grulsik’s presence, the night goblins, even those from the Moonclaw tribe, turned shrieking and fled - whole mobs melting away towards the caves. The battle would have been over, but at the last moment, Grulsik sprung his ambush.


  In an erratic order, night goblins emerged from the caves that lined Skull Chasm. Some mobs drove cave squigs before them, goading them on with jabs of their spears, flaming torches or the loud discordant clangs produced by cymbals and gongs. Other mobs of spear or club wielding warriors had barely cleared the yawning cave mouths when they flung forward more ball and chain goblins. Some devious greenskins had even captured and lashed together two gigantic cave squigs from the underground depths. Two of these subterranean beasts bound together were akin to a chained cyclone — they battered off the cave walls, smashing aside boulders and sending stalagmites flying before ricocheting out into the open vale of Skull Chasm.


  All of these greenskins burst forth to hit the tightly packed undead. The situation was pure anarchy, with squigs and fanatics careening wildly, and night goblin mobs charging from unexpected angles. While skeletal formations attempted to turn to face a newly emerged threat, from the opposite side a night goblin tethered to an enormous whirling ball of metal would suddenly careen forward, smashing a path through the undead. In one instance, a taut chain mowed down half a dozen ranks at the same time, severing the dead men at the torso so that, for a brief moment, a formation of boney legs advanced a few more paces before they too collapsed into mouldering piles.


  At the front of the undead attack column, where Imentet’s counter-charges had all but destroyed the greenskins blocking the exit from Skull Chasm, the vampiress halted her pursuit of fleeing mobs. Looking back behind her, the vale was utter mayhem. It was exactly what Grulsik had hoped for - the undead were penned in and assailed from both sides. This was just the kind of fight that the night goblin tribes favoured, an unopposed chance to hack at a foe from the flank or rear. They wreaked incredible damage. Neferata’s host was losing far more undead than the handmaidens could reanimate, even if they were to concentrate solely on raising reinforcements for the army. However, all of them save Imentet were now locked in combat in the midst of the goblin ambush.


  Presiding over her forces, Neferata looked down from astride her necrotic mount. Her plans and her army were in ruin. In her rage she was shorn of her beautiful facade, her face contorted in anger and her eyes blazing red. The sheer indignity was the worst of it, for she was not some lackey or self-made commoner raised to prominence. She was royalty, the firstborn of her kind. Others, she thought, might readily wade into the front to lend aid to the fighting. She ought to be above such things; she was not Krell, or some lowly von Carstein. But, as her army was being dismantled before her eyes, it seemed there was left no other choice. With a hiss she urged her mount forward.


  At first, Neferata's entrance was just another drop in the maelstrom of conflict. However, the cold, indignant fury with which she went about the slaughter of any greenskin within arm’s reach was terrible to behold, and a grim sense of order began to return to the battle. Despite their many losses, the skeletons did not waver, uncaring as they were. The same could not be said of the goblins on the receiving end of Neferata's deadly wrath.


  Even as the title of battle shifted, an enormous chimera bulled its way out of a cave mouth at the northern end of Skull Chasm, crushing dozens of goblins beneath its tread. Drawn by the sound of battle, the beast emerged, its multiple heads darting out to savage nearby troops of both armies. Whether it possessed hidden intelligence beneath its bestial rage, or perhaps, as a creature of Chaos its eyes could perceive which of its prey radiated the most power, the chimera lunged into the battle, its blood-strewn path leading it straight towards Neferata.


  The night goblins parted before the rampaging monster, fighting one another in their haste to flee. As it carved a trail of devastation through the remaining foe, the chimera stopped only once, pausing to bat aside a pair of chained giant squigs. Such was the force of that blow that the globular creatures struck the cliff face with a wet splat, the remnants sliding down the rock wall. The great beast stalked Neferata, who was still concentrating upon carving her way through the goblins.


  With a clear route to Neferata at last, the chimera reared up on its hind legs and issued its tri-throated challenge before beginning a loping charge. Here was a foe that could not be enticed by subtle charms or a beguiling gaze, nor could it be flung aside like the greenskin scum that lay broken at her feet. Snarling, Neferata turned to meet the beast’s assault. Her mount reared up, claws raking the chimera, which it smashed into with bone-breaking fury. Although wounded by the dread abyssal's sharp talons, the chimera had borne down and broken its foe. Moving faster than any creature of the natural order ought to, Neferata fluidly sidestepped the ruin of her riding beast whilst simultaneously dodging one of the chimera’s darting heads. In return, her own blade flashed out to draw the blood of the monster. Thus began the duel that pitted the brute strength and ferocity of the enraged beast of Chaos against the quicksilver savagely of the Queen of Vampires.


  Despite the chimera towering over Neferata, the battle was evenly matched. The monster sought to land a decisive strike upon the fleet vampiress, but time and again she wove away from the snapping maws. For her part, Neferata stabbed repeatedly into its thick skin, but had thus far only caused a score of wounds that hardly gave the creature pause. Eventually, however, the odds shifted against the vampiress: nothing could evade the three powerful sets of jaws, raking claws and whipstrike tail with its own set of snapping fangs forever. Bleeding from a dozen flesh wounds, the chimera at last succeeded in landing a telling blow. After ducking a strike from a talon the size of a scythe blade, Neferata was unprepared as the leonine head lunged. Her quick twist avoided its bite, but one of its tusks skewered her.


  Neferata was pinned in place, the chimera’s foetid breath washing over her as its other heads moved in to tear the impaled vampiress to pieces. Before the chimera could rip her apart, however, a great cloud of bats converged upon them both in a fluttering, blinding mass. While the beast roared its anger and snapped out to bite holes in the waves of flittering attackers, Neferata pried herself off the tusk, attempting to crawl further away from the chimera's crushing feet.


  For a long moment, neither Neferata nor the chimera could see: the swarming bats descended in such numbers that the whole northern slope of Skull Chasm was enshrouded in a living, flapping pall. They could not know that the bats were but the vanguard of a new host marching into Skull Chasm.


  At the lore of this new undead army, marching to the top of the pass, was Krell, Lord of Undeath, another of Nagash’s Dark Lords of old. This distraction had served well, and while the chimera stomped, whirled and lunged at the screeching cloud around it, Krell advanced alone out of the battle line. Slowly, methodically, he strode forward until, bracing his feet at the base of the monster, he buried his black axe deep into the trunk of its body. His blow, a two-handed heft, split the creature’s chest wide open, ripping through its multiple hearts. Only after the lumbering chimera toppled over did the wight king pry his blade from its still-twitching corpse. And only then did he turn to move towards the fallen queen.


  Further down the ravine from where Krell’s host stood arrayed, there was utter mayhem. All sense of ordered battle had been lost during the ambush, and the ground was strewn with broken wargear, fallen undead and dead greenskins. Here and there, in scattered groups, skeleton regiments were still locked in combat with goblin mobs. A few fanatics still spun recklessly about, their rotations now slower and wobblier than earlier gyrations. Grulsik had rallied to the southernmost end of Skull Chasm and there the goblins were strongest, surrounding Imentet and her guard.


  With a motion, Krell signalled his second in command forward. Down the ravine rode the wight king known as Ulffik the Blackhanded, accompanied by howling dire wolves and his undead knights, the Death Riders. For good measure, the hunched ghoul packs of Druthor the Strigoi King loped after them. And then Krell advanced to where Neferata had fallen.


  With her servants scattered and her favoured handmaiden trapped far to the south of Skull Chasm, Neferata was vulnerable.


  Yet the Eternal Queen would never discover whether Arkhan the Black had ordered Krell into the Worlds Edge Mountains to aid her or to execute her.


  For at that moment, as the enormous chimera twitched in its final convulsions, the skies were shrouded in dark shadow and a howl issued forth on the winds of magic.


  In Sylvania, the ritual was complete. Once again, Nagash was reborn into the world of the living.


  The impact of Nagash’s return, and his ensuing ritual, tore apart the arcane spectrum; the energies that were released shook the whole continent, with many landslides tumbling down the Worlds Edge Mountains. However, the eldritch ramifications were more significant still, as a tidal wave of magical energy deluged the world, a wind of death that swept outwards from Sylvania; a keening mortis-wail that foretold of doom. In its wake was left a fell residue, one with dire consequences for the living.


  The chimeras tusk had gouged an enormous hole in Neferata's midriff - a wound exposing an open cavity from ribcage to hipbone. Undead though she was, the first of the vampires felt her unnatural vitality leaving her body and blackness closed in upon her. As the first surge of necromantic energies washed over her, all anguish was gone. In one instant Neferata went from being near the end of her millennia-long existence to watching herself heal completely, her undying body filling with a new intensity. As the unrestrained pulse of eldritch force passed across Skull Chasm, its arcane power saturated all it touched, and everywhere the dead rose. Whether fallen greenskin, one of Neferata's legion, or bones long crumbled upon the chasm’s floor, all shambled upwards once again, re invigorated by the dark forces so that the infernal vale was filled with seemingly endless ranks of the undead.


  Despite the arrival of more undead at the head of Skull Chasm, Grulsik still liked his chances. His mobs fully surrounded the blood-drinker atop her cushioned throne and had plenty of time to reform, even setting up their tunnel ambush anew. As for the trapped vampire, her face was a mix of wild fury and desperation, for Imentet saw no escape from the bristling wall of spears that was closing upon her. She had only her coven throne and a handful of skeletal guard left to her. But that was before the wind of death gusted through the valley, and the fallen rose. Although they had not been summoned by her, it was child’s play for Imentet, and all the vampire handmaidens, to bind the newly risen.


  Within the space of a few heartbeats, the tables had turned, and it was Grulsik who now stood surrounded.


  Krell’s legions, led by Ulffik the Blackhanded, were halted in their attempt to reach Imentet — there were simply too many undead obstructing their path. The greenskins, seizing upon the shuffling disorder of so many lurching undead, fled. They pushed, hacked and scrambled their way clear to sprint into the tunnels. Those too wounded, mushroom- addled or thick-skulled to flee were left to fend for themselves. Here and there, roaring trolls and spinning fanatics alike were pulled down by the swarming cadavers.


  Back on higher ground Neferata was shaking, partly due to the continuing shockwaves of necromantic power, but mostly through fear, as she felt the dominance of an almighty will press upon her. Neferata’s mind was laid bare before the great power of Nagash. In an instant, all her schemes, plans, ambitions and desires were unmasked. If there were to be judgement, it would come now.


  Krell too felt Nagash’s voice echoing in his mind, and he did not question nor hesitate. His master called and he would serve. His was a military mind, and Krell would need to organise the march for the combined armies, no matter their direction. As he stalked oil to form the recently risen into formations, Neferata gathered her handmaidens about her once more.


  It had been a close-run affair, but it had, at last, gone as Neferata had predicted. The Great Necromancer had returned, and nothing would ever be the same again. Even from afar Neferata could sense Nagash’s annoyance — feeling something of his frustrations over returning shy of full strength. There were many ways of restoring such power. As of old, the Great Necromancer could transmute warpstone, converting its energy to his own ends. However, Neferata guessed that Nagash would have neither time nor patience for such lengthy measures.


  Neferata knew all of the Mortarchs would be striving to gain Nagash’s favour - seeking to put themselves ahead of each other in their service to the Great Necromancer. She smiled, an expression that in no way increased her loveliness. She was a master at such games. Neferata alone knew how to unlock the secret passageways that led to the Lost Pass of the dwarfs; she alone knew the pathways that led down to the power source Nagash so desperately needed. For the time being, Krell would serve her. And, if she had her way, that time might never end.


  Neferata stood, her hands subconsciously running themselves over her mid rid, feeling where the tremendous wound had been.


  She looked upon the skeletons that had risen from the chasm floor and laughed. With unnatural vigour she sprang atop the hulking chimera carcass. ‘Hearken to me, my handmaidens,’ she called, her voice cold and clear across the battlefield.


  'A new era is begun,’ Neferata shouted, her words echoing off the chasm walls. The Great Nag ash walks amongst us once again, and look at the crop of bountiful death his coming has produced.’ she said, her lithe arms sweeping over the chasm filled with skeletal warriors.


  'Bind them, my handmaidens, bind them to your will. We shall join with Krell's army and march south together.’


  Neferata had no idea if Krell had any necromancers in his force or not, but she wanted the newly risen warriors to be under her control and not the wight lord’s.


  Closing her eyes, Neferata concentrated her thoughts upon the most favoured of her handmaidens. She had a connection with all of those who had shared her tainted blood, all who had been rewarded with her bloodkiss, but she had a special rapport with Imentet.


  Without speaking a word, Neferata’s mind flashed ‘Hear me, oh faithful one — from this moment on I want you to shadow Krell - tell me his every move. His hand has been stayed against us at least for now.’


  From far across the chasm Imentet looked Neferata’s way, her lips silent as she replied, 'Your will be done, my queen.’
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  So close, by Grungni's Beard, so close! Thorek Ironbrow could feel in his stony heart that an ancestral heirloom of great power was near to hand. After many centuries of forging runic items and searching for lost runes, he had developed a curious intuition as to their approximate whereabouts. Thorek was renowned for delving into the ruins of plundered dwarf holds and excavating rare and wondrous objects. Runes called to him, and now he could tell that something truly potent was near, for not even the master runes of power made his beard bristle the way it was doing now. Yet something also told Thorek that he was fast running out of time.


  By following the pointing runes on the carven lodestone he had found, Thorek Ironbrow had been able to discover secret paths in the Underway. He led his expedition, a great throng out of Karak Azul, through those unfamiliar spurs of that ancient underground highway. With each step, he felt a mounting sense of awe. He often travelled through branches of the Underway but had never seen a stretch in such fine condition. Typically, the best sections were dilapidated but serviceable, with vast tracts closed due to cave-ins or floods. Worse still, many of those tunnels had been turned into lairs by monsters or had been infested with the dwarfs’ age-old adversaries, the night goblins or the skaven.


  Whether by fortune or by the exceptional craft of their makers, these tunnels had remained undiscovered and uncompromised. The main arteries were vast, wide enough for three units to walk abreast, with vaulted ceilings so high they left enough room for a gyrocopter to fly and manoeuvre. A few places had suffered minor collapses, but considering the long ages of earthquakes and invasion that the dwarf realm had suffered in the many thousands of years since the Underways creation, this was nothing short of a marvel. In many places the glowgems still faintly lit the long halls.


  None but Thorek Ironbrow could have deciphered the subtle directions of the lodestone, nor detected the faded rune markings that allowed him to correctly choose which of the many branching paths their expedition should follow. It was there, deep underground, that Thorek first began to sense the growing disquiet in the world. He felt a trembling in the ground, greater than the rumblings of a giant's tread. Even the clan warriors felt the change in atmosphere, as if a fell wind a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature - swept through the underground. As a runelord, Thorek better understood the winds of magic, and although he could not put a name to his growing fear, it was with renewed speed that Thorek led the dwarfs, their eyes wide with wonder at the glories of their forefathers.


  There had been legends from the depths of their history, a secret section of the Underway hewn by Grungni himself — a hidden highway that wound far beneath the peaks of the Worlds Edge mountains and up to the Lost Pass. Its entrances were contrived by the master artificer to appear as solid walls, and their runes of opening were invisible save to those with a keen sense that could detect bound magic. Supposedly only Grungni's direct kin knew the secrets of entering that section of the under tunnels, but somewhere in the depths of time, that chain of knowledge had been broken. No clues of the hidden paths had been found until Thorek’s runic lodestone revealed the way.


  What hoarded treasures or relics from the Ancestor Gods might have been deposited behind those nigh undetectable stone doors? Was the Hammer and Forge of Grungni there, awaiting the master artisan’s return? Or had Thorek at last found the concealed location of the Dolmen of the Gods? All these questions and more raced through the runelord's mind while they followed the underground road.


  The lodestone led the dwarfs into a massive cavern - a natural fissure that opened up to a hall of vast proportions. At the far end of this opening, the Underway continued; however, the runic device had steered Thorek to the centre of one of the long walls. There, the army had been encamped for three days while Thorek Ironbrow set up his mighty anvil. He used its formidable powers to aid him in seeking the correct runes or rituals that might open the door he reckoned was there, but as of yet could not even see. Because he could not shake his feelings of trepidation, Thorek kept the expedition in battle formation — stationed on either end of the great cavern, facing outward to guard where the Underway entered the cavern.


  Each hour increased Thorek’s anxiety. Dwarfs were unrivalled in their ability to craft hidden entrances to their holds and mines. The work on this rock lace was superior to anything the aged runelord had ever seen. Given enough time, Thorek felt confident he could decipher the runes correctly and open what he was sure was a hidden gate into some valuable trove.


  But there was something else that troubled him. He had detected unfamiliar magic in addition to the master runes of his own people. This was not the bold, chiselled magic of dwarfs, but rather scrawlings layered over the top of the original devices. Although he had not much experience with that particular type of writing, Thorek swore that he was looking at pictographs as were used in the human kingdoms of Nehekhara - what was now the Land of the Dead.


  Sure that he was onto something of great import, Thorek ordered the expedition's lone gyrocopter to fly back to Karak Azul to deliver a message to King Kazador. Turning back to the task at hand, the runelord began the arduous task of breaking what he deemed to be foreign enchantments. With a mighty blow upon his anvil of doom that echoed around the cavern, the runelord cracked the spell. Shorn of the masking glamour, dwarf runes could now be seen etched across a vast set of gates. Thorek trembled to see that they' bore the master rune of Valaya. What he had not expected to see was that the main gate was flanked on the far sides of the cavern by the outline of two arched entrances set into the wall. These, Thorek felt sure, we’re entrances down into this hidden section of the Underway. There would be time enough to study' them after he had managed to open up the gates.


  Now, thought Thorek, his task would be easier, for the remaining runes were of dwarf ancestry. Although their function was not familiar to him, there hadn't been a rune yet that Thorek could not fathom. His gruff voice barking orders that sent his assistants and apprentices hurrying off to consult ancient tomes, the runelord began to run his fingers over the finely' chiselled front gate and marvelled at the craftsmanship. Soon it would be opened, and the secrets of that hidden chamber revealed.


  Just as he began to chant over the first runes, the carven symbols on both of the flanking doors glowed bright. Runes had obviously' been activated, and the dwarfs who were nearby' stepped back in awe. At first, the shape of a hidden door was revealed in the rock and then ancient pulley's and gears began to work. It had been thousands of years since they were last opened, but with a deep rumbling of rock sliding across rock, the stone portals slid open smoothly.


  Dwarf curses and the sound of heavy feet scattering away quickly followed. On either side of the still unopened gateways stood two broad tunnels running deep into the bowels of the mountain. At the mouth of each stood ghastly' and spectral figures, the sudden draft whipping up ancient grave dust and tattered cloaks alike.


  The armies of the dead had arrived.
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  The Battle Of Valaya's Gate
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  Since Neferata first felt the Silver Pinnacle, the undead army that accompanied her had grown vast. In addition to her own column came Kroll, marching at the fore of his Doomed Legion, with many fell regiments and undead creatures in tow. Some of these followers were too loathsome for Neferata to bear — honourless Strigoi and devolved creatures - however, given recent events, she reined in her contempt. Further swelling the numbers came the nameless host that had risen from the many layered dead of Skull Chasm, their ravaged figures animated by Nagash’s mighty spell and bound to service by Neferata’s handmaidens. Haste drove the combined force relentlessly southwards, for even at this distance Neferata and Krell could feel Nagash’s unease at his unexpected vulnerability.


  Several ages of the world had passed since Neferata last travelled this part of the Worlds Edge Mountains, but she was able to use blood scryings to aid her in finding the secret tunnel entrance she had marked so many years ago. It was Krell who directed the advance - treating every narrowing or turn as a potential ambush site. When they found and entered the hidden gate to the underground, Krell prepared the troops as if about to storm a castle breach, assembling the most fearsome creatures to the fore. The underground journey proved uneventful, until they stood before the last doors between them and their destination. Neferata described the great cavern that lay behind the doors and bristled at what she considered to be Krell’s unnecessary delays. The wight lord insisted upon coordinating an attack plan, bursting into the great chamber beyond from both of the passageways simultaneously.


  Vast panels of stone rumbled aside, the underground tunnels giving way to an unwelcome sight. There, spread out before them across the massive cavern, was an army of dwarfs. Although the bearded ones were formed up for battle, their regiments had been guarding against potential attack from further down the Underway. From their reaction, they did not know these doorways existed and they were obviously not expecting a foe to emerge from out of the long cavern wall on their flank. Yet, unlike the goblins that had recently fled upon the sudden appearance of an undead army, the dwarfs were resolute, their regiments forming a battle line to face their foes.


  Without hesitation, Krell ordered the undead forth, as aggressive in death as he had been in life. Krell had fought dwarfs many times and he knew that he must avoid his army getting bottled up at the entranceways. Against such a stout foe, his superior numbers might prove their only advantage. In the confines of a tunnel fight, the kind of battle that dwarfs favoured, the undead wouldn't stand a chance.


  As Krell commanded regiment after regiment to form up into the great cavern, Neferata was instead gazing at a different group of Foes. A cluster of dwarfs was caught between the emerging undead forces, attempting to open the very door she needed to enter. While Krell was more concerned with the army arrayed before him, she knew the dwarfs must not be allowed to open those enchanted gates. Although she only guessed at the nature of that rune-inscribed arch of stone and the hoarded treasures that lay within, she instinctively knew it held great power. If the dwarfs could unleash that power then their undead army, vast as it was, would be utterly swept away. Neferata stepped to the side of the entranceway with her handmaidens, allowing the troops behind to flow out as per Krell’s direction. Yet on her own, she ordered Imentet and her regimental guard to destroy the dwarfs working at the hidden gate.


  The dwarf throng closed, hoping to plug the tunnel entrances, but they were too slow. Krell's forces had rapidly formed beachheads, two thrusts that advanced out into the cavern to meet their oncoming foes.


  At the forefront of the right spearhead stood Krell, the black banner of his Doomed Legion flapping in the draught of the open tunnels. He had first fought against dwarfs in a different epoch, when he was a living Champion of Chaos. That was over four thousand years ago, and since then Krell had slain dwarf kings, wiped out entire clans and ransacked some of the greatest dwarfholds ever built. Indeed, he had been influential in the sacking of Karak Ungor, the first of the great dwarf holds to fall. Whether above ground or below, few had slain more dwarfs than he.


  For their part, the dwarfs could not help but mark the wight king in the battered red armour of a lord of Chaos. They saw him and knew who they laced, for grudges are passed down amongst dwarfs like treasured heirlooms. Seven times in his mortal life had Krell been charged in the Great Book of Grudges, the ultimate record of all grievances kept by the dwarfs at Karaz-a-Karak. These lines had been struck out, however, for those vengeance debts were settled when Krell was slain during his failed assault upon Karak Kadrin. Some thousand years after his death, Krell had returned; the fell-handed warrior was raised from his cold grave by the Great Necromancer, whom he had fought for ever since, earning him a further twelve more entries in the Dammaz Kron.


  The clash of battle lines was fierce indeed, for the dwarfs were fighting against a hated enemy that had dared to invade this legendary site of their forefathers. Dwarfs hacked down skeletal ranks and their superior armour ensured that few of their own f ell. Any other foe would have broken and fled from such relentless hewing but, unfeeling and uncaring, the skeletal soldiers continued, filling in the ranks unflinchingly as their comrades were hacked apart. Slowly, the undead formations were pressed backward towards the tunnels from which their reinforcements still streamed.


  Not everything was going the dwarfs' way, however. None could stand before Krell. While the skeleton warriors of the Doomed Legion fell like wheat before the scythe, the wight lord wielded his dread axe, its sable blades cleaving terrible ruin through the oncoming dwarfs. Krell slew Borrak Boldstone and his brother Bodrik, before cutting down the Boldstone Clans standard. Krell’s onslaught aside, a dozen undead were chopped apart for every dwarf pierced by a rusty speartip or slashed by ancient blade. Those dwarfs that did fall, however, did not rise.


  As soon as he had seen the undead legions, Thorek thought he understood the recent disturbance in the winds of magic. Arcane storms and daemons walking the world were bad enough. That these times might coincide with a surge in necromantic magic boded worse still, and Thorek wondered if perhaps a being long thought banished from the world of the living had returned? The powerful fell magic on the wind foretold of calamity heaped upon disaster. Surely a new Time of Woes was coming.


  Thorek had deciphered two of the three runes of opening when his work was interrupted. While most of their army had ignored his small band of assistants, several skeletal regiments were advancing towards them. In their midst was a coven throne, its unnatural glow lighting the cavern walls as it advanced. Bright red were the eves of the vampiress that sat upon it, her mouth chanting some infernal spell. Thorek hefted his rune hammer and struck a resounding blow upon the anvil of doom.


  After hours of fighting, the battle stood evenly matched.


  In the beginning, the dwarfs claimed every advantage, but as the battle wore on, the fire in their hearts was gradually smothered, ground out by the relentless, unstoppable undead. The initial fury of the dwarfs was now replaced with grim determination - a duty to stand by their kinsmen, to defend their ancient realm. The dwarfs were strongest on their right flank, led by Thane Kraggson and his Iron Guard — a regiment of ironbreakers; each dwarf clad in heavy and nigh impervious runic armour. They pushed the skeletal legions all the way back and into the tunnel of the Underway. There, in the narrower confines, the Iron Guard were truly in their element - able to form an impenetrable wall of shields and gromril armour that blocked the tunnel, a mightier barrier than any gate. Against such supreme tunnel fighters the undead could not pass, and were slain in droves.


  The left flank of the undead was forced backward, only Krell preventing them from being driven back into the tunnel from which they came. Despite his mighty axestrokes, even Krell could not have stood much longer had not reinforcements emerged from the nearest underway tunnel. Out of the Underway hunched a bat-winged monstrosity, and atop the beast perched Druthor, the Strigoi King of Grimbarrow. Behind their fell leader came howling varghulfs and packs of ghouls. With a crash, they hit the dwarf lines, stabilising Krell's front and helping the wight lord to push them back.


  In the centre, Thorek Ironbrow was in great peril. With only his assistants and one regiment, the Brotherhood of the Anvil, to support him, the runelord was cut off from the rest of the dwarf throng. Yet he remained by the gates, for Thorek hoped to activate the runes of opening. If he could only get inside and unleash whatever power lay within, he might annihilate the undead altogether. Such thoughts were soon driven from Thorek, as he and the Brotherhood were overwhelmed by the undead, too hard-pressed to ruminate on ancient runes. Again and again Thorek smote the anvil of doom, unleashing arcs of lightning to decimate the oncoming skeletons. The whole cavern echoed with powerful clanging and the sound had a profound effect upon the dwarfs, for it put steel into their hearts, reminding them of hearth and hold, filling them with the power and resolve of their ancestors. Despite the plentiful, flowing tides of death magic, Neferata and her coven of handmaidens struggled to answer the dwarf runesmith. They hissed in rage as their enchantments were countered, nearly every eldritch spell blocked so that the very air crackled with dissipating energies. Only in raising the dead were they successful, thanks in part to the entire coven chanting the foul litanies. Yet even in this, fully half of their attempts were thwarted, shattering against a powerful wall of resolve. On the battlefield some dead rose again, but others, only half-animated, lurched forward a few steps before they fell, twitching, back into nothingness. Thorek, mighty in the arts of nullifying the foul sorcery of the foe, realised that he was not alone in guarding the dwarfs against the arcane assault. The runes upon the hidden door glowed brightly - shining through the subterranean gloom.


  Neferata realised that their forces were losing, and that her coven’s magics were unlikely to turn the tide of battle. She knew she must find a way for her handmaidens to bring their necromantic powers to bear, but first they must find some way to weaken the cursed dwarf resistance. Gutting Thorek, who glowed with a nimbus of arcane power every time he struck that thrice-damned anvil, was probably the best place to start. It was time, she thought, for that disgusting creature to pay for his insolence.


  Neferata sent Imentet towards the runelord, but the most favoured of the coven had shied from combat herself - instead driving forward her skeletal guard into the dwarfs guarding the anvil. While this assault had prevented any further attempts to open the gate, the attack was proving too feeble to do the heavily armoured dwarfs much harm. Imentet herself attempted to magically boost her minions' efforts, but she too found her every spell shattered by the indomitable willpower of the old runelord and the potent protective shell that surrounded the rune of Valaya upon the gate. Meanwhile, from behind their shieldwall, the dwarfs sent bones flying with every axeblow. It was too much for Neferata - who, in a shrieking fury, ordered all her handmaidens forward. It seemed they would have to rip apart the dwarfs themselves.


  Her handmaidens, who had clustered near their mistress at the side of the tunnel entrance, obeyed. Forward went the Red Coven: Lycindia the Cruel spurred her winged nightmare and the Pallid Sisters drew forth their ice blades. Behind them came Neferata upon her dread abyssal, her eyes blazing. While the skeletons alone could not make headway into the dwarf lines, the coven of handmaidens was another matter. They moved too quickly for the eye to follow', a blur that ended in red streaks as their blades, claws and fangs tore into their foes. Even a shieldwall and nigh-impenetrable armour was for naught when clawed hands raked across open-faced helms or ripped out a throat. The Brotherhood of the Anvil was ended that day. Only Thorek, along with his apprentices and assistants remained, fighting for their lives as more dead were raised — their bodies jerking upright as they listed into the combat once more. Kraggi, the last of Thorek's assistants, fell, his head wrenched from his body.


  As the tide of bloodthirsty vampires reached out for him, Thorek struck a desperate blow upon the anvil. High he lifted Klad Brakak, his runic hammer, and it glowed like a beacon in that darkened cavern. The tremendous impact rang like thunder - a clout that shook the Underway and the very mountains above, staving off his imminent death. A great wreath of chained lightning momentarily illuminated the whole of the cavern. His hammerwork blasted back the foe, while behind him, new regiments arrived to take the place of his fallen guards and assistants.


  Never in all the runelord’s many years had he put so much strain upon that ancient anvil, and never had it glowed white hot, nor burst forth such a wave of power, blasting all foes backward or obliterating them outright.


  Elsewhere, Thane Kraggson and his Iron Guard had so effectively blocked up the rightmost passage that the wise old tunnel lighter had sent his remaining formations back into the main cavern to Thorek’s aid. The greataxe-wielding Longplaits and the expedition’s only slayers reached Thorek’s side. There, they formed a new battle line before the embattled runelord, giving Thorek his first moments reprieve. His armour rent, and bleeding from a score of wounds, Thorek sang the runic hymn - a deep-throated solemn chant that set the anvil of doom and the great gate of Valaya glowing. At last, he had activated the runes and the gate’s doors swung inward.


  With a mindless resolve, the skeletons continued their advance, stepping over the blackened stone where their lightning-blasted comrades still smouldered. Half of Neferata’s handmaidens, smoke rising from their alabaster skin where it was burnt from the anvil's bolts, rose up again. Sensing it was her last chance to stop the dwarfs from gaining access to the treasure troves beyond, Neferata ordered a final assault.


  Thorek Ironbrow was suffused with ancestral power the like of which he had never felt before. He deemed his hammer blow could smash mountaintops. Something inside the hidden chamber was calling him - pleading for him to hurry. And then, in that moment, the craggy old runelord at last knew.


  The calm, smoothing voice of Valaya spoke to Thorek, not in words, but as a deep understanding. Thought-whispers came to him of ancient knowledge, of master runes long forgotten, of secrets at last revealed. He realised now what relic must lie in the hidden vault beyond. He could feel that an Ancestor God, the great mother of his people, was near to hand. In that moment he chanted the last of the rune song, and with a crack, the gates that held the Lost Archway of Valaya opened.


  The dwarfs of Thorek’s expedition were growing desperate. Since Druthor, the Strigoi King of Grimbarrow, had emerged out of the tunnel, he and his terrorgheist had wrought havoc. The dwarf artillery set up on the far edge of the cavern had ardently tried to put a cannonball through the hulking undead beast. Despite firing and reloading their war machines with great skill and fervour, they only succeeded in filling the cavern with black powder smoke and putting several holes through the monster’s leathery wings. Their last shot caught the beast’s attention, and with a few bounding leaps it crossed the great hallway. Opening its fanged jaws, the terrorgheist unleashed an otherworldly screech that sent the cannon crew to their knees, blood trickling from their ears. Massive, skeletal claws swept across the cannons, sending broken wheels, body parts and an unseated barrel tumbling across the stone floor. While his ghastly mount spread its wings wide, Druthor let loose a chilling shriek of victory.


  The remaining dwarfs were pushed steadily back, their line wheeling to stand firm around Thorek outside the now-opened gates. The reprieve brought about by his massive strike upon the anvil of doom was just enough for the runelord to open the portal. Now, skeletal legions as well as Neferata and her infuriated coven of vampires once again beset them. Alone in the northernmost tunnel, Thane Kraggson and his Iron Guard still held. Krell did not expect to break through the Iron Guard, and merely left enough minions attacking in the tunnel to keep that formidable regiment pinned in place. Meanwhile, the rest of his entire force now stood arrayed in the cavern. Krell raised his Black Axe, and closed in for the kill.


  And then, not one, but two new armies joined the fray.


  From out of the empty tunnel on the dwarfs’ left flank came the booming blasts of a horn. No ordinary sound was this: it was the Thunderhorn of King Kazador, which every bearded warrior of Karak Azul knew and loved. Again and again came those mighty notes, and the dwarfs' hearts filled with the renewed joy of battle.


  Out came King Kazador, clad for battle and flanked by his royal guard of hammerers. The old king had received Thorek’s message — that the runelord had found a powerful artefact and needed reinforcements.


  In haste King Kazador had marched, selecting a dozen handpicked regiments to accompany him through the lost underground passageways. He had not expected to find Thorek beset by the undead, but King Kazador did not halt. Indeed, he sounded his fabled warhorn not like an aged king worn by tragedy, but like a warrior lord in his prime. Droning over the heads of their comrades, out flew a squadron of gyrocopters, the pilots eager to get their flying machines into the great cavern, where the high ceiling gave them room to manoeuvre. Regiment after regiment of grim-faced dwarfs advanced from out of the tunnels behind them.


  So battle was rejoined, more fiercely than ever. Even with the arrival of King Kazador and the throng from Karak Azul, the dwarfs were outnumbered. Yet they were more skilled in battle and, since Thorek had opened that vast gate to the hidden chamber, they fought with renewed purpose. Indeed, Valaya’s blessing was upon them, and no fell magics could harm them.


  The second army came unannounced.


  Grulsik, warlord of the Moonclaw tribe, had sulked after the disaster of Skull Chasm. His chance of greatness had fled alongside the tribes he had briefly united. After fleeing deep into the caves, once again, the goblins rallied. Grulsik found more of his kind had survived than he thought. Fully half of his previous gathering was gone - dead or scattered. The core of his own tribe still remained, however, as did remnants of other tribes and many of the trolls. They were not a despondent, beaten rabble but a large assembly of greenskins anxious for loot, and still spoiling for a fight - albeit one weighed in their favour.


  The trail of the undead had been easy for the wolf riders to pick up, and sure enough, Grak's Dogboyz soon picked up a scent. Grulsik reasoned that he could profit most by skulking behind the undead force, probably by picking through the wreckage of whatever they had destroyed. The dead, he reckoned, had no interest in loot.


  When the undead trail led underground via a door in the cliffside that had clearly been disguised, the promise of wealth grew.


  Grulsik was a night goblin, and like all his kind, recognised dwarfwork. He and most of his army had walked through dwarf-built mines and undertunnels before, but they had always shown signs of long neglect. These examples were unspoilt, and Grulsik did not doubt that such hidden underground paths would lead to treasures such as the stunties were known to hoard.


  Once they heard the sounds of an underground clash, the greenskins advanced cautiously. It was Grulsik’s intention to avoid lighting, descending upon the battlefield afterwards to loot.


  That had been the plan. However, when they approached the twin tunnels leading towards where the battle surely was, Grulsik lost all control. The Moonclaw squig herds - the Tool Mob, Red Unz, and the Krimson Killaz caught the scent of dwarf blood and bounded forth. While the enraged creatures hurtled down the passageway there was a brief moment where Grulsik considered following his instinct and pulling back, lurking until a true advantage presented itself. But the position of warlord had gone to his head. With foolish pride, Grulsik ignored his tendencies for self-preservation and attempted to save face by ordering his already advancing mobs to charge. After a few bellows, he personally joined the scrum and attempted to push into the cavern.


  In the northernmost tunnel, the Iron Guard had long stood firm against the skeleton assault. .Judging by the commotion further down the tunnel, Thane Kraggson knew something more ominous was approaching.


  He was not prepared for the tide of squigs that burst through the remaining undead, and their savage onslaught buckled the shieldwall.


  Such was the resolve of the Iron Guard they might have held firm, had Grulsik not arrived shortly after. The night goblin warlord’s own mob, the Madmoonz, piled into the fight, stabbing spears into anything that either had a beard or wasn't green. They too were expert tunnel fighters, accustomed to battling in confined spaces underground. Members in the mobs’ back ranks pressed forward to cast entangling nets, and thus was Thane Kraggson bound and stabbed a hundred times, the final blow delivered through the eyepiece of his helm by Grulsik himself.


  So the greenskins burst into the cavern, largely through the northernmost entrance, but some mobs entering via the south. What they saw when they arrived in that vast underground hall was pure pandemonium, for battle raged everywhere. Skeletal legions battled hammer-wielding dwarfs clad in gleaming gromril plate, arcs of lightning blasted out from the anvil of doom and gyrocopters hovered overhead, unleashing hissing blasts of steam and clattering lead shot.


  Into this maelstrom of combat plunged the greenskins. Cackling fanatics whirled through the tight press of bodies, breaking apart skeletons as often as they crumpled dwarf armour. Trolls, their small brains unable to absorb the complexity of the swirling battle, dropped their crude clubs and instead resorted to feasting on the plentiful casualties. Throughout the whole of the cavern, nowhere was safe — for as one foe was laid low, another came creeping up from behind. Night goblins sprang out from the shadows, and skeletons pulled themselves upright, rising to attack yet again.


  In the centre, Neferata and her handmaidens pressed upon the dwarfs that stood before Thorek Ironbrow. While Imentet felled the last of the Longplaits, Neferata herself dispatched the remaining orange-crested slayers. Thorek, seeing his doom close in upon him, struck a mighty two-handed blow upon the white-hot anvil, and the potent magics contained therein thundered forth once more. Arcs of arcane power tore clean through Imentet, smashing apart her coven throne like so much kindling, and leaving the vampiress suspended in an orb of living lightning. She hung, wracked by streaks of lightning that scorched her undead body so that not even dust was left to fall.


  Neferata’s shrill cry of rage was horrifying to hear.


  Such was the force of Thorek Ironbrow’s hammer blow upon the anvil of doom that the ground began to splinter. Cracks tore outwards from the anvil, spreading across the cavern floor, widening into deep fissures. The runic anvil, heirloom of the revered past, was splitting too. His thick eyebrows furrowing in concern, Thorek dropped his hammer and ran his hands over the relic, more precious than gold or even sons. As he feared, an irreparable split was spreading through the solid metal. The next striking of the anvil would be its last. An anguished moan escaped the runelord. There was no craft in the world that could fix such a fault. In his momentary despair, Thorek did not see the rapid approach of Neferata.


  At the last moment, Thorek heard the hissing rage that was the charging vampiress, but too late. Even as he reached for his hammer, he was pierced by the Dagger of Jet, lifted high into the air and hurled into one of the crevasses his own magics had created. Terrible in her fury, Neferata then led her remaining handmaidens to sweep away the night goblins that were even then emerging from the northernmost tunnel.


  Elsewhere in the cavern, the newly arrived throng from Karak Azul had quickly dispatched the undead before them when something foul rose to answer the challenge of King Kazador's horn blasts. Druthor, the Strigoi King, sought to snuff out the dwarfs' burgeoning hope. The twisted vampire stabbed his dewclaws into the rotted flanks of his terrorgheist, urging the beast upwards. With a few flaps of its great bat-like wings, it soared into the cavern's heights before Druthor steered the creature into a hurtling descent towards the dwarf king and his banner.


  King Kazador saw the oncoming monstrosity and was not afraid. He sounded his horn one last time before hefting up the great Hammer of Karak Azul. Forged from the finest gromril, this weapon had been borne by his royal predecessors since the time of Grungni. Its runes glowed in the darksome underground, for it was made for battles such as this. Standing proudly beside the king was his nephew Kazril, a beardling thane who carried the banner of Karak Azul. Around these two were the Blackhammers, burly dwarfs who formed the king's bodyguard.


  Its blackness like some nightmarish thundercloud, the terrorgheist swooped low, shrieking as it came. King Kazador swung a windmill hammerblow, timing its hefty delivery perfectly so that it landed full force upon the screeching maw of the attacking undead creature. Broken fangs and fragments of skull were battered a great distance, and with that single blow the vast terrorgheist crumpled, the fell power animating its long dead carcass shattered. From out of the ruin of bone and bent wings stepped Druthor, his claws fully extended. Before the ancient horror could unleash his feral savagery, he was beaten down and broken by the Blackhammers. Druthor had intended to quell the hope of the dwarfs, but his spectacular destruction accomplished the very opposite: the cavern rang to the hearty cheers and rude oaths of the dwarfs.


  The ghoul packs that followed in Druthor’s wake were the next victims of King Kazador’s Blackhammers. Indeed, the fire of battle was upon the dwarfs, and they might have battered their way through the entire undead army if not for the night goblins. While neither the filth-encrusted ghoul claws nor the rusty blades of the skeletons could penetrate the well-armoured kingsguard, the pair of ball and chain wielding fanatics that whirled through their midst crushed gromril plate as easily as bones.


  Before the Blackhammers could recover, they were attacked from behind as two mobs of night goblins collided into each other in their haste to murder dwarfs. Enraged by the backstabbing and the mere sight of greenskins, the Blackhammers turned to demolish their foes. As the dwarfs vented their ancestral hatred, they were unaware that Krell had redirected the full might of his skeletal legions, surrounding the rear of the dwarfs with his own Doomed Legion.


  Surrounded and vastly outnumbered, the Blackhammers fought like the heroes of old, their finely crafted warhammers bludgeoning multiple foes with every heaving swing. Around their king they gathered, the banner of Karak Azul shining proudly and glowing in the dim light of the cavern. For every one dwarf of the regiment that was pulled down, a dozen of the foe fell. Those night goblins whose bodies were not broken by the hammers turned and fled, not daring to stand before the dwarfs’ fury. Once more the Thunderhorn of Karak Azul sounded, but its deep-voiced blasts summoned no aid to King Kazador, only more of the undead.


  The full weight of the undead now engulfed the dwarf throng, and King Kazador’s Blackhammers bore the brunt of the onslaught. Again and again the grim dwarfs pounded the waves of skeletal warriors, sweeping away ranks at a time until even those sturdy dwarfs felt their arms grow weary, and their warhammers growing heavier with each swing. They fought like true sons of Grungni, and would have weathered that storm of swords and spears had it not been for Krell.


  With his legions quickly being pulverized, Krell had no choice but to join the fray. So the Doomed Legion pressed forward, stepping over the piled and broken bones of their predecessors. In a trice, King Kazador himself smashed down the Doomed Legion banner, snapping the standard and its bearer with the same powerful hammerstrike. Although the aged king was flagging, when he saw the red armour of Krell ahead of him, he battered a path through in order to face the towering wight lord. Those implacable enemies traded blows, with each warrior landing strikes that would fell a thick tree. Neither would give ground, but instead each put forth all of their energies into a single titanic blow. The Hammer of Karak Azul pounded Krell’s armour, dropping the wight lord to his knees, but Krell’s last blow fell true. His axe, dark power writhing along its blades, severed not just King Kazador's long beard, but hewed off his head as well.


  It is likely that all the remaining dwarfs would have been slaughtered save for Thorek Ironbrow. Battered, bleeding, though he was, the old runelord was as tough as the roots of the mountain. Although his body was broken. Thorek had caught himself on the edge of the crevasse. He had crawled across the stone floor, his lifeblood leaving a trail behind him, until at last he reached his beloved anvil. One last time he raised his hammer, Klad Brakak, and with his unbroken arm he smote the anvil.


  With a crack like the splitting of the heavens themselves, the deed was done, and the anvil of doom was split. Arcs of power, bolts of pure vengeance and a seismic blast of concussive force exploded outwards all at once. And so ended the Battle of Valaya’s Gate.


  Neferata pulled herself out of the rubble in time to see the last few remaining dwarfs fighting a rear-guard action as they carried their slain king into the Underway. ‘Stubborn fools, mulish imps!’ she shrieked before regaining control of her anger.


  Brushing dust off her ruined dress she knew the fault was her own - she should have ripped off Thorek’s head. Somehow, despite gutting him, that damned runelord had dragged himself back to his cursed anvil and tried to bring the whole cavern down. .Just like a dwarf, she thought — spiteful to his dying breath. Anger still twisted her insides.


  Neferata surveyed the damage that spread out from the blackened crater where the anvil once stood. The undead army was shattered, but no matter - it could be raised again. Krell, she noticed with no satisfaction, had survived.


  As Krell rose from the debris she noted his movements were slowed. Whatever had hit the wight lord must have been potent. How could she use this weakness to her own advantage?


  It would have been easier had the wight lord been destroyed, she thought. Then the credit for securing the power for Nagash would be hers and hers alone. There was still time, she mused.
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  Far to the north of Sylvania, the Empire was besieged. To the barbarians of the wastes, this was a time of destiny, the promised hour in which the civilised realms of men would fall before the axes of the North. The End Times were nigh, and glory would go to those with the strength to claim it.


  In the preceding weeks, Kislev had been obliterated, its lancers and landsmen swept aside. Of the once-great nation’s cities, only Erengrad remained, and that endured chiefly thanks to Valmir von Raukov, Elector Count of Ostland, who had marched an army north to its defence at the first sign of trouble. All along the border there were rumours that the Ice Queen Katarin yet lived, and, at the head of an army of vengeful survivors, fought on to free her ancestral lands. Alas, it seemed that these were rumours only. To all intents and purposes, Kislev as a nation was gone; the only survivors were those whose pulks had fled south to the Empire.


  As the northmen swept further south, they found the Empire prepared for their coming; not with armies of halberd, handgun and cannon, but with a wall the likes of which had never been seen before. This was the Auric Bastion, a fortress of stone and faith raised by the hand of Balthasar Gelt, the Supreme Patriarch of the Colleges of Magic.


  Even as the first Norscan tribes had marched on Kislev, Gelt had set about crafting this miracle. He had drawn partly from his experiences creating the wall of faith around Sylvania, and partly upon knowledge from a source he would not disclose, even to his closest assistants.


  This closed-mouthedness was looked upon unkindly by many of Gelt’s rivals, who suggested that the wizard had strayed from the paths laid down at the founding of the college, but none could argue with the results.


  The bedrock of the Empire had provided the stone. The wizards of the Light College had raised the border hills high and reshaped them to forge an unyielding wall whose ramparts were lost within the clouds. Faith provided the mortar. Priests of Sigmar had laboured alongside their wizardly rivals, focusing the prayers of a desperate nation into a strength that bound the bulwark together. Such a union should have been impossible, for the powers of faith and magic seldom aligned seamlessly. However, the alchemists of the Cold College had worked their own magic into the mix, changing the nature of mortar and stone just enough to seal them tight.


  Thus was the Auric Bastion created. It was the perfect barricade against the barbarians of the North. It required no garrison, for neither claw nor grapple could find purchase on its sheer slopes. It needed neither engineers nor labourers to repair it, for the living rock swiftly healed any inflicted harms. Men could not climb or destroy the Auric Bastion and, thanks to the blessings laid into its very substance, daemons could not even approach. It was a miracle during days of desperate need, and mean was the heart that did not rejoice. Indeed, upon the wall’s completion, mere days before the first warbands reached the border, almost all had forgotten their suspicions concerning Gelt’s sudden knowledge. It helped, of course, that Thyrus Gormann - ever Gelt’s chief rival - had vanished in mysterious circumstances. Some already proclaimed the Auric Bastion as Gelt’s legacy. Even his fellow Heads of College insisted that no future deed could eclipse it in scope or scale. In this, in time, they would be proved wrong, but none could have foreseen the days to come, or the part Balthasar Gelt had yet to play in them.


  As mighty as the Auric Bastion was, it required a constant stream of magic to maintain it. A great chain of ritual circles ran from Erengrad in the north to Rackspire in the Worlds Edge Mountains. Within these circles, wizards and priests laboured, the air sizzling with stray magic as they channelled faith and magic into the wall. Such was exhausting work and, too often, ritualists collapsed under the strain, or perished as their minds gave way beneath the forces they sought to channel. Replacements for the fallen were swiftly found, but each interruption in the ritual created a momentary weakness in the wall, a vulnerability that the barbarians of the North were all too swift to seize upon. Even a momentary lapse could allow an incursion across the border, and there were many such lapses to exploit. Each day, dozens of warbands and armies slipped south through brief breaches.


  Here then, was the work for fighting men, who had come from all four corners of the Empire in its time of need. The Elector Counts had been as generous with their forces as they could, but the beastmen rampaging across the ten states had made a full mobilisation impossible. Even so, the land behind the Auric Bastion was a riot of heraldic colour, with the white wolf of Middenland raised alongside the deadman of Stirland, the sun of Aver land, the maiden of Talabheim and many others.


  The Elector Counts of the besieged lands led the defence, as they had done many times before. The eastern span was commanded by Wolfram Hertwig of Ostermark, a fussy man renowned for his methodical approach to warfare. The western defences were held by Valmir von Raukov, Elector of Ostland. Together with Syrgei Tannarov, the boyar in command of Erengrad’s defences, Raukov held the tiny corner of Kislev that remained, and thus spared the war-torn provinces of Ostland from fresh horror. Defence of the Auric Bastion’s central stretch fell to Aldebrand Ludenhof, Elector Count of Hochland. Unlike Hertwig and von Raukov, he seldom took a direct role in the fighting, preferring instead to see the patterns of war unfold from afar. It would have been all too easy to consider Ludenhof a coward, were it not for the almost supernatural skill with which he manoeuvred his forces. The Hochlanders knew all this, of course, and regaled soldiers of other states with tales of how their lord was the seventh son of a seventh son, blessed by Taal and Myrmidia with foresight and wisdom. It was all untrue, of course. Ludenhof was simply a man who was clever enough to see a pattern where all others saw anarchy, and who was bold enough to act upon what he perceived.


  As the weeks and months ground on, thousands of northlanders and Imperials perished. Soon, it became apparent that the situation was, at best, a stalemate. Scouts mounted on swift pegasi soared daily above the Auric Bastion, and those who returned - for many did not — reported that the horde never shrank nor lost heart, no matter how many of its warriors were slain in those moments when the magic failed.


  Even when the artillerymen of Nuln at last arrived, and directed barrages of rocket and mortar fire across the wall, their gunnery did nothing to diminish the horde. Worse, no sooner had the first batteries opened fire, than the Chaos horde responded in kind with a barrage from the hellcannons brought forward amongst their ranks. Both sides were firing blind, but such was the concentration of forces on either side of the Auric Bastion that it was an unlucky shot that missed entirely. Fur-clad marauders were tom apart by rocket and shell. Bivouacking militiamen were set alight by daemonfire, the lucky ones perishing from the flames, the survivors hacked apart by comrades aghast at the mutations the fires provoked. To the south, men of the Empire kissed hammer pendants or prayed to Ulric for courage. On the other side of the wall, chieftains and shamans proclaimed the deadlock to be a test of worthiness, and thus instilled greater savagely in those tribesmen fortunate enough to exploit one of the intermittent breaches.


  It was but a month to Geheimnisnacht when it became clear that artillery fire was not the only thing that might pass over the Auric Bastion. The wind had shifted north, and with it had come a new stench. The air along the border had been sour for many months, heavy as it was with the myriad flavours of foulness that accompanied two vast encamped armies, but this was something different. It was both rancid and sweet at the same time, abhorrent and intoxicating in equal measure; and wherever the wind carried it, plague followed. Overnight, the central span of the Auric Bastion became a charnel house of the dead and dying, as men weakened by thin rations and constant battle fell victim to contagion. Hundreds perished, choking on their own pus-laden vomit, or suffocated as their lungs filled with dead, black blood. The plague knew no favourites, and beset northlanders as readily as it did men of the Empire, but where the former embraced the sickness as a sign of Nurgle's favour and endured through the dark gods’ largesse, the latter saw it as an omen of doom.


  At Ludenhof’s command, priests and Sisters of Shallya did what they could to bring the contagion under control, but their goddess was but a shadow of the dark power who had loosed their plague. Remedies were sought and prayers made, but nothing could slow the sickness. Perhaps a quarter of those infected survived the rampant disease, but most of those bore madness or amputation as a reminder of how close they had come to meeting Morr, and few were fit to fight any longer. Only isolation seemed a barrier to the plague; isolation and vigilance for the first signs of infection. The dead were burnt on sanctified pyres, and the infected living separated from their fellows by palisades of sharpened stakes and the threat of loaded guns.


  Horrific as it was, the plague’s onset provoked some of the greatest acts of heroism yet seen in that war. One of these concerned the Swords of Ulric, a warrior-band from unassailable Middenheim. Despite being infected early on, the Swords of Ulric held the breach at Kraghof without support for the better part of a day. When reinforcements finally arrived, they found the Auric Bastion whole once more, and the Swords' plague- ridden corpses clustered around their fallen banner. Even on the brink of death, the Middenheimers had fought on.


  As Geheimnisnacht drew nigh and the contagion gave no sign of abating, Ludenhof - who had lost two of his sons to the plague - settled upon drastic measures. Overruling all counsel, he ordered that the dead and the afflicted alike be taken to the pyres; piety and medicine had done nothing to halt the plague, he reasoned, so flame would have to serve. Few went willingly to the fire, and many skirmishes broke out as the count’s greatswords sought to enact his will. In the end, thousands of dying souls met their end amongst the flames in the hope that it would spare their comrades. Ludenhof hardened his heart, knowing that it was necessary, yet still damning himself for a butcher. Deep within the Realm of Chaos, Nurgle bellowed with anger as his newest creation perished alongside those it had beset.


  As the funeral pyres flickered and died, Ludenhof rode north to Castle von Rauken. There, he sought audience with the Emperor Karl Franz, who had recently taken command of the defences. Upon admission to the Emperor’s war council Ludenhof fell to his knees and confessed the slaughter he had been forced to inflict. Ludenhof had expected — and perhaps needed — to face censure for his acts, but he received none. Instead, the Emperor raised the count to his feet and commended him for his actions. At times such as these, he counselled, dark deeds were sometimes necessary to keep a deeper darkness at bay. It was a lesson delivered not only to Ludenhof, but to all present in the war council, though perhaps none dwelt upon the words so deeply as did Balthasar Gelt. Thus did Ludenhof return to his command, absolved of guilt but haunted by his deeds. It was of some consolation to him that the plague had abated, but he slept fitfully for the rest of his life, convinced that the ghosts of those he had murdered would claim his soul if they could.


  Geheimnisnacht at last arrived, Morrslieb and Mannslieb looming ominously low in the skies. With that night came the usual host of terrors, though it said much for those dire times that the loosing of ghosts and daemons upon the land seemed almost unremarkable. As midnight approached, however, it became clear that this was a Geheimnisnacht unlike any that had come before. All along the Auric Bastion, priests, wizards and shamans felt the world shudder as Nagash strove to bend Shyish, the Wind of Death, to his will. As midnight struck, a pulse of lurid energy swept across the border. Priests of Morr fell into madness, wizards of the Amethyst College wailed as their mortal bodies collapsed into dust, northlander shamans and sorcerers felt their power swell, then perished as the magic receded again, taking their souls alongside. And all along the Auric Bastion, the dead rose.


  No greater purpose directed the skeletons and zombies that clawed their way to the surface. Though none yet knew it, Nagash had tried and failed to harness death magic to his will, and the newly risen had naught to guide them but the most fleeting of instincts. If the living were nearby, the undead swarmed against them. Otherwise, they milled around, bereft of direction. All about the Auric Bastion, northlanders and Imperials alike battled against resurrected allies and foes. Here and there, fighting even broke out amongst the undead, as some recognised in death the foes they had known in file. Some of the dead were drawn to Gelt’s ritual circles, and fighting erupted as the circle guardians strove to keep the ritualists safe. Yet nowhere were the dead thicker than where Ludenhof’s pyres had blazed: entire legions of flame-gnarled bone sprang to life from those ashes. The Hochlanders were sorely beset that night, and Ludenhof’s forces were spared from rout only by the timely intervention of the Knights of the Blazing Sun, who had ridden hard from Castle von Rauken to join his command.


  Three days after Geheimnisnacht, the Emperor Karl Franz summoned Gelt to his presence, and demanded to know if Sylvania was still caged. He would have sought the wizard sooner, but Castle von Rauken’s tale was a bloody one, and it had taken those three days to break the siege of rotted flesh that had encompassed its walls. Upon arrival, the Supreme Patriarch gave every assurance, but the truth was that the cage around Sylvania had failed, and Gelt did not know. Gelt doubtless thought his ignorance hidden beneath a cloak of cautious language, but Karl Franz was not convinced; he had many times treated with elves, and thus learned how to read the spaces in between words.


  Ultimately, Gelt was spared indignity only by the arrival of dire news. .Just as the Emperor was about to press his Supreme Patriarch on the Sylvanian matter, a herald burst into the chamber with tidings that would not wait. One of the ritual circles - based at the Ostermark village of Alderfen had been silenced, and its section of the Auric Bastion had collapsed. Even now, or so the herald said, the northlander horde was spilling through the breach. At once, Sylvania was forgotten. As Karl Franz sought the Reiksmarshal, Gelt made his way to the stables and flew south atop his faithful Pegasus. The Auric Bastion was his finest work, his legacy. He would not let it fall!


  With a bow, the herald opened the door to the Emperor's private quarters, and Balthasar Gelt passed within. It was a room of magnificent opulence, the wizard noted, though he doubted the occupant had eyes for any of it.


  The Emperor paced back and forth across the centre of the room, the rhythmic thud of his footfalls broken only by the quiet swish of fabric as he spun upon his heels to retrace his steps.


  ‘This is a time of dark whispers,' Karl Franz began without preamble as the wizard approached, ‘but one rumour is repeated so often and so loudly that I have little choice but to ask you about it directly.' The Emperor stopped his pacing and fixed Gelt with a piercing stare. ‘Does the cage around Sylvania yet hold?'


  The question took Gelt by surprise. His mind had been fixed entirely on the challenges in the north, the fate of the vampire-haunted land banished to the past, where the wizard had thought it belonged.


  ‘I never described my works thus, majesty,’ Gelt objected, as evenly as he could. ‘In fact, I would remind his majesty that the wall of faith was only ever intended as a transient measure, and indeed a desperate one forced upon us all after Volkmar's precipitate action. If he’d warned me of his intention to breach Sylvania, perhaps...’


  Karl Franz waved his hand to silence the wizard, and the significance of the gesture did not escape Gelt. Just how dark were the days when even the great statesman of Reikland was losing his composure?


  Please, Patriarch,’ said the Emperor. ‘You cover ground well-trodden. I would also remind you that, by his death, Volkmar paid for whatever errors of judgement he might have made. It does not please me to hear his name dishonoured in my presence.’


  Thus were the dead absolved of blame, whilst the living were chivvied for every lapse, thought Gelt, glad that a golden mask hid his bitterness.


  'Besides,’ the Emperor continued, ‘I did not request your presence to debate old decisions, I seek merely a straight answer to my question. Is Sylvania still caged?’


  Gelt stood silent for a long moment, considering his options. In truth, he did not know whether or not the wall of faith still endured, but should he admit it? To do so in full council would have been a confession of weakness, but a private audience was far less damaging.


  Gelt nearly confessed his ignorance in that moment. Then he recalled how Gregor Martak, head of the Amber Order, and long-time friend to the Emperor, had begun to cast an envious eye upon the archwizard's rod of office. The Emperor did not decide the office of Supreme Patriarch, only the traditional duel between challenger and incumbent could do that. On the other hand. Gelt considered, no Patriarch had lasted long without the Emperor’s support. No, Gelt decided. Better not to risk weakness. Besides, the wizard thought, the vampires were but a step above hedge wizards, reciting through cant the works of older and wiser beings. Who amongst them possessed the wit to unmake so elegant an enchantment?


  ‘I have no reason to believe otherwise,’ Gelt said at last, careful even now not to lie; he knew from experience that Karl Franz had a sensitive ear for such things. Unfortunately, Gelt saw at once from the Emperor's querulous expression that he was discerning enough to recognise the half-truth for what it was. It was therefore of no small relief to the wizard when the herald re-entered the room a moment later.


  At least it was, until he heard the tidings that had occasioned the interruption.
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  Gelt's Pegasus was a loyal beast who had served his master well for more than a decade.


  His name was Quicksilver, and on that day the winged steed proved his worthiness for such a name. At Gelt’s command, the Pegasus headed southeast like a spear cast from the hand of Myrmidia herself, carrying his master across the many leagues to Alderfen. As they travelled, Gelt saw first-hand the prevalence of the undead, and knew, despite his protestations, that the fiends of Sylvania were free to act once more. This horrified the wizard, both for the loss of life and for the damage to his reputation, but as soon as Quicksilver bore him within sight of Alderfen, more important matters seized his attention.


  Even from several leagues' distance, Gelt could see the breach in the Auric Bastion, a great wound that split the wall from its roots to its ramparts. Through it spilled all manner of plague-infested northmen, who hurled themselves towards a worryingly thin Empire line. The skies above the breach were black with beating wings as furies circled and squawled, impatient for carrion but unwilling to risk themselves against a healthy foe. The air was full of the boom of drums, the raucous clamour of horns and the chanting of forbidden prayers.


  With a twitch of his reins, Gelt guided Quicksilver lower, to the hilltops where the banner of Wolfram Hertwig defiantly flew.


  About the banner were gathered a motley array of Imperial troops. There were Middenlanders and Wissenlanders, soldiers from Talabheim and gunners from Nuln. Precious few banners of Ostermark were visible upon the hills, and Gelt’s keen eye quickly perceived the reason. A tidemark of yellow and purple, scarcely a half mile back from the wall and barely visible through the banners and shields of the advancing horde, showed where the Ostermarkers had made their stand; made it, and been punished for their bravery'.


  Now the thunder of cannons and mortars sounded, the rippling coughs of handgun fire filling the gaps in between. Gelt saw smoke gout forth from brass barrels, and bloody smears open up deep within the Chaos ranks. He saw wizards of the Bright College conjure conflagrations that swept through the ranks of pallid and disease-ridden flesh, leaving only ash and twisted metal in their wake, but still the northmen came. The drums beat louder, the chanting grew more determined, and fresh warriors came forth to fill the holes left by the dead.


  Gelt paid the battle little heed; his attention was on the ring of stones that lay within the hollow of the hills, and the still, unmoving forms within it. No wonder the ritual had failed, for all within the circle were now dead, slain by some unseen hand. With a backward look at Hertwig's embattled line, Gelt came to a decision and urged his steed groundwards. One more wizard - even one of his capability - would make little difference to the ongoing battle, but he could perhaps repair the damage to the Auric Bastion, and stem the hordes reinforcements. Alighting from an exhausted Quicksilver in the very centre of the circle, Gelt reached into the winds of magic and began the long and dangerous process of restoring the sundered ritual.


  Though Gelt couldn’t know it, Count Hertwig had fought as valiantly as any man during that first assault, and had been dragged away by his bodyguard when defeat had loomed. Now the Elector Count had seized command of the first reinforcements to reach him and, with tears of sorrow and rage still staining his cheeks, sought vengeance for the slain. Hertwig knew that his line of swordsmen and halberdiers was too thin to hold, he knew that they would be overwhelmed, but he didn't care. If the End Times were truly upon the world, as the doomsayers told, then Hertwig was determined to pass into history spitting defiance and with a sword in his hand. Thus, as the horde reached the base of the hill, Wolfram Hertwig raised his rune fang high and his men responded. SIGMAR! A thousand voices bellowed the god’s name with such force that for a moment even the drums of the horde were drowned out. ULRIC! The Middenlanders roared in reply, the ferocity of their voices more than compensating for their slim numbers. Then, Hertwig lowered his runefang, and the men of the Empire swept from the hilltop, into the maelstrom of death.


  Even though his concentration was bent upon the ritual, Gelt saw Hertwig’s charge, and cursed the count for a fool. Did the man not see that restoring the Auric Bastion was their only hope? Gelt could not defend himself and complete the ritual; he’d been relying on Hertwig to keep the horde at bay. The wizard’s eyes drifted to the corpses of the former ritualists. He could feel the death magic hanging heavy in the air, and the slain of centuries past slumbering fitfully beneath his feet. It would have been so simple to give them fresh life, to provide the guard he so badly needed, but no! That was forbidden, and for good reason. He would find another way.


  The Chaos horde had expected the defenders to cower upon their hillsides, waiting for death. Few were prepared for a last show of courage, and so Hertwig's reckless charge gained much benefit from surprise. The clamour of steel upon steel rang out all along the lower slopes. Scores of Hertwig's troops perished in that first clash of blades, their skulls stove in, their limbs severed or their throats torn out by venom-flecked teeth. Yet the impetus of the attack would not be denied. Halberds hacked down through armour plate and came away bloody, spears skewered the bristled hides of snarling hounds, and then the Elector's mad charge was over the line of Imperial dead and deep amongst the foe’s ranks.


  Hertwig’s momentum had carried him deep into the enemy ranks, so deep that only one hand of Middenlanders had been able to keep pace. Dead and dying north men lay thick about the Elector Count, for even their hell-forged plate could not resist the runefang’s enchanted blade. The Middenlanders took strength from Hertwig’s example, and howled like blood-hungry wolves as they fought, determined that Ulric too would have his due that day.


  A short way from where Hertwig fought, a brutish and lumpen figure marked the


  Elector's progress with interest. This was Festak Krann, and through Nurgle’s favour and his own martial prowess, he commanded this portion of the northlander horde. In Hertwig he saw a worthy foe, one whose death would bring glory to the slayer. Shouldering a path through the close-packed ranks of plate-clad warriors, Krann bore down on the Elector Count.


  Surrounded as he was by the din of battle, the first Hertwig knew of Krann’s approach was when the warlord’s rust-pitted axe swept aside the two Middenlanders fighting to his front.


  Krann’s axe came about again, too fast to parry', and Hertwig screamed in agony as the heavy blade hacked through his armour and deep into his shoulder. Ignoring the pain from his crippled arm, Hertwig cut at his assailant, but his vision was blurring, and the blow did nothing more than slice a splinter of wood from the axes haft. As Krann’s axe came down once more, Hertwig gathered the last of his strength and threw his weight behind one final thrust. The last sound the Elector heard was Krann’s bellow of surprise as the runefang's blade slid deep into the brute’s belly. Hertwig’s lips had time to twitch into a brief smile before Krann’s rusted axe split his skull. Krann roared with laughter as Hertwig’s body fell to the ground, its lifeless hands leaving the sword buried in the warlord’s gut. Krann was pleased. The wound had been unexpected more than it had been harmful; Nurgle would heal this harm as he had others before. The Middenlanders, their courage broken by the Electors fall, scrambled to escape, but Krann's warriors tore mercilessly after them.


  Krann let the pursuit continue without him. One foe had fallen, but there was still much to do. The Empire guns continued to fire from the summit, and the warlord could see a dozen bright colours flying on the breeze. The battle was not over. Reaching down, Krann grasped the runefang’s hilt, and tore the weapon free of his body. A spill of foetid blood poured from the wound. Instantly, Krann knew that something was wrong; his flesh should have healed within moments, but the black blood continued to flow forth, taking the warlord's strength with it. He could not have known that this runefang, heirloom of Ostermark these many centuries, was known as Troll Cleaver, and its enchantments thwarted his body’s attempts to heal as easily as it did those gnarled brutes. Krann collapsed to his knees, his plight ignored by the northmen charging past, his life gushing away. Finally the warlord keeled over, sprawled next to Wolfram Hertwig who stared sightlessly skyward, his lips still hooked in a knowing smile.


  Few amongst the Empire lines marked Hertwig’s death, for they were too busy fighting for their own survival. Many heroes were forged in that clash of bellowing brutes and snarling beasts, but few survived long enough for their names to pass into legend. Yet still the men of the Empire held. On the right flank, Captain Harald Dreist was regretting the adulteries that had forced him to seek commission in the Nordland Seahawks - a regiment stationed far from the angry husbands of Salzenmund. Thus far, Dreist's tutelage in bladework had served him well, but the halberdiers of his regiment were being hacked to offal by the northern brutes. On the left, Ar-Ulric Emil Valgeir, too old to have followed the Middenlanders and Hertwig into death and glory, was nonetheless hale enough to hew at the emissaries of Chaos with his runic axe. Those who fought nearby marked the determination with which Valgeir struck down Nurgle’s chosen warriors, and sought to match the old priest’s vigour.


  Yet it was in the centre of the line that the fortunes of war finally began to shift against the invaders. There, amidst the bloodied corpses that had once been a proud regiment of Talabheimers, the survivors rallied around a flaxen-haired youth whose hammers glinted with holy light. No soldier was this lad, nor even a priest: he was a blacksmith by trade, and his weapons were but common tools of the forge. He had not come to the border to escape the consequence of past sins, nor because duty had brought him hence. He was there because something had drawn him north from his Reikland home, some urge he could not deny. The youth’s name was Valten, but those who looked upon him saw the light of Sigmar mantled upon his shoulders, and drew fresh strength and courage from his presence.


  Where Valten’s hammers struck, northlander shields were shattered and skulls were pulped. With each foe vanquished, the aura of power about the lad grew ever brighter, until even his foes began to recoil in awe. A vast armoured beast reared up amongst the invaders' ranks, slime-flecked tentacles dragging Talabheimers into its cavernous maw. Valten showed no fear, but threw himself directly into the monsters path, hammers arcing out to pummel its bones to dust. The beast keeled over, its bulk crushing those who did not scatter before it, and the fight went out of the northlanders. Without a word of command, they retreated from the fell warrior before them, and the Talabheimers came forward into the gap to avenge their dead.


  In that moment, it seemed as if the tide of battle had turned. Somewhere, a voice shouted Valten’s name, and other men soon took up the cry. Most did not even know why they did so, but wielded the word as a talisman against the horde. On the right, Captain Dreist felt renewed strength fill his weary arms as he led his Seahawks against the wavering barbarians. On the left, Valgeir frowned but said nothing as he saw Valten’s golden light infuse all who fought along the hillside. Then the cannons on the crest roared once more, and the Empire line surged forward, driving the northlanders before them.


  Valten! Valten! Valten! cried the men of the Empire, and the banner of Festak Krann fell into the mud scant paces from the warlord's lifeless corpse.


  Valten! Valten! Valten! The Crowhunger Brethren, pox-faced knights who had ravaged Ostermark for a generation and more, perished to the last damned soul as Valten’s hammers shattered their skulls.


  Valten! Valten! Valten! The surviving Middenlanders, eager to erase all memory of their earlier cowardice, fell like wolves upon the fleeing barbarians. They had none of Valgeir’s reserve; they craved victory, and if it were granted at Sigmar's hand, then so be it.


  Valten! Valten! Valten! The northlanders had been driven back almost to the breach in the bastion now, and the men of the Empire could taste victory.


  Valten! Valten! Valten! In the centre of the ritual circle, Gelt heard the chant and wondered briefly what it meant, before focusing his attention on his own task once more.


  Valten! Valten! Valten! The last of the invaders' standards toppled into the mud, and the fleeing horde spilled back through the breach into Kislev. Though it had cost many hundreds of lives, the line had been held — or so it was thought.


  Dreist saw it first: a misshapen mountain of disease-ridden flesh, crowned by a scowling face. It approached the breach from the Kislev side, heaving its massive bulk through the fleeing northmen, a battered longsword in its right hand, a Hail of iron chains and leering skulls in its left. Behind the creature came a legion of scabrous and droning warriors. Pus wept from open sores and distended bellies; cackling mites swarmed forward to sup from the foetid pools. The mortals had failed, so now Nurgle had sent his daemons to finish the job.


  It said much for the confidence lent by Valten’s presence that even this new horror, this shambling plague pit given life, did not cause the men of the Empire to baulk. Sergeants and captains issued orders, and a ragged line formed across the breach. It was a thin bulwark, as few as three or four men deep in places, but valour served where numbers lacked. As the plaguebearers shuffled into reach, not a single man contemplated retreat. They sbut out the screeching of the circling furies. They ignored the otherworldly stench of the daemonic host, and the flies that swarmed thick to clog noses and mouths. They endured the stabbing pains as nurglings clawed at their calves and ankles. Men vomited as disease coursed through their blood, but fought on until their hands dissolved into mucus, or their eyes liquefied. AH instinctively knew that Valten would bring them victory, and were determined not to fail him.


  Valten did not hesitate, but sprang forward to smite the Great Unclean One lull in its chest. The daemon, who delighted in the name Gurug’ath of the Endless Rot, made no attempt to defend himself, and indeed looked slightly affronted to he so assailed. His leathery skin smoked and hissed where the hammer blow had landed, but Gurug’ath did not so much as slow his advance. Again Valten struck. There was a Hash of golden light; the daemon roared in pain, but he did not fall. Instead, Gurug'ath brought his sword around in a downward arc, his obvious intent to split Valten from stem to stern.


  Seeing the danger, the youth thrust his hammers together to block the blow, but he was not strong enough to deny a Greater Daemon of Nurgle. The sword struck the locked hammers with a dull crack, and split them apart. At the same moment, the daemon's skull-headed Hail swept out at chest height, and knocked Valten to the ground bloodied. All at once, the chanting faded as the men of the Empire saw their champion felled. The golden light dimmed, and hope faded with it. Soldiers who moments before had been convinced of victory, now recoiled from the daemons that stood before them.


  The entire easternmost end of the line broke and fled. Captain Dreist ran with them, his honour as ragged as his tunic.


  Gurug'ath’s pestilent frame shook with sonorous laughter, and the nurglings clustered around his feet chuckled and giggled to see Valten humbled so. Running his wormlike tongue across cracked and blistered lips, the Great Unclean One heaved himself forward, and raised his sword to end the impudent mortal’s life. Two Talabheimers came forward to drag Valten clear, but another sweep of the Hail sent their shattered bodies spiralling aside. With a ghastly chuckle, the daemon took one more lurching step forward and raised his sword high. Valten, now on his knees but still dazed, stared uncomprehendingly as Gurug’ath’s blow descended.


  The darkness arrived unheralded. It was not the fall of night, for that lay some hours in the future. It came from the south, travelling against the wind, a creeping shadow that advanced with incredible speed to choke all light from the sky. In one moment, it loomed on the southern horizon; in the next, it spread north until the sun was all but a memory.


  For a heartbeat the fighting paused, as daemon and man alike tried to guess what this change foreboded. Gurug’ath checked his deathblow and peered myopically at the skies. He could taste the magic on the air, and wondered if this was the work of some untrustworthy Tzeentchian daemon, come to rob him of his triumph. Then the laughter sounded, and Gurug’ath knew that his suspicions were misplaced.


  The laughter echoed around the battlefield, seeming to spring at once from everywhere and nowhere. It was not an unpleasant sound, so far as such things could he reckoned. Its rich tones were deep and laden with confidence, rendered harsher by an unmistakeable touch of malice. It was the voice of one who deemed himself superior to all who heard the sound, and took the greatest of pleasures in that knowledge.


  In the ritual circle, Balthasar Gelt felt the winds of magic shudder as another bent them to his will, and scrambled desperately not to lose control of his own incantations. Golden light flared across the ancient stones as the gold wizard lost and regained his grip several times over. Perspiration flowed in runnels down the inside of Gelt's mask as he fought to stabilise his ritual. So focused was he on the fluctuating stream of magic that he scarcely noticed the cold and howling wind that gusted out of the south, over the hills and through the breach in the Auric Bastion.


  Captain Dreist felt the chill on his face as he lied the horrors of the breach, and all of a sudden felt fresh terror sweep over him. All thoughts of flight forgotten, he half-tripped, half-fell and clasped his hands tight about his head, dimly aware that all around him other Nordlanders were doing the same. As he did so, he realised that new sounds had joined the laughter. There was a shrieking of steeds, a tremor of invisible hooves and, clamouring above all, guttural voices bellowing a war cry in archaic Reikspiel. Louder and louder the tumult grew, drowning the sounds in Dreist’s mind, driving him near to madness. There was a blur of crimson and steel at the captain’s shoulder, and a legion of gaunt-faced knights spurred north. A moment later, he felt the downdraft from a massive pair of wings, and clamped his eyes sbut for fear of what he might otherwise see.


  First to lay eyes upon the newcomers were the plaguebearers at the Auric Bastion’s breach, though few endured long enough to fully appreciate what they saw. The howling wind blew across the field of plague-slain dead, and then it was a mere wind no longer, but a column of thundering hooves, lowered lances and raging battle- lust. Lances speared home into horned skulls and swollen bellies, spilling slippery guts and noxious vapours into the air. The knights noticed not the stench, and spurred forward again, driving deep into the daemonic legion that yet lay beyond the wall. The plaguebearers fought back, but the riders effortlessly parried their clumsy blows, or hacked limbs bearing weapons off with a swipe of chill steel.


  Valten momentarily forgotten, Gurug'ath moved his massive bulk to join the unforeseen battle on his eastern flank. The daemon had taken but a single waddling step when something huge shot out of the darkness above, raking its skeletal talons across his back and shoulder. Gurug'ath staggered but did not fall, and his attacker swept on overhead. With a choked gurgle of frustration, the daemon saw that the knights were far out of his reach, and rounded once more on Valten. Again the great battered sword rose high, but the youth had already recovered his wits and rolled clear of the blow intended to cleave him in two.


  Before Gurug’ath could ready another blow, new attackers lurched out of the darkness and threw themselves at the plague daemon. They came with no thought for themselves, and few carried weapons — these were not living warriors, but the recently slain dead of Alderfen. They swarmed over Gurug’ath, heedless of their casualties, thrashing at the daemon with bloodied stumps and ripping at his skin with shredded fingers. Again and again, the zombies came, driven on by the laughter that echoed upon the wind.


  This now was too much for the men of the Empire. Surrounded by daemons and the undead, most threw down their arms and lied. Most, but not all. Two pockets of the living fought on. One centred around Emil Valgeir, whose rigid composure had not wavered an inch, and the other about Valten who, though weapon less, was now on his feet once more and striving to reach Gurug'ath. At first, the soldiers struck out at daemon and undead in equal measure, but they soon realised that the unliving were making no attempt to fight them. Disbelievingly at first, but with increasing confidence, the Imperial soldiers shrank away from their own zombified dead, and struck home against the daemons.


  From the hilltop, Vlad von Carstein watched as warriors of the Empire, living and dead, battled to hold the breach. Of Walach Harkon and the Blood Dragons there was no sign, the impetus of their charge having carried them far beyond the Auric Bastion.


  Harkon is reckless. The speaker stood a short distance to Vlad’s left. He was little more than a masked and grotesque shadow in the dark.


  'He is a warrior, not a manipulator,' Vlad re-joined. 'You would not understand.'


  The Nameless seemed to seethe at the rebuke, his form billowing like smoke in the wind. You know my name, then! You know who l WHO? Tell me.


  Vlad smiled sharply and shook his head. ‘Our master would not be pleased, and I need his favour, at least for now. You are not the only one who has lost pieces of his past.'


  I could make you tell me, the Nameless hissed.


  ‘You would pit your will against mine?’ Vlad snapped, his unblinking gaze falling upon the Nameless’ mask. Then do so, and let us be done with the matter. Otherwise, the stage before us awaits the arrival of its puppeteer.'


  The Nameless hissed in outrage, then flew eastward.


  Alone at last, Vlad shook his head in disgust. Isabella, he thought, the things I do for you.


  Captain Dreist staggered to his feet. He made no conscious effort to do so, for his thoughts were still frozen with terror, but he rose all the same, his movements jerky and uncoordinated.


  He heard whispers in his mind, the commands of a sonorous voice whose will would not be denied. All around, he could see other men rising, and through his haze of panic noted that their confused expressions matched his own. Unbidden, Dreist’s legs stumbled forward, carrying him back towards the breach in the Auric Bastion. Others came with him, their movements as clumsy as his own, their actions guided by a creature no longer used to the limitations of physical form.


  Gurug’ath tore himself free of the remaining zombies just as Dreist’s unwilling charge struck home against the plaguebearers. The Great Unclean One could see that the newcomers' movements were unnaturally mechanical, but his daemon sight perceived what the human eye could not: a vast and billowing spirit was silhouetted against dark skies, its ethereal tendrils dancing as it spurred its puppets to action. To either side of Gurug’ath, the jagged edges of the Auric Bastion were glowing with golden light as Gelt’s ritual began to take effect. Battering aside a knot of the spirit-thralls, Gurug’ath barrelled forward, his only thought to make the open ground beyond the breach. As the daemon heaved his way over the corpse-laden stones, there was an inrush of wind, and Vlad von Carstein stepped out of the darkness to confront him.


  Vlad had encountered such creatures as the plague lord before, and deemed Gurug’ath a challenging foe. But it had been centuries since the vampire had trod the mortal world, and his own battle-skill had decayed far more than he had realised. As Vlad ducked low under a sweep of Gurug'ath's sword, the daemon released his flail and, closing a meaty hand around Vlad's weapon arm, hoisted the vampire off his feet. Pus-flecked spittle sprayed across the vampire's face as the Great Unclean One mocked him for his failure, each booming syllable echoed by the impish mouth in the plague lord’s tongue.


  Valten saw all this as he fought his way through the horde of plaguebearers. He knew not the vampire’s identity, but recognised that they shared a common foe. His hammers were lost, shattered during his own battle with the plague lord, and while his fist fared well enough against the bilesome lesser daemons, Valten doubted that they would serve against so monstrous a foe. Even as he punched and raked at Gurug’ath’s arm, Vlad saw the youth approach, and perceived the opportunity at hand. Closing his eyes, the vampire sought one zombie in particular amongst his reanimated horde, and called it forth.


  As Valten closed with Gurug'ath, the bloodied corpse of Wolfram Hertwig shambled to intercept him. The zombie's lips still bore a frozen smile, as its hands gripped the Elector’s runefang, which it now held out for Valten to take. The youth seized the sword without hesitation and rejoined the fray. Down the runefang cut and Gurug’ath recoiled in pain as the blade sliced deep into his arm, releasing his grip on the vampire.


  They fought together on that breach, the youth and the immortal, not as allies in the truest sense, but as warriors who in that moment shared a common foe. Gurug’ath’s hide was tough, his diseased flesh all but impervious to pain, but it nonetheless yielded under the twin assaults of the runefang and Vlad’s cold blade. The daemon's opponents exchanged no words, shared no plan, but reacted instinctively to the other’s actions. As Vlad parried the balesword's strike, Valten went forward to slit Gurug’ath’s guts. When the daemon heaved his bulk forward to slam Valten to the ground, Vlad’s opportunist blow took one of the plague lord’s eyes. An observer might have thought the two fought as brothers, unless he noted that neither Valten nor Vlad expended any effort to preserve the other from harm. I lad they worked together - truly trusted one another in that moment - perhaps the daemon could have been vanquished. As it was, their blows served only to enrage Gurug’ath, who slowly drove his foes before him. Yet more plaguebearers came forward in the plague lord’s foetid wake, ready to spill across the breach and into the lands beyond.


  Then, in the ritual circle to the south, Gelt let out a cry of triumph and the stones flared with light. As the unleashed magic swept north, the air across the breach crackled and sparked as the Auric Bastion flowed together once again. Toppled stones sprang up from beneath the corpses and golden light hound them together once more. Plaguebearers were crushed by tumbling blocks, or sealed in Kislev, and the Auric Bastion rebuilt itself. As the wall healed, Valten abandoned his fight with Gurug'ath and threw himself clear. Vlad also escaped, but without sacrifice of dignity. Instead, he offered Gurug’ath a sneering smile, swept his sword in mocking salute, then strode briskly from the sealing breach.


  The Great Unclean One snarled and lumbered forward in pursuit, but too late. Golden light flowed across the daemon’s body, trapping his rotting form like a great fly in amber. Gurug’ath snarled and struggled, but he could not break free. He was still bellowing as the stones slammed sbut around him.


  Thus ended the Battle of Alderfen. Valten and Valgeir were left as beneficiaries of a strange triumph. Vlad and his allies had slipped away in the hour of victory, the dead they had raised collapsing lifeless once more, the bodies of Dreist and his men loosed from the spirit’s grasp.


  As they buried their dead, the survivors took heart from Valten’s deeds, and wondered at how dark the times had become when the cursed creatures of Sylvania took arms in the Empire’s defence. As darkness tell, and the denuded army lay encamped, Valgeir shuffled through the shadows, sprinkling salt and blessed water about the perimeter. Few slept easily that night...
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  Gelt’s efforts to repair the Auric Bastion, valiant though they were, could not sustain the necessary magics forever. Though the wizard was a master of the alchemic craft, he had only the most rudimentary grasp of the light magics that had created the wall in the first place, and none at all of the priestly devotions that had lent the Auric Bastion its power. Nevertheless, after the Battle of Alderfen, Gelt laboured for a full night and day and, through sheer pig-headedness, managed to bind the disparate components of the Auric Bastion together long enough for other wizards and priests to shoulder the burden.


  When he finally ceded control, Gelt was exhausted, but found that sleep would not come. Part of this he blamed on his unease at the unexpected allies. Though Gelt had not laid eyes on the undead, he had felt their arrival distort the winds of magic. Their arrival was not his only concern, however. Tradition and elven tutelage dictated that the human mind lacked the capacity to control more than a single magical wind, yet in his attempt to rebuild the Auric Bastion, Gelt’s mind had touched not only Chamon, the Wind of Metal, but also Hysh, the light-wind, as well as the bizarre eddies that melded with the Sigmarite faith. That contact had greatly expanded Gelt’s perceptions of magic, and of the world influenced by that magic. He could hear voices where others heard only silence, could see secrets hidden from his brother wizards. This discovery was both terrifying and exhilarating to Gelt. Terrifying, because of the many cautionary tales concerning wizards who had overreached themselves, and paid a tithe of sanity; exhilarating, because of the possibilities for prestige and understanding it brought.


  As dusk fell on the second day after the Battle of Alderfen, Gelt put his expanded perceptions to work. No one had yet been able to offer any believable explanation for how the original ritualists had come to be slain. Captain Dreist, whose own memory of recent days seemed patchy, had suggested it to be the work of beastmen, but Gelt was not convinced. Though the injuries varied, these were efficient and comparatively civilised wounds — slit throats, cracked skulls and the like. Had the beastmen been responsible, they would have likely left no bodies at all, and those that did remain would have been savagely marked by tooth, fang and horn. Moreover, the Children of Chaos were hardly noteworthy for attacking in silence, as the perpetrator must have done to avoid notice of the sentries, or even the ritualists themselves. No, thought Gelt, another hand was at work, one that the victims had not noticed until it was too late.


  Taking position on the hillside above the stone circle, Gelt closed his eyes and let his mind drift upon the winds of magic. When he opened his eyes again, the hues of the physical world had laded away, replaced by muted greys. Looking down, he saw that his body was gold, and to the north, the Auric Bastion shimmered like silver. Below him, the magics of the ritual circle flared yellow and white in accordance with the labours performed within. But there was something else too, a lurid purplish-green smear that hung heavy on the air - daemon-spoor, for a certainty.


  Seeking a second opinion on the matter, Gelt carefully ended his witch sight and went to awaken Emil Valgeir. Or rather, he would have done had the old priest been slumbering — seemingly, Ar-Ulric was finding sleep as elusive as was the wizard. Valgeir reacted with spluttering consternation at first, but grudgingly accompanied the wizard to the ritual circle. There, he cast the sacred bones and reluctantly confirmed Gelt’s suspicions: the slaughter in the circle was a daemon's work. Worse, Valgeir suggested, the daemon was most probably a shape shifter, given that no alarm had been raised. Gelt disliked this suggestion, as it meant that the creature could still be loose in the Imperial camp, but could find no fault with the logic, and resolved to begin the search. If the daemon was still amongst them, he would find it.


  The next morning Gelt's plans changed, however. A herald came riding from Castle von Rauken, demanding the wizard's presence at the Emperor's war council. Though Gelt expected little good to come of his attendance, such a summons could not be disobeyed, and so he travelled northward soon after dawn. Before Gelt left, he spoke again with Emil Valgeir, who gave firm assurance that he would not rest until he had found the shape shifter, should it prove to exist.


  The war council was held in one of Castle von Rauken’s banquet halls but, even so, the room was full almost to capacity. The Emperor was present, as were his bodyguard, Ludwig Schwarzhelm, and the Reiksmarshal, Kurt Helborg. Of the seven surviving Elector Counts, only Boris Todbringer was absent. Grand Theogonist Kaslain and Luthor Huss represented the Cult of Sigmar, and there were grand masters, wizards and generals of militia from across the Empire. Each man was accompanied by a small army of scribes and advisors, drastically increasing the attendance. All told, there were perhaps five hundred men present, of whom Gelt judged that perhaps two dozen were politically significant.


  When Gelt was called upon to speak, the council listened intently to his recollections of the Battle of Alderfen, paying particular attention to the wizard's admittedly second-hand account of the youth Valten. Aldebrand Ludenhof voiced some concern about the temporary' collapse of the Auric Bastion, but was also the most vocal in his congratulation of how Gelt had single-handedly restored the breach. They learnt all Gelt could tell them of the undead, of how the infamous Walach Harkon and his Blood Dragon knights had been sealed north beyond the wall to the satisfaction of all present — and how the remainder had vanished into the darkness. Gelt said nothing of the shape shifter he believed to be loose along the Ostermark border; that would wait until he had proof, or until the creature was slain.


  Had the council ended there, Gelt would have left a hero. Instead, after Alderfen had been thoroughly discussed, he faced a rancorous onslaught from the Reiksmarshal concerning the failure of the wall of faith around Sylvania. Helborg did not shout, but his voice was tight with anger as he gave a tally of the slaughter inflicted on Averland, Stirland and Ostermark by a reinvigorated Sylvania, events the Reiksmarshal was certain heralded a renewed onslaught from that benighted land; a land that Gelt had claimed to have caged.


  It was a mark of Gelt's preoccupation with the war in the north that he had given little thought to Sylvania. Even with the sudden arrival of the undead at Alderfen, he had failed to make the connection - after all, there were more vampires in the Empire than the fiends of Sylvania. Gelt was a clever and perceptive man, but he was also prone to obsession, and so had been blinded to the collapse of his cage. As Helborg’s tirade at last came to a close, Gelt realised his folly, and addressed the war council, but he had gone several days without sleep, and his judgement was clouded. As the Supreme Patriarch began speaking, it was his intention to make apology for his failure, but remind all there present that he had never claimed to cage Sylvania - that feat had been attributed to him as rumour had spread. Alas, Gelt was too weary to keep his pride in check, and as a result, his apology was grudging, his outrage at being blamed for others' assumptions all too plain. He had done everything he had promised, the wizard told the council at length. He had blunted the threat from Mannfred von Carstein's return, and bought time for a lasting solution to be found. Gelt did not even realise he had been shouting until he finally fell silent.


  Soon after, the council moved onto other business, but it was too late; the damage had been done. Between Gelt’s perceived failure in Sylvania and his conduct, the respect he commanded in the eyes of the war council had been heavily eroded. Karl Franz, ever the diplomat, had claimed that the strain of the last few days must lay heavy on Gelt's mind, and suggested that the wizard retire from the council and seek rest. When Gelt refused, the suggestion became an order. In that moment, the Supreme Patriarch was convinced he had lost the Emperor's trust.


  Absenting himself at last, Gelt wandered for hours through the torch-lit passages of the castle. He knew that it wouldn't take long for word to reach Altdorf, and that when it did, one of the other college heads would likely challenge him for the patriarchy. He would have journeyed back to the capital then and there, were it not for the unfinished business of the shape shifter. He bade the castle's pages saddle Quicksilver, and was about to depart east, when Ludwig Schwarzhelm arrived; the council had ended, and the Emperor had requested a private meeting.


  So it was that Gelt and Karl Franz met for a second time that day, not in a banquet hall but in the private suite set aside for the Emperor’s use. Schwarzhelm was the only other man present. After offering wine, the Emperor apologised for the reception Gelt had received that day. He had, he said, been about to intercede on the wizard's behalf, but Gelt's disintegration of composure had made that impossible. The Emperor assured the Supreme Patriarch that he still had need of him, now more than ever; indeed, he asked that Gelt take overall command of the late Wolfram Hertwig's portion of the border for the time being. Gelt, overwhelmed by Karl Franz's generosity of sentiment, offered the full apology he should have made earlier that day, and did not dwell on the fact that the Emperor had chosen to deliver that sentiment in private, where others would not hear. Trusted though Gelt might yet be, Karl Franz still clearly considered him something of a liability.


  Gelt left the following morning, not alone, as had been his plan, but in the company of a relief column. Count Ludenhof and Luthor Huss rode with him, but Gelt found neither especially good company. Ludenhof was friendly enough, but watched the wizard as a hawk watches its prey. Huss kept his own council. Widespread rumour of Valten had sufficiently piqued the priest’s interest, and he secretly wondered if the lad was the one he had sought all these years.
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  Though it would doubtless have been of little consolation to Balthasar Gelt, Vlad von Carstein was no happier about his situation than was the wizard. The vampire loathed being bound to Nagash's service, and would gladly have remained dead, but for the opportunity to restore his beloved Isabella to existence. As it was, Nagash had promised to restore the only thing that mattered to him, and Vlad would obey, at least for now...


  Vlad found no consolation in his enforced allies. As far as he was concerned, Walach Harkon was a hypocritical brute, using honour and glory to justify a barbarian's bloodthirsty whims. At least circumstances separated them. Vlad was quite content to let the other flail around in the remains of Kislev. The Blood Dragon would doubtless find ways to bedevil the Chaos worshippers, where he would otherwise have wasted much of his efforts challenging Vlad’s leadership. The Nameless was even worse, a parasitic creature who had no existence outside of cruel indulgences. Vlad would gladly have been rid of the creature, for he knew that its power greatly eclipsed his own, but such was not his choice to make.


  The irony of Vlad’s opinions did not escape him. There were plenty who would think him no better than his fellow Dark Lords, but the vampire knew there were many evils in the world, and had always counted himself a necessary' one. He had been a tyrant, true enough, but never one who was needlessly cruel. For him, brutality' was a means to an end, nothing more; a wellspring of order whose bloody waters nurtured strength and discipline. He had realised long ago that humanity' cried out for leadership, and needed a firm hand to guide it. In his former life, Vlad had sought to provide that hand, to recreate the Nehekhara of old in the tumultuous lands of the Old World. His only folly' had been trusting too much in his own kind.


  Vlad was aware that Mannfred, always the most ambitious of his get, feared that his sire would seek to reclaim Sylvania. In truth, Vlad had no such intentions; for him, Sylvania had always been the first step upon a greater path, a weakness in the Empire’s underbelly to be exploited. In the day's to come, however they unfolded, the entire Empire would cry out for the order that only he could provide. Let Mannfred keep Sylvania — Vlad had no love for its backward peasants and fawning inbred nobles. That was not to say that Vlad had forgiven Mannfred involvement in his own death, so many centuries ago, but there was no hurry to settle that debt - immortality brought inexhaustible opportunities.


  For now, Vlad’s task was to help the Empire defend its northern border. The Battle of Alderfen had tipped the vampires hand, and he was forced to move quickly. The army he had gathered in Sylvania had been too slow to reach Alderfen in time, so he had sent it eastward to conquer Rackspire, where the Auric Bastion met the Worlds Edge Mountains. Vlad had need of a fortress, and had chosen Rackspire for that honour.


  The fortress’ northern defences were formidable, but those that faced into the Empire were rather less so. Nevertheless, Commandant Roch kept his garrison fighting against the undead for three days, ever optimistic that a relief force would arrive from further west along the Auric Bastion.


  No such reinforcements came. Immediately alter the Battle of Alderfen, Vlad and the Nameless had headed further east. While Vlad took command of the assault on Rackspire and slaughtered its defenders, the Nameless asserted his will across several leagues of the Auric Bastion, a span of the wall that had become known as the Helreach by the Ostermarkers. Though Vlad was loathe to admit it, he could never have achieved the same surety of control as the Nameless achieved. Where the vampire could have enthralled the Helreach garrison’s commanders, the Nameless effortlessly dominated the minds of every soldier and ritualist for a twenty-league span of the wall. Like the unfortunate Captain Dreist and his men at Alderfen, the puppets of the Nameless knew their actions were not their own, but were powerless to do anything about it. Rackspire became Vlad’s new stronghold, and Commandant Roch’s reanimated garrison swelled the vampire’s ranks. Vlad regretted the necessity of their deaths, but was determined that they would serve in another form.


  Thus did Vlad seize command of the Empire's eastern defences. Those travelling along the Helreach or to Rackspire quickly fell under the control of the Nameless, whose presence was as pervasive as it was loathsome. Messengers, couriers, peasants, relief troops — all who entered the Nameless’ domain became his puppets, unable to think or act for themselves. The fortunate ones were permitted to leave, their minds emptied of anything they had seen, but most of those who fell into the spirit's clutches could expect only a torment-filled servitude.


  The arrangement was not perfect, for the Nameless could not precisely replicate Gelt’s ritual, not in near a hundred minds spread across twenty locations, and nowhere was the Auric Bastion breached with such prevalence as it was along the Helreach. It hardly mattered, for the Nameless puppets and Vlad’s undead managed a far more disciplined and determined defence than fractious humanity could ever have achieved. With each victory, the northlander dead swelled Vlad’s ranks further, until the Ostermark border was the soundest in the entire Empire. After a fortnight, Vlad felt so secure in his position that he began to venture further afield. Travelling deep into Ostermark and Stirland, he ransacked shrines and temples, all the while searching for Isabella's remains so that he might escape the need to serve Nagash.
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  As Vlad consolidated his hold on the Helreach, Gelt continued his stewardship further west. Like the vampire, Gelt found his attention divided between the military role he had been commanded to play, and a growing obsession - in this case, the shape shifter of Alderfen. According to Valgeir, the daemon had struck again in Gelt's absence, never with so great effect as at that battle, but had nonetheless left an impressive trail of dead in its wake.


  A few nights previously, the officers of the Nordland Seahawks had been briefly trapped in their command tent when its metal stakes were removed. The event would have been entirely comical had it not transpired that those same stakes had been hammered into the touchholes of a grand battery of cannon, rendering the guns unusable. The engineers had lamented their loss, but not so much as they did the following night, when the creature had taken the guise of Master Engineer Rudi Volmart and set light to the artillery wagons. The resulting explosion had been heard many leagues hence, and left a blackened crater where the artillery train had been corralled. Of the artillery wagons’ sentries, no trace was ever found.


  Supply convoys were lured away from their official routes by seemingly legitimate heralds, and onto ’safe’ roads where beastmen waited in ambush. Couriers had been slain, or had gone missing entirely. The surviving Nordlanders had barricaded themselves into the ruins of an inn, and for three days teetered on the edge of mutiny. The matter was only settled when Captain Dreist had ordered a company of the late Count Hertwig’s greatswords to storm the stockade and restore order. The ringleaders were never found. Duels of honour between officers became commonplace, sparked by the most unlikely chains of events. Old rivals found themselves billeted nearby to one another, the personal effects inexplicably stolen from one and senselessly paraded by the other. For several days, the Hochlanders and Talabeclanders were on the brink of open battle, as an otherwise unremarked voice dredged up the perennially sore topic of the disputed Svelden border territories. Brawls quickly broke out, and the Nordlanders, who had recently suffered more than a few cracked skulls for their own disorder, now found themselves helping the Ostermark greatswords keep the two squabbling parties separate.


  At the height of the disturbances, the daemon had even attacked Valgeir, though the priest had possessed the presence of mind to call upon Ulric for aid, and so drove the creature away. Unfortunately, Valgeir had not so much caught a glimpse of his attacker, but reckoned his sore head a lucky escape, and was quick to reaffirm his intention of rooting out the shape shifter.


  Though none of the deeds the daemon performed in Gelt’s absence had consequences on the same scale as the murders that had led to the Battle of Alderfen, the wizard found them troubling nonetheless. It irked him that the creature could act with impunity, and it was of little consolation that many of its more recent feats were little more than low level mischief and brigandage. Gelt was sure that the creature was only amusing itself whilst it sought the opportunity to do something darkly spectacular, and he was determined to seek it out and end its unnatural existence before such an hour came to pass.


  Gelt and Valgeir sought the shape shifter, but met with no success, only increasing irritation. Neither spells nor prayers could detect what form the daemon had currently assumed. They could only point to where the creature had been and, as such locations were normally marked by bodies or some act of sabotage, this wasn't as enlightening as Gelt could have wished it to be.


  Soon after Galt’s return, Luthor Huss took Valten north. Since arriving at Alderfen, Huss had spent almost every waking hour with the lad, in and out of battle, and had become convinced that Valten had a part to play in the days to come. In a moment of gruff enthusiasm, he even suggested to Gelt and Valgeir that the youth might have been sent by Sigmar himself, as a herald to his return. Valgeir, in particular, was unimpressed by this claim. The churches of Sigmar and Ulric had ever enjoyed a frosty relationship, and it was obvious to Gelt that the wolf-priest feared that Valten’s existence might see the Sigmarite church eclipse the Ulrican sects even further.


  In the weeks that followed, it seemed that the shape shifter had abandoned his mischief, and the trail went completely cold. Gelt wasn't sure whether to be suspicious or relieved, and in either event could do nothing. With the daemon's quiescence, things slowly turned back to normal. There were no more mutinies or waylaid patrols, and even the quarrelling between the Hochlanders and Talabeclanders grew becalmed.


  In many ways, the respite was a blessing, as it left Gelt with little option but to focus on repelling the incursions through the Auric Bastion. It was of no small concern to the wizard that the breaches occurred more and more frequently. Aware that neither he nor the Empire could afford this wall to fail as the one around Sylvania had, Gelt's sleeplessness now became a boon, for it allowed him to labour deep into night in his attempt to divine the cause.


  Finally, Gelt discovered that the source of the instability lay somewhere to the east, along the Helreach. The Supreme Patriarch had thought it unlikely that there was a problem in that area, as messengers travelled that stretch of the wall every day, and reported only a stalwart and vigorous defence against the forces of Chaos. Yet, again and again, Gelt's divinations told the same story. Placing command of the Alderfen circle in the hands of Captain Dreist, Gelt followed the arc of the Auric Bastion eastward.
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  The Nameless knew at once that Gelt had entered his territory, for every eye along the Helreach was his to command. The spirit would have dearly loved to seize control of the Supreme Patriarch as he had so many others, but the Nameless quickly sensed that Gelt's will, whilst in no way equal to his own, would be something of a challenge to overcome, The Nameless did not care for challenges; he preferred quick and visceral satisfaction.


  Since the Nameless had asserted control over the Helreach, many of its defenders had perished in service to his whims. Some had fought their fellows to the death in makeshift arenas, spurred to the bloodsport by the cruel whispers in their minds. Others had gnawed at their own flesh, for no other reason than because the Nameless wished to sample the experience through his borrowed senses. One day, the spectre had decided that his unwilling armies should march into battle beneath banners of flayed skin, and so had ordered scores of his puppets to fashion such standards from the hides of their friends. Next, the Nameless decided that bone totems would be more appropriate; the flayed banners were abandoned, and his puppets tore each other’s flesh away, strip by strip, unable to disobey their master. Ironically, had the Nameless been less easily distracted, then he would have made a better job of maintaining the Auric Bastion, and thus never given the wizard a reason to enter his domain. As it was, the wizard had to die before he saw too much, and spoilt the spirit's games.


  Gelt could have perished easily then, struck from the skies by a bolt of dark magic, and torn limb from limb by the Nameless’ puppets, but he did not. Vlad von Carstein too had become aware of the wizard’s presence on the Helreach, and sent minions of his own to intercept the Supreme Patriarch before the Nameless' blow could land.


  They met in secret that night, the wizard and the vampire. Vlad sought to make the other a willing ally, rather than a dupe or slave, and strove to convince the Supreme Patriarch through honesty, rather than trickery. In this, the vampire failed, at least initially; even after their impromptu alliance at the Battle of Alderfen, Gelt was disinclined to trust that he and the vampire truly had the same cause. Nevertheless, the seeds Vlad planted in the wizard's mind that evening would soon bear fruit.


  Gelt opened his eyes with a start. Even in the darkness, he could make out the bowed timbers overhead, and the barrels stacked against the tar wall. The last Gelt knew, he’d been flying over the village of Harkar. Now he was in a cellar of some kind, though how he’d come to be there — or how long he’d been held there — he had no idea.


  His weapons were gone, and his hands bound. The former presented a problem, but the latter was little obstacle. Gelt closed his eyes, and sought the proper transmutation cantrip that would turn the rope to dust.


  ‘Good evening, your eminence.’ The voice was rich, and delivered each syllable with languorous precision.


  Abandoning his attempt at freedom, Gelt turned his attention to the predatory figure who loomed suddenly out of the darkness.


  ‘I really must apologise for inconveniencing you like this,' the vampire said mockingly. 'It is a squalid venue for a meeting between men such as Vlad von Carstein and the great Balthasar Gelt, Cager of Sylvania.’


  Gelt’s heart was gripped by sudden fear, so much so that he quite forgot his annoyance at the title that had caused him so much grief of late. With an effort, he suppressed his horror and stared at his captor with more defiance than he felt. ‘If you're going to kill me, I’ll thank you to be about the matter. Otherwise, I have many demands on my time.’


  Vlad laughed. It was a strangely warm sound, Gelt thought, for so cold-hearted a fiend. 'Be not so hasty, my good man. You labour under a misunderstanding; we need not be enemies. In fact, I very much hope that we can be allies.’


  With a flourish, the vampire seated himself on a cask opposite Gelt, reached forward and slit the wizard’s bonds with a swipe of a talon. Gelt didn't move, not wanting to concede anything.


  ‘Allies,’ Gelt said flatly, scarcely able to contain his disbelief. ‘Vlad von Carstein wishes an alliance with the Empire?’


  Is that so very hard to believe?' asked Vlad, with a wave of his hand. The vampire was smiling. Gelt noted, enjoying his performance for this audience of one. ’


  ‘Surely you must know by now that the End Times are upon us? In so bleak an hour, old enmities must be put aside. In any case, I don’t propose to ally myself to the Empire as a whole - not yet. I don't believe your people are ready to accept my aid. Though they will in time, whether they wish it or not.’


  Gelt snorted. ‘And you esteem me to be more easily manipulated?’


  Vlad wagged an admonishing linger. 'Oh, I know that you are.’


  ‘Explain yourself,’ Gelt bristled.


  ‘The wall around Sylvania? You don’t seriously expect me to believe that was entirely your idea, do you? As for this grand work in the north, I know all about your meeting with Neferata’s little ingénue, and the scroll she gave you.'


  Gelt started at these revelations. ‘The courtesan was a vampire?’


  Vlad continued as it the wizard had not spoken. ‘There has been war between the forces of Chaos and undeath for many years now, and you, my friend, have unwittingly served both sides. I offer you the opportunity to choose a side, and take control of your fate.’


  ‘And if I choose not to accept your generosity?’ Gelt asked. Despite everything, the wizard found the vampire’s words compelling, and had to remind himself that the creature before him was not to be trusted.


  Vlad stood up sharply and, with a sweeping bow, gestured to the cellar door. 'Then leave. You will find your steed and belongings waiting in the stable. No one will stop you. In any case, you need not make a decision now. The offer will remain open indefinitely.’


  Gelt rose to his feet, ignoring the painful protests from joints too long unused, and walked to the exit as imperiously as he could manage. He still felt that the vampire was toying with him but, if he were, there was nothing for it but to walk into the jaws of the trap. He was a pace from the door when Vlad spoke again.


  ’Before you depart, allow me to present you with a gift. A gesture of good faith.’


  Despite himself, Gelt turned to face the vampire once more, and made a clumsy catch of the hide-bound tome thrown towards him.


  'The Revelations Necris' Vlad explained as Gelt turned the book over in his hands. ‘A copy, naturally. Small-minded fools consider it a... heretical work, but I think you will find its contents of interest.'


  ‘Really?’ Gelt asked. The tome was warm to the touch, he noted. The sensation filled him with revulsion, but also sparked a feeling of something he could not quite identify. ’How do you know I won’t simply burn it?’


  Vlad took a step forward, his eyes intense. ‘Because you’ve already taken your first steps’
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  Gelt returned to Alderfen a thoughtful man. Vlad's words had lingered with the wizard more than he had expected, and Gelt found his mind ever returning to the possibility of an alliance. Of course, had the wizard witnessed the horrors that the Nameless revelled in inflicting upon his ‘allies’, or had he known that Vlad had slaughtered the garrison of Rackspire out of expedience, then perhaps he would have developed a different opinion. As it was, Gelt was left to focus on the fact that, for once, the men of the Empire and the notorious vampire might actually have common cause.


  Gelt told not a soul of his meeting with Vlad. He knew that such a conversation would be treated as treachery' at best, and heresy at worst. What was more, he couldn't find it within himself to entirely disagree with that assessment, not under the normal scope of events. But that was the thing; these dark days were far from normal. The world was changing, the old certainties slipping and blurring away. None of the Empire’s friendships had been entirely bloodless. The elves, the horselords of Kislev, and the Bretonnians had all spilt blood in Sigmar’s realm, often on the flimsiest of excuses. Even the dwarfs, stalwart allies though they had been on many occasions, had been ready enough to carry their axes against the Empire over what men perceived as the pettiest of matters. If friendship were so inconstant, thought Gelt, then why not enmity?


  The Supreme Patriarch knew that such thoughts were dangerous, and for days after his return sought to lose himself in the struggle to hold the border. Much work was there in this regard, for the northlander hordes were growing ever larger and more ferocious. Now, each passing failure of the Auric Bastion invited disaster for the lands beyond, and Gelt increasingly found that his own magics were the only buffer against defeat. Even so, victory' was often won by the narrowest of margins. At Kragvost, the wizard transformed the steel of the attackers' weapons to lead, and set a plague of rust upon their armour. At Snaldren Keep, where he arrived too late to save the garrison, Gelt used the weapons of the slain to forge iron golems in the defenders’ likenesses, and with them held the bridge over the Upper Talabec for twelve hours. Thousands of northlanders perished along Gelt’s section of the Auric Bastion, but the wizard knew' that hundreds of thousands remained, ready to spill south whenever the opportunity arose. It was obvious to Gelt that there were simply not enough men to hold the border, but he knew that the story was the same all the way to Erengrad. He would have to make do with what scant reinforcements came his way, and hope that the Dark Gods returned to their slumbers once again, as they had so many times before.


  As the weeks ground on, Gelt became increasingly weary'. Each battle took a toll of his strength, and where other men could seek solace in sleep’s embrace, Gelt had been denied that luxury' ever since the Battle of Alderfen.


  Oh, he could rest for perhaps an hour each night, but his dreams were ever haunted by secrets hall glimpsed when he had sought to wrestle the Wind of Light alongside that of Metal. On occasion, Gelt feared he was going mad, but if that were so it was a strange madness, full of wonder and potential, like a flavour the tongue could not quite taste, or a precious jewel lying just beyond the reach of a thief’s straining fingers. Had Valgeir been there, perhaps Gelt would have spoken of his weariness, but Ar-Ulric was still further west, keeping close eye on Huss and Valten, and so Gelt was alone. Dreist and the other captains were mundane folk, possessed of earthy desires and simple thoughts; they would not have understood, or at least so Gelt assured himself. The wizard could not bring himself to display weakness before men who were so obviously his inferiors, and moreover feared that one of them would see that word of his fragility reached the Emperor. Karl Franz had given Gelt a sacred trust, and the Supreme Patriarch was determined not to fail his liege. Paranoia this certainly was, but weeks of near sleeplessness had robbed Gelt of sound reason.


  Valgeir was not entirely absent, for he was often in Gelt a thoughts. Missives from Ar- Ulric sporadically arrived in Alderfen, detailing Valten’s progress through the northern Empire. Huss’ theory' that the lad was Sigmar’s herald was gaining credence across the land, much to Valgeir’s poorly concealed disgust. In his letters, Ar-Ulric asked if Gelt had made any progress in finding the shape shifter, but so tired and disconsolate had the wizard become that he seldom replied. Indeed, Gelt became gradually more withdrawn and reclusive. Claiming he needed to focus on the struggle in the north, he delegated almost all of his responsibilities as Supreme Patriarch to his deputies.


  More battles came and went, each bloodier than the last. The walls of Moorholt were torn apart by daemon-fire, and the fortress-town’s central keep would have fallen too, had it not been for the almost inhuman bravery of


  Captain Pieter Hanseld, who led a charge to reclaim the gatehouse. Hanseld perished in the moment of victory, and his fellow'


  Wissenlanders buried him in the shadow' of the keep he had saved. The village of Eska was assaulted once by rampaging northmen, and a second time by beastmen lured by the carnage. Each time, Gelt's men fought and died in its defence, though it would have perhaps been quicker and kinder to let the village burn.


  All the while, Vlad's offer returned repeatedly to the Supreme Patriarch's thoughts.


  Although Gelt had threatened to burn Vlad’s gift of the Revelations Necris, some instinct had prevented him from doing so. Instead, he had sealed the tome away from prying eyes, but its temptation was ever close at hand. After the second Battle of Eska. his mind's eye still fixed on the fields of bloodied and mangled dead, Gelt broke open the hasps of the Revelations Necris, and surrendered to the secrets therein.


  It quickly became obvious to others that something was wrong. Upon arriving on the border all those long weeks ago, Gelt had requisitioned a mansion owned by a local nobleman who had fled south to Heffengen at the first sign of trouble. Such was the wizard’s reputation that few folk had since approached the building. Servants occasionally made the journey up the winding slope to tend to the wizard's spartan needs, whilst Dreist and his follow captains were sometimes summoned to councils of war held within. Soldiers billeted in Alderfen talked of strange lights dancing on the mansion’s spires by night, and of ghostly figures treading the woods nearby.


  The wind changed direction when it touched that hill, or so it was said, and always blew cold. To begin with, Captain Dreist discounted such tales as rumour, but tellingly could not bring himself to make the journey to Gelt’s iron door.


  It was only a week later, during the Battle of Akkerheim, that Gelt’s descent into forbidden magics became obvious. Akkerheim was by far the largest conflict since the Supreme Patriarch's arrival in those parts. When a section of the Auric Bastion collapsed, the northlanders urged two mutated giants into the breach, who, through feats of monstrous strength, kept the stones from re-sealing. Though the giants were at last felled by keen-eyed Stirland archers, and the wall healed soon after, the behemoths had bought enough time for many hundreds of fur-clad marauders to spill into Akkerheim’s fields.


  Without Balthasar Gelt, the resulting battle would have been a slaughter, but the salvation he brought to Akkerheim was not to everyone's tastes. At the wizard’s gesture, cloying black fog streamed across the battlefield, and where it touched the slain, they rose to carry arms against the invaders.


  This first summoning was clumsy, as could have been expected of a man newly come to the path of necromancy, and many of the awakened cadavers collapsed within minutes of their raising. Yet what Gelt lacked for in finesse, he compensated for through sheer quantity. Soon a horde of twitching corpses surged forward onto the northlanders who, with the Auric Bastion sealed behind them, had no line of retreat. Some Imperial soldiers watched with approval as their foes vanished under a tide of bone and rotting flesh — these were the veterans of Alderfen, who had already seen the undead come to their aid once, and were cautiously content for them to do so again. Others looked on aghast as one nightmare fought another, and only truly relaxed when the battle had ended, and Gelt allowed the dead to crumple to the ground.


  Once the initial shock had passed, few in Gelt's army realised it had been he who had spurred the dead to rise, and fewer still questioned what he had done. To the common soldiers, all wizards commanded powers that bordered on the unholy, and the slim distinction between what the Supreme Patriarch had done and, say, transforming the foe into living but immobile golden statues, was hardly worth dwelling upon. For centuries, it had been rumoured that wizards of the Amethyst College called upon similar feats in times of need, and the events of Akkerheim seemed only to confirm these tales.


  Not all were so indifferent, however. Captain Dreist still had nightmares about the Battle of Alderfen, of the gruesome presence that had taken control of his body, and feared something similar was now at work with Gelt. In the days following Akkerheim, he found his concerns mirrored by Hans Kreiner, a priest of Sigmar recently come to the borderlands. Kreiner had no doubt that Gelt had fallen into corruption. He disappeared a week later, last seen walking the lonely road to Gelt's mansion. No explanation was forthcoming, and it seemed to Dreist that no one save he had even noticed. At that point, Dreist did the only thing he could - he lied west along the Auric Bastion until he reached Castle Skarlan, the fortress from which Aldebrand Ludenhof oversaw a section of the border.


  When the captain was brought before him, Ludenhof tried to ignore Dreist’s restless eyes and squirming hands, and listened to the jumbled account of recent days. The Elector Count didn’t want to believe that Gelt could have fallen from grace, but knew that he could not ignore the possibility. The next day, Ludenhof rode to Alderfen under an outrider escort. He had wanted to take Dreist also, but the captain had reacted with such violent fear that Ludenhof eventually relented and left him in the care of the Sisters of Shallya.


  After three days on the road, Ludenhof’s doubts concerning Gelt were swiftly and brutally dispelled upon reaching the outskirts of Alderfen. Seeking to strengthen the Auric Bastion, the Supreme Patriarch had reinforced the wall with great bone buttresses. Skeletal gargoyles perched upon the buttress summits or in nearby trees, the unblinking witch fires in their eyes scouring the approaches. What appalled Ludenhof more, however, was the fact that the soldiers and villagers toiling in the shadow of the wall seemed completely unconcerned by the horrors that surrounded them. Had Gelt's corruption claimed them also? Ludenhof wasn't sure.


  As Ludenhof and his escort made their way warily into the centre of Alderfen, they were greeted by Gelt himself. The wizard certainly seemed little different to when Ludenhof had seen him last. If anything, the Elector Count had the sense that a great weight had been lifted from the wizard’s mind. Hospitality was offered, and carefully refused, but this didn't prevent Gelt from waxing lyrical about the discoveries he had made, and the steps he had taken to preserve the lives of the Empire’s citizens. Why should the living perish in the realm’s defence, the wizard argued, when the dead would serve just as well?


  For a time, Ludenhof listened with mounting horror, then extracted himself from Gelt’s excited soliloquy as politely as he could manage. Truth be told, the Elector Count made a poor job of hiding his disgust, but Gelt was so engrossed in his explanations that he hardly noticed. As Ludenhof rode hastily back towards Castle Skarlan, his mind was already awhirl with the work to be done. Whatever madness had seized Gelt, it would have to be ended, and soon. Had the Elector Count turned to cast his gaze upon Alderfen one last time, he might have seen Vlad von Carstein watching dispassionately from a shadowed window. But he did not, and thus had no forewarning of what was to come.


  His mind bubbling with contempt and annoyance, Vlad watched Ludenhof’s escort ride away. 'Ludenhof is blind to your achievements!’ the vampire cautioned Gelt. ‘Even now, he plots to destroy you.’


  ‘You're wrong,’ the wizard replied. "He’ll see the necessity of it, they all will.’


  Vlad laughed. ‘Wise men are always the most foolish. Did you not see the look in his eyes; hear the tremor in his voice? He fears what you have done, and will see you destroyed for it.’


  ‘What would you have me do?’ Gelt demanded quietly.


  Vlad arched an eyebrow. He said nothing, but Gelt took his meaning all the same.


  ‘No!’ the wizard said angrily. 'What I have done, I have done to save lives, not end them.'


  'Then when next you lay eyes on Ludenhof, it will be at your burning, everything we have worked for will have been for nothing, and the Dark Gods will laugh at your stupidity.'


  ’No,’ Gelt said again, but his voice was tired, pleading against an inescapable truth.


  ‘If your allegiance is to mankind’s survival, you cannot afford loyalty to individual men,’ Vlad pointed out. ‘Is Ludenhof’s life worth more to you than the hundreds upon thousands who will die if he denounces you?’


  Gelt was silent for a time, but when he spoke again, his voice was firm. ‘No. no it isn’t.'


  Good, thought Vlad, the lesson had been learned. ‘I appreciate the difficulty this must present - I will attend to it if you wish,' the vampire offered, careful that mockery was absent from his tone.


  Gelt shook his head. ‘No,’ he replied resolutely. ‘The burden is mine to bear.’


  ’Good,’ Vlad replied, grasping the wizard’s shoulder. ‘Then there is yet hope for us all.’


  At dusk on the second day after leaving Alderfen, Ludenhof’s party retraced their journey through Kang Wood. The outriders travelled with weapons primed, for the northlander threat was ever-present, and the wood was notoriously goblin-infested. But that eve’s danger was not to come from greenskins. When the travellers reached the crossroads known as Dead man's Pike, their path was blocked. Gelt had arrived before them, for Quicksilver was swifter than any ground-bound steed, and now the wizard begged Ludenhof to hark at his counsel.


  Ludenhof had little choice in the matter. He could see the monstrous shapes of Gelt’s skeletal watchers lurking in the trees, and feared they would attack it he refused. Besides, unlikely as it was fast becoming, the Elector Count still hoped that the wizard could be turned from the path he had chosen. In this, he was soon dismayed, for Gelt repeated the ideals he had spoken of in Alderfen. Worse, the wizard talked of a necessary alliance with the von Carsteins of Sylvania, and of how ultimate salvation lay at the gift of none other than dread Nagash. So saying, Gelt spread his hands imploringly, but one of Ludenhof*s outriders misread the gesture as the start of some enchantment. Bringing his repeater pistol up, he pulled the trigger. The gun roared, and the bullet struck Gelt high in his shoulder, throwing him back in the saddle.


  Anarchy reigned as Gelt’s skeletal guards burst from the trees and fell upon their master’s assailant. The other outriders, their nerves already frayed, opened fire. Heavy bullets whined as the soldiers defended themselves, but though many a bone was shattered, the creatures came on. Ludenhof’s sword came out as he tried to organise his escort, but the outriders scattered in panic, and so became easy prey. Soon the air was full of terrified cries, and Ludenhof’s orders were drowned out.


  Blinking past the pain of his ruined shoulder, Gelt became aware of the unfolding slaughter and commanded his minions to cease the attack. These were not mere mindless dead, but constructs crafted from much older and more difficult magic, and with his thoughts disrupted by the agony of his wound, Gelt could not marshal the necessary control. All the creatures knew' was that their master was imperilled, and they ruthlessly and efficiently crushed the threat.


  By the time Gelt regained control, only Ludenhof still lived. The Elector had been unhorsed, his clothes were bloody and torn, but he fought on despite his wounds. Ludenhof was tiring fast, and his last swing had left his guard open for the stroke that even now came to sever his head. Ludenhof saw the blow come about, and knew at once he could do nothing to prevent it, so instead whispered a last farewell to his wife, though she would never hear it. A heartbeat later, Galt’s word of command rang out across the clearing, and the blade halted in mid-strike. Ludenhof flinched away from the stalled blow then, recovering his composure, stared contemptuously across at the Supreme Patriarch.


  Gelt returned the Elector's gaze, searching for an explanation to undo the damage of the preceding moments, and convince Ludenhof how necessary his actions had been. But no matter how much the wizard tried, he could find no words. As he sat in a silence that felt altogether too much like cowardice, Gelt saw' the other constructs cluster unbidden around the bloodied Elector Count. There could be no reasoning, the wizard realised sorrowfully, no words to bridge the chasm that now lay between them. As the blades came down for Ludenhof one last time, he spat defiantly at Gelt, who turned away in shame. Though the wizard saw it not, the Elector Count died unbowed, his sword still gripped in his hand.


  When Gelt returned to Alderfen, he did everything he could to put Ludenhof’s fate from his mind. He wasn't concerned that the murder would be uncovered; though the Elector Count would quickly be missed, it was inevitable that the work would be blamed on the goblins of Fang Wood, if the body was even discovered. No, Gelt’s attempt to bury the matter was due entirely to guilt. In killing Ludenhof, the wizard had crossed a line; as violent as the reprisals would be if the deed were discovered, Gelt feared the changes in his own personality far more.


  Thus did the Supreme Patriarch throw himself into other matters, chiefly the unheeded pile of correspondence from Emil Valgeir, which Gelt had neglected as his studies into the Revelations Necris proceeded apace. There was little solace to be found in those letters, for they painted an increasingly grim picture of events further west. Under Huss' guidance, Valten had travelled far and wide across the northern Empire, faith and hope blooming wherever he took to the battlefield. Even Karl Franz was convinced of the lad’s divine patronage, or was at least canny enough to feign such recognition. Valgeir had many unkind words to say about Huss' shameless exploitation of the situation, but this was not what seized Gelt's attention. Rather, this dubious honour went to Valgeir's increasingly fervent suspicions that the Alderfen shape shifter was trailing Valten’s path. Valgeir was himself following the youth around the Empire, and at every town, village and fortress there were tales of inexplicable mischief and disaster, much as those the priest had witnessed at Alderfen. Ar-Ulric had no proof, or he would have laid it before the Emperor, but he was increasingly convinced that Valten was not who he claimed to be, and Valgeir's penultimate letter begged the Supreme Patriarch to come north.


  Despite Valgeir's desperate tone, Gelt had no intention of leaving Alderfen until he read the final letter. This one, dated just a week prior, had been composed in a much more rushed hand, and spoke of how the Emperor, in a moment of madness, at least as far as Valgeir saw it, had decreed that he would grant Valten use of the hammer Ghal Maraz, thinking it only fit that Sigmar’s herald wield the weapon of his divine master.


  Gelt did not need Valgeir to explain the danger. As Gelt read on, he realised that the situation was worse even than he had first thought; Karl Franz intended to make the presentation in person, at a ceremony in Castle von Rauken. Gelt was struck by the fear that the shape shifter could have crafted the Valten persona precisely to create the opportunity to assassinate the Emperor.


  Checking the date of Valgeir’s final letter, the Supreme Patriarch realised he could reach Castle von Rauken in time, but just barely. Summoning his Pegasus, Quicksilver, to his side, Gelt sped north.
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  Death Of A Traitor


  [image: 06_The-Empire-small-i_fmt1]


  The Changeling watched with glee as Castle von Rauken’s defenders filed onto the muster field. Hundreds of soldiers stood waiting beneath gaudy banners, and more were arriving every minute.


  The daemon had possessed no real plan when he had first arrived in the Empire long months ago. Tzeentch had bade him manipulate Gelt into sealing the vampires into Sylvania, which the Changeling had done through imitation of the golden wizard’s apprentice, Dieter. After that, the daemon had been content to indulge his mischief wherever opportunity presented itself.


  The ritual circle at Alderfen had perhaps been a mistake, the Changeling conceded, as a troop of Reiksguard knights came smartly to a halt over to his left, but then how had he been to know that Nurgle was better positioned to attack the breach than were the cat’s paws of his own glorious master? After that near-catastrophe, one which had driven the Changeling to aid the humans to ensure that bloated Nurgle wouldn't prosper from the error, the daemon had amused himself with petty acts, letting instinct guide his misrule.


  Thus had the Changeling played many roles in the preceding weeks, but always he had returned to his current form. He hail not known why at first, but now it was all he could do suppress his mirth at the opportunity before him. The Emperor Karl Franz, so nearly within his grasp! The Changeling was saddened that he would have to murder the man, for it had been centuries since he had last impersonated a monarch, but the daemon could sense an edge of the divine about the Emperor, and this prevented flawless mimicry. For a moment, the reminder of his limitations saw the Changeling downcast, but his cheer was never absent for long - he was too easily amused for that. In this case, the daemon's spirits returned when he remembered that the Emperor's death would surely be accompanied by another’s disgrace.


  A clarion of trumpets split the air, and the Changeling looked up as the mighty griffon Deathclaw bore Karl Franz out of the skies. It wouldn’t be long now...


  Quicksilver brought Gelt to Castle von Rauken moments after the Emperor’s arrival. The wizard saw the scaffold that had been erected on the muster field, its rough planks adorned with pennants in the colours of Altdorf, and blazons bearing the icons of the House of Luitpold. Dignitaries of all ranks sat upon the makeshift stage; amongst them four of the surviving Elector Counts, the Grand Theogonist and Ar-Ulric Emil Valgeir. In front of the stage, the Emperor brandished Ghal Maraz high in salute to the cheering crowd. Deathclaw screeched his own greeting, a sound that provoked an even louder response — the majestic griffon was scarcely less beloved by the common soldiers than his regal master. At the Emperor’s side, Ludwig Schwarzhelm viewed the proceedings with what was presumably his usual dour expression. His eyes would be watchful, Gelt knew, but would they be watchful enough? Would the Reiksguard, arrayed in their full splendour around the Emperor, be able to reach their master in time if the shape shifter launched an attack?


  As Quicksilver carried Gelt nearer, the wizard saw the broad corridor that ran between the centremost parade squares, at the far end of which Valten and Huss waited. The former was on foot, the latter on a restless horse. As the Pegasus carried Gelt lower, an


  Imperial herald urged the waiting pair to begin their advance towards the Emperor. A moment later, there was uproar as Quicksilver alighted a dozen feet in front of Deathclaw. Schwarzhelm's sword was out in a heartbeat, a challenge springing from his lips soon after. The worthies upon the stage rose to their feet in outrage, though Gelt thought he detected an approving smile flicker beneath Valgeir’s fulsome beard.


  Outraged, the Emperor demanded an explanation, and Gelt hurriedly explained his suspicions about Valten. He spoke of the peculiar happenings at Alderfen, and how those acts had followed the youth as he had journeyed around the Empire. While Gelt spoke, Huss and Valten hastened forward; they could hear Gelt’s voice, but could not make out his words. For his part, Karl Franz believed little of what the wizard said. Luthor Huss had been a rock of certainty since the dark days had begun, and the Emperor trusted the warrior priest’s judgement in this matter far more than Gelt’s. He was saddened to see a man who had once been a trusted councillor so obviously deranged, but refused to let the wizard’s delusions upset a day crafted to inspire hope. When Gelt would neither be quietened nor dismissed, Karl Franz sadly bade a troop of Reiksguard escort the Supreme Patriarch away.


  As the knights closed in, Gelt felt panic rise. Reacting instinctively, he reached out for a spell that would delay the Reiksguard long enough for him to convince the Emperor. Unfortunately, in his haste, the wizard drew not upon the alchemic lore to which he had dedicated his entire life, but the darker sorceries that had haunted him in recent weeks. Too late, Gelt realised his mistake: skeletal hands burst forth from the damp sod of the muster field, grasping at fetlock and barding as worm-eaten warriors hauled their way of out the soil. For a heartbeat, silence reigned as every man present wrestled with his astonishment that such an hour could come to pass. Then the Reiksguard drew their swords, and Schwarzhelm gave voice to that most damning of words: ’Treachery'. Before the echo had faded, others in the crowd took up the cry and surged forward.


  With that word, Gelt felt the life he had known shatter, but that loss brought sudden clarity. Though he be damned for a traitor, the wizard knew he could still accomplish his goal. Valten - or the thing claiming to be such - could still be slain. But this could not be achieved if the Emperor's ingrates ended his life. Stabbing his staff into the ground, Gelt gave himself over to the magics of undeath, and the entire muster field shook and heaved as the wizard granted new life to those buried beneath.


  Many leagues away to the east, Vlad von Carstein felt a flicker in the Wind of Death, and knew at once the tale it told. The vampire gave a brief smile then, returning to the matter at hand, buried his sword to the hilt in the throat of the northlander chieftain with whom he fought.


  Back at Castle von Rauken, the finely ordered discipline of tile muster field collapsed as the dead rose. At once, the men closing on Gelt checked their advance, their efforts redirected to their own survival.


  None could reach the wizard, for a ring of dead had formed around him, and wailing spirits spiralled through the air above. As the bloody minutes ticked by, knights were dragged from their horses and valiant warriors torn limb from limb. The mustered troops had been arrayed for celebration, not battle, and their disorder cost many lives. Little by little, sergeants and officers brought discipline to the ranks, but the dead were in amongst them by now, their numbers growing all the time as Gelt raised the fallen to do his bidding.


  Once perhaps, Gelt would have striven to spare the duty-hound soldiers who fought against him, but now the wizard cared only that the Emperor lived, and Valten died.


  These were perhaps not the actions of a rational man, but then Gelt was no longer entirely sane. Gnawed at by the guilt of Ludenhof’s death, shamed by the Emperor's rejection and his perceptions subtly twisted by the sorceries he now employed, the Supreme Patriarch teetered on the brink of abiding madness. Then, without knowing it, Gelt lost his grip on the precipice, and fell.


  The wizard did not truly see the slaughter that unfolded before him, as terrified men gave their all in battle against the worm-eaten dead. He felt no remorse as rusted blades split skulls and hacked through flesh. Like a drowning man reaching for driftwood, Gelt was focussed entirely on the one thing he was sure would be his exoneration — the death of the daemon that called itself Valten.


  Yet even this small goal lay beyond Gelt’s grasp, it seemed, as Valten ran towards the Emperor, his re-forged hammers ready in his hands. Huss too had spurred his horse forward, but by an accident of fate the Prophet of Sigmar was quickly pulled from his steed and overwhelmed by a heaving mass of corpses. With a bellow, Huss regained his feet and sent holy fire coursing through the dead, but he could make no headway through the horde. Valten spared Huss not so much as a backwards glance, for he knew where his priorities lay. On he ran, to where the


  Reiksguard sheltered their Emperor. The youth knew his purpose, clearer than he ever had, and he would not be stopped. Zombies grasped at Valten's legs, but he tore free. Skeletons clattered unthinkingly into his path, but the youth scattered the vengeful bones with a sweep of his hammers. Spectral figures swirled before him, singing siren songs to numb his mind and scatter his senses, but a golden light burned upon Valten's brow, and the ghosts fell back before it.


  Kurt Helborg fought his way forward, the runefang, Grudge Settler, glowing as it sliced through mouldering flesh. Kill the wizard, end the battle. Those words were the Reiksmarshal's mantra as he urged his destrier forward. He had fought many campaigns against vampires and their ilk, and always those words had served him well. Kill the wizard, end the battle. It mattered not to Helborg that Gelt had once been his ally - Helborg had no friends - the Supreme Patriarch was a target, another foe to be slain so that the Empire would endure. Kill the wizard, end the battle. Helborg swore as Grudge Settlers blade stuck fast in a bloated zombie, then he kicked the corpse clear and rode on. The Reiksmarshal gave a ragged war cry as his steed vaulted a line of undead, the momentum delivering him to Gelt's side. Down came Grudge Settler, and the blade would have taken Gelt’s head had the wizard not raised his staff to parry' it. Sparks flew as the enchantment of the runefang fought that of the Staff of Volans, but the blow was checked.


  As the battle continued to rage, Emil Valgeir jumped down from the scaffold with an ease that belied his old bones. Some of his fellow worthies were calling for steeds that could not reach them; others were cowering from the undead. Valgeir ignored them all and ran on to the Emperor’s side, using the butt of his axe to knock aside rotting cadaver and Imperial soldier alike. If the priest felt fear for the Emperor’s safety, or even for his own, there was no trace of it written upon his brow. A hulking northlander skeleton lurched into Valgeir’s path, but Ar-Ulric’s axe dashed the brute to the ground. Valgeir vaulted over the body and reached the outer ring of Reiksguard knights. The priest wasn't even breathing hard. Valten was but a few paces to his right and closing fast, the Emperor and his griffon, Deathclaw, as far again to Valgeir’s front. It would be close, Valgeir reckoned, but it could yet be done.


  Thus far, Karl Franz had hung back from the battle. While it was clear to him that Gelt had gone mad, he was wise enough to know that there was more to the matter than he saw.


  Thus Karl Franz had reluctantly sheltered behind the shields of the Reiksguard; it irked him to do so, but knew that sometimes the duty of the Emperor was to live whilst others fought so that he could remain so. That all changed when Valgeir reached the Reiksguard. Astounded, the Emperor watched as pink fire billowed from the priest’s outstretched hands, incinerating a dozen of the stalwart knights. Before the screaming had ceased, Valgeir launched himself skyward, slamming into Karl Franz and knocking him sprawling from Deathclaw’s saddle. Ghal Maraz jarred from the Emperor's fingers as he struck the ground. Schwarzhelm and a handful of knights saw their master fall, and spurred forward to reach him, but they were engulfed in another cloud of pink flame. Valgeir — or something very like him — was on the Emperor before the other could stand, the Ulrican axe loosed to a final, decapitating blow. Whatever else Gelt may have been, Karl Franz realised, he had been correct about the assassin's existence not that the information was of much comfort.


  In that fateful moment before the axe struck home, Valten slammed into the Changeling from behind and the blow went astray. Over and over in the mud they rolled, the daemon’s form dickering and shifting as he sought advantage. Karl Franz was quickly on his feet, Ghal Maraz in his hands once more, and he went to his rescuer’s aid. Though, where once Valten and the ersatz Valgeir had fought, now there were two Valtens, identical down to their wounds. The Ulrican axe lay discarded close by, as did Valten’s hammers, and now the two combatants hammered at each other with list, knee and forehead. Karl Franz checked his blow, not wanting to pulp his saviour along with the assassin, but could see no way to tell the two apart.


  Perhaps the Changeling would have succeeded - or at least escaped - but for Deathclaw. As it was, the griffon sensed what man could not, and with an ear-splitting roar, swept the nearer of the two Valtens aside. As the Changeling tumbled away, his features collapsed into a hooded mass of fire and tentacles. With a cry of indignation, the daemon writhed upright, determined not to be thwarted so close to his prey. Then he screeched in pain as Schwarzhelm, his burnt skin livid and his armour blackened, charged forward to thrust the stall of the Emperors standard deep into the daemon's threshing mass. Before the Changeling could pry his way clear, Schwarzhelm’s sword hacked deep into the creatures cowl. With a final shriek, the daemon collapsed, his body deliquescing into vile fluid as he fell.


  None were stricken so profoundly by that sight as Balthasar Gelt. Even as he strove to survive beneath Helborg’s blows, the wizard saw the proof of how he had been used; the Valgeir who had been his friend was not Valgeir at all, but the very shape shifter they had sought. In his desperation to save the Emperor from murder, Gelt had provided a distraction for the daemon. Giving voice to a gut-wrenching cry of despair, the wizard drove Helborg back with a desperate sweep of his staff, and urged Quicksilver into the skies. As Gelt fled, the winds of magic shifted once more, and the power he had used to bind the dead scattered upon the breeze. All across the muster field, corpses fell lifeless once more, and the survivors were left to piece together the puzzle of what they had just witnessed.


  Though not so costly in lives as the conflicts that preceded and followed it, the battle later known as Gelt’s Folly would have far-reaching ramifications for the Empire. First of these was the ascension of Gregor Martak, head of the Amber College, to the office of Supreme Patriarch, Balthasar Gelt having revealed himself to be irrevocably corrupted.


  This was only the first indignity heaped upon the Gold College, for in the wake of Gelt's Folly, Heldebrandt Grimm, Lord Protector of the Templars of Sigmar - the Witch Hunters - began an exhaustive and meticulous examination of the Arch-Alchemist’s order. Grimm, ever a pious and ruthless man, put many alchemists to the fire. Few of the accused were truly guilty, but so deep were the wounds caused by Gelt’s betrayal that no one sought to rein in the Lord Templar's excesses, and many encouraged him. Thus began the collapse of the Gold College, and the persecution of those who had studied within its halls. Only those alchemists who laboured to maintain the Auric Bastion were considered above suspicion.


  Gelt himself knew none of this. At the battle’s end, he had fled to join Vlad von Carstein at Rackspire, and it spoke much for his broken frame of mind that nothing he witnessed in the vampire's halls appalled him. With his loyalties no longer torn, Gelt eagerly learned everything that Vlad could teach him, and willingly aided the vampire in his search for Isabella's long-lost resting place.


  Traumatic as these consequences may have been for those who suffered them, they would pale into insignificance as the year ground on and the Sigmarite priesthood took a fateful decision. Some months after the Battle of Gelt's Folly, Grand Theogonist Kaslain informed the Emperor that the Church of Sigmar would no longer contribute to the


  Auric Bastion. They had no desire, so Kaslain said, to support the tainted works of a proven heretic. Karl Franz had never missed Volkmar so much as he did at that moment. Stubborn and gruff though the previous Theogonist had been, he would never have acted as Kaslain did now. Gelt had proven to be flawed, but Karl Franz knew that this did not wash away the good works the wizard had performed up until that point. Sadly, Kaslain did not agree, and nothing the Emperor said could change his mind.


  Losing patience with Kaslain, the Emperor sought to have the Grand Theogonist replaced, but the Sigmarite Church closed ranks behind their leader, and no matter what pressure Karl Franz brought to bear, he was unable to divest Kaslain of his position. Thus was Gelt’s foolishness compounded by the stubbornness of priests.


  Though it would take another fortnight for the effects to be truly felt, that was the day the Auric Bastion began to fail. Though wizards of the Light and Gold Colleges laboured on in their ritual circles, without the faith of the priesthood to serve as its mortar, the wall was no longer proof against daemons. All along the border, the scions of the Dark Gods tore and hammered at the Auric Bastion, and little by little, it began to collapse.


  Ultimately, the dominance of the Auric Bastion ended at the place where so many things had been set in motion — in the Ostermark village of Alderfen. As faith bled out of the wall, Gurug'ath, the Greater Daemon imprisoned there by Gelt long months ago, began to move. The northlanders saw the wall crack and shudder as Gurug'ath strove against it, and they gathered in their thousands, chanting and drumming their praises to the Chaos Gods as the hated wall shook apart. When at last Gurug'ath tore himself free in a shower of dust and stone, a league-long section of the Auric Bastion tumbled into ruin. As the wall fell, Gurug'ath roared in triumph; the gathered northlanders exulted, and spilled through the widening breach.


  Alderfen was overrun in hours: the northern reaches of Ostermark in days. Knowing he had little time to defeat this incursion before the pattern was repeated elsewhere along the border, Karl Franz mobilised every soldier he could, and marched from Castle von Rauken to confront the invaders. Neither the Emperor nor any of his generals could fathom why the invaders had plunged deeper into Ostermark, instead of veering west to the great cities of Middenheim, Talabheim and


  Wolfenburg; they knew only that the invaders from the north had to be crushed.


  Meanwhile, from his chambers in Rackspire, Vlad von Carstein received word of the incursion, and saw greater purpose to it than any of the Emperor's strategists. He knew why the Chaos horde was heading through Ostermark. Sylvania lay south of that land; Sylvania, and the wellspring of death magic Nagash had sealed within its soil. That, Vlad felt sure, was what the horde sought, and he knew they could not be allowed to reach it. Leaving the Nameless to protect what remained of the Empire-Kislev border, Vlad gathered his minions and headed south. His spies had kept him well informed of the Emperor's movements, and now the vampire converged his forces on the city where he was sure Karl Franz would make his stand. Like it or not, the men of the Empire would not fight alone at Heffengen.
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  The Battle Of Heffengen
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  The Battle of Heffengen began at dawn, scarcely a day after the Emperor’s arrival. Karl Franz had briefly considered withdrawing to the city walls, but had swiftly rejected the idea as unworkable. Heffengen’s defences had been neglected, and the Emperor had no faith that they would hold. Instead, he arrayed his army on the plains to the north, trusting to the deep- flowing Revesnecht River to strengthen his eastern flank.


  General Godfrei Talb had petitioned the Emperor for command of the eastern defences, and this had been granted. Talb would command over a dozen regiments drawn from across Ostermark, but Karl Franz elected to thicken that portion of the defences further. Gold was paid to Grub Kineater’s Bloodfist Mercenaries, with promise of more to follow in victory. More notably, Valten and Luthor Huss chose to make their stand on the eastern Hank, which meant that so too did the Army of Sigmar. This was a grandiose name, given in jest to the hordes of flagellants who had been drawn to Valten in the preceding weeks. Karl Franz was uncertain what to expect from the Army of Sigmar, and sought to minimise the disruption of the madmen by stationing them on his extreme flank.


  The western end of the Empire line hailed almost exclusively from Talabheim. Garrat


  Mecke, Lord General of Talabheim, was the only sane man in the army who actually seemed to be looking forward to the battle at hand - save for the ever-bloodthirsty Reiksmarshal, of course. Since the disappearance of Helmut Feuerbach, Elector Count of Talabecland, Mecke had made no secret of his desire to rise to that high office and, even on the brink of disaster, hoped to improve his candidacy through valour that day. Though Karl Franz distrusted Mecke's motivations, the general had placed an impressive array of Talabheimers at his command, and so the Emperor overlooked the lesser evil of ambition that day.


  In the centre of the line, the Emperor had gathered his finest forces. Most of these were soldiers from Altdorf, three whole regiments of the Emperor’s palace guard and many more of the city’s soldiery, formed in a double line a mile beyond Heffengen's gates. Also mustered there were the Reiksguard, the intemperate Kurt Helborg waiting restlessly at their head.


  Every man assembled in the battle line knew what to expect. The horde had been heralded for days by a steady trickle of raiders, reavers and glory-seekers. Villages and outposts had fallen along the way, some defended by acts of heroism that would never be known, others overwhelmed in gruelling clashes in which the carrion birds were the only winners. Many of the assembled soldiers had fought in such battles, or had heard them rage beyond the horizon. All had heard tell that the End Times were at last upon the world. Some had been driven mad by that news, Hocking to join the flea-infested and scabrous flagellants. Most whispered prayers to Sigmar, Ulric or Taal, sharpened their weapons, and prayed for a quick death if victory was denied them.


  The horde advanced beneath the beating wings of innumerable crows, hungry' for the great corpse-feast to come. The air was wracked by a deep and booming dirge, the rumble of the drums melding with rough voices raised in song. The sonorous counting of Nurgle’s tallymen merged with the oppressive drone of a million daemon-flies and the roaring of countless mutated beasts.


  It was a sound that promised death and damnation, and the men of the Empire prayed all the harder for hearing it.


  As the horde came into range, the cannons along the Empire line fired with one voice. For a moment, the clamour of the northmen was drowned out, but rose to pre-eminence once more before the smoke had cleared. Blood-mad marauders, spurs set to the flanks of wild steeds, rode ahead of the main advance. As they closed, whooping and cheering, the sharp cracks of Hochland rifles sounded, pitching the barbarians bloody onto the churned plain. Occasionally, a brave warrior would survive to reach the disciplined lines, raking axe or flail against the wall of spears, until a determined thrust or well-aimed pistol-shot sent him to the embrace of his gods.


  Through it all, the main body of the horde advanced, straight as an arrow to Heffengen. They cared not for their losses, or for the forces arrayed against them. Too long had they abided beyond the Auric Bastion, and that wait had awoken a hunger for slaughter that was as yet unfulfilled. In the centre of the horde waddled corpulent Gurug'ath. He, more than any, had reason to hate the weaklings gathered before him, for the indignity of imprisonment within the enchanted wall still hung heavy upon his rotten soul. Worse, where before the Great Unclean One had commanded a horde, now he was but one warlord amongst many, diminished for his failure at Alderfen.


  In truth, there was no single mind guiding the horde. What common purpose it had was granted by instinct, not leadership and, as the leading war bands closed in to handgun-range, the northlanders paid for their lack of direction. There was no battle plan, no tactical poise crafted to win victory. If there had been, perhaps the Chaos horde would have struck the Empire line as a single unstoppable force. As it was, the northlanders' charge was uneven and, as the first axes bit home against the centre of Karl Franz’s line, the northmen left the flanks un-embattled.


  The Altdorfers bore the brunt of that first charge, and paid dearly for it. Spears and halberds were knocked aside, their wielders hewn by axes or trampled beneath spittle- flecked steeds. Hulking northlander brutes forced their way into the tight-packed formations, hacking and bellowing. Determined to prove themselves before their Emperor, the Altdorfers fought on, but that bravely cost them greatly. Five whole regiments vanished in the opening minutes of that brutal melee, but not one man took a backward step, not one man cast down his weapon and begged for mercy. The men of the Empires heartland fought to the last, and so made their Emperor proud.


  Now, other forces joined the battle. First came the Reiksguard; Kurt Helborg had not waited for the Emperor’s order, but had sounded the charge as soon as the Chaos horde had crashed home. .Just behind the Reiksguard, the second line of Altdorfers, loosed to the fray at Karl Franz's order, lowered their weapons and charged. They knew that death awaited them, but went to it all the same, screaming to drown their desperate fears. The counter-attack hit like a hammer blow, scattering the leading warbands, and reclaiming the ground so valiantly defended by the now-vanished regiments. Kurt Helborg’s runefang hacked down the skull-helmed warlord who had let! the charge, and the Reiksmarshal’s triumphant cheer was soon taken up by those around him -strict disciplinarian though the Reiksmarshal may have been, his men loved him well, and revelled in his achievements as freely as they did their own. Alas, the horde was a dark and fulsome sea, and these were but the first breakers upon the shore.


  Gurug’ath led the next attack, a flood of daemons and Skaeling tribesmen at his back. The surviving Altdorfers were exhausted from their frantic charge, but now they defiantly braced themselves for the battle to come. This time they would not fight alone. The Empire’s Hanks had still to suffer anything but the most inconsequential of assaults, and now lent their aid to the embattled centre. To the west, Garrat Mecke’s artillery batteries and handgunners lent their fire, and the northlander ranks shuddered as the hail of shells and shot slammed home. To the east, the Army of Sigmar, unable to restrain their fervour any longer, came frothing and chanting to the fight. Valten rode at their head; the light of Sigmar playing upon his brow, and for the first time the northlanders knew doubt. With a final howl, the flagellants crashed into the Skaelings, the madmen of one land come to vie with those of another.


  Kurt Helborg’s normally grim countenance twisted into a savage smile.


  His runefang hacked down, splitting the leering skull-helm of a northlander chief. Gods, he thought, there was no greater joy than this; a sea of foes, a righteous cause and good men at his back. What more could a warrior desire?


  The Reiksmarshal urged his warhorse deeper into the horde, scarcely aware of the cheering around him. Helborg’s sword felt like a thing alive in his hand, hungry as he for the blood of the foe. Let the northlanders think themselves the better men, Helborg thought. He would prove them wrong this day.


  A colossal plague daemon loomed out of the armoured ranks, barrelling aside its own followers in his haste to join the battle. All at once, the cheers of the Reiksguard faded away, the sound’s absence penetrating Helborg’s mind in a way that its recent presence never had.


  The Reiksmarshal did not so much as hesitate. ‘Come on you scum!' he roared at his men, standing tall in his saddle.


  ‘I’ll not have it said that the Reiksguard ran from that sagging sack of flesh! For Karl Franz! For the Empire!’


  Again the Reiksguard charged into the press of battle, spilling blood and daemonic ichor as they rode. Helborg wielded his men like a lance, thrusting true for the heart of the horde - he had marked the presence of Gurug’ath amidst the fray, and thought to earn,' his runefang against the foul creature. Deep the stalwart knights drove into the horde, the vile ranks closing around them. The Reiksguard knew no fear, not while Helborg led them, and they pressed on through writhing tentacles, bloated daemon-flies and rot-limbed horrors until they reached their quarry. Lances lowered and thrust deep into the Great Unclean One’s hide, but he felt not the blows. Repellent laughter rumbled from the creature's ruined throat, and a single swipe of his battered sword scattered the knights. Then came Helborg’s runefang. The daemon's laughter became a roar of outraged pain as the dwarf-wrought blade sliced deep into his flesh. Again the Reiksmarshal struck, laying Gurug’ath’s massive arm open to the bone. The daemon bellowed and flailed madly, and Helborg was cast from his saddle to land stunned amongst the dead and dying knights.


  Some distance away, Karl Franz saw the Reiksmarshal fall, and knew the time had come for him to enter the battle. Both Helborg and loyal Schwarzhelm had advised against the Emperor risking himself directly, but Karl Franz beheld a battle in the balance. Thus far, the Altdorfers fought on, but only at terrible cost, and the Emperor could see the Chaos horde shifting as its warlord smelled opportunity elsewhere. Now was the time to act, Karl Franz decided, and, ignoring Schwarzhelm’s cautions, the Emperor urged Deathclaw forward. With a deafening screech, the griffon took to the skies, and bore his master to Helborg's salvation.


  Even as Karl Franz entered the fray, the embattled Skaelings lost their will to fight.


  The Army of Sigmar fought with no formation, no discipline, just a bloodthirsty and implacable zeal. The Skaelings had grown soft in the weeks of pillage, and they found that the flagellants were a foe beyond them. On swept the Army of Sigmar, scattering northlanders before them. Holy light shone upon Valten’s brow, and its brilliance spread through all who followed him, rousing them to greater efforts.


  Flails swung in maddening arcs, and then slammed home to splinter shields and pulp skulls. Skaelings screamed their harsh war cries, only for their voices to be drowned by exultations to Sigmar. Men on both sides fell wounded, and were crushed as the fervid horde trampled on. A tribal chief emerged out of the crowd, roaring a crude challenge. Valten brought Ghal Maraz crashing down in reply, smashing through the chieftain's shield and splitting apart his skull.


  Huss laid about him like a man possessed, scattering foes with each sweep of his hammer. Huger and stronger the northlanders may have been, but their gods were distant and uncaring at that moment, while every man who followed Valten struck with a portion of Sigmar’s might. Beneath that onslaught, the Skaelings broke. Weapons abandoned, they fled, the favour of the gods forgotten.


  Seeing their enemies scatter, the flagellants let out a raucous cheer. The sound carried back to the Empire lines, where the Ostermarkers and Grub Kineater’s ogres yet held position. Blood set afire by the sound, the Empire's east Hank started forward. The men of Ostermark came for vengeance, for the chance to make the invaders pay for lost kith and kin. The ogres came to claim the dead as feast-tithe, to fill bellies rumbling from the thin rations of preceding weeks. Their thunderous voices too were raised in celebration, rowdy and jocular at the prospect of a feast. Then, a booming war song erupted from beyond the milling barbarians, and the cheer died.


  The flagellants’ fervour had served them well against the fur-clad Skaeling marauders, but it availed them little against the grim warriors who now tell upon them. These plate-clad brutes were the favoured warriors of the Kurgan, and Vardek Crom was their lord. Crom had sworn allegiance to Archaon Everchosen and now served as his herald. Loosed from the Inevitable City by Archaon's will, Crom had come south to seek the favour of the gods. He did not know that Archaon had despatched him thus in the hope that death would find him and. even if he had, would have cared not one whit. Vardek Crom had ever believed himself a conqueror; now, with Archaon’s blessing, he sought to prove it.


  Into the sackclothed rabble the Kurgan came, and death came with them. Lost to holy madness, the flagellants made little attempt to defend themselves; axes cut deep into scarred flesh, and the Sigmarite zealots fell as wheat before the scythe. Still the flagellants did not give up. They fought on through the most terrible of wounds, clawing at the foe with bleeding fingers and biting at them with rotten teeth. But though they died unbowed, and without a backward step, they died still.


  Only where Valten and Huss fought did the holy army hold its ground and this only because any northlander who carried a blade against the pair perished soon after. Yet even these heroes could only hold ground; their efforts alone could not repulse the Kurgan horde. Soon the holy army had been all but swept away; Valten and Huss battled amidst a surging sea of hate, fighting from islands whose shores were the corpses of their fellows. The mightiest of the Kurgan hurled themselves against these shores, certain that the gods would reward those who overcame the pair whose hammers shone with holy light, but most swept on over the dead and dying, and crashed onto the waiting blades of the Ostermarkers.


  Urgent shouts rang out across the Ostermark line as captains tried to form their men against the Kurgan charge. The Ostermarkers hadn't lost their discipline, and the rattle and whistle of crossbow fire cut through the air. Here and there a northlander fell, but most of the bolts were wasted against blood-spattered plate. Even so, the volley served to stagger the Kurgan advance, and an assault that should have smashed home as a line of unbroken shields instead came piecemeal onto the levelled spears of the men of Ostermark.


  Many Kurgan perished in that clash, their impetus driving them onto the blades of their Toes. Seeing their toes falter, the captains of Ostermark ordered their detachments against the enemy Hanks, seeking to overwhelm the fierce northlanders before they could reorder their ranks. Alas, the Ostermarkers had advanced too quickly in the flagellants' wake, and had not seen the second wave of northlanders flooding past the charnel fortress where Valten and Huss yet fought. As the men of the Empire went forward in counter-attack, this new attack crashed against the Ostermarkers flanks.


  One minute, the colours of Heffengen, Essen and Bechafen rippled proudly in the breeze, their yellows and purples bold against the coming dark. The next, the Ostermark line collapsed like rotten wood under a hammer blow. It was not cowardice that brought this about, for the men of Ostermark fought as bravely as did any that day. Alas, the men of the Empire had ever relied on discipline to win their battles, on many blades striking together in order to bring down a mightier foe. In the brutal one-on-one battles that now erupted, they had no chance. The ranks of yellow and purple were torn to red ruin, captains were hacked down by heavy axes and proud banners fell into the mud.


  Grub Kineater watched the Ostermarkers’ collapse, saw Godfrei Talb’s skull split under an axe-blow, and knew at once what was to come. With a bellow that carried clearly over the screams of the dead and dying, he bellowed at his boys to hold firm. There was no point trying to escape; the northlanders were already in pursuit of the fleeing soldiers and would reach the ogres in moments.


  Better, Kineater decided, to face the onslaught head on. With a toothy grin, he hefted his maul and prepared to fight.


  Vlad von Carstein saw the Kurgan charge crash home against the ogres, and reckoned it was past time for him to strike. The hordes east flank was a strung out and ill-ordered mess, and the vampire knew that a counter-attack by a sufficiently disciplined force could tear it apart.


  From the summit of the ruined watchtower, Balthasar Gelt watched silently as the Kurgan counter-attack tore the Ostermark line apart. As little as a month ago, he would have felt that his place was amongst his fellow countrymen. Now he watched their deaths without a flicker of emotion. Sometimes the wizard worried at how quickly the echoes of his previous life were fading, but the feeling never lasted for longer than a heartbeat.


  ‘They are children squabbling in imitation of their elders. Neither side truly understands the stakes at play.’ Vlad observed, moving to the wizard's side. The vampire's tone was almost sad, thought Gelt. It was somehow out of place.


  ‘And you do. I suppose?' Gelt asked wearily. He had meant for his words to carry a sardonic tone, but somehow he could not muster the defiance. It was as if the more time he spent with Vlad, the less vibrant his own thoughts and wishes became.


  'I am here, and stand ready to help defend a throne I once sought to claim,' the vampire replied mildly. 'That should be answer enough.’


  Gelt gave no reply, and simply watched as his ally - his master - peered out across the Revesnecht plain. What haw you become? A voice screamed inside the wizard's head, then fell silent as the von Carstein turned to face him once more.


  'I think, at last, it is time for us to make our presence felt,’ Vlad announced. 'Are you prepared?’


  Gelt inclined his head. ‘Yes, master.’


  ‘Good. Then we shall begin.'


  Fortunately. Vlad had such an army nearby. Needing neither sleep nor rest, it had been in position for three full days before either the forces of the Empire or the Chaos horde had arrived at Heffengen. The vampire knew that Karl Franz would not willingly accept his help; the history of the von Carstein’s and Gelt's recent actions had seen to that. Thus, Vlad hadn't wasted time in futile attempts at forging a formal alliance. Instead, the vampire had trusted to the inevitability of battle on the Revesnecht plain, and concealed his army in the one place no sentry or outrider would ever have thought to look for it. Only Vlad, Balthasar Gelt and a small guard of Drakenhof Templars ran the risk of discovery', but that chance was a small one. They were concealed within an abandoned watchpost on the banks of the Revesnecht, and Vlad's spies had informed him that the locals lived in such fear of the ruin being haunted that no one went near.


  Mad did not need to give a verbal command. His will crowded close on all of his minions and, in any event, they' would not have heard him. Nevertheless, the vampire believed that certain formalities had to be obeyed. Thus did he order his personal standard set upon the remains of the watchtower rampart, raised his sword to the sky', and gave voice to the command that roused his army from concealment and hurled them into battle. For a long moment, nothing happened. Then the waters of the Revesnecht heaved, and suddenly' the west bank of the river was covered with black banners and skeletal warriors.


  Vlad's army advanced without breaking step, the soft mud of the riverbank clinging tight about its warriors' feet, water and slime cascading from weapons and through ribcages. For three day's they had waited beneath the waters of the Revesnecht. They could not have been said to have waited patiently, for that would have implied that they had possessed a desire to be elsewhere, and they' had no thoughts or feelings save for those that Vlad placed within them. Now those skeletons, wights and winged reavers advanced into the fray with the same implacability', caring nothing for their losses, if they even noticed them at all.


  Though they were caught between Grub Kineater’s slab-sided ogres and the undead onslaught, the Kurgan did not despair.


  Instead, they came to the fray with fresh fury. Behemoths of the northern wastes were loosed from their chains and rampaged through the undead. Rot-crowned shamans called upon Nurgle for aid, and blackrot plague spread through the ogres like wildfire. None of this availed the Kurgan however, and the slaughter they had inflicted to that point now became their greatest foe. As the battle raged, Gelt put his newly-gained necromantic prowess to good use. As the wizard bent the winds of magic to his will, the Ostermarkers and flagellants so recently slain rose to fight again. By the time Vlad and his bodyguard joined the fight, the tide of battle had turned, the Kurgan stalled at the height of what should have been a glorious triumph.


  Further north, Huss and Valten, the Prophet and the Herald, yet fought on. Of the Army of Sigmar, perhaps a few score remained, penned in on all sides by the black-armoured warriors of the northlands. Here, the dead did not rise, for Gelt’s concentration was bent on the fighting further south. Still the Kurgan could not overwhelm the grim priest and the flaxen haired youth, but from amongst the north men’s lines came Vardek Crom, unbeaten champion of the Everchosen. Smelling the prospect of glory, Crom pushed through the melee, seeking to restore his followers’ flagging morale with the blood of the enemy's champions.


  Seeing Crom approach, Huss spurred forward. The great hammer swung down to split the warlord’s skull, but Crom was too fast, and swept the strike aside with his shield. Crom's return blow was not loosed against Huss, but rather against the priest’s horse. The beast screamed in pain as the axe all but severed its foreleg and, rearing up, Hung Huss from the saddle. Crom was on the priest before he could regain his footing, and the point of his sword plunged deep into Huss’ shoulder. As his hammer fell from nerveless hands, Huss called holy fire down upon his tormentor. Though Crom staggered, he did not fall, and his next blow sliced deep into the priest’s scalp to crack his skull. Laughing at his victory, Crom battered aside Huss' desperate punch, and readied his sword for the final blow.


  That blow never fell. As Crom’s sword thrust home, Valten urged his steed through the press of battle and assailed Crom from behind. Ghal Maraz came hammering down, and the Conqueror’s hastily raised shield crumpled under the blow. Huss forgotten, Crom spun to face Valten, his axe flashing out to cripple the youth’s horse as it had the priest’s. This time, however, the gambit failed. Valten’s steed had been a personal gift from Karl Franz, and was well-trained. Swift as Crom’s axe strike was, the warhorse stepped smartly aside, leaving the Conqueror’s blade hacking at empty air. Ghal Maraz came down again, and this time it was Crom’s sword that shattered. Now the warlord had only his axe at hand, but still he did not yield the fight.


  Crom had his opponent's measure now, and kept his weapon ever in motion, whirling the axe in dizzying arcs so that Valten could not be sure where the next blow would come from. Again and again the axe bit at Valten’s armour, and all the while Crom evaded the youth’s return blows — the Conqueror had tasted the might of Ghal Maraz twice now, and resolved to let it strike him no more. Once, twice, three times Valten struck out at his foe, and each time Ghal Maraz passed within hair’s breadth of Crom’s helm. On the third strike, the warlord leaned inside the blow’s arc and, with his free hand, hauled Valten from the saddle.


  Valten hit the ground, all breath driven from his body, and Crom closed for the kill. Roaring his victory, Crom brought his axe down, but now it was Huss’ turn to save Valten. Though slowed by his wounds, the warrior priest threw himself forward, and locked both of his gauntleted hands around Crom’s weapon arm. Such was the warlord's strength that Huss could check the blow for only a moment, but a moment was all that Valten needed. The youth’s fingers tightened around Ghal Maraz’s grips and the hammer came around, smashing into Crom's armoured chest, crumpling the steel and pulping the flesh behind. A second strike stove in the warlord's horned helm and Crom the Conqueror, herald of Archaon, passed from the mortal world.


  Crom’s death sealed the fate of the Kurgan that day. Had he lived, the Conqueror could perhaps have led a counter-attack against the undead; as it was, the northlanders had been disordered by Vlad’s attack, and dismayed by the loss of their warlord. Vlad tasted the despair, and smiled as he led the Drakenhof Templars to the aid of Grub Kineater’s Bloodfists. As he advanced, the vampire saw the ogre’s weighty mace slam into a knot of great-axe wielding northlanders, scattering- broken bodies with every strike. Without missing a step, Vlad altered the direction of his approach ever so slightly - he had no idea if the ogre realised that the undead fought on his side, and had no intention being ignominiously splattered because of a misunderstanding.


  As the east flank of the Chaos horde collapsed, the west prepared itself for glory. Here were massed the horsemen and knights of many tribes, but it was a Kul who commanded them, by right of challenge on the battle's eve. Akkorak the Crow they called him, Reaver of the Nine Wastes. Long had he ridden in the service of the Dark Gods, honing his sword against the northern tribes and the soft-skinned men of the Empire alike. When Akkorak looked upon the standards arrayed against him, he did not feel fear, merely a glorious destiny waiting to lie claimed. In the booming of the cannons he heard the roar of the gods; in the ranks of the foe he saw only skulls waiting to be claimed. Now was the hour in which the Crow would take his due. Drawing his sword, Akkorak bellowed with joy and urged his steed to the gallop. Behind him, a thousand harsh voices took up the cry of exultation, and the ground shook to the thunder of iron-shod hooves as the massed marauders and knights followed in their champion's wake.


  The stalwart men of Talabheim saw Akkorak’s charge begin, though they did not know who led it, for the chieftain was but one man amongst hundreds. Sergeants and officers began barking orders, letting their confidence fill the men under their command. Along the line, restless hands tightened on the grips of sword, shield and spear. Gun crews sweated and swore as they served their insatiable mistresses, sending roundshot and mortar shells screaming across the battlefield to crash into the onrushing horde. Here and there, gaps tore open in Akkorak’s charge, but they were soon filled as other horsemen spurred forward into the spaces.


  Handgun fire rippled up and down the line. The men of Talabheim had fired too soon; a captain had panicked, the range was too great and the shots were wasted. Brilliant oranges and reds flared as wizards of the Bright College loosed fireballs and flaming meteors; linstocks flashed and the first helblasters roared, but still Akkorak's charge came on. The ground trembled to pounding hooves, and the men of Talabheim, who had no wish to die in the defence of a rival state, began to shrink away from the foe. It started slowly, with men taking a half step back before reloading, or a captain reforming his troops along more favourable ground that just happened to be more distant from the enemy. Only the gun crews were immune. Deaf from the roar of their war engines and blind from the smoke, they scarcely noticed as lines of spears and halberds drew towards them, and focussed on feeding that one last shot that would perhaps break the charge.


  Amongst the Talabheimers was the Amethyst wizard Albrecht Morrstan. Like many wizards of his college, Morrstan had been irrevocably transformed when Nagash had grounded death magic in Svlvania. Not long ago, he had been a creature of flesh and blood; now he trod uneasily on the border between life and death. Ever a recluse, Morrstan had spent the last few weeks completely apart from the other citizens of Heffengen, deliberately concealing his affliction. Yet, though he was little more than a ghostly echo of his former self, Morrstan was still a faithful son of the Empire. Me had joined the battle line at dawn, trusting his robes to conceal the ghastly truth from his countrymen, constantly fearful of discovery now, in the moment before Alckorak’s charge crashed home against the wavering men of Talabheim, Morrstan proved his loyalty. The wizard threw back his cloak and began to chant. Nearby soldiers recoiled at the sight of his translucent form, but Morrstan paid it no heed. The ground before him cracked and warped as a swirling purple globe thrust its way through the topsoil. With a flick of his hands, the wizard sent the globe into the oncoming horde. All at once, the discipline of the charge felt apart. The leading ranks hauled on reins and bellowed at their steeds in their attempts to evade the incoming spell, and many succeeded. The rearward ranks, however, were nowhere near so fortunate. With no warning save the desperate panic of their fellows few that came behind saw the purple sun before it was too late; they were swallowed by the globe and instantly transmuted to lifeless statues of crimson- veined crystal.


  Morrstan saw none of this. When the wizard had revealed his ghostly form, Garrat Mecke had recovered his wits quicker than any of his men. Alas, he saw not what Morrstan had done, only what he was. Pausing only to kiss the silver-chased barrel of his pistol, the general sent a blessed bullet hammering into the wizard's ghostly skull. Morrstan wailed once as the shot ripped through him; a heartbeat later, his empty robes collapsed to the ground. Without the wizard's guiding hand, the swirling purple globe dissipated immediately, but his last act had not been in vain. Where once had loomed an unstoppable host of knights, now stood a field of crystal simulacra.


  Robbed of scores of warriors, and all of its momentum, Akkorak’s attack should have had no hope of breaking the Talabheim lines. Yet still the Kurgan champion pressed home his charge, for was he not Akkorak, Butcher of Teska, Reaver of the Nine Wastes? He knew the gaze of the gods was upon the battlefield, and he would be damned if he failed. As the northlander closed on the line of spears, he raised his sword high so that the eye-watering runes upon its length might catch the gods’ attention. Then Akkorak’s steed slammed bodily into the spear wall, and the killing began.


  In the centre, Gurug’ath bellowed in agony as Deathclaw's talons raked across his back, and again as Karl Franz's runefang sliced a splinter of bone from his skull. In the shadow of the daemon, his life bought by the Emperor’s intervention, Kurt Helborg hauled himself to weary feet. Beset from above, the Great Unclean One had momentarily forgotten the Reiksmarshal, but others amongst his host had not. A pair of plaguebearers lumbered toward Helborg, swollen innards bulging against distended bellies, and collapsed into a shower of foul-smelling pus as the Reiksmarshal's runefang cut them down. A moment later, Helborg had seized his warhorse’s reins and was in the saddle once more. Calling the surviving Reiksguard to his side, Helborg rode to aid his Emperor, but more plaguebearers moved to block his path.


  Deathclaw wheeled and dove back towards Gurug’ath, claws outstretched to gouge a bloody furrow through the milling daemons. As the griffon closed with the Great Unclean One, Karl Franz hefted his sword. It had been many years since he had wielded the Reikland runefang in battle, and he had forgotten how light and lithe the blade felt in his hand. Where Ghal Maraz was a bludgeon fit to crush any barrier before it, Dragon Tooth was a weapon of finesse, as well-honed as only a dwarfish blade could be.


  Deathclaw landed square on the daemon's back, claws ripping at its skin. With a sudden jerk, the griffon buried his beak into Gurug’ath’s back, and tore away a great gobbet of rancid and maggot laden flesh. Dropping his sword, the Great Unclean One reached up to rip the griffon from his back, but Deathclaw dug his talons all the deeper. Again the beast snapped at the daemon’s flesh, and this time, leaning low across the griffon's neck, Karl Franz took a two-handed grip on his runefang, and thrust the weapon down into Gurug'ath’s skull. Helborg saw the greater daemon perish, and his manner was torn between admiration at the Emperor’s feat, and disappointment that the killing blow had belonged to another.


  As Gurug'ath gave a last mournful burble, Deathclaw took to the skies once again, giving Karl Franz a commanding view of the battlefield. All about him, the lesser daemons were growing weaker, their grasp on the mortal world slackening in the face of mortal valour. As the daemons faded, so too did the northlanders' will to fight, and the men of the Empire at last sensed victory within their grasp. To the west, the Emperor saw Akkorak's knights wreak red ruin in Garrat Mecke’s ranks, only to be torn apart by the Talabheimers’ vengeful blades. Beneath Karl Franz, Kurt Helborg and Ludwig Schwarzhelm rallied the Reiksguard and the Altdorfers, the bloodied soldiers of the Imperial heartlands drawing fresh strength from the Emperor's colours, and to the east...


  To the east, the Emperor beheld the ruin of the Ostermarkers, and the unlooked-for legions of undead that strove against the surviving Kurgan. He saw the ancient banner of Vlad von Carstein flying above the black- armoured knights, and marked the vampire who fought with a strange and savage grace. In that moment, Karl Franz understood a great deal about the fate that had befallen Gelt, and resolved to take vengeance for the wizard's sundered honour, whether the vampire truly fought in common cause or no. For now, it was enough that the battle was almost won, the latest incursion from the dread north all but blunted. Then a new trumpet sounded.


  Vlad von Carstein heard that clarion and cast his gaze to the north, his attention momentarily distracted from the plate-clad warrior dangling from his taloned grip. He knew that trumpet, and the warriors whose arrival it heralded, and allowed himself a slender smile. The battle might be won, but a greater margin of victory was always to be welcomed. Vlad could see them now, the scarlet-armoured knights of Blood Keep, freed to come south once again now the Auric Bastion had fallen. The great silhouette of Harkon’s skeletal dragon was a dark smear across the sky, and Vlad was forced to concede that even a brute like Harkon had his uses.


  Closer the Blood Dragons thundered, past the trailing elements of the northlander horde, spurring through clusters of fleeing Kurgan and Skaelings, and Vlad knew that something was wrong. Too late, he saw that the rearmost of the newcomers were clad not in archaic plate, but the crude steel of the north, and that many of the knights rode steeds not of reanimated flesh, but of bronze and cinder. With a curse, Vlad realised that Harkon had turned, had abandoned the service of Nagash for the promises of the Chaos Gods. But it was too late; even as the Chaos horde stood on the brink of defeat, the traitorous Blood Dragons lowered their lances, and unmade the Empire's hard-won victory.


  The Blood Dragons divided as they approached the battle, half crashing into Gelt's army of skeletons, the rest riding hard for where the Reiksguard strove to claim the centre ground. Harkon went with this second group, his dragon dipping out of the skies to pluck knights from their steeds. Leaving Gelt to fend for himself, Vlad led the Drakenhof Templars west - the treacherous Walach Harkon would be stopped.


  Vlad was not the only one who sought to vanquish Harkon that day. As the Blood Dragons closed on the Reiksguard, Karl Franz turned to face the grand master. They met in the skies, the Emperor and the vampire, the Reikland runefang clashing with the ancient Templar blade. Harkon was the greatest of his order, ranked amongst the foremost warriors of that or any age, and by rights Karl Franz should have swiftly perished. As it was, Sigmar was with the Emperor that day, and for a time Karl Franz held his own against the Blood Dragon. The sky rang to the sound of steel on steel as the two swooped and dove away northward, ever seeking weakness in the other's guard.


  Beneath them, the northlanders regained their courage and joined the Blood Dragon counter¬attack. Yard by yard, the men of the Reik were driven back. They had achieved so much that day, held a line that only madmen would have dared defend, and at last their courage broke. In ones and twos, then like a flood suddenly breaching a dam, the Altdorfers fled. With a cruel challenge, the Blood Dragons rode into the rout, lances and sword aimed at fleeing backs. Seeing the flight become a massacre, Helborg formed the Reiksguard as a wall of blood and steel between the fleeing men and their pursuers. Even then, the Reiksmarshal would not admit that the battle was lost.


  From the very start. Karl Franz had known that he was overmatched. Harkon was too swift. The vampire had parried every' blow with ridiculous ease, but no longer was there any chance to choose another path. The duel had begun; now there was only victory or death.


  Again Deathclaw dived towards the dragon, and again the Emperor struck at his crimson-armoured foe. This time the parry was followed by a lightning-swift riposte. Karl Franz had just enough time to realise that the vampire had been toying with him before the sword pierced his breastplate and ripped deep into his chest. In the same moment, the dragon twisted in mid-air, seizing Deathclaw in its talons, and preventing the griffon from flying its injured master to safety.


  'You’re a fool!' Harkon spat at his bloodied foe. ‘This is no time for mortal men. This is the hour of the gods, and of those who would become gods!’


  ‘Even gods can fall,’ Karl Franz breathed, the words ragged as his strength fled his body.


  Lost in visions of glory, the raving vampire didn't hear the Emperor speak; nor did he see the runefang until its point lanced upward, carving a wicked furrow across his gaunt cheek and taking out his left eye. With a howl of pain, the vampire clapped a hand over his ruined face, and wrenched his sword from the Emperor's flesh.


  Karl Franz saw the bloody' blade come free, but knew no pain, only a desperate tiredness. Falling free of his mount, the Emperor closed his eyes, and felt the world spin around him.


  Then, Karl Franz, Emperor of the House of Luitpold, fell from the skies, chest torn open by Harkon’s sword.


  No soldier of the Empire saw the blood gush free, nor heard the cry of pain that tore free from his lips, but many saw their Emperor plunge ground ward, a tiny figure against the noon-day sky, soon swallowed up by the advancing ranks of the foe. Some bore witness as Deathclaw sought vengeance for his master, and all heard the griffon's deafening screech as Harkon’s next blow shattered the loyal beast’s wing to send him spiralling out of the sky.


  With Karl Franz's fall, his army collapsed. The Talabheimers, though they' had borne the lightest burden of the battle, threw down their weapons and fled. Garrat Mecke bawled orders and threats as he tried to stop the rout, but gained naught but a mutineer’s sword blade in his guts for his trouble. The Altdorfers were already running, and now the Reiksguard joined them. Only Helborg’s inner circle held their order, the Reiksmarshal himself bodily hauling Ludwig Schwarzhelm from the battle. The Emperor's Champion sought to ride into the thick of the foe to recover Karl Franz’s body, and only' by knocking the other cold had Helborg won the argument. To the east, Grub Kineater, still of good cheer despite the loss of half the Bloodfists and his own left ear, reluctantly' decided that there was no profit to be made in a glorious death, and led his ogres away towards the comparative safety' of Heffengen. With him went Valten and Huss, the latter walking only with younger man’s support. Of the Army of Sigmar, no other remained. Even Gelt permitted himself a moment of sorrow at the Emperor’s fall, then he spurred Quicksilver away, abandoning his army of thralls to the victorious horde.


  Though none yet knew it, the panic of the Emperor's loss would quickly spread, and Heffengen’s garrison would join the rout. By nightfall, the city' would be a daemon-haunted ruin, its population dead, or worse. But that was not quite the end of the battle...


  Walach Harkon's thirst for combat had not been slaked by the defeat of Karl Franz and, as the Empire army melted away beneath him, the Blood Dragon sought another foe worthy of his attention. It was then that he saw the banner of Vlad von Carstein, and urged his bone dragon to descend. Harkon's onset was the doom of the Drakenhof Templars. The Blood Dragon's skeletal steed crashed into the column of knights with punishing force, and those not crushed under the creature’s bulk soon fell beneath the vampire's flashing blade. Vlad sought to dive clear, but Harkon had judged his descent perfectly, and the Sylvanian found himself pinned beneath the dragon's massive talons, unable to move, unable even to speak.


  Harkon, however, was not thus afflicted.


  He had always hated the arrogance of the von Carstein's and now, as the pursuit unfolded, he ensured that the other understood the full depth of that loathing.


  Harkon boasted too of how Khorne had sought his service, and how readily he had accepted, for what use to the Blood Dragons was the world that Nagash would create — a sterile land where obedience was all, and glory was forsaken? Enjoying his moment of triumph, Harkon ranted and railed of honour, but Vlad heard little of those words, for his mind was elsewhere. Harkon might have been the more accomplished warrior, but a vampire's arts were broader and subtler by far than mere bladesmanship. As the Blood Dragon's diatribe went on, Vlad let his will drift upon the winds of magic, searching for a particular mote of dark magic. A moment later, he found it, and bent it to his will.


  Harkon's soliloquy was suddenly cut off as his dragon bucked suddenly, throwing the Blood Dragon over its neck and onto the ground below. Before Harkon could react, it was he who was pinned beneath the dragon's foot, whilst Vlad stood alongside, regarding the traitor with contempt. After a heartbeat's contemplation, Vlad gave a parody of the Blood Dragon's own salute and patted the bone dragon's outstretched wing. Obedient to its new master, the undead beast lunged forward, settled its jaws around Harkon's torso, and tore the vampire in half.


  Only then did Vlad heave himself up onto the bone dragon's back and depart the field. The battle had been a disaster, and Vlad took little consolation from the fact that the fault was not his. The Emperor had been lost, the army routed and Ostermark would soon fall to the Chaos hordes. As he winged his way southwards to Sylvania, Vlad did something he had not done in many hundreds of years: he prayed. Not to a god, for in truth he could no longer remember what deities had once commanded his belief. Rather, Vlad von Carstein, Count of Sylvania, a creature who admitted no master save for himself, prayed that Nagash was indeed the salvation he claimed to be.


  The tattooed sentry was slumped by his watchfire, drunk on ale and memories of slaughter. He made no sound save a whimper as the point of the sword slid into his heart. The killer caught the northlander’s body with his good arm, and lowered the corpse to the ground. The man felt a sharp Hash of pain as he did so, the exertion tugging at the deep gash in his breast.


  The man winced. He knew he was fortunate to be alive, that the magic of his amulet was the only thing that kept his heart beating. Even so, he could feel bones grating in his chest, and the ragged motion of an ailing lung. His left arm was broken in at least two places, and throbbed against the makeshift splint.


  Yet the intruder’s greatest stroke of fortune was to have gone undiscovered amongst the carnage. He should have been found, but the northlanders loved plunder as much as any race, and had seen a greater prize in Heffengen than in the battlefield dead. The town still blazed in the distance, bestial howls dancing amongst the flames as yet another bastion of civilisation fell into darkness. The man felt his anger rise and shook his head to clear it. Dawn was coming, and with it the first northmen would stir from beneath their furs. He had to be gone by then.


  The man picked his way through the slumbering horde, taking shelter in the lee of tents and the festering piles of dead awaiting the bonfire. Monstrous hounds lay sleeping alongside their masters, spines and quills


  twitching with each somnolent breath. These, the man gave a wide berth, for he knew such beasts seldom slept deeply- His only hope was that his own scent would be lost amongst the encampment's reeking odour. At last, amidst the ruin of a copse felled for firewood, the intruder found what he was looking for.


  The griffon was hound by chains and tethered by great wooden stakes hammered into the ground. It was motionless save for the rhythmic rise and fall of its mighty chest. The creature slept, or seemed to do so. Even in the dark, the killer could see that the griffon's plumage was crusted with blood, from the injuries that had caused its capture, and from more recent gashes where northlanders had taunted it with blades, or set their hounds on it for sport.


  Skirting the ashes of a campfire and the fur-draped brutes slumped around it, the intruder moved quickly to the griffon's side and ran his hand across the beast's flank. A yellow eye flickered open, the gleaming pupil twitching in obvious recognition.


  ‘Wake up, old friend,’ Karl Franz, whispered. ‘You and I still have work to do, if you yet have the strength for it?’


  The griffon gave an indignant hiss and ruffled its leathers, causing the Emperor to smile for the first time in many long hours. Then, gripped by sudden purpose, Karl Franz brought his runefang down on the nearest of the chains. Behind him, one of the hounds stirred to wakefulness and began to howl...  
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  Land of the Dead
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  Nothing but arid wind and shifting sands moved across the deserts of Nehekhara, the Land of the Dead. A watchful stillness covered all. a feeling every hit as oppressive as the searing sun. Worn statues — monuments to past kings and angry gods — stood guard upon the vast sand seas; mute sentinels whose stone eyes never blinked. Watchtowers looked over the rolling dunes and high over barren stone plateaus loomed monolithic pyramids, enormous in their scale. mightiest of all were the necropolises — sprawling tomb-cities that towered like mountains over the cracked plains. From their bleak battlements could be seen sweeping vistas, views of endless sands and salt Hats that stretched to the horizon.


  And then came the blackness.


  An ominous wall of clouds, dark and ragged, was closing around the realm of Nehekhara. From all sides the black veil came, encircling and enshrouding the Land of the Dead. The contrast was total. For thousands upon thousands of years Nehekhara had known only the blazing sun of day or stark nights, where clear skies allowed bright stars to illuminate the baked landscape.


  One of the first to stand beneath the encroaching storm was King Kalhazzar, a one-time ruler of Zandri and now High Commander of the greatest war fleet of Nehekhara. From aboard his golden battle barge, the Crowned Sphinx, the king watched blackness blot out the sun over the Mortis Delta. As per Settra’s orders, Kalhazzar was ready. The river-mouth was fortified; the fleet had already slipped anchorage. Like a strong wall across the estuary, warships, galleys, barges and light craft stood ready to repel invaders. The transport ships sat heavy in the poisonous waters, for they were fully loaded with skeletal legions. They stood ready to aid in boarding actions at sea, or, should no enemy navy appear, ferry reinforcements back to Zandri, or further down the Great Mortis River.


  King Behedesh commanded the ground armies of Zandri. Upon receiving his message from Settra's herald, the loyal tomb king had left his beloved necropolis, marching to position his army in the deep desert. It was his duty to safeguard the westernmost approaches from the Badlands. Since taking up their new stations, King Behedesh's warriors had been covered over by sandstorms. Fora period of time, only their golden standards and spear tips were visible, gleaming beneath the brutal sun, before they too disappeared beneath the sands.


  At the extreme eastern edge of Nehekhara, High Queen Khalida, ruler of Lybaras, watched the lowering clouds draw a curtain of shadow over the Gulf of Fear. Soon her city too would be cut off from the sun. Sensing the rising threat, Khalida had awoken from her tomb long before Settra's messenger arrived. It was Settra's desire that she gather her legions and march to Mahrak, where she could aid, and keep an eye on, King Tharruk in guarding the western entrance to the Charnel Valley. Her famed archer legions were already assembled from out of their tomb pits, ready to march. Yet Khalida did not give the order.


  Although Khalida recognised the Great King of Khemri as the ultimate leader of Nehekhara, Lybaras and its armies were hers to command. She was a warrior-queen, martial and proud, and it was not her wish to stand guard. If, as Settra had foretold, Nagash had returned, then Queen Khalida had no doubts that the Great Necromancer would be reunited with his nine Dark Lords of old. Amongst their number would be one whom she hated above all others — the first of the vampires, Neferata. It had been Neferata, the former Queen of Lahmia, who had ended Khalida’s mortal life. The very thought of her cousin, and ancient nemesis, returning to Nehekhara made Khalida’s mind stir with thoughts of revenge. In a silent rage Queen Khalida watched the storm roll over, liven when her realm had long passed into storm- rumbled blackness, still she sat in troubled thought, issuing no orders.


  In Quatar the royal court was assembled. Its collection of kings and princes from many dynasties observed Settra's commands without question, abandoning their internal feuds in their haste to comply. Upon the Great King’s dictate, every necrotect not already summoned to aid in building the great wall of Khemri was sent out from the White Palace. These arcane architects journeyed deep into the Charnel Valley. There, in what used to be the Valley of Kings, they began their great task of restoring carven hieroglyphs and awakening the mighty war statues. Soon the monumental structures were once more animate, pulling themselves out of the mountainside, the valley shaking with their heavy footfalls, Even as the stone statues began their march from the Charnel Valley towards Khemri, the skies to the north were overtaken by blackness. In Numas, King Phar did not wait for the heavy squall line to meet him. He had already emptied the tombs of his great necropolis, and now' he marched his legions deep into the Salt Plain. Only when he came within sight of the foetid river of Blight Water did King Phar call a halt. Upon that cracked expanse he sent out pickets and set his legions for battle. This was just as Settra’s messenger had commanded. Wise in the ways of desert battles, King Phar had commanded his massed chariots, their numbers buoyed by contingents from Bhagar, to be held in reserve. It was to be King Phar’s honour to give battle to any foe travelling downwards from the Badlands, the most likely route of invasion from the north. Any army that managed to push through the Marshes of Madness and ford the Blight Water would find King Phar waiting. The assembled legions stood in silence as the clouds overtook them and their world turned from blinding glare to darkest black.


  It was neither wind nor any natural force that pushed the encircling storm onwards; the impenetrably thick clouds were being drawn inwards by a mighty will. The wall of murk was swirling, scudding lower and lower until it became apparent that it was forming a vortex, albeit on a scale never before seen. Like the drawing of a noose, the swirling funnel drew ever tighter and tighter until there could be no doubt as to where the epicentre of the storm would finally settle: the Black Pyramid of Nagash.


  With his priests, royal court and Nekaph, his herald and personal champion, trailing him, Settra the Imperishable strode to the ramparts atop the tallest column in Khemri. From there, the King of Kings gazed out upon the encroaching dark. So it begins, thought Settra. Nagash the Usurper had indeed returned, and was setting his sights upon the land he had always coveted.


  The great wall, a newly created bulwark of stone block that surrounded the whole of the largest city of Nehekhara, looked insignificant before the immense black wall of cloud that was quickly closing in.


  Already, three-quarters of the Land of the Dead was covered beneath the shroud of darkness. Settra knew that beneath the cover of that darksome murk would be Nagash’s armies, probing their way into his realm. The King of Kings knew, too, that soon the final battle for Nehekhara would begin.


  Nagash finished his incantation and opened his jaws impossibly wide, his body straining under contortions of utmost exertion. From out of that gaping maw streamed coils of cloud so dark that it was as if they poured forth from the blackness of his very soul. Upwards to the heavens they bloomed, forming a plume of smoke that hung above Nagashizzar before it began to move, snake-like, to encircle the whole of Nehekhara.


  For eleven days and eleven nights Nagash spewed forth the prodigious effects of his mighty spell, although it was no longer possible to distinguish day from night beneath that dark shroud. At last, when the fell enchantment was complete, the Great Necromancer collapsed. In his weakened state, Nagash would never have been able to attempt such a feat. Only by entering the Dolmen of Valaya and consuming the magic stored within the sleeping Ancestor Goddess herself had Nagash found the strength. That alone had allowed him to attempt a spell of such magnitude. However, the energy required to conjure his slow, spiralling clouds of death magic had sapped Nagash, leaving him utterly drained.


  Sensing the completion of Nagash's spell, Arkhan strode out upon the battlement as Nagash rose slowly from his blood-scrawled casting triangle. The ancient liche priest had ever been Nagash's most loyal and trusted vassal, and he alone of all the Dark Lords was allowed to see the Great Necromancer in this most vulnerable state. Nagash allowed himself to be escorted by Arkhan’s summoned bodyguards, who half-carried his exhausted frame back into the fortress of Nagashizzar.


  Nagash was conveyed to his throne, an ancient construct made of warped bone. It was there, upon that very seat of power, that the Great Necromancer had been assassinated so long ago. After completing his Great Ritual, a terrifying spell that washed over the lands of Nehekhara, stealing the life from every living thing, Nagash had been slain by a cowardly ambush. Thus were his plans dashed at the cusp of his greatest triumph, well over three thousand years ago.


  The throne had long been broken, falling apart during the ages when the fortress was derelict, or in the control of enemies. It had been easy enough for Arkhan to reform the seat of power with his magic. But while his incantations could reconstruct the greater part of the hulking throne, they could not heal the savage cuts left by the Fellblade. It was that cursed, skaven-made weapon that had cut through Nagash, its hack-marks permanently seared into the throne. Yet once more it bore Nagash, who sat slumped forward, recovering energies expended by the great spell.


  At Arkhan’s signal, skeletal minions dragged forth a procession of captives from out of Nagashizzar's depths. The army's southerly journey down from Sylvania had afforded many chances to collect fodder. Townsfolk from the Empire, sellswords from the Border Princes, dwarf miners from the routes along the foothills of the Worlds Edge Mountains and finally whole tribes of greenskins were shackled together, dragged along by merciless and unfeeling undead. Beaten and bedraggled, these ragged beings were hauled into the throne room and manacled to the floor. Only the dwarfs still bore any fight within them, but their resistance would prove futile before the dominating will of Nagash. Arkhan closed the chamber doors as the screaming began, opening them only when silence had again fallen.


  The consumption of thousands of souls began to once again infuse Nagash with fell power. More would be required before the Great Necromancer could travel. Now, while Nagash reposed after feeding, Arkhan delivered his observations and reports since Nagash began his spell.


  As they had been ordered, each of the Dark Lords that had journeyed southwards with him began to march upon Nehekhara the moment the ominous clouds passed overhead.


  The most obvious invasion route, and therefore the most dangerous, was the one that led through the Marshes of Madness and straight across the Salt Plains. This central spearhead was entrusted to Krell. At the forefront of the largest of the undead armies, Krell commanded skeletal legions beyond count. His was the sledgehammer blow that would bear down upon Khemri, veering aside only to destroy Numas if the opportunity presented itself. The ancient Dieter Helsnicht was to accompany Krell, for it was deemed that the wight lord’s generalship and fighting ability, when coupled with powerful necromantic magic of the Doomlord, would prove nigh unstoppable.


  The vampire Mannfred von Carstein and his minions from Sylvania would advance out of the Badlands as well, but they would form a more westerly pincer. The arrogant vampire lord passed between the southern end of the Dragonback Mountains and the northern edge of the Marshes of Madness. 11 is army followed a path that lay between the foothills and the Great Ocean. If they followed this line southwards, skirting the edge of the Salt Plain, Mannfred’s forces would eventually reach the Great Mortis River, which they could follow straight to Khemri.


  In its long history, both in times of mortal and undead rule, it was this invasion route that had proven the most successful way for armies from the Badlands to enter the great Kingdom of Nehekhara. The deep desert was always dangerous, but had never been as heavily guarded as the Salt Plain. There were fewer watchtowers and fortresses along that route, and the rolling sand dunes and cracked wadis offered more concealment than did the barren flats.


  Eager to keep his distance from the other Dark Lords, and also enamoured with what could be the easiest path, Mannfred had advocated strenuously to lead the army taking this route. Brazenly sure of himself, if Mannfred remembered the ancient land's histories, he chose to ignore them. For his course was indeed the one most successfully taken for invasions to enter Nehekhara. Few of those armed intrusions ever reached their destinations, however, and fewer still ever returned from whence they came. Many times in its proud martial past, the legions of the city of Zandri had destroyed invaders who dared enter their realm. The armies of Zandri used their naval power to ferry troops along the coastline or down the Great Mortis River. Once their legions were so transported, they could launch sudden flanking or rear assaults upon invaders. Well did Nagash and Arkhan remember many such battles of yore, and it was their intention to meet this threat headlong, to counter it with a surprise attack of their own.


  From the distant coast of Lustria came a seaborne armada captained by Luthor Harkon. Although tinged with the lunacy that had afflicted him for centuries, Harkon had risen to become the self-proclaimed Pirate King of the Vampire Coast. He was not yet so mad that upon Nagash’s return he had not willingly bowed before the great master of death. Harkon’s ships had answered the summons, sailing away with holds full of zombies. Now, he rounded Araby, stopping only to unload his many transports. Led by his right hand, Captain Drelda, the Silver Hook of Sartosa, this overland force would march along the coast, aiming to assail Zandri from the west, while Luthor and his armada fought their way through the treacherous waters of the Mortis Delta.


  Neferata's orders came last, for of all his Dark Lords, she was the most anxious to enter Nehekhara, yet Nagash trusted the vampire queen the least. She was a powerful and corrupting force, but hers was the way of deception and intrigue, not of battering invasion. In a battle to force passage into the Land of the Dead, Neferata's arts of seduction were useless. But if she were to return to ancient Lahmia, as had long been her wish, Nagash knew that she would serve as the perfect bait. If she and her army were to draw the hated Nehekharan troops away from the defence of Khemri, then she could be of use.


  All of Nagash’s Dark Lords, save Arkhan, believed they were conquering Nehekhara. They imagined the Great Necromancer was consumed with vengeance, eager to at last claim the throne of Khemri. Nagash, however, had set his sights much higher, but before his grand plans could be enacted, he had to entomb himself within his Black Pyramid. Only then would he be able to restore the full extent of his power. And then he would claim that which was his by right.


  Nagash was growing stronger again, thought Arkhan. After devouring so many souls, a nimbus of balefire once more surrounded the Great Necromancer. Breaking the long silence, Arkhan willed himself to speak aloud what had overtaken his thoughts.


  'My master, I fear not all of your Dark Lords will do as you command.'


  From his throne, Nagash turned, fixing his empty eye sockets upon Arkhan. The liche priest knew that, like himself, the Great Necromancer could still ‘see’, in a sense. He would not be able to discern Arkhan’s scorched and blackened bones, or the headpiece worn by the Mortuary Cult for great ceremonies. With witch sight, however, it was possible to see into the spirit realm. In that spectrum, Nagash’s true being was revealed - for he was a great power, wreathed in dark energies. Death magic was bound to his very soul. Although his master had only recently returned, Arkhan guessed that he rarely looked upon the banal, mundane world of the physical. He grew less and less concerned with the material realm, despising its transitory nature.


  At last, Nagash spoke.


  'I AM SURE THAT YOUR DOUBTS ARE ENTIRELY JUSTIFIED, FAITHFUL ARKHAN. AND I SEE YOU STILL HAVE QUESTIONS ABOUT MY PLAN. BE PATIENT. ALL SHALL BE LAID PLAIN. IN TIME. NOW I MUST HAVE MORE SUSTENANCE. BRING THE REMAINING SLAVES.'


  Soon the wailing cries of absolute terror began anew.
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  Krell’s army advanced through the Badlands at a relentless pace. They did not halt, for they needed neither sustenance, nor sleep, but tirelessly advanced southwards. As the wight lord expected, the lands proved rife with greenskins. Many of their kind had left, seeking battle to the distant north, yet despite this exodus, dozens of orc and goblin tribes were encountered.


  Most greenskins fled before the undead host, and the unsettling blackness above. Those tribes that stood were swiftly demolished.


  Krell gave such battles little heed, wasting no time or tactics upon them. Each time an orc warboss tested his mettle, the undead simply overwhelmed the greenskin forces, willingly absorbing thousands of casualties to achieve swift victory. There was no need for caution, for Krell now commanded the most numerous undead force assembled since Nagash and his vampire-led armies had first invaded the mighty land of Nehekhara.


  This was a force unlike those that had, in times past, marched proudly out of Sylvania - banners bearing the devices of a once-noble house, and its lordly vampire commander steeped in long-standing tradition. This was a mongrel army, a dishevelled horde that mixed newly raised townsfolk with warriors summoned from their ancient cairns. Some regiments bore the regalia of Empire provinces: others, from nations long forgotten. In this unholy union, corpses of the savage northmen fought alongside their former victims. The bent his knee before the liche. He had spoken vows of servitude in the language of ancient Nehekhara. eager to demonstrate his own knowledge plucked from forbidden tomes. If this made any impression, Arkhan did not reveal it, merely nodding and dismissing him.


  Arkhan had been clear: it was Krell’s army to lead, his duty to manoeuvre tens of thousands of undead. lesser necromancers had been bound to the wight lord, commanded to serve. It was they who would relay Krell’s orders or replenish fallen troops. Arkhan had assigned Dieter Helsnicht to accompany the force because the liche was convinced that his skill in the arcane would help force the passage to the city of Khemri.


  Arkhan suspected the undead kings of Nehekhara would amass many armies on the Salt Plains and that a long, grinding war would need to be fought. Arkhan confided to Helsnicht, saying the late of the battle was as likely to be decided by arcane powers as it was by warriors and blades. Arkhan also felt that the necromancers in thrall to Krell would ultimately prove too weak to win the battle.


  By their very nature, necromancers are outcasts. Dieter Helsnicht was this and more. He had spent long centuries without contact with the living, surrounding himself with undead who had neither the mind nor will to question him. His every command had been obeyed without hesitation for longer than he could remember. His reverence for Arkhan and Nagash focussed what remained of his mind, but the ancient necromancer was already slipping, reverting back to the madman who had spent many hundreds of years poring over the same ancient tomes, greedily seeking further secrets to prolong his unlife. As the centuries crept on, Helsnicht resorted to ever more appalling and base methods of obtaining necromantic knowledge.


  Even before Krell’s army advanced out of the Marshes of Madness, the Doomlord, Dieter Helsnicht, had already consumed the brains of three of his fellow necromancers.


  Volsh bounced around badly, nearly tailing into the corpses piled in the back as the zombies pulling his cart churned through the mud. Krell’s commands pressed inside his mind, demanding Volsh to push his charges, to drive them. He was mid-way through the incantation when he noticed the Master Necromancer Dieter Helsnicht overhead again. He was beginning a long, circling glide, coming lower and lower.


  Volsh cursed in his native Kislev — he had lost concentration on his spell, but that was not why he muttered. Despite Volsh’s fervent wishes, Helsnicht was landing nearby.


  Even before the winged beast had set down, the Doomlord was addressing him.


  'Lagging, always lagging. Your flank is too slow. Tell me again what incantations you are using and the order in which you invoke them?’ said Helsnicht, raising his voice to a shriek so that he could be heard over the sloshing, churning march of the zombie legions through the knee-deep sludge.


  Panic rising. Volsh tried to keep the fear out of his voice, willing his stumbling tongue to form the right words.


  'I was using the incantation from V... Vanhel, Master Helsnicht,’ blurted Volsh, hating himself for cowering before those penetrating eves bearing down upon him.


  Dieter Helsnicht repeated the elemental laws of undeath, as he began to dismount. At that moment, the necromancer Pieter Duphrie and another zombie formation emerged out of the marsh thickets. Catching sight of the newcomers, Helsnicht kicked his beast and took to skies once more, mumbling something derogatory about peasant-filled Kislev.


  Volsh watched the Doomlord depart into the gloom. He was pleased to see him go, and he couldn’t help but think there was something — hunger or greed? — that had gleamed madly in the master necromancer’s eyes.


  Volsh thought again of his comrade Mortemer, the necromancer out of Mousillon. Somehow, he had been slain, and his skull had been hollowed out. Now Mortemer trudged along as part of the nearby zombie regiment that he himself had once controlled. Volsh did not know what exactly had happened to his fellow necromancer, but he was beginning to have his suspicions.
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  The Battle Of Blight Water
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  At last, the claying swamp gave way to reed beds as the highlands drained downwards into the Blight Water. In ancient days, the sluggish river meandered through fertile fields. That had been before Nagash's Great Ritual had scoured all the life from the realm of Nehekhara.


  The Blight Water was now little more than liquid death, a grim gateway guarding the Land of the Dead. Living flesh withered at the water’s touch. The greenskins knew' it as the Badwater, and only a few tribes dared cross it, doing so via rafts of bone. This was the next obstacle for Krell and his army to overcome.


  As he slowed the advance, Krell surveyed the landscape that opened up before him. Beyond the deadly river was the flat basin known as the Salt Plain. After the scrubby swamplands, this was a land of broad horizons, with nothing to block the sweeping vista save the shimmering heat. Krell, however, was now observing a land whose sun had been quenched by black clouds. Visibility was limited; although the supernatural sight of the undead was less affected, shapes became discernible at no more distance than a catapult could fire. The air was arid, but without the sun, Nehekhara was swiftly cooling, losing its heat as rapidly as did a body that had drawn its last breath.


  Krell’s army had already crossed several rivers, for these did not pose the same dangers they did to living armies. Not needing air, it mattered little how long Krell's warriors stayed submerged. While swift-flowing rivers could wash troops far afield, or batter them upon stone-ridden rapids, the Blight Water was too slow to dislodge a crossing. Krell had no fear that the cursed waters would harm his unliving troops. He had, however, expected this river crossing to be contested. It was what he himself would have done if tasked with defending a flat, barren land. Yet there was no sign of the enemy.


  From the brutal, hard lands of the north, Krell was a warrior born. His long unlife had burned away any trace of humanity or the passions of man. He was a killing machine. His mind worked in tactics, and his even,' thought was streamlined to those required by his army; he commanded and controlled it in the same manner and as he wielded his own great double-bladed axe. He sensed the foe was near, but the sooner the enemy was engaged, the more quickly they could be destroyed. Knowing that his army would be most vulnerable while it emerged to scrabble up the far bank, Krell gathered all the flying creatures in his force: living clouds of chiropterans, the man-sized fell bats, and a pair of terrorgheists. These he commanded to fly along the river while the legions crossed. Should the foe attempt to move up before his forces could emerge again on the far side, his swift flyers could interpose themselves, giving the river-logged forces time to ascend the bank. Once a beachhead was formed, Krell was sure he had the numbers to expand it.


  At a single gesture from Krell, his army advanced along a frontage several miles wide. Mechanically, the animated dead strode forward, and the front ranks gradually disappeared beneath the water. Soon, only banner tops could be seen protruding above, cutting across the surface like some aquatic menace. The grey waters turned brown its many hundreds of undead churned the riverbed. By increments, the undead began to rise on the far side: spear tips emerging first, then helms or bare skulls breaking water. With wheels creaking in protest, corp.se carts issued forth. They left behind them a trail of innards and still- twitching limbs, flotsam that slowly dissolved as it drifted downstream.


  At the first sign of his troops cresting the waters near the far bank, Krell sent forth a second wave of skeletal infantry, and then a third.


  Despite the gloom, none of this escaped the attention of his regal omnipotence, King Phar, ruler of Numas during its triumphal reign in the age of the Second Dynasty. Atop a slight rise, Phar stood beneath the Golden Hawk Banner carried by Dramkhir, his herald.


  From this vantage, he could see with all the clarity of the totem's namesake. As he watched the ragtag skeletal horde advance into the Blight Water, King Phar felt he already knew the outcome. Spread before him as if on parade stood the uniform columns of his legions. Many invaders had advanced along this route, and the army of Numas had defeated them all.


  Upon King Phar's command, the Great Army of Numas lurched into motion. Batteries of catapults released shots, their (light easily marked by the eerie trail of green fire they left behind. As one, the Bone Giants of Bhagar drew and fired volley after volley from their enormous bows, each arrow longer and thicker than a banner pole. With a ceremonial spear- dash against their tall, bronze-rimmed shields, the foot soldiers advanced in perfect unison. Regiments of archers followed in their stead. Flights of black-winged carrion, the scavengers of the desert realm, ceased their circles over the rear-guard and flapped towards the riverbank.


  The timing was perfect. Just as the first skeletal warriors from Krell’s army pulled themselves to level ground, arcs of trailing flame illuminated the black sky. The cursed ammunition screamed on its way down, before bursting into livid balefire explosions. Shrapnel of bone, teeth and green fire tore through Krell’s regiments. Other shots fell into the Blight Water itself, sending up geysers as the magical payload sank to the riverbed and erupted underwater. Great arrows fired by the Giants of Bhagar struck fell bats and one of the terrorgheists from the sky.


  While Krell's regiments on the far bank were decimated by long-ranged weaponry, King Phar’s legions closed steadily. Already the many legions of archers had halted and were nocking arrows to their bows while the heavier infantry advanced in line. The undead from Numas issued no war cry, but thousands of warriors crunching through the salt- crust along with the distinctive clack of rattling hones made a sound that would have unnerved any foe that breathed.


  Although the situation was desperate, Krell’s mindless automatons did not know fear. At the moment, Krell's regiments across the river formed a pitifully thin line compared to the deep ranks that would soon beset them. Worsening their odds still further, a steady rain of arrows from King Phar’s archers began to fall, indicting a mounting toll.


  Krell was at a tactical juncture. His only, hope of crossing the Blight Water in force was to press the battle as far from the riverbank as he could. If he could secure enough space on the far bank to deploy, the superior numbers of his army would ultimately win the day. If his forces could not hold back the battle line and the light took place at the river's edge, then he would surely watch his army destroyed as they attempted to fight their way out of the water. The safe option was to call a halt now; to admit a stalemate and watch his forces on the far bank be annihilated piecemeal.


  Cleaving the air with a downward¬ chopping motion of his black axe, Krell signalled his flying troops to attack and for the rest of the army to move forward at maximum pace.


  Sweeping out of the jet-black clouds scudding above, the bats were the first to assail the oncoming line of King Phar’s army. Like thousands of tiny, winged darts, the bats descended. In their midst Happed larger creatures, fell bats, whose sabre-like fangs could rend a man in two. Such a sudden and unexpected strike from the skies might have wrought havoc in a mortal battle line, but nothing could unnerve the undead. So deep were the ranks of the army of Numas that the end result was inevitable. King Phar's forces struck down the foe, flattening their broken remains into the cracked ground of the Salt Plains.


  Just as the opposing regiments were about to meet, the lone terrorgheist flew into King Phar’s centre, the Crimson Guard. The great beast unleashed its bone-shattering shriek before swiping with its formidable talons. Its raking claws splintered shields and sent waves of skulls, ribs and spines flying. This aerial assault slowed down the army of Numas’ advance, forcing them to halt and light the mighty beast. Although only a brief delay, it was vital time that allowed Krell’s ground forces to press on further past the river. Already a second wave of troops was shuffling up the riverbank, with a third line of regiments following behind. Although the terrorgheist slew many, the Crimson


  Guard were too numerous and too unrelenting. Pierced by dozens of speartips, the bat-winged monstrosity gave a last ear- splitting screech before collapsing.


  At that moment, Krell’s infantry met the battle line of Numas. It was the beginning of a gruelling, grinding combat. From behind their tall shields, the Crimson Guard jabbed, while beneath tattered black banners, the opposing undead sought to drive their own weapons home. There were neither war cries nor groans from the wounded. Save for the clash of blades, breaking bones and the sound of shields turning hard-driven blows, the combat was fought in an eerie silence.


  Standing on the northern bank, Krell could not see the swordplay, nor had he any sense of how his army progressed. He knew the troops he had sent over, however, and was realistic about what they could achieve. These were regiments of no lineage, bones scraped out of Gardens of Morr and reassembled to fight once more. Krell's forces still outnumbered his foe, but on the battlefront the numbers were against his vanguard, and the bulk of his army remained blockaded on the wrong side of the river. He knew they would not hold long against the superior numbers of the foe, and would collapse swiftly if the enemy sent elite formations into that battle. In the gloom, Krell sensed a glint of golden armour working its way towards the line of battle, and he was certain something large loomed on the horizon, heading in the direction of his troops.


  With little time to act, Krell gave quick counsel to Dieter Helsnicht, who had landed his mount nearby, ordering him to gather his fellow necromancers and concentrate all their efforts on aiding the troops on the distant bank.


  As Dieter’s winged beast beat its leathery wings and lifted jerkily off the ground, Krell methodically turned to reorganise the next battle line to enter the river. Momentarily halting his skeletal forces, he instead motioned forward a trio of varghulfs, slavering, mad creatures that had been straining to join the fight. Alongside them loped the Flesh-eaters, crypt ghouls whose pale skin stood out starkly in the darkness. Next, Krell commanded the cavalry forward. On the extreme flanks, steeds plunged into the water at full gallop. Some, like the Witchfire Reapers, did not sink, but rode straight across the river, each hoof print leaving a trail of emerald fire that glowed like drifting phosphorus upon the water. Finally, Krell himself stepped into the front rank of the Doomed Legion and led them wading into the congested river. What the wight lord could see of the battle soon disappeared as he himself submerged into the depths of the flowing waters and began the relentless trek across the murky riverbed.


  On the Salt Plains, the battle raged. The warriors at the king's command were loyal vassals, souls of long-lost soldiers summoned forth by liche priests of the ancient Mortuary Cult and bound once more to corporeal forms. They fought out of duty for King Phar, serving in death as they had in life. Against them, the skeletons and zombies of Krell's army were mindless automatons, their lifeless bodies raised by necromancers; their actions, save for the rudiments of attack or defence, entirely directed by their commanders. Here or there, some champion of antiquity might display a flash of long-forgotten martial skill, momentarily separating himself from the horde before he too was cut down.


  No matter upon which side they fought, when a skeleton fell — stabbed or broken — the warrior behind stepped forward to take his place. At first, the combat seemed evenly matched. Slowly, inevitably, the deeper ranks of King Phar's regiments began to tell. By weight of numbers alone, the Nehekharan undead began pushing their foemen back at a steady rate. Then came the golden-armoured Sphinx Legion of Numas. These were the mummified elite of King Phar's army, the most gifted of his warriors. Blows rebounded harmlessly off their heavier armour, while they themselves fought with a skill unmatched by the lesser undead. None of the troops Krell had sent across the river could stand for long before their tall, heavy-bladed halberds.


  And then, Prince Lamhirakh made his presence known.


  Mounted upon a warsphinx, the son of King Phar fought alongside the Sphinx Legion. Immune to the feeble blows of its enemies, the giant leonine statue reared up on its hind legs before slamming downwards, its clawed limbs spread wide to crush whole ranks of its foes at a time. From its back, Prince Lamhirakh stabbed down with his long hunting spear. Its tip glowing in the gloom, the spear skewered several foes with each of the prince’s powerful thrusts. Step by step, the towering stone construct drove onwards.


  It seemed as if Krell had been too late in sending forth his own shock troops.


  Already the king’s forces had collapsed the bulk of Krell's beachhead, pushing it more than halfway back to the river. Surely they would drive their foes into the waters before the wight lord could gain the far bank, thwarting Krell’s invasion before his armies had advanced more than a hundred paces into the Land of the Dead.


  From his vantage point atop the ruin- topped rise, King Phar looked out proudly at his army and his son. They would bring glory to Numas. Seeing the sheer size of the force that opposed them, he could almost forgive the fact that they had penetrated so far into his beloved realm. Curse their feet for befouling his land! Their defeat, although inevitable, was being achieved so swiftly that it was proving unusually satisfying. The ancient king was about to descend the steps down from the ruins, for he did not need to watch in order to see what would happen next. It was a given that his son would drive the foe into the river and slaughter them as they attempted futilely to mount the steep bank. But then, King Phar saw something that caused him to stop, motionless. Perhaps this would be a battle after all.


  With a single motion, he signalled for King Ramssus and the Chariot Legions of Bhagar to ready their positions: they would be needed after all. Then King Phar summoned Amonkhaf, the High Priest of Numas, to his side for war council.


  Amonkhaf. the High Priest of Numas, had been wrong. He had thought the black and lowering skies were mere cover for his foes, a way to keep the light of the sun off those who had learned to loathe its touch foul vampires or unnatural wights. But it was more than that, much more. Clearly the foe's necromancers were tapping into those darksome clouds, drawing forth unprecedented power.


  Despite their best efforts to unweave their foes spells, the Council of Seven the priests of the Mortuary Cult that served Amonkhaf- had thus far failed. This was what Amonkhaf told King Phar, when he was summoned to explain the sudden change in momentum at the river crossing. Since his own curt dismissal from the king’s presence, the liche priests of Numas had continued their attempts to counter the powerful sorceries, but their foes in the arcane were simply too powerful to stop.


  Krell's forces had been pushed to within a stone's throw of the river's edge but, buoyed by necromantic magic, they had been able to hold firm. With their own skeletal regiments glowing with some hellish vigour, Krell’s army began to turn the tide, grinding forward. With each hard-won step, the mongrel hordes of the dead gained momentum. As they advanced, crushing beneath them the fallen, Krell’s regiments grew in size. From the skies, tendrils of death magic raced across the front lines, and then the dead lurched upright once more. With the destruction of their skeletal forms, the souls of the loyal Numasi soldiers were cast once more into the Realm of Souls, leaving behind only shattered bone. These remains were bound by foul necromancy, raised to fight anew', battling against the very formation from which they came.


  When Krell's pack of varghulfs bulled their way into the midst of the fighting, the dismantling of the Grand Army of Numas began in earnest. The last of the Crimson Guard were smashed down, as was the regiment behind them, as the beasts unleashed their fury. The varghulfs themselves were cut and stabbed many times over, but without fail their wounds knitted back together. The battle had moved far from the river, and Krell, no longer needed in the front lines, dropped back to ensure his forces crossed in good order.


  The Battle of Blight Water was over, but the Battle of the Salt Plains had just begun.


  King Phar’s plan to drive the invaders into the river had failed, but the ancient King of Numas had other plans. The Salt Plains were a vast flat expanse, dotted with flat-topped rises upon which sat broken ruins from a forgotten age. In terrain such as this, speed and manoeuvrability could be more deadly than sheer numbers or brute strength.


  The salty crust of the dry land splintered and chipped under the clatter of skeletal hooves and the rumble of wheels. Not one, but two great chariot legions sped towards the fray, approaching the foe from either flank. King Ramssus of Bhagar led one legion, and the other was fronted by King Phar himself . Hundreds of chariots skimmed over the packed desert floor. Like the pincers of some enormous beast, they closed upon the flanks of Krell’s forces.


  At the last moment, by prearranged signal, some chariots veered off, kicking up clouds of dust. They raced around Krell’s army, launching flights of arrows into their vulnerable flanks and rear. Other charioteers steered straight into combat, their metal- rimmed wheels carving paths through the foe, like reapers scything fields of wheat. Small units of skeletal cavalry wove in between the chariots, peppering Krell's regiments with arrows, searching out more vital targets. King Phar intended the shock attack of so many charging chariots to punish his overstretched foe and to relieve the pressure that was driving his beleaguered centre backwards.


  But the calculating king had another mission in mind as well.


  King Phar commanded his chariots to seek out the enemy necromancers and to slay them at all costs. This was the thought that High Priest Amonkhaf pushed outwards. Those returned from the Realm of Spirits were loyal warriors, but their minds were clouded. Over and over he repeated the order, impelling the legions to fulfil his liege's wish.


  Flushed with power, Dieter Helsnicht and Krell's necromancers had pressed forward, in many cases right behind their front-line fighters. The necromancer Al'Grahib was the first to be drawn out, and the first to fall. He had been using his incantations to further invigorate the Death Riders, but they had penetrated so deeply into their foe that Al'Grahib was left far behind, vulnerable to the fast-moving bands of chariots and horse archers. Before the necromancer could attempt further spells, he was shot, the leather-like husk that was his skin pierced many times by the arrows of skeletal archers.


  The clash raged tor hours. In some places on the battlefield a grinding stalemate was reached, as formations tirelessly battered one another, making no headway against the necromancers' or liche priests' ability to raise their forces up once again. In other cases, the impetus of the charge or the presence of a powerful captain turned the tide, and entire regiments were battered into the cracked ground. Always the orders filled the legionnaires with an unshakeable sense of duty: Seek out the enemy necromancers Slay them at all cost. Some half dozen of the practitioners of the black arts were dragged down, shot or stabbed.


  Two of the Bone Giants of Bhagar - those not drawn into the melee in the centre - loosed arrows from their enormous bows, targeting Dieter Helsnicht. He had swooped low to raise more undead when a shaft transfixed his flying steed. Downwards spiralled the necromancer, howling as he


  went. The slain beast’s wings slowed the descent, but the crash left Dieter’s limbs twisted unnaturally. Black luck ensured he was fortunate enough to land not far from Krell and his Doomed Legion, and so did not fall prey to the roving formations of skeletal horse archers, or encircling chariots. With the grinding of split bone and the madness of death magic gleaming in his eyes, Helsnicht pulled himself together, rising once more.


  Shorn of their overwhelming magical support, and with both Hanks heavily assaulted, Krell’s horde came to a standstill. The tide of the battle had shifted once again, the initiative once again with King Phar. This time, the king was determined to keep his foot on his opponent’s throat. By slaying so many necromancers, and forcing Helsnicht temporarily out of the battle, Amonkhaf, the High Priest of Numas, and his Council of Seven now matched the rate at which the enemy army could raise back their fallen. The liche priests could not tap into the swirling black clouds, but as there were simply more of them reading dusty scrolls and uttering monotonous rituals, the war of attrition too became a stalemate.


  Once more, the Golden Legion replenished its numbers. Fallen warriors reclaimed their places in the ranks, although it was now a rare warrior that was not missing some part of himself: a rib, lower jaw, or an entire limb. Prince Lamhirakh was healed of the wounds he had suffered, although there were no necrotects to hand to reform the cracked stone that marred the hide of his warsphinx — a sign of how fierce had been the fighting, for those constructs were notoriously difficult to damage.


  So began a new stage of battle, a match of wits and tactics, with Krell and King Phar attacking and counter-attacking each other across the vast Salt Plains. Of pawns — the utterly replaceable skeleton warriors — both sides had plenty. Krell, with his nameless hordes, had the greater numbers, but this advantage came to naught upon the fiat expanse, the fleet chariots and skeletal horsemen easily avoiding entrapment. Thus began a prolonged period of feints and ruses, broken occasionally by clashes of violent intensity. Gradually, Krell's army worked its way southwards.
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  Ambush In The Deep Desert
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  Whilst Krell and his hordes were slogging through the Marshes of Madness, another army stood poised to enter the Land of the Dead. The force had skirted the befouling swamps by marching westward after passing the last of the Dragonback Mountains. From there, their journey took them between the Cairn Hills and the Great Ocean. This was not a shambolic army, assembled from troops summoned on the march, but a proud Sylvanian force that advanced beneath the infamous banner of the von Carstein’s. Indeed, this was an army befitting the prestige of its leader, Mannfred von Carstein.


  At the western edge of the vast Salt Plains there stood only a few scattered watchtowers to monitor the border of Nehekhara. Each was cast down in turn, their garrisons destroyed with contemptuous ease. But, despite these early successes, Mannfred was brooding. His ambitions had thus far taken him from his domain, where he was master, into servitude under Nagash as one of his Dark Lords. He had no real choice but to play his part, awaiting an opportunity as he had done so many times in the past. Since his days as a retainer of Vlad, Mannfred knew how to bide his time. Yet being a master of guileful patience did nothing to lessen the degree to which it rankled the proud vampire to bow before another's authority.


  There were none save himself that the vampire lord placed his trust in. However, since Nagash’s return, Mannfred had been especially suspicious of those from outside Sylvania. He was wary of spies — particularly distrusting Arkhan, the most favoured of Nagash’s captains. Neferata, whose harem of sycophants were all conspirators like their mistress, was another who sought to inveigle her own agents within the contingents of the other Dark Lords.


  Mannfred knew that if he had an opportunity for personal gain, or to move against any of his erstwhile allies, he wanted such dealings to go unnoticed. Certainly he did not want word of his deeds being reported to Nagash by any save himself. Despite his seething resentment, Mannfred was awed by the power it had taken to create the dark canopy above. It would not do to earn the Great Necromancer’s ire. If this was Nagash’s weakened state, there was no knowing what such a force could do when fully restored.


  As the Army of Sylvania left the rim of the cracked salt basin, it entered the open desert, and rolling dunes gave way to endless sand. This was not Mannfred’s first expedition into that ancient kingdom, for he had journeyed there in the years after Vlad’s fall. Then, he had sought the knowledge of the fabled Mortuary Cult. Now, he led an army to depose them and place Nagash on their throne.


  Arkhan had set the sprawling desert city of Khemri as their goal: all the Dark Lords would converge to retake the epicentre of Nehekharan might. This was all Mannfred knew of the plan, and although he suspected there was more that Arkhan would not say, he would be patient. After all, Mannfred’s own black-hearted schemes had revolved around claiming a rightful throne long denied him, and it was easy to imagine Nagash being consumed by the idea of retaking the realm whence he had been cast out.


  Mannfred intended to play a leading role in Nagash’s vengeance, to claim a lion's share of glory in the conquering of Nehekhara. He cared not for such honours, but it was a game. With his allegiance proven, and with the Great Necromancer placed upon his throne in the hated desert, Mannfred could then indulge in his plans further to the north. Sylvania was his by right of conquest and Vlad would need to be dealt with. Only too well did Mannfred remember the iron grip that the elder vampire had held over those bleak lands.


  With his mind so firmly fixed upon his own schemes, and what Vlad might be plotting in the north, Mannfred did not realise that his scouts were missing. The vampire lord had sent forth packs of dire wolves, some loping ahead, others prowling along his force s perimeter. It was all barren sand, save for a few sloping dunes, but they were


  invading an enemy realm and such precautions were a matter of course. The Sylvanian hounds were commanded to bay at the sign of foes, their mournful howling was traceable even when the lupine beasts were far afield, as it carried as much on the Wind of Shyish as it did the material currents. The dire wolves had proven excellent scouts, for as creatures of the night, they saw as well or better than any others in the all-pervading darkness about them. But they were not of the desert, and their vestigial instincts were for hunting in lands far different to these.


  Not a single creature in Mannfred’s army detected anything untoward. Only one that had survived for a long time in that harsh desert environment would have observed the telltale signs. The drifts that lay ahead were not the natural contours of the wind-blown sand, but foreign objects covered over. Surrounding the marching columns were subtle movements from below that sent up ripples through the sand. Only those with the keenest hearing combined with an intricate understanding of the desert could have distinguished between wind-shifting grains and the sinuous glide of something far more ominous. All of the Sylvanian force missed the brief sight of a flashing tail-point, as its owner burrowed once more, leaving in its wake only piles of sand that had once been dire wolves. Without warning, the desert came alive underneath the feet of Mannfred’s army.


  When he mustered his army to war, Mannfred had chosen his lieutenants carefully. He had called upon three vampires to join him, for he well knew his own kind had the most to offer an army. Yet he was fully aware that they were the most headstrong and thus the least trustworthy.


  Mannfred chose none of his direct get, knowing them too well. Instead he recruited Helmut, a von Carstein; Krakvald, a distant scion of Abhorash; and a von Grecht. The long journey had given Mannfred more opportunity to study his charges, and, to his chagrin, he found the more he spoke with them, the more he suspected that perhaps Arkhan or Neferata had infiltrated an agent into his army.


  'Tell me again how you came by that scarab?' asked Mannfred, who had seen Gunther von Grecht caressing the strange amulet that hung around his neck. 'It is from these lands, is it not?’


  Aye,’ said von Grecht, and he went on to recount a long story of how he had taken it from a baron in Averland. Mannfred did not pay that much attention to the words. He had seen enough to give him the answer he was really seeking. Upon hearing the question, Gunther’s nostrils had flared and his hands had started away from the scarab as if it burned.


  This would not be one of Neferata's spies, Mannfred calculated. Hers were far more shrewd, and had been trained enough to avoid such obvious signs of guilt. It must be Arkhan, he thought — surely this was one of Arkhan s. Mannfred was still deciding if it would be more advantageous to provoke a confrontation now, or if he should set a trap for von Grecht, when the sands suddenly came alive.


  Rising with sudden geysers of displaced sand, tomb scorpions burst forth, their serrated claws clamping down upon ranks of skeletal warriors. Made of stone, metal and petrified wood, those multi-legged monstrosities snipped off skulls or drove their spiked, poison-dripping stings into anything that moved. Sepulchral stalkers struck next, emerging out of the dunes with less violence than the scorpions, but with even greater effect. With a predatory hiss, the enormous snake-like bodies darted forth.


  Any who met the horrific gaze of the constructs were instantaneously transformed to sand, motionless statues that soon scattered upon the winds. Whole regiments of skeletons collapsed into the desert, but Helmut, one of Mannfred’s most talented acolytes, was too quick. Averting his eyes, the vampire struck out with his blade and was rewarded - his blow sliced through the snake-beings armour and clove it in two, the halves falling, then twitching a few times before they too became sand.


  For many months King Behedesh's army had stood immobile, awaiting a foe. Now, with much flailing, sinuous bodies and clacking appendages, pushed their way out of the sand. Grains still draining from eye sockets or shaking out of decorative headbands, the legions assembled, forming themselves into perfect rows. From out of the largest dunes came the ushabti, monuments in the likeness of the ancient gods of Nehekhara, animated for battle.


  With a single motion from his ceremonial blade, King Behedesh II commanded his army forward. As one, the legions closed in upon the beleaguered army from the north. expression transforming into a snarl of rage. Even as he reacted, the vampire's agile mind was seeking answers as to how this could have happened. At once, Mannfred’saw how his hounds had fallen prey to these desert monsters. Without scouts, he had led his army straight into a trap. As the sands thrashed and skeletons emerged from the dunes, Mannfred quickly tried to estimate the size of the enemy army he would soon be facing.


  All around Mannfred, his heavy cavalry - including the fabled knights from Drakenhof - were being destroyed. Their thick plate was no protection against the gaze of the cursed sand snakes. One black- helmed knight, who had fought for the von Carstein’s since the first of Sylvania’s wars with the Empire, was turned to a statue of sand before Mannfred's eyes. The army struggled to reform out of marching columns, and it was impossible for the tangled troops to provide support to those formations being mauled by the tomb scorpions. All the while, the Nehekharan army rose to the surface and moved closer.


  Mannfred could bear it no longer. Drawing his blade and spurring his mount, he rode straight at the nearest foe. In his wrath, the vampire lord was once more revealed as one of the mightiest of his kind. He dispatched a serpent construct before drawing upon the abundant winds of magic to raise back scores of skeletons. By his swift commands, Mannfred hastily reorganised half of his force, spreading them out into formations, ready to face the army emerging from the desert.


  None too soon had Manfred set the defensive line, for King Behedesh and his tomb guard closed quickly. Their ordered echelons of troops were still covered with a layer of grit when they struck the army of Sylvania. I lad Mannfred delayed but a moment, the initial charge would have swept through his army's marching column, scattering every regiment to end the battle before it had even started.


  Mannfred's wrong-footed army was still in desperate straits. To its flanks and rear, a disjointed battle still raged against the last of the tomb scorpions. To their front, Mannfred's hasty lines were holding, but only just. And then the ushabti struck.


  They came from Zandri s Temple of Usirian and none could stand before them. The animated monuments clove through bone, shield and armour, wading into the thickest of the melee. The jackal-headed statues shrugged off sword blows and spear thrusts to deliver wide arcing swings, destroying many foes at a time. In their wake followed Necrotect Aldrhamar, his rhythmic chants instilling the war statues with an arcane resilience, re-growing stone anew.


  Two of Mannfred’s lieutenants sought to preserve the army of Sylvania. Helmut von Carstein destroyed the last of the pincer creatures that had caused so much disruption, while von Grecht used his necromantic skills to raise back entire regiments, their broken bones reforming to continue the battle. Again and again he magically reconstructed skeletons only to have them battered down by the towering ushabti. The third of Mannfred’s vampiric minions was overcome with the red fury.


  Gorgivich Krakvald might have better served his master by helping to restore order to the battle lines, or by countering the unstoppable ushabti. Instead, blind to everything else around him, Krakvald led his Knights of the Red Death straight forward. These were Blood Knights, the pinnacle of heavy cavalry'. Their plate armour was impervious to their foes’ weapons, and with their own tall lances lowered, the Blood Knights crashed through rank after rank of enemy regiments.


  With the ease of a blade drawing a line in the sand, Krakvald and his Blood Knights clove a path straight through King Behedesh’s army. As the vampire wheeled his unit about to begin the slaughter anew, they saw a lone figure awaiting them in the dunes. It was Hapusneb, most ancient of Behedesh’s liche priests, Hierophant of Zandri. From a dusty scroll he chanted, and his curse was answered. The sand beneath the Blood Knights boiled, coming alive with the crawling creatures of the desert: gnawing Khepra beetles and stinging Numak scorpions scuttled upwards in a black wave. Tiny enough to force their carapaces between joints or chinks in their armour, the swarms covered the Blood Knights. It was soon over, an ignominious end for the peak of martial prowess from the north.


  For hours the lighting raged, a non-stop onslaught with victory or defeat hanging in the balance. King Behedesh maintained the advantage, but his army could not deliver a decisive blow. By this point, the fighting had formed into an enormous, sweeping curve, with the kings regiments on the far side of the arc, enveloping the army of Sylvania. It was the magic of the vampires that kept their own tenuous line from breaking, for they were able to raise back casualties more quickly than their foes, constantly replenishing their losses.


  In such a battle, however, there could be only one ultimate outcome. The strain upon the vampires was too great, their every spell staved off collapse for moments at best.


  For every part of the battered battle line that reformed, another crumbled.


  Stretched to the brink of his considerable abilities, Mannfred himself forestalled defeat for hours. With a speed and fury unmatched upon the battlefield, he seemed to be everywhere at once. It was he who finally felled the ushabti, he who smote back each potential breakthrough and he who sent jets of death magic to wither the oncoming assaults. Despite this, King Behedesh and his army slowly crushed the unlife from the vampire’s army.


  Mannfred was nothing if not cunning. Although it galled him to do so, he admitted defeat and formulated a plan of escape. It was better, he reasoned, to do so now before his


  line failed entirely. With a last spell that sent howling winds of death sweeping across the legionnaires, he extracted himself. Helmut, and the few units he held in his meagre reserve. His last manoeuvres had left his remaining force isolated, and his least-trusted lieutenant, von Grecht, deep within the collapsing pocket of fighting.


  It was Mannfred's plan for those he left behind to tie up his foe for some time, allowing his remaining army to escape. This worked in part; for they had force-marched for several hours before Helmut noticed ripples trailing in the sand trailing behind them. Thus began a deadly hunt.


  With the rich How of death magic above them, it was easy for the vampires to keep their force invigorated and moving at maximum pace. Several times they stopped to fight rear-guard actions against the forces that picked up their trail. Twice Manfred shook loose of his trackers, at one time taking shelter from a sandstorm in a cluster of ruins, and then by doubling back in a different direction. Yet always some scavenger bird, mounted patrol, or undersand stalker found them. Mannfred kept on the move, for his troops were tireless and each time they were located, he knew King Behedesh and his army would not be long in following.


  Harried, Mannfred at last came to the flood plain of the Great Mortis River. Thinking to follow this northward out of the Land of the Dead, Mannfred knew that he could risk crossing it should the pursuit close too quickly. These were his thoughts as he drew close enough to look upon that mighty water course. He was not expecting to see what was arrayed before him.


  Beneath the heavy black clouds, Mannfred could not see the other side of the river - but he could see the fleet of wooden war barges. The flat-bottomed Nehekharan warships were already grounding themselves on the nearby shore, disgorging their troops in a rising clatter of bone and bronze.


  ‘I don’t think von Grecht made it,’ said Helmut.


  Mannfred did not detect any hint of sarcasm or accusation in the statement and so replied accordingly.


  ‘No, I tried to reach him in the melee, but he was too surrounded to withdraw. There is still hope he will win free, although I admit it does not seem likely.’


  They were riding ahead of the main column of rank and file, looking for something anything - in the barren Nehekharan desert.


  'My lord,’ broached Helmut, ‘I assume von Grecht was positioned so deeply within our lines because you believed he was informing on you?’


  Despite their less than favourable circumstances and his ongoing bad temper, Mannfred smiled. It was not a friendly gesture.


  It was well done, Mannfred reflected. In the current situation, there was no denying that the lesser vampire was a necessary element to the survival of his meagre force. But, by confiding something of what he knew regarding his former comrade, he not only demonstrated a greater level of cunning than Mannfred had suspected him capable of, but was extending what was at once an offering of trust and a politely couched warning that he would not be dealt with so easily.


  ‘I underestimated you, Helmut von Carstein. It will not happen again. Perhaps, given our bloodline, I ought to have known — but we have fostered our share of dullards as well. Now tell me what you know or suspect,' said the elder von Carstein. ‘In exchange, I will reveal to you the secrets of the tomb kings.’
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  Sailing along the north coast of Araby came a vast armada. It was a ramshackle conglomeration of ships from nearly every era of every sea¬faring nation in the world. Algae and rot had set deeply within both ships and crew alike, but for all that the fleet sailed at great speed. Fell winds drove them and they sailed beneath skies of black.


  This was the fleet of Luthor Harkon, Pirate King of the Vampire Coast.


  Answering Nagash's summons, Harkon was bringing his zombie-laden holds to the Land of the Dead. The vampire paced the deck of his ship, the Black Coffin, checking the sails. The same wind that blew the ominous cloud inwards towards Nehekhara was taking his fleet straight to where he wanted to go, into the Mortis Delta. It was not far now. In fact, it was so close that he was taking a great chance by not cutting loose the transports. If enemy vessels attacked now, they were much too vulnerable.


  Unable to help himself, Harkon did not give the order, but instead, strode to the prow, peering into the murky darkness ahead for some sign of the foe, a glint of sail, or the sound of great banks of oars churning. The entire war fleet of Nehekhara was most likely assembled somewhere between his current location and his destination. It would be foolish to be caught in open waters with his fully loaded transports.


  Harkon, feeling he had risked enough, gave the order. Knarrs, trade-cogs, and heavy merchantmen turned for shore. Likewise, all the warships that hauled barges serving as transports turned. They would build up momentum before cutting loose the hulks behind them, tacking quickly into the wind before they too grounded themselves upon the shallows. At one point, they were so close to shore that he could hear the rolling breakers and see the dim outline of ruins standing upright on the highpoints of the rocky coast.


  As the Black Coffin headed out to deeper waters. Harkon looked back to watch a full third of his fleet smash to timbers upon the jagged reefs. Here and there, a few ships navigated deeper channels before grinding ashore. Harkon was sure that one of those would be the Desolation, the rotten ship of his second in command, Captain Drekla. Already Harkon could see thin grey lines shambling out of the water to form up on the banks.


  The seed was planted, Harkon thought, now it was time to let it grow. The Pirate King gave the order to stay sails, for he wanted to sail up the delta upon the high tide.


  With little else to do, he resumed his pacing on deck. Only miles away, King Kalhazzar looked out from the topmost deck of his golden barge, the Crowned Sphinx. He could see nothing. Without the sun, the normally turquoise waters were black. And then he heard it.


  The gong-relays sounded across the delta, the beacons along the distant eastern shore blazed in the gloom. They were coming; the outermost ships had spotted something. Crew were drummed to battlestations out of habit, for in truth, they had stood at that position now for months, not moving save for the roll of the tide. The barges, galleys and longboats hoisted anchors and dipped oars, awaiting King Kalhazzar’s signal. Decks of archers nocked arrows and held their bows ready. He would draw the foe in, allowing the shore batteries to loose devastating volleys, before he ordered ramming speed.


  Harkon opened hostilities by firing Queen the hell-hammer cannon that took up most of the Black Coffin's middle deck. It spoke in tongues of fire, its roar heard all the way to the city of Zandri. Its tremendous shot screamed across the waters before hitting the Claw of Usirian, splintering bone and sending petrified timbers spinning hundreds of feet into the air. The great warbarge sank in moments, taking hundreds of warriors and crew to the bottom.


  When the great cannon spoke next, it was accompanied by others up and down the approaching line, for the wind had brought more of the black-sailed ships closer so that lesser ordnance might join the chorus. Stoically the Khemrian fleet weathered the hail of shot, unflinching as geysers of spray erupted in the water around them, or debris whirled across their deck. King Kalhazzar knew his time would come; the enemy ships were nearly within range of the shore catapults. The foe's ships were many, but his own still numbered more.


  By the time the carronades began to sweep fire into the low-decked barges, King Kalhazzar realised something was wrong. In the gloom he could just make out flashes of dark magic and the blaze of fire on shore where he knew the nearest batteries to be. He realised few, if any, of the catapults would be firing. Drawing forth his glittering khopesh, the king ordered ramming speed.


  Luthor Harkon saw the warbarges, indeed, they were so close he could hear them coming, for sound travelled well across the water. His supernatural senses could pick out that the steady tom-tom of the drums had increased, and the rhythmic creaking of the oars was accompanied, strangely, by chants and grunts - an odd tradition to maintain, he thought. It was almost time to unleash his secret weapon.


  It had taken decades to procure and had cost Harkon many zombies. Some dozen ships in his fleet carried them. Out from storage in barrels of salt water came the enormous bladders, slimy things filled with liquid carefully extracted from inside the enormous reptiles that voyagers to Lustria called salamanders. It need only to be squeezed into the air to catch flame.


  Working in teams of two and three, zombies untied the cumbersome bladders and lurched into position. The weapons' short range was not an issue, for the low- silhouetted warbarges were swiftly making headway across the water towards Harkon’s front line of sail, gouts of flame belched forth just as the first wave of barges sent their rams crashing into the rotting timbers of Harkon’s vanguard.


  Blazing ships lit the darkness across the Mortis Delta. Some of Harkin’s own craft were set alight as zombies misfired, or burning warbarges used their rams to impale the larger men-o’-war. One advantage of the rotten, soggy timbers was the fact that they made poor fuel for the flame, and thus burned slowly, but they tended to split catastrophically when rammed.


  The battle was in full swing, with Harkon’s second line of ships turning to deliver broadsides into the foe, when some Nehekharan warbarges streaked ahead to inflict crippling damage with their rams.


  Grappling hooks lashed ships together and fierce boarding actions were fought with sword, spear and club. The waters were aswarm with mortis sharks, and Harkon watched a rotting leviathan rise out of the waves to consume a small craft whole before submerging again. With targets on either side now, the Black Coffin opened up with a rolling bombardment, while carronades swept opposing decks clear with grapeshot.


  Never before had such a naval battle taken place. Golden-plated warbarges rammed high-decked cogs, and skeletal crews duelled while liquid fire spread all around them. Longboats from Norsca lashed themselves to speedy kebentiu. Fell bats swooped low to attack crew with scything claws, while banshees skimmed over the waves or glided through decks, their wailing screeches splitting skulls. At the bottom of the Mortis Delta, zombies from Lustria continued to grab and grasp at their foes until they sank too deeply beneath the thick sediment.


  The battle raged for two full days, illuminated only by burning ships and the ethereal glow of spectres. Not until the last warbarge was sunk, did the fighting stop. Harkon’s fleet, although but a fraction of its former rotten glory, was victorious. The Battle of Mortis Delta was won.


  Captain Drekla sat across from Luthor Harkon, awaiting his orders. He had been summoned to the captain’s quarters aboard the Black Coffin. There, behind an ornate bureau carved from Lustrian darkwood, the vampire reclined upon a plushly cushioned chair of an eclectic fashion.


  ’Excellent work silencing the shore batteries,' offered Harkon, to open the conversation. The vampire waited a long time for a reply that never came. Eventually, he continued.


  ‘As a token of my appreciation, I want you to have this,’ said Harkon, as he slid a sun-blanched skull across the desk. ’It was King Kalhazzar. It only stopped talking about an hour ago.’


  His expression unchanging, Captain Drekla, the Silver Hook of Sartosa, reached out his briny, barnacle encrusted hands to clumsily grasp the skull.


  Another long silence filled the room. Luthor Harkon’s shifting eyes narrowed as he noticed that his captain was still soaking wet, a dank puddle pooling beneath his chair.


  ’Well, best patch up the transports we’ve seized. Fix them as best you can. We’ll be setting sail as soon as repairs make our fleet seaworthy again,’ said Harkon, hastily dismissing his subordinate.


  Without a word, Captain Drekla lurched stiffly upright and shambled out of the galley, leaving a trail of filthy seawater behind him.
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  Mannfred von Carstein left his remaining troops at the base of the rocky hill while he climbed to its ruin-crowned summit. He did not know, nor would he have appreciated, that the site had once been a Temple of Ualatp, vulture-god of scavengers, merciless patron to those lost in the desert. What he did recognise, was that the hill s rocky slopes, carven steps and toppled pillars would make a defensible position, better than he had expected to find.


  There, amidst sand-strewn ruins, Mannfred stretched out his mind, searching for materials to work with. The aura of death was strong here, and the hillside had many skeletons he could raise to augment his battered army. Better still, Mannfred sensed the presence of restless spirits nearby. With the abundant flow of death magic, and his own iron will, Mannfred began the rituals that would bind them to his service. He knew there was not much time before the armies of his foes arrived.


  From the east, King Behedesh and the legions of Zandri were fast approaching. The tomb king had already sent forth his cavalry, and these patrolled ceaselessly in a wide perimeter around the base of the hill. Other creatures lurked beneath the sand, should the vampire attempt to break free. King Behedesh had his quarry penned in, and it was his intent to present Settra with the vampire's head. This task was going to be more difficult than anticipated, however, as the high priest Hapusneb had reported another enemy army was disembarking at nearby Pharoakh’s Landing. If the foe had sailed down the Mortis River, this boded ill, for the city was Behedesh’s own domain.


  The king seethed with fury at the very thought. If the invaders had ransacked Zandri or harmed its necropolis, then they would pay — living or undead, he would make them suffer.


  The armada that sat at anchor across the River Mortis was that of Luthor Harkon. In the end, it had taken his minions over two weeks of non-stop labour to dredge out the ships that were salvageable after the Battle of the Mortis Delta. Hauling up the wrecks had entailed a great deal of further fighting. Enemy warriors from sunken ships proved a continual hazard. Some bobbed up to the surface clinging to debris, while others eventually navigated the thick layers of silt on the delta's bottom to emerge on some nearby shoreline. There was no telling when the next mud-covered group of undead castaways would next attack. In between battles, Harkon had been busy directing zombie crews in their repair operations, the crude patches making many ships close to watertight once again.


  When Harkon's shambolic fleet finally sailed upstream from the Terrorport of Zandri, it was impressive in its size, if not condition. Even with a few vessels surrendering to ruptured repairs and sinking enroute, over one hundred and fifty ships remained sea¬worthy. All of these craft sat low in the water, as their hulls, both above and below decks, were packed with the living dead. Most pumped out bilge water as they went, as hasty repairs or general rot gave way, and let in the river. .Meandering upstream against the current, it was not a swift fleet.


  With pride of place at the centre of the armada sailed Luthor Harkon’s flagship, the triple masted man-o'-war, the Black Coffin, with its black sails billowing. Harkon willed his fell bats to circle the fleet, alerting him of dangers or opportunities. Several times Harkon ordered anchors dropped so that river forts could be bombarded or troops disembarked to ransack the temples that overlooked the river.


  It was for no reason other than plunder that Captain Drekla and his waterlogged zombie army had disembarked.


  Harkon had spotted the stone landing and its steps carved into the limestone cliffs that led upward to hilltop ruins. Accustomed to looting the overgrown ruins of Lustria, the vampire Pirate King had learned to probe even desolate edifices. He had carried off gold idols and jewel-encrusted relics from the least likely of crumbling ruins. As the landing party mounted the top of the long stair from the landing, Captain Drekla saw what was emerging from out of the deep desert.


  King Behedesh could not fathom why his two foes did not merge their forces, or send one around in an attempt to outflank him. Even the greenskins that dared to invade his land had shown more tactical acumen than this. However, the tomb king was swift to attack before such obvious manoeuvres suggested themselves to his opponents. The zombie army had only just formed up when the first waves of arrows began to fall amongst them. King Behedesh's attack up the rocky hill was more problematic. The only routes up, save for scaling the steep rock, were two paths. The southern-facing route was wide enough for ten skeletons abreast to advance up the worn steps. The northern track was steeper, and could only fit half of that number across. Behedesh knew he could not take advantage of his superiority in numbers in such a fight, but he was resolute, if it took a century of relentless attacks to wear down the foe and bring back the vampire's head, then so be it.


  The Hawks of the Sea, a legion of one hundred warriors, was first to clank and clatter up the stone stairs. The twisted spectral remains of the Vulture Priests met


  them. Summoned out of shallow burial ditches by Mannfred and clothed in tattered burial shrouds, the phantom creatures suffered no harm from mortal weapons, blades passing through their incorporeal forms. When they reached out their bony hands however, the chilling grasp of the wraiths could rip the soul from out of victim. By the sheer press of so many warriors, the legionnaires forced the floating wraiths upwards a few stairs, however, it cost them a score of their own number to do so.


  The Blackshields, the most famous legion out of Zandri, were sent to hack a way to the top of the northside steps. They were formed into ten regiments, each fifty warriors strong.


  With interlocked shields, the skeletons advanced in perfect step underneath their ceremonial banner - a black half-circle studded with skulls of gold. They made steady progress, their superior swordwork reaping a toll on the skeletal defenders.


  Standing between one of the few remaining arches at the top of the craggy hill Mannfred looked down upon the battle. In the short term, his position was strong, but it would only be a matter of time before the desert kings brought forth war engines capable of bombarding the hilltop, or animated stone statues colossal enough in size to reach up and batter Mannfred’s defenders. A number of carrion, the enormous winged scavenger birds, were circling lower and lower over the hill.


  Although he had bought himself time to come up with another plan, Mannfred knew he was trapped. It was at that moment the vampire lord heard a sound that he had not expected to hear upon this held of battle, so deep in the Land of the Dead. To the south he could make out the rippling crack of a regiment of handguns discharging. Leaving his observation of the battles raging up the stairs, Mannfred went to the western edge of the hilltop and looked over the fleet anchored in the river below. In the gloom he could see only halfway across the Mortis River, but it was enough.


  The nearest ships were warbarges and war barques, vessels in the style favoured by the people of ancient Nehekhara — but there was no way the motley fleet anchoring mid-river could belong to a king of that land. From that height, Mannfred could just make out rotting hulks of men-o'-war, cogs and frigates out of the Old World. There was only one being who could claim to be master and commander of such a derelict fleet: Luthor Harkon.


  Swallowing his pride, Mannfred projected a summons, calling the creatures of the night. In Sylvania thick clouds of bats would have flown to his call, but here in the desert the creatures that answered Mannfred’s beckoning were dried out husks — the shells of bats that fluttered on paper-thin wings. Thousands of years ago, Nagash's Great Ritual had seen to it that every living creature in Nehekhara had withered, rising again in undead form. Puny though they were, the bats would serve to bear Mannfred’s message to Harkon.


  Captain Drekla had just sent a fell bat of his own flapping back to the Black Coffin, for he had to get reinforcements or be forced to retreat. His armed landing party was formed to plunder rather than face the enemy battle lines, and more regiments were required if they were to confront the advancing legionnaires.


  For his part, King Behedesh had learned of the size of the invaders' armada, putting him in a dilemma. The only location on the Mortis River where it was possible for ships to disgorge troops was the stone-carved ledge called Pharoak's Landing. The steep stone steps that led up from that site could be easily blockaded it he could drive away the zombie regiments that stood formed there. However, the tomb king could not afford to concentrate his entire force to eradicate that beachhead.


  King Behedesh had beaten a vampire-led army in the desert and had chased its remnants across many miles, cornering them atop the ancient Temple of Ualatp. Although he did not know his adversary was Mannfred von Carstein, the king had recognised that the general opposing him was a vampire of great power, a being that radiated an aura of murder and arrogance. It was, most likely, one of Nagash’s vile captains. King Settra himself had said that it was not enough to break invading armies, but that it was of utmost importance to hunt down and slay their commanders. Too many times in the past had Nehekhara defeated the armies of Nagash or his captains, only to allow those Dark Lords the opportunity to escape, to wreak further ruin in future. In this instance, King Behedesh had no intention of allowing this to happen. None would avoid suffering his wrath.


  King Behedesh sent many legions along with his second in command, King Nemhetum, to pen in the zombies, while he turned his full attention to the hilltop Temple of Ualatp.


  The assault there had stalled, especially along the southern route. The defenders at that point — a hovering formation of wraiths — were proving impossible to shift. They had thus far destroyed three proud legions out of Zandri, with the ethereal spectres suffering no harm in return. The northern track showed slow promise, with the Blackshields making steady progress, grinding down several Sylvanian regiments.


  King Behedesh knew where he was needed. Drawing forth the Blade of Setep, its curved edge a shimmering blue in that gloom, he led his Zandri Eternals up the southern path. Before them the wraiths had just destroyed the last of another skeletal legion, the bones clattering down the stairs. Yet even in their victory, the spirits of those ancient priests of Ualatp knew they now faced a more menacing foe. They recoiled from the blue radiance, and would have fled before King Behedesh's blade, but the will of Mannfred was strong upon them. Reluctantly, the wraiths glided downward to meet the oncoming king and his Eternals.


  The icy clutches of the wraiths ripped down several Eternal Guard, but in King Behedesh they met their match. The Blade of Setep was a blurred arc of blue: each stroke clove both tattered cloak and evil spirit. With howls of agony, but also of mournful release, the wraiths were slain, finally released from the corrupting will of the vampire invader. Upwards strode King Behedesh, his mummified warriors keeping pace.


  In the temple, Mannfred was like a caged beast. He and his minion Helmut had spent their time reanimating skeletons, working to replace those the Blackshields had battered down. With the loss of the wraith blockade on the southern path, the vampires would soon be hard-pressed on two fronts. Before he was forced to resort to desperate measures, Mannfred observed a great swarm of bats streaking overhead. Some of this flying swarm peeled off to begin an aerial battle with carrion, while others raked the tomb kings forces on the stairs. An enormous bat, whose wings were akin to great, ragged sailcloths, flew over the hill and swooped downwards after some unseen target.


  After receiving the messages, Luthor Harkon acted swiftly. Summoning the winged creatures that nested upside down upon the fleet’s masts, the Black Coffin became the centre of a swirling vortex of bats. Only then did the Pirate King sprout enormous, membranous wings himself, flying upwards at the head of a black cloud of the fluttering vermin.


  Luthor Harkon had intended to aid his fellow vampire, but from his new vantage point, he had spied a tempting target. At the base of the hill a lone wizard was reading from a scroll, attempting some conjuration.


  It was Harkon’s belief that the whole of these desert armies would crumble if its master sorcerer was slain, so he swooped and dived toward the figure’s location.


  Hapusneb, Hierophant of Zandri, was alone and vulnerable in the rear of the Nehekharan army. By the time the liche priest picked out the hurtling bat-form streaking downwards from the black clouds it was too late. Luthor Harkon swept by. his twin blades delivering a decapitating scissor-stroke. The scarabs that Hapusneb summoned from below the sands were of no aid to their ancient master, serving only to drag his body beneath the sands.


  To Harkon’s bitter disappointment, King Behedesh‘s army still fought on, but without their hierophant, they lost the ability to replenish their losses, succumbing at last to eternity. King Behedesh and his Zandri Eternals hacked apart every regiment that opposed them on the stairs, but after countless combats, their impetus was flagging. Beams of dark magic conjured by the vampires reaped a great toll. But King Behedesh would not be denied. Although the last of his Eternals fell, the tomb king at last strode up the last stone stair, stepping atop the rocky summit.


  There, overlooking the Mortis River, King Behedesh pitted his Blade of Setep against Mannfred von Carstein. It was inexorable stamina against unnatural speed, radiant king of old versus lord of the night. Time and again the combatants struck, circled, and then struck again. The vampire landed more blows, one strike sending King Behedesh’s golden helm clattering down the hilltop, but none had yet been telling. Though the King of Zandri landed but a single blow, his sword tore through his toe s armour and glanced off the vampire’s ribs. Undead flesh sizzled where the blue radiance of the blade touched it.


  It will never be known if this could have been the duel’s turning point, for suddenly King Behedesh jerked forward, dropping his weapon and clutching at the swordpoint that burst through his chest. Behind him, Helmut von Carstein gave a cruel twist of his weapon before wrenching it back. Behedesh dropped. And so, one of the last tomb kings of Zandri lay there on the barren rock, twitching his final death-throes to the bitter end. Before the gloating Helmut could say a word, King Behedesh’s body gave a final spasm as it erupted into a swarm of Khepra beetles that swarmed over the vampire, consuming him utterly.
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  Neferata stood alone in a world of howling spirits, a land of dust and ruin.


  Once, Lahmia had been the jewel of Nehekhara, an exquisite wonder to the senses. Known as the City of the Dawn, Lahmia was famous for its resplendent white walls, its lush gardens and perfumed air — a mix of lotus flower and exotic spices from the East, stirred by the gentle sea breeze. Now it was a land of desolation — the Cursed City whose ruins were haunted by the damned.


  For centuries after her flight from Lahmia, Neferata had dwelt on revenge. That had passed. She had journeyed far into the world and covered herself with riches. But in her cold, unbeating heart she knew that it was a masquerade. She knew that, in a way, she was still running fleeing from old memories of a time that could no longer be, of a land that no longer was. The Silver Pinnacle, her mountaintop eyrie, had been her small way of recreating a new Lahmia - a nest of luxury and refinement. Nagash’s return had ended that.


  Now Neferata had returned to Lahmia - not to reclaim her lost lands, but to bury them.


  Neferata s army had quickly destroyed the stone sentries that stood guard outside the Cursed City, and it had been child's play for a sorceress of Neferata’s abilities to break through the array of wards that surrounded the ruins. She had expected the hieroglyphic seals and deadly curses intended to keep out the vampiric, but she had been amused to discover that half of the magical sigils were designed to keep creatures in. It seemed the slain spirits of those from her original court did not rest easy.


  'My queen,’ said Nalharad, bowing on one knee and stooping his head so that it almost touched the dust coating the floor. '1 bring you the awaited word. The seals around Lahmia have been broken.'


  Khalida, tall and graceful, acknowledged the ancient priest with a nod. 'Blessed be the Asp Goddess,’ intoned Khalida, as she wove the symbol of Asaph’s blessing. 'This day was prophesied; for this I was awoken. Send for Hassep, we march within the hour.’


  As Nalharad bowed himself out of the chamber, doors were pulled shut behind him. Khalida allowed herself what would have been a smile behind her death mask, had her flesh not wasted away over the ages. She had waited long to hear those words.


  It could have been any vampire who broke the wards which surrounded Lahmia, but Khalida knew the identity of the intruder. At long last, Neferata, Eternal Queen of Lahmia, the First of the Damned - her cousin - had come home.


  It was Neferata who had slain Khalida. In the many millennia that had passed since those times of strife, Khalida had dreamed of a thousand deaths she could inflict upon the vampire. The warrior- queen called for her ceremonial armour. She was marching on Lahmia, and her righteous fury would burn within her every step of the way.


  In Lybaras, High Queen Khalida was restless. The messengers had stopped arriving and a queue of emissaries from Mahrak and Quatar had stood immobile in her empty throne room for weeks now, awaiting the High Queen's presence. Yet when Nalharad, the Master of Awakenings for the city of Lybaras, approached the queen's chamber, the Guardians of the Alabaster Tower uncrossed their ornate halberds and allowed the liche priest to pass unchallenged.


  Every warrior and every statue of Lybaras had been summoned. Beneath black skies they marched forth, led by High Queen Khalida. As the last legion passed beneath the pylon arches, the city’ s bronze gates swung closed with a clang of finality that echoed across the sands. They’ left behind an empty' city’, its temples and necropolis left unguarded, save only’ for the wards and curses of the priests.


  Khalida led the great procession out of the Lybaras. The Warrior-Queen did not walk to battle, but instead rode upon a gold bedecked ceremonial sky barge. It glided regally above the sands and was symbolic of her victories, for she had taken the trophy from the wars with the lizard creatures of the Southlands. At her side was the Herald of Lybaras, Prince Nefhotep, who bore aloft the sacred totem of their city. Behind Khalida came her famous archer legions, each regiment stepping in unison, marching beneath an icon in the image of the sacred asp. In the centre were hawk-headed statues the Legion of Phakth, Raptor God of the sky and bringer of swift justice. They had left their guard post in front of the Temple of Phakth, for Khalida had invoked the oaths of unforgivable wrongs that called the ancient statues to battle. Taller still were the necropolis knights - the slithering motion of their enormous necroserpents made them look like as if they were riding upon high seas.


  Prince Settuneb, resplendent in his war- carriage carved from ivory', led the chariot phalanxes. Following the chariots, his royal personage high enough to avoid the dust cloud they churned up, King Hassep rode a mighty warsphinx of blackest marble. Queen Khalida had chosen Hassep as her Lord of War, her foremost general and her right hand in battle. This was a great honour bestowed by the most beloved of Lybaras’ many rulers, but it was honour surely due, for both King Hassep and Prince Settuneb were of the fabled first dynasty - rulers who had in life served the indomitable Settra, King of Kings. Behind King Hassep came legion after legion of perfectly' ordered warriors, regiments of spear and sword, all bearing the faded colours of mighty Lybaras upon their shields.


  Bitter had been the words of that last war council between Queen Khalida and her Lord of War. Hassep had argued that the army should follow King Settra’s orders, to march in force to Mahrak. There, they would bar passage through the Valley of Kings or stand ready to take that route themselves should the impending invasion press close to Quatar. To deny Settra was to tempt fate, cautioned the eldest of kings in Lybaras. Khalida, unwilling at first to antagonise her general, heard him out and respectfully declined his suggestion. At Hassep’s further questioning, Queen Khalida lost her temper - her rage glowering, visible even though partially covered by her death mask. She made it clear: her will was not to be challenged.


  The army that issued forth out of Lybaras was not alone, however.


  High King Tharruk. the ultimate ruler of Mahrak, had left that city upon hearing of Queen Khalida’s exodus. Fixated as she was on her own vengeance, Khalida had forgotten that the Lahmian scourge had engendered many other grudges beyond her own. King Tharruk too had an old score to settle, as did


  no less than three of the princes of Mahrak. After losing his line to the blood-drinking horrors of the Lahmian Court, King Tharruk had marched to help raze Lahmia. Seeing the Cursed City burn had been a start, but it was diminished of satisfaction when he learned of Neferata's escape. Tharruk had vowed one day to avenge his family, to bring back Neferata's head to Mahrak.


  Unlike Khalida, however, King Tharruk did not have the full support of his kingdom.


  Only a third of the necropolis’ warriors marched with him. Another third of that city’s fighting strength had gone west to support Khemri and the last of the awoken of Mahrak were lesser dynasties: petty kings seemingly content to stand guard. The Mortuary Cult of Mahrak had likewise remained, save only for the liche priest Khuftah. Haptmose, Hierophant of Mahrak, had forbidden Khuftah to leave, but the priest had always favoured his king and felt duty-bound to serve him. It was clear to Tharruk that there would be a reckoning upon his return to the city, but his resolve was absolute.


  Although many miles of desert separated them, Neferata, the Eternal Queen, saw all in her serving pool of blood. She marked the progress and multitudes of the armies arrayed against her before languidly stirring the sanguine fluid, the last images of armies marching through the desert swirling away. She smiled mirthlessly before licking her fingernails clean.


  In their last conversation before Neferata had set off from Nagashizzar, this was just as Arkhan had said it would be. The ancient liche priest had called her the perfect bait and she was forced to agree. Soon her mere presence in the Land of the Dead would see age-old rivals fighting amongst themselves in their eagerness to rush into a trap.


  Neferata called to her handmaidens, beckoning them closer. There were only a few more hours of dalliance before preparations had to be made.
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  The Battle For Ruined Lahmia
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  The armies of Lybaras and Mahrak passed the boundary obelisks and entered into lands once ruled by Lahmia. The stone markers were now adorned with skull faces and leering images of death. Here, the darkness seemed to hang more thickly. For thousands of years few had passed near the tainted ruins of Lahmia, and fewer still returned from their journey. It was an evil place, where the spirits of the damned still prowled.


  Khalida surveyed the broken line of rubble. Once, it had been the high white wall that encircled Lahmia, but had now been torn down to its foundations. No longer elegant and proud, it was naught but a ragged, tire- blackened ring. Beyond that outer curtain was an entire wasteland of ruined city. Sandstorms and long years of neglect ought to have buried the low-lying debris, covered it over in the sediment of eons. Such were the wards upon Lahmia, however, that it was little changed from thousands of years previously when the last of Alcadizaar’s armies had marched out following its destruction. To raze the den of vampires, Alcadizaar had gathered a coalition of forces from all the Great Cities, including many from Lybaras and Mahrak. Now, some of those self-same warriors stood once more in the Cursed City. As thorough as their slaughter had been, it had not been enough. This time, Khalida thought, offering silent prayer to the Asp Goddess, Neferata must not escape their wrath.


  After a hasty council of war between Queen Khalida, King Hassep and King Tharruk, it was decided to form a line of battle and sweep forward. Whether an army or just a lone vampire resided within the ruins, their scouring advance would miss nothing. Queen Khalida left her palanquin behind, taking her place in the army’s centre, amidst her archer legions. King Hassep held her right flank, commanding a wider view from atop his warsphinx, with the warriors of many legions formed around him. To Khalida’s left was King Tharruk, regal upon his bejewelled chariot. Flanking him to both sides were his loyal tomb guard, mummified warriors whose bright helms stood out in the gloom. Thus did they advance into the ruins.


  In its former days of glory, Lahmia was a sprawling city. Past the intricately wrought gates in the high white walls were wide avenues branching out into vast plazas. Canals and waterways had crisscrossed the roads, servicing the many interspaced gardens within the walls. Enormous colonnaded buildings loomed atop the gently rising hills, and highest of all were the royal palaces, magnificent buildings that overlooked the harbour. Now, all was ruin.


  Every building in Lahmia Had been levelled, from the vast palaces of the nobles, to the tightly packed mud brick structures of the poorer quarters. They were now only piled rubble, although a few scattered columns or archways still stood. Through these desolate mounds the streets ran, although the baked clay tiles that once covered the roadways had partially disintegrated, exposing paved stone below. The armies from Lybaras and Mahrak advanced along these wide channels, avoiding the rubble — their feet stirring up dust as they advanced.


  They did not have to travel far into the forlorn ruins to find their foe.


  From out of the distant blackness came an eerie glow and a terrible wailing. Larger and brighter the lights grew, until their shapes and forms were visible. These were the shades of Lahmia’s evil past bound by some will greater than their own. By the time they had glided close enough so that their tattered gowns and flowing tresses could be discerned, it was obvious their beauty had long faded. When they were close enough that their hate-filled faces could be picked out, their piercing screams had the power to disrupt the magic that animated the skeletons, splitting apart their very skulls. The banshees did not advance into combat, however, but drifted tantalisingly near to their foes, screeching their mournful cries. Behind this ethereal onslaught tramped hordes of skeletal warriors — their banners black, their armaments unrecognisable. Yet here and there, upon shield or banner, was etched the symbol of ancient Lahmia. and the regalia of her last queen, Neferata.


  Upon sighting those hated symbols a shockwave ran through the legions of Nehekhara. Although they expected to find one that had defiled Lahmia, and had marched out from their cities for the very purpose of confronting her - seeing the banner of Neferata raised once more in the city she had corrupted had an alarming effect. Khalida's hatred flared uncontrollably. How could she dare? With rage in his voice, King Hassep called out for the Vampire Queen, bidding her come forth and receive her due.


  The call echoed throughout the ranks of Lybaras and Mahrak until it became a ghostly chant, though it was not carried upon any natural breeze. Thousands of animated spirits from the Underworld lifted up the call, again and again calling out the name of Neferata, the target of their vengeance long-denied.


  Regiments from both sides moved down the wide avenues, while the spectral creatures effortlessly floated over the mounds of rubble. Of Neferata there was no sign, nor were any other vampires yet visible. Thus the battle in the ruins began in earnest, with the fight broken down into many separate encounters by the uneven grid of the ruined city.


  ‘The Palace of Blood once stood over there,’ said Neferata, wistfully. Few of her assembled handmaidens remained from those days, and she knew that none of them would be able to envision the splendours that once stood upon this site.


  She remembered well the graceful aesthetics of that building, the open, colonnaded temple that had let in the breeze, from what was now quite fittingly known as the Bitter Sea. The nights had been best — such blissful excess, when blood ran more freely than wine and the whimpering of innocents echoed through the halls like sweet music.


  The distant wailing of some anguished spirit rose to an undulating crescendo and dragged Neferata back from her memories.


  ‘I fear that howling spirit more than Khalida's vengeance, ’ mocked the Eternal Queen, smiling at her gathered handmaidens.


  ‘Whatever it once was, Lahmia is no more,' said Neferata. her eyes searching. She looked not to the south, where the battle was slowly raging closer, but around the ruin-dotted hill from whence came the last piercing cry.


  Neferata moved to a half-standing pillar, tracing her hand over worn hieroglyphics. A grinding sound of stone on stone could be heard, and then the columns base shifted, revealing time worn stairs leading down, into the dark.


  'Here, my sisters, is the route of our escape at battle’s end,' gestured Neferata with a graceful sweep of her hand. 'It will lead us far from the city, so that we can retreat to the mountains when the time comes for us to depart.'


  Knowing she had lingered long enough around the ancient ruins, Neferata moved to break up the gathering. ‘Now it is time for us to join the battle so that we may be seen. How anxious my cousin must be! Do you hear her army call my name?' said Neferata. flashing a smile that briefly unveiled her true, bloodthirsty self.


  Seeing the worried looks on the faces of the handmaidens that surrounded her, she addressed them. 'Do not concern yourselves, my sisters - this tunnel has proven the salvation of our bloodline once before, and it shall do so again.’


  Nervous laughter followed, but Neferata paid no attention. She had taken note which faces had shown genuine concern and which had merely feigned it. To the Eternal Queen, such nuances were as plain as a full moon against the night sky.


  ‘But remember — when their troops set foot in the palace district, we will rendezvous here. I wait for no one,’ declared the vampiress, offering a unsettlingly sweet smile that lingered on Lycindia. Neferata already knew that an accident would befall that one, and that she would never make it back to the meeting point in time.


  First to strike were Queen Khalida’s archer legions, for they had the means to slay at a distance. Methodically the skeletons grasped and nocked their arrows, pulled hard on their bows, adjusted their aim and let fly. They fired steady volleys, one after another which rained down upon their foe, felling entire rows at a time. Regardless of losses, the hordes came on, often treading upon the fallen. Despite losing rank after rank, the foe gradually closed the distance. Lifting high her staff, Khalida led her legions into battle.


  In his wrath, High King Tharruk raced his chariot to meet the foe, leaving his armoured infantry' guard behind in the dust. The impact of the tomb king's chariot was like an avalanche crashing through the enemy' warriors, the churning wheels crushing the bones of the fallen. Whirling the heavy weights of his flail, Tharruk was a force of destruction, clearing a swathe around him.


  But what were a dozen dead to a hundred- strong regiment that knew neither fear nor panic? Slowly and surely, the skeleton horde closed about the entrapped Tomb King. Tharruk laid about him, striking left and right to smash through helm and skull alike, but even fuelled by his inexhaustible rage, he could not keep pace against so many.


  Although King Tharruk’s gold scale armour turned most of the spears thrust toward him, it did not stop them all. Both armour and king were rent in many places.


  Only the arrival of his tomb guard saved King Tharruk from being overwhelmed. The mummified warriors crashed into their foe and the destruction redoubled. The tomb guard of Mahrak were unnaturally strong and wielded heavy-bladed halberds with a deadly skill. Chopping and hacking, they soon struck down the opposing regiment’s standard, taking pains to trample the reviled images underfoot. Onwards they pressed, King Tharruk’s hatred driving them forward as they fought their way up the wide avenue.


  On Khalida’s right flank, Hassep was in the thick of the fighting. The ancient king’s war sphinx made the all difference to the deadlocked combat. Seemingly immune to harm, the leonine statue waded forward to crush the opposition, and masses of the foe fell before the beast of black marble. Despite his successes, Hassep kept a wary eye on the tides of battle, his great height allowing him to peer over the ruins. He was ready for the enemy to extend their line to attack his unguarded Flank, but the chariot legions led by his son, Prince Settuneb, stood ready to intercept them at the first opportunity.


  The Battle for Ruined Lahmia was not a single, definitive clash of might, but a running battle consisting of hundreds of small conflicts.


  Whilst it took nearly two days for the massed legionnaires to surmount one mound of rubble, elsewhere, a weeklong stalemate raged back and forth over an empty canal. Time was difficult to measure with the sun obscured by the roiling black clouds above. However, the passage of time was meaningless, for the undead did not need to eat, rest nor recover from wounds, and so they fought on. Victory or defeat was all that mattered.


  The dusty roads were the main avenues of assault, but it was vital to guard Flanks against


  counter-attacks, 'lime and again the legions of Lybaras and Mahrak pushed forward, only to see their gains turn to losses as ghouls crept out of the rubble to overwhelm lead regiments. At the wide opening that was once the great market - the fabled Plaza of One Thousand Delights - Queen Khalida’s archer legions decimated the foe before finishing them off in the press of close combat. After days of struggle to gain a single street, the capture of a half-mile square was a major advantage. Khalida’s legions pushed further and further into the Cursed City'.


  Khalida’s right flank was bogged down. They had to fight through the poorer districts of the city, where the road often turned into a narrow, labyrinthine series of trenches through rubble piled chest high. Down those narrow channels a single chariot from Prince Nefhotep’s legions would rumble - clearing the way by crunching over a hall-dozen foes or more. At last, its momentum spent, the chariot would grind to a halt where it was eventually overwhelmed by zombie hordes. Another chariot was sent in to follow up on that small gain, and another and another.


  Thus did King Hassep proceed, each new advancement exacting a high toll. Following behind the fighting legionnaires, the liche priests tended to a field of inanimate bones, restoring the fallen by infusing their remains with magic. But their time-honoured practices could not keep pace with the mounting losses.


  Something else besides the feuding armies stalked the ruins of ancient Lahmia. Fell spirits haunted the rubble. Sustained by everlasting hatred, they fought neither for Khalida and her allies nor f or Neferata and her hordes. Instead, they sought only to feed, seeking out souls - whether banshee or legionnaire they cared not - and consumed them. As they fed, the creatures grew stronger, yet their hunger was never sated.


  On the ninth day of fighting, High King Tharruk still swung his flail with righteous anger, pushing hard to extend his advance upon Queen Khalida’s left flank. He had been in the thick of the combat since it had begun, and by will and martial fury, he had led his legions to penetrate deepest into the ruins of Lahmia. After his chariot was destroyed, King Tharruk fought on foot, but he still stood strong. This was largely due to the incantations of the army's lone liche priest, Khuftah. Wounded many times over, the tomb king had commanded the attention of Khuftah, who used ancient rites to regrow bone and knit back Tharruk’s magically held sinews. The kings supporting troops, however, grew more and more depleted as the battle raged on.


  And then the vampires joined the fray.


  Amidst the rattle of bones and the ringing of blade on shield, the shrill laughter sounded mocking and out of place. King Tharruk looked up, angry and indignant, to see a bone- frame coven throne pulled crashing into his tomb guard. This was not Neferata, the one he longed to kill, but her foul get nonetheless.


  From their cushion-bedecked platform, the lithe beauties glowed unnaturally, shining in the gloom. To Tharruk, the graceful beckoning of the trio was an outrageous provocation.


  King Tharruk redoubled his onslaught, hoping to bull his way through to the vampires. The king doubted he would make it in time, sure that his own Mahrak Guard would claim the honour of slaying those vile creatures before he could arrive. Yet, to his amazement, the mummified warriors were struck dumb. Some continued to fight, but their martial prowess was so sapped that their clumsy halberd swings struck nothing but air; others dropped their weapons altogether. A few tomb guard even turned upon their comrades and struck them down, bedevilled as they were by the coven’s charms. The pallid handmaidens laughed anew — a derisive titter crueller than sword strokes to the ancient king.


  Tharruk had almost bludgeoned his way to the coven throne when one of the vampiresses saw the king forcing his way closer. She fixed him with her crimson glowing eyes and a shockwave trembled over the tomb king. For a moment he was overcome - mesmerised by passions of the flesh long forgotten. Tharruk, however, was a mighty King of Nehekhara, and not so easily dominated. Shaking off those distant memories, his will once more his own, he swung his heavy flail, pulping the she-devil. The taunting laughter of the remaining two vampires turned to shrieks of bestial fury as all guise of their seductive beauty vanished.


  In their rage, the vampires hurled themselves at their quarry, attempting to duck under King Tharruk’s death-dealing Hail in order to rake the tomb king with their claws. They did not light alone. Tharruk's tomb guard fought valiantly at their king's side, though they were badly outnumbered and it was not long before the last of them was stricken down. Alone, but defiant, the king kept fighting long after he was surrounded. Skeleton warriors thrust spears into his body, and a scything stroke from a vampiress split asunder the cobra crown of Mahrak.


  Yet still the king fought on.


  While attempting to come to his king’s aid, the liche priest Khuftah met his own end, dragged down and slain by a mindless horde. Defiant to the end, King Tharruk kept fighting, his last blow his finest — for all three of his Hail’s weighted orbs ploughed into the face of the second vampiress, spattering her brains across a wide arc. This mighty swing left the tomb king defenceless, and the last vampire did not miss the opportunity, splitting open his ribcage and severing his spine. Even upon his own destruction, the great king was not yet done. His ultimate vengeance unfulfilled, Tharruk’s dying curse utterly destroyed the handmaiden who had struck the last blow, her body burning black before turning to dust.


  In the centre, Queen Khalida vented her frustrations through her snake-headed stall. Luminescent green venom shot forth, engulfing the oncoming ghouls they could reach the archer legions. She had led her forces through the fighting and now stood on a wide avenue that led through the rubble and began to climb the slight rise. In the distance she could now see the beginnings of the palace district, where the ancient temples and royal villas had once stood. She was beginning to despair of her hopes of vengeance, when she caught sight of quicksilver movements and the Hash of russet tresses at the fore of the enemy troops forming up in the distance. It was, unmistakably, a vampiress. Not Neferata, but surely one who had received her blood kiss.


  The lambent green light of her staff reflected in her death mask, the Queen of Lybaras began driving her legions forward, eager to position them in range to unleash their deadly volleys. Long had she slumbered on her reliquary throne within the Temple of the Blessed Asp; long had she dreamt of her revenge. Khalida would work her way up through every cursed handmaiden until, at last, she reached their brood matriarch: the Queen of Vampires.


  Firing as they advanced, Khalida’s legions of the Asp rained doom upon the skeletal horde as the two regiments closed. Just before the battle lines met, Khalida called out a challenge, daring the vampiress to pit her blade against the Venom Staff. With a mocking smile that bared her fangs, the handmaiden of Neferata slunk away — dodging through the ranks of her skeleton warriors as she sent them forward. Unfortunately for the vampire, Khalida was prepared for just such a manoeuvre, and sent her necropolis knights to bar the fleeing vampires’ path. Unable to hack her way quickly enough through the elite necroserpent riders, it was only a matter of time before the vampiress was forced to face Khalida. For a moment, the two circled each other slowly - both combatants getting the measure their opponent.


  Both fighters moved on the balls of their feet, ready to shift in any direction, as able to defend as to lash out on the attack. Once, twice, three times the vampiress darted forward with a stabbing thrust, trusting to her preternatural speed. Yet each time Khalida moved with a graceful ease, writhing just enough so the blade missed by inches.


  The vampire was fast; fast enough to have slain Khalida when she was still a creature of flesh and blood. But the Queen of Lybaras was no longer mortal, and more than a match for her foe.


  Quicker than a striking serpent, Khalida lashed out. In a blur, her snake staff coiled around the vampiress' arm, forcing her blade to drop clattering into the dust. Then Khalida delivered a swift blow, her bone-claw gauntlet punching clean through the creature's midriff, lifting the vampiress off the ground so that she hung transfixed.


  Before she died, the handmaiden told Khalida all that she wished to know.


  After much fighting, King Hassep and Prince Settuneb had pushed their way out of the narrow pathways of the slum quarters. Once more, they could deploy their legions into the wide phalanxes that had brought so many victories before. The wide avenues allowed greater manoeuvrability for their chariots and cavalry, and several times they were able to catch their foes in the flank by sending their swifter elements down undefended side roads.


  A wary and judicious warlord, King Hassep was relentless, but not reckless. He settled for grinding victories, rather than taking unwarranted risks. His methodical approach won each section of ruin, one at a time. After the gradual eradication of enemy forces in what had been the Plaza of the Dawn - King Hassep divided his forces equally and sent them up the three lanes through the rubble.


  Neferata witnessed the steady dissolution of her forces as she scryed in the blood pool. The plan was for her army to draw out the forces of Lybaras and Mahrak and to hold them in Lahmia as long as possible. She was hoping to eke out several more days before she fled. However, unless something was done to stymie the advance of King Hassep, then her armies would not last half a day longer. She had hoped to avoid engaging the foe herself, but now it seemed the only way to buy the necessary time of summoning her steed, Neferata moved to her last line of defence between the palace district and the advancing forces of King Hassep.


  There, she joined the cluster of her handmaidens and took command. For many years she had longed to return to Lahmia, but that dream was gone. Now Neferata wanted to leave that haunted and dismal land. And soon, hack in the palace district, her senses had once again warned her of something terrible lurking in the ruins. She ordered her makeshift Lahmian army forward.


  Mounted atop the enormous warsphinx, King Hassep was the first to spot the enemy’s incoming reinforcements. He did not notice the vampires' presence until beams of dark energy emanated from the approaching battle lines, powerful blasts that ripped holes into his tightly packed forces. And then King Hassep saw her, the one his queen hated above all others.


  Neferata landed in the midst of the adjacent avenue. For a brief moment, King Hassep hoped his infantry, the Spears of Lybaras, would close upon her, catching the vampiress before she could get her magical steed to lift off. Then he saw Neferata unleash her sorcery. A dark funnel of black cloud tore out of the skies and twisted down into the vampiress herself. Taking a deep breath, Neferata filled her dead lungs before exhaling a howling blast of deathwind. Enclosed by piled rubble, the stone-cobbled street was like a trench, channelling the mystic gale straight down the marching columns of troops, allowing none of its deadly impact to dissipate. Such was the dark power of that spell that the hundreds of skeleton warriors who were trapped screamed in anguish, as their souls were torn from their corporal forms a second time.


  King Hassep had no defence against the tearing winds of sorcerous blasts that were depleting his assault. Yet retreat was not an option, and so there was no hesitation from the elder war general: he pushed forward as quickly as possible. His son, the tomb prince Settuneb, drove his chariot up the now empty passage through the rubble, while Neferata cooly awaited his coming.


  The crash of shields slamming and bones breaking announced the meeting of the two forces along the other two roadways. There too, King Hassep marked the presence of the handmaidens; their supernaturally quick movements were easy to pick out. Though in life the martial skill of the champions of Lybaras would surely have prevailed, there were none who could match the unholy ferocity of the vampires in undeath, and so Neferata's bloody sisterhood churned through the legionnaires, turning the tide of battle.


  Turning his warsphinx to where the line was weakest, King Hassep moved to counter the vampires’ onslaught. Thus, the ancient king did not witness the sorcerous atrocity that Neferata directed at his son, turning the prince and his chariot to dust with but a gesture, laughing as she spurred her beast to bound through that dust, sending it swirling up and over the ruins. For many thousands of years King Hassep and his son had never been parted, yet there could be no return from that dark magic. For a long moment, the ancient king could do naught but stare at the whorls as they drifted across the ruins of the Cursed City.


  The vampire queen's rampage was not ended, for she flew straight into the chariot legions, splintering them to fragments. She laughed as she slew — a hateful queen of ruin who laid low all those who had come to slay her.


  At that moment, a nightmare galloped from the north. Upon its back rode Naaima, one of Neferata’s handmaidens. She brought word of the enemy in the centre nearing the palace district. One by one, Neferata called out her handmaidens, ordering them to draw back. Last of all, she called to her handmaiden


  Lycindia, However, before Lycindia left, Neferata bid her to relay the message to the Lahmian sisters further in the ruins. To speed her along, the Vampire Queen dismounted and gave the handmaiden her dread abyssal.


  Before she herself turned, Neferata reached into the abundant death magic to raise the dead to fight once more. Summoning all her effort, she screamed the incantation in hellish fury before collapsing to her knees. She looked up, fulfilment spreading over her face as she watched an entire army’s worth of skeletal fighters lurch upright once again.


  After her brief recovery, Neferata’s journey back went quickly. She was pleased with herself. She had taught the foe to advance more cautiously and left behind more troops than when she joined the fray. The First of the Vampires had also secretly given a command to her mount; it would not return to Neferata, but instead hurtle into the foe's battle lines. It would be better for Lycindia if she died in the fighting, for if they captured her, it would doubtlessly be an unnaturally prolonged ending for one such as she. With smug satisfaction written upon her face, Neferata did not notice until too late the dozen bodies riddled with arrows surrounding the stairs that led down to the passage beneath the Temple of Blood.


  From behind that half-standing pillar strode a tall, elegant figure - Khalida Neferher, Warrior-Queen of Lybaras.


  'Welcome, cousin I have been waiting for you,’ said Khalida, cold steel in her voice.


  Neferata instinctively bared her fangs and hissed, then, with an effort, forced a smile. ‘Which of my handmaidens talked? Was it Annaliesa?’


  Now it was Khalida’s turn to feign warmth, though her mask rendered her hauntingly expressionless. 'I asked her many questions; her name was not one of them.'


  Neferata understood. It was to be a duel - just the two of them. 'I’m afraid I didn't bring the ceremonial blades this time, cousin - did you?’


  Khalida advanced, her movements lithe and graceful. She assumed the stance of an honour-duel, raising her weapons: a snake staff and a bone-claw gauntlet.


  Neferata’s aristocratic features sharpened as she drew' forth a pair of blades and assumed her stance. ‘It never had to be this way, cousin,’ said the Eternal Queen.


  ‘No,’ answered Khalida, ‘it always had to be this way.’


  Khalida’s first lunge drew vampire blood, shocking Neferata. How did she get so fast, she thought? What had she become?


  The duel swung back and forth, the two combatants moving at blurring speeds.


  They circled and wove an elegant and deadly dance, matching feints and, parrying strike after strike. Three times did Khalida’s surprising speed allow her to land glancing blows. Her staff lashed out with the quickness of a striking serpent.


  Neferata, her black blood trickling from her wounds like ink on porcelain, had yet to land a blow.


  Intent upon each other, the duelling queens did not notice the rapidly dropping temperature. A chillness stole over the area - and then it was upon them, bounding into their circle, grasping at each of them.


  The spirits of so many tortured souls, cursed for thousands of years had congealed under the black skies of death magic. Burbling and hungry, the spirit daemon struck out, scattering both Neferata and Khalida.


  Seeing her opportunity, Neferata leapt down the stairs. She lifted the lever that moved the column above, sealing her in and away from whatever that thing was.


  From above came a piercing scream of purest anguish - though whether it stemmed from peril, pain or vengeance denied, Neferata knew not.


  Onwards she ran, weeping tears she did not know' she still possessed. Perhaps she wept for her lost sisters? Perhaps it was frustration? Or the fact that she was, once more, fleeing for her life from beloved Lahmia?


  By the time she reached the cold, desert air, she had left all the Cursed City behind her, and she was once again Neferata, the Eternal Queen.
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  The desert was deathly still. Beneath the glowering black skies, a heavily cloaked figure glided purposefully southwards. It drifted several feet above the desert, leaving no trail upon the sands.


  To the east lay the haunted ruins of Lahmia, where a bitter battle had just begun. To the immediate west loomed the rock wall known as the Nabatean Tombs - a high cliff into which were set many ancient burial chambers. Towering above that carven bluff ragged peaks marked the southern spine of the Worlds Edge Mountains.


  The land was barren, but it was far from uninhabited. Beneath the surface, enormous scorpions lurked in ambush. The vibration of a single footstep would be enough to draw their attack, and they would burst from below to grab and sting their prey, before dragging it back under the sands to consume it. Bone jackals could hear a quivering heartbeat at one hundred paces, while schools of sand sharks prowled the dunes, hunting for signs of movement or the scent of blood.


  The traveller moved steadily forward, unconcerned.


  Once, drifting near to the engraved tombs in the cliff side, the lone figure attracted the unwanted attentions of a trio of sepulchral stalkers. From deep beneath the sands their otherworldly senses tracked the traveller, triggering an impulse to hunt and to kill.


  When the stalkers reared out of the sand, they did not unleash their death-gaze. Instead, the creatures backed off, re-submerging themselves beneath the dunes. Their eyes — which saw both the material and spectral realm - instantly recognised their true master.


  The Great Necromancer Nagash had returned to the Land of the Dead.


  Without pause, Nagash continued his journey, moving at speed. He did not know how long the Nehekharan armies would remain occupied in Lahmia and he needed to reach Mahrak as quickly as possible.


  Once known as the City of Hope, Mahrak had been built as the eastern gateway into the Valley of Kings. The city's sturdy stone edifices were crafted into the mountainside itself . With high outer walls built to keep out barbarian invaders, Mahrak was constructed to deny access to the canyon beyond, where lay the fabled tombs of long- dead kings. Now, sandswept and decrepit, Mahrak had begun to crumble. Its fortunes had declined for so long it became known as the City of Decay.


  King Settra had never trusted the city of Mahrak. When first the King of Kings had conquered Nehekhara, only one of the great cities refused to pay him tribute: Mahrak. During the rebellion called the War of Kings, it had been one of the last and most difficult of kingdoms to subjugate. Nearly every plot to undermine Settra’s rightful rule had some element that could be traced back to that city. Before Settra’s iron-willed alliance forced the Great Necromancer to flee back to Nagashizzar, there were accusations that several of the kings of Mahrak had been in negotiations with Nagash, although the Eternal King could never fully unravel those nefarious plots.


  It was for these reasons that Settra had demanded a tithe of the city’s armies to bolster Khemri. Furthermore, he had sent word to Queen Khalida, commanding her to march with her armies to strengthen the defence of that eastern gateway. Her refusal to comply was cause for great consternation amongst the priests, and they did not dare tell their high king. Settra feared an attack through the Charnel Valley, but more so, he sought to secure more loyal subjects in that city. He trusted few of the Kings of Mahrak, notably favouring only King Tharruk, but he too had disobeyed Settra, allowing his quest for vengeance to draw him northwards to the ruins of Lahmia.


  As it transpired, Settra was right not to place his trust in the remaining kings of that city.


  When King Tharruk marched his forces out to join Khalida, he left behind a city whose armies and garrisons were largely afield.


  No sooner had the Eagle Gates swung closed behind King Tharruk than the Hierophant of Mahrak began his manoeuvres, acting openly for the first time. He was Haptmose, Master of Awakenings, the most powerful of Mahrak’s Mortuary Cult, yet it had been long since he was last content.


  When the whispering in his head started, Haptmose had listened.


  While those in the necropolis still slept dreamlessly, it was the ever-wakeful liche priests who wandered the vast empty hallways. The liche priests had endless daily duties, as they had for days on end for countless centuries. It was their task to renew ancient seals, to read the signs of the oracle and to monitor the deathless sleep of their charges. It was in that stillness between awakenings that the voice first spoke to Haptmose. It whispered the same secret things he thought only to himself. It said the kings he served were petty. It, too, lamented how they prostrated themselves beneath the unworthy and all-controlling Settra. The voice bade him look around. The city was crumbling, its glory faded.


  The voice grew as the Wind of Shyish rose across the world. Growing bolder, the voice offered Haptmose the things he most coveted: power, respect, and order. The liche priest knew that voice; there had never been any hint of deception. Haptmose knew it was the voice of he whom others were afraid to name — Nagash. It had been some time since Haptmose had called that voice 'Master'.


  Of the twelve tomb kings of Mahrak, only four remained in the city. Of those, King Nebwaneph was the most powerful and the most ambitious. Encouraged by the whisper that would not leave his mind, it had been easy to lure Nebwaneph and his legions to a cause that promised rulership. King Obidiah had been alarmed at the suggestion of disobedience, and consequently there was trouble with his latest awakening. Even after Settra’s call to wake all the kings and their legions, Obidiah slept on in his sarcophagus, as did his loyal tomb guard. King Omanhan III was the weakest willed royalty of Mahrak and joined the moment he was confronted by Haptmose and King Nebwaneph. That left only a few of the lesser Mortuary Cult priests and King Bhemrodesh. It was these individuals that Haptmose sought out before King Tharruk had even marched out of view from the city walls. Some of these bent beneath what Haptmose considered irrefutable logic, others refused. Once more, king fought king, but the battle was brief, for King Bhemrodesh was badly outnumbered and not expecting the extreme and sudden violence employed.


  By the time Nagash arrived, the fighting was over and the vast Eagle Gates swung open to welcome him.


  Hungry from his journey, Nagash was led by Haptmose to the tomb where King Obidiah slept. The priest sealed the crypt behind his master, so that no other might see nor hear what was about to take place. It was best, Haptmose theorised, not to test so soon the new and fragile allegiance of the others.


  Within hours, all those who remained in Mahrak were heading westwards through the Charnel Valley, following a road made of skulls and bones. Once called the Valley of Kings, this valley had been one of the wonders of the world, a deep-set canyon filled with colossal statues of gods and mighty kings of old. Not a single one of those eternal guardians, or the necrotect artisans who carved them, remained. All had all been called to war elsewhere. Empty plinths, tombs and temples were all that was left.


  As they neared the western end of the valley, with the alabaster towers of Quatar almost visible in the gloom, Nagash halted. Chanting fell words of power, the Great Necromancer cast back his cloak and thrust his outstretched arms to the black heavens. Purple lightning flashed and the air thrummed with power.


  A distant rumbling began far out of sight and, like rolling thunder, cascaded down the Charnel Valley. The very mountains collapsed inwards and the temples carved into the cliff faces shattered.
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  Much had been happening all across Nehekhara, and many armies were on the move. In the centre, where Krell had opened Nagash's latest invasion attempt, progress came grudgingly. The war in the centre had ground forward, the slow-moving campaign gradually leaving the Salt Plains and entering the desert. Here, north of Khemri and west of Numas, was an expanse where the sand seas were made of undulating dunes, as if ocean waves were frozen in time and thereby transformed.


  Over the months of hard-fought battles, Krell had grown to admire the skill with which his opponent, King Phar, handled his army. The tomb king had used chariot legions to attack out of a sandstorm, and had buried his own troops in the sand to launch a successful ambush on a featureless plain. Hit and run attacks by fleet cavalry formations had attempted to isolate and destroy various elements of Krell’s forces, from targeting his necromancers to drawing out and killing his varghulfs. King Phar used encircling chariot strikes to extract his forces from the twelve-day clash over the krokidon-filled oasis. That had just been another battle that Krell had hoped would prove decisive, but turned out to be just another minor gain. More than ever, Krell longed to crush the tomb king’s skull beneath his armoured foot.


  Krell had lost count of how many battles his forces had fought to reach this far south. His dust-covered army was still a sprawling horde of many thousands, but he could not land a telling blow to finish his opponent. After engagements - regardless of victory or defeat — both sides replenished their lost warriors, either directly from the spoils of the battle, or from the bone-rich battlefields that dotted the barren desert. At long last, however, the Wight lord felt he was on the cusp of delivering the sweeping victory that would leave him free to advance all the way to the great city of Khemri itself.


  Seeking a means to pin down and destroy the swift elements of King Phar’s army, Krell had requested aid from the most powerful necromancer in his force: Dieter Helsnicht. A necromancer of vast knowledge, Helsnicht vowed he could find and raise great, winged warriors of bone — the powerful morghasts. These were exactly what Krell sought, but it had taken months before Helsnicht could make good on his word.


  At first, the old necromancer claimed all he required was a location with a great many bones - an easy request to fulfil in the Land of the Dead. Many of the battlefields they fought across were strewn with bones - ref use from current battles or the detritus of long, unremitting ages of war. Yet none would do. Some sites, Helsnicht claimed, were contaminated with the wrong kinds of energies, other bones would not serve, the necromancer simply using them to raise yet more skeletal infantrymen.


  At long last, however, Helsnicht had deemed a site suitable. Krell’s army had pushed the foe off a series of low hilltop burial mounds that had been partially uncovered during recent sandstorms. Helsnicht, accompanied by a pair of necromancer assistants, entered


  the tombs, ancient burial mounds that had not been disturbed since Nagash’s last expedition to conquer his former realm. Helsnicht did not emerge for a full day, and when he did stagger forth, he did so alone. The ritual had worked, however. Hulking brutes emerged in his wake, each standing twice the height of a man, their thick bones fused with armour. There, beneath black clouds, Krell’s formidable new shock formation stretched their tattered wings and readied themselves once more for battle.


  Krell stationed the constructs in his army's centre, where their lumbering size was partially concealed by bannertops and the dust raised by the troops to the fore. Once again, the army was on the move, advancing southwards through the desert. There were rarely more than a few hours between skirmishes at this point, but now, however, Krell had a surprise of his own.


  While Krell's forces halted atop the burial mounds, King Phar had indeed prepared another attack. The tomb king split his infantry legions into two, placing them far to either flank along the path he estimated his foes would take. The third group was made up of massed chariots screened by his light cavalry and these waited directly in the centre of the Wight lord’s advance. This would present Krell with a dilemma: it he advanced to close with the centre, the swift chariots could easily outdistance his infantry, initiating combat only if it was to their own advantage.


  It would also expose his horde’s flanks. Krell could split his own force to engage the multiple armies, or he could attempt to veer off to engage one of the flanking forces, hoping to destroy it before the others closed upon him. All presented opportunities for King Phar to exploit.


  With his chariot atop a high dune, King Phar watched as Krell halted his vanguard upon a distant crest. Without the aid of the Hawk Banner, it was likely that Krell had only now been able to discern the spread of armies that faced him on the horizon.


  With all the boldness and efficiency King Phar had come to expect from his foe, the invaders were soon on the march. The tomb king watched his opponent split his hordes — a central force pressing forward, while two blocks split off to confront the flanking armies. In this situation, the plan was for the massed chariots to await the oncoming foe - drawing them further and further away from their 'wings'. Then, at the last opportunity, the chariots would wheel to the side, breaking into two distinct armies - King Phar's chariot legions of Numas and the phalanxes of King Ramssus of Bhagar. These would evade the foes centre and race off to join the attacks upon the flanking infantry. If all went well, they would dismantle those forces before Krell’s centre could return to their aid.


  If only King Phar had held his gaze longer on the infantry in the centre. In his surety of what was coming, and his eagerness to enact his plan, the tomb king tailed to see what was only partially hidden behind the bobbing spears and swaying banners of the oncoming skeletal warriors.


  Krell led the central attack personally, marching up the dunes and nearing the crests where the chariots awaited. He could hear the clash of battle lines behind him and knew the other armies were engaged. The screen of enemy horse archers had taken off, and was already encircling his forces, peppering them with a steady shower of arrows. Now that he was so far distant from his flanking armies, Krell fully expected the chariots to attempt to pull back, either to draw them further into the desert, or to attempt to aid the fighting on the outer flanks. He was not disappointed.


  At some silent signal, the chariots wheeled, breaking suddenly to the left or right. With their skeletal steeds pulling hard, they raced to get beyond the reach of the oncoming infantry. It was perfect timing: the chariots would make it away - but only just.


  The morghasts bounded over the skeletal warriors before them, just clearing the spear tips and banners. With a few flaps of their tattered pinions, the constructs launched themselves into a long glide that sent them crashing into the side of the chariots. W heels, steeds and crew were smashed by the impact of that onslaught. With a savagery unmatched by the emotionless undead elsewhere on the battlefield, the bony hulks wielded their great glaives — polearms that ended in cruelly curved blades — to deliver two- handed, sweeping blows and pulverising downwards chops. The light chariot frames were broken asunder, pieces sent spinning to flip over the chariots racing beside them.


  Deeper and deeper into the Numasi forces ploughed the morghasts. With little room to manoeuvre, the chariots began to pile upon each other — the Desert Shrikes ploughing into the Raptor Legion. Wooden frames collided, throwing dagger-sized splinters in all directions, and bones crunched between whirring spokes. Crews pulled hard on the horses’ reins in desperate attempts to wheel their war carriages away from the pounding blows of the rampant morghasts. Soon Krell's infantry reached the bogged-down chariots and the already one-sided battle turned into a slaughter.


  King Phar had timed the chariot's turn perfectly, but he had not anticipated what came hurtling over the front of his foe’s battle line. He recognised the creatures, having fought them in a previous age when Nagash had attacked Nehekhara. He knew then that his chariot legions would he mauled.


  Although it galled him to flee, King Phar knew it was the only viable course. A last stand would accomplish nothing. Like the broken column whose fall leads to the collapse of the whole temple, the loss of the chariot legions signalled the end of his campaign. Without his chariots, King Phar could no longer extract his infantry from the grinding combat.


  Along with some two dozen of the rearmost chariots. King Phar was free, driving away from his foe. Behind him, the armoured Wight that led the enemy forces stood atop a broken chariot axle and deliberately levelled his great axe towards him in challenge.


  So great was the urge to stop that King Phar reined in his chariot, halting to look back at the mayhem. Hundreds of chariots had been destroyed, while the remaining ones put up a last fight. The morghasts were everywhere, pounding survivors as they clambered out of their broken craft, hitting them so hard that bones scattered across the sands.


  As his warrior’s honour demanded, King Phar regarded the enemy champion and raised his own weapon in acknowledgement, before turning his chariot and heading south, towards Khemri.


  Phar had done all that he could. He knew what was awaiting Krell in Khemri. Soon the scions of Nagash would feel the wrath of Settra.
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  At The Gates Of Khemri
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  The city of Khemri was vast and ancient. It had inspired awe for thousands of years before the barbarian men of the north had built anything more than hide tents or cairns of crudely stacked stone.


  Travellers, no matter from which direction they came, saw the same thing - the city looming larger on the horizon as each step took them closer. Whether nomads from the desert or a procession of kings arriving to pay tribute - all felt the same dawning wonderment as the city rose up from the flat floodplains that surrounded it. The seventy- feet high city wall was made of black granite and green marble. Behind it towered the tips of pyramids, each one taller than the last. Hundreds if not thousands of them were enclosed within the sprawling city walls — a man-made mountain range beneath which ran a labyrinth of narrow streets and interlacing alleyways. A shining white pyramid dominated the centre, the burial pyramid of Settra the Imperishable. Yet, preeminent over all, dwarfing even Settra’s masterwork, was a monolith of blackest stone.


  A wonder and a terror to all who beheld it, the Black Pyramid of Nagash dominated the skyline. Its hulking darkness did not reflect the blazing Nehekharan sun, but absorbed it. All who gazed upon that oppressive edifice save for the Great Necromancer himself felt a shuddering chill, even amidst the desert’s scorching heat.


  Krell beheld Khemri for the first time. Aesthetics were wholly lost upon Nagash’s war-minded lieutenant. He focused on the size of the walls and how difficult they would be to cross. He did not wonder or care about how such a massive necropolis had come into existence; rather he was trying to calculate the sheer number of warriors it could station. It was exactly as Arkhan had described it, save only for a hastily constructed outer wall, a mismatch of patchy stonework that would be easy to penetrate. Beyond that, the older curtain wall was impressive for its size, number of battlements and seamless construction. That would prove hard to crack. Krell cared not one whit about architectural style, or ancient majesty.


  Above mighty Khemri the skies were a purplish black swirl of concentric clouds. From across the lands they gathered, spinning downwards and Funnelling into the apex of the Black Pyramid. The sheer pull of that spiral tore the ragged clouds and allowed a few solitary sunbeams to stab through, before they too were blotted out. Disorienting flickers of light and shadow played across the city.


  If Arkhan or Nagash had any specific plan on how best to besiege Khemri, they had not shared it with Krell. He had simply been commanded to attack the city as soon as he reached it. Krell was no stranger to conquering well-defended enemy positions. He had laid low the first of the major dwarf strongholds to fall, torn down the palisades around innumerable settlements, and levelled no few castles in Bretonnia. However, not even storming Karak Ungor seemed as formidable as assaulting Khemri.


  Krell looked upon the army arrayed behind him, taking in the myriad banners they bore before turning his gaze back to view the faded grandeur of Khemri. It was the largest city ever built by men. Dieter Helsnicht had


  raised the remnants of King 1’har‘s decimated force - but even swollen by these additions the army from the north only numbered in the tens of thousands. Krell did not doubt that he could penetrate the outer walls, but it would take a force ten times his own to capture that city, much less hold it. Sweeping his vision along the sprawling walls, Krell realised the enormity of the task at hand.


  As of yet, Krell had seen no movement on top of either curtain wall, but he did not doubt that Khemri was garrisoned. There was no use in waiting, so he immediately commenced the assault. At the least, he would rip down the outer wall in dozens of places. That would make subsequent attacks easier. While Helsnicht and the other necromancers attempted to form bone catapults to batter the walls, Krell drew up his forces and began the advance. The fact that his army would likely be destroyed did not enter Krell’s mind. Instead, he focused on the maximum amount of damage he could inflict.
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  Settra looked out upon the invaders Forming up For the First assault upon his walls. From his vantage point atop the Tower of the Sun, they looked like tiny dots advancing across the flood plains. This then was the first of Nagash’s lieutenants to arrive, he mused. It was a disappointment.


  Even in the gloom, Settra could see the army below was no more than a ragtag assembly, a Force raised from many different nations and eras. They did not fight For cause or country', they were but mindless creatures enslaved beneath a renegade priest. Nagash had no honour, so naturally he would use whatever tools were to hand in his latest attempt to usurp Settra’s throne. The Great King of Nehekhara was angered to see fallen warriors of Numas amongst their ranks. That his Foes dared use the bodies of his own subjects to fight him was an insult not lost upon Settra. The Great Necromancer and his Dark Lords would pay For that indignity.


  It had irked Settra to sit upon his throne and wait for his foes to move against him. It was not how he had conquered the world or held his throne For thousands of years. When it came to Nagash, however, Settra had learned to be wary'.


  The prophecies of doom were one thing to prepare for, as Nehekhara had seen much strife and battle. However, when Settra heard loyal priests talk of whispers drifting on the winds of magic, a voice promising power and rule, he knew it could only be the one whose return he had long anticipated: Nagash.


  In the Five thousand years since Settra claimed the crown and named himself ruler of all Nehekhara, he had ruthlessly put down innumerable usurpers and would-be conquerors. It was not enough to slay such traitors, For they could easily be returned to their burial tombs to be reborn again. Instead, they had to be ritually destroyed. Priests would curse their very souls and set their ruined bodies ablaze. It was Settra’s wish to deny afterlife to those who attempted to wrest away his rightful eternal rule.


  Yet, For all that legendary intolerance, the worst offender still walked the world. The renegade priest who had wreaked more havoc in Nehekhara than any other - the very' one who had cursed the lands into a realm of undeath, had not been destroyed. He even had the temerity to return, to attempt a new invasion.


  In his long campaigns fighting against Nagash and Arkhan in the past, Settra had learned that neither he, nor his priests, could match their dark magic. In the end, Settra had beaten them because he had proven to be a shrewder tactician. Nagash might be a Fratricidal, power-mad priest grasping For position beyond his station, but he was no fool. He might hope to win a military victory', but Settra believed Nagash had some other plan. The Great King need only look at the vortex of dark clouds funnelling out of the sky to remind himself of what he faced.


  It would not be enough to slay Nagash or Arkhan the Black on the battlefield. It had been done before, yet here they were again. To this end, Settra had commanded the liche priests to prepare something especially awful. Khenteka, the High Priest and Hierophant of Khemri, assured Settra that his will had been done. Once slain, the bodies of his hated opposition must be dragged through Khemri before being ritually destroyed and burnt. The liche Ankhmare, the Master Embalmer and Keeper of the Sacred Oils, had created a method of soul-destroying that was both efficient and extremely painful.


  Setting aside these satisfying ruminations, Settra turned back to the paltry' army at his gates. There would soon be more on the way'. If they' wished to be destroyed piecemeal, then so be it. He did not yet need to join the battle, however. He motioned for the signal to be given to Ramhotep. It was time to show their foes what that wall was really made of.


  The outer wall detached itself piece by piece. Massive stone sculptures made in the images of gods, kings and mythical creatures came forth. They broke oil and discarded the plaster facades that had disguised them and strode to battle.


  There were towering warriors carved out of cliff faces, and marble beasts that prowled on all fours. A colossus made of bronze clanked towards the front; the sword it bore was four times the height of a man. A sphinx of black obsidian thudded past, a molten fire burning


  within it, visible when it opened its maw to roar. Tomb scorpions scuttled to the desert floor to send up gouting columns of sand as they burrowed below - their stinger tails briefly' cutting across the surface like shark fins before they tunnelled deeper. In moments, only piles of churned sand showed that the enormous scorpions had ever been there. Rank after rank of ushabti formed up, great battalions of the war statues moving out to meet Krell's oncoming army'.


  It was a mighty force. There marched the Emerald Sentinels of Lybaras, the Skull Guardians and the snake-headed Necrosphinx of the Charnel Valley. Amongst the animated stone army prowled the gold-skulled necrosphinx from Mahrak and the Jade Phalanx — ushabti from the temple of the crocodile god in Ka-Sabar. The Alabaster Army of Quatar had stepped down from their plinths that lined the wide avenues of that great city, and the Guardians of the Gates of Numas two warsphinxes decorated with ornate bands of gold - advanced in stride as they' headed to battle. The Red Jackals of Rasetra howled as they' came loping - the blood on their crimson- coated weapons never dried.


  It had been Ramhotep, the greatest necrotect of Nehekhara, who had done Settra’s bidding and formed the animated army into a bastion that surrounded Khemri. Now, with his whip cracking the air behind the war constructs, it was Ramhotep who ordered the dismantling of his own wall.
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  Krell was neither shocked nor dismayed at this situation - those particular feelings had meant little to him in life, and absolutely nothing in undeath. Lilting high his black axe, which glowed with a nimbus of purple in the permanent twilight, Krell commanded the horns be sounded. The war horns of the north had been long buried in cairns or cloven in battle, and it was no natural wind that reverberated within them. So it was that the noise they made was at once discordant and dirge-like. Nonetheless, they rang out, their challenge unanswered save by the steady ground-thumping advance of the stone war constructs.


  A few catapult shots landed amidst the war statues - a testament to Dieter Helsnicht's necromantic knowledge and his drive to see the batteries into action. A hawk-headed stone giant burst apart, falling to ruin upon the desert - but there was no barrage heavy enough to slow down the foe’s advance. Moments later, the constructs’ enormous strides carried them into Krell’s battle line. Wading into the packed warriors, the war statues crushed bodies with every step. Colossi swung stone maces like pendulums to send bones and shattered shields skywards. The obsidian sphinx ploughed into the Crimson Guard. Originally a company out of Numas, they were raised to fight on the side of their previous destroyers, but the sphinx soon put an end to that. Breathing jets of flame, the lumbering beast turned the formation into a blazing conflagration that lit the darkness, and stomped the remains to cinders and ash, Krell and his Doomed Legion were hard- pressed. The Red .Jackals of Rasetra attacked with the savagery and bloodlust of hot- blooded mortals, yet their sculpted stone bodies bent blades and resisted all spear thrusts. Wielding their weapons in two- handed grips, the Red .Jackals whirled through the Doomed Legion, destroying them faster than they could step up. Two of the jackal-headed statues had fallen before Krell’s axe blows, but everywhere else along the front was one-sided slaughter. Not even the Wight lord could have long survived that onslaught, had not the morghasts arrived.


  Stepping over the broken pieces of a stone colossus, the winged constructs hurtled into the ushabti bearing down upon Krell.


  Daemons of spirit and bone, the morghasts wielded great halberds, crashing them down upon the war statues with such force that sparks and stone shrapnel flew in all directions.


  It was a battle of ferocious equals, the armies' elites squaring up against one another. They traded great, hacking blows, their animated spirits so strong that they clung to any sliver of life. Severed arms still clawed, stretching out to grasp, to deal more damage before the magic binding them was wholly broken. Headless statues continued to whirl, hoping to contact with the foe one last time before the enchantments tethering their spirits to the stone statues finally dissolved.


  When the dust settled, few were left standing. Krell, twenty of his Doomed Legion, and a half dozen morghasts stood amidst the wreckage. All around them the battle raged, with the war statues demolishing the skeletal hordes. Before Krell could organise the survivors, another group of ushabti swept in for the kill. This was the .Jade Phalanx - crocodile-headed statues from a temple in Ka- Sabar. Hissing and snapping their long jaws, the green guardians used both ends of their enormous bladed weapons cutting down the last of the morghasts before closing on Krell.


  From the north came the sound of war horns, but Krell had no time to contemplate who or what this might herald. Swinging his enormous axe in sweeping arcs, Krell forced the ring of jade ushabti back, hacking off hands and breaking weapon tips with the strength of his blows.


  And then, for a moment, Krell was flying through the air. Great black whirlwinds of black cloud had spiralled out of the sky and churned across the battlefield, separating the two forces. With a ripping grind that caused all but the largest of the pyramids to shake and shudder, the ground split asunder.


  An enormous cleft gashed through the sand down to the bedrock and down again to blackness below. Hissing waterfalls of sand plunged into the abyss, sweeping along many skeletons who fought against that tide of sand. A war sphinx, its claws unable to find purchase on the sand, teetered and was gone into the yawning gulf.


  At long last, Arkhan the Black had arrived and joined the battle.


  Hovering ahead of his marching army, Arkhan landed near to Krell and spat out foul strings of arcane syllables and incantations, unleashing the considerable fury of his magics. Most of the war statues were trapped on the Khemri side of the gap, for its width was too great for all but the tallest to traverse. A few of the stone monstrosities were still wreaking havoc amidst Krell’s remaining hordes, but, outnumbered and surrounded, they were eventually toppled and smashed.


  Krell pulled himself up, for the whirlwind had flung him at least thirty paces. Striding over broken bones, he headed towards where Arkhan sat atop his dread abyssal, its lashing tail stirring up clouds of sand and dust.


  Too late did Krell feel the surge beneath him.


  Erupting from underneath, a tomb scorpion barrelled forth, grasping Krell in an enormous pincer, tendons of ancient leather and sinew pulling taut to snip the Wight in half. His axe fallen, all Krell could do was attempt to pry the vice grip loose as the beast held him up high off the desert floor, trembling in its effort to crunch through his armour. Straining to force open the compressing claw, Krell was oblivious to the scorpion’s whip-tail, which struck downwards in a blur.


  The stinger darted down to penetrate his battered chest plate, punching all the way through and out of his back before being withdrawn just as quickly. Suffused with dark energies, Krell’s undead body felt neither cold nor pain, yet he sensed the unnatural toxins that dripped from the stinger-tipped tail dissolving the magics that bound his will to his skeletal frame. At last, Krell forced open the claws, his battered body dropping unceremoniously to the sands.


  Reaching instinctively for his axe, Krell swung a double-handed, heaving blow that embedded deeply into the scorpion's head. Even as he did so, however, its pincers darted out, frantically seeking to reclaim what it had dropped. With a shearing snip, the Wight lord’s head was sent tumbling to the sands, dozens of feet away from his body.


  By ripping a chasm to separate the opposing battle lines, Arkhan the Black had bought time for his army to deploy. His host had marched from distant Quatar. Halt were troops from the north that had accompanied Arkhan from Nagashizzar, and the remainder were those of the traitor kings out of Mahrak and Quatar.


  With Krell twitching in the throes of reincarnation, it was Arkhan alone who took command. In the presence of his master, Arkhan had grown more powerful. Beneath the canopy of death magic, he wielded his necromantic abilities like extensions of his own ironbound will. Arkhan reached out through the winds of magic and directed undead regiments as easily as moving the pieces upon a gaming board. The majority of his forces he ordered into line to reinforce Krell’s army.


  Arkhan took a different tack when commanding the tomb kings who had defected to join Nagash. He was careful to appear diplomatic, bidding them to action, rather than ordering them outright. He had spent years as vizier to Nagash, and Arkhan had learned to coerce others by wielding words as effectively as using a sword. Although thousands of years separated that time from the present, those skills were as persuasive as they had ever been.


  King Nebwaneph, the traitor of Mahrak, was not used to hearing Arkhan’s voice inside his head. However, prompted by Arkhan’s unusually politic bidding, the king marched his archer legions to the edge of the chasm, where they opened fire upon the war statues that stood immobile on the other side. King


  Omanhan III and his sons were requested to hold the eastern flank.


  Arkhan saw that other war constructs were marching along the miles-long chasm, seeking its termination so they could continue the fight. More problematically, he saw Ramhotep leading a team of necrotects towards the rifts edge. Accompanying them marched a whole battalion of necrolith colossi - the Guardians of Phakth - out of the Charnel Valley. It would only be a matter of time before they bridged the gap.


  From the Tower of Ptra, Settra looked down upon the battle. Although many thousands had already been destroyed, Settra knew that the arrival of Arkhan the Black upon the battlefield signified the conflict's true beginning. He did not doubt that Nagash would be close behind, although it was also possible that the Great Necromancer was already there, disguised in some fashion.
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  King Settra had been angered to see the broken warriors from Numas raised once more to fight against him. That emotion paled in comparison to the incandescent rage that overwhelmed the King of Nehekhara when he saw Nebwaneph and his legions from Mahrak fighting as part of Arkhan’s host. These were not mindless husks, but his own subjects rebelling against him. Sorcery' and betrayal had ever been Nagash’s methods. It was time to meet the usurpers upon the battlefield, it was time to show them, with blade and spear, the true power that ruled Nehekhara. Settra called for his chariot to be made ready.


  Meanwhile, through relentless commands and the inexhaustible labour of the war statues, Ramhotep had already fashioned three bridges across the fissure. Two were made from broken stone pillars the colossi had carried out of Khemri. In perfect stride the jackal-headed statues passed through the main gates before hoisting the massive columns to span the gap. The third structure was made by the bronze necro-colossus, who laid himself down, his mighty form straddling both sides of the crevasse. More bridges were on the way, as a procession of war constructs hauled forth broken walls and temple rooftops to serve as makeshift platforms and gangways.


  Arkhan made his foes pay dearly for the bridgehead, and had he more archer legions or war engines then he could have reaped an even greater toll. Even with the necrotects making battlefield repairs, several of the larger stone constructs were felled. One of the column bridges was struck by repeated catapult shots; a dozen ushabti sent tumbling down as the stone pillar eventually cracked apart and collapsed inwards.


  The bottleneck at the bridge crossings forced the war statues to attack Arkhan’s battle lines in smaller groups — a lone warsphinx here, a single ushabti legion there. This proved less overwhelming than the previous charge, as vastly superior numbers met the stone monstrosities, eventually working to pull them down. However, it allowed valuable time for the necrotects to further engineer more and better crossings. By the time nine bridges were in operation, the legions within Khemri were released to join the battle.


  Out they marched in serried ranks, one massive formation after another. They streamed forth from the main gate - two hundred warriors at a time walking abreast from out of those enormous bronze doors. First came the .Jackal Legions, the Sable Spears, and the Desert Vultures. Following in turn were all the great Legions of Khemri, their names carved into thousands upon thousands of obelisks, each representing a glorious victory. Through those gates came the fully awakened might of the most powerful city of Nehekhara. But troops did not just pour from the main gates, they issued forth from dozens of lesser portals along the long walls. From the Pylon Gates of Phertra came the chariots - driving out and forming up in their fighting formations. So many chariots entered the flood plains that the plumes of dust from their passing rose up higher than the city wall. The massed cavalry that emerged from the Gates of the Six Towers and the Gates of Ptra shook the desert floor with the pounding of their hooves.


  Sure that Nagash and his underlings would strike towards Khemri, Settra had demanded a tribute of troops from each of the Great Cities. Many of the most famed fighting legions of Nehekhara now strode out of Khemri, including the Khepra Guard, the noble-born warriors of Rasetra's Crocodile Squadron and the gilded Golden Host of Mahrak. Even in their thousands, not one of these regiments, however, was granted the honour of exiting from the main gates.


  And finally, to a fanfare of horn blasts came the most famous of all Khemri’s warriors: the Hawk Legions of Settra. Time and again they had set forth to battle, proudly marching beneath those mighty gates. Always they returned victorious. For an enemy to see their turquoise shields upon the battlefield was to know defeat. Their legions stood ten thousand warriors strong. Although this accounted for less than a tenth of Settra’s total infantry, numbers alone could not account for their prowess. In life it had been said that each blade wielded by the Hawk Legions was reputed to equal four weapons of the enemy. In death, the Hawk Legions bettered that percentage, but the dead no longer boasted of their feats.


  As the soldiers struck their shields with blade or spear and stamped in perfect step, the war horns reached a blaring crescendo. From inside the city the ceremonial gongs sounded from every temple.


  Thus did Settra, Lord of Khemri, the King of Kings, the rightful Ruler of Earth, Sky and the Four Horizons ride to war. The Crown of Nehekhara sat upon his brow, the Blessed Blade of Ptra in his mighty grasp, and war burned in his hollow eye sockets.


  The ratman padded across the dust- covered floor with inhuman stealth.


  The inner tombs within the burial chambers of the royal pyramids of Numas were full of cunningly designed deathtraps. But neither pit nor poisoned dart did harm to the black- robed messenger. He had an uncanny knack for not setting off such devices, and the agility to leap, duck or dodge the killing effects of the ones he could not bypass or circumvent.


  He was Skrikk Skrittleclaw, Adept of the Black Hood, one of the killing claws of Clan Eshin. His senses - vision, smell, taste, touch and hearing — were all strained to the utmost. Skrikk's whiskers brushed against a trip wire of ancient sinew, and he knew he had missed stepping upon that last false cobblestone by less than a toe-claw.


  Deeper and deeper Skrikk probed the catacombs, until he came to a door marked with powerful hieroglyphics. He recognised what he was looking for — the Sign of the Scarab and the sacred symbols of Usirian, Lord of the Underworld. He held his breath while he tappet! the sequence, breathing again only when the stone portal slid open.


  In the silence of the tombs, the rasping stone on stone rumble made Skrikk's insides turn to liquid and he


  fought to hold back the pressing need to squirt the musk of fear.


  As the echoes from the stone portal’s opening died away, a voice boomed out of the darkened tomb beyond. ‘Who dares?’ Clicking sounds moved closer.


  Prostrating himself upon the ground, his muzzle touching the floor, Skrikk spoke, his voice a squeaking whisper, his usage of the ancient language awkward. ‘Greetings, Prince Apophas,’ said the skaven. ‘I am here as an ambassador of the Council of Thirteen. The rulers of the Under- Empire bid that I bring you tidings. I speak-tell of a soul that has thwarted the tombs too long. I talk-squeak of a spirit coveted by Death itself. Will you hear-listen?’


  Skrikk peered into the pervading darkness, awaiting an answer. The scuttling, scratching sounds of a million segmented exoskeletons edged nearer.


  ‘Tell me,’ said a cold voice that spoke so closely in Skrikk's ear that the master assassin started.


  ‘Good-good,’ said Skrikk, his muzzle twitching beyond his control, 'hear me you will. I speak of one who would master death, who would cast down the Gods of the Underworld and take their place. Once-ago he did the same to the desert kingdom, made it the place of dead things. You know of whom I speak.’


  Met only by hissing silence, Skrikk went on.


  'He is not immune to death, not vet. Much reward for killing one that has escaped death for so long. There was a sword-blade that could kill-slay the Great Death, but it was stolen from us. My masters bade me tell you of a sword-blade that is near to you - greatest of weapons in Nehekhara.


  Very slay-kill. It is called the Destroyer of Eternities. In the great-triangle of King Nekhesh it lies.'


  Skrikk winced as suddenly things crawled over him. Large beetles swarmed over him in their rush to get out of the door. He felt their heavy carapaces and grasping claws, but thankfully not their rending mandibles. And then they were gone -- a rushing sound heading out of the tomb.


  He had done it; Prince Apophas was gone. Skrikk was so relieved he did not register the hissing sounds at first. Before leaving, the Scarab Lord had opened all the snake pens on his way out.


  Through tireless effort, many bridges spanned the rift. The majority of these were opposite the main gates, but others had been staggered along the crevasse's length. The steady procession of legions from the main gate was hardly slowed in its crossing. They drove off Arkhan’s few archer legions in good order before beginning to assemble in fighting formation.


  The legions of Khemri arrayed themselves in neat blocks behind banners of gold. Soon Settra's main battle line was longer and deeper than Arkhan's host, which was only now finishing off the last of the war constructs. Those animated statues that had not already rushed the foe, perhaps a third of their original number, assumed positions scattered throughout the newly formed line. Their bulky forms towered over the rank and file.


  A sea of turquoise shields faced Arkhan's host, with skeletal archers interspaced between the massed spear companies. Already at the very edge of their range, the bowmen had begun to send hissing flights of arrows to rake the foe. They kept up these volleys as the host began its advance - the whole battle line clattering forward at a steady, methodical pace. But the vast centre did not advance alone.


  Not one, but two other army groups had formed as they marched out from under Khemri’s walls. The chariot host of King Rakaph, a master of wheeled warfare, attacked from the east. On Rakaph's right side rode his fourth and favoured son, Prince Nepharr.


  Upon the back of his chariot Nepharr carried the Dawn Banner. An heirloom of the Second Dynasty - the troops who marched under it had never known defeat.


  Looping to the west to avoid the crevasse came another force - a mix of infantry, cavalry and chariot commanded by King Phurthotek of Bhagar. He strode to battle on foot and fought at the centre of his Immortal Guard. To him were entrusted the tithed forces from all around Nehekhara — their different coloured banners and shields representing all the Great Cities. Flanking King Phurthotek were the Slaughterers of Bhagar - a pair of necrosphinxes who had felled kings and monsters alike.


  Settra had commanded them all to war, and there would be no mercy.


  Khenteka, the Hierophant of Khemri, and his league of liche priests let their presence on the battlefield be known. From out of the blackened skies they called forth a rain of skulls. Like death-faced meteors these streaked downwards, trailing plumes of fire behind them. Flexing his indomitable will, Arkhan banished half of the incoming barrage, but the remainder struck home. The streaking skulls exploded upon impact, rising up into whirlwinds, skullstorms that tore apart entire regiments, scattering their remnants far from their burial mounds to the north.
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  From the centre of his line, mounted atop his dread abyssal, Arkhan the Black surveyed the oncoming blocks of infantry advancing at their methodical pace. Clouds of arrows hissed downwards. 11 is own battle lines held steady - the remaining necromancers and renegade priests doing their best to restore those felled by missile fire. In his last calm moment before the ensuing clash, Arkhan stretched out his will, seeking contact with his master. Arkhan had never liked this plan. It was not sacrifice that galled him, for he had died for his master, and would do so again. Rather, it was trusting others. Arkhan hoped all was prepared by those inside Khemri, for he did not know how long he would last against the full might of Settra.


  The first wave of attackers met, crushing together with shield-shivering violence. Undead warriors slashed and stabbed, their shields colliding. Skulls were split and ribcages smashed. Across the floodplains the battle lines collapsed into each other, becoming a thousand swirling melees. Like a tide, the battle ebbed and flowed; pushing forward in one area, steady resistance blocking it in another. In several places Arkhan’s wall of troops collapsed, or was smashed aside. Like water flowing through breaks in a dam, the floods of enemy soldiers pushed deeper into Arkhan’s host.


  The deepest headway was made by an undeniable charge of a battalion of warsphinxes, six of their number flattening


  Arkhan’s forces a regiment at a time. As the lumbering beasts lost momentum, they were forced into drawn-out combats with the skeletal hordes. Although one-sided, at least the sheer numbers of warriors was slowing down the advance of the stone constructs. Behind them, however, the Ebony Guard now charged, pushing past the beleaguered sphinxes. They had nearly cut their way through Arkhan’s army, and as he had no reserves, he was forced to personally counter the assault.


  Landing before the oncoming tomb guard, Arkhan flung out his skeletal hand and canted a fell verse. He unleashed a sizzling flash that burrowed into the sands before the feet of the Ebony Guard. Instinctively, the mummified warriors paused, hunkering momentarily behind their high black shields. Then, when nothing happened they advanced anew towards Arkhan, blades high. Before they had gone ten paces, however, they were scattered by a column of skulls that burst out of the desert floor. The tower was wreathed in balefire, and atop it sat a grim pedestal, a deadly throne of power. With two beats of its leathery¬ skinned pinions, Arkhan’s mount alighted upon this conduit. A crackling nimbus of power flickered around Arkhan and coursed through his bones. The liche priest laughed as he shaped the winds of magic into his own raging torrents of doom, sending forth bolts of oblivion that blasted the Ebony Guard to dust.
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  On both sides, the warriors continued to press forward, driven relentlessly on by the lash-like will of their masters. In the centre there was no room for the re-animated fallen to stand up; many were crushed to splintered bone, and those fragments further pulverised by the heaving masses. When the waves of re¬animating magic swept over them, these disparate parts would reassemble only to be crushed down again a second, third or fourth time, often never able to rise and strike back in that fearsome grind of combat. Curved khopesh met rusty blade from the barbaric north, ghoul claw raked sun-bleached skull and turquoise-coloured shields bearing intricate hieroglyphics.


  The sound of thousands of hooves pounding the desert heralded the onset of the chariot army of King Rakaph. In a cloud of dust and arrows, horse archers wheeled away, revealing a mile-wide line of chariots, their skeletal steeds just breaking into a gallop, their wheels a blur. As they closed, the charioteer archers sent forth their own hail of arrows as the traitors of Mahrak stood ready to receive the enemy charge.


  In the centre, the Hawk legions of Settra were a storm of blades — their turquoise shields pushing the northern hordes back. The Hawk Legions cut down ghoul-packs, destroyed zombies in their hundreds and smashed apart a half-dozen skeleton regiments raised from bone-pits of the former slave mines deep below Cripple Peak. Not until the Hawk Legions ran up against the Nagashizzar Guard did they meet their equals. Standing toe-to-toe, these massive heavy infantry formations battered each other, trading blow for blow in a clash of blades on ancient armour. The black-armoured wights of the northern barrows stood firm against the bright shields of the mummified tomb guard. Behind each force, the necromancers and liche priests gravitated, pouring forth all their powers to raise the fallen and boost the powers of their own fighters, as flashes of witchfire lit the underside of the swirling canopy of black cloud.


  Into this onslaught rode Settra - the Chariot of the Gods cleaving a path through the ranks of the foe, crunching over the bones of those he rode down. In the distance Settra saw Arkhan atop a hovering creature of bone, and he steered his chariot in the Liche King's direction.


  It was then that Khatep, eldest of liche priests, moved from the shadows to bar Sentra’s path. The Great King of Nehekhara was outraged that the exile dared walk Khemri's streets, let alone stay his king’s righteous hand, but the ancient priest would not be cowed. Instead, he spoke of the Destroyer of Eternities, buried in the tomb of King Nekesh, a weapon so mighty it could even lay Nagash low. When he had finished speaking, Khatep bowed his head and awaited the deathblow he knew would be his. Settra, his rage turned cold as night by the priest’s impertinence, did not keep Khatep waiting long for oblivion.


  On and on the battle surged. Without pause, without pity the undead fought. Relentlessly they battered and stabbed each other, crushing the fallen underfoot. Tarnished swords broke, sun-brittle spears shivered to splinters, but interminably, the skeletal warriors fought on. If they had nothing else to use, they tore at each other with jagged bits of broken blade or their bony hands. They knew only the implacable wills of their masters or kings, and they had been commanded to slay their foes.


  The .Jackal Legion of Khemri numbered five hundred strong when they crashed into the enemy on the far flank. Headlong they charged into the Iron Brigade, skeletons raised from a nameless battlefield to the north, identified only by their helms and blades wrought of iron. For two days without respite they clashed, chopping the opposition down and being hacked apart themselves. It was a battle of attrition that whittled both sides, so by the third day there were but twelve of the Jackal Legion locking blades with seven members of the Iron Brigade. They swung their weapons with as much vigour as they had three days before at the battle's start; the only difference was that the desert floor around them was now littered with a carpet of broken bones.


  As the last of the skeletons from the north was shattered, the field of shattered bones attracted the attention of Dieter Helsnicht. He had been lighting up and down the battle line, but always he sought out fertile sites such as this. With a keening call upon the Wind of Shyish, the master necromancer blew unlife back into the fallen warriors. So potent was that hellish incantation that all the skeletons - both .Jackal Legion and Iron Brigade lurched up together, the mismatched cadavers now fighting for the same side. The few remaining undead that fought for the Nehekharans were no longer the victors, but were instead surrounded and swiftly hewn down.


  And so it went all across the battlefield, only it was more disordered. Even those warriors whose blades found their mark were themselves hacked apart from behind or pulled down by those trampled, but not yet destroyed. Bolts of magic scythed through the ranks, howling winds that aged bones to dust roared past, or eldritch vigour coursed through one side or the other. While the spells lasted, such formations left behind their characteristically spasmodic attacks, becoming fast and fluid for a time, allowing for unprecedented periods of martial prowess. The ground shook with the unstoppable advance of enormous stone necrotitans as they ploughed by, leaving wakes of destruction through the press of fighters.


  Most often, it was all for naught. In an instant, necromancy negated days of struggle and hard-won ground, restoring those that had fallen. In some cases combatants slew the same foe repeatedly, only to find that they had been raised up again, returning the balance of forces back to what it had been when the fighting first broke out. Where the fighting was thickest, or where a warrior managed to chop down a necromancer or liche priest, the killing could proceed at a rate faster than any magic could replace.


  After four days of non-stop battle, the armies of Settra were gradually gaining the upper hand. Despite Helsnicht summoning back entire armies at a time, and Arkhan's ability to unleash swathes of sorcerous destruction, Nagash's Dark Lords could only just counter Settra’s greater numbers. However, they had no answer to the might of the war constructs and the devastating charges by the chariot army of King Rakaph. Also, a new weapon had emerged out of Khemri.


  In the intense gloom beneath the unnatural skies a light stabbed across the battlefield.


  The Keeper of the Casket had magically summoned forth a dais of bone. Atop that skull mound sat a casket inscribed with horrific wards of malediction. Upon opening that ornate sarcophagus blinding beams flashed forth, pulsing up and down Arkhan’s battle line. Where the light struck, skeletons and zombies collapsed, the magic binding them together broken. This was no illuminating beacon, but screaming streams of the tormented souls of those imprisoned by the tomb kings.


  The torrent of tortured spirits from the casket of souls struck Arkhan’s dread abyssal as he Hew above the battle. Arkhan had no counter to this magic, for his mind had been elsewhere. He had just completed a long and arduous incantation to restore a large portion of his right Flank where King Phurthotek and the Slaughterers of Bhagar were demolishing all in their path. Momentarily blinded and his mount crippled, Arkhan had no choice but to spiral downwards.


  Three times during the battle Settra had pressed his chariot deep into the onslaught, seeking to challenge the reviled liche. Three times Arkhan had seen Settra coming and, instead of facing the king, had lied. This time, however, Settra would not be denied. Smashing his chariot through the press, the king crunched over the bone-strewn Held. He was met by a withering beam of power — but the King of Kings was not without protection from the arcane arts. As if it had struck an invisible barrier, the dark magic diffused into harmless flares of purple smoke before it could strike Settra. The skull-faced scarab brooch of Usman - God of the Underworld — saved the king, who closed fast upon Nagash’s vizier.


  Arkhan the Black had long plagued Settra — his distant machinations and constant attempts to corrupt the liche priests had marked him for death. Yet always, Arkhan had escaped. Settra swung an arcing blow with his Blessed Blade of Ptra. Leaving a trail of flame behind it, the stroke beheaded Arkhan's dread abyssal with a single flash. Settra had just enough time to aim a looping backstroke before his chariot raced by and he knew much satisfaction as he felt its burning-hot edge slice solidly into and through Arkhan’s ribcage.


  As Settra wheeled around for another pass, a second war chariot arrived. This was Settra’s herald, Nekaph, who was never far from his liege. He swung his Hail of skulls to finish off Arkhan, but the blow never landed. The flame-blackened liche spat a word of power and motioned with his gnarled hands. Nekaph, in the act of winding up for his triumphant strike, instead seized up utterly. As Arkhan clenched his skeletal fingers with a sound like cracking branches, so too did Nekaph collapse inwards upon himself. Nekaph’s mummified body fell as his spirit was siphoned away — torn free by the dark magic and cast into the winds of oblivion.


  Seeing his herald destroyed by black magic, Settra bellowed in rage. He lowered his long-bladed weapon like a lance and made to destroy the Liche King. Zombies moved to intercede, but Settra simply ran them down - nothing would stay his wrath this time. Yet Arkhan, even with his ribs smashed and burnt, was a master at eluding judgement in this world and the next. Time and again he had disappeared from battles lost to let others pay for a defeat. With a hasty incantation, Arkhan surrounded himself with dark spirits, cloaking himself behind a veil of blackness.


  Settra, however, would not be denied. As he channelled his vengeance through his weapon, the Blade of Ptra glowed like the Sun God himself. It sliced through the pall surrounding the liche, catching him before he could slip into its concealing dark. At the bite of Settra's holy weapon, a cry of rage and pain echoed across the battlefield. Arkhan was rent in two.


  Called in desperation by their master, a pack of dimly luminescent crypt-ghouls was loping towards Settra like jackals after a lion’s kill. Settra tethered the halves of Arkhan’s body with stout chains to the back of his chariot. Then, joining his royal guard, they swept forward into the glowing pack beasts, pulverising them under their wheels before driving off back to the city. Behind him dragged what was left of Nagash’s vizier and chief lieutenant, the ravaged remains leaving a viscous smear in a line toward the city gates.


  High above the warring undead, the black clouds tore apart, revealing skies of deepest blue. Sunlight stabbed down upon the battlefield as the swirling clouds broke and dispersed with unnatural swiftness. Until then, the passage of time had been impossible to reckon under the black pall. It was now clear, however, that it was dawn in the middle hours, and a new day was breaking.


  Ankhmare knew it had happened, felt again the pressing presence in his mind. He went to the Temple of Usirian, God of the Underworld, where the preparations had been carefully laid out. Nerves wracked him - never in the thousands of years of service had he attempted magic such as this.


  Four other priests joined him, washing their hands in the sacred oils and rubbing the holy sands on the few leathery bits of skin that still clung to their parched bones. Ankhmare wondered which would ask questions first. And then, Settra arrived.


  ‘I have done as I said. The body of Arkhan the Black,’ stated the king, gesturing to the dusty lumps chained to the back of his chariot. ‘You will complete the ritual and ensure his spirit will never again pass beyond the Realm of Usirian,' commanded Settra.


  Ankhmare nodded. ‘Yes, Oh King of Kings. I, Ankhmare, Master of Embalming, Keeper of the Sacred Oils, will not be extending the life of this one’s body, but wholly ending it.'


  Satisfied, Settra watched the priests unhook the remains before he returned to his chariot and was gone.


  The priests busied themselves with their preparations. The body was placed in the sarcophagus. Ankhmare chanted, caressing the oils onto the burnt body of the fallen, it was possible several of the priests noticed him, for he felt their stirrings.


  Pressing on before the questions began, Ankhmare put forth the hieratic- urns and canopic jars. Bach of the liche priests grasped one of the urns and formed a circle around the sarcophagus. Only when all was ready did Ankhmare bring forth the ancient tome, its skin binding ancient and cracked. Knowledge of the whereabouts of that book was a death sentence, but the voice had told him exactly where to find it.


  'My brother Ankhmare,’ said Nebamun, 'These are not the usual accoutrements for the work of sealing a spirit into the Realm of Souls.’


  Ankhmare’s stern look held them, at least until he read aloud the first spell of binding that froze the priests in place. Though paralysed, they could still see and feel, and Ankhmare sensed their rising panic. The second and third reading came straight from that most feared of books in the world.


  Even as the priests' spirits were drained into the urns, something within Arkhan's body was released. With a horrific rattle, Arkhan the Black coughed forth a stream of black cloud that slowly rose up and materialised. It crackled with fell energies.


  Ankhmare bowed low. 'Master.'


  Nagash rose to his full height, his eye sockets gleaming with balefire. He was through the city wards, and beyond the reach of Settra’s armies. The route to the Black Pyramid was open.


  Settra did not ride straight back into battle alter delivering the remains of Arkhan the Black to the Temple of Usirian. Instead, he drove his chariot down the empty avenues of his city. The distant sounds of battle mixed with the echoes his chariot made as it wound through the narrow maze between burial pyramids and passed the massive colonnaded temples. Above, the skies had cleared, and once more the desert baked beneath the hammering sunlight. Settra went to the burial tomb of King Nekesh - for the words of the priest Khatep lingered on his mind.


  Settra found the place of honour where the lost king’s weapon should have been - but it was gone. An outline of dust showed where the sword had sat on the dais. Settra cursed. Khatep and the priests had always let him down. Full of disquieting thoughts, Settra drove back to the main gates and to battle. He did not look back or he would have witnessed the strange pulse of darkness emanate from the Temple of Usirian or seen the momentary shimmer from the Black Pyramid.


  As Settra would soon discover when he exited the city gates, the battle had taken a new turn. More enemies had arrived to join the massive clashes that sprawled across the floodplain.


  The newcomers had travelled down the Mortis River and disembarked an endless stream of zombies. At long last, the vampires had come.
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  Much to Mannfred von Carstein's growing ire, Luthor Harkon had insisted upon several raids along their river journey. These minor battles did no more than slow them down and capture tomb plunder. But at last, the armada had neared the city and Harkon ordered his transports run aground. Soon every ship was emptying its holds, and waves of zombies were shambling towards the battle that raged just before the shadows of Khemri’s walls.


  The addition of two powerful vampire lords and many tens of thousands more infantry' were much needed reinforcements, and they arrived none too soon.


  The loss of Arkhan was a sore blow for the minions of Nagash. The cloud of death magic had also granted a boon to necromancers, so its disappearance made it harder for them to raise back their dead, although there was still an abundance of power drifting on the Wind of Shyish.


  To his surprise, Dieter Helsnicht realised he no longer needed the aid of the black clouds.


  He could still wield fell energies like never before. Hundreds of undead answered his every summons. A few times he felt opposing liche priests attempting to counter his spells, but their insignificant efforts did nothing to disrupt his flow of necromantic might. All it did was alert Helsnicht to their presence, allowing him to track them down. Although dried, he found that the remains of the liche priests of Nehekhara satisfied his cravings. With each new consumption, his ability to see further into the spectral realms and his influence over its dark energies increased.


  While Helsnicht’s prodigious feats of necromancy allowed the eastern flank to replace its losses and hold fast, the Nagashizzar Guard almost single-handedly held the centre intact. The western flank of Nagash’s minions, however, had been in great peril. Arrayed against their massed hordes were the tomb kings’ contingents from all the great cities. There, King Phurthotek had clashed in battle against Ulffik the Blackhanded, the right hand of Krell.


  In the midst of his Immortal Guard, King Phurthotek clove through Ulffik's troops. To Phurthotek’s flanks were the necrosphinxes, the Slaughterers of Bhagar. They had thus far proved all but unstoppable. They waded through the hordes, scything their own paths through row after row of foes, their powerful clawed feet stomping those who avoided the guillotine-like sweeps of the razor-edge blades.


  Although he possessed none of the genius for war or tactics of his liege lord, in one way he was like Krell - Ulffik was a warrior born. Raising his blade of bone-biting steel, the wight king prepared to plug the growing gap in his battle line with himself and his Grimguard - lesser wights bound to his own unbreakable will.


  The battle was over before it had started. The skull-faced Slaughterer of Bhagar fixed its eyeless stare upon the wight king, singling him out. The necrosphinx’s blade - taller than a temple column — sliced straight through Ulffik the Blackhanded, effortlessly shearing the warrior in two. The Grimguard fared no better, their blades breaking against the ebony-stone statues. The whole of the western flank would have been open for King Phurthotek, but for the newly arriving zombie legions headed by Mannfred von Carstein and the Pirate King, Luthor Harkon.


  Quick to assess the greatest threat, Mannfred sent shadowy darts of dark magic against the towering necrosphinxes.


  Although those fell blasts might have struck down an entire regiment, they hardly phased the war statues. The only damage they sustained was some scorching on their metal breastplates and a few crack lines appearing in their stone bodies. No battle cry or roars of rage issued from the Slaughterers of Bhagar, but they bulled their way through the zombie hordes, seeking out the source of the arcane bolts.


  It was Mannfred’s plan to keep as many zombies as he could between himself and those gargantuan foes, using magic to gradually break them apart. He quickly realised, noticing the speed with which the necrosphinxes were ploughing through the walking cadavers, that this was simply not an option. Several thoughts (lashed through his mind: first, that it was going to take everything he had just to stabilise this side of the battle, and secondly, where in damnation were Arkhan or Nagash? There was no more time for musing, as his blades flashed out to greet the first of the gigantic butchers.


  Into this stalemate rode Settra the Imperishable. He had marked the first high point of human civilization by conquering the known world. None could stand before Settra then, and his skills of commanding a battle had only grown during his long and deathless reign. At his side rode his newly appointed herald, Nebbetthar, champion of the Royal Guard and next to be so honoured as to carry the king’s personal icon. As their chariot travelled along the contours of the battle line, Nebbetthar watched in awe as his king manoeuvred his troops. Settra’s flickering thoughts were commands that shifted legions; his will was law.


  Settra bade Rakaph pull back his chariots, for he had lost their shock attack value by allowing them to be mired into the press of combat. Spying a narrow gap in the foe's centre, Settra boldly sent the Jackal Legions through it. Those that fought upon either side of the gap were locked in their own struggles and could do nothing to prevent the breakthrough. Having penetrated the enemy lines, the Jackal Legions, like their namesake, could now worry and harass the foe. Thanks to their flanking attack, some progress was at last denting the ranks of the hitherto unbreakable Nagashizzar Guard.


  Nebbetthar could see immediate gains from his liege's deft troop repositioning. Slowly, inevitably, the enemy battle line began to crumble before the relentless pressure.


  With the black cloud cover gone, the battle was now marked by the rise and fall of the sun. Not that the undead slowed whether beneath blazing heat or the green-tinted light of the unnaturally large moon, Morrslieb. Unfettered by mortal concerns, on and on they warred - an endless clash, a grim and skeletal parody of the vast and eternal wars fought in the north, where the Realm of Chaos spilled over.


  Dieter Helsnicht looked out and rejoiced. No one else had seen the spectral pulse, the great surge of the Wind of Shyish. Me alone knew what that change foretold.


  'Master,’ Helsnicht crooned.


  A whole new realm had recently opened up to the necromancer, for he could now see the powers that flowed through the Land of the Dead. He could touch the purple strands of Shyish. If he closed his eyes and concentrated he could view the pathways downwards to the Underworld. And he saw what waited there. An ancient power, cold and faceless, looked out upon him. And for a brief moment, Helsnicht quailed.


  Then, pressing upon his will, he felt a singular voice speaking into his head, which replaced the usual chatter that had taken over his thoughts. This voice was different, and Helsnicht was overcome with awe and reverence while the words echoed in his mind.


  ‘I HAVE NEED OF YOUR AID, DIETER HELSNICHT. COME WITH ME INTO THE UNDERWORLD,' boomed Nagash’s voice.


  And with that, the voice in his head was gone; the other voices that had filled his mind of late slowly returned. Their presence mattered not, for Dieter Helsnicht knew what to do. He saw a path, a ghostly trail to the spectral realm. His master was waiting for him there.


  With a rasping convulsion, Arkhan emerged out of cold oblivion and was suddenly aware again. He ached. It was not a pain of the body, but of the soul. His spirit was tethered to his broken shell by only the barest of threads. As Arkhan gained more awareness, he recognised where he was - the Temple of Usirian, God of the Underworld. His mangled body lay upon a slab sarcophagus. Before him were four Mortuary Priests, each clasping an opened hieratic jar with bony fingers. These were the ones that the traitor priest Ankhmare had siphoned — their souls trapped within the jars, and then used to power the spell that unbound Nagash’s spirit. It was the residual effects from that ritual that had sparked Arkhan back to consciousness.


  Arkhan had not been in favour of this plan, deeming it too dangerous. Only by draining much of his power could Nagash bind himself within Arkhan. The Great Necromancer had expelled much of his own spirit into the clouds itself. That power had gone into the Black Pyramid -a monolithic repository built to trap the energies of the winds of magic. If his master could only make it within his sanctuary supreme of old then he would be able to reclaim his full spirit of old - and more besides.


  Long ago, Arkhan remembered that Nagash had attempted to place himself above the gods of Nehekhara, demanding worship in lieu of those elder deities. There would be no repeating that half measure this time, thought Arkhan as he attempted to pull his upper body together with the severed lower half. If Nagash reclaimed his powers and absorbed all the collected energies within the Black Pyramid - then the old gods themselves would know fear.


  Miles away from the temple, in the necropolis and burial tombs of sprawling Khemri, an odd pursuit was taking place. Despite his best efforts, Ankhmare trailed far behind. As a member of the Mortuary Cult, he had embalmed the corpses of kings and priests for over five thousand years, and he had employed every bit of his craft and knowledge upon his own body. There was, however, only so much he could achieve against such staggering age. Even bound by strips of sacred cloth and anointed with blessed unguents, his mummified limbs were balky, his gait a stagger. As such. Ankhmare struggled to keep pace with his master.


  Nagash’s towering presence filled the alleyways. He did not stride down the passageways that wound between the pyramids of the dead, but instead glided over the cobbled surface. Amidst all the labyrinthine twists and turns, Ankhmare lost sight of his master several times. Once, he turned the corner just in time to catch a glimpse of trailing robes, and at another juncture he was forced to follow Nagash’s trace - a lingering chill that defied the baking heat of the desert. Yet, even if he lost the path, it mattered not. Ankhmare knew their final destination.


  At last, Ankhmare emerged from a narrow alley. Before him hovered Nagash, his tattered robes drifting upon a non-existent breeze. Above the Great Necromancer loomed the Black Pyramid - they were under its enormous shadow. But Settra had not put all his faith in his wall of war constructs or his vast armies upon the floodplains. The entrance to the Black Pyramid was guarded.


  At the base of the dark monolith prowled not just any warsphinx, but the Golden Guardian of Ptra. Its lion-like body was hewn of black marble, and the construct’s armour and stylised mane were made of purest gold. It glinted brightly and stood out from the dark mountain that rose behind it. Pacing back and forth like some enormous predatory feline, the sphinx stared balefully, never once taking its hollow eyes off Nagash. The creature’s tail was scorpion ¬like, replete with venom-dripping stinger. This lashed back and forth, cat-like, in the sphinx's mounting anger.


  It was Nagash who broke the stand-off. Even from thirty paces behind, Ankhmare could feel the sudden surge of energies as the Great Necromancer lowered his staff. A blast of wind whipped towards the sphinx, whorls of sand mixing with the phantasmal skulls that howled within its midst. The buffeting gust was a wind of ages — a curse that aged those who felt its foul breath, advancing them hundreds, if not thousands of years in an instant. Made of enduring marble, the sphinx weathered the spell and suffered only minute fractures. The warriors and bone howdah upon its back were not so fortunate, however - aging to dust and swirling off into the air with the final gust.


  With a roar of challenge, the Golden Guardian lumbered forward - its every footfall sending vibrations that shook the ground. Nagash chanted fell syllables that summoned forth a stream of spirits from the very air, their ethereal forms gliding out to surround and strike at the oncoming stone beast. Where weapons of steel would have shattered upon the warsphinx’s nigh- impenetrable body of black marble, the spectre-blades clove hilt-deep. Lunging and biting at the encircling spirit warriors, the warsphinx came onwards, its front paws swiping out to crush Nagash.


  Nagash’s floating form pulled backwards so that the enormous claws tore only at his trailing robes. He again chanted unspeakable words and reached into the winds of magic with his mind. Uttering another enchantment, Nagash unlocked a flow of dark energy; it enwreathed his form, so that he exuded a crackling halo of shadow.


  Ankhmare would have willingly sacrificed himself for his master if it might have done him any service. Yet he knew his wizened form could do naught against such strength as the warsphinx displayed. His own magic was in binding spirits and the longevity of mummification, and offered his master no help. So Ankhmare watch in awe as the two powerful beings clashed.


  The Golden Guardian of Ptra gave a grating bellow. Its fanged jaws attempted to clamp down on the spectral warriors that encircled it, but its efforts were futile. Distracted as it was, the marble beast’s great claws also failed to connect with Nagash. After its forelimb smashed a crater into the cobbled road, the Great Necromancer reached out himself — his own bony claw raking the stone. Only then did Ankhmare understand the dark energy surrounding Nagash. His very touch was full of death magic, withering anything he caught within his grasp. Although his contact with the warsphinx was brief, man-sized chunks of marble chipped and sheared away. Now it was the Golden Guardian of Ptra’s turn to edge backwards. But it was too slow, for Nagash thrust forward, floating high enough to plant his open hand against the warsphinx's broad chest. With a crack like thunder, the beast’s armour plate cracked, the marble beneath it splintering. Into this softening crevice Nagash thrust his great staff.


  Ankhmare was amazed to the see the Golden Guardian of Ptra stall, motionless for a moment, as if it and Nagash were locked in a battle of wills. The Great Necromancer shook, trembling as if from great effort. And then, starting slowly at first, the great statue began to crumble.


  With a last cascading avalanche of black marble, the warsphinx completely fell to ruin. Even as the cloud of marble shards settled, Nagash was gliding over the rubble. His form was bent over and moved slower, thought Ankhmare, as if it had taken a large portion of the Great Necromancer’s energies to topple his foe.


  Without once looking back at Ankhmare. Nagash passed under the arched opening and was gone, disappearing within the pitch-dark halls of the Black Pyramid.


  Dieter Helsnicht was mad raving mad. He realised this himself as he drifted through the halo of light, over the river of fire and entered through the gates of hone. Although he had never been here before. He knew these to be the many-pillared halls of the Underworld - the ultimate sepulchre of Nehekhara. Somewhere in this spectral realm waited the faceless deity, the Bearer of the Scales — Usirian. God of the Underworld.


  Drowning out even the voices within his own head. Helsnicht could hear the multitudes crying out. For this was the Realm of Spirits. Here, worthy souls awaited a golden paradise, or a call to animate a body or war construct in the material word. Here also, the wretches and condemned lived an eternity of torment.


  Then he saw his master. In this realm. Nagash's power was magnified - he was a towering titan, a walking colossus of death. He waded through the sea of souls, surrounded by his own fell nimbus.


  ‘I HAVE NEED OF YOU’, boomed Nagash's voice within the fragile bounds of Helsnicht’s mind.


  ‘I am here, master. ‘ Helsnicht answered - although he noticed that his spirit self was not his body as he knew it. but instead a writhing, amorphous mass, and he spoke with many mouths.


  On the horizon, another behemoth strode, a looming figure that patrolled the sea of souls. Usirian. the faceless god, was coming.


  It was Dieter’s task to read all of the Nine Books of Nagash the lull works of the Liber Mortis and he did so simultaneously. Although he had spent most his unnaturally long lifespan searching out these tomes, he had found and read only fragments, often from poorly copied manuscripts. Now. all their dark knowledge coursed through his s\ stein.


  On he read, in many voices, shouting spells of binding.


  Nagash and Usirian battled - the fight raging across levels beyond the comprehension of mortals. It was a war of wills, an eldritch battle and a clash between gargantuan powers. Their blows were thunderclaps, their scouring death curses would shrivel nations. The heavens shook with the fury of that struggle, the reverberations shaking both the material world and the Realm of Chaos.


  Nagash was the greatest necromancer the world had ever known, and he drew upon the awesome power reserves hoarded within the Black Pyramid. Usirian was much diminished from the Golden Age of Nehekhara, when a nation fuelled his being with worship and fell offerings. Yet still, he was an elder god. and wielded might beyond the ken of mortals. On they struggled, each unleashing strikes that would level mountaintops.


  While the faceless god battled Nagash. Dieter Helsnicht completed his ritual. With a final last wail, every soul in the Underworld was bound to Helsnicht - all of them were his to command. With a sweeping gesture from multitudinous arms. Helsnicht caused the spirit sea to rise up and smite Usirian. Not even one of the old gods could stand against the tide of souls. As the faceless god attempted to rise. Nagash struck three times, each blow reverberating across the Underworld, a death knell, a doom of gods.


  Helsnicht watched as his master greedily consumed what remained of Usirian. Nagash arose, more terrible than ever.
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  It began as a single ripple of energy pulsing outwards from the Black Pyramid, travelling in all directions. This was followed by a terrible, keening wind that swept the battlefield. The howling gale whipped at tattered banners, tore off flaps of bandage- wrapped skin, and shrieked as it whistled through hollow eve sockets. Shadows raced across the sands, their icy blackness defying the light and heat of the sun. The largest shadow of them all moved more slowly. Implacably, it spread from the Black Pyramid, filling the immense city of Khemri. As it reached the enormous bronze gates, a pillar of dark energy burst upwards from the pyramid’s pinnacle.


  From out of the blackness, from out of the very realm of the dead he emerged, and doom and death gleamed from where his eyes should have been.


  Nagash had come to the battle.


  For the briefest of moments, the battle paused. An eerie silence settled over the sweeping floodplains as all turned. Whether animated by a soul from the Realm of Spirits or mindless husk driven only by the invisible lash of its necromantic master, all halted the battle and for a moment gave the new Lord of Death his due.


  Nebbetthar, champion of the Royal Guard and newly appointed herald to King Settra, stood paralysed like the others. Then, like crashing waters rush to fill a dried riverbed, so too was he flooded with single-minded purpose. For beside Nebbetthar, King Settra, his iron-hard will unmoved by that terrible presence, had broken the spell, shouting forth a single rallying cry of defiance. Loyalty to their king was foremost to the legions, and all across the floodplain the battle began again in earnest.


  For those regiments nearby, Settra issued forth strings of new commands. The archers - the Legions of the Crested Serpent - wheeled about, for they were ordered to bring down the monster coming out of the gates. At Settra’s bidding, the skies were made dark with arrows.


  Nebbetthar watched as Nagash roared his displeasure, his gaping maw distending impossibly to emit a swarm of insects. These were not living creatures, but blackened husks, skull-faced scarabs with ripping pincers. They descended upon the Legions of the Crested Serpent before another volley could be fired. The swarm covered them like a living carpet, reducing them to bone dust before moving on to the next target.


  It was difficult for Nebbetthar to look directly upon Nagash, for he was wreathed in a baleful cloak of fell power. Something about that dark aura made Nebbetthar recall a feeling he had long since forgotten about — fear. Before him stood the end of all things, and Nebbetthar was reminded that black oblivion awaited them all. He did not want to approach Nagash, but his spirit was again steeled by his liege, for King Settra had ordered the sounding of the war horns. Lifting high his golden totem. Nebbetthar willed his own chariot into line at his king’s side. They rode towards the city gates and the monster that stood before them.


  There were others that would reach Nagash more quickly than Settra’s chariot legions, however. The first to arrive was a bronze colossus, its great strides transporting it over legions and ravine alike. As the giant warrior bore down upon Nagash. its great sword was raised, but that blow that would never fall. Somehow. Nagash had transfixed the colossus, confounding it and breaking the will of its animating spirit. After long moments frozen in mid-swing, the metallic behemoth about-faced with a groan of contorting bronze, and strode off before smashing its way deep into the ranks of the Settra's Hawk Legions.


  The remnants of a much-battered legion, the Sable Spears, advanced. When they had marched out of Khemri, they had numbered over five hundred warriors strong, although only about fifty remained. Their bronze helms were dented, their shields mauled, vet they answered the summons of their king. They marched in perfect unison towards the hovering figure before the gates.


  In an effort to resurrect the fallen warriors of the Sable Spears, a nearby liche priest, Almanrha, attempted to tap into the rich flow of the winds of magic. His reading of the sacred scroll ended in a gurgled strangle, the dusty papyrus bursting into flames. Almanrha’s call to the Realm of Souls was answered, not by the souls of long-dead Nehekharan warriors, but by Nagash. It was he who ruled the Underworld now.


  Up and down the sprawling battlefield came more anguished cries as all the liche priests made this horrible discovery. An impenetrable arcane barrier blocked the time-honoured spell that had summoned spirits from the Realm of Souls for over five thousand years. Other incantations — those that did not call upon the Underworld - worked as normal. However, with the ability to recall souls denied them, every legionnaire or war construct that fell could no longer rise again to join them. Worse still, even as their own troops would now lose the grinding battle of attrition, the scattered bones were rich fodder for enemy necromancers.


  So it was that the unreinforced Sable Spears lowered their bronze-tipped spears and closed with Nagash. A storm of skulls, a whirlwind of destruction spun outwards at Nagash‘s command and crashed into their oncoming ranks. The maelstrom destroyed nearly half of the legionnaires — their bones scattered far. The remaining warriors, however, jabbed at the floating figure, seeking to bring Nagash down.


  A slayer of gods he might be, but Nagash was not impervious to harm - not yet. A thunderous blow with his staff swept away the first row of his attackers, but more stepped over the fallen and took their place. So many spears thrust at him that some found their mark - piercing his armour. With staff and sword, Nagash finished off his assailants.


  The chariots of Settra’s royal guard were held up, forced to hack their way through intervening hordes. But even through the press of zombies, Nebbetthar could see that there was now but half a mile of open ground between themselves and Nagash.


  The Great Necromancer had been wounded, the rents in his armour dribbling an unnatural ichor. Already Nagash was chanting, using his necromantic powers to repair the damage caused by the Sable Spears. Nebbetthar saw Nagash’s attempts to restore himself, and redoubled his attacks in an attempt to carve his way free of the zombies that clambered on all sides. Either they must slice out of the entangling foe, or something else must slow down Nagash.


  As if in answer to Nebbetthar's wishes, the sand behind Nagash began to boil up. Unseen by the Great Necromancer, Prince Apophas, the Cursed Scarab Lord of Numas, arrived on the battlefield.


  It had been Prince Apophas’ curse to search the world for a soul that could take his place in eternal torment. The bargain he struck with Usirian, God of the Underworld, guaranteed that he would only know rest when he could provide a soul that deserved eternal torture as much as himself.


  Riding atop a crest of surging Khepra beetles, the revenant Prince Apophas rose up from the desert. He surged higher and higher until he rode upon a tidal wave of writhing black carapaces that loomed over Nagash. At the apex of the oncoming wave was Prince Apophas, his radiant blade, the Destroyer of Eternities, gleaming brightly. That sword was a Nehekharan legend, but those who did not recognise the blade, even the most mindless corpse, could perceive the raw and deadly power of that instrument of death.


  Too late Nagash sensed the impending doom descending upon him. Prince Apophas thrust the sword through Nagash’s back with such force that it burst forth from his chest, scuttling beetles spilling down the length of the blade and through the rent in his armour. A howl of agony shook the battlefield as the Great Necromancer was buried beneath a cascading tide of scarabs.


  Myriad thoughts flashed through Apophas' mind as he struck. This Nagash was the one. Was not Nagash of royal blood like himself? Had he not slain his own brother, as had Prince Apophas? Did they not share the most hated crime of regicide?


  The blade could penetrate steel and reportedly severed spirits so that there could be no escape from the Realm of Souls. Yet the blade grew chill, and Apophas could feel his own arm grow icy.


  As the Destroyer of Eternities began to fade, Apophas felt powerful hands pull him face to face with Nagash. For a moment the towering figure contemplated his captive. Apophas felt the weight of some invisible presence pressing upon him, the scrutiny of a hateful will.


  The chill Prince Apophas felt earlier now seemed to seep into his very soul. He could feel his scarab body breaking apart, crumbling into the sand below. A strange purple glow appeared around Nagash’s ever-tightening hand, and agony swelled through his body. Before black oblivion overtook him, Prince Apophas heard Nagash’s mocking laughter one last time.


  For long moments all Nebbetthar could see were zombies. Each khopesh chop sent limbs living as the royal chariots slowly worked their way clear. In the distance, Nebbetthar had seen Prince Apophas attack, washing over Nagash in a swarm of beetles. When next he got a clear view, however, he saw Nagash had risen once more. The sword that had impaled him was gone. The Great Necromancer had a single hand upon Prince Apophas’ throat, lifting the Scarab Lord high so that a trail of scarabs trickled to the ground below. It looked as if Nagash was mocking his foe while he choked the life out of him, but Nebbetthar was too far away to hear anything.


  A purple nimbus of power throbbed suddenly in Nagash’s hand as it clamped around the Scarab Lord's throat. With contempt, Nagash hurled Prince Apophas unceremoniously to the ground, where he exploded into a cloud of scarabs. For an instant a mass like a black pool of liquid slid across the desert before the scarabs burrowed down into the sand and were gone.


  At Settra’s side, Nebbetthar was hewing and lopping a path through the zombies. With great effort they had at last cleared the way for the royal chariots to pull clear of the zombies penning them in. Once they had the space to build up their own momentum, the chariots simply rolled over and crushed the few foes that remained in their way. Having fought through to the King’s Banner, they were joined by the Winged Legion, a fifty- strong chariot formation. En-masse, they rumbled forward.


  The gathered chariots were closing swiftly with Nagash. Nebbetthar felt the Great Necromancer’s piercing gaze pass over him - the hollow eye sockets penetrating his being. Nagash had seen the oncoming of Settra, had marked the great procession of war carriages that now raced towards him.


  Elsewhere, across the sprawling battlefield, Nagash’s army was slowly gaining the upper hand, but there were no troops nearby to intercede on his behalf. Reaching into the spectral realm, Nagash summoned forth a mighty weapon. He made a sweeping motion with his skeletal hand, and an ethereal sickle swept across the battlefield. It seemed to Nebbetthar that he heard a whoosh as an enormous invisible blade passing near. Many chariots and crew were scythed down, their bones rattling into the sand. Those that remained raced onwards, seeking to bring down Nagash, to crush him beneath their wheels. Behind them, great plumes of dust rose upwards.


  When the moving wall of chariots was less than two hundred lengths of their skeletal horses from Nagash, the Great Necromancer unleashed a withering beam from out of the hollow sockets of his eyes. The bones of those that bore the brunt of its rays immediately began to blacken, so that by the time the chariots were one hundred lengths away, those affected were reduced to a walking pace — the skeletons of the crew and steeds slowly disintegrating, simply falling away with each step. By the time the remaining chariots were within fifty lengths, they had wasted away to less than nothing.


  Yet Settra rode on, Nebbetthar standing proud by his side. There remained but three other chariots from the Royal Guard and some dozen of the Winged Legion. They were close enough now to hear Nagash chanting fell words of power, his upwards raised arms preparing the charioteers for what came next. From out of the sands burst skeletal hands - clawing, grasping at the steeds’ pounding hooves, reaching out to grab the spinning wheels of the chariots. At first, these had little effect save for altering the sound - the hiss of the wheels rolling over sand was replaced by a noise as if they were driving over a field of bones, snapping and cracking limbs. The heavier chariots ground over this new impediment, but the lighter craft of the Winged Legion slowed and were lost, the forms rising out of the desert to overpower them.


  The chariot to Nebbetthar's immediate right burst into dust, but then they were upon their foe, thrusting spears and swinging khopeshes. Nagash met them with his staff and sword. He parried Settra’s decapitating strike with the Blade of Ptra, the resulting sunburst Hash seeming to dispel the aura of gloom that clustered around the Great Necromancer. But he could not escape all the oncoming chariots. Nebbetthar’s war carriage and the last of the Royal Guard clipped the hovering body as it attempted to glide out of the way. The collision was terrific, its impact shivering their chariots and sending them tumbling over the sands.


  Rising from the sand where he had been thrown, Nebbetthar's right arm was frozen. He had dared to strike Nagash. Although his blade bounced off the black armour of his fell foe, that blow had cost him. His movements were slowed, as if he was wading through dense sand, and he struggled to turn over. Looking down upon his body, Nebbetthar could see that his legs were mangled, twisted into new angles. He could see the wreckage of his chariot, one wheel thrust upwards in the air, still spinning lazily. His banner too had been ripped apart and lay in scattered pieces. To Nebbetthar's immense relief, however, his liege remained to fight on.


  Settra alone was still in command of his craft. He was wheeling the Chariot of the Gods about for another strike, the tour steeds pulling hard through the sands. His quarry, Nagash, had been knocked to the ground. He rose slowly, his robes billowing outwards although there was no wind to stir them. Nagash leaned heavily upon his staff, as if weary or wounded. As Nebbetthar crawled, pulling himself across the sands, the Great Necromancer spoke to the skies, pointing his staff at Settra.


  Against enemy magic, the King of Nehekhara had relied upon his enchanted brooch, an amulet that surrounded him with the protections of Usirian, God of the Underworld. It did nothing to protect him now.


  A dark cloud of life-leeching forces emanated from Nagash’s staff, washing over Settra and his chariot. Living creatures would have succumbed to that mist of death, their life drained out of them. For the undead of Nehekhara, however, the threat was wholly different. Their bodies were lifeless, but it was their spirits that were assailed. Beneath the indomitable will of Nagash, the skeletal steeds were shorn of their animating impetus and collapsed, their chariots splintering into ruin. Settra emerged from the wreck, as iron-willed as the Great Necromancer himself. Although fully immersed in that necrotic haze, his spirit remained firmly tethered to his mummified body. Lifting high the Blessed Blade of Ptra, he shouted his defiance as he strode towards the usurper.


  Nebbetthar was pulling himself towards Nagash. The Great Necromancer was focused on Settra and took no notice, already beginning another incantation. Nebbetthar realised that neither he nor his king would be able to close before Nagash completed his spell.


  Settra was a warrior-king. He alone of the tomb kings had rudimentary' knowledge of the secrets of the liche priests, but it was in his blade that Settra put his trust. Now he called for Nagash to accept his challenge, to pit his sword against the weapon of the righteous King of Nehekhara.


  In answer, Nagash spat out the last syllables of his spell and clenched his bony fist with a loud crack. Settra was but ten paces away when he was halted. Straining, the king lurched forward, staggering against some invisible force. With great exertion, Settra halved the distance, and was just out of reach with his blade when he was lifted high into the air. He hung there, suspended like some broken puppet. Those with the witchsight saw ethereal creatures of grim countenance winding about the King of Nehekhara, holding him aloft.


  The light from the blessed Blade of Ptra dimmed and fell to the sand. The Nehekharans, knowing that their cause was lost, abased themselves before Nagash, he who was their conqueror.
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  Ignoring his own wounds, Mannfred looked on in amazement. He had arrived in time to see Nagash crush the massed chariot charge and rise up from what had looked to be his doom. Now, the Great Necromancer held the mighty Settra, King of Nehekhara, like a fly in amber. Dwarfed by the enormous hovering form looming over him, Settra looked puny and insignificant.


  'IT IS OVER,' said Nagash. His words rolled like thunder across the desert and Mannfred’s mind as one.


  So are we all, thought Mannfred.


  ‘THE UNDERWORLD IS MINE. NEHEKHARA IS MINE. SOON, I WILL HAVE THE POWER TO CONFRONT THE GODS OF CHAOS THEMSELVES.’


  As Mannfred watched, Nagash turned his back on Settra, speaking ancient words of power and raising his bony claws towards the heavens.


  A low rumbling shook the ground. It began as a deep growl, but rose in volume until it evoked the world’s dying bellow. As the sound reached a deafening roar, the Black Pyramid uprooted itself, tearing up great slabs of bedrock as it came. It rose high in the air, the jagged scar left beneath it revealing unguessed-at catacombs below. At Nagash’s summons, the pyramid floated closer - a looming mountain that blotted out the sun.


  Nagash turned and addressed Settra once more. The words boomed through Mannfred’s mind, leaving a dull pain in their wake.


  ‘I CAME NOT TO CLAIM NEHEKHARA BUT GODHOOD.'


  Mannfred felt a sick sensation. Nagash was no longer merely the most powerful of his kind, but a being on the threshold of something far, far greater. Mannfred had yet had hopes of manipulating or betraying the first; the second was proof against even his grandest schemes.


  ‘I HAVE HUMBLED YOU, SETTRA PROUDEST OF KINGS. BUT NOW I OFFER YOU HONOUR.’


  Mannfred knew what was to come, for he sourly recognised that Settra’s path echoed his own. Too late, he saw the opportunity lost. He had faced the same choice, and had lacked the will to resist. For the first time, the vampire realised that he should have fought as Settra had, that together the two of them could have prevailed. But that moment had been lost long ago.


  ‘BOW BEFORE ME, AND YOU WILL BE ONE OF MY MORTARCHS. DENY ME,


  AND PERISH.’


  Settra said nothing at first, but hung defiant in Nagash’s grasp. Then he raised his head to meet the Great Necromancer's gaze.


  'SETTRA DOES NOT SERVE,’ he shouted, trembling with rage. ‘SETTRA RULES!'


  'SO BE IT,' Nagash intoned, stretching out a claw towards the struggling king.


  There was a blinding flash of emerald light. A chorus of brittle snapping sounds split the air as Settra’s body was torn apart and flung across the sands. The broken limbs twitched once, and then lay still.


  Settra, the Imperishable, Great King of Nehekhara, had finally met with defeat.


  With Settra's defeat, Nagash cast down the city of Khemri. He did it alone, without the assistance of his minions, marshalling the fell sorceries that were his to command. The stones of Khemri fought Nagash, resisted him with every fibre of their being, but the Great Necromancer would not be denied. Great clouds of dust swept across the desert as minarets were torn down and temples shaken apart by tremors loosed through the rock. The shatter of tiles and the shrieking of torn metal wracked as walls collapsed, the upper floors of buildings tumbling into the ancient passageways below.


  The assembled kings and vampires watched in silence as the temples and palaces that had weathered the millennia tumbled into ruin. They knew' that the labour was as much a lesson to them all as it was an erasure of Settra's rule. Defy me, and you will be torn asunder, and your cities too will be dust; that was the lesson Nagash taught that day.


  Settra watched also. Even though he had been torn limb from limb, sparks of unlife still remained in Settra's body, and the witch-fires in his eyes blazed impotently as Nagash heaped further humiliation upon him. The king's severed head lay lodged deep within the sand, and none dared approach it — not because they any longer had fear of Settra, but because they dreaded interfering with Nagash's last act of vengeance.


  


  [image: Tentacle-3.jpg]


  The winds howled across the moonlit desert that had once been Khemri. They had done so ever since the Black Pyramid had departed, their caress strangely cold in that burning land.


  Nothing stirred, not even Settra's remains. Though dismembered, the Great King yet survived, his scattered remains half-buried by the sands. Nearby, a crack-visaged statue, its lower half buried beneath the dunes, stared sightlessly into the sky.


  It cannot end this way, Settra raged wordlessly, just as he had every day since Khemri’s fall.


  Yet the words rang false even to him. The Great King could not even recall how many days it had been since Nagash had laid him low. Time no longer had any meaning to him. There was just the harsh light of day and the numbing stillness of night, over and over again, with no hope of cease.


  Settra saw a glow in the distant east, and knew that dawn was rising. He never saw the sun set, only its rise, for his head was now as fixed in its aspect as the statue of his former glories. Another day was come, and with it the circling carrion who saw his bones as tokens to he fought over. Each day, Settra’s angry shouts had driven them away, but each day they grew holder. Soon, Settra knew’ they would lose their fear altogether, and his bones would he strewn across the realm of Nehekhara.


  For the first time in millennia, Settra the Imperishable, the Great King of Nehekhara, wished that he were mortal, if only so that he could die.


  The wind swept across the sands once again. Settra felt a will not his own surge through his scattered bones, making them whole once more and infusing him with a new strength.


  Settra staggered to his feet, his thoughts of despair fading like a desert mirage. He felt strength coursing through his limbs, a vigour he had not known in millennia.


  Was this some trick? wondered the Khemrikhara.


  Four voices that were somehow one danced on the breeze, their words bubbling with laughter.


  ‘The battle is only over if you wish it. You can be a king again.'


  Settra gave no reply, and stared silently across the Khemrian sands.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  END OF BOOK ONE
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  I have seen the doom of man. It is

  written in the stars, an omen borne upon

  the twin-tailed comet that blazes bright

  across the firmament.


  The barbarous tribes of the north will

  see it as a sign of their final victory

  over the world. Yet the children of the

  Heldenhammer shall look upon it in hope

  and fear alike. Hope, that it heralds the

  return of their most glorious champion.

  Fear, that it signals the death of all

  their kind has achieved.


  And they are right to do so.


  In the north, foul hordes flock to the

  banner of the Three-Eyed King. Like

  blood pulsing from a wound in the world’s

  crown, they march south to bring the

  touch of Chaos to all. The Everchosen’s

  warlords shall plunge their blades deep

  into the civilised realms, looting fallen

  empires for their own glory.


  Brothers three shall bring low

  the Empire of Man. It is they who will

  muster the plague-hissed in their

  master’s name. It is they who will cast

  the curse of unbound life, a curse that

  will bring primal disorder to a world of

  hard-won progress.


  United, the lords of disease shall bring

  the Old World to the brink of ruin -

  ruin form within, and from without.

  All things clean and true shall sicken

  and fade. The gods of man shall fade

  with them, until only death holds the

  key to salvation.


  These are the End Times.
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  The Shadows Cast Long


  No mortal man has ever received a greater sign of the Dark Gods’ favour than Archaon, the Three-Eyed King. The breach in reality that pulses at the top of the world flares brightly.


  One by one four great daemonic hosts are forming up before the Everchosen’s throne, each led by a greater daemon exalted in its patron’s sight. These immortal lords of Chaos have bent the knee to Archaon, a potent sign of the destiny that awaits.


  Despite the blessing of all four of the Ruinous Powers, Archaon is content to bide his time. The tribes of the north have flung themselves headlong at the Old World before, and though they take a great tally of skulls with each invasion, they have always been broken and turned back. The Everchosen knows well that the disparate clans of the northern wastes will swear allegiance only to an ascendant leader, and that should he fall, his armies would swiftly dissolve.


  The greater the signs of the coming apocalypse, the more likely the armies of the civilised world will unite against the forces of the north, and the more likely Archaon’s warlords will meet their end before the time is right. With the ancient races of elf and dwarf fighting alongside the armies of the Old World, victory is an uncertain proposition. Only by isolating each of the civilised races can the Dark Gods win their true prize, and only by laying low the race of man can this world-changing feat be achieved.


  This is perhaps Archaon’s greatest challenge, for he is not the only mortal agent of the divine. Just as the Ruinous Powers have their champions, the deities of the Old World have their own prophets and pawns. Through dreams and visions they visit their faithful, and through omens and portents they guide the fate of the worthy. The gods that men call Sigmar, Ulric, Shallya, Taal, and the Lady of Bretonnia make their plays, helping the civilised world to fight the powers that would claim it. This is no idle game intended to while away the centuries, for the very existences of these deities are at stake. Through the conquest of the material realm, Archaon seeks to weaken and even slay the gods and goddesses that would defend the world of order against the brutal reign of Chaos.


  The Three-Eyed King is not fool enough to think he can achieve this mighty task alone. His masters expect him to grind the world beneath an iron heel, and he does not intend to fall to overconfidence as so many of his predecessors have before him. Though the magical winds rage across the world fiercer than ever before, his daemonic allies cannot be sustained indefinitely in the mortal realm, so he has marshalled a sprawling vanguard of savage hordes from amongst the maniacs and monsters of the north.


  His muster includes veteran warriors beyond counting, for men can be trusted where daemons cannot.


  Before he rides forth, Archaon intends to weaken the Empire with the cursed magics of misrule, sending Nurgle’s most gifted cursebringers to pave the way for his conquest. His plan is to drown the realm of man in plague, stealing away order wherever it can be found. Only once this entropic crusade has weakened the veil between the worlds will he strike, his daemon armies behind him.


  A great and solemn geas has been placed upon Archaon - to ensure the boundaries between mortals and gods are blurred, and usher in a new age of disorder and death where the laws of nature no longer apply. His fervent desire is to plunge the world into that new age, dooming it to an eternity of madness and terror. The prize at stake is the total annihilation of the world, and he intends to seize it.


  Across the Empire, wild-eyed prophets cry out that the End Times are here. Each night, the sky shimmers green-black with strange energies. Morrslieb hangs low, lending credence to the doomsayers’ claims. Even the most rational scholar finds himself dwelling upon the rants of the frothing zealots roaming the roads.


  There is something unsettling in the air, something indefinable. It plucks at the senses of the gifted and the dull alike. A sense of imminence pervades the Empire; imminence tinged with fear. Riders have come to the Imperial Court from every corner of the Old World and beyond. Each bears tidings more evil than the last. Tilea and Estalia are lost, swallowed up by a tide of vermin that walk as men. The sheer speed with which the southern nations have been overrun hints at an invasion long planned and pitilessly executed. The lords of Altdorf have been forced to admit that not only are the rumours of verminous rat-men likely true, but that their warrens sprawl for uncounted miles beneath the Old World.


  Sylvania, a province that has always played host to unholy powers, has been consumed entirely by darkness. Little did those crusaders who marched to Sylvania’s salvation realise that its doom was but a single stage of a far greater plan. In a plot to restore their master Nagash to glory, the Great Necromancer’s Mortarchs lured nine priests and priestesses into their clutches and used the potency of their blood to conduct a great ritual of resurrection. In this manner the horror of Nagash was released once more upon the world.


  Nagash’s first act as monarch of the dead was to absorb the howling gales of death magic raging around Sylvania. Heading south across the Worlds Edge Mountains, the Great Necromancer used his newfound power to subjugate and destroy his old foes, the Tomb Kings of Nehekhara. In his absence, Nagash’s Mortarchs tighten his vile grip upon the Empire by raising undead across its reaches yet all nine Mortarchs have agendas of their own. Both Mannfred and Vlad von Carstein, for their part, would each see the realms of man obedient to their master, with them as the power behind the throne. They will stop at nothing to ensure it.


  Still the Chaos-worshipping tribes of the north pound relentlessly against the borders of civilisation. They have torn down Kislev, stained countless acres with innocent blood, and slaughtered their way from one side of the Ice Queen’s realm to the other.


  The armies of the Elector Counts have mustered to repel the invaders in the far north, led by the warrior priest Luthor Huss and his protege Valten. The Empire’s armies have anchored their defences upon the Auric Bastion, a great wall raised not by the toil of masons, but by the artifice of wizards and priests.


  Yet, as impressive as this wall has proven to be, it cannot hold back the winds of plague. With the faith that provided its mortar eroded by the dark energies swilling on either side, the Auric Bastion has weakened, and the armies of the Dark Gods have made haste to break through. Only the valiant deaths of thousands of men have held them back, and even then, only for a time.


  As has always been the way, the victories won against the northern hordes have been bought at a high price. Karl Franz himself led the Reiksguard in their final assault, taking a deadly toll on the northmen’s ranks. But the Emperor’s bravery was his undoing. At the climax of the battle, Karl Franz was impaled by the sword of the vampire duellist, Walach Harkon. To the dismay of his armies, he fell from the saddle of his griffon to the earth, and is now thought lost.


  The Reiksmarshal, Kurt Helborg, made haste back to Altdorf in the hope of restoring order in his master’s absence. When he reached the Imperial Palace, he found the Emperor’s advisors fighting tooth and nail in pursuance of their own agendas. Graf Boris Todbringer would turn every sword in Middenheim to the destruction of his nemesis, Khazrak One-Eye. The Supreme Patriarch, Gregor Martak of the Amber College, claims the beastmen are a far wider threat than even the Graf realises. Counts Ludenhof and Liebwitz counsel aid from the Elves, the Dwarfs, the Bretonnians, even the Halflings of the Moot, whilst the Cult of Sigmar believes that faith alone can hold back the encroaching darkness. Only dimly do the nobles of the Empire realise that, by standing divided, they weaken the realm they hope to defend.


  The forces of evil have been repelled before, as every minstrel loves to tell. But the armies of the Empire are spread thin, for the battle is waged within as well as without. Cultists and wizards hearken to the whispers of daemons, parasitic sorcerers work to the ruin of the cities that hide them, and bestial shamans summon their own grotesque allies to the coming feast. Every night the pyres of the Witch Hunters burn bright. Yet the righteous can do little more than prune the tree of heresy that has taken root in their realm, for the reach of the Dark Gods is long indeed.


  As the citizens of the Old World struggle against the violence within, the north broods beneath the thunder of wars yet to come. A twin-tailed comet blazes across the arctic skies, leaving flickering runes that spell portents of doom in its wake. For once, the fractious northern tribes stand united, for even the basest shamans and soothsayers can feel change on the wind.


  This is a war of life and death, though not in the way the Empire suspects…
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  Rise of the Glottkin


  SPRING 2525
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  As Morrslieb swelled full in the night skies above the northern r wastes, a thousand shamans chanted and shrieked in ragged unison. The chant was taken up by a million-strong choir of daemons, shrouded by the blizzards of the north yet yearning for battle nonetheless. Each host sang praise to the Dark Gods, the whole blending together into a mind-numbing discord that bedevilled the mortal mind.


  These fell chansons were borne south on invisible winds, drifting to the slumbering minds of all those who felt the touch of unreality. One by one the seeds of lunacy were sown, nurtured by the light of the Chaos Moon.


  The trickle of madmen heading north became a flood, and many found their way to the ranks of the savage tribes beyond. The traitors and turncoats within the Empire were uniting with the hordes without, and, with every new addition to his hordes, Archaon’s grand plan grew nearer to completion.


  Each of the four Chaos Gods has adopted human champions in order to further his earthly interests in the Great Game. Across the world there are those who have given themselves utterly to their god and earned supernatural favour in return. Archaon knew well that there were whole armies of such individuals abroad in the north - hordes of brass- clad warriors whose souls belonged to the Blood God, hosts of sensation- seekers who cared only for what their Dark Prince could deliver them, and cabals of cultists that worshipped the Changer of the Ways regardless of his form. Though these men claimed to pay obeisance to the Everchosen’s throne, Archaon knew they only truly respected those of a similar mind.


  In order to better harness these blasphemous faithful, the Everchosen raised up warlords in his own image and sent them south - lieutenants who were dedicated wholly to a single power, but could be trusted to bring ruin to the mortal world even should Archaon himself be slain.


  Khorne’s own swordmaiden, the Gorequeen Valkia, already assailed the icy wastes of Naggaroth at the head of her Bloodied Horde. Upon the shores of Kislev, Sigvald the Magnificent impressed his master Slaanesh with ever more imaginative acts of slaughter and debasement. Those armies devoted to Tzeentch were led south by the twisted twin, Vilitch the Curseling, though in truth neither Archaon nor Vilitch was sure who was pulling whose strings in the webs sewn by the Architect of Fate. Only the followers of the Plague God lacked a war leader, directionless since the death of Festak Krann at the Auric Bastion. Yet Nurgle’s entropic might and boundless vigour had to be harnessed if Archaon was to bring about the doom of the world.


  The Everchosen understood the Great Game better than most, perhaps better than any mortal alive. Without a dedicated war leader to represent the interests of Nurgle, the fourfold union he sought would soon be torn apart. It was vital he find a champion worthy to represent the Lord of Decay.


  Gathering the fastest riders the horse- tribes could provide, Archaon sent hunters searching for a champion with might enough to bring eternal glory to Nurgle. Every day came rumour of a new warlord, each more putrescent than the last. Yet their ambitions were pedestrian, limited to physical conquest and battle alone.


  A true believer was needed for the coming era of war.


  It was no mortal messenger that brought Archaon the force of destruction he sought. As Morrslieb shimmered green upon the ice and the twin-tailed comet blazed bright overhead, Ku’gath Plaguefather appeared before the Everchosen’s throne. He bore gifts from the Lord of Decay himself; three ceramic jars that each contained a plague that would not only affect men, but the substance of the lands and the skies above.


  In the wake of Ku’gath's surreal visitation, Archaon made haste into the wastes. The Everchosen now knew exactly which mortal champions had the eye of the Plague God - the strange triplets known as the Glottkin.


  A complex plan coalesced in the labyrinth of Archaon’s mind. He would send the Brothers Glott into the Old World, accompanied by the most ambitious warlords he could find. Those hot-headed tribes too restless or disobedient to wait any longer would form the vanguard armies.


  The Glottkin would be given overall command of the initial invasion.


  At the heart of each invading army would be one of the three plague jars that Ku'gath had given into the Everchosen’s care. These would be carried into the Empire by Nurgle’s blessed armies, and their contents used to assail the nation.


  With this vanguard invasion of Nurgle worshippers, Archaon would test the civilised world’s defences. With disease ravaging their realm, the scions of order would be forced to show their hand and lose countless lives along the way. In this they would open the gate that led to the conquest of the entire world, for the race of man has long been the binding force between the races of Elf and Dwarf.


  If the Brothers Glott were too successful in their cause, Archaon would swiftly head south and deal the killing blow to the Empire himself. If the triplets were instead repelled by the defenders of the south, they would leave the Empire a plague-riddled shadow of its former grandeur, a shattered realm ripe for conquest.


  With visions of worldwide devastation whirling in his mind, Archaon climbed upon the back of his steed, Dorghar, and rode out to find the chosen champions of Nurgle.


  Deep in the sewers of Altdorf, a lone figure sloshed its way through the muck. As fat-bodied and repulsive as the giant leeches that writhed beneath his robes, the figure sang little snatches of Nordlander nonsense rhymes.


  ‘Bleeders without blood- holes,’ he mumbled, stroking the leech curled around his neck like a slimy scarf. ‘Lesions, coughs and nasty sneezes, handkerchiefs and bad diseases.’


  ‘Good diseases!’ bellowed a disembodied voice.


  An antlered head the size of a boulder rose slowly through the sewage. It was followed by glinting black eyes and a grin that drizzled rot.


  ‘Antlers...’ said the robed figure. ‘Art thou Ku’gath Plaguefather?’


  ‘Thus!’ boomed the Great Unclean One, as if pleased by the answer to a riddle. ‘Doctor Fest, I well presume!’


  ‘It’s Festus, dear fellow,’ said the doctor, sketching a small curtsey. ‘At your service. It is well that I finally meet my generous benefactor.’


  ‘It is indeed a wellspring! I bring glad tidings. I propose a posy of flesh blossoms, sniffled by the noses of the north.’


  ‘Do you indeed? And who carries these new plagues?’


  ‘Triplets! Gifted lobes a-three,’ said Ku’gath conspiratorially. ‘Glottkin, they are called. I have gifted the Everchosen with their name - and as a treat, three jars abrim from father’s attic. Time to spread wide the banquet of life!’ He threw his immense arms open, spraying Festus with brown slop.


  ‘And my part?’ said Festus, wiping ordure from his eye.


  ‘My leechling, we must prepare this stifled city. A riotous garden it shall become!’


  Festus smiled, the seed of a new vision planted in his soul.


  Another wave of tribesmen surged up the boulder-strewn hill towards the three figures silhouetted against the sky. From the flagstones of the shrine cresting the peak, Otto Glott grinned down at the blood-covered masks growling up at him. A carpet of tattooed corpses lay sprawled between the shrine’s pillars, each one a gratifyingly messy kill. He scratched lazily at the warts on his wattled neck.


  ‘Come forwards, my battle-hungry friends,’ he boomed. ‘It is a fine day, and my brothers and I will gladly help you to your graves!’


  Otto chuckled fondly. These so-called Red Reavers clearly thought the Glottkin would tire; that eventually Nurgle’s favoured grandchildren would let themselves be overwhelmed. The marauders were sorely mistaken.


  Otto rested his rust-pocked scythe against his shoulder, took off his helmet and spat a bloody clot of infected phlegm toward the largest of the tribesmen below. It hit home in the champion’s eye with a fat slap. Enraged, the bloodstained brute bounded up from the ranks of his fellows with a roar of anger.


  ‘Predictable,’ chuckled Otto, replacing his helm and sweeping his scythe low. The Reaver’s head popped off like a cork from a bottle of bad wine. Spurting blood, it bounced off a spiked pillar and disappeared into the throng.


  More tribesmen followed close behind. Their muscular torsos were laid open to the spine as Otto swung his scythe in a powerful arc.


  ‘You believe your simpleton blood god is stronger than Father Nurgle himself?’ shouted Otto. ‘Today we Glottkin will teach you that it is Khorne who is truly weak!’


  Otto set his feet and prepared to meet the tribesmen he had goaded forward. Beside him, his brother Ethrac raised a gnarl wood staff.


  ‘Blood must pulse, in death convulse,’ the sorcerer whispered from the thin slit of his mouth. ‘Mouldered bone and nothing else!’


  Moments later a knot of tribesmen charging towards Otto stumbled to a halt and shivered hard before exploding in a shower of gore. Splinters of rotting bone flew out in all directions, sinking into the flesh of the northmen crammed in close.


  ‘Ghurk, show them your gifts,’ said Otto. A moment later the giant, muscular hulk that was Ghurk Glott slammed down into the massed survivors, his misshapen arms flying left and right as he crushed warriors into the dirt. Otto’s brother might have been a boulder of rotting flesh with the temper of a wounded bull, but witnessing him putting his dread strength to use always put a hideous smile on his brother’s face.


  Otto shoved a pair of charging tribesmen down the boulder-strewn cliff as Ghurk snatched a wheeling horseman from the saddle and smashed him head first into the ground. The enemy fell back in confusion, and Otto smiled wryly to see the hand of another would-be champion of Khorne sticking out from beneath his brother’s buttocks.


  ‘Let us ascend, my brothers!’ he said, motioning to his brother Ethrac to join him. Otto stepped onto Ghurk’s broad shoulders and swung his scythe blade low, cutting open the chests of a handful of Reavers that were trying to bar their path.


  ‘ENOUGH!’


  The booming voice rang out, its thunder loud enough to shake the scree from the shrine’s sides.


  Otto blinked in shock, his knees buckling as the Red Reavers stopped and lowered their axes. Somehow the irresistible authority of the newcomer’s command had blown away the clouds of their battlelust.


  As one, the tribesmen shuffled and parted, their eyes cast down.


  A heartbeat later, the causeway to the shrine’s top was clear. At its far end, Otto could see a figure of such undeniable majesty that all three of the Glottkin knelt in deference.


  Archaon, Lord of the End Times, had come.
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  The Glottkin returned to Fjordlingtribe just before dawn. Though they had sought the gaze of the gods at Dead Man’s Shrine, they had instead found the blessing of Archaon himself.


  The triplets were to lead a threefold invasion into the heartlands of the Old World, a plague-filled jar entrusted not only to the Glottkin but also to the warlords of two other armies. All that remained was to gather the tribes for war and set sail.


  Riding through the Fjordlingtribe’s camp upon Ghurk's shoulders, Otto beheaded his would-be usurper Eofric the Giant as soon as the warrior emerged from his tent. The warlord impaled his rival’s severed head upon the point of his scythe and hoisted it up, tying it by its snow-white braid to the haft. Ghurk gobbled down Eofric’s decapitated body whilst the rest of the tribe’s elders looked on. No one raised a single blade against them.


  Word of the Glottkin’s return to the fjords of Norsca spread quickly. It did not hurt their cause that each tribe’s rune-casters and shamans had seen visions of their coming. They supported their claims to leadership, preaching that the Glottkin were god-touched by Nurgle, and had the blessing of the Everchosen himself. Many tribes united behind them without a second thought, smelling blood on the wind. Dozens of warbands devoted to Nurgle also bore down upon Fjordlingtribe, rejoicing in the vile gifts they would bestow upon the clean-limbed wastrels of the south. Seen from above, the trails of stained snow and bloody slush that converged upon the Glottkin’s fjordmuster looked very much like an eight-pointed star.


  The triplets were only too happy to gather new allies to their side. Much as the brothers loved each other, they often fell to argument upon the road, and the company of fresh blood was a welcome prospect. Ethrac spoke in riddles half the time, delighting in the use of terms and words he knew his brothers did not understand. Otto was the most senior of the three, and never let his siblings forget it, despite having come from his mother’s womb mere seconds before his brothers. He believed himself the true leader and visionary of the Glottkin, much to Ethrac’s annoyance.


  Ghurk was another matter, for he made little more than feeding sounds these days. Once the smallest of the three brothers, he had grown so large on his constant diet of raw flesh that lately his siblings had taken to riding him into battle as a steed. The mirth they shared at Ghurk’s fate was often strained, though, for before giving his soul to Nurgle their brother had once been a handsome young man, his easy smile the bane of womenfolk from Urfjord to Whale Island. That time was long past. Since Nurgle had embraced him, Ghurk had become a monster with an appetite to match.


  Despite their frictions, the brothers gathered the tribes soon enough. Score upon score of warbands and tribes swore fealty to the Glottkin, hammering three nails - one to represent each triplet - into their staves and bannerpoles as a sign of their allegiance. Setting out from Fjordlingtribe, the Glott brothers forged an alliance with Gutrot Spume, the Lord of Tentacles, by dragging a captured mutalith to the titanic ribcage that formed his lair. Spume sacrificed the vortex beast to Nurgle on a great pyre, claiming it would see his ships sail with a favourable wind in the voyage to come. This was welcome news, for though Gutrot Spume had several thousand warriors at his command, it was his fleet that the Glottkin needed most of all.


  It had long been said that there were more ships in Gutrot Spume’s fleet than ice trolls in the Clawfjord. They stood at anchor in the Sea of Claws, which was well for the Glottkin, for the invading armies would need every vessel they could get their diseased hands on in the coming weeks.


  It was less than seven days before the Norscans made ship. The tribes that had followed the Glottkin to the shale beaches were too numerous to count. Graelings, Bjornlings, Skaelings, Vargs, Baersonlings, Aeslings, Saris; the list went on. Ethrac made a great show of knowing every banner and sigil by name, though in truth, by the end of the fjordmuster even he had to employ a measure of guesswork.


  By the look of it, every tribe within a hundred leagues had mustered to the Glottkin’s side.


  Last to arrive were the maggoth riders of Icehorn Peak. Borne to the fjords by the eyeless monsters that haunted their mountainous homes, they were few in number, but mighty in aspect. Their favour in the eyes of Nurgle was obvious, writ large upon the flaccid folds of the riders’ faces and the mould-pocked horns that stretched from their skulls. If any were left in doubt, the opened guts and vomit- drooling mouths of their riding beasts made their allegiance plain.


  At their head rode the living legend that was Orghotts Daemonspew, a horned warrior famed for having the ichor of the damned flowing through his veins. The Glott’s were so impressed by the deadly potential of the Icehorn riders that they offered Orghotts Daemonspew command of the third of the armies, destined to take the Empire from the east. The maggoth rider spat a sizzling gobbet of sulphurous blood into his palm, shaking Otto’s bloated paw. In the process, the Glott’s completed their triumvirate of plaguemasters - one for each of the lobes of their patron’s fly-symbol.


  As the tribes boarded the vessels at Fjord’s Edge, it became obvious that not only were Gutrot Spume’s warships ugly and rotten, they also stank to high hell. It made little difference to the scions of Grandfather Nurgle, for the worship of their deity had given them a fine appreciation for the scent of decay.


  At the diseased heart of the Lord of Tentacles’ armada was the plague ship Rotten Beast. That evening it carved through the waves at the head of the fleet, leaving a thick trail of seaborne filth in the waters behind it. From his vantage point on the deck of the Greenwolf, Otto swore he could see something fleshy pulsing in the gaps that had been torn in the Beast’s sides.


  The Sea of Claws had long been full of perils, infested with abyssal beasts that could hole a galleon’s timbers with the flick of a tentacle. More dangerous still, in recent decades it had played host to mist-wreathed fleets from Ulthuan. The agents of Finubar the Seafarer, most gifted of all the world’s admirals, purposefully hunted down the wolf ships of the north whenever they strayed into the oceans of the world.


  By clinging to the coastline the plague fleet could avoid losses of manpower to the ever-vigilant Elves, but in doing so, they would put themselves in range of the sea fortresses and cannon-studded watchtowers that protected Nordland’s coast. Otto and Ethrac advised a cautious crossing, attempting to evade Ulthuan’s navy if at all possible.


  The Lord of Tentacles would hear none of it, however. His was the mightiest fleet in Norsca, supported by fell magicks of its own, and it would not bow before the mere spectre of Elven cunning. Summoning his own sorcerous companions to his side, Gutrot Spume muttered an arcane incantation that even Ethrac did not fully understand.


  As the fleet crossed the deepest part of the Sea of Claws, clouds of white mist began to roll across the waves towards them. Svelte shadows slid through the thickening fog, the hulls of Elven eagle ships barely visible as they prowled in the distance. A series of low thuds cut through the creak of rigging and the moans of disease- wracked oarsmen, and the gunwale of the Greenwolf sprouted a trio of Elven bolts as long as spears. More bolts sailed overhead, impaling the lookouts in each crow’s nest.


  A foul reek filtered through the mist that was slowly consuming their fleet, its scent so pungent it was almost tangible. Seven pillars of thick grey- green smoke billowed up from Gutrot Spume’s flagship and began to writhe with a life of their own, questing through the white mists like the tendrils of an undersea predator.


  The Glottkin watched in appreciative silence as the tentacles of green smoke grew more and more substantial. A series of muffled commands came from the elven fleet, and a moment later volleys of bolts whistled out at the tentacles writhing and snaking through the mist.


  They passed through them without inflicting a scratch, disappearing into the waters beyond.


  In return the greenish tendrils wrapped themselves around the crews of the enemy fleet, suffocating them with their gaseous forms until the decks of the elven warships were littered with corpses.


  One of the Ulthuani vessels sailed in close for a boarding action, but it found itself caught by a lashing nest of pseudopods that burst from the Rotten Beast. Its masts were snapped clean in half and its decks splintered by foul-smelling tentacles, tumbling dozens of desperate elves into the frothing seas. One of the tentacles reared back, severed by a flashing blade, and the others thrashed all the harder. As the sleek boat was broken to tinder, its fellow vessels swiftly turned about and melted away into the distance.


  The Glottkin held up their blades in salute to Gutrot Spume’s sorcerous victory. So much for the vaunted navy of the elves. No doubt the Empire’s defenders would be in for an equally unpleasant surprise.


  The day after the plague armada had bullied its way through the elven navy, it separated into three distinct fleets. The first contained a teeming host under the command of the Glottkin, and its ships headed around the coast for the merchant city of Marienburg. The second, comprised of the elite warriors of Gutrot Spume, headed straight for Nordland - they were to take the Old Dwarf Road, fighting their way due south to Altdorf. The third force sailed towards the Gulf of Kislev, for its commander, Orghotts Daemonspew, intended to land near Erengrad and lead his maggoth riders deep into the Empire.


  With this tripartite invasion and the plague jars they carried, the Glottkin would not only send a wave of disease spreading out across the lands, but also split the Empire’s armies across a wide front. Once they had fought their way through the thinned-out armies of Karl Franz’s realm, the Glottkin intended to drive their invasion right into Altdorf itself, all three of the hordes converging on the Empire’s capital on Geheimnisnacht. Ethrac suspected that the Lord of Decay himself had a hand in this plan, and that his most trusted agents were working to bring it to fruition from within the city as well as without. Nurgle coveted the city of Altdorf - and what it represented - most highly.


  As the cruel winter turned to the spring of 2525, the Glottkin’s fleet sailed around the Norscan coast and began to seek land. Soon their lookouts spotted masts and steam- cranes dotting the horizon, evidence of Marienburg’s merchantmen sailing the trade routes to Lustria, Ulthuan and beyond. It would be a simple enough matter to sack those ships, looting them and tracing their passage back inland.


  Nearing the Marienburger vessels, the invaders chanted and beat their weapons against their shields in anticipation of the carnage to come.


  War-bells rang out all across Marienburg’s famous sprawl as the masts of the Glottkin’s fleet crested the horizon. Scores of storied guard detachments mustered in the streets and plazas shoulder to shoulder with hired swords and militia companies, banners fluttering in the foul-smelling wind that bore the plague fleet inland.


  Out in the bay, the captains of the cityport’s merchant fleet fired volleys from their gun decks, hoping to buy time for the Marienburger armies massing on the quays. Their cannon fire blasted through many of the rotten hulks bearing down upon them, but the plague ships proved uncannily resilient, and few craft sank outright.


  On the waves as well as on dry land, the Glottkin were unstoppable. Their flagship, the Greenwolf, ploughed straight through the poorly-organised blockades that attempted to slow its passage. Behind them the plague fleet hammered its own disparate cannonades into the merchantmen coming about to stop it.


  Stream-cranes captured from the merchant ships seized in their approach were unsung, their greathooks and hempen ropes loaded into crude siege catapults. One after another each crane-hook was flung outward towards the Marienburg ships. Most missed their targets, but a handful crashed through the timbers of the warships cordoning the bay. With a terrible slowness, the plague ships began to winch the enemy vessels closer like fishermen bringing home their catch. Naval cannons barked their protestations, filling the air with roiling gun-smoke. Wherever their roundshot struck home, the hulls of the plague ships would ooze a thick, slimy caulk that dried quickly to seal over the splintered wound.


  The barnacle-encrusted ships drew their prey in close with the treacle- slow pace of a nightmare. Even the most hard-bitten sailor was little match for the armoured champions of the north, and wherever a boarding plank was finally lowered the waves below it soon turned pink with the blood of the fallen. Predatory fish thrashed and spasmed in the froth, but even these vicious beasts soon became victims of the fleet’s pollution, their distended white bellies turning upward as they succumbed to the vileness around each warship’s hull.


  Aboard the Greenwolf, the Glottkin frowned at the sea wall of Marienburg that lined the horizon. This was a measure of defence they had not foreseen, for the word in the north was that Marienburg was a city of weaklings ripe for the sacking. Yet the wall was as thick and resolute as the dwarf masons that had crafted it so long ago. Behind the docks it protected, the cityport soared upward, a vast island of glorious civilisation in a bay of marshlands.


  The only way into the city was through the gap in the dwarfen sea wall known as the Ostport, and even that was lined with enough cannons to arm a fortress. The wall was so well designed it had stood firm against all the horrors the ocean could throw against it over the centuries.


  Puffs of smoke appeared from the ramparts of the sea wall, and cannonballs roared towards the Norscan fleet a heartbeat later, tearing sails, holing hulls and smashing smaller vessels to flinders. A captured outrigger drew in close, its crew hurling grapnels onto the edge of the formidable sea wall. Before a single man had climbed onto the ropes, a salvo of helblaster fire stitched a line of geysers in the seawater that tore the vessel in half and sent its passengers flying.


  Ethrac mumbled strange syllables as he carefully loaded the first of Archaon’s plague urns into the largest of the Greenwolf's siege catapults. The sorcerer turned to his brother, eyes twinkling with joyous malice. All three of the triplets were looking forward to seeing what Nurgle’s generosity had bestowed upon them.


  Beneath him Ghurk winched back the catapult’s firing arm, a feat of strength that would usually take twelve broad men to achieve. With a resounding twang, the urn was fired. It sailed high over the stone of the sea wall, leaving a thick trail of corruption in the air before disappearing from sight.


  The sudden stench of mouldering vegetation filled the air as the jar burst open beyond the wall. Ethrac giggled softly, Otto guffawing at his side as Marienburg’s defences turned black with growth. Something dark was claiming the brickwork with frightening speed, spreading out like a lifetime’s growth condensed into a few seconds. The invaders could smell the peaty scent of grave-moss over the salty tang of brine.


  The invaders watched in disbelief as the dwarf-made sea wall began to sag a little, and then to crumble away. Incredibly, the moss-plague had inveigled its tiny roots into the invisible cracks between the dwarf masonry. There the black moss grew thick with irresistible urgency, splitting the stone and doing the work of several millennia’s erosion in the space of a few minutes.


  As the invading fleet moved in close, the Glottkin could see the grave-moss spreading in thick islands to choke the waterways. Before long the city’s dock was stuffed almost to capacity. With an irresistible finality the plague ships ploughed their way through the mossy islands into the harbour beyond. Their stout boarding ramps slammed down, and army after army of madmen and monsters began to pour onto the docks.


  All across the sprawl of the Suiddock, steel flashed in the streets. Regiment after regiment of infantrymen trampled down the vile-smelling growths of grave-moss that had sprouted across their city as they took up position in the mouth of each road and alleyway. Behind them was a tangled network of winding streets and cobbled plazas that led to mercantile halls and the guild-houses of the phenomenally rich.


  The plague fleet’s advance toward the cityport had been unstoppable but slow, and the merchant princes of the city had been afforded plenty of time to organise their defences.


  On the edges of each dock the shrill sea-whistles of Marienburger captains blasted out, marshalling pockets of order as brightly uniformed reinforcements shored up the cityport’s defences. Behind them came soldier companies by the score, each bearing a proud standard that proclaimed its skill in the arts of war. There were plenty more of them bobbing in the streets beyond, fanning out across the city to block the incursion’s progress should it break through the thick defensive lines that had been formed across the quayside. By the time the Norscan tribes had stormed onto the quayside, the dockyards had been quarantined by a wall of blades. Yet against the savagery of the north, order could only stand inviolate for so long.


  After being cooped up for weeks, each of the northern tribesmen that stormed out onto the Marienburg docks was hungry for battle. The warriors of the north charged forward in an undisciplined rabble, their axes and voices raised to the glory of the gods. The first few hundred were killed within seconds as handguns and great cannons alike blasted them into the sea.


  Behind the first wave of attackers, more plague ships crunched bodily onto the harbourside with every passing minute. Tribesmen spilled over their gunwales like broth from a boiling cauldron, a tide of flesh pouring onto the dockyard planks that mouldered below. Those not broken by the fall picked themselves up and charged forwards, only to be spitted upon a forest of spears that pressed them back wherever they struck.


  Even when the heavily-armoured champions of each tribe stormed into the fray they were met by thickets of lowered halberds, their visors pierced and guts opened by the punching polearms of their foes.


  Standing tall on the deck of the Greenwolf, the Glottkin ordered their jarls to bring up their newest weapon - a set of writhing, translucent sacs they had collected from the bilge- prison that had held Ghurk during the sea voyage. Each sac’s inhabitants had once been a man, before the mutant Glott had swallowed them whole and passed them back out as something much worse. At Otto’s command the dockyard cranes on the deck of the Greenwolf were detached from the siege catapults. The Ghurk- sacs were loaded into the firing arms of each artillery piece, jarls struggling under the weight of each fleshy pod.


  With a series of resounding thumps the catapults discharged their cargos. The sacs sailed over the front lines, splatting down into the gutters behind. Only a few Marienburgers were caught by the bombardment, knocked into the dirt by the strange missiles or broken under their gross weight. With their attention fixed on the scene ahead, the defenders that marched through the Suiddock streets ignored the piles of tangled limbs that had thudded down into their midst.


  It was a fatal mistake. Those of the sacs that had splashed down into the red-brown sludge of the gutters hungrily absorbed the filth that flowed around them, swelling dramatically until their inhabitants burst from their glistening prisons in explosions of flailing limbs. Wet mouths opened in the monstrously distorted spawn that tumbled forth, each gutterling screaming its outrage to the uncaring skies before falling upon the rear of the Marienburger lines in a frenzy.


  A great roar of bloodlust resounded across the waters of the harbour as the massed vanguard of the north redoubled their attacks. Hundreds of armour-clad murderers brought hooked halberds of their own into the fray, and crowds of howling tribesmen smashed flails into those foolish enough to stand before them. The confusion that the gutterlings’ attack had inflicted was a weapon in itself, just as the Glottkin had surmised. The chorus of screams that rose above the cityport’s rooftops caused the defenders to waver - and then, as a massed charge of Nurgle’s chosen plunged into the fray - to break. Disorder and confusion reigned on either side of the Reik’s great watercourse as accursed mutant warriors and bloody-eyed tribesmen threw themselves into battle. Everywhere the invaders were breaking through, filling the streets with a barbaric tide of flesh that showed no signs of stopping.


  The soldiery of the south thrived on discipline, but after the unstoppable force of the Glottkin’s assault, there was precious little left.


  Ethrac shivered with the effort of casting a spell. The sorcerer threw his head back and screamed, a cloud of green-black murk pouring out from between his bloodied lips. The cloud grew thicker before billowing out towards the Marienburg docks. Nodding his approval, Otto stamped three times on the planks with his iron-shod foot. A moment later, Ghurk burst out from the hull of the Greenwolf in a spray of splintered spars and lumbered onto the creaking timbers of the dock. The mutant had grown even in their passage across the Sea of Claws, now easily the size of some of the fisherhouses that dotted the harbour.


  Calling down a warning, Otto vaulted over the gunwale of his ship and landed heavily between Ghurk’s mighty shoulders with his scythe raised above his head. His lumpen brother grunted his displeasure, but Otto ignored him, motioning up to Ethrac. The sorcerer drifted down as if carried by an ethereal hand to settle next to Otto on Ghurk’s back.


  Up ahead, Ethrac’s conjured cloud began to rain nameless black fluids onto the uniformed troops marching down Suidstrasse. At first, only a handful of southerners dropped to their knees, coughing up blood. A few moments later a scattering more had fallen, then a crowd. Those that had succumbed to the cloud’s vile contagions found clusters of boils bubbling across their skin, blistering their tongues and gumming their eyelids shut. The regiment’s champion shouted hoarsely in an attempt to restore order, but it was no use.


  His brothers holding on tight to the horns sprouting from his hackles, Ghurk hit the Marienburger line with the force of a rolling boulder. Half a dozen diseased soldiers were bowled out of his way in a moment, swept aside by great flabby limbs. The mutant’s tentacle-arm carved through shop fronts and ranks of soldiers alike, pulverising the helmeted veterans that were trying desperately to get past. One of the men sailed into the ranks of the mercenaries behind, and the newcomers recoiled in horror at the blood heaving from his lungs.


  Otto locked his leg around one of the horns protruding from Ghurk’s back and leaned out wide. He swung his scythe in an arc that took one man’s head and opened the throat of another. As his nocked blade ended lives left and right, Ethrac’s foul cloud moved onward, drizzling its brackish fluids across rooftops and cobbles as it went. The barking coughs of the infected were spreading fast across the battlefront, but the Glottkin had ears only for the word screamed by the mercenaries scattering before him. Plague, they called - a single word, and yet more effective a weapon than any number of catapults or cannons.


  As word spread of the disease the invaders had brought, the rearmost lines of the Marienburg defenders began to waver. Worse still, the grave- mould had been driven into a new frenzy of growth by Ethrac’s spell. It had started to grow not only on the clothes and scabbards of the city’s defenders, but also upon their flesh, covering their skin with a network of black veins and hairy growths.


  As if linked by some invisible accord, the companies that had come to reinforce the front lines lost the will to fight. No amount of gold was worth enduring the diseases of the north. First in twos and threes, then in a great flood, Marienburg’s warrior companies left the docklands and fled through the city gates in search of cleaner wars.


  Without their mercenary auxiliaries to support them, the Marienburger troops were as good as dead. A chorus of shouts echoed over the city as panic spread. Otto and Ethrac rode their brother through the streets, Marienburgers scattering before them. Scenes of disorder flowed into one another, making the dockside battleground seem like a madman’s nightmare. The scent of fire drifted in from the west, accompanied by the dull boom of far-off artillery. In the distance, the colours of an Imperial army crested the horizon above the Altdorf road. The Glottkin strode on, ready to fight a dozen of Karl Franz’s military hosts. Yet it was not the armies of the living that came to bar their path.


  The roar of battle and the crackle-snap of fire drifted across the rooftops to reach the peak of the Marienburg townhouse. Carried on rot- scented winds, the distant clashes of steel that reached up to Mundvard the Cruel were pierced by screams and bellows of raw panic.


  ‘Disorder,’ spat the vampire, his face as wrinkled as a dried prune. ‘How I hate the sound. We cannot permit it.’


  ‘As you say, dearest.’ A hideous yet well-postured lady stepped out of the shadows toward him. ‘Though is there not a certain appeal to the idea of saving the city? To the joy of seeing your hordes revealed, albeit to northern eyes instead of southern?’


  ‘No there is not!’ hissed Mundvard. ‘The time is not right for my grand coup, and you know it. It irks me greatly to summon my armies now, as it should you, Alicia. Do not torment me further. Even my patience has limits.’


  Time was of the essence.


  The scent of burning timber was growing stronger, and the strange black moss the Norscans had brought had even begun to grow in the shadowed recesses of the roofs. Mundvard beckoned his consort forward impatiently, and she held out the unremarkable safe box that kept their greatest treasure.


  She stepped back respectfully as Mundvard withdrew the grimoire known only as the Black Tome.


  ‘Once the deed is done, master, should I summon the White Ladies?’ said Alicia.


  ‘Or... perhaps... the Beast?’ ‘Both, my dove,’ replied Mundvard, gravely. ‘Summon them all. Though it galls me to say it, the time for subtlety is over. Now is the time for war.’
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  The Battle Of Marienburg
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  Though Mundvard’s displeasure was usually as deliberate and slow as poison, he had been roused to a cold anger by the mayhem that had suddenly enveloped his city. The dockyards seethed with violence as the northerner ships poured their savage cargo into the streets. Thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of Marienburgers had died in the last hour before the city’s armies abandoned it. Bitter fighting had consumed his realm from end to end. So numerous were the tribes spilling into the city that it had been lost in the space of a few hours. With the spectre of disease haunting the streets, it was folly to believe the living would protect it any longer.


  An unprecedented number of warships had penetrated the harbour’s defences. The lapping waters of the harbour were thick with corpses, and the coppery tang of gore hung heavy in the air. The scent of so much blood was electrifying for a vampire, even one as self-controlled as Mundvard. It had been several decades since he had given himself to the joys of unbridled violence - centuries, even. The vampire found his fangs lengthening in anticipation of red vengeance, his battle-form threatening to burst free as he strapped on his armour plate by plate.


  If the living would not hold back the tide of Chaos, then the dead would have to hold the line instead. After all, plague was of little concern to one already the wrong side of the grave.


  The vampire screwed shut his beetle-black eyes in frustration. It had been neither cunning wizard nor zealous witch hunter that had forced Mundvard’s hand, but the unsubtle brutes of the Chaos Wastes. He would have laughed at the irony, had it not been his own beloved plans that were paying the price. Even the elves of Aislinn’s armada had not attacked with such sudden aggression.


  Mundvard made his way up to the roof of his townhouse with his consort Alicia in tow. Perched high above the streets, the ancient vampire chanted the words of power he had long ago gleaned from Vlad von Carstein’s most precious tomes. With Alicia adding to the chant, their effect upon the ethereal winds was instant.


  Across the length and breadth of the cityport, paving stones shook and cracked, cellar doors banged open and concealed passageways dislodged the dust that hid them from sight. Legions of dead men pushed their way free from countless hiding places, a tide of corpses bursting out from hollow plaster walls, spilling from attics, and crawling from warehouses whose falsified inventories had hid them better than any vault.


  The press of dead flesh that lurched through the streets towards the invaders was a sickening sight, but the Norscans were too preoccupied with cutting down the last of the Marienburger stragglers to see it.


  Only when the Suidstrasse filled from end to end with moaning cadavers did the Glottkin realise that the road ahead was packed full of the undead.


  The Glottkin were surprised at the grisly tableau approaching them, but not altogether unappreciative.


  The shades of decay on display had a strange beauty to the worshippers of Nurgle, and the triplets were true connoisseurs. Some of the walking corpses looked much like men caked head to foot in plaster dust, some were desiccated and saggy of skin. Some on the left flank were the purple of preserved meat, and some on the right little more than skeletons shrugging off remnants of flesh. One and all, they were heading in the direction of the Norscan raiders.


  The roads on either side of Suidstrasse were also heaving with undead. Ethrac whispered his suspicions to his brother that a talented practitioner of the dark arts had much invested in the cityport of Marienburg, and sought to defend it.


  Yet with the sheer number of warriors they had at their behest, even a city full of unquiet dead would do little to slow the progress of the invasion.


  Bounding past the triplets came the Accursed, a host of once-mighty warriors whose mutations were so severe they had more in common with Ghurk than with Otto. The warlord halfheartedly gestured them forwards with his scythe, but Ethrac’s evil chuckle made it clear his brother’s pretence of command was fooling no-one. The Accursed were slaves to their own destructive instincts, and had long since stopped heeding the words of men.


  The mutant horde ripped into the press of dead flesh with a terrifying roar, laying about themselves with clawed pincers and horn-encrusted fists. On they went, advancing one step after another, scrabbling over corpses and shrugging off grasping hands as they shouldered and barged and bit through the ranks of the dead. They pushed on and on into the mass of bodies, pallid limbs flailing and clawing at them from every direction. A moment later, they had disappeared completely, lost in a maze of rotting flesh that saw them covered in noisome grave-fluids to a man.


  Howling out of the next street came the Red Reavers, each of their number covered almost entirely from head to toe in gore. Five different Marienburger banners were hoist aloft in their midst, bloodied trophies held high to catch the eye of the gods. They slammed into the flank of the skeletal warriors at the edge of the undead host, laying about themselves with blades, shields, and fists. Yet for every Reaver there were a dozen skeletons, and more clawed their way out from beneath the broken cobbles with every passing minute.


  The Glottkin were loath to see their new allies expended piecemeal. Otto kicked Ghurk hard in the back of the head, urging him forwards into the fray. At his side, Ethrac mumbled one of his strange chants, and a moment later a handful of the zombies that were stumbling towards them fell away like ash from a spent fire. It had little impact. The horde still thronged the street as far as the eye could see.


  The Red Reavers cut their way through the undead battle line in a whirlwind of violence, their axes shattering bone left and right until they found themselves fighting shoulder to shoulder with the Accursed. Limbs flew and stale blood splashed, a sight to please the most ardent of killers. Ghurk stormed in to join them, crushing Norscans and corpses alike with the violence of his charge. His pendulous limbs lashed left and right, acidic bile drooling from his jaws as his supernaturally distended gut prepared for the feast to come.


  Not to be outdone, Otto swung his scythe in broad arcs, taking heads from necks with the ease of a gardener cutting weeds. There were hundreds, perhaps thousands of the corpses pressing in upon their position, but the men of the north were born to fight, and the killing lust was in them. There would be no stopping them this day.


  A flicker in the skies made Ethrac cry out a warning, pointing a crooked finger at a swirling apparition that was drifting across the rooftops towards them. It looked for all the world like a southern queen’s palanquin, though it was borne through the skies by a small army of spirits. The stone steps and silken cushions of the strange conveyance held not one but three regal-looking females, pale as a winter dawn.


  Each of the women was a vision of beauty that would have been almost hypnotising to one who had not left his humanity behind long ago. Ethrac, however, had been gifted a measure of witch-sight by his Grandfather, and he saw them for what they truly were - dead things, held to a mockery of life only by dark magic.


  As the ethereal construction drifted across the rooftops, a bellowing champion of the Red Reavers flung himself bodily from the second story of a nearby bank house towards it.


  Just as it seemed he had misjudged his leap, his blood-slicked hand caught on the railings of the airborne palanquin. Rocking the carriage crazily, he pulled himself upright at the base of its stone steps. Shouting praises to Khorne, he raised his axe to strike.


  The tallest of the three pale women whispered something in a voice like wet silk sliding over a grave-slab, her kohl- rimmed eyes blazing. A moment later the Khornate champion sat down by the feet of the strange vampiresses, as docile as a whelp at the teat. The two lesser females pulled out lace kerchiefs and held them to their noses, their sweet white faces twisting in disgust as their queen slit the warrior’s throat open and pushed him into the street below with a shove of her petite foot.


  Heedless, Ghurk plunged on further into the swampy morass of limbs that clutched at him, Otto happily carving apart those corpses who climbed his brother’s rotting bulk. At his side, Ethrac fired down bolts of entropic energy wherever the dead milled thickest, reducing the resurrected to sticky pools of black sludge. Yet for all the progress they were making, the corpse-crowd that assailed them was quickly being reinforced by those recently-slain Marienburgers that dotted the cobblestones.


  Though the northerners invading the city had at first seemed like an unstoppable tide, every warrior that fell diminished the Glottkin’s armies a little more and bolstered those of their foes. There was no shortage of the dead; even those that had been cut apart were slowly stitched back together by the necromantic forces swilling through the streets. Some of the slain tribesmen were even standing straight back up to fall upon those they once called brothers with clawing fingers and biting mouths.


  It was an equation of life and death that the triplets could not allow to continue. On the Glottkin went, wading through the undead horde in search of whatever fell power was animating the endless numbers of dead bodies thronging the streets.


  Back at the dockside, in the shadow of the plague ships, the moaning spectres Mundvard had long ago bound to his service slashed their scythes through the blubbery hide of the gutterlings the Norscan advance had left behind. The lumbering things lashed out left and right, desperate to end the cruel punishment the wraiths were meting out upon them. Their thickly-muscled limbs passed right through the mist-thin forms without causing the slightest harm. Low and pitiful moans rose up from the Ghurk- spawn as they were cut apart one by one, their filthy blood spilling over the quay into the sea.


  From the decks of each ship, more warbands of Norscan warriors clambered over the gunwales to join the fight. The sun’s rays were blotted out for a moment, and a vast, bat-like skeleton flapped down to perch on the prow of the Greenwolf. It stooped down to the wharf and opened its bony jaws unnaturally wide. The strange power of the beast’s scream washed over the docks, shattering every window in a mile radius and tearing apart the minds of those close by. Spawn and northern tribesman alike flopped to the cobbles, spasming like a trawler’s catch before falling deathly still.


  The sound of the terrorgheist’s shriek was the signal the Glottkin needed. Otto and Ethrac shared a meaningful look as they both reached the same conclusion - this was no normal creature, but an undead monstrosity with potency enough to change the flow of the battle. There would be no reinforcements from the plague ships until the thing haunting the docks was slain, and if the Glottkin were cut off from their fellows, the vanguard of their invasion would lose momentum fast. None of the brothers, not even Ghurk, wanted to grind their best hope of victory into an early grave.


  However, the deafening shriek signified a chance for a quick victory. Where such a powerful thrall-beast attacked, its creator would not be far behind, and the Glottkin were well aware that the undead attacking them were being guided by an unseen master. It was a logic that all northern warlords were familiar with - cut off the head of an enemy force, and the body will die.


  At a whispered suggestion from Ethrac, Ghurk bellied his way out of a crowd of moaning, stabbing dead and stomped through the corpse-strewn streets towards the wastelands that led to the docks. In their wake came a dozen tribes still hungry for a fight.


  As the Glottkin closed on the grey wasteland near the harbour, they were confronted by a wide wall of undead flesh and mouldering bone. Above it flew clouds of black bats that blotted out the sun, the giant skeletal form of the terrorgheist amongst them. At the flank were the glowing forms of spirits cheated of their rest, and there in the centre of the battleline was the crimson-armoured form of a vampire.


  The Norscan tribes needed no further enticement than the sight of the foe, they charged forward, voices raised to the glory of the Lord of Decay. Almost immediately, they were met by a storm of bats that buffeted and bled them but could not stop their charge. Bony fingers thrust up from the packed earth of the wasteland, buried criminals awoken from their deathly slumbers to serve Mundvard once more in undeath. The Norscans stamped and crushed and hacked. Their ferocity held back exhaustion for a time, but slowly - and fatally - they were beginning to fail.


  Into the fray stormed the Glottkin, the barrelling force of Ghurk’s charge smashing the summoned skeletons to scatterings of bone. The vampire sent his captive cairn wraiths arcing in from the flank to intercept them, but Ethrac had seen this eventuality coming, and worked a spell of unbound life that broke the curse of the grave. Within their ragged cloaks, the bodies of the screaming wraiths became steadily more corporeal until the grave raiments fell away, leaving only frail-bodied wizards blinking in their place. A warband of Norscans charged, and before the astonished mages could enjoy the second lease of life bestowed upon them, they were hacked into mere chunks of flesh.


  Suddenly Mundvard was there, hacking and slashing at Ghurk’s gut. Otto swung his scythe low, but the vampire was serpent-fast, and driven by a cold rage. His blade bit deep - too deep, because the bile that gushed out of Ghurk’s guts blinded Mundvard for a critical moment. Otto punched his scythe’s tip through the vampire’s neck, holding him fast long enough for Ghurk to pick him up in his great tentacle. With a roar, the mutant goliath hurled the vampire far out to sea. Bereft of his guidance, the army of the dead crumbled to the cobbles.


  Even as the Glottkin rallied their men once more, brave clarions sounded out on the edge of the city - Empire reinforcements come to fight back. Otto hefted his scythe, his brother tending to Ghurk’s wounds as they prepared for another gruelling battle. They would fight through a dozen armies if it came to it, for the legend of the Glottkin was just beginning.
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  Aldred van Carroburg rode at the head of the Reikland Irregulars to the outskirts of Marienburg. The sooty tang of fire was borne upon the wind howling up from the coast. Fire, and something worse.


  Though he made a great pretence of rage at the ignominious fate that had been thrust upon him, van Carroburg’s anger was little more than a shield against the fear that the Reiksmarshal had sent him to his death. In total his army numbered just over two hundred men, and though it was resplendent in the colours of Altdorf and the Reikland, it was a pitiful force next to an enemy invasion that had sacked one of the Old World’s richest cities in a day.


  All around the frowning general, the grim-faced warriors of the Reikland Irregulars marched on, keeping pace with the drummer’s beat. They closed upon the marshy wilderness that ringed the cityport, casting about for any signs of the enemy. Just as the message had said, the cityport had been invaded by an army of daunting size. The scent of blood was still fresh in the air, though the ruined city looked like it had fallen years ago.


  Carrion birds wheeled in the air, avoiding the pillars of smoke that reached up towards the dimming skies. Every now and then the wind carried the stench of death and the tang of decay, causing murmurs of concern to ripple through the ranks. The message from the Reikland Watches had said the invaders brought disease, a word that struck unease into the stoutest warrior heart. Every one of the Reikland Irregulars had a kerchief soaked in vinegar ready to tie across his face at the slightest hint of plague.


  The Irregulars passed one sign of devastation after another as they made their way along the city's outskirts. There was the Great Temple of Manann, its stained glass windows shattered and its famous scaled dome smashed through. There was the road to Rijker’s Isle, its fortress gates wide open and prisoners presumably long gone. Statues and gargoyles lay smashed in the streets, corpses too torn to recognise strewn in their midst. Veiny patches of black moss sprawled across the cobbles and crawled up stone walls, their texture spongy and unpleasant underfoot.


  The city seemed to have been afflicted by a hundred years of entropy in the space of a single day.


  The relief army marched onward around the city’s border, seeking a section of the city that was worth fighting for. Barking an order, van Carroburg brought his men up short and listened hard. There it was - a low chanting, coming from the docks to the west. At the captain’s command, the drummer of the Golden Pinions gave the beat to form up. The Irregulars fanned out into a broad front that crossed the wasteland with blades drawn and eyes peeled.


  A horde of roaring northerners spilled around the ramshackle buildings at the end of the Suidstrasse. Upon seeing the Altdorfer troops, they spread out into a loose battle line, beating their axes and mauls upon their shields. Lumbering behind came a living mound of rotting flesh, two hideous Norscans clutching the horns that soared from its shoulders as it crunched towards them.


  Van Carroburg shouted the order to hold, the tiredness that dragged down his limbs a fading memory.


  His men roared in response, locking their halberds and spears against their lacquered heraldic shields before surging forward in a tight wall of metal. They struck the charging horde of northerners in perfect unison, spitting and beheading unarmoured bodies even as the axes of the Norscans slammed through collarbones and raised shields alike.


  A bloated champion clad head to toe in rusting metal elbowed his way through the press, gurgling an unintelligible challenge. Van Carroburg’s heirloom greatsword glimmered with silver light as he wheeled and lunged forward with a perfectly executed Schwarzhelm Thrust. The blow punched through the champion’s faceplate, but the Norscan kept on coming, his muscular body careening into van Carroburg's aide Hensa and bearing him to the ground as blood squirted out from the deep gash in his horned helm.


  On the far right of the battle, the young nobles covering van Carroburg’s flank opened fire, their pistols hammering silvered shot into the flailing mutants that staggered towards them. They gave a good account of themselves, blasting the outstretched arms and moaning heads from the gods-forsaken horrors that were chasing them before turning their horses and fleeing for cover.


  Unfortunately for them, their nimble evasion tactics drew the eye of the robed Norscan atop the giant mutant. The stooping figure muttered unintelligibly, and a moment later the pistoliers found their horses sicken, turn brittle, and then collapse in a pile of snapping bones. The mutant Norscans were on them a moment later, claws snapping and mouths biting at the throats of the fallen.


  As the cavalry that guarded their flanks sought in vain to stay at arm’s reach, the infantry at the heart of the Irregulars line fought to hold against the massed horde crashing into them. Survival was the only thing on the Irregulars’ minds, survival and the dogged standing of ground. Their only hope was to stand fast, to weather the storm and hope the invaders would smash against them like waves against a cliff. With each of their regiments fighting in concert and the Carroburg Greatswords anchoring their line with their rivals the Pale Blades, they still had hope that the ramshackle attack of the Norscans could be blunted, and perhaps broken.


  Towards the right flank, the Golden Pinions had taken heart at the determination and skill with which the greatswords were cutting down their foes, and the light of Sigmar burned in every man’s eye. This was true war, not some border cull, and some part of the Empire soldiery that fought that day had always longed for it.


  At their captain’s shouted command, the wall of uniformed soldiers that formed the centre of his battle line braced and surged forwards, pushing their muscles to the limit as they fought against the howling Norscan raiders that sought to break their ranks. Van Carroburg gritted his teeth and drove his warhorse forward into the press, cutting down the tallest and most heavily-muscled targets with his ancestral sword. Flails and hammers glanced off his armoured legs and hips, maiming the flanks of his horse and causing it to stumble. Grimacing in agony, he fought on, his face spattered with the hot blood of the Norscans and the crimson smears of his own wounds. They were not beaten yet - far from it, in fact. Slowly, incredibly, the halberdiers and greatswords forced the Norscans back. The precision weapon drills of the Empire had prepared them for just such contests, and skill and solid footholds counted for just as much as brute strength.


  The Irregulars pushed and pushed, driving the Norscan hordes back step by painstaking step. Those tribesmen pressing in behind only hindered their colleagues, preventing them from setting their feet in their haste to push to the front line. Van Carroburg roared in battlelust as he tasted victory on the air, driving the point of his sword into the face of a mutated thug trying to pull him from his horse.


  However, a terrible twist of fate was to steal the victory from the Empire at the last. In pushing the Norscans back, they had driven further towards the docks, and in doing so, they found themselves slipping on cobblestones slick with blood and soggy patches of grave-moss, and cluttered with hacked-open cadavers.


  First one, then a handful, then a score of state troops slid and slipped as the sodden remains of the dead city brought them low. It was the opening the Norscans needed. With a hungry bellow that shook the Irregulars to their core, the tribesmen raised their weapons high and renewed their frenzied attack.


  Whilst the battle lines held, the discipline and training of the Empire’s troops was a potent weapon that allowed them to even the odds against the brute strength of their foes. In the chaos of a roiling melee, it was next to useless. The savagery and bloodlust of the Norscan tribes boiled over as the battle on the outskirts of the city turned into a slaughter. Spilt intestines and disembodied limbs tangled the legs of those still standing upright, preventing escape.


  Slamming down into the roiling brawl came the boulder-like bulk of the giant mutant, its tentacle-arm lashing back and forth to pulverise Norscans and Altdorfers alike. The blank- helmed warlord atop it laughed as he cut heads from necks with the blade of his scythe, occasionally spraying gouts of intestinal fluid into the enemy ranks from the coiling loops that hung from his gut. This was the kind of war the Norscan savages loved most of all - dirty, anarchic, and foul.


  Though the Bordermen fought a valiant fighting retreat as their comrades were swallowed up by the Norscan tide, they were the only Irregulars to survive the battle in the Marienburg wastes that day. The rest of the army was cut to pieces.


  The Carroburg Greatswords were the last to die, fighting to the last against waves of hacking axes and stabbing, rusted swords. The cityport had fallen, and the Empire had its first taste of the entropy and woe that to consume it in the coming months.


  Glowing with the satisfaction of a job done well, the Glottkin surveyed the aftermath of the carnage that had consumed Marienburg. Otto rested his scythe against the moss-covered wall of the Oestdock Temple, picking a growth of black fronds from the folds of his stomach. The moss- plague was so rapid and invasive it had broken down the city’s walls and even infected its citizens, breaking the cityport’s defences with the bow wave of panic it had spread. The Glottkin owed much of their success to it. Otto tore a long strip of the stuff from a nearby wall and held it across his chin like a Sigmarite zealot’s beard, leering over at Ethrac. His brother just shook his head and continued gathering corpse-trophies to use for his spells.


  For all its glamour and bright colours, the southern cityport had fallen in the space of a single day. The sheer numbers and unstinting force of the fleet-borne invasion had smashed Marienburg’s defences wide open, and once their lines had been broken, the southern fops had proven no match for the might of Norsca. Admittedly the unexpected appearance of several thousand undead had stalled their advance badly, and there had been times when the Glottkin had thought their invasion was doomed. The last thing they had expected was for the dead to come to the aid of the living.


  Yet Marienburg had fallen, and fallen hard. Grandfather Nurgle was as capricious with his blessings as he was generous. The living had put the undead back into the cold embrace of the grave, where they belonged.


  Both northerners and southerners now lay alongside them, their fates entwined in an orgy of violence that had left the streets carpeted with fresh corpses. Yet it was all part of Nurgle’s plan. All around the Glottkin the city burgeoned with new life, fat flies buzzing happily as they laid their eggs left and right. Such was the mysterious glory of the Great Cycle - it could be interrupted, even reversed for a time, but never stopped.


  Ghurk grunted like a happy pig as he scoffed down yet another corpse. There were at least twelve unfortunates roiling in his gut by now, by Ethrac’s count. Those that had met his stinking insides whilst still alive would be reborn as gutterlings, as desperate to kill as to end their own tortured existences. This gruesome quirk in Ghurk’s metabolism highlighted how far he had fallen from the ranks of humanity, but whilst he grew heavier under Nurgle’s touch, the triplets could not be far from the Plague Lord’s favour.


  All across the wharfs behind the triplets, the Norscan tribesmen were hard at work. Their violent urges sated for a time, they were stealing the best weapons and armour they could find from the fallen. No few of them picked up the weapons of dead southerners, biting down to test the worth of Altdorf steel and swinging Carroburg zweihanders in great experimental arcs. Here and there brawls broke out, but other than the odd squabble, the thousands-strong horde was content to listen to the next stage of the Glottkin’s plan.


  As the sun set over Marienburg’s burning eaves, the triplets outlined the sacred crusade that underlay their conquest. Not only did they intend to kill the worthless weaklings of the south and put their cities to the torch, but also to breed new life in their wake, spreading all manner of things wild and foul across the lands. The suffocating order of Karl Franz’s realm had been existed for too long. Now was the time of life unbound, and of glorious disorder made flesh.


  The Norscan hordes bellowed their approval, shaking their weapons in the air. With the power of plague on their side, the Empire would be ripe for conquest within weeks. Even Ethrac had no idea what strange gifts lay inside each of the plague urns carried by their fellow warlords. Still, with Nurgle’s fond and fatherly gaze upon them, how could they fail?


  In the realm of dreams, a wild-haired god strode through an unimaginably vast forest. He was so tall that his antlered crown plucked at the clouds, so mighty that the canopy of ancient oaks below parted around his calves like the waters of a verdant sea. He was stronger than his young warrior ally Sigmar; deadlier than Morr, gloomy guardian of the afterlife; more ancient than white-haired Ulric, god of wolves and winter. He was Taal, Lord of Nature, and he was on the hunt.


  Upon the horizon was a storm that was infecting the amber of the spring sunset with the sickly pallor of a toad’s gut. Wherever it lashed the forest, trees sickened and twisted into strange, waving tendrils.


  Taal cared little for the fate of men, but nothing drew his ire more than the corruption of his rustic paradise. The nature god broke into a run, lakes born in his footprints. As he neared the storm on the horizon, Taal spied an obscenely fat figure at the storm’s heart.


  ‘Get thee hence from my skies!’ roared the nature god, lightning crackling around his stag-skull helm. ‘I banish thee, impostor, from my realm!’


  ‘The true impostor is you,’ came the distant reply, a susurration like the buzzing of a billion flies.


  Taal felt his skin itch, and looked down, eyes wide. Discoloured spots were spreading across his skin, black moss sprouting in patches from his limbs.


  ‘No! Cease this at once!’ shouted Taal, gouging furrows in his flesh in an attempt to rid himself of the disease.


  The only reply was a low, booming laugh, sounding for all the world like the thunder of storms yet to come.
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  The Journey South
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  Gutrot Spume looked up at the soaring cliffs of the Nordland coast from the prow of the Rotten Beast. To either side of the mighty galleon, Spume’s plague ships lowered stout timber ramps that splashed into the seawater. Each ship was large enough to rival Marienburg’s finest, and down each ramp came Chaos knights, gorebeasts, dragon ogres, chariots and warshrines borne by the mutants of the far north.


  Spume’s featureless helm dipped once in approval at the sight. The nest of pseudopods that comprised his left flank rubbed against each other in anticipation as his headsman, Eogric the Vile, stomped up to his master’s wide to watch their armies debark onto the beach.


  ‘No southlings,’ intoned the executioner sombrely.


  ‘Hmm. A stark contrast,’ replied Spume. ‘Last time I brought war to this coast, their Emperor attended the battle in person to turn us back.’


  ‘How?’ asked Eogric bluntly. ‘With the aid of the Kislevite snow witch,’ replied Spume.


  ‘Karl Franz fled to hide behind her skirts, begging her to freeze the sea around my hordes. What manner of man lets his woman do a warrior’s work?’


  ‘A coward,’ said Eogric.


  ‘A lucky coward. This time... this time will be different.’


  There was a groan of timbers as a massive tentacle reached out from the Rotten Beast’s hull and curled its tip around Spume’s waist. The kraken-limb carried the warlord to the horde below, setting him upon the palanquin his mutants carried.


  ‘This time,’ called the Lord of Tentacles over his shoulder, I shall kill the fool myself.’


  Spume raised his pitted axe high. To the blares of a hundred war horns, the great procession rode out.
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  Whilst the Glottkin were sacking Marienburg, Gutrot Spume’s fleet made landfall upon the shores of Nordland, just as they had years before. This time, the elven ships they had expected to harass them were conspicuously absent, and no Imperial armies waited upon the beach to bar their path. Warning beacons flickered unheeded on the cliffs as Spume’s armies poured out.


  The Blade Brethren, a tribe that counted itself amongst the more adventurous warbands of Spume’s grand muster, were eager to show their knowledge of the Nordland terrain. Every summer they were amongst the tribes that raided the villages along the coast, pillaging as much as they could before Karl Franz’s armies drove them back to their wolf ships. Acting as the speartip of the sprawling column that wended its way along the cliffs, the Blade Brethren followed the coastal road west until it veered south through the wastelands towards the Laurelorn Forest. Strange bleating calls and dancing fires flickered in the forest’s depths, but few of Spume’s warbands were fool enough to investigate them, those that did were never seen again.


  Before a day of travel had passed, the spined grass of the cliffs gave way to shrubs, and then to wasted forest. A sea of trees covered the horizon from end to end, nameless things winging through the air above its canopy. The coastal road wound towards it, and then turned south to follow its eaves.


  The rough path following the forest’s edge led along Nordland's border all the way to Marienburg. Spume had no intention of reaching the cityport, for like as not the Glottkin would have sacked it by the time he arrived. Instead the invading host would follow the forest’s edge for two day’s travel, whereupon they would penetrate the dark woods of Middenland and fight their way on a south-easterly heading towards Altdorf.


  The plan that the Glottkin had outlined was for each of their fellow warlords to lead their disparate armies to the Empire’s capital by Geheimnisnacht. Yet Spume had ambitions of his own, and planned to reach the city earlier than his peers, sacking it and claiming the glory of the conquest for himself.


  By leaving the Empire’s roads and plunging south into thick forest. Spume risked the strange reaches of a land so overgrown that even the sun’s rays shunned its depths. Such was his confidence in his own ability and that of his armoured elite that he believed he could fight his way through whatever he encountered in the forest and descend upon Altdorf’s north gate long before the Glottkin had lumbered their way to the capital.


  Unfortunately Spume’s plan had a fatal flaw, for the deep woods of the Empire were not to be trespassed lightly. The armies of the north, more used to open tundra and pack ice, had little idea of just how dense and malevolent the terrain would become.


  The paths that led along the edge of the Laurelorn Forest were wide enough, and at first armoured knights and even heavy chariots made their way along them without incident. Here and there, an Empire patrol or roadwarden would spy the advancing warhost and send messengers riding off to warn their masters. All bar one of these parties were spied in their turn by the sharp-eyed outriders of the mounted host. The nomad tribes of the north were natural horsemen, each mounted upon the hardiest of steeds, and after brief, blood-pounding chases the tribesmen inevitably ran the fleeing southerners down. Each time the riders returned with the severed heads of the messengers they had killed, their gruesome banners stained afresh.


  Yet there was one man patrolling the Laurelorn Forest who escaped the notice of the invading tribes - Markus Wulfhart, renowned hero of Middenland. The veteran scout darted through the beast-trails of the forest, skilled enough in the ways of stealth to remain unseen, until he reached the Elsterweld Crossroads. There he rode hard to the sprawling forest camp of Boris Todbringer, where he delivered the message that a vast army of Chaos worshippers was on the march.


  To his astonishment, Graf Todbringer told him that he already knew. Ambassadors from Ulthuan had visited the Elector Count the previous night, though he had sent them away soon enough. The Graf maintained that he could not ride out from the heart of the forest to the Great North Road, not when he was so close to finding and killing his nemesis, Khazrak One-Eye, and hence ending the threat of the beastman tribes once and for all. Todbringer insisted that invaders from Norsca were not unusual at this time of year, and that the coast had weathered far worse.


  Wulfhart took pains to describe the sheer scale of the armoured columns he had seen riding south, but Todbringer’s mind was set. Something glinted in the Graf’s only eye, something unhealthy and dangerous that threatened to burst into violence at any moment. Wulfhart decided not to press the matter, and instead made speed to Altdorf, hoping his warnings would be taken more seriously by the Imperial court.


  By the time the Huntsmarshal’s message made it to the Imperial Palace, three of the Empire’s surviving Elector Counts were demanding audience with the Reiksmarshal, Kurt Helborg. The borders of the Empire were in turmoil, and Karl Franz’s armies spread thin. Though several of the Electors had pledged their swords to defend the realm directly, the more politically-minded of their number squabbled in the sumptuous rooms of Karl Franz’s palace.


  Electors Gausser, Haupt-Anderssen and von Liebwitz were all shouting at once, their voices ringing loudly around the perfect acoustics of the Grand Atrium. The servants and aides of the three Counts had long since retreated, leaving their masters and mistress to their war of words. Only Kurt Helborg, the strong right arm of Karl Franz’s rule for longer than he cared to remember, had stuck around long enough to hear their debates.


  Helborg had come to hate the trappings of Imperial rule over the last few months. Since the disappearance of Karl Franz at the northern border and the loss of Volkmar to the Stirland night, precious few men were left with seniority enough to quell the forceful personalities of the Elector Counts. Every day the flamboyantly dressed politicians were reduced to shouting and prodding each other in the chest, each thinking themselves the ideal candidate for the position of steward in Karl Franz’s absence. Yet such talk was worse than useless in times of war. The Empire needed warriors and healers far more than politicians.


  Over the last few days, more and more omens of disaster had been brought to the Imperial Court. A smattering of new diseases had begun to haunt Altdorf’s streets, each outbreak small but virulent. Incidents of blood-cough and lungblight had risen sharply, and every plant in every bed and window box was now fly-infested and foul. The populace was becoming stricken with paranoia, and many of its districts had been quarantined, leading to several incidents of civil unrest that Helborg himself had been forced to put down.


  Rumours persisted that Marienburg had fallen, and that the western Reik was choked with strange islands of grave- moss, a thick and hardy vegetation that had polluted the great river as far as the walls of Carroburg. The news from the east was just as bad. A patrol from Bechafen had galloped all the way across the Empire to deliver reports of the restless dead massing in every lonely copse and ruin, rising in great number however hard they were beaten back as the energies of undeath saturated the lands. To make matters worse, a giant plague ship had been sighted in the Gulf of Kislev, making its way towards the coast.


  Helborg had fought the powers of darkness for too long to dismiss these reports as the fancies of common folk. The Empire was being assailed from end to end, not merely by a conventional army but by a supernatural one. Drastic measures would soon be required if he hoped to maintain order.


  According to the impassioned speech that Markus Wulfhart had delivered to the entire Imperial court, Altdorf's problems were only just beginning. The armies of Chaos were on the march through the Reikland and Nordland alike, and judging by their path, they sought to converge upon the city within the year.


  The Huntsmarshal’s tidings were not the only warnings to reach Helborg’s stewardship. A scroll lay ripped to pieces in the Reiksmarshal’s quarters, the initials V V C curling at its end. It had borne not only a warning, but an unthinkable proposition.


  Perhaps, if Kurt Helborg had realised the insidious nature of the chaotic forces that were corrupting his city from the inside out, he would have paid the message more heed.
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  The vaulted cellar under the abandoned hospice was warm and quiet, just how Doctor Festus liked it.


  The dark apothecary sang in a resonant bass that would have done Detlef Sierck proud as he bumbled over to a glass-strewn bench. Carefully decanting an alembic of pus primaris into a bowl of simmering crow’s blood, he turned his head away and took a deep breath that should be sufficient for the next verse. The tune was a nurgling’s ditty he had picked up during his time in his master’s Great Garden. He hadn’t been able to get it out of his head ever since. Not that he minded - he’d even added a few verses of his own these last few days.


  ‘Rumpety-tum, tiddle-eye-po, boil the blood and in you go...’


  Festus happily sniffed at the vile stench that emanated from the seven-gauge copper saucer. Close to perfect, but still a ways to go yet before the Sixth Ingredient was complete. Still, now he was back in civilised lands he was confident of success.


  It had been next to impossible to do any proper research in the icy wastes of the far north, with all that wind, sleet and hail buzzing about. As much as Festus loved the dizzying variety of test subjects up in the north, more than one concoction had frozen solid before he could force-feed it to some lucky recipient.


  His leeches had moaned on and on about the constant cold, and he risked his equipment shattering or cracking every time he tested his poisons in battle. In the end he had packed up his tools and headed south to Altdorf, a city so busy that even one as foul as he could escape detection. To his great pleasure, he found his reserve hospice pretty much as he left it. He had set up his laboratory in the cellar that same night.


  The doctor’s time amongst the brutish northerners had been very informative, and he’d obtained some vital materials, but ultimately his little holiday had only diverted him from the Great Work. One could not bring boundless life to the world whilst walking in the shadow of death. To foster true abundance meant forsaking the world of the killer for a time, and for a man of learning such as Festus, that was just fine. Scooping up the top half of a corpse and holding its arm outstretched, the Leechlord danced clumsily across his laboratory.


  ‘Fiddle-de-deem, wriggle and scream, nibble the fingers and taint the cream...’


  Propping his dancing partner against a dunking- stool, the doctor twisted the keg-tap inserted into the neck of one of the corpses that hung upside down from the cellar’s arches. A lumpy grey liquid oozed from the corpse’s open mouth, and Festus filled a generous glass vial to the brim before wiping away the overspill with a fat finger. He couldn’t resist tasting it afterwards, looking around guiltily to see if any of his corpses were watching. Naughty but nice, and anyway, who could begrudge him? He’d always wondered if his fellow apothecaries would yield the best ingredients on the inside as well as the out. Sure enough, they tasted splendid. His mind wandered to a different tune.


  ‘Distribute the poxes, in the window boxes, tumpty- dum, tickle the turn...’


  There was a series of bubbling pops from the cauldron in the centre of the cellar’s seven benches. The noise startled Festus into silence. He’d not yet lit the fire pit today, he was sure of it.


  The doctor heard a low and sibilant hiss. Every corpse in the room turned to him, mouthing his name. The room filled with an indescribably powerful stench he had smelt before, back when he had still been human.


  ‘Ah,’ said the doctor, slowly and carefully placing his glassware on the counter. Cold sweat began to appear on his flaccid jowls.


  His fear dissipated somewhat when a tiny antlered head poked its way out of the cauldron, its rot-drizzling grin reminding Festus of an old friend of his.


  ‘Wellspring!’ it squeaked.


  ‘And wellspring to you too, little one,’ said Festus cautiously. He looked around, but the corpses had turned back to normal. The ugly little daemon squinted at him for a moment, bit its ragged lip, and the cauldron bubbled ‘Eye bring newts!’ it cried, raising its tiny, misshapen arms in celebration.


  ‘Then tell of it,’ replied the Doctor, ‘By your antlers, I’d say you have a message from Ku’gath, correct?’


  ‘Corrept! He say, doctor doctor, burn-me-quick!’


  ‘Burn you, little one?’ said Festus, his brow furrowed. ‘Why in Nurgle’s name would I want to do that?’ ‘Driplips come, lordling-gourd! Driplips marching fast!’ the daemon said earnestly. Another two antlered daemon mites rose from the bubbling cauldron on either side of it and nodded like serious children.


  ‘Driplips... do you mean the triplets? The Glotts of Norsca?’ The antlered nurgling nodded vigorously in response. ‘The Glottkin are nearing Altdorf already,’ pondered Festus. ‘I rather doubt that...’


  ‘Two Altdorf! Stew Altdorf!’ they sang, ‘Shroudlings make a New Altdorf!’


  ‘Hmm. Interesting. And are you three... shroudlings, then? Is that why Ku’gath wants me to burn you?’


  The first nurgling squinted its eyes and nodded happily. Evil-smelling bubbles burst up around it, leaving grey puffs in the air. ‘Smog!’ it declared.


  ‘I think I see,’ said Festus. ‘By burning you, little one, we can make the city more to our liking. Is that right?’ ‘Two Altdorf! New Altdorf!’ the nurglings shrilled, paddling around the cauldron and splashing each other.


  ‘Yes, yes,’ said Festus. ‘Well, the closer we get this gloomy old city to the glory of the master’s garden, the happier we’ll all be.’ The doctor glooped a gallon of gunk out of the cauldron with a large glass bowl, plopping out several nurglings in the process. ‘Right my selfless little friends. Time for you to go in the fire...’


  As Altdorf’s luminaries vied for power amongst themselves, Gutrot Spume’s tireless armies were busily cutting their way through the thick undergrowth of the Drakwald forest.


  In order to make better speed, the entire procession had broken formation and dismounted, the dragon ogres in its midst hacking a path for Gutrot Spume’s palanquin. Soon enough the Lord of Tentacles too was reduced to travelling on foot, for the forest was alive with curling vegetation, its tendrils snaring the legs of man and monster alike.


  Before long Gutrot Spume’s horde, which had made such good time along the forest eaves, had slowed to a crawl. The Empire’s forests were proving a far more effective barrier than any mortal army. Days drifted into nights and back into days, the occasional bellows and roars from the deep woods ahead hinting at a dark fate awaiting the trespassing tribes.


  As the northern warbands became ever more disoriented and dispersed, the Drakwald Forest slowly swallowed the invaders up. Those that Spume sent to scout ahead were never seen again, claimed by nameless monsters or skulking herds of beastmen that lured them to a gory death. The knotted canopies of giant oaks obscured the stars, cutting Mannslieb to intermittent slivers and reducing Morrslieb to a dim glow. In the middle distance, strange fires burned and creatures howled at the Chaos moon.


  As Spume’s armies pushed further and further into the dense mass of the Drakwald, the warriors at its vanguard cut down a curtain of dangling moss to reveal a cave network hidden in the foothills of a forest peak.


  Without warning something monstrous burst out from the largest of the caves, blood drizzling from its bearded maw. Part toad, part insect, part dragon, the thing was so vile that even Spume’s elite warriors stumbled backwards at the sight. A clawed tongue shot through the air where the largest of their number had stood a heartbeat before stumbling away, the sticky appendage retracting with a snap. The drooling monster gave a guttural roar that attacked the mind from within. Several of the armoured warriors cried out, smashing axes and mauls into their own helmets in an attempt to escape the raw hideousness assaulting their senses.


  At the sound of the creature’s roar, scores of beastmen revealed themselves from the tumbled rocks above the beast’s lair. Many of the smallest creatures had arrows nocked to bows, whilst the largest stared imperiously down, two-handed axes hefted in their gnarled hands. More of the feral things emerged from the woods around Spume's vanguard.


  Several of the beasts cried out as one as the Lord of Tentacles made his way through the ranks towards the commotion. Some of the more hideous creatures raised their hairy arms high, chanting in a bastardised form of the Dark Tongue.


  One of the beasts’ number, a shaman with a trinket-hung bray staff, pointed toward Spume and gabbled excitedly in a series of gulping barks. The shaman brought his gnarled hands together in front of his barrel chest and made a shaken double fist, a gesture of unity that transcended barriers of language or geography.


  As if reading the sign’s intent, the repugnant beast that had burst out of the caves to threaten the vanguard withdrew once more, multi-coloured mist snorting from its crusted nostrils as it slunk back into its cave. Spume gestured for his armoured bodyguard to form up, approaching the shaman in the beastmen’s midst. It was plain that the creature wanted to talk rather than fight, and the Lord of Tentacles was inclined to let it. Some allies who were familiar with the Drakwald's reaches could be very useful indeed.


  Gutrot Spume strode through the root-strewn mulch of the Drakwald, his armoured escort close behind him. Beastmen filled the forest in all directions, their beady eyes glittering like a swarm of fireflies trapped in shadowed amber. In their midst was the shamanic beast that had hailed him in its mangled version of the Dark Tongue. The creature’s slitted eyes glowed as Spume approached.


  ‘A strange welcome,’ said Spume, his tentacles writhing slowly at his side. All around him, the bipedal beasts of the brayherd rustled and murmured, axes hefted and legs braced.


  The beast-shaman replied in a series of guttural barks.


  ‘As you say,’ replied Spume. ‘But my companions are not so quick of wit. Are you able to speak the words of man?’


  The shaman took a filthy vial of pink liquid from his robes. With exceptional care, he dispensed a single drop of it onto his rough tongue before flexing his mouth in a manner that reminded Spume of an ox chewing cud.


  ‘When Harbinger need to,’ the shaman replied grudgingly, leaning upon his staff.


  ‘Excellent,’ replied Spume, inclining his head. ‘Let us talk of the downfall of the Empire.’


  ‘You, you are Tentacled One. Champion of Urfather, fire-told by Crowfather this last moon.’


  ‘It is true. I am the true chosen of Nurgle,’ replied Spume. ‘I do my lord’s bidding by bringing his bounty to the south, and you shall help me. Harbinger, or let me pass.’


  ‘Then Crowfather told true,’ said the shaman in awed tones, kneeling in the leafy mulch.


  Behind his helm, Spume’s milk-white eyes widened as a thousand beastmen raised their blades high in salute.


  The beastman tribes that had joined them led Spume’s armies through the woods, picking out paths that the northerners would never have spotted on their own. As the hours wound on, the giant oaks of the forest became even more crooked and strange.


  Dark greens and browns gave way to greys and whites as the trees became choked with spider webs. The forest around them had grown silent. Many of those making their way through the undergrowth wondered why until they saw beaks and talons poking out of the knots of spider silk. Here and there were larger bundles big enough to hold a human corpse.


  The trespassing tribesmen did not quail at the sight; if anything, it reinvigorated them. A good fight against a common enemy would unite the tribes of man and beast, and it was high time they gave the gods something to occupy their attention.


  Suddenly there was a chorus of ululating shrieks. The mass of cobwebs all around them thrummed with activity. From every shadow crawled a grotesque spider, a forest goblin mounted upon its back. Each greenskinned rider was pierced through with bones and feathered quills. At the heart of the swarm was a lanky goblin chieftain wearing a feather-fringed mask. The goblin’s eyes glowed green in the gloom as the gigantic grey spider it used as a steed picked its way across the webs above.


  Glimpsing open ground through the trees ahead, Gutrot Spume plunged headlong through the forest, calling for his men to follow. In the claustrophobic confines of the woodlands his cavalry would be robbed of their advantage, but if they could make it to the clearing, the tables would be turned. Armoured Norscans crashed through the undergrowth after their lord, arrows bouncing from their armour. Shoulder to shoulder they barrelled through the trees, unaware that worse creatures than goblins were closing in.  
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  War In The Drakwald
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  Gutrot Spume led the vanguard of his army crashing through the forest and out into the massive clearing ahead. To the left, his headsman Eogric led the lumbering mutants that still carried Spume’s warshrine on a parallel course. The looming slave-creatures used the palanquin’s stony bulk to smash through twisted branches and thick ropes of spider silk that were blocking their path, warherds of bleating beastmen running and leaping past them as they forced their way forward. Nearby, dragon ogres and Minotaur herds brought their massive axes swinging down again and again, hacking through vegetation, goblin and spider alike as they bullied their way through the ambush closing around them.


  Both the Norscans and their goblin attackers realised that the only hope the Chaos invaders had of acting as a cohesive force was to form a battle line out in the clearing ahead. There they could fight on their own terms rather than in the dark woodlands favoured by their foes.


  The Poisoned Feather tribe’s cunning ambushes had laid low whole armies in the past, for the Drakwald took a toll on the bodies and the souls of those who attempted to pass through its depths. Yet the goblins had never encountered foes quite so hardy and tenacious as these. A horde of heavily armoured killers had stormed right through the heart of their chieftain’s webs, spilling out into the clearing that the tribes used for their sacrificial offerings to the Spider God. The forward elements of the trespassing armies were already forming up into a wall of blades and shields.


  The sheer scale of Spume’s force was a hindrance as well as a potent asset. Their pell-mell assault through the Drakwald had raised a cacophony of screams and bellows, and the din of battle had attracted more than mere goblins. Stomping through the woods on the other side of the massive clearing came tribe upon tribe of savage orcs, brandishing primitive flint axes and bone-hung spears. A giant of a greenskin sprinted across the moon-dappled heart of the clearing at their head, tongue lolling and eyes rolling back as he roared in battle lust. Though the orcs were still some half a mile distant, the Norscan invaders were soon to be fighting against not one enemy army, but two.


  All around the invaders, spiders were falling like hail from the forest eaves. The twisted vegetation underfoot swarmed with tiny arachnids whilst chitinous cavalry pounced down from nearby boughs to form battle lines of their own. Javelins, feather- fletched arrows and crude spears thudded into the muscular flesh of the beastmen rushing to intercept the goblin horde, but for every missile that took its target down, three more were brushed off or clanged from rusted armour plates. The scent of blood in their nostrils, the warherd hurtled undaunted into the ranks of the spider riders. Though many of the goblin-beasts skittered out of reach, wherever the charge struck home the crude axes of the gors and bestigors hacked into the scrawny bodies of the goblin cavalry until all the air was misted with greenskin gore.


  An orgy of bloodshed was erupting all across the clearing, a chance for the devotees of Chaos to earn the favour of their gods. Gutrot Spume shot out a trio of tentacles and grabbed a feather-crested goblin from its arachnid mount as it scuttled past. Hooking his axe on the lip of the warshrine borne alongside him, the warlord swung himself up with his remaining pseudopods and gained his feet. He slammed the goblin champion down hard onto the sacrificial altar at the palanquin's head, calling out praise to Nurgle as he cut the squealing creature’s guts from its torso and held them up to the skies. Thunder rumbled in response to his cries, and a strange black cloud began to circle above the clearing.


  Emboldened by the appearance of their savage orc allies on the other side of the clearing, the forest goblins renewed their attack, falling upon the Chaos battle line from all directions at once. Jabbing spear tips and chitinous legs found gaps in armour to pierce the hard flesh of Spume’s armoured infantry. Poisoned fangs bit through the unguarded necks and backs of rampaging Minotaurs, which flailed and grabbed at their cunning persecutors, snatching them up and breaking them upon the ground. The arachnid riders were being killed by the score, each greataxe or clubbing mace turning goblin and spider alike into a confusion of broken limbs.


  What the goblin warriors lacked in quality they more than made up for in sheer quantity. The eaves of the clearing were still dark with skittering bodies dropping down from the trees to scuttle into the fray. Though Spume’s army boasted over a thousand warriors, the Drakwald’s greenskin tribes had ten times that number and more. A war of attrition would ultimately end with the bones of the Chaos invaders littering the webs of the Drakwald’s denizens.


  In the centre of the Chaos battle line, Gutrot Spume urged his warriors to fight on. He swept his axe around him in great swings, his tentacles lashing at those spiders that leapt over his weapon’s deadly arc.


  Despite his elevated position atop the warshrine, the warlord’s situation was worsening fast. With every passing second, more foes dropped down from the forest eaves above to pounce onto the warshrine’s platform or sink poisoned fangs into the misshapen brutes that held the stonework aloft.


  The warshrine’s bearers lumbered on, hoping to escape the arachnids that bit at them. In doing so they carried their burden under a thick section of the outstretched forest canopy. A high shriek split the air, and dozens of goblin cavalry crawled from their hiding places to fall upon Spume’s palanquin. Claws and spear tips sank into the warlord’s elbow, the nape of his neck, even the rubbery meat of his tentacles. It did little more than make him angrier, for Nurgle had blessed Spume with a resilience that mere flesh wounds could not overcome.


  To the warshrine’s right a cart-horse¬ sized spider fired ropes of sticky silk from its abdomen and yanked the axe from Spume’s hands with a twitch of its fat behind. The warlord shot out his longest tentacle and seized it right back, catching its haft with a gauntleted hand and decapitating a shrieking goblin that was jabbing at his helm with a spear. Distracted for a second Spume was caught out by the spider rider crawling up behind him, the dirty tip of its blade plunging into the back of the Norscan’s knee.


  As the battle lines clashed around him, Gutrot Spume punched, kicked, and headbutted the chitinous bodies that threatened to drown him. A spear slammed hard into his helm, bursting his boil-encrusted lips and flooding his rotten teeth with blood. The point of another polearm punctured his thigh. More spiders leapt at the tentacled lord, burying him under dripping fangs and shiny black bodies.


  The slow trickle of venom seeped into the warlord’s bloodstream like melting ice water, but it did not lay him low. Instead, the spiders that had punctured his skin fell away, spasming in clusters of upturned legs as the supernatural diseases lurking in the warlord’s bloodstream ravaged their bodies. And still the beasts came on, biting and clawing.


  A great buzzing came from above the battlefield, and the spiralling black mist above the clearing coalesced into a storm of slime-slicked flies.


  The insects flowed together to form a gigantic, wide-mouthed face that filled the sky above the clearing. As Spume fought below, the apparition opened its vast maw and vomited out a thick swarm towards the beleaguered Norscan. The fat-bodied insects dived down in such numbers that they knocked the warlord’s assailants from his palanquin, leaving Spume bleeding but defiant atop it.


  There was an ear-splitting screech as four titanic spider legs ripped through the webs that concealed the east of the clearing. The great limbs impaled two of the rust-armoured beastmen that had been making to flank the approaching savage orcs, the sudden attack scattering their herdmates in disarray. Out of the forest eaves came a night-blue spider that could have straddled the Rotten Beast. Two similar monstrosities came crashing behind it; one russet, one black. On the backs of the giant arachnids were branch- bound howdahs that held hooting, hollering greenskins.


  A war horn sounded, and a thick knot of bestigors boiled out of the forest to hack at the foremost arachnid’s legs with their crude axes. The immense spider simply strode through the Walderbeasts as if they were no more impediment than smoke. Two blood- covered Minotaurs flung themselves into the beast’s path, axes raised, but the creature’s mandibles scythed one apart even as it impaled the other on a massive, spear-like leg. The Harbinger’s guttural syllables rang out as the russet spider closed in on the Chaos warriors, the crude catapult mounted on its howdah firing bundles of sticky webs into the enemy ranks. As the bray-shaman’s chant finished, the monster slowed, then veered, then splashed in panicked spasms in the boiling cesspool that had risen from the ground beneath it. The giant arachnid floundered, goblins spilling from its howdah to disappear into the quagmire below.


  To the right the Tusk Axes crashed through the forest towards the largest of the giant arachnids, barging aside their beastmen comrades in their haste to join the fight. The largest of the Tusk Axes leapt bodily over the ragged group of greenskins that sought to block its path, the shartak’s fellow dragon ogres trampling and hacking the goblins down in his wake. The shartak hooked both of its axes onto a low-hanging bough and used its momentum to swing all four of its scaly legs forward into the massive arachnid with a crash of splintering timber. The spider-thing went over in a jumble of limbs, but the shartak did not relent. Roaring, the dragon ogre hacked off one of the spider’s great forelegs in a fountain of white fluid.


  The creature skittered back behind two massive Drakwald oaks, its malevolent eyes flashing as its abdomen curled. A moment later a wad of spidersilk hit the dragon ogre champion full in the face. Blinded, the shartak reared up, axes flailing wildly. The arachnarok took its chance, darting forward and scissoring the warrior in half with a clasp of its razored mandibles. The gigantic spider pressed on into the dragon ogres behind, bowling two of their number over with the bloated mass of its abdomen. It stabbed down again and again with its chitinous legs, each pointed tip driving deep into scaled flesh and bursting out the other side.


  Witnessing the spider’s rampage, the Harbinger raised his arms to the sky and gave a shivering bleat. In answer the giant sky-face above the clearing gave another belching roar. Swarms of daemon flies buzzed out like tendrils of smoke, each questing tip finding the spiracles of the giant arachnid and funnelling inside. The immense spider immediately stopped in its stabbing rampage, its poisoned stinger poised quivering over a fallen dragon ogre. Every one of the beast’s sunken eyes glittered wide. Then it shuddered, squealed like a boiled crab, and fell over dead.


  Its death squeal was echoed by a bellowed war cry so loud it drowned out all else, as the Grokkamobs charged in. They fell with flint axes and spears upon Spume’s Sons of the Last Plague, but their weapons were expertly parried or blocked by thick armour plates and shields. The orcs’ true weapons were not the primitive tools of destruction they brandished in each clawed hand, however, but thickly-muscled physiques and maniacal battle frenzy. In their headlong assault, very few of their number left time for the Norscans to level a riposte. Slowly but inexorably, Spume’s warriors were pushed back by the storm of blows towards the teeming spider-tribes that had come from the other side of the clearing.


  Upon the flank, a hundred-strong mass of boar-riding orc warriors thundered into the bestial warherd that was moving in to reinforce the Sons. The force of their impact raised an audible thump as the daggertusks slammed into the unarmoured torsos of the Walderbeasts, the tattooed greenskin riders adding to the tally of the dead by stoving in horned heads and punching spears through chests wherever they could find an opening. The beastmen fought back hard, but such was the strength of the orc attack that the first rank fell, then the second. The warherd wavered, turned, and broke, leaving their armoured Norscan allies to their fate.


  At the heart of the carnage was Grokka Goreaxe, blood drizzling from the edge of his chipped-flint choppa. The savage orc whirled left and right, the ranks of the Chaos worshippers so dense around him that his weapon could not fail to find its mark. Norscan steel cut into his arms, his chest, even his face, but instead of cries of pain they merely drew bellows of fury. The greenskins around the warboss drew strength from their leader’s rampage, hammering the Sons into the dirt.


  Then Eogric the Vile shouldered his way through the throng and took Grokka’s head from his neck.


  Incredibly, the decapitated orc fought on, claiming another two Norscan lives before another blow from Eogric’s axe cut the cadaver in two. The champion stooped over, his distended gut sighing foully, and picked up the savage orc’s head before brandishing it at the skies. Thunder rolled overhead, thunder that sounded more like a low belly laugh than the threat of a true storm.


  It was then that the Rotting Riders hammered into the fray. Having been out of the saddle for the best part of a week, frustration lent them strength. Dozens of broad-bladed spears and ensorcelled blades punched through the naked torsos of the savage orcs, the sheer momentum of the charge grinding the flank of the greenskin army into a morass of disembodied limbs and trampled corpses. Warhorses stamped and bit as their riders expertly took heads from necks and hands from wrists. The zealous fury that had seemed to drive the orcs dissipated and then vanished altogether, leaving them easy prey to Spume’s veteran warriors.


  The giant black arachnarok spider that was stomping through the ranks of Spume’s battle line crouched for a moment before soaring through the air towards the Chaos knights.


  It landed with a ground-shaking thump, its poisoned stinger jabbing through rusted armour plates to turn the flesh beneath into suppurating black rot. Atop the creature’s howdah a diminutive shaman gibbered in the strange high tongue of its kind, waving a feathered staff over its head. The air in the clearing grew oppressively thick as the shimmering form of an impossibly vast spider formed of pure moonlight manifested above the battle. The whirling storm of flies that had aided Spume burst apart and scattered, terrified into hiding by the shimmering spiderform.


  Wherever the moon-spider’s legs touched the warriors of Spume’s alliance, they would burst into ghostly green flame that turned the fighters to desiccated husks in a single heartbeat. Vaunted champion and lowly ungor alike were transfixed by shafts of spider-moonlight before falling away to ash, the capering goblin shaman atop its black- carapaced steed giggling in maniac glee as the moon-curse did its work.


  Suddenly a horrible snorting bawl rang out across the clearing. Attracted by the strange moonlight that had lit the clearing, the Harbinger’s jabberslythe flopped into the fray, its greasy bulk slamming a trio of ungor into boneless mush as it passed. The air itself shimmered and writhed at the foul beast’s presence as it loped into the ranks of the savage orcs.


  All around it greenskins shivered and shook, hacking at their own bodies in fits of raw madness as the creature’s indescribable aura worked its strange magic. The jabberslythe opened its bearded maw wide, shooting its sticky, grasping tongue high to pluck the goblin shaman from its cobwebbed perch. The shrieking greenskin was yanked into the beast’s mouth, vanishing with a wet smack of rubbery lips. Almost immediately the vast moon-spider looming above the battle shimmered, thinned, then disappeared entirely.


  At the centre of the battle line, Spume was fighting blade to blade against the masked goblin chieftain that led the spider tribes, the greenskin’s chittering steed drooling poison as it skittered in low. The giant spider leapt, all eight legs ready to stab down. Seven tentacles shot out, each grabbing one of the vile beast’s limbs so that only one spear-limb hit its mark. Even that clanged from the warlord’s breastplate, leaving little more than a scratch. In response the Norscan warlord brought his axe down in a killing arc, embedding the weapon in the spider’s skull. The grey arachnid began to shake violently, trying to dislodge the axe even in its death throes, but the rusted blade was stuck fast in its bulbous head.


  Climbing over the creature’s shuddering thorax came the masked goblin. Knee braced on its dying steed’s neck, the chieftain brought a vicious-looking flint spear stabbing down towards Spume’s helm. The warlord jerked himself to one side, avoiding the deadly thrust by a hand’s breadth. He caught the polearm with two of his tentacles, snapping it contemptuously and casting it over the side of the bucking warshrine.


  Shrieking, the masked chieftain lunged bodily forward and bit deep into Spume’s unarmoured shoulder. Tentacles wrapped around the goblin, but this time they held their victim close rather than tossing it away. As the goblin’s fangs imparted his own weak poison into Spume’s body, some of the warlord’s infected blood flowed back into the masked chief’s mouth.


  The favour of Nurgle was upon Spume that day, and the Lord of Decay had ever been generous with his blessings. The goblin’s eyes blazed white as it threw its head backward, squealing like a harvest pig cut from neck to belly. It began to swell, slowly and grotesquely, as the blessings of Nurgle worked their magic. More and more of the Plague God's unlovely fecundity billowed through the goblin’s body as it blew up like a ball-mushroom after the rain. Green flesh bubbled and surged. The goblin’s features bulged comically across a face too distended to hold together a moment longer.


  A knot of the closest greenskins cried out and fled into the forest like insects scattered by torchlight. The panic spread throughout the goblin horde like a virus. As quickly as they had arrived, the spiders and their forest-dwelling masters retreated into boles, hollow trees, and muddy warrens until they were completely hidden from sight. Even the howdah-bearing spiders that stalked the edge of the clearing turned and fled.


  There was a chorus of cheers from Spume’s armies, the most blood- hungry of their number giving chase and cutting down those goblins too slow or too wounded to escape.


  With the forest goblin tribes gone, Norscan invaders and beastmen alike renewed their attack on the savage orcs that still crashed against their shield walls. The greenskins had lost much of their momentum with the loss of their leaders, and this time it was they who were pushed back, beaten bloody and hacked down into the mud. With a despairing wail that spread through their ranks like a tangible wave, the orc tribes turned and ran headlong into the depths of the Drakwald.


  Spume ordered his warshrine forward. His mutant servants obediently lurched close enough for him to leap onto the thorax of the trapped arachnarok half-submerged in the Harbinger’s magical quagmire. He raised his axe high, calling out all seven of his master’s favoured names, before bringing his blade down into the giant spider’s skull. The creature’s cranium cracked open with a sound like a cannonshot.


  In its death throes the beast convulsed sharply, hurling Spume from its body and slamming him hard against the rear of his palanquin. There came a rough crash of ceramics, and a smell so terrible that it turned the stomachs of even the most devout worshippers of Nurgle.


  Drizzling out from the rear of the warshrine was a grey-brown liquid that poured and poured, far exceeding the capacity of the earthenware plague jar that had contained it. Wherever it splashed upon the ground, thick tendrils of thorny vines burst outwards in a profusion that defied all logic. The strange thorny vines sought out the dead bodies that lay scattered across the clearing and sank into them before bursting out once more with even more vigour.


  The Norscans watched in stunned silence as the vines bore the corpses of fallen humans and greenskins alike into the air, thousands of bodies hanging like obscene fruit from the twisting grey-brown thickets that sprouted around the clearing. The magical vegetation grew from coiling shrub to copse to forest in the space of a few minutes, forming a giant dome of entwined vines above the cheering Norscans. A temple to Nurgle’s boundless life had been born from the field of corpses that Spume’s men had scattered across the sacred heartlands of the Spider God. With the slaughter of the forest tribes and the death of the greenskin shaman that led them, all of the magical power that the forest goblins had harnessed in the sacred site had been captured and transferred to Nurgle instead. It was truly a gift fit for a god, a feast of elemental energy that empowered the Lord of Decay in this realm and his own.


  It was the Norscan belief that such a triumph would not go unrewarded by the gods. Sure enough, the great sacrifice had pleased Nurgle mightily, and his gifts to Gutrot Spume’s armies were just beginning.


  Across the blood-slicked clearing hundreds of greenskin guts were opened by swords, axes and knives, their stinking offal held high in celebration of the glorious foulness that births new life.


  ‘A sacred sight,’ said Gutrot Spume, his tentacles cleaning themselves of clotted gore.


  ‘Indeed,’ said Eogric, his bass tones resonating behind his one-horned helm. ‘Yet this forest has vegetation enough. Our passage remains barred.’ Almost as soon as the axeman had finished his sentence, the throttlevines at the south of the clearing writhed with life. Intertwined with the branches of the Drakwald’s native foliage, they constricted to pull apart the twining boughs and undergrowth until they formed the walls of a wide, vine-vaulted corridor that headed due south.


  ‘Offer greatness to the gods, and they will offer gifts in kind,’ said Spume, his chest puffed out.


  ‘If that leads where I think it leads,’ said Eogric, ‘we may yet outpace the Glottkin.’


  ‘I am sure of it,’ said Gutrot Spume, clanging the edge of his axe against the side of his warshrine until his men gave him their undivided attention.


  ‘Today we have provided for our father, and he has provided in kind!’ shouted Spume, his words resonating around the vine-walls of the gigantic temple. ‘Witness how his hand shapes us a path to the throat of our prey! This day we have won a great victory, but it is a mere prelude to the glory we shall win in the streets of Altdorf!’ As one, the Norscan army raised its voice in a deafening cheer, as the throttlevines shivered with strange glee.
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  The Deluge of Talabheim


  SUMMER 2525
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  Far to the north, the shattered ice floes of the Gulf of Kislev parted before the prow of a single massive warship. This was no ordinary vessel, but the Vulfbite, a once-grand flagship that had been sunk off the Ostland coast. The rotten vessel’s remains had been pulled from the sea bed by the mighty limbs of kraken in the service of the Lord of Tentacles, and deposited on the beach for the Glottkin’s allies, the champions of Icehorn Peak, to press into service.


  For time immemorial the barbarians of Icehorn Peak had given worship to Nurgle. They were no strangers to the otherworld in which their master dwelt, for the Realm of Chaos ebbed and flowed across Icehorn Peak with each passing decade. The warriors that lived there were so toughened by their ordeals that they fancied themselves the equal of a dozen lesser men, and many were right to do so.


  Amongst the Icehorn tribe’s leaders were three men that bore the especial favour of the Lord of Decay. All were blessed with such unnatural resilience that they had reached several centuries of age, their bodies now surreal confusions of plague made flesh. The first amongst them was Orghotts Daemonspew, known in the north as the Bastard King because of his half-daemonic nature. Second was the maggot-infested shell known as Bloab Rotspawned, the lord of the daemon flies, who had cast his foetid maggot-spells at Orghotts’ side during the Battle of Kislev’s Gate in 2303. The third of their number was Morbidex Twiceborn, master of nurglings, a jovial warrior accompanied by swarms of daemon- mites at all times. Given a chance at conquest by the Everchosen, these champions were anxious to claim the southern lands in their master’s name.


  Otto Glott had charged these three champions with reaching Brass Keep in the Middle Mountains and enlisting to their cause the Nurgle-worshippers that garrisoned it. Orghotts was eager to accept this duty, keen to further cement his place in Nurgle’s favour.


  By leading a daring invasion into the heart of the Empire, he hoped to shrug off his lingering mortality and become a fully-fledged daemon.


  Hungry for glory, and ill-inclined to share it with the rest of their tribe, the three champions rode out on the long-limbed pox maggoths they used as steeds and swiftly made ship.


  The Vulfbite’s hull had seen far better days, but it was sound enough for Orghotts’ purposes. Bloab Rotspawned’s sorceries wove together the ribs of its hull, growing thick walls of noisome meat upon them, whilst fresh sails of mammut-skin were raised in order to harness the fierce winds. Spume’s kraken-beasts saw the vessel safe around the coastline of the northernwastes, even attacking those Empire galleons and elven eagle ships that strove to intercept it. Within the space of a week the Vulfbite had made landfall in the Gulf of Kislev.


  Where the Glottkin armada had thousands of tattooed tribesmen in its holds, and where Gutrot Spume had led the armoured elite of his Norscan followers, Daemonspew’s force was comprised of but three warriors. Yet they were men whose homelands were so far north, so close to the ever-shifting Realm of Chaos, that they were suffused with its power.


  With only a single ship at their disposal, Orghotts and his men gave the cannon batteries boasted by Ostland’s coastal fortresses a wide berth. Instead they braved the Gulf of Kislev, for much of that once-proud land had already been brought low by invasions in recent years.


  Once they had debarked from the Vulfbite near embattled Erengrad, the riders headed straight past its gilded domes, heading south-west towards Talabheim. After cutting through the Ostland forests, crossing the Middle Mountains and seeking reinforcements at Brass Keep, the Icehorn riders intended to converge upon Altdorf from the east, bypassing many of the Empire’s defences and attacking at Geheimnisnacht.


  As Orghotts’ warriors made tracks across the tundra west of Erengrad, the scouts of that battered city reported their presence to their boyars. The Kislevites captains opted to let the strange wanderers pass rather than give them battle, lest they invite a plague upon the citizens they were sworn to protect.


  With the veterans of Erengrad looking to their own defence, Orghotts Daemonspew’s riders were free to cut through the Middle Mountains towards the heartland of the Empire unimpeded. By following the Gulf of Kislev to its southernmost point, they had bypassed not only Ostland’s coastal defences, but also the dense forest of its northern reaches.


  Though Orghotts hoped to reach Altdorf by the autumn equinox in time for the Glottkin’s grand attack, the chieftain could not wait yet another season to shed blood. Rather than waiting for Geheimnisnacht, he intended to bring war and despair wherever he could - as soon as he had bolstered his force with the men of Brass Keep, the killing would start in earnest.


  With only two chieftains at his side, it was an ambitious prospect to assail a single town, let alone one of the Empire’s great fortress-cities. And yet ambition was something that Orghotts had in great measure - ambition, and a determination to prove himself as powerful as any true daemon.


  In the humid miasma of Festus’ subterranean laboratory, a cauldron of molten flesh bubbled hot. A grotesque face rose above it, toad-like in its warty width and the croaks that issued from between its blubbery lips. The vision burbled and muttered as Dr Festus cut up a human hand on a nearby bench, taking the care of a gourmet chef preparing a feast for the Emperor.


  ‘Slops-a-gravey, beggar’s crumb,’ rumbled Ku’gath in the steam. ‘Finger-more and skip the thumb.’ ‘Yes, yes,’ said Festus, waving away the apparition’s concern. 'I have spent over a year studying the Seventh ingredient, you know.’


  ‘But be your recipe shroudling- spiced, nearly-dear?’


  ‘Not as yet, Ku’gath. Though the little fellows are helpful enough.’ ‘They oughten-beam. My glovely hand hath ensured it,’ said Ku’gath.


  ‘They have worked a great deal of Nurgle’s magic thus far,’ said Festus. ‘The Altdorf streets are choked with shroud-smog, and slimelife breaks out everywhere. After eventide, the shadows writhe most pleasingly. I can almost smell the garden.’


  ‘A grapeful truth, beseecher- leech!’ replied Ku’gath. ‘All-hordes congeal, Glotts and Spumelings, snail-slow no more - not since Father’s vinely tunnels yawned. I have ensnored even Daemonbleeder hath mustard in his path.’ Ku’gath’s grin grew smug, a pair of glistening bubbles popping in his eyes. ‘O-ho, yes - the Tallyman is expectorant!’ ‘So... Daemonspew should... expect a muster, eh? And with Epidemius the Tallyman? Then all shall be well! Assuming, that is, you stop your babbling and let me finish my work in peace.’


  Ku’gath’s hideous visage twisted into a sulky pout. ‘Aghast, then, I shall belabour no more!’ he said, his image vanishing with a wet pop.


  ‘Many thanks,’ said Festus, plucking a ladle from the cauldron. ‘Now then, little shroudlings,’ he crooned, holding the utensil near the flagstones. ‘Come to Festus...’
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  As the riders of Icehorn Peak infiltrated the north of the Empire, the Mortarch Vlad von Carstein followed the course of the Stir Road upon his skeletal steed. The cloaked rider’s noble features were twisted into a mask of distaste. Only a few days hence, Vlad’s spies had told him that the invading armies harrying the north of the Empire were lost in the mountains or the reaches of the Drakwald, and hence the forces of the Plague God neutralised. Yet upon his return from the Auric Bastion he was shocked to find the forests of his ancestral lands had been transformed.


  Where there were once stretches of shadowy forest in which a soul could hide from prying eyes, there was now a massive tangle of throttlevines so thick they all but hid the eaves completely. They spilt over the paths and roads like a nest of creeper- plants, crawling over themselves in their haste to claim more land. Some of the thicker vines even stretched slowly towards Vlad as they sensed his passage, black tips tasting the air and seeking his flesh. Grimacing in disgust, Vlad kept his distance from the questing tendrils. The vampire had no wish to engage in an undignified struggle against a mere plant, nor to end up like the corpses that dotted the forest of vines.


  Here and there decomposing bodies hung in the mass, dangling by the dozen like a hangman’s dream. The long-dead were present in great number; Vlad even recognised the signs of his master Nagash’s influence upon many of the corpses. Mere weeks after the energies of undeath had spilled across the lands, they had been stymied by a supernatural plant that polluted more of the forest every day. A great magic had been set loose, and the chaotic forces of life were claiming the lands from the dead.


  It was a prospect that sat ill with the vampire, even if the living had fallen foul of the strange growths alongside the dead. Some of the cadavers were more recently deceased - peasants and roadwardens, by the look of it. There were even the corpses of beast¬headed mutants here and there. No great loss to the masters of undeath, for the bestial tribes were unruly at the best of times. Yet the implications for the future were severe.


  Every one of the bodies hung in the mass of vegetation had a constricting vine wrapped tight around its neck and a tendril pushing into its mouth.


  Those that were the most recently deceased had several vine-tips sunk into their flesh. To one such as Vlad, it was obvious that the unnatural vegetation was feeding on its captives in the manner of some great bloodsucking parasite. The act was a mockery of the vampire’s curse. Even though Vlad had managed to transcend the worst limitations of his condition via his feeding-sword, it was still most offensive to his eyes.


  Incanting a short phrase in Nehekharan, Vlad became as insubstantial as mist. With an exertion of will, he floated from the road and drew in close to the tendrils. This time, they ignored his presence altogether, busying themselves with their slow but constant growth. Intrigued, Vlad pulled the shadow- form of his sword Blood Drinker from its scabbard, and cut one of the thickest branches of the colossal throttlevine that choked the forest.


  A vile-smelling sap leaked out, its poisonous stench so powerful that Vlad recoiled even in his spirit form.


  This was not the magic of mankind - to achieve such raw foulness would take something far more powerful. Unbound life, spreading uncontrollably, consuming and taking over those who tried to impose order on the world. It could only come from one source - the agents of Chaos.


  Floating backwards to the roadside once more, Vlad ended his spell and mounted his steed, spurring it north once more with a flick of his mind. Though Sylvania was likely resistant due to the malefic magic grounded there, the rest of the Empire was in danger of being entirely consumed by Chaos. Though it galled him to leave his lands behind after so many centuries of careful cultivation, Vlad resolved to fight for his adoptive realm instead. A greater prize was at stake - order itself. From the reports of his agents, the plague of throttlevines was not the only curse affecting the provinces.


  Incredibly, it was becoming obvious to Vlad that the war for the Auric Bastion had been but a decoy. Whilst the attention of the scions of order was focused on the Kislev border, the real attack upon the Old World was coming from within. Unknown agents were stealthily weakening the entire Empire in preparation for the grand invasion to come. Action would have to be taken, lest the dullards of the civilised world realise their peril too late, and allow their realm to fall into the hands of the Dark Gods. Should that happen, he would likely never find his lost love Isabella. Worse still, obedience and control would become outmoded notions - a fate contrary to everything Vlad had strived for.


  The skeletal steed halted in the centre of the road. Vlad looked back at the tangled atrocity that had claimed his ancestral lands. It was time to strike back. The vampire pulled a small parchment from his surcoat, pricked a vein with a long quill, and penned a second offer of alliance to the Empire’s mortal lords.


  Reikscaptain Hans Zintler struggled to keep pace as his master Kurt Helborg strode through the smoky corridors of the Imperial Palace. The hilt of the Reiksmarshal’s sword was dripping blood, as was the back of his gauntlet. Following the trail of ruby droplets in Helborg’s wake were thirty Reiksguard, a reserve that Zintler had mustered from the latter-barracks.


  The Reikscaptain could still hear the dull roar of outraged citizens outside over the clangour of warning bells that rang out from Glockentor. Many of his knights had their burnished plate marred by the wet impacts of rotten cabbages or hurled street-soil. Others had faces smeared with blood, and gore coated many a scabbard.


  On Zintler’s right, the freckled young envoy Gunthold scurried along with a sideways gait, trying to keep up with Helborg as he held up a long vellum parchment.


  ‘The missive appears to bear the seal of the... of the von Carstein family, my lord. And the initials V V C...’


  His face dark, the Reiksmarshal spun to face the envoy. The young man flinched backwards under the force of his commander’s iron gaze. Zintler had felt that furious focus several times over the last few days; only old Volkmar had boasted a more intimidating stare.


  ‘Don’t keep us waiting, then,’ Helborg hissed, turning and striding into the throne room. The last of his knights shut the ornate double doors behind the company. ‘Let’s hear what that blood-sucking opportunist has to say for himself this time.’


  Silence descended as Helborg’s men waited expectantly around the throne room. Zintler was the first to break it. ‘Surely it cannot be... Vlad, my lord.’


  ‘An impostor, perhaps,’ the envoy said, ‘or a bluff.’ ‘Actually, I doubt it,’ said Helborg, his expression cold. ‘The von Carsteins never stay dead for long. Gunthold, stop soiling yourself and read the damn thing.’


  The envoy nodded hurriedly before pulling the scroll tight. ‘My dear Elector Counts,’ he began, his voice timid. ‘Or whomsoever the current incumbents may be.’ Helborg snorted in dark amusement at that. It was as close to an affirmation of the Reiksmarshal’s self- appointed stewardship as Zintler had heard yet.


  ‘It has no doubt come to thy attention,’ continued the young man, his voice growing more confident as he read the von Carstein’s words, ‘that our beloved realms have been assailed from within. Plague infests the lands, from Marienburg to Kislev. Even my beloved Sylvania is threatened by unfettered growth. We find ourselves embroiled in a new war; one that mere bladesmen are ill-suited to fight.'


  ‘That much he has right,’ muttered Helborg, but the young man read on, talking over his master.


  ‘It seems our lands play host to northern invaders of far greater subtlety than we have come to expect,’ said the envoy, his tone imperious. ‘They and their plagues must be repelled if order is to be restored to our realm.’ The young man’s accent was becoming thicker and deeper with every sentence, his spine straightening and his chin sticking out as he read on.


  ‘To that end, I propose a temporary truce. More than that, I propose an alliance. We must ensure that these Chaos-loving dogs,’ - at this the envoy spat blood in contempt - ‘are put down, and their leaders shown their place. Only then can order be restored.’


  The youth’s tone was authoritarian and strange. Zintler shared a worried glance with Helborg, his hand straying to his sword hilt. The Reiksmarshal slowly shook his head, subtly motioning for Zintler to be still.


  ‘Think well on it,’ the steward continued, his every syllable thick. ‘I do not expect an immediate answer, for I know you mortals still fear death, as the infant fears the darkness. If our thoughts are in accord, light a flame from thy tallest tower upon the hour of midnight. Thy folk will have no more to fear from the forces of death.


  If such a signal is withheld, however, the fates shall be less kind. One day we shall discuss the matter in detail, on this side of the grave or the other.


  Till then, thy fellow lord and monarch of the blood... Vlad von Carstein...’


  As the last word left the envoy’s lips, the young man staggered backwards, sucking in ragged breaths as if released from a strangler’s grip. Blood trickled from his nostrils. Zintler stared in disbelief, blinking at the transformation that had overcome the youth. His skin was white as a trout’s belly, his eyes bulging in panic above blue-grey lips. From brow to chin, his freckled face was seamed like that of a hag.


  ‘Burn the letter immediately,’ commanded Helborg. ‘Burn it, and get this poor fool to the Temple of Shallya, even if you have to cut your way through those bloody fog-lepers first. Tell the sisters he’s a priority case.’


  Zintler nodded and snapped his fingers for his men to obey. As the haggard envoy was carried from the room, Zintler fiddled with his moustache and scratched the back of his neck. ‘This letter, sir... do you suppose it really is the work of the Count von Carstein?’


  The Reiksmarshal snorted like a rebellious stallion, but Zintler knew his mask of anger hid a good deal of distress. ‘I care little whether this damned scroll was from the quill of Vlad himself or the prank of some dispossessed buffoon from the Amethyst College,’ said Helborg. ‘I’ll be damned before I fight alongside the undead. This matter is at an end. Now get out there and do whatever it takes to restore order. Draw your blades if you have to. That should give those muck-slinging peons pause for thought.’


  Zintler bowed smartly and motioned for his men to leave. Looking over his shoulder as he left, the captain saw the Reiksmarshal slump onto the steps at the base of Karl Franz’s throne. A dozen sleepless nights were weighing him down like furs soaked in blood.


  ‘Hans?’ called Kurt Helborg, his voice choked and strange. ‘Just... Just do whatever it takes.’
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  As spring turned to summer, word began to spread of terrible curses affecting Karl Franz’s realm. With grave-moss choking the rivers and throttlevines claiming the forest roads, strands of rumoured strife were being stitched together into a tapestry of disaster. The villages and towns that had previously thrived behind tall walls and palisades were now in the grip of progressively viler maladies. Even the greediest merchant feared to venture into reaches haunted by disease, and boatmen used the greatest of caution when the land was in the grip of plague lest they inadvertently spread it further.


  Those unfortunates who had drunk from the Reik soon became covered in grave-moss themselves, sickening and dying within a matter of days. With the exception of the Sisters of Shallya, those that rushed to their aid found themselves in the grasp of the same curse. The Reik flowed black, and the Talabec was turning darker by the day. The flesh of those that lived by the riverbanks turned dark too, and the moss-lepers spread the curse even further as they searched for help. Those who fled for safer territory were soon snatched up by the throttlevines that choked the roads and forests across the land.


  Sheer terror spread alongside the plagues, for the dead had not slept easy since Nagash’s resurrection, and with so many fallen to sickness the act of proper burial was a distant memory. As the effects of dark magic mingled with desperation, outbreaks of cannibalism spread across the provinces. Before long the citizens of the Empire were falling upon themselves in hatred and fear, villages and townships warring with each other as the traumatic effects of the plagues claimed far more lives than the diseases themselves.


  As for the knights of Bretonnia, they too had learned of the terrors that assailed the Empire. Louen Leoncoeur had returned from Silverspire at the height of springtide, bloody but defiant after his defeat and near¬death at the hands of Mallobaude, to serve at the right hand of the Green Knight. Barely had the stale blood been cleaned from his armour before Helborg's plea for aid reached his quarters. Louen spent many hours in prayer to the Lady before strapping his plate armour on once more, gathering every able-bodied knight, and riding out to relieve the Empire from the dark forces that assailed it.


  As Bretonnia’s champions marched upon Altdorf, Orghotts Daemonspew and his champions forged a path through the snow of the Middle Mountains. They were assailed by iceshard blizzards, white-furred chimeras and flocks of screeching eagles, but were not deterred. Converging upon Brass Keep shortly before the height of summer, they crossed blades with the foetid garrison of that fell citadel, a tribe whose own journey had long ago seen them swear allegiance to Nurgle. Orghotts’ daemon-tainted blood was proof enough of his favour in the eyes of their mutual patron, and he soon lured them to his cause with promises of a land ruled by disorder and strife.


  The midsummer of 2525 saw the twin moons clash in the heavens. A terrible ritual took place below them as thousands of beastmen writhed in the strangled forests. Bleating, bleeding, and feasting en masse, their orgiastic din reverberated across the lands. In the heavens, Mannslieb’s face was partially hidden by the Chaos Moon, a ring of light with a heart of blackness. Coordinating the dark celebration was the Harbinger, standing with arms raised atop a dolmen covered in spidery runes. Behind him was the tallest corpse-mound in the Drakwald, the herdstone at its heart hidden by a putrid thatch of torn limbs. The smell that came from the mass grave was unbearable to most, but to the bray-shaman, it heralded only the glory to come.


  When the eclipse reached its zenith, the Harbinger took a vial of daemon- blood from his robes and transferred three drops to his pointed black lips.


  A moment later he convulsed and gabbled the Dark Tongue in a glottal stream, its syllables more torn free than given voice. Blood squirted from between his teeth and dribbled down the tangles of his rat’s tail beard.


  High above the orgy, something writhed in the centre of Morrslieb’s face. Thin tendrils of green-white light shimmered into being, squirming from the skies like sickly serpents emerging from a pit. Each one descended to a separate part of the forest, the thickest of their number coiling downward to touch the corpse-mound at the clearing’s heart.


  The world turned monochrome as the monolith inside the mound blazed a startling white for long seconds, before exploding with a wave of tectonic force. A titanic boom resounded across the Drakwald as over a hundred herdstones detonated simultaneously, each to be replaced by glowing portals to the otherworld.


  A pulsing warmth emanated where the herdstone had once stood. As the ringing in the beastmen’s ears slowly subsided, the droning of immortal voices rose in its place. Dull bells rang in celebration and a million fat-bodied daemon flies whirled as they gushed out into reality. Sight returned to the beastmen at the edge of the clearing first. Their slack mouths agape, the beastmen chuntered, then brayed, then roared their praise to the gods at the procession before them.


  Score after score of bandy-legged, fat-bodied daemons were loping out from the herdstone-shaped hole in reality which had been conjured by the Harbinger’s ritual. Their number was endless, and their stench was incredible. Each of the horrible things had one eye, one horn, and one purpose - to usher in an age of plague that would never end.


  Gregor Martak moaned softly as he slept in the urine-sodden hay. After the war council, he had been assigned a suite in the Imperial Palace - a luxury befitting a Supreme Patriarch, and one that had been gladly grasped by his materialistic predecessor Gelt. Martak had left in disgust, striding down to sleep in the stables instead. The Amber wizard was more at home with the stink of manure, the itch of fleas, and the prickle of hay.


  And yet Martak’s sleep had been wretched. His dreams tonight were fitful and intense, more akin to visions or parables than the still fog of true rest.


  In his mind’s eye the wizard saw an immense figure, heavily muscled and clad in armour of ancient bark. He lay sweating upon a bier of fallen willows, his milk-white eyes darting after phantoms that only he could see. The titan’s legs were covered from foot to groin by thick black grave-moss. Glowing black warts dotted his rugged physique, and his torso was bound tight in black throttlevines that constricted like the coils of a hungry snake.


  Standing at his side was a sky- maiden of surpassing beauty. Her innocent visage alone could heal the heart, and her gentle touch could mend the worst of wounds. Behind her shimmered an open cage, a twisted sphere of pitted black iron with its gate wide.


  The goddess knelt by the bier, sobbing in anguish at the fate that had befallen her lover. She laid her hands upon the fallen titan’s tortured flesh, but the agues afflicting it were beyond even her power to heal.


  ‘Taal,’ she pleaded. ‘Taal, my love, be strong...’


  In the stable back in Altdorf, Gregor Martak thrashed and cried out in his sleep. The beasts of the stables cried out with him.
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  Orghotts Daemonspew rode down through the Middle Mountains at the beginning of the autumn of 2525. Accustomed to the Icetooth Peaks, where reality itself is often under siege, his champions made light work of the forbidding mountains that rose from the deep forest of Ostland. Their maggoths dug iron-hard claws into the ancient stone, negotiating the craggy terrain with the ease of great apes swinging through the jungle. Scree tumbled here and there, sometimes starting small avalanches, but the pox maggoths were always one step ahead. They bore not only the lords of the Icehorn tribe, but the warriors known as the Repugnauts they had recruited at Brass Keep. Each had his blade dug into the insensible hide of the maggoth that bore him to keep him steady, their Nurgle-given stench ensuring the ravenous beasts did not simply devour them.


  Daemonspew’s small force set a tireless pace through the Middle Mountains. Just as the Glottkin had anticipated, there was no better force in all of Norsca for negotiating the mountains at the Empire’s heart. Though they were at one point spotted by sharp-eyed Ostlander scouts, the Icehorn riders’ small numbers kept them from any major retaliation by the already hard- pressed Empire. Their route of approach, which no sane general would even have considered possible, saw the maggoth riders reach the woods that ringed Talabheim in a matter of months. A normal army would have taken the best part of a year to make the same journey.


  Talabheim is known as the Eye of the Forest, for it is a pocket of safety in the midst of a thrashing, monster-infested wildwood. A city built within the caldera walls of a giant, inactive volcano, it is a natural fortress to which only one entrance exists; a winding tunnel guarded by the fortified settlement known as the Talagaad. Since the rise of undeath across the lands and the widespread rumours of plague, the Talagaad had been manned by a great portion of the city’s state troops and a large detachment of the Elector Count’s personal guard. It was shut, barred and even magically sealed against the terrors abroad in the forest, for Talabheim had its own farms within its crater walls, and its people were quite content to survive on their own whilst the storm of disorder raged.


  The defences made little odds to Orghotts and his men. With war- beasts such as theirs, the Icehorn riders simply waited until nightfall, and then spurred their maggoth steeds up the gigantic crater’s outer wall towards the battlements at its top. When they reached the underhang of Talabheim’s battlements, the maggoth riders lay in wait until the changing of the guard, and then sprang their attack.


  The soldiery manning the walls were ill-prepared for the ensuing bloodbath. Morbidex Twiceborn’s maggoth, Tripletongue, bowled along the crater wall, flinging its defenders to a rocky doom. Rotspawned’s own steed vomited sprays of daemonic vitriol over any who attempted to flee. Orghotts roared praise to Nurgle as his Rotaxes sank into necks left and right, each decapitated head bouncing down into the shanty towns below.


  Within a matter of minutes the Icehorn riders were skidding down the inner walls of the Talabheim crater, the Repugnauts of Brass Keep close behind them. The unexpected suddenness of their attack had caught many of the city’s defenders unawares. Yet, earlier that day, the Talabheim Caldera Guard had been forewarned by the Celestial Wizard Gerovangion of a possible attack that night. Barely had the maggoth riders reached the shanties at the city’s edge when crossbow bolts and arrows whipped towards them.


  As the force barrelled through the city streets they found entire regiments of state troops forming up to bar their path. At first, the soldiery provided little impediment, for when Orghotts’ devastating charges were twinned with Bloab’s maggoty conjurations and Morbidex’s slashing scythe they proved impossible to stop. Monster and man alike felled their foes by the dozen, the maggoths raking deadly claws through shieldwalls and spear formations wherever the state troops sought to block their path.


  Yet even the Icehorn tribe had its limits. Every stabbing spear, every cutting halberd sapped a little more strength from their headlong assault. Though they had left a rich landscape of corpses behind them, populated by nurglings that had risen in Morbidex Twiceborn’s wake, the riders had awoken the city to their presence.


  The streets were slowly barricaded by fire or by blade. Cavalry charges from the city’s knightly orders felled many of the Repugnauts rampaging through the Temple District, their front ranks pierced by a dozen lances even as their reinforcements were shot down by the famed Bronzeball handgunners. The remains of the fallen were immolated on improvised pyres by the city’s witch hunters, the greasy stink sending a message that the invasion could be stopped.


  With his auxiliaries slowly falling around him, and one of the Empire’s largest cities united against his meagre invasion force, Orghotts Daemonspew sounded the signal to fall back. Several of Brass Keep’s warriors ignored him, too preoccupied to pay heed to his calls. The remainder followed him away into the night, scrambling back under heavy fire to swing over the city walls and escape. Barely half of the invaders made it back to the tree line, though when they did, they were confronted by a very welcome surprise.


  Marching through the forest around Talabheim’s border was a procession of plague daemons so numerous that the air above them was choked with flies. The rough clank of leper-bells and the droning buzz of counting plaguebearers filled the night air as the carnival of plague marched through the woods. The most senior of their number urged their rot fly mounts forward in skittering, many¬ legged lurches, forgoing the skies in favour of an approach shielded by the forest’s thick canopy. Slug-like beasts of Nurgle gambolled and lurched between the tree trunks, leaving puddles of ammoniac slime behind them in their excitement. At their head was the Maggot King Epidemius, borne upon a palanquin of nurglings.


  Grinning widely, Orghotts Daemonspew steered his maggoth towards Epidemius. He bowed his head as he approached, apologising for interrupting the Tallyman’s work, but warning him of the city’s many defences. The region was fortified and ready for battle, and its walls high. Foot troops, even those of a daemonic nature, would be of little use in its conquest. It was likely the Tallyman’s hordes had marched upon an impossible quarry.


  Epidemius put down his quill with exaggerated slowness, peering at Orghotts as if seeing him for the first time. In deep, sonorous syllables, the scribe posited a riddle. If Talabheim could not be overcome, he said, how could they force its citizens to come over to them?


  Descending from his palanquin, Epidemius lumbered around Orghotts’ maggoth in a wide circle, making notes on a skin-parchment as he went. He reached up to the bundle in which the Glottkin’s plague jar was kept, and tapped the cloth with a long nail. Inside was the key. Fill the city with plague, and Talabheim’s defenders would come to them.


  Before the moons had reached their zenith in the skies, Orghotts had overseen the building of a great pyre outside the Talabheim walls, the wet and rotting wood used in its construction giving off a great deal of smoke. Such fires were commonplace to the Icehorn tribe - until, that is, their master tipped the contents of his plague jar onto the burning wood. Then the winding column of smoke became a maelstrom of thick white cloud that billowed higher and higher until it formed a thunderhead above the forest eaves. The pregnant clouds unleashed a spattering storm, and then - as off-white liquid hammered out from the clouds - a deluge.


  Epidemius laughed long and low as vile squalls of pus and infected blood thrashed the roofs of Talabheim and horrified those who had thought themselves safe within its walls.


  The phenomenon was so intense, so unrelenting, that the people were driven into panic. As the crater city’s sewers and drains overflowed, Talabheim’s self-contained nature was neatly turned against it. The outer districts were soon clogged with screaming citizens, and the streets of the city began to fill up, inch by inch. In no time, the yellow-white fluids that flooded the streets reached ankles, then covered knees.


  The smell of the infected liquids alone was vile enough to sap the courage of many of Talabheim’s people, and many upstanding citizens turned on one another in their confusion. Yet the greater number resorted to that most basic of instincts and fled, climbing the walls of the crater to escape the horridness below.


  The military leaders of Talabheim, rightly presuming that the cause of the deluge was the work of the invaders they had just driven off, marshalled as many regiments as they could for the next clash. Sounding their battle clarions above the thunder of the storm, they emerged en-masse from the Talagaad to hunt down and destroy their persecutors.


  In doing so, they marched straight into the jaws of Epidemius’ trap.
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  The Battle Of Talabheim
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  The vanguard force that hurried out of Talabheim included over a thousand hardened warriors. Amongst its number were the artillery batteries taken from its crater walls, sodden mobs of zealots; even a rogue steam tank. And still it seemed shockingly inadequate when compared to the daemonic host emerging from the woods. A moaning, chanting flood of suppurating flesh, the plaguebearer army all but surrounded the western side of the crater city, flowing out to envelop its defenders. Its cyclopean warriors raised broken-nailed hands and rusted blades to the glory of the Urfather, rejoicing in the rain of pus that drizzled from the heavens.


  Those daemons towards the rear of the noisome phalanx held their hands cupped, methodically counting out the diseases blossoming in the unclean fluids that gathered there. Those towards the front stalked forward at a bandy-legged but unstoppable pace, stolid determination on each disturbing visage. At their head rode the maggoth riders of Icehorn Peak, laughing at their change in fortune and swinging their blades through the air in anticipation of the battle ahead.


  Trapped between the crater walls they sought to defend and an army of daemonkin, the Talabheim army had no choice but to fight. They stormed forward through the watery mud, locking spears and shields in place as the plaguebearer host gathered pace.


  When the host hit home it was not the frenzied charge of the northern berserker or the orc, but a press of rubbery flesh and jabbing, triangular blades that forced the Empire battle line back step by step. The spears of the Talabheim Curs found their mark, each tip pushing deep into noisome flesh with squirting sprays of vile fluids. A few soldiers found their foes bursting whole to leave nothing but ectoplasmic mist and a vile smell. For the most part, however, the plaguebearers still came on.


  The front ranks pushed themselves forward, impaling their swollen guts and sunken chests further and further, the tips of the polearms protruding and then bursting through their backs in a shower of rotten organs. Still they came on, their droning voices sapping the sanity of the state troops as the daemons counted out the skin diseases rippling across the faces and hands of their enemies. Their proximity was a weapon in itself, and here and there a soldier began to cough, to vomit, or to scream.


  The battle line wavered for a moment until a loud, commanding voice rang out, ordering the men of Talabheim to stand fast. Reban Greiss shouldered his way to the front line, hacking into the mass of daemonflesh with a sword that flickered with violet fire. Wherever the blade cut, wherever its point stabbed, the daemons simply ceased to exist, disappearing in a puff of magenta flame. The spearmen around Captain Greiss took heart, setting their spears under their armpits and shouting for their comrades in the fifth and sixth ranks to stand down hard on each polearm’s end. With their spears braced by three dozen good men, the state troops in the front ranks drew daggers to stab at the plaguebearers that were willingly pulling themselves along the length of each shaft. Steel points sank into cataracted eyes, and many a daemon was banished back to the festering realm from whence it came. Smaller regiments of swordsmen and halberdiers lapped around the edges of the daemon host, and what had begun as a desperate crush turned into a mud-sodden massacre as the jaws of the Empire army closed.


  A full tenth of Epidemius’s host had been banished in the first hour of the battle, and the ground underfoot was fouled with ichor.


  The Bronzeballs, from their raised position on the edge of the crater’s wall, fired shot after shot into the giant fly-daemons hovering towards their position. The handgunners’ sergeant, Lutiger Swift, called each volley, his men aiming for eyes, for wing joints, for the heads of the plaguebearers perched atop each insectoid carapace. Though most of the bullets thudded home without noticeable effect, in some places marksmanship made all the difference, and rot flies spiraled out of the skies like sycamore seeds falling to earth.


  Then the plague drones were upon them. Serrated daemon-limbs lashed and stabbed, rusted swords lanced down to sink into scalps and faces. In return the Bronzeballs fired point- blank blasts or used their handguns as clubs to beat away the lumpen monsters hovering overhead. At the centre of the melee, a large and gnarled rot-fly lowered its wide-ended proboscis to close over Lutiger Swift’s head. The stretching mouthparts slowly ingested him in the manner of a snake consuming a goat. Their sergeant’s muffled screams ripped away what was left of the Bronzeballs’ courage. As three more giant daemon- flies droned in, the handgunners broke and fled.


  The insect-daemons came after their fleeing victims, rubbing their long, bladed forelimbs together in anticipation of the guts they were soon to open. As they rounded an outcrop of rocks, however, Bennec Sootson’s deep bass voice came from a hidden embrasure on the crater’s lower edge, and a series of cracking booms rang out over the storm. A moment later a volley of cannonballs hurtled through the skies to plough into the loose swarm of rot flies, bursting half a dozen of their number in explosions of white fluid and stolen body parts.


  Then Sootson's helblaster volley guns spoke, and another rain of flesh dropped out from the rapidly diminishing swarm of rot flies. The grisly mess pattered down onto the steam tank Miragliano, splattering from the steam tank’s ironclad sides as it powered through the rubble to the front line. The Miragliano’s own cannon boomed in a cloud of steam, and a cannonball whistled over the heads of the crush. It slammed into Morbidex’s maggoth, Tripletongue, ripping off an arm and laying its ribcage open at the shoulder. It loped on nonetheless. By the time the pox maggoths had charged into the Empire battle line, Tripletongue’s wound had already begun to heal, a new skeletal arm waving lamely from its pinkish stump.


  Around Morbidex, Bloab and Orghotts hit home, their maggoths ripping and tearing into the chanting Sigmarites that were attempting to hold them back. Flails battered and hacked at the pale giants, some even catching the legs of the riders, but the devotees of the Plague God had borne far worse blows in their time. Morbidex brought his scythe-like polearm down into the ranks in great sweeping motions that often impaled more than one zealot at a time. Those that survived each pass were swiftly consumed by a tide of gibbering nurglings. At his side, Bloab Rotspawned sent clouds of voracious eater-flies into the Sigmarite ranks, the swarms stripping his foes to loose mounds of bloody bone. Nearby, Orghotts’ twin Rotaxes rose and fell, each blow hacking down one of the flagellants that clawed and stabbed at the monsters in their midst. His maggoth, Whippermaw, shot out its sinuous tongue, pulling its foes close so the beast could gobble them down with its twin mouths.


  Within minutes, despite all of their frenzy and fervour, the mob of flagellants had been reduced to scraps of cloth and ruined flesh. Daemonspew and his riders stormed on in search of new prey.


  They were soon to find it in the form of the Amber wizard Adric Greenwood. Up on the crater’s wall, a spindly human figure swelled with arcane power, growing in size and spreading a pair of massive wings. Suddenly a roaring manticore swooped down to rip into Orghotts’ back with its sword-like talons. Orghotts roared in outrage as his flesh was laid open to the spine, jabbing his axes back overhead as he tried to dislodge the ferocious predator. Orghotts’ maggoth spun round with such speed that the manticore had to fly up into the air to avoid the whip like tongue that lashed out for its legs.


  Morbidex Twiceborn charged forward, scythe raised to strike. Snapping its leathery wings, the manticore lurched upward out of reach, only to dive down once more upon Bloab Rotspawned. The manticore snatched up the sorcerer’s loose skin in its rear limbs and pulled upward hard. As Bloab’s sac-like body vented sprays of daemonfly larvae, his maggoth vomited a great geyser of bile that splashed upward to hiss against the manticore’s skin. The beast lurched away, and, nearby, Morbidex cried out in triumph, hurling his scythe in a sidelong sweep so that it spun end over end towards the monster’s head.


  The manticore swooped low, the scythe cutting its tail but doing little else - yet in doing so the creature brought its belly close to the Repugnauts of Brass Keep. One of the armoured warriors planted his boot in a Talabheim swordsman’s face and pushed upwards, bringing his sickle- blade round in an overhead swipe that punched right through the manticore’s breastbone with an audible crunch. The beast screamed, blood gouting from its chest. Taking his chance, Orghotts wrenched a halberd from the hands of a state trooper below and hurled it upwards like a spear.


  It shot out with the force of Slaupnir seeking a new throat, and this time the projectile struck true. The heavy point of the halberd slammed into the manticore’s left eye socket, and the beast shimmered for a second. Where a great winged beast had been a moment before, a bloodied Amber wizard dropped to the ground. A tide of nurglings closed over him, and he vanished, never to rise again.


  Watching the carnage unfold was Epidemius, scrabbling to record the plagues that were blossoming in the wake of his legions. His nurgling- borne palanquin bore him towards a trio of beasts of Nurgle that were bounding towards Talabheim’s steam tank. The war machine was grinding its steely bulk through the ranks of plaguebearers, leaving little more than ectoplasmic mush in its wake. Epidemius gave a stern command, and with a great bellyflop one of the beasts of Nurgle draped its fleshy bulk over the front of the Miragliano.


  A moment later the excitable daemon was blasted apart by a cannonball.


  Epidemius tutted in disapproval and gestured once with the feathered end of his quill. His nurglings swarmed forwards, clambering all over the steam tank’s metal bulk. One of the mites wedged his fat buttocks into the Miragliano’s cannon, giggling and picking its nose. A moment later a beast of Nurgle careened towards the steam tank, and the machine’s cannon boomed. This time the tank itself came apart in a thunderclap explosion of steam and metal debris. Jagged pieces of steel flew outward, scything down the Talabheim troops that had used the tank as their rallying point. One of the shrapnel daggers stuck right through Reban Greiss’ neck, ending his stream of invective forever.


  With the death of their captain and the demise of their most powerful war machine, the nerve of the Talabheim troops was finally broken. They turned and fled back to the Talagaad, joining the mass of refugees that was flooding towards Altdorf in their panic. Rejoicing in their victory, the daemonkin and their conjured storm followed close behind.
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  Whilst the refugees of Talabheim fled along the River Talabec for the dubious safety of Altdorf, a fat-bodied figure shuffled through the unclean mists of that once-fair city’s night, humming a merry tune in his deep bass voice.


  As the figure drew close to each townhouse window, the daemon-mite perched upon the figure’s shoulder scooped a ladleful of bubbling liquid from the apparatus strapped to his back. The figure carefully took the noisome concoction from his diminutive assistant and transferred it to the windowsill before bumbling off again. In his wake reality shimmered, coils of poisonous smog twisting and writhing like the snaking tendrils of some daemonic plant.


  A hundred leagues to the west, the Reik seethed black with grave- moss. Up on the riverbank, three strange figures looked upon the polluted waters with parental pride. Two were solidly-built men clad in rotting plate and ancient cloth, the other was a mound of flesh the size of a townhouse. On the horizon behind them was the smoking wreck of Carroburg, a riverside city that had held out for long months, but ultimately been overwhelmed. Upriver, tribe after tribe of tattooed Norscans made their way towards Altdorf, not on barges or flotillas of rowboats, but on foot. The islands of grave-moss that had choked the water from Marienburg to the heart of the Reikwald had grown so thick that most had blended together to form a thick skin like mould on sour milk. Here and there the burnt-out husks of once-bright rivercraft smouldered in the gloom, islands of death in a river choked with life. Even fully armoured warriors were walking the moss-capped watercourse as they made their way eastward, murder in their hearts and blood drying on their blades. Captured banners were hoisted aloft as they marched closer and closer to the city walls, and the threat of total war hung in the air.


  In the Grey Mountains to the west, a king nearing his hundredth year but with the look of a man in his prime rode his hippogryph at the head of an armoured column wide enough to fill the mouth of Axe Bite Pass. Above the king, pegasi churned the eventide skies with graceful white pinions, and around him the finest knights of his generation rode proud. Their ancestral colours were already matted with the blood of one battle too many, but they would not be found wanting in their allies’ hour of need, for honour ran in their veins as sure as blood.


  Daemonspawn spilled from the sloshing white floods of Talabheim’s streets, emerging to clamber over the city’s crater walls. The maggoth riders had won many allies with their latest victory, amongst them the minotaur tribes of the forest. The horde’s scent- trails were still strong. Slowly at first, but with gathering surety, the newly arrived daemons followed the half mortal warlord and the metallic tang of the brass bull whose tribe he had enlisted with the promise of carnage. Behind them followed a tapestry of terrors held together only by the essence of Chaos. The time of violent celebration was near.


  A tall southerner prowled through the Ostland wastes, his priceless runesword bound away from sight.


  A tangled beard disguised his regal features. His aching bones were slowly healing, though his faithful griffon companion was still a way from being able to take to the skies. The southerner wore his determination like a suit of gromril, and the fire in his belly was hot enough to see him through a dozen Kislevite winters. He would return to his rightful place at the head of the Empire’s armies and force his enemies to pay, even if it killed him.


  Atop a windswept fjord north of the Sea of Claws, a warlord clad in baroque plate sat astride a daemon steed shaped from pure ferocity. The warrior king looked out across the bay as a hundred Kurgan wolf ships headed south, their brine-glittered oars rising and falling like the slow pulse of fate. Though his expression was hidden from his legions behind his horned and cyclopean helmet, the corners of the warlord’s mouth twitched upward in a smile as cold as the deep sea.


  In the writhing depths of Nurgle’s garden, a mound of rotting flesh settled back into his favorite quagmire. It was the end of another long day of helping the fates burgeon into a form more pleasing to his patron, but in some ways the work was its own reward. Bubbles of flatulence caressed his sore-ravaged back and played fitfully across his ruined spine. The daemon closed his eyes and dreamed of a mortal realm made infinitely more vile.


  A thin wedge of armoured cavalry led an army of maniacs and beasts through the Drakwald. Their progress, once a struggle for every metre, was as easy as if they crossed the open plain. The roof of the hidden corridor was an arch of tangled vines, and as they came on, new reaches opened in front of them with the sound of snapping timber and wrenching vegetation. At their head a Norscan lord stood proud upon his warshrine, his tentacles writhing in anticipation.


  Three fine ladies, their silks as white as their hearts were black, hissed their displeasure at the vine- choked forests of the Drakwald. The armoured magister at the head of the procession motioned irritably for them to be quiet. Not only did they risk embarrassing him in front of the greatest of the von Carsteins, but also the displeasure of Nagash himself. With the godlike presence of their master close at hand, the reward for disobedience would be utter annihilation. The magister could not afford such losses, not now. In the grave-cold calculus of war, an asset was an asset, and the vampires had a part to play yet.


  In the realm of dreams, stars shimmered in the maiden’s flaxen hair. Meteorite tears glittered as they fell from her long lashes, lighting the mortal skies with the power of raw grief. Two tall figures watched the figure’s tears fall from a distance - one a mother clad in green, the other a white-bearded man wearing a wolf’s head hood. Their own faces were solemn, but they did not move to intervene. Nearby, the maiden’s godly lover writhed in the grip of a threefold fever, yellow daemon-pus spilling from his mouth as he gasped and moaned. With every new convulsion the Old World trembled. In the mortal realm, patriarch and peasant alike cried out in their troubled dreams.


  Sleepless once more in his quarters, a warrior lord looked out into the dense smog that had turned his proud city of Altdorf into a living nightmare. Amongst the constellation of lanterns and window-lamps were the brighter glows of bonfires. Some had been set by his own men to burn away the ever-growing mountains of diseased cadavers, some were the result of deliberate rebellion. The veteran warrior drew his dwarf-forged sword out from its jewelled scabbard, sheathed it, and drew it once more, but it could not vanquish the coughing moans of plague victims filtering up through the gloom.


  As the bells of the nearby Glockentor struck midnight, the despairing cries of a mother rang out in counterpoint to the chimes. Before they had faded away, another tremor shook the high tower, a hint of earthly upheavals to come. From the old man’s desk, parchments and missives scattered to the floor.


  The old warrior straightened, breathing in deeply through his white whiskers. Grabbing a torch from the graven sconce at the door of his chambers, he made his way to the spiral stairway that led to the highest , lanterns of the Imperial Palace and the deadly compromise they represented.
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  The Fall of Altdorf


  AUTUMN 2525
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  With every passing night, the greenish-yellow fog that permeated the streets of Altdorf thickened a little more. By Sigmarzeit it had grown so thick it had become common practice for families and even military units to hold tight to a length of rope so that none of their number became lost in the mists. Shambling figures and stalking, spider-like forms haunted the alleyways, but wherever a soldier or guard sought to catch them, they would fade away. Across the city the doleful toll of bells rang out with every passing hour, the sound more reminiscent of a leper’s warning than a watchman’s all’s-well.


  The fog sapped the energy of those who took it into their lungs and rendered sickly even the strongest constitution. Many of the elderly and the infirm faded away forever.


  The Reik itself was foul and stinking beyond measure, clotted with black moss and the plague that it brought.


  So many gnats, flies and mosquitos buzzed through the night it was all but impossible to get any sleep. Even the sprightliest maiden was ground down by exhaustion until she shuffled and croaked like a hag. The Reiksmarshal and his captains made increasingly frantic efforts to locate the source of these strange maladies and prevent them from taking their city from under them. Yet nothing could be done, for these men of action were ill-suited to fight an invisible foe.


  Kurt Helborg was not a man to sit idly by whilst his city fell to ruin.


  Thus far, his brutal suppression of the riots that had erupted across the poorer districts had sent a message to prince and peddler alike - keep a low profile, or die like a dog in the gutter. Order had been restored, though many innocent citizens lay dead in the streets as a result. In less troubled times, this heavy-handed tyranny would most likely have seen the Reiksmarshal stripped of rank, if not sent to the hangman’s noose. Yet, with the nation on the brink of total


  collapse, the steward’s sword was the only thing holding back utter mayhem. Outraged rants from guilder heads and overprivileged noblemen were levelled at Helborg’s Reikscaptains with every new audience denied.


  From Gallows Square to the Grand Courts, an undercurrent of resentment bubbled throughout the city. The number of Helborg’s detractors doubled by the day.


  Whenever unrest or mutiny threatened his rule, the Reiksmarshal simply snorted in contempt. His outriders had journeyed far and wide, and upon their return each had reported a different strain of disaster. Those provinces not raddled with some bizarre strain of plague were beset with herds of rampaging beastmen, armoured northmen or hosts of daemonspawn whose advance had proved slow but unstoppable. Worse still, it looked as if no fewer than three distinct armies were all converging upon Altdorf.


  Fearing a coming siege, Helborg had gathered every armed regiment he could find to the shelter of Altdorf’s walls. Talabheimer refugees that had travelled west by river barge rubbed shoulders with stubbly Stirlanders, and Carroburg survivors shared ale with the capital’s own guard.


  The Reiksmarshal had sent formal requests for aid to Kislev, Marienburg, Tilea, Estalia; even to haughty Bretonnia and the reclusive dwarfs of the World's Edge. As yet, no reply had been forthcoming. The prevailing opinion was that the old allies of the Empire had forsaken them altogether.


  After one sleepless night too many, Helborg sought aid from stranger sources. Firewood had been stacked high at every junction, and the entire Bright College had been put to work scattering enchanted embers that would flare up again at a simple shouted chant. Every stretch and statue of the city’s walls was thrice- blessed by the warrior priests of the Sigmarite cult. The acolytes of the Light College burned away the thickest fog using rays of pure magic, Grey wizards brokered deals in the darkness, and Celestial astromancers cast their divinations to ascertain the precise hour the worshippers of Chaos would strike. The healer-priestesses of Shallya set up a shantytown of tents, beds and stretchers around their humble temple, ready to receive the wounded and return them to the fight. Even the city’s ghosts could be seen sharpening their swords in the gloaming, conjured from beyond the veil by the dispossessed spirit- wizards of the Amethyst College.


  Deep in a hermit’s cave outside Altdorf, two tall men slumbered uneasily around a spent fire. Their rocky refuge echoed to the low snores of the enormous griffons that took up most of the cavern’s rear. Slowly, hesitantly, the dawn chorus chirruped across the lands below. Light filtered in, wan and anaemic. The sunrise was a sickly thing that spoke of another troubled day about to unfold over a cursed empire.


  Karl Franz was the first to sit up, awoken by the troubled sleep of the nearby Gregor Martak. With the aid of his avian spies, the Supreme Patriarch had finally tracked down the missing Emperor and his griffon Deathclaw. Borne upon a winged steed of his own, the Amber wizard had used his beast-magicks to heal Deathclaw’s broken wing and restore the griffon to its former might. Yet Martak himself had a wound that could not be healed so easily, a mental scar that caused him to thrash and cry out in the night. Karl Franz shook him gently awake.


  ‘Karl,’ panted Martak. ‘Karl Franz, are you still alive?’


  ‘I’m here,’ Karl Franz replied. ‘I... I had another dream. Taal himself came to me, but... but he was horrific, Karl! Covered in the spoor of plagues!’


  ‘I see,’ sighed the Emperor. ‘He... he said he was dying, Karl, and mortals held the key to deliverance. Only the true sons of Sigmar can save him.’ ‘Then save him we shall.’ ‘But... but there is a price...’ ‘Go on,’ replied Karl Franz. ‘My liege... Taal... he said that be they prince or be they pauper, those who fight for Altdorf will die in agony.’


  Karl Franz looked out at the sunrise for a moment, his face grim, before gathering his things and waking Deathclaw.


  The tension was as palpable as the fog, and it grew thicker each night until it was all but unbearable. In every street, mansion and hovel, the citizens of Altdorf prepared for war. Helborg’s most recent edict, for the Altdorfers to concentrate on shoring up the city’s defences instead of burying those already dead, had been regarded as inhuman at best and insanity at worst. Yet none argued too fiercely, for they were more concerned about their own graves than those of their departed friends and family. Unbeknownst to all but the Reiksmarshal and his closest advisors, the scattered cadavers in the street were to be a weapon in the coming war - tools to be used by the one ally who had replied to Helborg’s pleas for aid.


  As the troubled days slid past, the time divined by the Celestial college as the Great Reckoning drew closer. The twin-tailed comet blazed bright in the cloudy skies, throwing the city into a strange twilight even at the small hours of the morning. A sense of timelessness and unreality suffused the city as day bled into night, conspiring with the ever-present fog to make Altdorf seem more like some haunted etheric realm than a thriving centre of civilisation. Regiment upon regiment of state troops peered out into the mist from the towering city walls, cauldrons of pitch and fish-oil were boiled atop the battlements in


  readiness to pour on the foe, and the College of Engineers ensured their artillery batteries were primed and readied. The words of warrior priests and captains rang out into the gloom, putting steel into the hearts of their charges for a time.


  Many itinerants, traders and faint¬hearted citizens fled south in search of sanctuary, hoping their numbers would protect them from the dangers of the wild. As soon as they made camp and went to sleep, their throats were claimed by throttlevines, their corpses hauled upward to become more grisly fruit in the terrifying orchard that had grown around the city. Those who refused to abandon their capital girded themselves to endure the coming storm, even though a dark flower of doubt blossomed within every heart.


  Altdorf stood upon the precipice of disaster, bereft of allies and with little in the way of wholesome food or potable water with which to withstand a protracted siege. Be they soldier, wizard, shopkeeper or priest, not a single Altdorfer could shake the suspicion that the Empire was already all but beaten, and that no matter how hard they fought, it would not be enough.


  A lone figure in full armour knelt in the heart of the Reikstemple. Around him giant statues of Sigmar’s twelve warrior chieftains rose into the gloom, effigies so vast the candlelight barely reached their knees. A weak shaft of sunlight filtered through the stained glass window high in the temple’s dome, throwing a distorted image of Sigmar Ascendant across the flagstones. It shimmered weirdly, its dappled shades lending colour to the white hair and drawn features of the warrior genuflecting far below.


  Taking his runefang from its scabbard and placing it point down in front of him, Kurt Helborg gulped down his pride and prayed to Sigmar for the first time in decades.
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  The stinking, feculent waters of Altdorf’s sewers cast strange reflections across the crumbling archways stretching away into the gloom. From a great well-like opening in the slaughterhouse district above, the green eye of Morrslieb stared down with the fevered intensity of a voyeur at a keyhole.


  In the algae-slicked atrium far beneath, Doctor Festus muttered as he fussed over a gigantic cauldron heated by a driftwood bonfire. Nearby a great stack of plague cadavers was piled against the central pillar of the atrium, each bearing the marks of a slow demise. The soiled victims of lunatic’s dysentery lay piled atop those whose flesh was covered in grave-mould, and bodies that had fallen to the grey flux were draped over corpses with slowly writhing strangleveins under the skin. Fat¬bodied leeches writhed in the shallows, latching onto the vermin that got too close and draining them of all their vital fluids.


  ‘Fiddle-the-fee, shroudlings three, cover the city and pass it to me,’ sang Festus softly, scooping a trio of daemon mites from his cauldron and dumping them into the crackling fire beneath. A thick, stinking column of smoke rose up towards the moon above, adding to the smog that was choking the city.


  In contrast Festus felt his own inner flame burning low. He had spent months of long nights planting the seeds of Nurgle’s garden across Altdorf. His muscles were burning, and his eyelids drooped with the effort of staying awake. The great summoning would require a great deal of mental and physical strength. Though he would never admit it - not even to his leeches - he wasn’t sure if he had the gumption left to do it.


  As Festus’ tunc dwindled to silence a distant trickle of liquid filled the atrium. The doctor listened with head cocked, his eyes glazed over for a moment. It sounded more like vomit or curdled gravy than water, but that was still music to what was left of his ears. Such beauty Nurgle had given to the world.


  When Festus turned back a large bubble had risen in the middle of the cauldron, growing larger by the second. He gazed in puzzlement as his own reflection rose distorted in the depths, as broad as Morrslieb and twice as ugly. Something shimmered within its oil-slick surface, something big.


  The bubble swelled to fill the giant cauldron before bursting with a loud pop to reveal a boulder-sized head, slumping shoulders and a pair of flabby arms each as thick as an ogre’s gut.


  ‘Wellspring!' boomed Ku’gath Plaguefather, a grin splitting the rotten mound of his face.


  ‘Or “Well met”, as we say here in Altdorf,’ said Festus with a tired smile. ‘For a few more hours, at least.’


  ‘In deeds!’ nodded the Great Unclean One, jowls wobbling. ‘In a great many deeds! The garden must grow, and so it has. Our father sneezes great promise nside thee, little doctor. He bethinks thee... a change


  of careen. Perhaps green fingers rather than red, hmm? Perhaps the paradise beyond bewaits you?’


  ‘I would be honoured,’ said Festus, slow wonder spreading across his ravaged face. ‘And harvest time is close. A seed dwells in the throat of every street corpse I could find.’ The fat doctor motioned upwards to the thick smog boiling into the city above.


  ‘You have done welldeeds. And so has the bold bumblebeast before thee, belittle-me-not! Three swordling-hordes approach, my friend, a-dancing to my tune. The carnivals of life converge, from west and east and north; one tattooed, one behorned, and one a plaguey host.’


  ‘The Glottkin are close, then?’ said Festus, his eyes alight. ‘The timing is critical to the recipe. It has to be tonight, on Geheimnisnacht, when the moon is low.’


  ‘The triplets are in sight of the western wallflowers, dear leechling,’ the daemon boomed. ‘As Lordling Spume completes his march, Daemonspewer lopes closer still, the Tallyman behind. Fevermore, Epidemius brings a storm of plaguey drizzling, pregnant clouds all ready to drop their tiny wetlings. All is set, small friend, so please be-rest your mind.’


  Festus blew out his cheeks and gave a long exhalation of relief at the news, the tension in his shoulders relaxing for the first time in days. He had invested a great deal in the events of the next few hours.


  ‘Now these... these lovely flowerbods,’ leered the Plaguefather, gesturing towards the pile of plague bodies with an arm like a giant sausage stuffed with dead pigs. ‘Many a tallymite yearns for such sights. Are they second helplings?’


  ‘They are helpers of a sort, yes, though they know it not. The air is thick and the veil between worlds thin.


  The seeds of misrule are planted and smog fills every street. The time for burning shroudlings is at an end; these are here as more... earthly offerings. Yet I fear I have not the strength left to lift them, to open the garden’s gate alone.’


  ‘No need for plinking heartstrings, doctor, my minstrel-viol I left behind!’ laughed Ku’gath. ‘We will see fate to thy doorstep, fear thee not. The triplets Glott have played their lives well. Blades aplenty march upon this soon-fair nest.’


  Grinning indulgently, the Plaguefather hauled his impossible bulk out of the cauldron with a great surge of effort, toppling it and spilling the gruesome brew across the flagstones in the process.


  ‘Gloops!’ said Ku’gath, biting a rubbery lip the size of a Reik eel. ‘Pray for glibness, doctor, I have splayed your nurgling-pond.’


  ‘It matters little, the brew is spent,’ said Festus, waving away Ku’gath’s frown with a fat-fingered hand. ‘Now if you really don’t mind a bit of earthy toil,’ he said, trudging over to the pile of plague victims. ‘Let’s get these juicy fellows onto the fire.’


  When the bane of Altdorf arrived, it came not from without, but within.


  In the slaughterhouse district by the Reik’s edge, the great well that led down to the sewer-atrium began to smoulder, then to smoke. Those citizens yet to flee the city watched in horror as the well belched out grey and greasy smoke. It smelled not of choking, phlegmy smog, but of burning human flesh. Up and up the pillar went, the cylinder of foulness so thick that it seemed like the trunk of some godly tree supporting the canopy of the clouds above. Its stench was such that only those with truly iron constitutions could approach within half a mile without doubling over and slicking the cobbles with the contents of their stomachs.


  As the column of smoke continued to foul the air, the masses of cloud above grew as pale as a cataracted eye, thickening into spiralling cords. They were drawn into the smoking pillar, reinforcing the impression of a colossal tree stretching over the city, though they recoiled from the area of the skies in which the twin-tailed comet blazed.


  Murmurs of confusion and concern rippled out as those soldiers and priests stationed on the city walls watched the occult skies change above them, but none wanted to be the first to break ranks, and those messengers they sent to investigate returned only with conflicting reports of imminent invasion. From the grand muster in Altdorf Square, Kurt Helborg ruled that the mystical phenomenon above them was little threat compared to the hordes approaching the city.


  It was an error that would cost more than mortal lives.


  As the foul smoke billowing upwards from the sewers mingled with the clouds above, a dire rain began to fall. At first it pattered drip by spattering drip, milky and horrid, yet feeding little more than suspicions. Soldiers looked uneasily at one another as drops of the discoloured fluids pinged from their vambraces and helmets.


  A low but powerful thunder rolled across the city’s reaches, sounding disturbingly like the laughter of a looming god.


  And then, as Grandfather Nurgle tipped his cauldron into reality, the storm broke.


  When the milk-white rain hit the corpses that lay scattered in the streets, their bodies burst apart with terrible force, twisted flesh- trees erupting through them to reach the rooftops in the space of a few heartbeats. Empty streets were suddenly thronged with an unutterably foul jungle thick with sticky-haired vines. Droop-legged daemonflies wound through the grotesque vegetation, glutted on the nectar of decay. Many a lingering citizen was caught in the groping tendrils of the unnatural plants, drained of his vital fluids and lifted off the ground by the ankle like an apprehended urchin. The foetid jungle was thickest at Altdorf’s heart. There the streets and buildings began to shimmer and fade, replaced completely by the daemon realm that was Nurgle’s garden.


  As the howling masses outside Altdorf charged across the flood plains towards its walls, the pillar of smoke at its heart whipped around and around with gathering pace. It grew larger and larger, becoming a giant white tornado that dominated the skyline across the entire Empire. Booming voices rumbled in the skies over the sound of hammering rain, their bass tones in contrast to the shrieking of a million tormented souls.


  Then, at the hurricane heart of a tempest that had once been a simple curl of smoke, reality buckled, split, and tore apart.


  From the sickly wound in reality, the daemon legions of Nurgle strode forth in all their vibrant and revolting glory.
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  To the south of the city, the grand cavalry armies of Bretonnia were a pair of rich tapestries unfurling across the lands. Though their horses were mud-spattered and lathered beneath their bright caparisons, each nobleman sat bolt upright in the saddle, resplendent in shining armour and heraldic cloth. With Louen Leoncoeur’s return to Couronne, thousands of knights had answered the call to war, making the long journey across the Grey Mountains towards the heartlands of the Empire.


  Less than a year ago the Bretonnian nation had been wracked by the direst of civil wars, the fabric of its society all but torn apart by the necromantic pawns of Nagash. It sat ill with many of the land’s nobles that they should


  go to war again so soon - especially in the defence of a nation not their own. Yet Louen, in his role as High Paladin of the Breton Court, had made his position abundantly clear. Any knight who would look to his own fortunes whilst their allies in the Empire fell to the ravages of Chaos was not worthy of the title.


  Fifteen days of near-constant travel would have brought a normal steed to the brink of exhaustion, but not so the noble stallions of Bretonnia. Under Louen’s authority the crusade had continued apace even through the night, the knights taking it in turns to slumber in their saddles, the better to raise their chances of reaching their allies in the Empire before it was too late.


  As they neared Altdorf the trees seemed to rustle and whisper at their approach, but much like the denizens of the Grey Mountains, no tribe nor predator was fool enough to test their might against so many knights in the full raiment of battle. Every dawn and dusk Louen led his knights in prayer, thanking the Lady for lending them speed and asking her to give their destriers the strength to bear them to battle in good time.


  So it was that the cavalry columns stretching towards Altdorf neared half a mile in length. It was the greatest Errantry War seen outside the bloody sands of Araby; only the Grail Knights remained behind in Bretonnia, maintaining their ceaseless vigil over the sacred heartlands of their realm.


  Yet despite the clear passage of the knightly armies, as they approached Altdorf it became obvious they had not been quick enough.


  Louen’s vanguard crested Bloodpine Ridge upon the eve of Geheimnisnacht. The Bretonnian crusaders were confronted by a vista choked by the powers of Chaos. The city itself was under siege from the skies as well as the earth. Everywhere clouds of flies swirled like smoke and tattered banners flapped in raging, foul-smelling winds. The once- verdant plain that surrounded the capital city of the Empire was filling with hordes of Chaos worshippers, so great in number that the sprawling metropolis seemed an island in a sea of greens and browns.


  To the west, thousands of Norscan tribesmen were pouring along the Reik as it wound its way into the docks and canal networks of the city - not just on the river’s banks, but even across its moss-crusted surface. The Glottkin led the charge, two brothers perched atop the fleshy boulder that led the avalanche behind. Armoured killers formed the front of the giant wedge, their canine hunting beasts running before them. Tree-trunk rams were carried in the midst of the tribal horde, each thick with furry black grave-moss. At the wedge’s rear, monsters flailed, bellowing for the hot release of the kill.


  To the north, a sea of beastmen swelled out from a dark arch in the eaves of the Drakwald. At their head was a blunt column of Norscan cavalry, their rusted but elaborate armour distorting their silhouettes into those of daemons. Dragon ogres and minotaurs alike vied for position in the headlong charge towards the North Gate. In the midst of this terrifying vanguard came Gutrot Spume, the Lord of Tentacles, standing proud atop a warshrine of grandiose proportion and shouting at the skies as he demanded the attention of Father Nurgle.


  The army that came from the east was foulest of all. Orghotts, Morbidex and Bloab Rotspawned barrelled out of the forest, smashing through the palisade walls that had been raised in an attempt to keep the Drakwald’s denizens from the city’s reaches. Sharpened stakes scattered and rolled before their pox maggoths as the giant creatures bounded towards the city, long tongues tasting the raw entropy upon the air. Slouching out from the forest behind them were thousands of plaguebearers led by the tallyman, Epidemius, each chanting praise to the Plague God as they took in the noisome spectacle of the city ahead.


  It was not only the great hordes of Chaos that were girdling the city. The miasmic storm inside the capital’s walls had lashed down hardest of all upon the battlements, making it all but impossible for mortal men to remain there and robbing them of their great fortress walls in the carnage to come. Yet the city’s defenders would fight nonetheless.


  Marching out from each gate came regiment after regiment of brightly- armoured state troops, orders of knights in shining armour, conclaves of battle wizards, even artillery batteries and steam tanks protected from the lashing rain by canopies of canvas. The primary colours of Altdorf were arrayed alongside the soiled red and white of Talabheim and a dozen other uniforms besides.


  The Reiksmarshal and his captains ensured that his armies took up positions outside the Altdorf walls with grim efficiency, defending each gate with enough men to break a dozen tribes. Even in the absence of their Emperor, the warriors of Karl Franz’s realm were not giving up their city without a fight.


  Behind them, the walls of Altdorf rose up, many of their convolutions and statue-dotted crenulations already discoloured by grave-moss. A roiling tornado of the raw stuff of Chaos soared up into the heavens from the heart of the besieged capital, a conical storm of grey-green energy that spun wildly into the skies. It fanned upwards and outwards to join a great thunderhead that crackled and pulsed with sheet lightning.


  The fearsome energies boiling above the roofs of Altdorf illuminated an indescribably foul face several miles in diameter. A yawning mouth that could eat the world grinned impossibly wide as the thunderheads below coalesced into fat fingers, and nails of broken cloud tore open the skies. Unclean concoctions spilled forth, splashing and splattering into the mortal realm. Wherever they fell they nourished the seeds of disorder sown in the streets over the last few months. Twining tendrils burst from the streets and snaked high into the air, waving and shifting like drownweeds reaching for a victim to pull under the water.


  High above the maniac landscape, the twin-tailed comet blazed brighter even than gloating Morrslieb, despite the fact the Chaos moon was fuller than ever on this most fateful of eves. The comet’s wild, crackling fire illuminated the whole scene, rendering every sore and pimple of the armies below visible to any with the stomach to look.


  The city of Altdorf stared into an abyss from which it could never return, its fate balanced on the blades of those massed around its walls.


  Across the field, man, daemon and beast raised their war horns and sounded the advance.
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  The Fall Of Altdorf
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  The trumpets of the Bretonnian army sounded over and over as massed cavalry charged over Bloodpine Ridge and across the flood plains of the Reik. The force was formed of two great columns of chevaliers, one driving through the storm towards the tattooed tribes coming from the river to the west, the other thundering off to intercept the daemon host emerging from the woods. The air around them shimmered with protective energies, for they had spent the hour before the charge in fervent prayer to their graceful goddess. Though the storm raged fiercely, not a single one of the Bretonnian knights had been touched by the foul rain - the whitish droplets simply evaporated with a tiny hiss a finger’s breadth from their armour.


  A great cry of battle lust rang out as the blessed knights came thundering down the gentle slope towards the Chaos-worshipping filth. As Otto Glott bawled orders from atop his brother Ghurk’s broad shoulders, his axemen shuffled and turned, stepping into ranks and locking their shields with a semblance of military discipline.


  With sledgehammer force the cavalry charge hit home. A dozen lance points, then a score, then a hundred thumped into chests and burst out of backs in sprays of stinking blood. The Glottkin’s shieldwall splintered and broke like a wooden fence hit by a herd of charging bulls. Shouting in exultation, the Bretonnians stormed through into the lines beyond. Those whose lances were still intact took new foes in their guts, in their throats, in their black and rotten hearts.


  To the east the story was much the same. A thick wedge of knights drove home their charge against Epidemius’ horde, those plaguebearers spitted on blessed lances and swords bursting apart like overripe boils. At their head Louen Leoncoeur dived down upon a moss-draped cygor that had shambled from the woods, his hippogryph striking with such predatory force that it bore the monstrosity to the ground.


  For a moment Louen stood tall in the saddle, a legend given life, the Sword of Couronne raised and glinting in the light of the comet above. He twisted in the saddle, shrugging off the cygor’s great mauling hand. Taking advantage of the roaring beast’s lunge, Louen drove his glowing sword hilt-deep into the brute’s single eye. As the giant sank backward into the dirt, the High Paladin remounted his hippogryph with astonishing agility. The noble steed sprung back up into the air, its pinions snapping as it scanned the battle for its next prey. Louen’s forehead was cut, the wound drizzling liquid light in place of blood, but such was the Lady’s favour upon him it was already healing over.


  To the west a swathe of Norscan bodies lay scattered in the wake of Bretonnia’s finest, but with the sight of their great god upon them, every one of the tribal host would rather die in glory than break and flee. The nobles of Bretonnia were cutting down the foe by the dozen, but they had abandoned their lances in favour of swords drawn for closer work.


  Soon the corpses being trampled underfoot bore Bretonnian sigils as well as pitted, rusting armour. The momentum of the knightly charge was spent, and they had penetrated but a quarter of the distance they needed to cover if they wished to stand blade to blade with the defenders of Altdorf.


  One hundred and thirteen times had Jhared charged into battle on the back of Estrien. The thrill in his veins, in the muscles of his arms, in the gallop of his steed... it was bliss, of a sort, even before impact. Behind him came a long column of knights, thundering towards the Norscans barring his path. By the Lady’s virtue, there were a lot of them.


  ‘Lock your shields, then, you unclean scum, see what good it does you!’ roared Jhared. He caught a glimpse of Louen Leoncoeur flying overhead on his hippogryph, an arrowhead of pegasus knights carving the air behind him. Jhared briefly raised his blade in salute.


  Suddenly, a wedge of rust-armoured horsemen thundered towards the Bretonnian column.


  ‘A worthy foe in size, if nothing else,’ murmured Jhared grimly. He directed his steed towards the largest of the enemy knights. The stallion dipped its horn-


  tipped helmet and brought it back up sharply so that its unicorn spike pierced the throat of the Norscan’s steed. Jhared leaned under the rider’s counterthrust before taking off the knight’s head, the falling corpse unhorsing the Norscan behind him in a clatter of plate.


  ‘A proper saddle might be a good idea,’ laughed Jhared.


  Above him, Louen flew over the Norscan shield wall, his voice as clear as a clarion.


  ‘Skyhost, up and over the walls! We are needed inside. Jhared, the earthbound foe are yours!’


  Jhared raised his sword high in acknowledgement. Leoncoeur disappeared over the walls of Altdorf and into the storm, his pegasus knights close behind him.


  Jhared suddenly felt cold. He could not shake the notion that would be the last time he ever saw his liege.
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  The Bretonnian attack had been an unexpected complication for the Glottkin, and one they could ill afford after the costly battle they had fought against the Carroburgers as they had made their way along the Reik. Only with the principal cities of the Empire broken and left in ruin could the realm of Karl Franz be broken apart, and with it, the mortar that bound the barrier of men, elves and dwarfs together. It was imperative that the defending armies be slaughtered for the great work to achieve its goal, regardless of what nation had thrown their soldiers into their path.


  Otto Glott knew this fact well and fought with a cold, determined fury to ensure it. His brother Ghurk merely knew that the scent of horseflesh was strong here, and that meant a feast to come. The giant mutant bawled in glee as his enormous tentacle smashed brightly-caparisoned stallions and their armoured riders into the mud. Ghurk’s other arm, a lamprey-like maw with a long whipping tongue, started the feast early. He smacked the gaping appendage into the flank of a warhorse, gnawing its torso to the bone even as Otto took the rider’s head from his neck with a flick of his scythe. On the Glottkin went, breaking the Bretonnian wedge kill by kill, an unstoppable force that had met worthy prey at last. Here and there a knight would fight back hard, plunging a glowing blade or lance into Ghurk’s blubbery mass. They might as well have been stabbing a glacier for all the good it did.


  Ethrac delighted in such resistance, picking the choicest spells in his extensive repertoire and granting the Bretonnian heroes one grisly death after another. Here a knight swelled out of his armour, pink and bristling, to crush his own horse under his morbid weight. There a proud paladin simply sank into the ground, crying out to his goddess as the earth below his steed turned to a quagmire of boiling pus.


  As the Glottkin forced their way through the stalled Bretonnian charge, the tattooed hordes behind them took great heart, thudding axes into the horses in their midst and pulling knights from the saddle to punch daggers through visor slits and neck joints. When the armoured elite of the tribal horde closed in the killing intensified even more. A storm of steel erupted where the battle lines clashed, and the greater mass of the horde thundered into either flank of the doomed knightly column.


  To the north of the city, the forest disgorged the bestial tribes that Gutrot Spume had drawn through the Drakwald. From the shadow of the North Gate, Kurt Helborg watched with mounting horror as not only a spearhead of heavy horse, but herd upon herd of baying beastmen spilled out of the strange arched corridor of vines that had opened in the northern eaves. The terrible truth of their sheer numbers was a weapon in itself.


  The Reiksmarshal knew that a decisive strike needed to fall, and fast. Ordering his envoys to sound the signal to the knightly orders, Helborg put his plan into action, bellowing for the first of his armies to advance and intercept the oncoming cavalry. The skies rumbled overhead as the men of Altdorf and Talabheim took up position side by side, setting their spears and their halberds solid in preparation to receive the charge.


  The vanguard of the Lord of Tentacles’ host spread out as they came, hitting the Empire line across a half-mile frontage with the force of a tidal wave. Chaos knights crashed through thickets of spears in explosive storms of splinters, spitting soldiers on jagged lances and enchanted blades. Dragon ogres hacked and pounded the halberdiers moving to intercept them, the strange lightning which played across their scaly skin crackling out to stun those soldiers to their flank.


  On the left flank, a tribe of minotaurs lowered their great horned heads and stormed into the fray. Their flesh was cut to ribbons by disciplined volleys of bullets from the massed ranks of handgunners that stood before them, and good half of the giant beastmen stumbled and fell, eyes rolling back, into the dirt. The rest ploughed into the gun lines with brutal force, hacking and trampling right through the regiments at the front and barging into the Reiksguard knights behind. The Reiksguard fought back hard, their rear echelons breaking away and countercharging from the flank to drive their lances home into the dense flesh of the rampaging minotaurs.


  The vanguard of the Chaos army had taken the bait, as Helborg had known it would, and in the process they had outdistanced the beastman tribes running forwards in their wake. The knightly orders, as per the Reiksmarshal’s plan, rode hard to the north-west, carving out wide as if fleeing from the fight. The men outside the North Gate could hear the bleats of derision coming from the warherds. Yet the jeers soon faded when the knightly orders looped around in a wide arc, coming not for the beastmen nearing the lines, but for those at the mouth of the throttlevine tunnel.


  The grand masters of the knightly orders raised their voices as the charge gathered momentum, calling out to Sigmar, to Myrmidia, to Ulric and to Morr. The ground at the edge of the Drakwald shook as close to a thousand knights of the Empire charged headlong into the brayherds that were forming a battle line in the shadow of the forest. Despite their great number, the beastmen did not stand a chance, for even a dwarf shieldwall would be hard pressed to break the charge of the finest cavalry in the Empire.


  Lances smacked through rusty armour to burst out of bent backs, cavalry hammers caved in the skulls of musclebound minotaurs, and swords took the heads from milling ungor uncertain of whether to fight or flee. The sheer, sudden violence of the Empire charge made up their mind for them, and a full half of the bestial army took to their heels, bounding over the mud in a chorus of bleats and screams. A trio of ghorgons burst from the woods, roaring as they smashed Knights Panther into bloody hunks of flesh with their cleaver¬like limbs. Yet the orders still had power to spare, dozens of demigryphs pouncing upon the new prey to rip and tear great furrows as their riders hacked at the faces of the giants with their tall cavalry halberds. As the last ghorgon fell, clutching its ruined skull, the staggered charges of the Knightly Orders drove the beastman horde into flight. Trumpets rang out from each cavalry unit, and the cavalry spread out to block the mouth of the throttlevine tunnel leading deep into the Drakwald. If the beastmen tribes running down the corridor wanted to join the fight, they would have to redeploy on a far wider front. Helborg’s gambit had severed the vanguard of Spume’s army from its near limitless reinforcements, and bought his men a precious few hours.


  To the east, Orghotts Daemonspew made straight for the hissing wedge of steam tanks that was trundling towards his lines. The engines of the metal contraptions roared against the fury of the storm as they gathered pace, one of the machines venting a great cloud of steam from its boiler. A cannonball hammered into Tripletongue, tearing away half of the maggoth’s eyeless head. The thing stumbled, falling forward and nearly unsettling its rider, before hauling its bulk upright to lope unsteadily onwards. Orghotts grinned evilly, clashing his axes together in anticipation of revenge.


  The pox maggoths gathered speed, easily dodging the juggernaut charge of the steam tanks as the machines ploughed past. Rotspawned’s maggoth, Bilespurter, grabbed the turret of the nearest tank and pulled with all its might, wrenching the metal cupola off and vomiting a great stream of daemonic bile into the tank’s interior. It rumbled on for a few more seconds before coming to a halt in a cloud of foul-smelling steam.


  The other three steam tanks ground on into the plaguebearer host beyond, forcing Epidemius to shuffle his palanquin sideways in order to avoid sharing the fate of his minions, who were crushed into a grey-green paste. The Tallyman tutted in irritation and raised a winding finger to the skies. Chanting in a doleful tongue, the herald peeled off a thin cyclone of pus-white cloud that crept slowly downwards, its funnel grounding on the top of the steam tank. The armoured engine wheeled around slowly, then span about its centre with gathering speed, eventually toppling onto its side and venting boiling water and scalding steam in all directions. The scalded engineer crew, crying out in agony, attempted to climb clear, but they were quickly hacked apart by the plaguebearers milling in close.


  On the daemons marched, oblivious to the damage the East Gate artillery was wreaking upon them. Cannonballs ploughed through their ranks, bursting apart a handful of daemons with every shot. Helstorm rockets thundered down from overhead, detonating with punitive force to leave nothing but smoking craters where they fell. Mortars stitched explosions across the tree line, blasting the rearmost phalanxes apart in an attempt to deter further reinforcements. Yet this was the day of the plagueborn, and such petty concerns would not stop them.


  On every front the armies of the Empire were embattled as the grand armies of Nurgle closed in. Blades flashed, tentacles thrashed, maws bit and lances hit home as a hundred grisly tableaus played out, a banquet of carnage for the greedy god watching from above. Every one of the warriors battling below the rumbling skies knew it in his heart - the fate of the city, and in truth the Empire of man, would be decided by their actions in the coming hours.


  In the shadow of the twin statues of Ulric and Sigmar looming outside North Gate, Kurt Helborg prepared to meet with death.


  Eighteen hundred good men were lined up in the mud at the north of the city, half of their number already embroiled in battle against the beastmen army that had poured out of the forest. The rest waited close to the walls, amongst them the Reiksguard’s hardiest veterans, ready to reinforce the line should their comrades begin to buckle.


  Helborg scanned the stubbly, sour, sweat-smeared faces of the troops around him as the din of war raged above the storm. The gnawing feeling in his gut returned. These were good, honest soldiers, men fighting for the sanctity of their homelands and the survival of their families. Who was he to lead them? The great and powerful Reiksmarshal - exhausted, desperate, a man married only to the sword. Perhaps he had less right to lead than the weakest of them.


  For it was he who had made a pact with the undead. Stretching to the limit of vision on the battlements of the North Gate were rank upon rank of cadavers, each motionless and stinking in the humid air. They ranged from slack-jawed skeletons the ochre of Reikmud to gore-covered zombies for whom death had been but a momentary respite. Almost every one of the corpses on the walls was an Altdorfer; Helborg could even pick out the primitive armour worn during the city’s early days upon some of them.


  Though his ally in the darkness had arrived with but five companions, his necromantic skills had proven potent enough to wrench the dead from every street and graveyard across the city. Now Altdorf’s inner perimeter teemed with the ranks of the unliving.


  And then there was Vlad himself. The Reiksmarshal’s men could not help but cast wary glances towards the von Carstein noble standing in the shadow of the North Gate, lank black hair framing a wry smile that twisted across his haughty features.


  ‘Helborg,’ the vampire called out. The Reiksmarshal bridled at the commanding tone, but kept his peace. ‘Your front line wavers. I can smell their cowardice on the breeze. Time for a pretty speech, methinks.’


  The three white-clad vampiresses in the darkness behind Vlad laughed silkily. To one side of the trio, a bald, armoured vampire in the colours of Marienburg stroked the skull of a bat-like Terrorgheist.


  ‘We’re ready, von Carstein,’ Helborg growled. ‘My men are giving their lives out there in defence of this city while you watch, skulking in the darkness.’


  ‘You will not find me on the walls of Altdorf this day, Helborg.’ Vlad looked up at the battlements, rubbing his breastplate absently. ‘I still have... uncomfortable memories of a wooden pike not so far from here. But trust me; living or dead, my puppets will not be idle...’


  Vlad watched Reiksmarshal Helborg bristle, the knight’s ridiculous moustache quivering with unseemly emotion.


  ‘Stay in the shadows then, as befits your kind,’ said Helborg acidly. Behind him. Vlad sighed. Humans were so impatient.


  ‘I shall,’ said Vlad. ‘It suits my ladies’ complexions better.’ He scraped his cheek with a dagger, an echo of mortal grooming he had never quite lost.


  ‘So be it,’ spat Helborg. ‘Though their presence here is still a mystery to me. I struck a deal with you alone, because you are part of this realm, whether I like it or not. Not with these other... lineages. I certainly did not expect a freakish thing like that at my gates.’ He gestured at Mundvard’s giant pet.


  ‘It matters not what you expected,' replied Vlad.


  ‘My master Nagash would rather the land of mortals remained pliable. What good is corporeal power if the material world is replaced by pure chaos?’


  The vampire opened his hands wide, a slight smile revealing his fangs as he continued. ‘We are here to deny the Dark Gods their ultimate prize, Helborg.


  By the look of what has become of your city, it is a battle you are ill-equipped to fight.’


  Helborg spun on his heel to face Vlad down, his face red. He looked ready to fight.


  ‘If you take issue with my master’s plan,’ said Vlad, ‘you could follow Volkmar’s tracks into Sylvania and explain your reservations...’


  ‘Enough of this,’ muttered Helborg, drawing his blade and pointing it at Vlad. He took a deep breath.


  ‘By the authority vested in me as the steward of Karl Franz’s realm and the runefang I hold, I hereby declare you, Vlad von Carstein of Sylvania, an Elector Count in extremis,’ announced Helborg. Vlad grinned modestly, but his mind filled with an unholy joy. Behind Helborg, Altdorf troops shared disbelieving glances.


  ‘From this day forth the realm of Sylvania is a new province under your rightful command,’ continued Helborg. ‘And now, as an Elector Count of the Empire, it is time for you to do your part. Your forces do not fear the plague. Kindly put them to the business of taking back the streets. I have men enough to hold the walls.’


  Vlad drew his sword and made an elaborate salute, turning to stride through the North Gate. The dead filed into the streets behind him. He could hear the words of his new pawn resounding in the air.


  ‘Men of the Empire!’ the Reiksmarshal bellowed, turning and raising his arms to address the army stretching in front of the gate. ‘Today is a day that started in ill omen, but by Sigmar, it shall end in glory! Put aside your doubts as I have, and think only of victory. In the name of the Griffon Emperors, of the Heldenhammer, and of Altdorf itself, advance!’


  Doctor Festus sauntered through the quagmires of New Altdorf, Ku’gath Plaguefather thudding along by his side. An honour guard of seven plaguebearers riding rot flies kept a respectful distance, each in awe of the mortal who had transformed the inert jewel in the Empire’s crown into a lively, festering hellhole. Behind them came a slouching procession of plaguebearers that stretched all the way back to the howling white cyclone at the city’s heart.


  Since Nurgle’s apothecaries had finished their great spell in Altdorf’s sewers and opened the Gate Between Worlds, the city was much more to their liking. Wobbling fronds and thick-necked lianas grew uncontrollably, bursting through windows and invading mildewed doorways. Curious tendrils wound around broken statues of yesteryear’s Emperors, grave-moss draped bronze icons of Sigmar, and crusty lichen lent carven theogonists surreal beards that twitched in the stinking breeze.


  Underfoot the streets were covered in sprawling patches of grave-loam.


  A dizzying variety of plants suckled their sustenance from the corpse-rich soil, each stranger and more beautiful than the last. Bursts of colour punctuated the greys and greens, the yellows and reds of orchids bright as any pimple and just as full of pus. Swarms of daemon insects hummed joyous refrains, nurglings frolicked and played in the mud, and rivers of slurry gurgled happily along every gutter and canal. Everywhere vegetable, fungal and daemonic life of all conceivable sizes abounded, from the miniscule to the titanic.


  It was a sight to gladden the soul of any devotee of the Lord of Decay. Festus positively glowed with power, seven times the man he had been an hour ago. With Nurgle’s favour so fully upon him, he was closer to immortality than he suspected. Ku’gath, as much a part of his godly master as the daemon-plants claiming the city, saw the truth of things as clear as ever. Fie took an avuncular pleasure in seeing his mortal comrade on the threshold of being taken into Nurgle’s inner court. The doctor deserved it, after all - his long labours to cultivate the Great Garden should be rewarded most copiously.


  Though Altdorf’s former rulers were fighting hard to reclaim it, the streets were all but theirs. The exception was the Temple of Shallya, the domed building and the streets around it a blemish of purity in a landscape of corruption. Should that fall, the garden’s boundless life would spread to every corner of the city and claim it completely before Geheimnisnacht was out. Altdorf’s mortal fabric had been infected by the blending of the material plane and the Realm of Chaos. Only those who could wield the winds of magic had any real hope of driving back the unnatural forces.


  To their credit, the battle wizards of Altdorf were doing their best to hold back the tide. On the edge of what had once been the River Reik, the masters of the Gold College wove a great spell that covered their chimneyed fortress in a veneer of inert goldsteel that spread out into the city street by street, upon which the plants of Nurgle could take no hold. However, even metal must concede to the forces of decay: the thin plate soon rusted away, crumbling to reveal tiny pushing shoots and pockets of swelling fungus.


  The Light Order, their pyramidal sanctum sequestered away in the aether, ventured forth in great number into the jungle-choked streets. Chanting in the ancient tongue of southern kings, they conjured a second sun of pure white energy that banished the daemon hosts slouching towards them. Soon, though, the ritual phrases of the acolytes became disrupted by sniffles and coughs, and then by sneezing fits, and the banishing orb dispersed in the gale of entropy that raged above.


  The wizards of the Jade Order, who wield the energies of life, found themselves most afflicted of all by the garden’s spread. Their neat and wondrous arboreal college had sprouted into a grotesque parody of itself, whilst the wizards of that order were slowly but irresistibly transformed into strange fleshy trees, damned faces screaming in horror from knots in their trunks, and brittle fingers contorted in agony at the end of their twisting branches.


  Only the wizards of the Bright Order proved fierce enough to hold back the spread of the encroaching jungle. Transforming themselves into beings of living flame, the pyromancers attacked en masse, bodily tackling daemons and floral growths alike and burning them to ash with their incendiary touch. For six long hours the Bright College blazed radiant and pure, the blackened wastes around it lit by the fires of defiance. Then came their demise. The tempest grew fiercer and fiercer above the College, hammering down with such intensity that the deluge of milky pus doused the glorious fury of the fire wizards defending their home. One by one their fires went out, and they fell, shivering and covered in sticky fluids, to the cobbles.


  As for the Shallyans, Festus and Ku’gath were en route to deal with that particular travesty in person. The two apothecaries grew further from the tempest of magic they had brewed in the slaughterhouse district, and as they wound through the streets the intertwining vegetation and boundless fungi of Nurgle’s garden became ever more sparse. The din of battle echoed from the fronts of trader shops and temples, and the bellying clouds above were lit orange and red by a fire of great magnitude.


  Sure enough, as the companions turned the corner of Fleischmarkt, they were confronted by a scene from a demented general’s nightmare. Armoured soldiers wielding ripple- bladed zweihanders cut into a seething mass of plaguebearers that pressed in from all sides. Cyclopean heads flew from necks as the veteran swordsmen took their toll. Behind them, a cadre of tail-helmed knights mounted on griffon-beasts were rounding the flank, their squawking steeds stamping with leonine feet and ripping with sharp beaks at the daemon heralds seeking to cut off the streets on the far side of the square.


  On the other side of the plaza, leaping flames conjured by the last of the pyromantic battle wizards burned back the pack of slug-like beasts lolloping towards them. The firelight turned the blood of the fallen warriors around them from deep red to inky black. Walls of living flame were advancing methodically along the streets on either side of the market square, burning back the garden’s surreal flora, popping the nurglings swarming the streets and incinerating wooden buildings with equal fury.


  Yet the storm clouds came in low, dumping gallon after gallon of vile liquid onto the fires until they were extinguished completely.


  Ku’gath lumbered across the city square, lifting a great flabby fold of his flesh and pulling a squealing nurgling from under his rotten nipple. He lobbed the fatted daemon-mite into the ranks of the greatswords, and as the unit’s champion intercepted it with his blade, the creature burst apart, spraying acidic digestive juices into faces and over hands. Discordant screams rang out, making the lumbering apothecary chuckle fondly. His waddle gathered pace until he barged belly-first through the reeling swordsmen like a rolling boulder, Festus huffing in his wake. Their line broken, the zweihander swordsmen were easy prey for the plague drones that flew in low to scrabble and stab.


  The two apothecaries ploughed on through the streets, all but unopposed. Few of Altdorf’s defenders had remained in the city, and even fewer had the nerve to attack a greater daemon. A muttered bloat- spell from Festus dealt with a knot of soldiers and citizen militia stupid enough to bar their path. In the overgrown remains of Candle Square they saw a trundling steam tank grinding plaguebearers into mulch.


  Its hissing cannon poured scalding vapour at Ku’gath until the scowling daemon flipped the machine onto its side with a heave of his fat arms. In Sigmarsen Street they saw a coven of light wizards blasting magical light at the plague drones hovering overhead with a confection of prisms and lenses. Festus gestured dismissively at them, conjuring a swarm of winged leeches that reduced the wizards to exsanguinated husks in moments.


  On the companions trudged, the bullets of marksmen stationed in the belfries and temple domes mere irritants that the regenerative blessings of their patron swiftly soothed. Here was the supremacy of Nurgle made manifest, the unbound creativity of Chaos prevailing over the suffocating order of mankind. Even death had little power in such a realm, though the goddess of healing still clung on to her stubborn purity.


  Sure enough, as the apothecaries made their way past the algae-slicked caryatids of Unterwald Bridge, the Temple of Shallya rose up ahead. Not a single stain covered its alabaster surface or the bone-dry flagstones of its courts; even the sky above it was crystal blue instead of the unhealthy hue of rotten milk. Awnings and stretchers dotted the domed temple’s perimeter, and white-robed sisters hustled from bed to bed.


  Ku’gath yanked free the blunt bronze sword from a nearby statue of Emperor Magnus and barrelled forward with a roar, smashing a healing station and its occupants into an unrecognisable mess with his first blow. Festus stood well back and gave a long, operatic belch of words in the Dark Tongue. Black gas billowed from his open mouth, snaking through the air to push into the mouths and nostrils of those sisters desperately trying to escape.


  An old woman in a white wimple strode right up to him and struck him hard across the face, the dagger in her other hand sinking deep into his flabby guts. Festus frowned for a second before breaking a potion of dissembly on her forehead and breathing in the rich gases of her rapid decomposition.


  From high above them their plague drone escorts dropped wax-sealed death’s heads into the throng, the splashing fluids having no effect on the sacred sisters but eating away the flesh of those injured state troopers that were mustering into a battle line at the temple’s perimeter. Ku’gath smashed and crushed everything in his reach, a dark and unnatural force roused to terrible wrath.


  Then, from the courtyards on the far side of the temple, came a great moaning and clattering of bone. Moments later, serried ranks of the dead pushed forwards from a dozen streets and alleys at once, converging on the column of daemons that had followed Ku’gath and Festus. At their head was Vlad von Carstein, his finger testing the tip of his blade and a grim smile on his pallid, twisted features.


  There came a screeching cry from above, the blast of a horn, and the battlecries of Bretonnia’s finest. The blue skies above the temple turned dark with feathered wings.


  As one, the living and the dead charged in.
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  The Battle At The Temple


  [image: 02_Bretonnia-small-ic_fmt1]


  As the battlelines closed outside the Temple of Shallya, Louen Leoncoeur arrowed from the skies like a living missile. The warrior’s challenge rang out, causing Ku’gath to turn and face him, the daemon’s hideous face further distorted with rage. Plague drones buzzed erratically through the skies to Ku'gath’s defence, but they were too slow. The Plaguefather barely had time to raise his hand before the High Paladin’s lance struck home. Its blessed tip sank an arm’s length into the daemon’s rotting breast, the hippogryph’s claws slashing in close behind.


  With a speed that belied his massive size, Ku’gath Plaguefather grabbed the lance around its shaft and used it as a lever to hurl both man and beast into the Temple of Shallya. Flailing sidelong, the hippogryph and its armoured rider hit the dome with such force they smashed right through it in a shower of ceramic shards. Luminous blood trickled down the sides of what was left of the curved dome, but the king and his mount had disappeared completely from sight. The greater daemon crushed the lance in his grip and tossed it aside, knocking over one of the state troopers jabbing at his hip with a spear. High above, pegasus knights dived in to slash at the wheeling plague drones that sought to defend their charge, the plaguebearers and their rot fly steeds stabbing back at the proud Bretonnians.


  Doctor Festus bowled his way through the ruin of the healers’ shantytown toward Ku’gath, slapping his meaty hands together in heartfelt applause as he went. Knowing that any of Father Nurgle’s creatures would struggle to touch a holy site of Shallya, the greater daemon had improvised marvellously.


  From the western streets a glut of undead emerged into the courtyards, spilling over the stretchers and stumbling over stools as they closed on the plaguebearer echelons beside Ku’gath. The zombies scrabbled with broken hands and clubbed with improvised weapons at the Nurgle daemons. Usually such feeble attacks would have little effect against the plague-born, but the tallymen were busy counting the beautiful array of skin diseases blossoming across the undead warriors that sought to pull them down. Before long, the front line of the enraptured daemons had fallen. Putrefex Blistertongue honked out a droning command to fight back, and the second rank suddenly came alive as if awakening from a dream, cutting the zombies down rank by rank with their rusted plagueswords.


  Yet the zombie attack had served its purpose. With the front lines of the plaguebearer host preoccupied, the real strength of Vlad’s armies fell upon their flanks. Hordes of skeletons in the tattered remnants of Imperial uniforms hacked mechanically at the wall of pimpled daemonflesh, while wights in the ornate raiment of the first Altdorfers slashed apart slavering beasts of Nurgle. Vlad himself led a thin wedge of grave guard out from a side street to cut deep into the neck of the plaguebearer column, the vampire a whirlwind of enchanted steel that hacked down daemons as if they were no more substantial than mist. The wights around him attacked with their own jerky, staccato speed as the dark magic trailing in the vampire’s wake energised them beyond mortal limits.


  The bold attack had hit with such sudden force that Vlad cut his way right across the column and out the other side, his escort turning as one and locking their shields to form a blockade of armoured corpses that cut off the plaguebearer host from any more reinforcements. In one daring strike Vlad had isolated his prey and closed in for the kill.


  At the temple’s pillared gates Ku’gath loomed over the thin line of state troops and flagellants protecting the white-robed high priestess. Kicking away a half-dozen of the wounded warriors standing in his path, the daemon raised his sword for the kill.


  Suddenly Louen Leoncoeur hurtled out of the archway, glowing blade raised. As Ku’gath brought his blunt weapon down in a crushing overhead sweep, the warrior sprang to the side, catching the Shallyan high priestess around the waist with his shield arm and casting her aside onto a stretcher. Flagstones burst into powder where she had been standing a moment before as Ku’gath’s blow fell.


  Louen leapt up, boosting off an antique table that had been pressed into service as an operating bench and leaping into the air towards his obese opponent. The old warrior’s blade arced down in a two-handed blow that opened the lance wound in Ku’gath’s chest still further, exposing the greater daemon’s rotten heart.


  Bellowing in outrage, the Plaguefather turned his head round in a great scoop, catching Leoncoeur in his antler and tossing him straight upwards into the air. The Bretonnian seemed to hang suspended at the apex of his flight before Ku’gath slammed his metal sword right into the knight’s midsection, sending him flying over the milling daemons below to crash into the statue of Magnus the Pious. More golden liquid trickled from Louen’s wounds, yet he got to his feet once more, his shield glowing with azure light as he growled a prayer for the Lady to give him strength.


  At the back of the daemon battleline, Festus drooled thick spittle as he concluded his favorite rite of abundance. He gestured crookedly at the pegasi riders duelling the plague drones high above him, and the last few of their number swelled, screamed, and burst. The blood of horse and human pattered down like some foul rain. Festus put his hand out like a grocer assessing the weather before licking his palm clean with a malevolent chuckle.


  Freed from their aerial duel, the Angels of Decay dived down low, the segmented legs of their rot flies thudding down into the flesh of those flagellants lashing their flails at Ku’gath’s back. The doomsayers screamed like madmen, hurling themselves bodily at the daemons buzzing in their midst, ripping at membranous wings with their broken fingernails, even biting down on the evil-smelling flesh of their assailants. The plague drones, used to fighting foes on the brink of fleeing or at least voiding the contents of their stomachs, were caught off guard, and two of their number fell to the sudden counter-attack, their squishy bodies burst open under the hammering blows of the frantic zealots.


  Nearby, Vlad’s wights were holding the plaguebearer tide at bay, for every time one of the armoured cadavers was struck down, the vampire’s spells of resurrection would force it back to its feet to lock shields with its comrades once more. At their heart was the tall figure of Emperor Wilhelm, more resplendent in death than he had ever been in life. The skeletal tyrant was locked in battle against Putrefex Blistertongue, hammering blows against the daemon herald’s blade with a sword that glowed white with killing heat. Murmuring curses that


  only a plaguebearer could devise, the daemon kicked out at the wight king’s knee, snapping off the revenant’s leg with an audible crack.


  The wight king went down, but in the process his relentless attacks cut low, slashing right through the daemon’s hand and fizzing through his sunken chest in a shower of green sparks. As the Emperor Wilhelm rose up once more like a ghost from an opened grave, the daemon herald howled, dwindled, and vanished from sight.


  At the temple’s front gate Louen Leoncoeur rushed at Ku’gath once more, liquid light drizzling from his close-cropped beard. This time he took the greater daemon’s arcing blow on his shield, the crushing impact staggering him badly. He turned his sudden change of direction into a tight roll, clattering under the giant sword’s backswing as it smashed an awning to splinters and crushed an unfortunate soldier against the statue’s podium. Leoncoeur cut down the daemons pressing in toward him, his glowing sword flashing bright in the light of the comet above. Ku’gath covered his eyes with a flabby forearm, rearing back as if stung.


  Out from the shattered dome of the temple came Louen’s hippogryph, a mass of bloodied muscle and tattered feathers. The beast screeched down, digging its talons into Ku’gath’s rounded shoulders and ripping great chunks of noisome flesh free. As the daemon roared in pain, Festus ran in close and hurled an alembic full of troll’s bile at the hippogryph’s head. His aim was true; it broke open with a satisfying crunch, sending the beast scrabbling frantically at its own beak.


  Ku’gath recovered swiftly. His over- arm swipe took the hippogryph from the skies, his blunt sword snapping the beast’s spine against the flagstones outside the temple. The great creature writhed in its death throes, broken pinions battering over priestesses and injured soldiers alike.


  All across the poor district, the unnatural stamina of the daemons was matched against the unceasing, unblinking energies of the walking dead. No human qualms moderated the hacking, stabbing violence that boiled wherever the two battle lines touched. But for every daemon that burst into a puff of flatulent vapour, three, five, even ten undead warriors were left in pieces on the cobbles, for the raw invigorating power of Nurgle was thick across the city. The plaguebearers, tenacious foes at the worst of times, were now attacking with such exuberant energy that they were hacking down the dead even faster than Vlad could raise them up. The cordon of grave guard that Vlad had established across the mouth of the widest street was slowly breaking apart, plaguebearers spilling through and around its edges to join the fight outside the temple.


  Elector Count von Carstein had problems of his own. A tide of giggling nurglings had poured between the legs of their larger brethren to crawl and climb up the vampire’s legs, boiling over each other in their haste to reach the weak spots of his eyes and throat. Vlad snarled as he slashed at the daemon-mites with his sword, Blood Drinker, some part of him silently grateful that the creatures had no true bloodstreams to trigger the exsanguinatory magics of his blade. Yet, much like the plaguebearers filling the streets, there seemed no end to the number of the nurglings assailing him. By piling atop one another, they were coming closer and closer to his unarmoured neck.


  Muttering an ancient Nehekharan spell, Vlad ignited the anger in his gaze so that it burned with black fire. Two beams of dark magic raged out from his eyes, evaporating nurglings by the dozen until they had scoured the daemons from the vampire’s armour and left a moat of molten stone boiling all around him. The vampire sniffed haughtily, cleaning his blade on the end of his cloak.


  A gigantic claw slammed into the Count’s back, its piston-driven strength flinging the vampire across the square. Flagstones cracked under giant metal legs as Stemcutter stormed sideways through the fray, pincers snipping wildly. A knot of injured spearmen charged towards it, cries to Sigmar’s glory on their lips, but Stemcutter hoiked a great ball of phlegm and spat it right at them. The repulsive fluids splashed across the state troops, quickly dissolving their flesh until all that was left was a noisome pile of sludge and discoloured cloth.


  A great booming cry rang out across the square as Ku’gath staggered backwards, the flagellants hanging from his frame flying through the air as the daemon windmilled his arms and lumbered away from the temple gates. Louen Leoncoeur hung from the hilt of his sword, the entire length of his blade embedded in Ku’gath's throat. The golden blood that was drizzling from the Bretonnian’s many wounds was searing the flesh of the daemon worse than any acid, dissolving his corporeal form like embers cast into a mass of fungus. Worse still, it was trickling down into the gaping wound in the daemon’s festering chest.


  Ku'gath bawled and roared and flailed, but it did no good. The former king of Bretonnia hung on grimly as the greater daemon was eaten away by the very fluids he had spilled, sacred lifeblood that bore the blessing of a goddess even more powerful than Shallya. Swinging and casting about, the daemon knocked into the podium bearing Magnus the Pious’ memorial, and the statue of the great war leader came crashing down. As Louen leapt free, the statue’s lumpen metal weight pinned Ku'gath like a wrestler with a winning hold. Second by agonising second, the greater daemon bubbled away into nothingness until all that was left was a simmering stain.


  Louen the Lionhearted stood bleeding but proud in place of the former Emperor’s statue, blade pointed right at Festus. As the knight roared his challenge and sprang off the podium towards his foe, the apothecary ripped a long-leech from its suckling-space on his back and flung it at the Bretonnian like a bolas. The segmented thing tangled the wounded knight’s legs, tripping his charge. As dextrous as an elf, he tucked his shoulder and rolled once more, coming up blade-first to plunge his glowing sword deep into the Leechlord’s guts in a blow that would have killed a mortal challenger in a single thrust.


  Festus was glutted with the power of Nurgle, however, and pain was an old friend to him. The Leechlord smashed the vial he had palmed a moment before into the Bretonnian’s face, boiling daemonic ichor ruining the knight’s handsome visage forever. Louen reeled back, crying out in rage and pain. Festus yanked a dirty bonesaw from his belt and leapt forward like a pouncing toad, ripping the serrated blade across the reeling knight’s throat. The glowing blood that covered his hands burned worse than any bile, but Festus was still a creature of the material realm, and it did not eat away his flesh as it had Ku’gath’s. The Leechlord sawed and sawed like a maniac butcher, the knight convulsing beneath him as liquid light splashed and spurted in all directions. Then, to the utter horror of the Empire soldiery, Festus grabbed the knight’s ravaged head by the hair and wrenched it from his body in a spray of golden gore.


  The Leechlord stood up with a great shout of triumph, and the storm rumbled overhead, the indulgent laughter of a father proud of his son’s antics. Festus was lit from within by a green-white light that poured out of his eyes and mouth, his entire form shaking with the fell energies that were being bestowed upon him. Every daemon around the plaza that was not locked blade to blade with the undead turned and knelt, chanting Festus’ name over and over again.


  Vlad struck the Leechlord from the side like a black thunderbolt. Bodily slamming the glowing apothecary into a shattered mass of tables, the vampire drew back his ancestral blade for the kill. Before he could strike, Festus spat a phrase of power and blasted the von Carstein’s flesh to a cloud of ashen mist. The world held its breath for a moment as an empty suit of Sylvanian armour clattered to the cobbles, a large, jewelled ring rolling away to settle under a mass of broken wood.


  Festus chuckled and picked himself up, waving away the undead ranks that were shambling towards him. Everywhere he gestured, the unliving warriors collapsed in on themselves, their flesh boiling with fat daemon maggots that ate them away to nothing in the space of seconds.


  Bereft of the dark magic of their master, the revenants were failing fast, and even more plaguebearers were spilling into the square.


  The Shallyan priestesses had made the most of the time their defenders had bought them. Sisters hurried with urns of blessed water around the inner perimeter of the temple walls, washing away the filth that stained the cobbles and forming a mystical barrier of consecrated ground across which the daemons could not cross. Their circle was almost complete. Festus just sniggered to himself at their attempts to keep him out. A simple gesture from him and the ground itself would heave upwards, tumbling the temple and shattering their precious circle of sanctity in a single burst of glorious power.


  Suddenly the mass of broken tables behind the glowing leechlord exploded upwards, and Vlad von Carstein burst out, a jagged spar of wood held in one hand and his ancestral blade in the other. The ring on his hand glowed bright enough to sear the eyes as the vampire darted forward, his motion almost too fast for the eye to follow. Festus held out a fat hand and caught Vlad’s scything blade in a grip as hard as rock, but the wooden stake in the other plunged deep into Festus’ chest.


  The vampire’s intuitive gamble quickly proved correct. Filled to the brim with the burgeoning energies of unbridled life, Festus’ body turned the inert wood of the stake into a wild and twisted tree in the space of a single surreal second. Impaled bodily on a majestic Drakwald oak that suddenly sank its great roots into the flagstones and swelled up and up into the skies, the leechlord’s chest was slowly pulled wider and wider until he simply burst in a cloud of grey- green ectoplasm. A wail of frustration echoed around the square as the strange mist was caught up by the tempest raging above and whipped away into the Realm of Chaos.


  With the Altdorfers ascendant, the daemon host found themselves unable to penetrate the circle of consecrated ground the Shallyans had established around their temple. The few surviving soldiers that had found their way inside were too exhausted to cry out in victory, but as the seconds slid past, they realised that neither undead nor daemon could harm them.


  With the inexplicable intervention of the ancient dead, and the selfless death of the Bretonnian lords that had given their lives to protect the temple, the pearl of purity in the poorest district of Altdorf had been saved - and with it, the city’s soul.
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  Outside the city’s northern walls, Gutrot Spume’s warshrine was carried into the midst of the Reiksguard atop the back of his mutant servants. Bracing his feet, the Lord of Tentacles brought his axe swinging around again and again, each blow taking a knight from the saddle. Hans Zintler rode his horse through the press, the back ranks of his men making way with consummate horsemanship. The Reikscaptain hacked at the gormless mutants holding the shrine aloft, each sweep of his silversword severing limbs and tentacles. With a ponderous slowness, the whole conveyance toppled over, spilling hot coals and coiled guts into the cavalry below.


  Spume leapt from the front of the warshrine, his silhouette outlined


  against the gloating orb of Morrslieb for one brief moment before he slammed down into the midst of the Reiksguard. Six tentacles shot out as he landed, each pair yanking a knight from the saddle. The seventh tentacle raised Spume’s greataxe high, and the warlord decapitated the three knights one after another.


  Zintler bellowed a Sigmarite oath as he turned in the saddle to slam his sword between Spume’s shoulderblades, its tip bursting out of the Norscan’s chestplate. Pseudopods whipped out to lash around the Reikscaptain’s wrist, and Zintler found himself both pulled from his horse and disarmed in one horrible second as Spume turned around, the blade still embedded in his torso. The warlord laughed wetly, blood drizzling from under his helmet, as one of his / coiling limbs reached over and pulled the ancestral blade from his back.


  The Lord of Tentacles slammed a boot ' down on the Reikscaptain’s chest and rested his greataxe against the corpse of a horse as the pseudopod that had disarmed his foe handed the silversword to Spume’s good hand. Zintler struggled, shouting the most terrible of curses, but fell silent as his own sword was rammed through his neck up to the hilt, ending his life.


  With the Reiksguard broken by Spume’s counter-attack, the Drakwald beastmen poured up to the north wall and began to scale its timeworn facade. Over to the east of the city, the battle line of state troops was holding fast against the repugnant daemons crashing against it. In the midst of the plaguebearer host was Epidemius, counting the deadly infections that spread out from the front line wherever his minions struck. There were so many beautiful gifts here from Nurgle’s boundless catalogue of contagion that the Tallyman found himself near frantic.


  Epidemius scrabbled away with a quill in each hand, his usual fastidious and neat handwriting replaced by a spidery scrawl that he resolved to write up properly once the battle was over. With every scroll he filled, the plaguebearers around him became more energised, and the diseases on their blades more virulent, until the slightest cut or graze caused the victim to fall frothing to the floor.


  Nearby, Orghotts Daemonspew and his maggoth riders were charging headlong towards the gun battery that had been wheeled out of the east gate. Despite the sightless beasts having sustained terrible damage, they had made it into the midst of the entrenched artillery. Great cannons rose and fell like improvised clubs as the maggoths took their terrible revenge. Yet there were but three maggoth riders, and several dozen artillery pieces, some of which were pointing directly towards Epidemius.


  The ninefold boom of a misfiring Helblaster rang out, and man and daemon alike were torn to shreds as a hail of cannonballs blasted a gory path through the battle. Epidemius looked down at the hole that had cored his torso like a rotten apple, counting the infections that spilled out with a detached interest. Slowly, his quill scrabbled to a halt, and the daemon herald faded from the mortal realm like a bad dream.


  Outside the East Gate the plaguebearer host ground their way on, but without their leader, their blows were robbed of vigour. Still, the daemons were not the only allies Orghotts Daemonspew had brought with him from outside Talabheim.


  Thundering through the bloody scrum of the battlelines came a bipedal bull of living brass, the dark runes on his axes glowing white hot with ruinous energies. Behind him came a stampede of bellowing minotaurs, muscling through the crowds in a great scrum of horn and blooded meat. The spear-block soldiers in their path gave an involuntary moan of fear as the brass giant charged headlong into them. Stout-hafted polearms snapped and splintered on the monster’s metallic hide, their wielders skidding back in the mud or breaking ranks in fear. The brass bull’s runic axes rose and fell with guillotine force, each blow cutting a man in two.


  As more of the horned beasts barrelled in to the ranks of the spearmen, the brazen doombull roared a warcry to the gods above.


  It was too much for the Altdorfer soldiers. They broke and ran, scattering past detachments that hesitantly shuffled closer to the breach in the line. The minotaurs left in the fleeing soldiers’ wake lowered their blunt maws and gorged, feasting on the remains of the dead. Several of them even licked at red-brown puddles in their bloodlust.


  Less than a hundred metres away, Mundvard the Cruel rose on the battlements, bald and magisterial, and began to chant. To the flank of the minotaurs rose a second wall - not of stone, but of the dead. Skeletal regiments turned as one with a precision that would have made a palace drill sergeant turn green. They lowered their spears and lunged with such uncanny synchronicity that three of the ox-headed beastmen were killed in the space of a heartbeat.


  By the city walls, a crowd of rotten cadavers spilled clumsily from the West Gate, trapping the blood-glutted minotaurs from the front. Frantic with necromantic energy, the massing corpses that did not fall upon the last few minotaurs clambered past one another in their haste to mend the breach the beastmen had forced in the battle line, a growing mound of the dead sealing the gap just as a mob of axe-wielding warriors charged in from the north.


  The brazen beast slaughtering its way towards the East Gate fought on with even greater fury. A regiment of Talabheim pistoliers came to meet it. Their close-range volley of pistol fire ricocheted from the thick metal skin of the beast without causing so much as a dent. Then the leaping bronze giant was suddenly in their midst, axes slamming through man and steed alike in a spectacular display of brute force. The monstrous beast threw back its head and bellowed praise to the Blood God.


  As the bronze-skinned minotaur cast about for its next kill a thick, black-fletched arrow suddenly stuck quivering from the tiny patch of brown skin on its throat. A thin line of amber light could be traced back from the deadly shaft to the topmost point of the East Gate tower, where the Huntsmarshal stood proud against the skyline. The bronze beast gave a gurgling shout, its eyes rolling in metal sockets, and toppled over dead.


  A great shout of defiance was raised as the minotaur fell, the veteran Altdorf soldiers on the front line fighting back hard against the Chaos warriors desperately trying to get through. The battle lines pushed forward, back, breaking apart and reforming as more and more units poured into the fray, yet despite it all, the Empire held the line.


  At the West Gate, a different story was unfolding. After the unexpected assault from the Bretonnians, the


  Glottkin had little in the way of patience left. Less than a hundred paces from the gate an explosion of masonry burst from the west gate wall, sending dozens of the dead men on the wall sprawling into the dust. Ghurk barrelled straight through in an avalanche of mortar and shattered bone, his roar of triumph loud enough to deafen a dragon. The giant mutant flattened rank after rank of skeletons with his sweeping tentacle-arm whilst his warlord brother cut the legs from the undead troops on the walls. Ethrac flung deadly curses at those too far away for Otto's scythe to reach. Ancient warriors toppled from the walls, covered from head to toe in acidic saliva. The undead warriors barring their path were little more hindrance to them than insects, for the Glottkin could taste the Garden of Nurgle in the air, and their raptures were just beginning.


  As a cadre of handgunners leaned from the West Gate’s upper towers and readied a point-blank volley, Otto raised a dangling length of intestine and clenched his guts, spraying the marksmen with hissing yellow bile. They screamed, clutching at their smoking faces and clawing their eyes. Riding his brother’s heaving mass on the upswing, Otto hooked his scythe’s tip around the shoulder plate of one of the unwounded gunners and yanked him over the wall, catching him by the scruff of his neck as he fell. The warlord shook his captive hard, demanding that the soldier tell him the whereabouts of his lord.


  The marksman simply stretched out a quaking arm, gesturing in the rough direction of the Imperial palace. Otto thanked him earnestly, then dashed the handgunner’s brains out against the tower wall.


  In the distance, a pair of griffons shot through the heavens towards the centre of the beleaguered city, the plumed helm of the Emperor stark against the skies. Karl Franz had returned at the last.
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  The Glottkin’s men hacked their way into the city through the breach in the western wall, only to find the streets that led away from the West Gate swarmed with the dead. Each corpse-puppet stumbled with arms outstretched towards the triplets leading the attack.


  Flying down into the midst of the undead throng was a bald, bat¬winged figure in ornate armour, his needle fangs protruding close together over his lower lip as his limb-pinions transformed back into human arms. Not Vlad, but Mundvard the Cruel, intent on killing the savages that had ruined his beloved cityport and now sought to take Altdorf. The vampire preferred his revenge served cold, but time was running out for mortal and immortal alike.


  As the terrorgheist known as the Suiddock Beast swooped down from the nearby courthouse belfry, twin streams of dark light shot from Mundvard’s eyes. The dark energy struck Ethrac with sizzling force. A second later the necrarch’s pet dived at Ghurk, jaws stretched open to release a scream more terrible than an entire chorus of the damned.


  Ghurk reeled backwards, his hideous features further contorted by a silent roar of pain.


  More and more corpses boiled out of the alleys and buildings opposite the Glottkin until a sprawling mound of rotten flesh rose up, a composite monstrosity that could only have been raised by a true master of the dead. Tumbling forwards like a cresting wave, the mound buried the triplets beneath its mass.


  Ghurk, staggered by the terrorgheist’s scream but far too large to be pinned down by the corpse-heap for long, lashed out with his tentacle. The curling limb caught the Suiddock Beast around the leg as it banked around to attack again. It screeched its hellish shriek once more, and a dozen Altdorfer marksmen that cowered under the shelter of the West Gate tower nearby turned white, slumping dead to the battlements. Mundvard droned out a resurrection chant, and they stood back up a heartbeat later, using their handguns to batter at the Norscans clambering through the nearby breach.


  In the streets below, the terrorgheist glowed greenish-white with eldritch energy as Mundvard reached a claw towards its skeletal frame. Slowly at first, but with gathering pace, the bat¬winged monstrosity dragged Ghurk from the melee by his tentacle. The terrorgheist shrieked as it glowed brighter still, the full length of its massive wingspan beating hard. Ghurk bowled after it like an obese child pulled along by a rebellious kite. Otto and Ethrac had no choice but to hold on for dear life as their brother smashed an ancient wyrdwell to dust and caved in half of Blacksmith Row in his lurching rampage.


  Otto pushed away the clawing, clubbing mound of dead soldiers that had clambered atop Ghurk after Mundvard’s attack. The warlord spat out a mouthful of dead flesh and yanked his scythe free from the moaning zombies, cutting a corpse in half in the process. A glowing shape descended from the storm clouds overhead, a faint shiver of high- pitched laughter filtering through the patter of milk-white rain.


  Beams of dark energy lanced into the top of Otto’s head, burning away his scalp until all three of the Glottkin could smell the telltale tang of burning bone. Above them a trio of white shapes leered down over the sides of their ethereal carriage, pretty female faces swimming in the mist.


  Roaring in confusion and rage, Otto brought his scythe round in a great arc and threw it up hard. Its reaper curve spun upwards to clip the head from the foremost female figure that had been peering down to watch him die. A pair of horrified screams rang out, and the floating palanquin above Otto drew up into the skies once more, the ashen remains of the coven’s queen washed away by the oily rain pelting down onto the streets. Otto caught his scythe as it spun back down, disentangling himself from the corpses strewn around him in a pool of his own sticky blood. The warlord got unsteadily back to his feet and gingerly felt the top of his head. To his relief, the burned bone was healing fast.


  As the Glottkin passed a high-walled temple, a cascade of dead bodies toppled from the crenulated roof like some macabre mass suicide. Ethrac was swiftly trapped under a mound of rotting flesh that flopped onto Ghurk’s shoulders, buried by the bodies of the Altdorf dead. No matter how the sorcerer clawed and fought, the corpses would not yield, clawing and biting in their turn. He cried and struggled as his brother Otto started to hurl the corpses bodily back into the street.


  There was a sudden blaze of sickly green light and the corpse-mound burst apart in a shower of glowing green maggots. A furious Ethrac stood dripping where a dozen corpses had pressed down on him a moment before. Still the undead came on, teeming through the streets to block the Glottkin’s passage towards where they had seen the returned Karl Franz descend from the skies.


  Mundvard loomed out from the rooftops, the bat wings that had carried him to the top of a fortified chapel nearby becoming arms once more. Raising his hands, the vampire began an ancient chant to destroy the Glottkin once and for all. Ethrac shook his head and wagged a filthy finger at the vampire before dipping a gnarled hand into a pouch at his side and throwing a handful of black spores onto his magical brazier, smouldering slowly as it jutted from from Ghurk’s broad back.


  A stream of black smoke billowed over towards Mundvard just as he was about to complete his spell, consuming the vampire for a moment, then dispersing. The cloud left nothing behind but a darkened skeleton. As Ghurk barrelled past the sorcerer reached out and backhanded Mundvard’s slack-jawed cadaver into pieces, the vampire’s mouldering bones clattering into the cobbled streets below.


  With its master’s death, the Suiddock Beast suddenly found itself yanked to a halt by the tentacle around its legs. Ghurk, his wide trail of devastation stretching all the way back to the West Gate, shook his lumpen head in confusion before looking up at the beast flapping and screaming above him. He tensed his tentacle, still wrapped around the terrorgheist’s legs, and smashed the creature into the statue of Sierck that stood in the centre of Playwright Square. The undead thing was still flapping, so Ghurk smashed it into the playhouse instead. Still the thing twitched. Changing tack, the mutant triplet pounded the terrorgheist repeatedly into the flagstones.


  Ghurk rumbled happily, the thunderheads above him sharing his mirth. Burning with the thrill of the fight, the Glottkin marched on towards the Imperial Palace and their destiny. Little did they realise that the Empire’s most powerful Elector Count - Vlad himself - lay in wait...
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  The Imperial Palace was all but covered in daemon vegetation. Fat, white-haired lianas pulsed across ornamental gardens that glistened the pinkish grey of an opened brain. Barely a square metre of the palace’s stonework remained untouched by algae or mould. All in all, it was very much to the Glotts’ liking.


  ‘If nothing else,’ the warlord called over to his brother Ethrac, ‘this place will make a very handsome outhouse.’ Ethrac laughed, and for once, no trace of sarcasm or bitterness polluted the sound. Ghurk gurgled happily nearby, swatting absently at a giant flytrap that had wound itself around a statue of Sigmar. In the streets beyond, a wizened bray-shaman led a bleating warband of beastmen towards the palace.


  Suddenly there was a pounding of displaced air from above, and the sound of a voice so clarion clear it could only have come from a king amongst men.


  ‘Enough,’ said Emperor Karl Franz, his majestic griffon settling down to perch on the dome of the ornamental garden’s overgrown folly. ‘That’s far enough.’


  Another griffon cried out as it hovered like a hawk overhead. Otto craned his neck to see the hybrid thing circling above had two heads. A bearded shaman stared down at them over its haunches. Below him, armoured undead massed in the streets, an elder vampire standing with its arms crossed in the front ranks.


  ‘This is our domain, not yours,’ continued Karl Franz. ‘Return to the north, undo the foul magic you have wrought, and we will let you live.’


  ‘The place is looking a bit untidy, isn’t it?’ shouted Otto, gesturing his warriors forward. 'You sure you and your hairy lover up there still want it?’


  ‘Leave, or I’ll kill you all,’ said Karl Franz, coldly.


  ‘You’re welcome to try, little prince,’ chuckled Otto, raising his scythe and spitting on its blade.


  ‘So be it,’ said Karl Franz. The runesword in his grip glowed, a halo of golden light flickering around its tip.


  In the skies above, the twin-tailed comet was a blazing second sun that threatened to burn the world. Otto felt sure the gaze of the gods was upon him.


  ‘Get fighting, then!’ shouted Otto, waving his vanguard of armoured killers forward. The invaders pounded towards Karl Franz and his wizard companion. The first few died to the talons of the griffons before battle was joined in earnest.


  The triplets were making their way towards the fight when Otto took a punch to the face that struck him so hard his helmet split open and fell to the streets below. Bats flocked around the vampire he had seen in the streets, now only a few feet away on the sloping roof of the palace’s armoury. Ghurk rumbled, keen to get to grips with the Emperor and his winged steed, but Otto bade his brothers wait with a steadying hand. This was his challenge to fight.


  ‘You’ll pay for that trick with the scythe, you fat freak,’ said Vlad, his noble features twisted. ‘The


  Lahmian was no Isabella, true. But useful enough.’


  ‘But she was dead!’ protested Otto, his surprise and disgust mingling in equal measure as he stepped onto the armoury roof. ‘Cold as the grave, and not a maggot to show for it.’


  ‘So am I, many times over,’ said the von Carstein, drawing a blade of glinting steel from its jewel-inlaid scabbard. ‘Come to that, so are you, whoever-you-are.’


  The vampire came in low, lunging like a snake. Otto pulled back just in time to stop the blade taking his hand off at the wrist. He ripped his scythe round, but the vampire swayed laughing out of its reach.


  'Ha! You’re fighting a duel with a scythe? Really?’


  ‘Really,’ said Otto, jabbing forward with the blunt tip of his weapon in the hope of catching Vlad off-balance.


  It didn’t work. The vampire leapt straight upwards, put an armoured boot on the flat of the scythe and came down hard, snapping the blade tip and trapping its curve against the ground. Otto levelled a brawler’s punch at the vampire’s face. The von Carstein caught the warlord’s fist in his palm and twisted, ducking around so that Otto’s arm was forced up behind his back.


  There was a dull crack, and two feet of ruddy steel burst out from Otto’s chest.


  ‘That was... quite good,’ Otto gurgled, blood spilling from his lips. It felt like something was pulling at Otto’s heart, absorbing him. Drinking him, even.


  ‘No... no fangs, eh?’ burbled Otto, smiling redly. ‘Very... civilised...’


  ‘Thank you, my fat friend,’ said Vlad, yet under his studied nonchalance was a strange note of strain.


  Otto felt the vampire’s sword shake, then convulse.


  The red blade slid out of Otto’s chest, and he turned to see Vlad’s hands flying to his throat. Eyes bulging, the vampire gagged, retched, and then vomited a great fountain of stinking, clotted gore onto the armoury roof.


  ‘You broke my scythe, corpse-fondler,’ said Otto ruefully. ‘She was no fancy drinking-sword, true. But very useful, and easy on the eye. We Norscans like a few curves.’


  The warlord brought the broken-tipped weapon up high and slashed its blade down hard towards the retching vampire’s neck. A split second before impact, the ruby ring on the vampire’s sword-hand flashed white, and Otto’s scythe cut through nothing more than a cloud of bats that flitted eastward into the night.


  ‘Name’s Otto Glott, by the way!’ shouted the warlord, waving cheerily at the retreating swarm. He shouldered his scythe, looking down into the streets with a reproachful tut. The walking cadavers that infested the street, shorn of a guiding will, had stumbled to a halt. ‘No staying power, the dead,’ Otto muttered to himself.


  Whistling a harvest tune, the warlord stuffed a dirty rag into his chest wound and hopped back onto Ghurk’s shoulders, kicking him towards the gates of the Imperial palace and the Emperor he was born to kill.
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  Though the von Carstein’s attack from the rooftops had bought his allies time, the Glottkin were ascendant, and their acolytes cheered in their wake. As they neared the Imperial Palace’s forecourt, Karl Franz’s griffon sprang forward, pouncing like some titanic lion. The beast gouged into the battle line of Norscans, but Ghurk’s unfurling tentacle lashed through the air, smacking the griffon backwards in an explosion of feathers. The beast clawed the air, shrieking in rage and pain as its wings snapped out wide.


  Martak’s two-headed griffon leapt up from the pile of corpses in front of it and dived in low, its talons raking Ghurk’s eyes from its socket. The mutant reeled back, flailing blindly for his persecutor, but the beast had swooped on. In the streets below, undead Altdorfers hacked at Ghurk’s blubbery mass with long, glowing blades, wounding him further.


  Ethrac spat a curse after the two- headed beast that had taken Ghurk’s eye, and fur and feathers fell away as the griffon banked around for another pass. Abandoning its attack, the beast flapped unsteadily to a halt atop the Reikstemple’s domed roof, where it coughed red drool as it sank in on itself. The wizard Martak hurriedly intoned a chant of nullification, and with a shiver his steed shook off the crippling ague. The Supreme Patriarch then hurled a bolt of blinding amber light at the Glottkin like a javelin, but Otto simply stepped into its path, the light-spear crackling into his gut with a hiss. The warlord shrugged, picking a piece of burnt flesh from his belly and popping it into his mouth.


  In response, Ethrac curled his fingers and gibbered a phrase in the dark tongue. The monstrous tendril- creepers around the Reikstemple shook with sudden energy, lashing around the two-headed griffon’s legs, wings, and twin feathered necks.


  Patriarch Martak shouted a stone- phrase to dissipate Ethrac’s baleful magic. It did little more than discolour the air for a second, for he was not just matching his power against Ethrac’s, but against the boundless’, timeless power of Nurgle’s garden itself. Martak’s flesh opened in a dozen places as magical stresses wrenched at him before he realised his struggle was futile. He might as well have tried to swallow the world.


  The griffon’s limbs were stretched, pulled outwards, and dislocated with a series of sickening pops. Twinshriek cawed in animal pain, eyes rolling as Martak jumped clear. Ethrac grinned horribly as the beast was pulled apart in a shower of trailing organs. The tendrils of the daemon plant waved in celebration as the Amber wizard scrambled into the palace interior.


  Behind Ethrac, Ghurk was locked in a lethal embrace with Deathclaw. The griffon ripped and gouged, Karl Franz leaning forward in his saddle with his runefang raised. Otto cried out as the dwarf-forged blade swept down to sink deep into Ghurk’s flabby breast.


  Otto’s shout of denial turned into a cry of triumph as the Emperor’s killing lunge did little more than enrage Ghurk further. Bellowing, the mutant giant wrestled Deathclaw over and round, slamming it into the pus- choked fountain at the heart of the palace gardens with a mighty crash.


  The Emperor, disentangling himself from his ruined saddle, leapt upwards to stand atop the ruined centrepiece with his sword raised. Ghurk barged through a double rank of undead to charge right at Karl Franz, and Otto swung his broken-tipped scythe up and around in a vertical arc.


  The Emperor’s arm, pulsing blood and still clutching the hilt of his runefang, tumbled to the gravel.


  Inside the Imperial Palace, Gregor Martak stumbled through the vine-choked naves that led further into its depths. A trail of bloody footprints stretched back from his position to the battle at the palace gates. The magical duel had cost him dearly.


  Bleats and strangely human calls echoed through the pillar-lined corridors, for the Harbinger and his bestial pack had spotted Martak’s flight and ran after him in close pursuit, thinking the wounded wizard would make for easy prey. Martak coughed blood into his hand, a terrible exhaustion filling his body as he realised he had not the strength to channel the Winds of Magic.


  The patriarch’s every muscle burned as he stumbled down the corridors of the palace. The memory of dragonform rippled through him as he tried to change shape, but the frisson of power failed to ignite. Such a feat of magic was beyond him now. Conjuring the amber spear amidst the unnatural storm had taken a severe toll, and now even a cantrip was asking for trouble. Martak knew that a juicy red steak and a safe night’s sleep would restore him, but if he tarried too long, it would be his flesh on the menu.


  On went the Supreme Patriarch, left; right; left again, hoping to evade pursuit. Yet the beastmen were creatures that sniffed out blood trails every day. There was no way Martak could shake their pursuit.


  Suddenly a flock of shadow-crows burst around the wizard, pecking and scrabbling at his face. He covered his eyes with one arm and waved the other to shoo them off, careening down a wide set of stairs into the quadrangle of a gloomy sub-level. As he went, Martak staggered panting past a chiselled ivory sign, his bloody footprints more distinct than ever.


  The sign read:


  ‘IMPERIAL MENAGERIE.’


  Meanwhile, outside the palace gates, Ghurk locked his tentacle around Deathclaw’s neck as Otto Glott leapt down the Emperor. Karl Franz was making his stand, somehow standing bolt upright with an expression of grim determination on his features. The Emperor of the South, holding a runesword in his off-hand as his severed right arm squirted blood onto the gravel. He was pale, but determined to die with dignity.


  Otto was about to give his foe a good dousing of bile when a crescendo of galloping hooves gave him pause. He darted to his right, and narrowly avoided having his head bisected as a white-haired warrior with elaborate plate armour hammered past with blade outstretched. The rider rode right the way around the fountain in a spray of gravel, coming up behind his master with a sword almost identical to that wielded by Karl Franz himself.


  The Supreme Patriarch staggered down the long corridor that led to the zookeeper’s den. The entire place had awoken at his intrusion, sensing something was wrong. Arabyc zedonks brayed, Lustrian tiguanas hissed, Bretonnian pegasi whinnied and beat their wings.


  The Supreme Patriarch risked a look back and saw horned figures pushing their way into the giant arched building. Cloven feet clattered on stone as the Harbinger goaded his towering escort forward, each bestial warrior holding an axe large enough to behead a griffon. They pounded towards Martak, and he redoubled his efforts, limping as fast as he could to the far end.


  Behind him, the Harbinger laughed evilly as he realised the menagerie’s corridor was a dead end.


  Martak stumbled against the far wall, bent double and wheezing blood.


  The bray-shaman reached into his robes to pull out a small vial, unstoppered it, and dispensed a drop of some foul-smelling fluid onto his tongue.


  ‘No magic now?’ the bray-shaman taunted, chewing the words out.


  ‘Please... no...’ Martak mumbled.


  The Harbinger held up a hand and his axe-wielding tribemates pulled up, glowering down at their meagre prey. The bray-shaman stood up to his full height, knotted horns haloed with power as he drank in the bestial energies raging around him.


  ‘Ah, the man-thing. So close to true beast,’ he growled, face twisting into a snarl. ‘But what good is beast if beast is caged?’


  In response, the bleeding beggar that had once been the Supreme Patriarch just looked over to the shadowed cave to his right and gave a low, looping whistle.


  A blast of white-hot fire roared out as the Imperial dragon loomed out of the gloom, incinerating the bray-shaman and every beastman in the corridor with one long breath.


  ‘Good shot, you scaly old sod,’ slurred Martak before the darkness claimed him.


  The Emperor did not take his eyes from Otto’s, even as the warlord’s giant brother fought to suppress the manic struggles of Deathclaw. Karl Franz’s voice was steely under the pain as he greeted the Reiksmarshal who had galloped to his side, the moustachioed officer also eyeing Otto with wary contempt.


  There was a crack of stone as Ghurk smashed Deathclaw into the side of the fountain. The tension snapped, and all three warriors lunged at once.


  Otto Glott’s scythe arced down towards Karl Franz’s chest, all the force he could muster behind it.


  The Emperor’s runic blade came up awkwardly, but he was too slow.


  It was his bodyguard Helborg that blocked the blow, his runefang hooking around the scythe’s wooden neck and wrenching it from Otto’s grip to send it spinning across the courtyard. Growling, Otto whipped out the rusted sword at his waist before backhanding Helborg with such force the Reiksmarshal stumbled to the ground.


  Bought a precious second, the Emperor plunged his runefang hissing into Otto’s chest, but his lunge missed the warlord’s heart by a finger’s breadth. Otto twisted and kicked, yanking the runesword from his foe’s grip and punching his own blade at Karl Franz’s throat. The blow never landed. Helborg’s hand grabbed the blade tight, blood seeping from his grip as the Emperor staggered back. Otto simply ripped the rusted blade free, severing three of the Reiksmarshal’s fingers before lunging forward. The tip of the filthy sword punched into Helborg’s eye socket with such force that it smashed out the back of his skull.


  Helborg stuttered out a plea for forgiveness in the name of Sigmar, before his corpse slid from the rusted blade onto the floor.


  Laughing, Otto rounded on the one- armed, swordless Emperor, spinning the stolen runefang up in the air and catching it again in a showy display of swordmanship. With the griffon Deathclaw pinned in the fountain by his immense bulk, Ghurk also turned to loom over the southern lord, his eyeless socket dripping blood. Ethrac stood near, chuckling in glee.


  Lightning flashed overhead as Otto raised his stolen runefang and swung it down with a roar of triumph. A thunderclap boomed high above as Karl Franz raised his good arm to deflect the blow. The blade severed it without slowing and plunged deep into the Emperor’s heart. The world seemed to freeze in fear for a brief second, the tableau outside the palace strobing white in the light of the celestial storm above. Karl Franz sank to the flagstones with the Glottkin triumphant above him.


  With his last breath the Emperor called out the name of his warrior god.


  And the world was changed forever.


  Above the Glottkin, the skies ripped open to reveal a celestial otherworld.


  A twin-tailed sphere of pure force slammed out from the hole in the sky. It blasted into Karl Franz’s corpse, hurling the nearby Glotts through the air with the power of its collision. Tails of blinding lightning curled up into the skies, an incandescent helix that burned away every trace of Nurgle’s tainted garden and scattered the white tornado at the city’s heart to nothingness. Something coalesced at the heart of the grounded comet - a figure, golden and tall.


  Emperor Karl Franz burst unharmed from the fires, a hammer made of pure golden light blazing in his hands. Luminous and terrible, the warrior crackled with raw etheric power as he charged straight at the triplets.


  Ghurk growled and lunged out with his tentacle, but the shining apparition was faster than the eye could follow. Karl Franz grabbed Ghurk’s pseudopod and yanked hard, pulling the giant in close. The Emperor’s hammer of light swung upward in a great uppercut, thudding into Ghurk’s gut and bursting it apart to splash unclean fluids across the courtyard. The brute fell, his giant frame opened to the air.


  Otto roared and leapt from his brother’s shoulders, sword raised.


  Karl Franz turned, his hand outstretched, and blasted the warlord with a column of lightning. The blazing energy sent Otto flying across the Grand Boulevard to slam into the Reikstemple’s walls, his limbs limp. Gravel steaming beneath his feet, the godly warrior strode over to Ethrac as the sorcerer gabbled in panic. The Emperor’s golden hammer rose high. Ethrac’s spell finished with a shout, and all three of the triplets turned into swarms of fat flies. The hammer fell, and the swarms spiralled into the aether, a foul smell left in their wake.


  High above, the clouds parted to reveal a cold but pure winter dawn.
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  In the realm of dreams, tears streaked Shallya’s face as she laid her delicate hands on the shivering, corrupted mess that had once been her proud Lord of Nature. Healing energies flowed out, and for a moment the plagues crippling the fallen god shimmered and faded.


  Yet Nurgle’s power was too strong, and the grotesque marks left by the diseases came back again. Liver spots discoloured the goddess’ arms, and pimples rose on her unblemished flesh. She tossed her beautiful mane of hair in anguish, the end of each golden strand turning white and breaking away in a halo of mist.


  Behind her, the shining figure of the Lady leant in, her lips pursed in thought. She looked to the shining golden paladin by her side for a moment. Inspired by her faithful warrior’s sacrifice, she too knelt down next to the stricken god and placed her hands on Taal’s chest. Gradually the spots on Shallya’s arms faded, and her flaxen hair returned to its former lustre. Under her hands a lambent white light flowed out, mingling with the emerald energies channelled by the Lady at her side. Taal’s mighty chest heaved, his eyes opening wide. Another glowing figure stepped in, a giant of a man with a wolfskin helm and a long white beard. Looking at the stars above for a long moment, the weatherbeaten giant placed his gnarled hands on his fallen friend’s chest. Winter had finally come, and with it, a chance for rebirth.


  The geomantic power of the three gods mingled, driving the corruption from the nature god’s body. A layer of frost crackled across Taal’s body, thickening until he was encased from head to foot. Ulric raised his fist and brought it down hard, shattering the icy cocoon into a thousand fragments. Great Taal slowly got to his feet, whole, unblemished, and as majestic as the winter sun.


  In the realm of mortals, a great change was taking place. As the sun of a new dawn crested the horizon, the unnatural storm above Altdorf dwindled away and dissipated, the daemon hosts fading away with it as they were robbed of their etheric powers. The last of Geheimnisnacht’s thunder was more a curmudgeonly grumble than a boom of laughter.


  Gutrot Spume was the first to realise the moment of conquest had passed, ordering his forces to withdraw into the forest. Orghotts Dacmonspew and his maggoth riders were not far behind. With their leaders withdrawing and the daemons of their patron disappearing with the storm, the Norscan armies that surrounded Altdorf were gradually broken and driven off by the disciplined defence mounted by the Old World’s menfolk. By noon of the next day, the armies led by Gutrot Spume, Orghotts Daemonspew and the Glottkin had been scattered, and the city had been retaken by its people - hesitantly at first, but then with pitiless vigour.


  Across the length and breadth of the Empire, a white fire blazed along each river, stream and tributary. The rippling wave of magic scoured away Nurgle’s choking taint as it went, leaving crystal clear water in its wake.


  The people of the provinces slowly caught on to the miracle happening in their midst as all the diseases and fevers that had plagued them simply disappeared, farm by farm and hamlet by hamlet. Though much of the Empire had been left in ruin, it was soon washed clean by the first cleansing rains of winter. Before the month was out children frolicked and played in the shallows of the great rivers, their parents looking nervously from the banks before throwing caution to the wind and jumping in after them to splash and dive and drink of the beautiful, ice-cold water.


  Deep in the Garden of Nurgle, the rotten, insect-gnawed timbers of the Urfather’s manse moaned and creaked as the hurricane of its master’s wrath raged outside. Not even the tiniest beast would roam abroad in the garden today. The Lord of Decay had been denied his prize.


  In the shadowed pyramids of the manse’s great attic, three newly shaped ceramic jars rattled and clinked amongst the dust, a faint buzzing sussurus coming from within. Two were more or less man-sized, but the third was a massive round urn that could have held a boulder the size of a house.


  In the throne room of Altdorf’s palace Emperor Karl Franz sat in his rightful place once more. His body had been made whole once more by the raw magical energies that burned inside him, and his soul was a hundred times more powerful than ever before. His throne room was thrown into flickering monochrome by the titanic helix of raw power that curled up from the comet’s impact point into the night sky outside. Altdorf had been burned clean of the curses afflicting it by the energies of the twin-tailed comet, yet those same forces raged still, bleeding the power of the stars into the mortal realm.


  Despite his narrow victory over the forces of Chaos, the Emperor smiled not at all, and the courtiers and Electors dotting his throne room were as silent as the grave. This was no time for jollity, nor celebration. Roughly half the population of the Empire had died in the last few months, and Bretonnia had expended much of its strength in their defence.


  Worse still was the news that the Emperor’s Nordlander scrollbearers had delivered to him earlier that day. An armada of wolf ships had been sighted in the Sea of Claws, more numerous than any that had been seen before. Every one of them bore the symbol of the Three-Eyed King upon its sails. Karl Franz crunched the parchment scroll in his fist.


  Archaon was coming.
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  The skies of the arctic north swirled and swam, looking to those beneath like a painter’s oils tipped into a whirlpool. To the teeming armies gazing up at the kaleidoscopic whorls, the colour-gheists signalled only change.


  To the Everchosen, however, they spoke directly; a pair of avian heads that leered from high above.


  ‘And lo,’ sneered one of the two beaked visages. The mirage’s voice was the crackle of guttering flame. ‘The fecund power of Nurgle did exhaust itself, just as we foretold it would, beaten at the last by the acts of mortal men.’


  ‘The triplets achieved everything I commanded of them, and more,’ Archaon called up to the daemons in the skies. ‘The Empire of Liars is weakened to the point of collapse. That the Glottkin were banished by the hand of the southern Emperor matters little. It is mine, and mine alone, to land the final blow.’


  ‘Is that so, little puppeteer?’ cackled the daemon’s second head, the echoing laughter the threat of firestorms yet to come. ‘Yet the path ahead shall still be... fraught.’


  ‘The way is prepared, Fateweaver. My sworn legions depart in numbers even you would struggle to count.’


  The skies swirled, and the twin heads regarded each other for a moment in silent communion. If their beaks could be said to smile, smile they did.


  ‘The realms of elf, dwarf and man look to their own defence,’ continued Archaon, his tone defiant. ‘United, they had a chance. But they stand divided. They shall fall.’


  ‘The elder races have been far from idle,’ snapped the first head. ‘They have harnessed the Great Aethers once more. They have stolen from Great Tzeentch himself.’


  ‘Desperation,’ said Archaon. ‘They have played their hand, and been found wanting. The Empire will fall, and the rest of the world will follow it. There can be no deflecting the doom at hand. Not this time.’


  ‘Lands shall burn,’ agreed the second head, nodding sagely. ‘Gods shall die. This much we have seen, Everchosen.’


  ‘It will take more than the princeling of the south to keep me from my destiny,’ growled Archaon, his eyes narrowing.


  The prophet in the sky shimmered, spiralled, and faded, its parting words fizzing to nothingness on the arctic winds.


  ‘It is no mortal man that you should fear...’


  



  



  



  



  



  



  END OF BOOK TWO
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  The cycle of history repeats itself,

  much to the Dark Gods’ merriment.

  We approach the hour of the last

  phoenix, when only Asuryan’s fading power

  can save us from thirsting Khaine.

  The fate of the elves now relies upon

  two realms; one doomed to perish in fire

  and slaughter, and one that shall endure

  whilst I have strength to defend it.

  Mortals shall assume divine roles,

  the heirs of Aenarion will fight the final battle,

  and the accursed Widowmaker

  shall be freed from its prison of stone.


  These are the End Times
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  Far beneath the Oak of Ages, Ariel awoke from troubled dreams. She was weary, too weary even to move from her bed of leaf and briar. The poison in her veins was killing her, she was sure of that, and nothing she had attempted had even slowed its progress.


  Glowing spites, no larger than motes of dust, danced between the roots that formed the chamber’s walls, their light flickering as they squabbled and fought. Little by little, Ariel’s eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, and she at last saw the figure standing silently at the chamber’s earthen edge.


  ‘It has been a long time since you last entered my home,’ said Ariel, her voice as dry and withered as her skin.


  ‘A terrible storm is coming,’ Lileath replied. She stepped forward, and the spitelings scattered before her. ‘I wanted to see you before it breaks.’


  ‘The Dark Gods?’


  ‘Yes,’ Lileath confirmed. ‘In his ignorance, one of our own aids them.’


  Ariel sighed. ‘The cycle begins anew. Will you fight them?’


  ‘I shall, as will others who remain. Already your children take up the roles of our departed kin.'


  ‘For better or worse?’


  ‘For better or worse,’ Lileath agreed.


  ‘I will not live to see it. My strength fades hourly.’


  ‘I am sorry.’


  Ariel scarcely heard those words. ‘I remember when I was young, lost in the darkness with only Ereth Khial for company. Even in her kindlier days, the Pale Queen was a poor companion for a child, and she scared me as much as the gloom that surrounded us. Then came Asuryan - Talyn, Lord of Eagles upon his shoulder - and he brought forth fire to banish the darkness, and my fears.’


  ‘You’ve never told me that tale.’


  ‘My oldest memories are now all I have left to me,’ said Ariel sadly.


  ‘The rest have melted away like snow.’ She paused, thoughtful. ‘I know of little that could have weakened me so. Only...’


  ‘Only a shard of true ice, formed in the darkness before Asuryan’s light, buried so deep amongst the roots of this tree that no one will ever find it.’ Lileath had spoken matter-of-factly, and Ariel felt a fresh chill.


  ‘Child, what have you done?’


  ‘Only what I had to. You would never have agreed to what I must do next.’ ‘You have murdered me,’ anger welled up in Ariel’s heart, but she was too weary to act upon it. ‘Do you love me so little?’


  ‘I love you as I would a daughter, though you are my elder. Everything I do, I do for your children, to give them a chance of survival in the darkness that is coming.’


  ‘I wish I could believe that.’


  ‘Then believe this.’ Dimly, Ariel felt warm hands clasp her own emaciated fingers. ‘Whatever follows, I will fight alongside the mortals to the very end. This I promise.’


  Ariel closed her eyes. She had no reply, for she could not find it in her heart to believe those words.


  She slept for a time, though she did not intend to. When she at last opened her eyes, Lileath was gone, but so was the darkness. A small white flame flickered in a bowl a short distance away, its light warm and soothing. Ariel gazed into the fire for a time, drawing comfort from Lileath’s gift.


  Then, she heard the Oak of Ages’ roots shift and crack. A voice echoed down from high above.


  ‘Please, save our mother.’


  Ariel heard footsteps on the rootborn stair, and realised that it was not over. Not yet. There was still a chance...
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  Descent Into Darkness
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  The world is ending. Morrslieb looms low in angry skies, and magic rises to greet it. Plague and madness are rife, and war marches on every land.


  Champions are rising, if sometimes from the unlikeliest of quarters. In the Underworld, an ancient spirit stirs, stretching his will once more into the mortal realm. Once, he was the enemy of the living; now, he could play a vital role in their salvation. In the Empire, a herald rises, the forerunner, perhaps, of the return of a long- lost hero. In the mountains, drums proclaim that a bone-hewed prophecy at last edges to fulfilment, a warlord of yesteryear reborn a conqueror of today. Others will make their presence known before long: champions of light and dark, order and destruction, united against the all-consuming hunger of the Dark Gods - but it remains to be seen whether they will do so in time.


  The bastions of the Old World already shudder, assailed by the servants of Chaos. Bretonnia, devastated by recent civil war, endures only under the leadership of the Green Knight, revealed to be none other than King Gilles of legend. Tilea, Estalia and the Border Princes are all but destroyed, overcome by the ratmen swarming up from the bowels of the world. Athel Loren is dying, ravaged by beastmen and poisoned by the same sickness that threatens to take the life of its divine queen.


  In the north, the armies of Chaos march openly across Kislev, and hurl themselves at the Empire’s defences. This is a plagued horde beyond counting, its like not seen since the Great War. Every artifice of Sigmar’s heirs may not be enough to repel it. A great shining wall of faith and stone, raised by the wizard Balthasar Gelt, holds the horde in abeyance for the moment, but it cannot do so forever. Worse still, this is but the first and


  least of Archaon Everchosen’s armies. The north shudders to the march of savages and traitors, their steel pledged to the Lord of the End Times. The men of the Empire cry out for aid and find none, the dwarfs have hidden themselves away beneath the mountains, Bretonnia is a corpse- choked wasteland and the elves have troubles of their own.


  Ulthuan teeters on the brink of ruin. Daemons run rampant across its Ten Kingdoms, and the Phoenix King’s absence is keenly felt. Caledor, mightiest and oldest of the elven realms, has withdrawn from the Phoenix Court. Its prince, Imrik, is deemed a traitor by his peers, but holds unswervingly to his course, though none yet know why.


  Tyrion, heir of Aenarion, commands the realm’s defences in the Phoenix King's absence, though he does so with a weary heart. His daughter, Aliathra, lies in the clutches of the undead, and his beloved, the Everqueen Alarielle, has departed Ulthuan on a mission of her own. Tyrion’s mood has grown darker with each passing day, but all know that without Tyrion to lead its armies Ulthuan would fall.


  Teclis, Tyrion’s brother, keeps his own council. He alone claims to have seen the Phoenix King in recent months, and many in Ulthuan hold the mage to speak with their monarch’s voice. Few in Ulthuan command the same trust as Teclis, yet he is seldom to be found as the war against the daemons rages on. Teclis has accepted a truth believed by few others. He knows doom is looming, and works to harness the world’s magic so that mortals may have the strength to fight gods. In this, Teclis is guided by Lileath, goddess of prophecy, all the while unaware that his patron is playing for grander and more desperate stakes.


  Far to the west, the Witch King sits upon his throne, seeking opportunity in blood and fire. Naggaroth is drowning in slaughter, but Malekith cares little as the dead clog the streets. The Witch King’s mind, as ever, rests upon Ulthuan. He sees the fires of war ravaging his hated homeland, and wonders whether his own vengeance may yet be usurped. The Witch King can feel the rise of a new age upon the breeze, and wonders whether it is at last time to see the old hate consummated.


  Yet Malekith’s thoughts linger also on those who are at once his closest and least trustworthy vassals. Malus Darkblade has made no secret of his ambitions in recent months. Even as Naggaroth crumbles, the Tyrant of Hag Graef has taken care to advance his own position. Darkblade’s star is rising, and Malekith knows that the dreadlord will not rest until the throne of Naggaroth is his. Darkblade is not the Witch King’s only concern. More troubling to Malekith is the reticence of his mother, Morathi. Never before has the Hag Sorceress’ tongue lain still when there is exhortation or castigation to be offered, and her silence is perhaps the most troubling sign in days suffused with portent.


  In Athel Loren, they have at last uncovered the truth known to Teclis. Guided by Lileath’s visions, prophetesses have seen that the Rhana Dandra, the end of all things, is come. Before the darkness passes, the elves will have to battle the Dark Brothers of Chaos as their own gods once did. Asuryan’s host lost their battle, were cast down in failure to dwell amongst their children, and the asrai know that the elves must stand united if they are to fare better than those who gave them life. But ancient hatreds, mortal and divine, cast a long shadow. Even with Lileath’s guidance, victory is all but impossible, and survival but a fleeting hope...
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  Heroes Of The End Times
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  The history of the elves is a long and storied one, where truth and legend combine seamlessly. All too often, the deeds of mortals and gods alike echo forward through time, carrying the woe and strife of the past into a present already over burdened with both. The unfolding Rhana Dandra - the Last War Against Chaos - is as much a continuation of the war between the Chaos Gods and the Elven pantheon as it is a conflict of mortals. Ancient enmities will be consummated, and new ones forged before the final battle truly begins, and the destiny of the elves will be forever changed.


  THE ASUR


  Alarielle: Everqueen of Ulthuan, mother to Aliathra, beloved of Tyrion.


  Tyrion: The Dragon of Cothique. Descended from Aenarion through the line of Morelion. Brother of Teclis, and consort to Alarielle.


  Teclis: High Loremaster of Saphery, descended from Aenarion through the line of Morelion. Brother of Tyrion, and favoured of Lileath.


  Adranna: Princess of Cothique. Sister of Dalroth and Dannor.


  Aislinn: Admiral of Lothern. Thought by many to be the Herald of Mathlann.


  Aliathra: The Everchild. Thought by most to be the daughter of Finubar and Alarielle. Tyrion is her true father.


  Anaran & Anarelle: Nephew and niece of Eltharion.


  Caradryan: Captain of the Phoenix Guard, chosen of Asuryan.


  Dalroth: Prince of Cothique in service to Tyrion. Brother of Dannor and Adranna.


  Dannor: Prince of Cothique in service to Tyrion. Brother of Dalroth and Adranna.


  Eldyra: Princess of Tiranoc, currently away from Ulthuan in search of the Everchild Aliathra.


  Eltharion: Warden of Tor Yvresse, currently away from Ulthuan in search of the Everchild Aliathra.


  Finubar the Seafarer: Eleventh Phoenix King of Ulthuan.


  Imrik: Crown Prince of Caledor.


  Korhil: Captain of the Phoenix King’s white lion bodyguard.


  Malhandir: Tyrion’s steed, noblest of horses.


  Minaithnir: Imrik’s loyal dragon.


  Riselle: A Handmaiden of the Everqueen, Alarielle.


  Ystranna of Avelorn: High Handmaiden of the Everqueen.


  THE DRUCHII


  Malekith: Witch King of Naggaroth. Son of Aenarion the Defender and the Hag Sorceress Morathi.


  Morathi: The Hag Sorceress of Ghrond. Second wife of Aenarion the Defender, and mother of Malekith.


  Drane Brackblood: Admiral of Corsairs, Mistress of the Shadow Tide.


  Drusala: Sorceress of Ghrond, close to Morathi.


  Hellebron: Crone Queen of Har Ganeth. Deathless rival of Morathi.


  Kouran Darkhand: Captain of the Black Guard of Naggarond.


  Lokhir Fellheart: Admiral of Corsairs, Master of the Tower of Blessed Dread.


  Malus Darkblade: Ruler of Hag Graef, possessed by the spirit of the daemon Tz’arkan.


  Seraphon: Malekith’s steed, a black dragon of ancient times.


  Shadowblade: Master Assassin. In service to Hellebron.


  Tullaris Dreadbringer: Captain of Har Ganeth’s executioners. Self-titled Prophet of Khaine.


  THE ASRAI


  Araloth: Lord of Talsyn in Athel Loren. Beloved of Lileath.


  Ariel: Mage Queen of Athel Loren, Isha reborn.


  Daith: Blind smith of Athel Loren.


  Durthu: Eldest of Athel Loren’s treeman ancients. He that bound together the fate of the elves and the Great Forest.


  Kalara: Priestess of Athel Loren, cursed for leading one of Orion’s wild riders astray from his duties.


  Nacstra & Arahan: Ariel’s daughters.


  Naieth: Prophetess of Athel Loren.


  Orion: King of Athel Loren, Kurnous reborn.


  BEINGS OF LEGEND


  Aenarion the Defender: First of the Phoenix Kings. Father of Malekith, and husband of Morathi. Perished during the creation of the Great Vortex.


  Alith Anar: Legendary Shadow King of Nagarythe.


  Astarielle: Everqueen of Ulthuan during the time of Aenarion the Defender. She who made the first bargain with the Great Forest later known as Athel Loren.


  Caledor Dragontamer: First Dragon Prince, creator of the Great Vortex.


  Morelion: Son of Aenarion and Astarielle, half-brother of Malekith.


  THE ELVEN GODS


  Asuryan: The Creator. Lord of Heaven.


  Khaine: God of War and Strife. Manipulated into beginning the War of the Gods by Hekarti.


  Lileath: Goddess of the Moon, Dreams and Prophecy. Patron of Teclis and beloved of Araloth.


  Atharti: Goddess of Pleasure.


  Sister of Hekarti and her rival for Khaine’s affections.


  Hekarti: Goddess of Sorcery.


  Isha: The Mother Goddess and wife of Kurnous. Has lived amongst mortals as the Mage Queen Ariel since the coming of Chaos.


  Kurnous: God of the Hunt. Husband of isha. Has lived amongst mortals as Orion since the coming of Chaos.


  Ladrielle: Goddess of Mists and Wanderers. A guise taken by Lileath, Goddess of Prophecy. Known in Bretonnia as the Lady of the Lake.


  Mathlann: God of the Sea and the Storm. Sought refuge in the mortal world after the coming of Chaos.


  Vaul: The Smith God. During the War of the Gods, gave himself as slave to Khaine in exchange for Isha’s freedom.
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  The Widowmaker


  Winter 2524 - Winter 2525
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  After long months of fighting, the high elves’ battle against the daemons was nearly done.


  The cost had been sobering. When the daemons spilled forth from the peaks of the Annulii Mountains, the princes of the realm had mustered their own armies in opposition, the proud colours of the Ten Kingdoms shining beneath the storm of magical fire. Every village, mansion and city had been defended with a stoic determination that would have shamed the armies of other lands. Alas, the daemons had been too many, and the winds of magic were at their backs, granting them strength enough to overcome even the hardiest of obstacles. Chrace had borne the brunt of the fighting. Lion March was an open grave, a field of unburied dead stretching as far as the eye could see; the mighty city of Tor Achare was a blasted ruin. The other realms were scarcely better off. The horror that had spilled from the Annulii highlands had ravaged countless cities, had left thousands of widows, orphans and grieving fathers searching for their loved ones in streets choked with dead. Only in desolate Nagarythe did life go on in a manner approaching normality, its defence marshalled by a reclusive figure seldom seen by outsiders. For the Aesanar, the shadow warriors, the daemons were but one more invader to be cast into the sea.


  As the war raged, many heroes had forged legends worthy of song. Some were storied champions of old - Sea Lord Aislinn, Ystranna of Avelorn and Caradryan of the Flame to name but a few. Others arose through deeds of blood and fire, Prince Morvai of Tiranoc amongst them, but two of Ulthuan’s greatest heroes were noticeably missing and their absence was a great burden on the elves’ spirits. Where is Finubar Seafarer? many asked. Where is his queen?


  None knew the answers, or at least if any did they did not share them.


  The Phoenix King and Everqueen had vanished from Ulthuan’s shores in the hour of the daemons’ onset, and some muttered darkly that their loss was in part the cause of these dire times. Bereft of Finubar and Alarielle’s leadership, the Phoenix Court soon fell to disagreement, with Imrik of Caledor calling for the election of another to the highest throne. None doubted that Imrik wanted that honour for himself, but too many voices spoke in his support for the bid to be dismissed outright.


  Salvation - or at least survival - was won once more by the hand of Prince Tyrion. Though his heart was weary with other burdens, Tyrion faced Imrik down and took command of Ulthuan’s armies. Those who would have opposed him were quickly quieted when the entire host of Phoenix Guard - Asuryan’s chosen warriors - offered their blades and their loyalty to the prince. Though a furious Imrik had split Caledor from the other kingdoms, Tyrion yet commanded the hosts of nine realms. Moreover, no small number of Caledorian princes had broken with their ruling prince, claiming their bonds of battle-earned brotherhood more important than ties to lord and land. Under Tyrion’s leadership, and acting in near-unity for the first time in many seasons, the high elves at last began to know victory. Thus did the Wars of Reclamation begin.


  Abandoning Caledor to its own defence, Tyrion swept north through Eataine, and the daemons scattered before his banner. The prince fought like one possessed, his appetite for war unflagging. He drove his host hard, marching them to the point where even the hardiest of elves felt fatigue creeping into their limbs. Each day brought a fresh battle against the daemonic horde, and Tyrion fought ever at the forefront, Sunfang flashing as it cleaved howling heads and hewed twisted limbs. As the Dragon of Cothique led his army north, sieges were broken and villages spared


  from the most dreadful of fates, yet it appeared to many that Tyrion took little pleasure in these victories. Some assumed he was wrathful that such a circumstance had befallen Ulthuan in the first place, others that battle’s grasp upon his heart left little room for other emotions. Only Teclis knew the truth - that Tyrion feared for the fate of those he loved: the missing Everqueen, to whom he was consort, and their daughter, Aliathra. The latter was a secret Tyrion had long kept close, for all believed Aliathra to be Finubar’s child, as perhaps she should have been. Aliathra languished in Mannfred von Carstein’s cruel grasp, and Tyrion yearned to rescue her. Reluctantly swayed by Teclis’ good counsel, the prince had remained in Ulthuan, despatching Eltharion the Grim in his stead. Though his body strove for his homeland, his mind dwelt ever on his daughter’s fate.


  As the elves struck further north, Tyrion became more reckless, tempting fates that would have been the doom of lesser warriors. At Port Elistor, he strove against the daemons from within the bounds of the swirling rift they poured from. Many Phoenix Guard perished that day, consumed by wild magic as they battled at their prince’s side, but Tyrion emerged triumphant. At Cairn Avon, he outpaced his bodyguard and fought alone against a monstrous daemon with a profusion of mechanical limbs, dealing the beast a mortal blow but suffering a deep wound from the monster’s massive iron claw in return. In that battle’s wake, Teclis urged his brother to delay, to allow the healers to treat the corrupting poisons racing through his blood, but Tyrion would hear no words of caution. So it was that when the elven host fought to relieve the White Tower of Hoeth, Tyrion, his face gaunt and pale as snow, led the charge atop the noble Malhandir. Even in his wounded condition the prince could not be bested by the footsoldiers of the Chaos host, but before the gates of Hoeth he found his match.


  The Siege of Hoeth was commanded by an old foe, the daemon N’kari. Herald of Dismay, Keeper of Secrets, Lord of a Thousand Songs, N’kari had plagued Ulthuan since its oldest days, and Tyrion almost since his birth. Now the monster turned from the splintered Starwood gates to face his old foe. N’kari had supped deeply from Ulthuan’s torment, and his vile form rippled with scarcely- contained power. Veins yet coursing with daemonic poison, Tyrion was no match for so mighty an enemy.


  He would have perished in the same claw-sweep that scattered the knights of Tor Andar, had Korhil Lionmane not sprung to knock the prince from his saddle, then stood firm between N’kari and his wounded prey. The Keeper of Secrets had laughed at Korhil, mocking his foolhardiness in facing a foe so far beyond his own meagre skill, but then the axe Chayal flashed to cleave one of the daemon’s arms, and N’kari laughed no more. Still, it would have gone ill for Korhil at that moment had not a determined onslaught by the Phoenix Guard carried Teclis to his side, forcing N’kari to make an ignominious retreat into the hills.


  With the Tower of Hoeth at last freed and Saphery fortified against fresh assault, Teclis delved into ancient lore from the time of Caledor Dragontamer, seeking a method by which the daemons could be truly repelled. In the meantime, forced to convalescence by his wounds, Tyrion attempted a reconciliation with sundered Caledor. However, Imrik refused to parley, and ordered all heralds turned back upon the realm’s border. This refusal drove Tyrion into a rage so foul that for three days no one, not even Teclis, could speak with him. When at last Tyrion was sufficiently calm, he convened the other princes, and swore that Caledor would be banished from the Phoenix Court until its wayward prince begged his forgiveness on penitent knee.


  Many were taken aback at Tyrion’s vehemence, and more than half of the Caledorians who had fought at his side in defiance of Imrik now turned their armies homewards. This lesser betrayal spurred Tyrion to rage once more, but his wrath only fed his determination, and even appeared to speed his recovery. Many elves saw the light of war dancing upon Tyrion’s brow, and opened themselves anew to his purpose. Thus, when the elves swept north again, they did so as a cleansing flame that scoured everything in its path.


  After the daemons had been driven from Yvresse, rumours began to spread of veiled figures gathering around the waystones, of unlooked- for spears carried to battle in time of need. Dusk patrols ambushed by daemons amongst the fogs of Wailing Fen spoke of reinforcement by knightly hosts whose banners echoed ancient times, and who vanished with the sun’s rising. In Athel Tamarha, Teclis witnessed such an intercession himself, as silent archers slipped through the trees to loose volley after volley against the daemons’ flanks before dispersing like mist. No animated cadavers were these, he deemed, nor grave-spilled puppets, but warriors willingly risen upon tides of magic to defend their homelands.


  By the time the Wars of Reclamation swept over Avelorn, Tyrion had recovered his health, though his mood was still black as night. In all the long months, there had been no sign of Finubar or Alarielle, nor had there been any word from Eltharion concerning Aliathra’s fate. Sunfang was now not just Tyrion’s sword, it was the executor of his wrath; the prince’s anger, fears and frustrations' flowed through every stroke of the blade. Daemons were slain in their thousands, dozens of armies cast back into the Realm of Chaos by courage and steel.


  Yet still Tyrion was unsatisfied; the prince yearned for vengeance against N’kari. Moreover, Teclis had deemed that the Keeper of Secrets served as the daemons’ anchor to the mortal world as he had once before. Were N’kari slain, the mage was certain he could weave a spell that would banish much of the daemon host. At Tyrion’s command, knights of Ellyrion swept across Avelorn, seeking sign of the daemon’s passage. At last, after many battles and much searching, word reached Tyrion that N’kari had seized the ancient Moonspire, and had transformed it into a palace of decadence in emulation of Slaanesh’s blasphemous realm. Before the messenger had finished speaking, Tyrion had set his army marching into the gathering night.


  Thus began the Battle of Moonspire, the greatest conflict of the Wars of Reclamation. Tens of thousands of daemons mustered beneath the ancient tower. They had been drawn hence not by loyalty, but the desire to share in N’kari’s bounty. The Lord of Dismay had taken many slaves since his emergence into the mortal world, and their agonised terror was a heady brew to daemonkind. Such were the forces at his command, N’kari was sure of his victory. In his arrogance, he had forgotten that the Dark Gods he served were not the only ones in the firmament, nor the only ones yet with power. Moonspire was a temple of Lileath, Goddess of Dreams, and Teclis was her champion - one of three who walked the mortal world. The magic chained to its stones was therefore Teclis’ to command, and as the high elf phalanxes shuddered beneath the first wave of daemons, he loosed it to his purpose.


  At the mage’s command, light spiralled about the tower and brilliant meteors streaked out of the blackened skies to plunge into the daemons’ ranks. White fire blazed in each missile’s wake, shrivelling unholy flesh but leaving that of the elves unharmed. As the daemons shrank back, the Phoenix Guard came forward. Tyrion rode at their head, Teclis at his side, and that day no force could contain them. Tyrion fought like a god of war, unflagging


  in his fury. The moonfire of Lileath burned upon Teclis’ brow and blade, and no daemon dared approach him.


  At the last, N’kari faced the twins. He was a mighty demigod of suffering and despair, but that night it availed him naught. As the daemon waded into the Phoenix Guard’s ranks, Teclis sent the moonfire coursing across N’kari’s body. Flesh blackening, the daemon bellowed and charged towards the mage, but Tyrion gave a battle cry of his own and touched his heels to Malhandir’s flanks. Ducking low in the saddle, the prince passed beneath N’kari’s mighty claws and Sunfang flashed out to open a deep wound in the daemon’s belly. N’kari struck at Tyrion, but pain had slowed the daemon’s reactions, and Malhandir carried the prince clear before the blow could land.


  Then the halberds of the Phoenix Guard were pressing close about N’kari. Their strikes were but pinpricks against the daemon’s hide, but the Flame of Asuryan drove him back. A dozen of the stalwart warriors crumpled beneath great scything claws. Then Teclis sent the moonfire forth once more, and N’kari staggered. Seeing his foe distracted, Tyrion came forward once again. Sunfang speared deep into N’kari’s spine, and the daemon fell bellowing to its knees. Tyrion’s blade flashed one more time and the daemon’s head tumbled from its shoulders.


  Tyrion had no time to rejoice in his victory, for the daemons had hated N’kari, and were undismayed by his fall. As the prince threw himself into the battle once more, Teclis pushed towards the Moonspire. Surrounded by swordmasters, he fought his way through the horrors of the daemon-haunted tower, dragging N’kari’s severed head to the altar at the summit. The elves fighting on the plain below looked up in astonishment as Teclis’ voice echoed across the skies, the moon above glowing brighter with each syllable. The daemons, perhaps sensing their downfall was nigh, howled with one terrible voice as Teclis intoned the final word and slammed the base of his staff down onto the horned head.


  The daemon’s skull split asunder, and a deafening peal of thunder cracked the sky. There was a brilliant flash, and afterwards many claimed they saw the slender silhouette of Lileath looming over the battlefield. White fire pulsed out from the Moonspire, sweeping across the assembled hosts, and rippling out over the lands beyond. Where it passed, the daemons burst into ash, but the elves who strove with them felt nothing but the Moon Goddess’ gentle caress and heard nothing but her soothing voice.


  From the Moonspire’s pinnacle, Teclis saw the fire sweep across the land.


  It would not stop, he knew, until it reached the shores of the ocean, and it would leave no daemon unharmed. They would return in time, but every moment was likely to be precious in the days ahead. The mage’s fingers tightened around the Moon Staff of Lileath, now cold and inert. Already he could feel its life-giving magics ebbing away, could feel the pain it kept at bay creeping into his limbs. Wordlessly, Teclis fell backwards from the altar, and would have tumbled over the Moonspire’s parapet had not two swordmasters reached for him at the last moment. The Moon Staff, now mere wood and baubles, fell from Teclis’ grasp. This time, the swordmasters were not quick enough. The staff struck stone, shattering into three pieces. Looking down at the diminished fragments, Teclis judged the sacrifice a worthy one.


  ‘Why am I here, Imrik?’ Teclis asked, hoping that the other V V wouldn’t note the pain in his voice. The Moon Staff of Lileath had been repaired by the finest artisans of Saphery, but its magic had fled. The old pain had returned in its place, and not even the most potent of potions could dim it entirely. The five hundred alabaster stairs down from Tor Caleda’s royal chambers had been agony, but Teclis knew Imrik must have had a reason for requesting his presence. Even before the recent unpleasantness, the dragon prince had never been fond of Tyrion or Teclis.


  ‘My apologies, loremaster,’ Imrik replied, not sounding sorry in the least. ‘I had not realised that you were so inconvenienced.’ He gave a curt nod to the two dragon princes guarding the gate, and they stepped aside without a word.


  Beyond, the dressed stone of Tor Caleda gave way to the cool gloom of a stalactite-crowded cavern. Imrik strode on through the dark, though Teclis fancied the prince’s pace had slowed just a fraction.


  ‘As to the reason for your presence, there is something I wanted you to see,’ Imrik continued imperiously. ‘I have been told that you alone may understand its significance.’


  ‘And who told you this?’ asked Teclis, staggering to keep pace.


  ‘The greatest of my sires,’ Imrik said softly, ‘Caledor Dragontamer.’


  He fell silent once again, inviting Teclis to gainsay him, to refute the impossible statement. Teclis said nothing. He too had spoken with the ancient mage in recent weeks, through the walls of the Great Vortex, but now was not the time to say so. Imrik was ruled by pride, and any challenge would likely go ill. Teclis was already risking enough by his presence in Caledor. Tyrion would not be pleased.


  ‘I have dreamt much of late,’ Imrik continued, his footfalls echoing through the darkness. ‘I have dreamt of Ulthuan returned to what it used to be, of our star in ascendance once again, our dominance restored.’ His voice grew distant and wistful. ‘A month ago, Lileath came to me whilst I was sleeping. She acted as my forefather’s herald, guiding me to the heart of the Great Vortex so that I could hear his wisdom. Can there be any truer sign of Caledor’s return to greatness than a goddess acting in service to our greatest ancestor?’


  Teclis said nothing. By his reckoning, Imrik’s understanding of the relationship was precisely reversed, but again he held his tongue.


  Fortunately, it seemed that the question had been rhetorical. ‘My ancestor told me that a time of great change was upon us, where friendships and hatreds of old would no longer rule our destinies. He told me that if I wished for our people to survive, I must let go of the past, and embrace the future.’


  ‘A steep price for a prince of Caledor,’ Teclis said drily.


  Imrik glared, but continued. ‘The next day, a ship came out of the west, the sign of Lileath upon its sails, and the dragon of Caledor upon its prow. It had no crew save for a single Naggarothi, who even now languishes in my dungeons. In the hold... Well, see for yourself.'


  Imrik led Teclis into a massive chamber. The mage made out the majestic forms of slumbering dragons, but his attention was swiftly drawn to the dragon eggs that stretched as far as his eyes could see.


  ‘There are hundreds,’ Imrik breathed. ‘The plunder of countless generations returned unharmed.’ Tearing his gaze from the eggs, Teclis looked up to see a single tear running down the prince’s cheek. ‘What does it mean?’ Imrik demanded quietly.


  ‘I think you already know the answer,’ said Teclis. ‘It is time for the Sundering to be undone. Our ancient war must at last be ended.’
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  As a weakened Tyrion battled N’kari beneath the Tower of Hoeth, Naggaroth faced enemies of its own. The ferocity of the Bloodied Horde had swept away much of the northern defences and brought the chill land’s great cities under siege. Valkia, warlord of the Chaos host, had fallen when the Witch King had personally broken the assault upon glorious Naggarond. Yet Valkia’s champions still fought on in Khorne’s name, and there were yet rumours that the Gorequeen had somehow been preserved from Malekith’s wrath, and even now readied another assault. Kouran Darkhand, Captain of the Black Guard, believed that Malekith would have ordered Valkia hunted down in other times, and had her remains strung from Naggarond’s highest tower. However, though Kouran knew he would never admit as much, the Witch King’s concerns appeared to lie more with survival than revenge.


  Kouran had never seen Naggaroth invaded on such a glorious scale. For every army of northlanders crushed, another marched out of the glacier- ridden uplands, undismayed by their losses. Worse, the Witch King had been absent in the early stages of the invasion, and his lieutenants had defended his realm with their customary selfishness, concerning themselves only with protecting their own holdings. Thus had a vast tide of blood-drunk warriors reached as far south as Clar Karond and laid the city to waste. Malus Darkblade’s army of Hag Graef could easily have turned the tide, had it marched to do so, but the bastard lord looked only towards his own interests.


  Everywhere the tale was the same. Naggaroth’s armies were scattered and overwhelmed by the foolish pride of their masters. Har Ganeth was all but gone, its gore-slicked stones contested day and night by warriors to whom blood was now the only prize. Hellebron had ranted and


  railed for aid at first. Then, when her missives fell on deaf ears, she had accepted the slaughter as a glorious gift from Khaine. By all accounts she now prowled the fallen stones of her temple city, slitting throats as murderously as any of her cat’s paws. Ebnir Soulflayer, his rank imperilled out of failure to defend the watchtower of Volroth, had led an army into the glaciers, aiming to stem the tide of northlanders and so perhaps earn the Witch King’s forgiveness. Soulflayer had died within hours, his loss of little account when set alongside the thousands of soldiers who had perished with him, warriors that were badly needed if Naggaroth were to survive.


  There were exceptions, of course.


  Even amongst the dark elves, there were those who could see beyond their own petty interests to the good of the realm. When a score of chieftains from the Bloodied Horde had launched their longboats upon Karond Kar’s chill isle, Lokhir Fellheart and Drane Brackblood had put aside their differences to bring the ramshackle flotilla to battle. Working together, they had wrought a far greater slaughter amongst the invaders than they would have done apart. However, yet again the northlanders’ numbers proved too great, and for each gore-crusted prow sent plunging into the ocean’s depths, two more slipped past the blockade to the slave-hold of Karond Kar. Even then, the city could have held firm, had not an earthquake shattered its outer walls. At first, this event had merely seemed to be another calamity in a time beset with them, until the catacombs beneath Karond Kar had split open and the ratmen had clawed their way into the light. Caught between blood-rage above and warpstone-fuelled sorcery below, the defenders were swiftly overrun. Before long, Brackblood and Fellheart’s vessels of war were pressed to evacuating those they could. The slaves, who could be easily replaced, were left to die in their pens.


  Three cities had fallen, and three yet stood. Now, as Naggarond found itself in an unexpected lull, Malekith rode north with a host of thousands. Morathi had sealed herself in Ghrond in the moment the Bloodied Horde had struck, refusing even to give warning to the other cities, and the Witch King would know why. Kouran, ever at his master’s side, knew that this task was not without risk. If Morathi was a traitor - or even if she were not - there were countless painful ways by which she could make an intruder regret his insolence. Such was the reason this task had been given to Malus Darkblade first of all, and also the cause of the Tyrant of Hag Graef’s sudden enthusiasm for battle elsewhere. Begging Malekith’s indulgence, he had at last led his army south towards the ruins of Clar Karond, and made a great show of escorting the trail of broken refugees to the comparative safety of Hag Graef. Better to face a horde of blood- mad northlanders naked, and without even a sword in one’s hand, than to court the Hag Sorceress’ wrath. Despite his dislike of Darkblade, Kouran could not be certain he would have had the courage to do otherwise, if faced with similar orders. Of course, by offering shelter and salvation to the surviving warriors of Clar Karond, Darkblade had also improved his own position within the disintegrating realm, a detail that had not escaped Kouran’s notice.


  The ride north to Ghrond was a dangerous one, for the Naggarothi frontier still echoed to the sound of northlander drums. Fully a third of the army that had set out from Naggarond was lost in that outward journey, abandoned to the blizzard, or hacked down by fur-clad barbarians. Malekith kept his own counsel during the march, and even Kouran could not guess his mind.


  At times, the Witch King appeared to be deep in conversation, though his words were soft and addressed to no one in his escort. Kouran had seen such behaviour before, of


  course, and it troubled him not. The Captain of the Black Guard knew that more transpired than he had wit to recognise - he had never sought higher rank than that which he already occupied for this very reason - but he had faith that his master knew what he was about.


  Only once did the Witch King even deign to enter battle himself, otherwise leaving the bloody business to his vassals. Some forty leagues short of Ghrond, the army crossed paths with a Chaos horde whose ranks teemed with blood-slicked warriors. This was not a mortal host, but one of daemons, drawn into the mortal world by the rising tides of magic and slaughter. A mighty tatter¬winged bloodthirster led the horde and, as he drew near, the madness of battle swept over the dark elf ranks. The Naggarothi threw themselves forward without thought for their own safety. Shields and crossbows were cast aside as encumbrances, reaper crews abandoned their machines for the joy of blade upon flesh. Even Kouran, whose blood was seldom anything other than icy cold, found himself hacking with wild abandon.


  If no daemons were within weapon’s reach, the dark elves turned upon one another with just as much ferocity.


  The entire army would have been lost but for Malekith, who alone seemed entirely unaffected by the bloodthirster’s influence. Taking wing upon the dragon Seraphon, the Witch King closed with the colossal daemon, smote him with a thunderbolt, then buried his enchanted blade, Destroyer, to the hilt in the bloodthirster’s left eye socket. With the daemon’s death, a measure of discipline returned to the dark elf ranks. Though the battle raged long before its fires finally dimmed, from that point on its outcome was never in doubt. In the aftermath, many wondered how Malekith had kept his wits where no other had. Only Kouran recognised the truth: the Witch King’s soul already overflowed with such hatred that it held room for no more.


  At last, Malekith’s army reached Ghrond, or rather the dense maze of black thorns that stood where the tower should have been. The twisted thicket stretched for leagues in every direction, clawing skywards to a point where it would have loomed over Naggarond. At first glance, the thorns appeared to be merely tangled growths spurred to incredible size by some sorcerous goad. However, as the army halted in the maze’s shadow, they marked how the surface of the branches flowed like water, the fronds writhing when anyone drew near. Skeletons lay scattered amongst the morass, pulsing black roots entangled amongst their flesh-picked bones. It was little wonder that the invaders had given Ghrond a wide berth.


  As Malekith approached, the wall of thorns parted to reveal one of Morathi’s sorceresses, Drusala. Lithe and beautiful even by the unreal standards of Morathi’s court, her hair was threaded with small black brambles that twitched and curled like a medusa’s snakes. She addressed the Witch King with the full deference due, and explained that his arrival had been foreseen. The royal Morathi, Eternal Hekarti reborn, would grant her son an audience, but only he.


  All there present were taken aback that the Hag Sorceress had proclaimed herself to be divine; all save Malekith, who had once let it be known that he was Khaine reborn in order to control the witch cults. He suspected a similar motive at play in his mother’s sudden ascension. Sorceresses were ever apt to betrayal, and Morathi would be seeking whatever certainties she could. Kouran growled at the sorceress’ demand. He knew firsthand how faithless Morathi could be - even now, the memories still haunted him. Yet Malekith waved his guardian to silence, and coldly accepted the invitation. Dismounting from Seraphon, the Witch King followed his mother’s herald into the tangle of briars. With an ominous rustle, the wall wove tight behind him.


  The audience chamber was glorious in its sumptuousness. Golden drapes hung from every wall, and basalt tiles, polished to a mirrored sheen, were barely visible beneath the wine-dark rugs. Marble statues, studies in flawless physique, lined the chamber. Morathi’s gaze, as ever, lingered on her favourites as she entered the chamber. How many males would have sought her embrace, she wondered, had they realised this would be their fate? It mattered not. Like her, they would remain beautiful for eternity. They should be flattered by the gift, and honoured that she had thought them worthy of her charms.


  Malekith had arrived some time ago, but the Hag Sorceress had been unable to resist the small victory of making him wait, though she had at least provided refreshment in the form of a captured Avelorn wine of rare vintage. She noted that he had not taken the seat he had been offered, but had instead claimed the bloodrock throne at the chamber’s far end. Morathi crushed the spark of irritation. It was a petty act, one calculated to elicit a response she was determined not to give. The wine, she noted, was untouched. Malekith had such a suspicious mind, but she couldn’t blame him.


  She gave a deep nod of greeting - never a bow, for that would have implied subservience - and crossed to greet her son.


  ‘You have travelled far to speak with me, my child. Should I feel honoured, or afraid?’


  ‘I have yet to believe that either of those words holds any meaning for you, mother,’ said Malekith coldly. Morathi noted that he made no attempt to wield the majestic plural in private. ‘Will you not be seated?’ he went on.


  So that she would be a supplicant before her own throne? Morathi thought not. ‘1 am quite content as I am,’ she bit out. Here, in her stronghold, the sorceress was far from defenceless, but that did not mean she relished the prospect of


  testing her skill against that of her progeny. ‘Why have you come?’


  ‘You gave no warning of the northlander invasion, as was your duty,’ Malekith intoned, savouring each syllable. ‘Moreover, you have held back from Naggaroth’s defence. I should be quite furious with you. Indeed, for a long time, I cherished no thought so well as your broken body beneath the lash.’


  The Witch King rose from the throne and began to pace the room, pausing before each statue in turn to gaze into its eyes. Perhaps he recognised some of them, Morathi thought. Quite probably he did.


  ‘Because of you, Naggaroth is all but fallen. Before the year is out, it will be but another ruin in a world already full of them. Yet I find that I feel no sadness for the loss.’


  Despite herself, Morathi felt a sudden flush of anger. ‘Pathetic! You disgrace your father’s memory.’


  ‘Not at all. Indeed, I intend to honour him as never before. Our folk had fallen into weakness and squalor.’ He snorted. ‘We had grown fat and lazy, a herd of dull-witted beasts no longer fit for the great destiny I shall provide.’ Malekith turned to face his mother and spread his hands expansively. ‘Now the herd has been thinned, the weak slaughtered by the northlanders’ axes. I have you to thank for that, though I am sure you did not intend matters to unfold thus. Those who remain are warriors and survivors all. They will be my army, and Ulthuan’s ruin, for they will survive only through seizing the land that is theirs by right. The throne of the Ten Kingdoms will at last be mine.’


  ‘I have heard you say such things before,’ Morathi sneered.


  ‘Before, I did not have aid. The Phoenix King is already slain, betrayed by one of his closest advisors.’ Malekith held up his gauntlets; the blood upon them had dried to a deep crimson. ‘He died broken and screaming, his last dignity a memory before I choked the life from him.’


  ‘The Five Gates will defeat you, as they have in the past.’


  ‘They will not,’ Malekith assured her, ‘for I now hold the key to those fortresses, placed in my hand by one of their own. Besides, Ulthuan is as beset as we. While I do not doubt that our cousins will endure, they will not have the good sense to let the times purge their weaklings.’


  ‘If victory is so assured, what do you wish of me?’


  ‘You are my mother and, despite your myriad treacheries, you yet command my regard. Join your armies to mine, and the past will be forgotten. You shall be Ulthuan’s queen once more - glorious, regal and beautiful as the night.’


  Morathi sighed contemptuously. ‘You still think like a mortal, when you should aspire to be a god.’


  ‘You are many things, mother, but you are no goddess.’


  ‘And who is to say that? The power of Hekarti pulses through my veins. As the magic rises, I can be anything I wish, and that is all that matters as the Rhana Dandra begins.’


  ‘You’re not the first to speak to me of the End Times, yet I remain somewhat unconvinced.’


  ‘The mage, I suppose,’ Morathi said, her contempt clear. ‘Did you think I wouldn’t hear him whispering to you during your journey? What lies did he tell you?’


  ‘It hardly matters. He serves my goals, whether he realises it or not.’ ‘Of course,’ Morathi mocked. ‘You’re not one to accept any wisdom other than your own. Look around you. The world cries out in torment, the skies bleed, the twin¬tailed comet blazes through the skies, and you look for proof? The Dark Gods are rising, and they will swallow us all.’


  ‘If what you say is proven true, then I shall fight them, as my father once did. I will not be denied my birthright.’


  Morathi gave in to the shrill laughter building within her. ‘You’re a fool! These are the End Times.


  Only those who embrace their true nature will survive. Yours is not that of a victor. Yours is to lose, and to blame others for the loss. Go back to Naggarond. Take what pleasures you may before the tides of Chaos close over your head. I will not waste my strength on foolishness.’


  Malekith laughed in sudden and bitter mirth. ‘And your nature is to languish in this ensorcelled tower,


  I suppose, a jilted princess pining for her love until darkness falls?’


  ‘You understand nothing,’


  Morathi spat. How had he learned of that? The Witch King had been adrift in the Realm of Chaos at the time of her momentary weakness, and she’d taken care that no witnesses had lived to speak of it. ‘He will be mine again. I have foreseen it.’


  ‘How very convenient for you,’ Malekith replied calmly. ‘And might I ask what you foretell concerning my future?’


  There was a long pause.


  Morathi knew she should remain silent, but she could not resist the opportunity to show her superiority. The only question was how truthful her words would be.


  ‘If you go to Ulthuan, you will lose everything,’ she proclaimed at last. ‘Your realm will fall, your purpose will waver; everything that makes you who you are - everything that makes you my son - will crumble to naught. Even your name will no longer be your own. I would sooner see you dead.’


  ‘Then it seems that this will be our last farewell, mother,’ said Malekith scornfully. He was searching for some hint of a lie, Morathi knew, but he would find none. Just as he would not find any trace of her true reason for withholding warning.


  Malekith turned to leave, but could not resist one more jibe. ‘Out of fond regard, I grant you one last gift: your life. Your treason is not forgiven, but it will go unpunished. Sit in your tower and rot.’


  Not all had expected Malekith to return from within the maze of thorns. None at all had expected that he would do so in good humour. Yet in both of these things the doubters were proven wrong, for the Witch King emerged into the chill air in jovial spirits. Nor did Malekith return alone. An hour later, as the Witch King’s army was breaking camp, the wall of tangled thorns split wide to allow the exit of many thousands of Ghrond’s garrison. The Sorceress Drusala led them, and explained that both she and those who followed her were a gift from Morathi, who realised that she had been neither so hospitable or faithful as she ought. Malekith listened to Drusala’s pretty speech without a word. Then, with a curt nod, he ordered Kouran place the newcomers in the heart of the marching order. In another land, this might have been an honour, placing them so close to the Witch King as it did. In Naggaroth, it was merely an unspoken acknowledgement that Malekith put little trust in either Morathi’s generosity or Drusala’s loyalty; the warriors of Ghrond would march where he and Kouran could keep a close personal eye upon them.


  A week later, Malekith gathered the surviving members of the Black Council to Naggarond. Of the original one hundred lords and ladies, only a score remained. Some had been dead for weeks, others had perished in their attempt to answer Malekith’s call, and one had perished beneath an assassin’s blade for refusing the summons. All who remained bore scars of recent battle, but none more so than Hellebron, whose long white hair was deeply matted with dried blood and shreds of viscera. Even Ezresor, the Witch King’s spymaster, had been forced to test his blade in recent weeks, and he had discovered anew a taste for slaughter. Only the Hag Sorceress was missing, her place taken by Drusala, but none of the council were so foolish as to comment upon her absence during these portentous times.


  When Malekith announced his intention to abandon Naggaroth in favour of one last strike against Ulthuan, reactions were mixed. Kouran, as ever, took note of those who displayed too little - or too much - enthusiasm for their monarch’s decree. Malus Darkblade, in particular, made a poor show of concealing his distaste. The Tyrant of Hag Graef had fought his way to rulership of his city, and doubtless the thought of relinquishing his grip was bitter to him. The bastard lord raised his voice in assent nonetheless, careful not to give too open a sign of opposition. That would come later, in the shadows. Most of the council, however, were willingly swept up by Malekith’s grand ambition, and Kouran knew why. It was not in the nature of the druchii to fight from behind walls of stone. They were predators, and the world was their prey. All had sensed Naggaroth was lost, or would at least be a battered shadow of its former glory for centuries to come. All would rather pass from the world attempting to seize a new and glorious land, than perish in the defence of a realm they merely tolerated.


  Thus, in the same hour in which Teclis cast the daemons from Ulthuan, did the last great host of Naggaroth take ship east towards that fair isle, so many ships that their sails blackened the horizon. Behind them, Naggaroth burned, its cities set alight and its slaves put to the sword so that the northlanders would find not plunder and comfort amongst the empty remains, but fire and plague. Besides Morathi’s remaining forces at Ghrond, it was only in Har Ganeth that any dark elves yet dwelt, fighting Hellebron’s endless war against the Bloodied Horde.


  Some aboard the black arks looked back at the ravaged coast with mixed emotion, but Malekith did not permit himself so much as a backward glance. Ulthuan was everything now; victory or death would find him there.
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  Slaughter At Eagle Gate
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  The dark elf armada swept out of the west on the wings of a storm. Lokhir Fellheart’s ships led the assault, striking at the fortified harbours of Tor Inra and Merokai on the Tiranoc coast. Ancient watchtowers toppled, blasted apart by sorcery or consumed by witchflame. Along the quaysides, proud dragonships blazed brightly then slid serenely beneath the waves.


  Prince Morvai, only lately returned from the Battle of Moonspire, swiftly rallied his kingdom’s armies and drove Fellheart’s corsairs from the broken coastline. The prince paid a high price for his bravery. During the desperate fighting for Tor Inra, an assassin’s blade set his veins afire with poison. For three days after, every healer in Tiranoc sought to cure the prince’s ills, but to no avail. Thus did Morvai, son of Eldyr, pass into the shadow beyond, the royal line of High Tiranoc continued only by his sister Eldyra, who journeyed in distant lands. Despite Morvai’s loss, the people of Tiranoc rejoiced, for they believed the dark elf raids defeated. Alas, Fellheart’s strikes had only ever been intended as a distraction to draw Tiranoc’s defenders southwards. Even as Morvai was laid to rest in his family’s ancestral tomb, the true assault began on the border between Tiranoc and Nagarythe.


  Drane Brackblood led this attack, her fleet sweeping away the Ulthuani patrols and closing upon the shoreline. As the ships advanced, a wave of white flame swept across the shoreline. A few captains, not knowing that Teclis had summoned the fire to purge daemons, believed it had been sent to destroy their vessels, and gave panicked orders for new headings. However, the flames dispersed scant miles from Ulthuan’s shores, leaving the ships and their crews unharmed, save for the mocking derision the startled masters had to endure from their officers.


  Soon after, Brackblood’s fleet disgorged a great host along the Shadow March. The first vessel made landfall at dusk and, before midnight, the shoreline bristled with spears. Malus Darkblade had been given the ‘honour’ of leading the initial invasion. The Tyrant of Hag Graef had no illusions that Malekith hoped he would meet his end with an arrow in his belly, but he didn’t care. Darkblade could sense opportunity, and his lips twisted in sly anticipation of the rewards that victory would bring. The daemon had been restless of late, the draughts he took to control it ever less effective. For now, Tz’arkan was silent, and Darkblade drove his warriors hard into the daemon-ravaged Tiranoc heartlands.


  Already, black-fletched arrows arced out of the northern skies as the aesanar of Nagarythe reacted to the invasion. This too held scant concern for Darkblade, who sent dark riders into the rugged hills, but did little else to prevent the attacks. The shadow warriors’ arrows were but pinpricks. Scores of his soldiers would perish, but he knew that many thousand times their number would survive. The combined armies of Hag Graef and Clar Karond, as well as Drusala’s tithe from Ghrond, were at Darkblade’s command.


  Speed mattered more than anything else, and he intended to be against the walls of Eagle Gate before the warriors of Tiranoc could bring them to battle. Darkblade did not know why Malekith had been insistent on the Eagle Gate over any other, but he was determined not to show weakness by failing in his assigned task.


  Not all the shadow warriors harried Darkblade’s advance along Hawkwing Pass; some had carried word into the mountains, and Prince Yvarn, commander of Eagle Gate, made his preparations for the assault. In times past, Yvarn would have liked


  nothing better than to watch the dark elves grind themselves to powder upon his walls, but such a stance was no longer possible. Though it was little understood beyond the mountains, the great gates of Ulthuan had suffered badly during the daemonic invasion, Eagle Gate worst of all. Towers had been shattered, the garrison diminished by fire and pestilence. Worse, a colossal plague daemon had thrown itself against the western defences, smashing a breach clear through six of the eight walls. The repairs were far from complete - the outer wall alone sported a line of broken rubble near a quarter-mile in length. The ramparts could be held, but only if the outermost breach were held also. Such an assignment was little short of a death sentence. Thus did Yvarn resolve to lead the defence of the breach alongside his personal guard, for he could not in good conscience order any other to do so.


  The dark elves came at dawn.


  They made no attempt to initiate a traditional siege, for Darkblade had violently impressed the need for haste upon them. Instead, they drove hard for the breach in the outer wall. The knights of Hag Graef led the charge, urging their reptilian steeds through the defenders’ hail of arrows and bolts. Hundreds perished before they reached the walls, but those who remained merely sneered at their comrades’ weakness and spurred on. Darkblade rode within their ranks, far enough forward that all would know he had commanded the charge, but far enough back that whatever surprises the high elves had prepared would be spent on warriors other than himself. Behind came cloaked corsairs, the bleakswords and dreadspears of three cities, and the hydras of Clar Karond.


  It was a host of terrifying proportions, and almost every blade was carried against the breach where Prince Yvarn and his Eataine Guard waited in solemn silence.


  Prince Yvarn looked out upon the oncoming host and saw only his doom.


  He looked to his left and right at the impossibly thin line of spears with which he had sworn to hold the breach, and knew at once that victory was beyond his grasp. Eagle Gate had endured against impossible odds in recent months, but Yvarn knew that the battered fortress could not hold unaided.


  A clamour of shrill horns echoed across the mountainside. Yvarn jumped at the sound, a flush of shame following close behind. The soldiers trusted him, the prince thought, how could he lead them into inevitable defeat? He crushed the thought down, but it was insidious. If Eagle Gate was doomed, thought Yvarn, why die in its defence; why ask others to do so?


  The ground was trembling now, shuddering beneath the cold ones’ stride. Withdraw! screamed a small part of the prince’s mind. Save yourself; save your followers!


  Yvarn wavered, then gave in. Turning to face the phalanxes of the Eataine Guard, he placed a hand upon his sword-hilt and opened his mouth to speak. Yvarn’s soldiers waited expectantly, but the order to retreat died on the prince’s lips.


  As Yvarn’s hand had touched the metal, memories came flooding back. That sword had been borne into battle by fifty generations of his line, passed more often from corpse to living heir than from father to son, or mother to daughter. At that moment, a fire awoke within the prince, a flame that had somehow guttered to feebleness in recent days, but now burst forth into new and radiant glory. Yvarn stood a little straighter, a little taller, and all his doubts at last fell way. He saw the dark elf horde for what it was, an army of rogues and cut-throats, undisciplined and brittle. He would not shame his forefathers by retreating before such a foe.


  ‘Ready arms!’ Yvarn cried, his voice cold and clear. ‘Today we fight for the Phoenix!’


  The knights of Hag Graef struck the line of spears at full tilt, their lances easily punching through the ironwood shields to pierce flesh beyond. Cold ones snarled, before darting forward to lock their jaws around arms and throats. Blood pulsed bright in the wakening sun. Elves collapsed onto the rocks, their white robes stained red. Across the face of the breach, the phalanxes of the Eataine Guard shuddered as their front ranks were torn to ruin, but they held.


  Spears thrust forward to avenge fallen comrades, guided as much by wrathful instinct as the balance of hand and eye. Cold ones thrashed and died, bucking riders from their saddles and into the vengeful host.


  Prince Yvarn, sword light in his hand, did his forebears proud that day, cutting down the warleader of the Ebon Claw, and toppling their standard. The prince scarcely felt the sword-blow that shattered his shield


  and tore a bloody gash across his chest. He heard the glories of Khaine in his ears, then realised it was no godly voice, but the keening of his soldiers, who pressed forward close behind him.


  Suddenly, impossibly, the first wave of knights broke. No order was given, no horn-cry sounded the retreat - the survivors simply turned and fled from the line of phoenix-blazoned shields. Malus Darkblade railed at them as cowards, threatened the worst torments he could imagine, but still the knights flooded past. In the end, the Tyrant of Hag Graef fled with his vassals, seeing no future in fighting alone before the high elves. Prince Yvarn, bleeding but proud, ordered his soldiers to clear the breach and prepare for another assault.


  Much blood would yet be shed on both sides, for the Battle for Eagle Gate was not done.


  The next attack was not long in coming. The knights had barely fled out of longbow range when their own advancing forces prevented further retreat. Darkblade, furious almost beyond the ability to speak, battered them into a semblance of order. Ignoring the eagle claw bolts that lanced through the skies above, the Tyrant of Hag Graef sought out a dozen of the knights’ champions, decapitated them, and flung the severed heads into the cheering ranks of bleakswords and corsairs. Few amongst the infantry had any great love for the preening cold one knights, and to see them humbled thus was a rare treat. Darkblade could feel Tz’arkan whispering through his mind as he took each head. The daemon was begging for release, promising to bring victory, but Darkblade, as ever, closed his mind to the pleas.


  Order bloodily restored, Darkblade urged his forces forward again, but the moment had been lost. A decisive cavalry assault could have swept the defenders from the breach, but its failure ensured the dark elves would now have to follow a more traditional course. Already, Darkblade could see that the defenders had piled cold one corpses across the ground before the breach, a second wall of dead flesh scarcely within bowshot of the walls. That gruesome rampart made any further knightly charge inadvisable. The hour of the cavalry was done; it now fell to the infantry to carry the breach. Raising the Warpsword high, the Darkblade threw his forces forward once again.


  This assault did not fall solely against the breach, for Darkblade had learnt his lesson. Instead, the dark elf line heaved forwards across the entire frontage of Eagle Gate. Black lightning vied with white fire as sorceresses duelled with mages, each seeking to bend the magic of the mountains to their cause. Reaper bolt throwers, their missiles heavily laden with dark enchantment, slammed into Eagle Gate, shattering cupolas and


  turrets. Corsairs lodged grappling lines on crenulations high above, hauled themselves up the polished stones, then fell screaming to their deaths as the defenders severed the ropes. Harpies swarmed across the ramparts. Hydras pressed the vast gate of silver and imbued Starwood. Magical fire blazed from murder holes, and one by one the hydras perished, turning on their masters in their death throes. Shades sought the elusive aesanar amongst the pass’ rocky slopes, and perished with black-fletched arrows lodged in throats and eyes. Darkblade was unworried. These were but feints, designed to keep fresh defenders from the breach. Hundreds of dark elves had died, but the dreadlord yet had thousands to unleash, and he flung them at Eagle Gate as a stoker shovels coal into a furnace.


  Where the first assault had collapsed within minutes, the second raged deep into the night. So thick were the ranks of bleakswords and dreadspears that retreat was not an option - the warriors either fought to their last, or took a blade in the back as they scrabbled at their comrades’ shields. For the dark elves, it was to be victory or death. They found plenty of the latter, but the former was denied them.


  Prince Yvarn had led his soldiers down from the breach and arrayed a full battle line. Behind them, on the rubble and corpse-strewn slope, archers bearing the banners and colours of Caledor had appeared - loyalties to Eagle Gate had seemingly overridden the more distant quarrels of princes, at least for some - and their quicksilver volleys sent many a Naggarothi to Ereth Khial’s embrace. Through it all, Yvarn and his Eataine Guard battled on, though their numbers dwindled. Perhaps half of the prince’s soldiers had fallen, but the survivors fought without fear.


  With each white-garbed soldier that fell, the strange and beautiful war song of Khaine grew louder.


  As dawn drew nigh, the second assault at last disintegrated. The dark elves about the walls fled down the pass, leaving their scorched and bloody dead piled thick upon the field. Darkblade, once again incandescent with disbelieving fury, set his lieutenants to countering the rout. The Tyrant of Hag Graef could scarcely believe that the breach’s defenders had endured against some ten times their number. He could not allow them to resist any longer. Already the armies of Tiranoc and Ellyrion would be converging upon Eagle Gate. Darkblade needed the fortress taken before they arrived, or he would know only failure. Not for the first time, the dreadlord wondered if that had been Malekith’s plan all along, but he crushed the thought.


  The third assault began as the sun reached its zenith. Darkblade led this attack. This time, he advanced not in the anonymity of the middle ranks, but proudly, alongside the banner of Hag Graef. At Darkblade’s back rode his foremost vassals, the Knights of Burning Dark; behind them came the soul-pledged warriors of his tower. The time for half-measures was past; only the most vicious and determined of his forces would serve now. As the Knights of Burning Dark began their charge, formations of corsairs once more swelled towards the main gateway, determined not to be outdone by their dry-foot allies.


  Once again, the killing began long before the Naggarothi struck Yvarn’s lines. Bowstrings sang, loosing arrows onto an approach already thickly carpeted with them. Fire was summoned by Caledorian mages and hurled from the walls, bringing fresh horror to the killing field below, but still the dark elves came on.


  The skies roiled above as Sapherian astromancers called forth arcane lighting, but Drusala’s sorceresses had taken their foes’ measure now. Jagged spears of light dispersed halfway between the clouds and the charging knights. With cackling glee, the sorceresses reformed the stolen energies into billowing clouds of tentacle-laden darkness that swept across the walls and left only gleaming skeletons in their wake.


  After what seemed an eternity to Darkblade, but entirely too short a span to Prince Yvarn, the Knights of Burning Dark reached the wall of corpses and the high elf phalanxes beyond. Some attackers were flung from their saddles as their steeds became entangled amongst the dead, but the instincts of Darkblade’s loyal cold one, Spite, ran true, and the Tyrant of Hag Graef was delivered unharmed into the thick of the foe.


  As far as Darkblade was concerned, the Knights of Burning Dark should have punched through Yvarn’s line and into the fortress ward beyond.


  The defenders were weary from more than a day’s ceaseless battle, and the attackers fresh of limb, their vigour purposefully preserved for such a moment as this. With Darkblade at the forefront, the line of flame- etched shields should have crumpled in moments, scattered by the Warpsword’s blade. Yet, unbeknownst to the Tyrant of Hag Graef, reinforcements had at last begun to arrive at Eagle Gate. Dismounted knights of Ellyrion had joined the ramparts, adding their eagle-eyed bowfire to that of the defenders. A flight of phoenixes, the air blazing behind, now scattered the surviving harpies from amongst the fortress’ uppermost towers. More importantly, three regiments of Chracian hunters, the lion rampant proud upon their banners, had joined the battle for the breach, and their axes gleamed as they hacked through darksteel plate and cold one scale.


  For a third and final time, the dark elf assault stalled. Prince Yvarn saw the attackers waver, heard the sudden trumpets from the west and whispered a prayer of thanks to Asuryan. Eagle Gate had been saved.


  Malus Darkblade’s sword arced down through the helm of an Eataine spearman, splitting steel and skull with a single blow. The high elf collapsed, and Spite barged into the gap, his jaws closing around the head of a Chracian hunter.


  Release me, Tz’arkan whispered through Darkblade’s mind. I can bring you victory.


  Never! Darkblade swore, but a part of him yearned to give in. How long had it been since last he had loosed the daemon? He couldn’t recall - the crawling days and sleepless nights had merged as one, long ago.


  I could force you, Tz’arkan hissed. This pain, this suffering, the wild magic of the mountains; I have supped deeply of them, you can contain me no longer.


  


  If so, then why not take your freedom? Darkblade demanded.


  I cannot fight both you and your enemies at the same time, the daemon allowed. But then, it went on slyly, I think you have something of a similar problem.


  At that moment, a chorus of horns sounded from the west, their notes silver and shining in the noonday sun. Tiranoc had come sooner than hoped, and he had failed. Darkblade cursed Fellheart for not keeping them at bay; Malekith for demanding so rushed an assault in the first place. Most of all, he cursed himself for having yielded to the Witch King’s will, for not finding another path. There was but one course left.


  Very well, Malus snarled silently. Come forth. We shall slay them all.


  Tz’arkan gave no reply, but Darkblade felt the daemon’s spirit rise up to smother his own. Something was wrong, he realised as darkness flowed over his thoughts. Something was different. Then the pain began, and all Darkblade knew were his own screams.


  At first, Darkblade’s screams went unnoticed in the chorus of blood and steel. Hundreds fought and died beneath sword, lance and axe; few had eyes for aught save the desperate actions of the foe immediately before them. Then Darkblade’s agonies shifted in pitch, growing shrill enough to unsettle the spirit. Every elf upon the breach fell silent as they felt otherworldly talons tearing at their souls. The Tyrant of Hag Graef fell from Spite's saddle, his skin flowing like water as he did so. Unbidden, a space cleared in that press of vying bodies, with warriors of both sides unconsciously retreating from the writhing dreadlord. For his part, the cold one - possessed perhaps of more good sense than the elves nearby - abandoned his master and vanished into the fray.


  A moment later, there was a wet tearing sound. Darkblade’s screaming slowly descended into a deep, snarling bellow as Tz’arkan reshaped the tyrant’s body into a form he found more pleasing. Bones shifted and reformed, the sounds of cracking and splintering appalling to hear. Armour and torn cloth fell away as the bubbling mass of flesh doubled and redoubled in size.


  Horns sprouted from an elongated brow, and new limbs took shape.


  The Warpsword of Khaine, tiny for a moment in a monstrous grasp, flowed and reshaped into a weapon more fitting for its new master. As the elves nearby recoiled in sudden, instinctive terror, the daemon Tz’arkan gave a roar of triumph.


  Tz’arkan’s rampage was immediate and without discrimination. At one moment, the Warpsword flashed out to cleave a luckless member of the Eataine Guard, at another, the daemon’s claws snipped and battered at the dark elves in his shadow. Such treachery was not intended, but driven by a sudden and overwhelming greed. Tz’arkan had intended to amuse himself by slaughtering Darkblade’s foes, but the same wild


  magic that had enabled the daemon to suffocate the Tyrant’s blighted spirits had also awoken a terrible hunger in his core. Surrounded by sweet, succulent elven souls, Tz’arkan lost all control, and each elf that fell at the daemon’s hand strengthened him further. Tz’arkan felt the power swelling within with every death- scream, could feel the Realm of Chaos billowing and straining at reality. He resisted it at first, for he had no wish to share this bounty with his unholy siblings, but there was a desire there too, a need to let the rift burst open. For the moment, the daemon held firm against temptation, and breathed in the glorious terror that his emergence had provoked.


  Prince Yvarn saw Tz’arkan’s rampage and knew that the beast had to be slain. Spears were brought to bear, but they made little impact on the daemon’s hide. The axes of the white lions had better luck, but no axeman who landed a blow survived to land a second strike. Steeling his courage, Yvarn flung himself at the daemon. His runesword, heirloom of fifty generations, glowed brighter than the sun as he struck at Tz’arkan again and again. Black ichor pulsed from the daemon’s wounds, mingling with the blood of his victims, and Yvarn exulted in the knowledge that the beast could be slain. Then one massive claw closed around his blade, and another around his neck. The prince’s choked screams were cut off as the claw crushed his throat. Without realising they did so, the Eataine Guard began to shuffle back towards the breach.


  To the rear of the dark elf host, the newly arrived chariots of Tiranoc found the foe poorly arrayed to face them. The straining purebreds of Amarath and Elindon sped up the pass, their hooves thundering across the shaped stone of the roadway as they bore their masters into the battle. Harsh cries rang out across the dark elf host as the rearmost formations shifted to meet the new


  threat. However, the charioteers loosed their arrows as they advanced, each shot seeking a leader amongst the Naggarothi ranks. Panic spread as commanding voices fell silent, and the manoeuvres that might have saved the dark elves collapsed into disorder. Crossbows were raised and volleys loosed, but the fire was too hurried, and much too late. The chariots of Tiranoc were smashing through the packed ranks, the bones of fallen dark elves splintering beneath their silver- shod wheels.


  From her vantage point upon a mountain-spur, Drusala saw the Tiranoc host veer away as a second, more determined dark elf line formed out of the rearguard’s anarchy. The charge had been devastating, but the confines of the pass would work against the charioteers, if only her kinsmen could keep their order. Nevertheless, the sorceress was aware that the assault on Eagle Gate had all but fallen apart. Between the screeching phoenixes and the efforts of the mages, the corsairs had yet to gain a single foothold on the fortress walls, and whilst the daemon had driven the high elves back from their wall of corpses to the brink of the breach, it now seemed as if the beast was more interested in slaughtering the dark elves than capitalising on that gain. Drusala could see little hope of success for the dark elves. In theory, this resolution pleased her, for Morathi did not want to see Malekith meet with success on Ulthuan’s shores, but she was ill-pleased that her life might be forfeit alongside the Witch King’s ambition.


  Then, a chorus of roars split the cold air, a sound as old as the mountains themselves. Cheering broke out along the ramparts of Eagle Gate, and the Naggarothi looked to the southern skies and saw only their doom.


  Against all expectation, Caledor had come to the field, and the battle was as good as ended.


  Marendri of Caledor was in the lock chamber of Eagle Gate when the roaring began. There were perhaps forty others with him - ten dragon princes and thirty Tiranoc archers - standing guard over the pulleys and counterweights that operated the gates and portcullises below.


  ‘Do you hear them?’ asked lllian, youngest of the Tiranoc elves. His face, like those of the others, was bright with joy. They were honoured that a warrior such as the dragon prince shared their vigil, awed by his reputation.


  ‘I do,’ Marendri confirmed. They were all young, he thought, eager, but unblooded. In that moment, he envied them, for his own innocence was all but fled.


  ‘I told you that they’d come,’ lllian exulted. ‘I told you.’ ‘You did,’ Marendri replied quietly, his eyes tracking around the room, planning the next few moments as


  precisely as circumstance would allow. The moment could be put off no longer. ‘And I am sorry.’


  ‘What...?’ Illian’s voice cut off as the point of Marendri’s sword came clear of its scabbard and took the archer clean through the throat. All around the room, shouts of alarm mingled with screams as the other Caledorians followed Marendri’s lead.


  As the sound of running feet echoed down through the chamber outside, Marendri swept the last youth’s sword aside and delivered as kind a deathblow as he could manage.


  ‘Why?’ the youth whispered with his final breath.


  ‘Because I must,’ said Marendri, suddenly weary. His knights had already sealed the chamber’s heavy door, he noted with shame, buying time for what was to come. Releasing the lifeless body of his victim, he turned his attention to the forest of levers in front of him.


  The dragons attacked without warning and without mercy. The host was vast, larger than any seen since the time of Aenarion, with hundreds of wings silhouetted against the skies. On the outer walls of Eagle Gate, cheering faded into screams as dragonfire swept the ramparts.


  The newcomers met little resistance at first. By the time any realised that there were black wings amongst the red and gold, that Caledor was a friend no more, it was much too late. Here and there, a commander ordered archers to direct their fire against the newcomers, yet it was the desperate strivings of the doomed. The dragon princes of Caledor were the finest warriors Ulthuan had to offer, the dragons themselves formidable beyond the reckoning of lesser creatures. They forged on through the sporadic bowfire, arrows scattering from armour and diamond-hard scale. Talons raked the towers and courtyards, snatching fleeing elves to their deaths.


  The walls of keeps and towers were torn down, the merciless fire that left only ashes following close behind. Within Eagle Gate, the betrayal continued, as the Caledorians of the garrison turned on their fellows and cast open the gates. As one, the Naggarothi surged into the fortress’ suddenly undefended centre, scarcely able to believe their fortune. Along the breach, the Eataine Guard perished, cut down from behind by a volley of dragonscale arrows. This particular betrayal did little to help the dark elves, however - Tz’arkan, well and truly lost to soul-lust, still wrought ruin amongst Darkblade’s forces.


  Far to the west, the commanders of the Tiranoc army saw the vast golden eagle fall from the fortress’ spire, and knew that Eagle Gate had fallen, yet that was not the worst of it. It was unthinkable, but undeniable: Caledor had turned against the other kingdoms of Ulthuan.


  Caledor fought for the Witch King.
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  If the fall of eagle gate marked disaster for the high elves, it was nothing less than a triumph for their dark cousins. Thousands had perished against the fortress walls, but the roster of the slain was a fraction of what it could have been.


  In the hour of Caledor’s betrayal, the elves of Tiranoc had fled back into their own ravaged lands. Chariots could never be a match for dragons, and the nobles of Tiranoc knew it. There was no pursuit. The dark elf formations were still in upheaval from the Tiranoc charge. As for the dragon riders of Caledor, they had no wish to wreak needless ruin upon their neighbours, despite their change of loyalties. Indeed, most could barely stomach fighting alongside the Naggarothi at all. Once the last defenders of Eagle Gate had streamed through the pass and into Ellyrion, the dragon princes guided their draconic steeds to the inaccessible shoulders of the mountains, halting only to help the few-score Caledorian defenders of the fortress to reach the comparative safety of the peaks.


  The sorceress Drusala gave the dragons no heed. She had been as surprised as any at Caledor’s arrival, but that was in the past, and the future beckoned. Moving like a ghost through the anarchy, Drusala drew near to the breach where Tz’arkan still raged. A cage of Ghrondian spears surrounded the daemon, but Tz’arkan had not yielded. Long had the creature sought freedom, and he had slain many in his quest to escape. Drusala was undaunted. The ring of spears parted at the sorceress’ gesture, and she passed onto the blood-sodden and limb-strewn ground beyond. Behind her, the circle closed once again.


  As the bloody evening passed into night, an uneasy peace fell upon Eagle Pass. The Caledorians remained in their roosts above, their unblinking gaze ever on the Naggarothi who laboured to secure Eagle Gate for their own. Hostilities between the unlikely allies were still a long way from impossible, and had thus far been kept in abeyance only by the fact that the Witch King himself had accompanied the Caledorian charge. Malekith had descended into the pass once the defences of Eagle Gate had crumbled, and announced his new alliance. The Witch King went on to warn that any attempt to harm a bearer of the World Dragon crest would be met with immediate execution. Thus was peace preserved through the threat of murder.


  Imrik did not hear those words. Like his kin, he watched the scurrying of the dark elves from a lofty pinnacle, though in truth he saw little of the tableau before him. Imrik’s thoughts wandered through dark places in that hour. He had not wanted to believe Teclis; would not have believed him had not Caledor Dragontamer echoed the loremaster’s claims. The Crown Prince of Caledor was proud of what his warriors had achieved, but was revulsed by what they - what he - had done. The princes of Caledor might not have hated the Naggarothi so vengefully as the sons of Tiranoc and Nagarythe, but their loathing ran deep nonetheless. There was little consolation in the fact that the betrayal had been necessary; less in the possibility that it might well have been predestined from the moment of the world’s creation. Imrik did not fancy a life lived out as a pawn of fate. Yet he did not wish for his people to perish in the Rhana Dandra, and Malekith was the key to victory. Caledor would fight; there was nothing new in that circumstance. There was honour in the cause - or so Imrik told himself - however it might seem to others.


  At dawn the next day, Malus Darkblade rejoined the Naggarothi host. His return evinced no real comment, for there was much coming and going at that hour. Kouran had arrived from the west, bringing many


  thousands with him, and vanguard parties already issued into Ellyrion, preparing the way for the next onslaught. Moving quickly through the captured fortress, Darkblade reached the chambers where Malekith and his commanders now planned the second phase. Drusala was there, and Imrik too, though the latter was surrounded by a deep bodyguard of crimson knights and wore an expression of scarcely-veiled disgust.


  In front of all, the Tyrant of Hag Graef abased himself before the Witch King and apologised for his absence during the night; an absence caused, or so he said, by relentless pursuit of the foe. Darkblade laid the banner of Eagle Gate at his master’s feet, a token of fealty and corroboration both. None gainsaid Darkblade’s claims, for none who had seen the dreadlord’s transformation now lived - Drusala had seen to that. In any event, only a small number had seen Tz’arkan’s emergence for what it was. For the . moment, at least, Darkblade’s secret was safe. Darkblade felt Malekith’s gaze resting heavily upon him as he wove his dishonest tale, but his mask of arrogance never once slipped.


  Bad enough that Tz’arkan had gotten the better of him; worse by far that he was now indebted to another for caging the daemon and pressing the banner into his hands.


  Towards the rear of the chamber, Drusala watched Darkblade’s stilted grovelling with amusement. Indeed, she took such glee in his performance that the glamour the sorceress had worn like a cloak since leaving Ghrond almost slipped entirely before she recovered her composure. Imrik alone marked the slight shift in Drusala’s features, and wondered what it boded. Malekith apparently saw nothing amiss, for he sonorously thanked Darkblade for his loyal service, and gave him command of one of the three armies that would depart on the morrow. Come next morning, the dark elves would be on the march once more.


  Shadowblade clung to the underside of the windowsill, his deft fingertips easily finding purchase on the stones, despite the winds that howled across the tower’s outer walls. A true assassin needed neither ropes nor spikes. The chamber within was empty save for Malekith and his two guests - one of whom had come to the tower as dusk fell. Shadowblade could see nothing, but his keen ears heard all.


  ‘The more you speak,' Shadowblade heard the Witch King say, ‘the more we are convinced that you have taken council with our mother, who imagines that she is Hekarti reborn,'


  ‘And perhaps she is,’ Teclis replied. ‘Perhaps she always was. Is it so hard to believe? We know Isha and Kurnous dwell in Athel Loren.’


  ‘You hold that our gods walk amongst us?’


  ‘Not all of them, but enough. The cycle of history has a momentum that overwhelms even kings. Willingly or not, we will repeat that cycle in mimicry of those who came before. What is the Rhana Dandra, if not the echo of our gods’ last battle?’


  ‘I am Nethu,’ the voice was Imrik’s, and its whispered words spoke of a sudden truth. ‘I have opened a door that should have remained closed.’


  ‘Say rather that you have opened the path to the flame,’ Teclis corrected. ‘But yes, the comparison is otherwise apt. Nethu’s actions, though a betrayal, prevented disaster - and so have yours.’


  Malekith spoke next, his voice dangerous. ‘It is your contention, then, that we are to play the role of Khaine?’


  ‘No, your path is not Khaine’s. You have worn his persona as a cloak only when it has suited you.’


  ‘Then who?’ the Witch King demanded. ‘Who else is fit to bear the mantle of the Destroyer?’


  ‘Khaine is not yet come. You know the stories - though he began the war of the gods, it was long before he showed his hand. At present he slumbers trifurcated, trapped in prisons of blood, soul and steel. Only when these three are one will he awaken. Your path lies elsewhere.’


  At that moment, Shadowblade heard a screech high above as a harpy plunged out of the skies, claws outstretched. Too much noise! the assassin cursed silently, loosing his grip on the sill and sliding down the tower’s stones. At the same time, a dagger flew from his hand and buried itself in the harpy’s throat. Arresting his descent and ducking under the plunging corpse, Shadowblade hauled his way back up to the window, hoping that the sound had not alerted those within.


  It seemed that it had not.


  ‘Impossible!’ Malekith’s shout echoed clearly in the night sky.


  ‘No, it is the truth,’ Teclis’ voice was still calm. ‘That is why almost all succumbed to madness. It was the price of that betrayal.’


  ‘Leave us, both of you!’ Malekith snarled. ‘Before we forget the services you have rendered, and let our black guard amuse themselves with your bones.’


  There was the sound of retreating footsteps; it seemed that the meeting was over. Shadowblade released his grip on the sill and slid down the tower once more. The assassin cursed that he had not heard what had passed in the moment of the harpy’s strike, but consoled himself that his mistress would be most interested in how Teclis had spoken of Khaine. Moments later, he ducked in through the window by which he had originally made his exit. The chamber had been empty before; it was not so now.


  ‘I think it is time for your antics to come to an end,’ Drusala whispered, her eyes gleaming violet in the dark. Shadowblade’s hand flew to his belt. He already knew that even he wouldn’t be fast enough.
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  News travels fast in Ulthuan, borne as it often is upon the shrill cries of eagles. Tyrion, his humour already taxed by recent woes, refused to believe the tales of Caledor’s betrayal at first. Yet every messenger who brought news south carried the same tidings, that Eagle Gate had fallen to dragonfire more than to any blade. With each telling, Tyrion’s mood grew ever bleaker, and at last he could contain his fury no longer. Stalking angrily from the Phoenix Court, he swept through the streets of Lothern until he reached the Phoenix King’s tower, and ordered the door broken down. Korhil Lionmane, captain of Finubar’s personal guard, argued respectfully at first, but quickly gave way when he had taken Tyrion’s measure. Korhil too sought answers regarding Finubar’s absence.


  Thus it was that the ensorcelled door to Finubar’s tower was at last opened; not by magic, nor by Sunfang’s strike, but by the enchanted blade of Chayal, Korhil’s double-headed axe. Driven by the captain’s great strength, the steel repeatedly bit into the waning lock- magics and deep into the timbers.


  It took the better part of a day, and Korhil was weary by the end, but he would accept no aid. With every stroke, the captain had become more convinced that something ill waited for him inside, and that his labours were part penance for a failure he could not yet define.


  And so it proved. With a crunch of splintering Starwood, the doors crashed open on their hinges. Tyrion was through the gap in moments, Sunfang drawn to guard against dangers in the unexpected gloom. Though exhausted, Korhil ordered other members of his guard to hold the entrance, and followed the prince into the tower. Finubar was found easily enough, for the stench of death lay heavy in the dark. Tyrion discovered the Phoenix King in the upper chambers, before the scrying pool by which he had been said to


  stretch his thoughts across the globe. He would do so no more. Finubar had been dead for many months, although some trick of the tower’s enchantments had preserved him in the moment of demise. The corpse was ragged, torn in unspeakable ways, its flesh bearing the most intimate of wounds, and the bloody gouges of hooked talons plain upon pale skin. Even through his own suffocating shame, Korhil was dimly aware that Tyrion’s rage, moments before hot enough to melt ithilmar, had faded to the coldest of flames.


  Finubar was sent to his final repose the next day, steered across the Sea of Dreams by Chracian guardsmen who had exchanged their white furs for black. Alas, the Phoenix Court knew there was time for but a fleeting period of remembrance. Soon thereafter, Tyrion was unanimously elected Regent of Ulthuan; if the realm survived another year, then he would walk through the flames to become that which he was in all but name: the twelfth Phoenix King of Ulthuan.


  Tyrion’s early days of rule were busy ones, shadowed by the perilous times and his dark mood. He ordered the remaining Caledorian princes at large imprisoned in Lothern, for fear of their treachery. He despatched armies to harry the dark elves rampaging through Ellyrion and Avelorn. Tyrion longed to face them in battle himself, as he had countless times before, but the Phoenix Court would not countenance their regent risking himself in battle so soon after they had lost a king. Such were the arguments that kept Finubar from Finuval Plain long ago. Tyrion chafed at the logic, but he could see the sense of it and acceded.


  Thus did Ystranna of Avelorn and Caradryan of the Flame lead the initial counter-attack in their regent’s stead. Meanwhile, Tyrion learned of Ulthuan’s defilement through every despatch and rumour, and soon came to resent every syllable uttered to him.


  Most of all, Tyrion called for his brother, for he needed Teclis’ counsel now more than ever. Yet Teclis was nowhere to be found, and each herald who returned in failure only served to deepen Tyrion’s anger. Within a week of his ascension to the regency, Tyrion was utterly alone; his friends and family were beyond his reach, and those who served the prince feared his wrath more than they loved him. Only Korhil did not fear Tyrion, for he sensed that they shared the same burden. Alone of his guard, Korhil had not forsaken sable garb following Finubar’s interment, but had dyed Charandis’ pelt the colour of midnight to serve as a reminder of his failure. Korhil was canny enough to know that the Phoenix Court were wrong to keep Tyrion from the battle, for was he not their greatest hero? As the days and weeks passed, punctuated by reports of battles won and cities razed, Korhil urged the prince to forsake the Phoenix Court’s wishes and ride north.


  Tyrion would not do so; not until word came that the Witch King had forced passage through Eagle Gate and into the desolated Chrace that lay beyond. At that moment, Tyrion knew Malekith meant to assail the Blighted Isle, and thus seize Widowmaker from its resting place. Riding roughshod over the Phoenix Court’s objections, Tyrion at last gathered an army of his own and took ship north across the Sea of Dreams. Though his inaction was finally at an end, he felt little satisfaction; even as he travelled to war, his mind yet lingered on the fate of his beloved Alarielle and their daughter, Aliathra.


  'Come no closer!’ Arahan’s voice cut through the still air beneath the Oak of Ages’ rotting branches. An arrow, already nocked, tracked the veiled newcomer as she advanced through the leaf mould.


  ‘I mean no harm.’ The intruder spoke softly. Her form was almost ghostly, fading and reforming like skeins of morning mist caught in a sudden breeze. Her face was all but hidden by a veil that crossed close beneath jet-black eyes; her hair by a thin shawl that was the colour of smoke. The little of her face that was visible above the veil was elfin in aspect, and her body was slender beneath a gossamer dress.


  ‘They all say that,’ Naestra retorted, stepping around the base of the oak, her own bow levelled.


  ‘They all lie,’ put in Arahan. She could no longer recall how long she and her sister had stood guard over the majestic tree. She knew only that her mother, known to some as Ariel - and to others as Isha - slumbered inside whilst the Everqueen tended to her wounds.


  ‘I come in friendship,’ the figure insisted, but nonetheless ceased her approach. ‘Do you know me?’


  ‘You are the Lady of the Silverspire,’ Naestra replied.


  ‘You are Ladrielle,’ echoed Arahan.


  ‘You brought this sickness upon her.’


  ‘It is your fault that the oak dies.’


  Ladrielle ghosted forward, seemingly oblivious to the arrows trained upon her. ‘Are you so sure of that? I see new shoots upon the bough.’ Arahan’s eye flicked to the nearest branch. Sure enough, there were suddenly bright green leaves amongst the black.


  With a rumble, the ground near Arahan’s feet sank away, revealing a stairway of roots that led beneath the oak. Sudden light blazed from the below, so brilliant that it forced both sisters to shield their eyes.


  The Lady of the Silverspire laughed in sudden joy. The dress that had been grey was now the colour of the midnight sky; the shawl slipped from her shoulders and the veil fell away. Arahan saw that there were brilliant stars in the goddess’ alabaster hair and a crescent moon shining upon her brow. Arahan had seen that face long ago; she had been fashioned from the light of those stars, just as Naestra had been formed from the darkness that hung between them.


  ‘Lileath...’ she breathed, earning a querulous look from her sister.


  The goddess laughed again. ‘I forget that you have never seen beneath the veil, that Lileath and Ladrielle are one.’ She smiled. ‘This is a time of rebirth. Enjoy it, for the darkness presses close behind. I can guarantee nothing of the days to come.’


  The light slowly ebbed away. A figure emerged from within the hollow, and began to ascend the gnarled stair. She moved haltingly at first, but grew in confidence with every step. By the time she had reached the top of the stair, the light had faded entirely, revealing a slender elf-woman clad in the greens of a long-awaited spring.


  ‘Tell me,’ Lileath instructed, ‘whom do you see?’


  ‘I see the Everqueen,’ said Naestra, her disappointment plain.


  ‘I see our mother,’ said Arahan, who had looked more carefully. Lileath shook her head. ‘She is both, and she is neither...’


  ‘But I am whole for the first time in thousands of years,’ interrupted Alarielle sharply. She opened her hand, and a ruby’s fragments fell to the ground. ‘The essence of the shieldstone has been freed, reunited with my blood, and with Ariel’s divine spirit. I have been restored by one for whom twin names and duplicity are but a matter of course.’


  Her voice, bitter before, grew hard. ‘We must summon the council. There is much work ahead of us. The last war of the gods is upon us.’


  Tyrion said little as the high elf fleet sped across the Sea of Dreams.


  Korhil, ever at the regent’s side through choice and duty, was certain he understood the burdens that weighed Tyrion down. Yet even he was at a loss to explain why the prince spent long hours in the Sword of Khaine’s highest watchtower, staring unflinchingly eastward.


  In truth, there was little else for Tyrion to do. The army he had brought from Lothern was the finest that could be raised, its ranks thick with those who had fought with him since the start of the daemon invasion. They knew their duty, and needed no reassurance. Likewise, the fleet itself was steered by the capable hands of Sea Lord Aislinn, Ulthuan’s foremost admiral. Aislinn was known by some as the Herald of Mathlann, the God of Sea and Storm. Korhil had always assumed the title was given out of poetic respect, but in that voyage he learned better. Heavy black clouds and seething water ringed the ships as they made passage across the Sea of Dreams, but wherever their alabaster prows voyaged, the skies were clear and the waters calm. Moreover, whenever Korhil looked out to sea, he swore he caught sight of dark, scaled shapes moving through the storm-tossed waters around them.


  Throughout the voyage, slim, single¬hulled cutters brought word of events to the north. Malekith had indeed crossed the mountains. Princess Ystranna had passed through the wreckage of Phoenix Gate in pursuit, and brought Malekith to battle in the Chracian forests. Unfortunately, her forces had been badly overmatched, and forced to resort to hit and run battles beneath the boughs. Malekith commanded the greater part of the Naggarothi armies, but not all; Malus Darkblade had remained south of the mountains in Ellyrion. By chance or design - and Korhil was certain it was the latter - any attempt at pursuit of Malekith would first have to sweep Darkblade’s host aside.


  Thus when Tyrion’s fleet made landfall at Elrost Bay, they found the seawalls held against them by a black-bannered host. Viewing the defences from the Sword of Khaine’s foredeck, Korhil was gloom-struck. This was now a race, with the Widowmaker as the prize for victory. The coastal fortifications appeared slimly manned, but they were still formidable enough to force a delay of several days.


  Korhil argued that the fleet should continue further to the east, to instead make landfall on the shores of Avelorn, but Tyrion would hear nothing of it. Ordering the captain to silence, Tyrion sent his army ashore. He had not even delayed long enough to allow Aislinn’s vessels to bombard the sea walls. Already, the high elves were dying as the reaper batteries took their toll, and Korhil knew the tally would only grow worse once they reached crossbow-range. The captain did not doubt that Tyrion’s army could take the walls - he feared only for the steep cost victory would elicit. Korhil made to speak again, but fell silent when Aislinn threw his head back and sang a single beautiful note. Korhil stared at the admiral, uncertain of what to think, then noticed that the waters of the shoreline were heaving.


  One by one, enormous shapes hauled themselves onto the shores, seawater streaming from their leviathan flanks. The merwyrms had followed the fleet for days, drawn to Aislinn by some ancient instinct, and now they rose to do his bidding. At once, the dark elves recognised the monsters as the greater threat, and shifted their fire against the scaled behemoths. It did little good. Bolts ricocheted from wyrm-scale as the beasts passed through the ranks assembling on the shores and threw themselves against the sea walls beyond. As Korhil disembarked to join the assault, he saw a merwyrm, crossbow bolts buzzing about its head like flies, shoulder aside a section of rampart and scoop up a half-dozen dark


  elves into its maw. When Tyrion left the Sword of Khaine’s foredeck, Aislinn gave a curt nod, then made preparations to bring the fleet out to sea once more. Though he had pledged many phalanxes of his sea guard to the regent’s host, the admiral’s home lay upon the waves, not on dry land.


  What had threatened to be a long and costly battle was over faster than Korhil could have believed. Many of the Naggarothi, their lines and morale broken beyond recovery, fled as the high elves clambered up the steep slopes to the walls beyond. A few dark elves fought defiantly on, holding out along sections of the sea wall not yet breached by the merwyrm onslaught. Those sections had to be cleared with fire and steel, and their stones were soon slick with blood.


  By the time the last stretch of wall had fallen, hundreds of captives had been seized. However, Tyrion was not minded to take prisoners, and so ordered them thrown from the ramparts. Those who perished on the rocks below were the fortunate ones; those who survived the fall lived only long enough to see the hungry merwyrms bear down upon them.


  As Tyrion’s host marched inland, the coastal air resounded to agonised screaming, and to the sharp crack of breaking bones.


  Beyond the walls of Elrost Bay, the scattered scrub of the coast gave way to Ellyrion’s sweeping plains. Smoke curled lazily on the horizon to mark the dark elves’ passage, each hazy column the funeral pyre of a town or village caught in their path. With every league that fell away beneath the high elves’ marching feet, their mood grew steadily grimmer. It was one thing to hear of invasion, and quite another to see the smoke- blackened ruins, or to know the thick stench of charred flesh in one’s nostrils. Tor Emyrath was the worst by far. Ellyrion’s second city had once been the jewel of the plains; now it was a stinking and fly-bothered refuge where the dead lay wherever the fires had overtaken them. Many of the knights in Tyrion’s host hailed from Ellyrion, and they begged permission to bury the dead. The regent refused, wary of any delay, and urged his army on past the charnel- city. From that hour, the sons of Ellyrion gripped their spears a little tighter than they had before, and whispered prayers of vengeance to Drakira and to Khaine.


  The host encountered the first Naggarothi foraging parties a handful of leagues northeast of Tor Emyrath. Most were hopelessly lost, waylaid by the magic of Ellyrion’s plains. All perished, for Tyrion at last loosed his Ellyrian knights to a long- sought slaughter. Much to Korhil’s disapproval, Tyrion often rode with the reavers, slaking Sunfang to its hilt with dark elf blood. Following each victory, severed Naggarothi heads were set upon spears to serve as warning that Ellyrion was defenceless no longer. Korhil disapproved of this barbaric gesture, but said nothing.


  He had not been left untouched by the army’s grim mood, and could not be sure he would behave differently once he set foot in Chrace’s ravaged provinces. Nevertheless, the captain kept his eyes ever to the horizon. He knew that forage parties could only mean that Darkblade’s army was near. Korhil feared that a trap had been laid, and that the recklessness of Ellyrion’s knights would drag the entire host into its jaws.


  As dusk fell on the day of Twilight’s Tide, the twin moons already visible in the ruddy skies, Tyrion’s host crossed the low rise of the Pyradon Hills and down into the sunbeaten expanse of Reaver’s Mark. There, Korhil’s instincts proved correct. A trap had indeed been laid, only they were not its target. There, amongst the rocky outcrops spewn forth by ancient volcanoes, another high elf host battled for survival against a dark elf army many times its size. Gleaming islands of white and silver shone against a sea of black banners and scaled cloaks, the air shimmering about them as desperate mages wove enchantments of protection. Caledorian dragon riders duelled with phoenix knights in the skies above, the air around them roiling with gouts of flame. In the centre of the plains, rising high above the carnage, the Banner of Asuryan fluttered in the wind. Beneath it, striving alongside the wounded form of a frostheart phoenix, fought Caradryan of the Flame, Captain of the Phoenix Guard.


  Korhil could not image how so experienced a warrior as Caradryan had come to be so surrounded, for there was little cover along Reaver’s Mark, and certainly not enough to conceal a Naggarothi host so many thousands in size. Yet surrounded Caradryan was, and without aid both he and his army would be lost. This truth was clearly not lost on Tyrion, for Korhil saw the regent mutter something under his breath, then rise up high in Malhandir’s saddle. Sunfang swept up to the heavens, the fires along its length visible even against the angry blaze of the setting sun. The host fell silent for a second, anticipating some inspiring speech or rousing battlecry. But then Sunfang flashed down, and Malhandir was a blur of blue and gold upon the hillside. A heartbeat later, the knights of the host were thundering in Tyrion’s


  of vengeance. The Battle of Reaver’s Mark had begun.
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  The Battle Of Reaver's Mark
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  Tyrion’s charge was driven by instinct, not strategy, but in the initial moments of the battle it mattered little. First to feel its fury was a band of Ghrondian dreadspears. They were some way distant from the heart of the fighting, acting as bodyguard to one of Drusala’s handmaidens as she called forth dark fire. Too late, the dark elves turned to face the new threat, and the long spears of Ellyrion came stabbing down through hauberk and chain. The sorceress began a charm that would spirit her to safety, vile words breathed from lips more beautiful than mortal dreams, yet Sunfang took the witch’s head before the spell was complete, and Malhandir’s hooves trampled her body into the burnished grass.


  The warriors of Ghrond scattered like chaff before the scythe, and the knights of Ellyrion swept on. There were empty saddles now amongst the charge, the horses eager as any to claim recompense for the slain.


  The wind gusted beneath the setting sun, howling over feathered helms so that the knights’ battle-cries sounded more like the dirges of the dead than the blood-promises of the living.


  Tyrion led the charge home against a second regiment, this one bearing the hydra of Clar Karond upon its banner. These Naggarothi had time to brace their shields, but to no avail. Tyrion was retribution made flesh, and he cut deep into the dark elf ranks, the sheer momentum of his impact flinging foes aside. Not all the knights who followed were so fortunate. Many were thrown from their saddles as the wall of shields buckled, but did not break. Others were dragged to the ground where wicked dirks and stamping feet ended their part in the glory of Tyrion’s charge. However, the Naggarothi fared worse; the second regiment broke much as the first, and the reaver knights laughed with joy as they rode their foes to ruin.


  As the darkness grew deeper, Caradryan fought in silence as he always did, the only sounds to accompany his blows were the harsh scrape of metal upon metal and the screams of those he slew. Around him were gathered a great company of Phoenix Guard, all as stoic as he. Yet if Caradryan had no concerns for his own warriors, he feared greatly for the rest of his army. He could see Chracian spears being blasted to ash, or hacked down by corsairs’ steel. He had witnessed a phalanx of Sapherian soldiery overrun by Naggarothi knights bearing the banner of Malus Darkblade. Had Ashtari been unwounded, Caradryan would have ridden to their aid, but the phoenix was sorely hurt and could not fly. Shackled by his steed’s injuries, unable even to offer words of command due to his sacred vow of silence, Caradryan fought on, awaiting the aid that he knew would come. Today was not his day to die.


  Further to the south, amongst a stand of sun-bleached trees, the spears of the Fangs of Chrace vied with the glaives of the executioners known as the Ossian Guard. The white-clad soldiers fought with all the fury of their kingdom’s lions, striking with shield and haft as often as spear-tip. By contrast, the executioners strove with careful precision. Each blood- slicked blade was held at guard for long seconds at a time, striking only at the most propitious moment to shiver a shield or lop a head from its shoulders. The front three ranks of the Chracian regiment were already a tangle of mutilated corpses, and still the skull-helmed Naggarothi carved their way deeper.


  Tullaris Dreadbringer fought at the executioners’ head, the voice of Khaine urging him on to every fresh blow. His draich was ever in motion, whirling and spinning from one perfect strike to the next. A spray


  of blood greeted each blow, the razor-sharp blade slicing effortlessly through ithilmar scales and steel helms. A Chracian captain, his cry of challenge as wild as the wind, descended upon Dreadbringer, ancestral axe already sweeping down. The dark elf appeared not to notice his attacker, for his glaive still blurred amongst the phalanx’s spearmen. Only when the blow was a hand-breadth above his head did Dreadbringer at last move. The glaive spiralled outward and upwards without slowing, splitting the haft of the descending axe and the Chracian captain’s skull in the same motion. Dreadbringer gave a serpentine smile as the newly-slain corpse hit the ground. The Lord of Murder was feasting well.


  With Tyrion now in the thick of battle, it fell to Korhil and the other captains to bring the remainder of the newly arrived host into the fight. They came at a run, determined that their headstrong regent would not fight alone. The Phoenix Guard and white lions formed the centre of the line, a complement of Aislinn’s veteran sea guard the left, and good Lothern spears the right. They could be counted amongst Ulthuan’s finest soldiers, and Korhil noted with approval that the hasty advance did nothing to disorder his line. Yet the captain could tell that something was wrong. The dark elf commander had made no attempt to reorder his force to assail the thousands pressed hard upon his flank. Korhil’s every instinct screamed that something was amiss, though he could not divine what that might be.


  As midnight approached, Drusala was sitting on the highest of the volcanic spurs, troubling herself little with the battle’s bloody business.


  She had followed this part of the dark elf host not out of need, but out of a desire to keep a careful eye on Malus Darkblade, whose fate she now held between her slender fingers. She had heard, rather than seen, the crash of knights somewhere to the southwest, but had paid it little heed. In the sorceress’ mind, such charges soon spent their vigour, and seldom won battles. Had she seen Tyrion at the head of the host, Drusala might have felt differently, but she had not, and thus focussed her attention on the advancing infantry. The magic of the Ellyrion plains was older than words could describe. Earlier, as Caradryan’s army had approached, she had gathered up that maze of invisible pathways as a weaver spools thread, then cast it wide once more, scattering Caradryan’s host also.


  Now Drusala again clawed her fingers deep into the hidden ways, and pulled Korhil’s advance apart.


  For Korhil there was no nausea as the world shifted beneath his feet, no sense that anything was other than it should have been. One moment, he had been at the head of the advance, Chayal ready in his hands; the next, a bellowing hydra was before him, its teeth hungry for his flesh. A lesser warrior would have perished there and then, but not Korhil, slayer of Charandis. His axe flashed to sever one of the hydra’s heads, the sharp tang of its blood thick upon the air as the blow fell. Other heads hissed in pained outrage and darted towards the captain, but again Korhil was too fast. Dropping low, he slid under the beast’s colossal bulk, slicing Chayal’s blade deep into its belly as he did so.


  Bellowing in agony, the hydra reared up, and Korhil rolled clear. Again the serpentine heads came forward, but now the captain was not alone. More white lions pressed forward, but they were sorely diminished - no more than a few score out of the hundreds who had followed him. For the first time, Korhil noted he was far from where he had thought himself. At last, he knew how Caradryan had become surrounded, but the knowledge would do him little good.


  All across Reaver’s Mark, the tale was the same. Korhil’s line, so ordered and disciplined, had been scattered to the four winds as the pathways of Ellyrion had shifted beneath their feet. High elves who had thought the enemy to their front now found themselves assailed on all sides. Quickly realising their peril, the sentinels of the spear- phalanxes ordered their soldiers into defensive rings. Shields were braced in the soil, and weapons levelled for the inevitable onslaught. None performed this manoeuvre more quickly than the Lothern sea guard, and they were soon loosing arrows into the dark elf ranks.


  Discipline had rescued the high elves from disaster, but the battle’s outcome was still in doubt, for the regiments of Ulthuan could no longer act in one another’s defence. Only Tyrion’s knights, thus far beyond Drusala’s malign intent, rode free upon the field.


  From the battle’s heart, Malus Darkblade saw Tyrion and the knights of Ellyrion tear apart another of his warbands, and bit back a curse. He had hoped to eliminate Caradryan’s pathetic force with minimal loss, but such was clearly not to be his lot. Yet he knew Tyrion of old, and knew also that the prince’s head was a prize beyond value, one that his Warpsword - restored to its normal size with Tz’arkan’s re-caging - would claim. Whatever enchantment Drusala had placed upon him had not only driven Tz’arkan back into the shadowed reaches of his soul, but had also shackled the daemon’s full power to his will. He could feel Tz’arkan’s might bubbling through his veins, and knew that not even Tyrion could stand before such power. With a cry, the Tyrant of Hag Graef urged Spite towards his new prey, little realising that another had set his sights on the high elf commander’s head. To the north, Tullaris Dreadbringer, most feared of Har Ganeth’s executioners, had tired of wasting his blade upon the Chracian phalanx. The voice of Khaine stirred within Dreadbringer’s mind as his eyes fell upon Tyrion, and he knew at once where his fate lay.


  Korhil’s white lions clustered tight in the shadow of the hydra’s corpse. Crossbow bolts whined all about them, but most spent their force upon the monster’s flesh or the thick fur of the white lions’ pelts. Steel flashed as heavy axes bit through the scaled cloaks of corsairs or smote skull- blazoned shields to splinters, but Korhil knew his position would soon be overwhelmed - the Naggarothi were too many, and his own warriors too few. In the middle distance, he could see the banner of Asuryan fluttering bright against the dark sky. Coming to a decision, the captain of the white lions hacked down the corsair to his front. Calling for his soldiers to follow, Korhil pushed forward into the gap, each blow bringing him closer to the shining banner of the Creator.


  Tyrion’s knights were tiring. Just as Drusala had foreseen, fervour was proving to be their ruin. As weary reavers turned their steeds for the safety of a high elf line that no longer existed, Darkblade’s knights and Dreadbringer’s executioners closed about the sons of Ellyrion like the jaws of the World Dragon. Lances pierced bellies, lodging deep in the spines beyond. Draichs hacked through horseflesh, then struck again to slay those cast from the saddles of the dying steeds. The stench of blood, terror and voided dung smothered all, but still the survivors fought on. Tyrion strove with them, each strike of his blade splitting an executioner’s helm, or sending a cold one knight sprawling into the trampled grasses. Yet in the din of battle, the regent did not know that he was stalked by more dangerous foes.


  Malhandir recognised the danger of Darkblade’s approach before Tyrion did, and the noble steed turned about so that his master could face his foe. Thus was Sunfang raised quickly to deflect Malus Darkblade’s first blow, the Warpsword of Khaine’s steel scraping along Tyrion’s blade with a piercing screech. Consumed by a wild frenzy, Darkblade struck again and again. Each blow was parried, though Tyrion was driven down in the saddle with every strike. Darkblade’s daemon-infused might was formidable, and it took every ounce of the regent’s strength to cheat the Warpsword’s steel. Spite lunged and snapped at Malhandir, but the elf- steed was too swift, and darted clear of the cold one’s teeth.


  Again the Warpsword hacked down, but this time Tyrion made no move to block. Instead, he urged Malhandir to one side, and the strike hissed a hair’s breadth to his right. Off- balance, Darkblade fell forward in his saddle. Sunfang lunged forward, but the Tyrant of Hag Graef was too fast. Darkblade leaned far back in his saddle, and the blow meant to take him in the throat instead sliced a long scar across his left cheek. Snarling, Darkblade instinctively clapped a hand to the wound. That momentary distraction was all Tyrion needed.


  At his word, Malhandir sprang forward and Sunfang lanced true for Darkblade’s heart.


  It was at that moment that the tip of Tullaris Dreadbringer’s draich punched through Tyrion’s armour and deep into his back. No ordinary blade could have dealt that blow, could have pierced the Dragon Armour of Aenarion, but Dreadbringer’s draich was steeped in wicked enchantments of murder, and would suffer no bar in its search for blood. Shouting his sudden pain, the regent slumped low in the saddle.


  Drusala heard Tyrion’s cry and saw him upon the field for the first time. Anger and panic fought for dominance of her actions. This was not what she had intended. The sorceress had recaged Tz’arkan in the hope that Darkblade might prove a useful weapon against Malekith; the prospect of Tyrion’s death displeased her greatly. She had grown complacent, and now the regent would pay the price. As Darkblade and Tullaris bore down on their prey, Drusala’s mind appraised and discarded every possible intervention. She could not act directly against Tyrion’s attackers, for that would surely bring only a traitor’s death. There was only one thing she could do, and it was not without risk. Gritting her teeth, Drusala reached deep into the swirling winds of magic and began to chant.


  Far to the east of Ulthuan’s shores, in a land known to men as Sylvania, a dark and blasphemous ritual was reaching its apex. The servants of Nagash, the Great Necromancer of Nehekhara, had laboured long with the goal of returning their master to the living world. Much blood had been spilled in their cause but, as was ever the case, the most significant had been saved for last. As power swirled and gathered, Arkhan the Black opened the veins of his final sacrifice and added her essence to his vile works. Many had perished in the attempt to save her, but to no avail. Thus passed Aliathra, Everchild of Ulthuan.


  Aliathra’s death did not go unmarked, for her soul lingered awhile in the winds of magic before Nagash’s hunger consumed it. In Athel Loren, Alarielle fell silent as she addressed the council of lords and ladies, her heart suddenly overflowing with grief. In Ulthuan, Tyrion marked his daughter’s passing even as Dreadbringer’s draich came down to take his head. If he felt sorrow, it was for the most fleeting of moments, for something long caged in the deepest part of his being tore free at that instant. Determination, blacker and hungrier than Tyrion had ever known, swept through his soul, dousing the pain of his wound and the weariness of his limbs. With an animal growl, he leaned clear of Dreadbringer’s intended deathblow and bore the executioner to the ground. Sunfang punched through armour, flesh and spine. The dark elf’s blood was black under the night sky, and it pulsed up over Tyrion’s hands as he tore the blade free.


  Tullaris Dreadbringer was dying. He knew this, and cared not. Khaine’s voice was louder than ever. What had once been a whisper was now a strong and sonorous tone. Dreadbringer knew that only his mortal shell would die, that the better part of him would go on to fight wars more terrible than any he had yet seen.


  There was a flicker of blue and gold on the edge of Dreadbringer’s failing sight, and he knew that Tyrion was there, as Khaine had said he would be. The dark elf knew there was but a brief moment of opportunity, and marshalled his last strength to take it.


  ‘Finish me,’ Dreadbringer breathed. ‘Set me free. Set yourself free.’


  Tyrion spat his denial, but spoke no word. Dreadbringer had to imagine the expression on the other’s face, for he could now no longer see. Khaine spoke again to Tullaris, giving him the words he needed.


  ‘You are weak, and you revel in your weakness. That is what killed your daugh...’ Dreadbringer did not feel the blow that slew him. Instead, he experienced a rush of euphoria as his soul left its mortal prison. At last, he knew the truth that Khaine had tried to share with him all these years, and it was glorious.


  Darkblade did not mourn Dreadbringer’s passing, he cared only that Tyrion was distracted. Tyrion’s back was still turned, his blade lodged in Dreadbringer’s head, and Darkblade knew better than to waste the opportunity. With a cry of triumph, the dreadlord raised the Warpsword high, its killing edge aimed to slice apart Tyrion’s skull - but a heartbeat before the blow fell, a familiar agony rippled through his body as Drusala’s charm took effect. The Warpsword fell from Darkblade’s hands as he tried to resist the daemon’s influence, but Tz’arkan would be caged no more.


  He rose through the dreadlord’s mind like bile rising through the gullet - thick, choking and bitter. With


  a last mournful snarl, the flame of Darkblade’s soul gasped, guttered and then went out, smothered forever. Spite collapsed sideways under the sudden weight as his master’s body blossomed once more into Tz’arkan’s horrific form.


  From her vantage point atop the rocks, Drusala saw the daemon burst forth and swore in an ancient tongue. She had intended to halt the transformation partway, leaving Darkblade a twisted and vulnerable pile of flesh, but Tz’arkan had been too strong. With the door opened a chink, the daemon had forced it the rest of the way. Drusala felt no concern for Tyrion, though, as he turned to face the daemon. Rage lay mantled upon his shoulders, its power heady even from that distance. More than ever, Drusala knew her choices of late had been the correct ones.


  Tz’arkan tore himself free of Darkblade’s ruined flesh, crushing the last vestige of the tyrant’s mind. His howls of delight drowned Spite’s agonised roars as the cold one was crushed beneath daemonic hooves. The foolish sorceress had set him free once more! Better yet, Drusala had presented him an elven princeling to feed upon, and thereafter two armies to devour. Then Tz’arkan’s gaze rested upon Tyrion once again, and he too saw the shadow that had so piqued Drusala. Shrieking a challenge to conceal his sudden fear, the daemon bore down on Tyrion.


  The regent would not prove easy prey. With Dreadbringer’s blood dripping from his gauntlets he spurred Malhandir into the daemon’s charge, ducking under the sweeping claws. Sunfang shone in Tyrion’s hands as he called upon its ancient power, and suddenly its blade was blazing bright against the darkness. Tz’arkan’s flesh caught light at once, the fires racing across waxy skin. The daemon screamed as he staggered back, giving voice to a noise so shrill that elves nearby collapsed to the ground, clutching at their ears. Tyrion alone seemed unaffected by the sound, and drove the daemon back with a flurry of strikes that left vile ichor pulsing from a dozen wounds. Scant months before, a creature such as this had nearly been the prince’s ruin, but all who could see the battle knew instinctively that Tyrion was a foe beyond Tz’arkan’s measure. Elves, both high and dark, scattered from


  the combatants’ path. Some did so too slowly - these Tz’arkan seized and flung into Tyrion’s path, but Malhandir deftly avoided each flailing body and carried his master onward. Tyrion held two swords now, having gathered up the Warpsword of Khaine from where it had fallen, and the cursed blade shone darkly alongside Sunfang’s righteous fire.


  Finally, Tz’arkan could retreat no more, for at his back stood Caradryan’s Phoenix Guard. Their halberds did not waver, but goaded the daemon back onto his pursuer. With a desperate cry, Tz’arkan lowered his head and charged at Tyrion, hoping to overwhelm the regent with his brutish onslaught. Tyrion did not react until the daemon was upon him. Then, with a mighty shout, he thrust both swords forward. Tz’arkan gave one final, terrible scream as the blades sank deep into his monstrous chest, his death as much at his own hand as at his foe’s. Tyrion urged Malhandir away as the daemon’s corpse slipped past him to crash on the ground.


  As if to mark the daemon’s fall, the ground trembled and the skies shook. To the southeast, clouds blazed with violet flame. Though none there yet knew it, Nagash’s rebirth was complete, and his first act had been to strip the death magic from the heart of the Great Vortex. Reaver’s Mark fell silent, as all present stood in awe of the skyward auguries. Then the fires pulsed one last time, and a graveborn chill hung heavy in the air. All across Reaver’s Mark, the dead began to rise.


  It was not just that battle’s slain that lurched to their feet, but the fallen of millennia past. Most were elves, killed in the long wars of a divided people, but there were mannish dead amongst the grave-spoil, and greenskins too. Only Tz’arkan did not rise, for only mortal flesh heard the call. Instinct made the living cower away from that grave-spilled horde, though at first the dead made no move to attack. Then the sorceresses amongst the dark elf army saw opportunity, and willed the cadavers to carry their rusted arms against the embattled high elves. Sapherian mages responded immediately, and sought to banish the unholy horde, but spells that had served for untold centuries flickered and died. Death lay heavy on the land, and high elves who had thus far fought without fear now wavered as old friends rose to claw at their flesh.


  Caradryan’s halberd shone as it split the sightless corpse apart. Vorallan had been one of his finest guards until a corsair’s blade had taken out his throat earlier that night, but he would mourn the twin sadnesses of death and defilement later. For now, survival came first.


  The captain felt skeletal fingers clutching at his greaves and stamped down hard, the cracking sound that followed bringing a smile to his lips. It did not remain there long. Asuryan had foretold this day long ago, and the thought of the darker times to come filled Caradryan with despair.


  A short way ahead, Caradryan saw Tyrion scatter a pair of worm-eaten corpses, Sunfang’s blade slicing through the rusting plate of their armour with ease. The regent rose high in Malhandir’s stirrups and lifted the Warpsword of Khaine aloft, a dark halo of flame blazing about his brow. Then, in thunderous tones, the regent spoke the words that had haunted Caradryan’s dreams for as long as he could remember.


  ‘Dead of Ulthuan!’ shouted Tyrion. ‘I bear the Warpsword of Khaine, he who is the Destroyer, the Murderer of Nations; he who made corpses of you all.’


  At the regent’s words, the undead hordes ceased their


  striving. The rows of silent corpses froze in place and did not move, no matter how the Naggarothi sorceresses shrieked at them.


  ‘I speak for the Destroyer,’ Tyrion continued, his voice echoing like thunder across the plains. ‘I bear his blade. You owe him fealty by right of conquest; your allegiance is mine to command. Khaine’s enemies are mine, and my enemies are yours. Slay them all.’


  With a piercing crack, the Warpsword shattered to ash. Tyrion sank back into Malhandir’s saddle, and his halo turned the colour of fresh-spilt blood. But the regent’s words, and whatever magic lay behind them, had found their mark. As one, the dead of aeons past turned their backs on the high elves and marched against the Naggarothi.


  As the killing began, Caradryan gave silent prayer to Asuryan. The captain did not know what impulse had driven Tyrion to do what he did, nor what sudden magic had driven his deeds. Asuryan had shown Caradryan only consequence, not cause, but that was enough to provoke fear of what would soon come, as inevitably as night followed day. For now, however, there was the battle, and a victory near at hand. Caradryan would weep for tomorrow, but only once the killing was done.


  Even then, with Darkblade slain and the ranks of the undead loosed against them, the Naggarothi fought on. The hatred of aeons smothered their fears, and malice drove them.


  The dead lacked the skill and vigour they had once known in life. They held their weapons slack-handedly, and when they fell they did not rise to fight again. Too often, the dead simply trudged on into the teeth of the Naggarothi blades, making no effort to defend themselves. Jagged blades tore through pallid flesh and scattered worm-eaten bones, each victory marked by a snarl of triumph from the dark elf who struck the blow. Thousands of the grave-born collapsed and did not rise again, but tens of thousands more remained, and they began to overcome their foes through relentless weight of numbers. Flere and there, a dark elf fell to a rusted blade. Most were pulled from their feet and trampled bloody by the remorseless horde, or dragged down beneath the tide of unliving, and smothered by clammy flesh.


  The high elves came close behind the dead, all thoughts of discipline thrown to the winds as Khaine’s influence fell upon them. Knights of Ellyrion, spearmen of Lothern and Chrace, archers from distant Saphery - all surged forward with blades drawn. Tyrion rode at their head, the crimson halo wild about his brow. Sunfang gleamed in his right hand, and the Warpsword of Khaine was hungry in his left. It was not desire for victory that drove the high elves, nor vengeance for their fallen countrymen, but a primal craving to wreak slaughter. In the days that followed, some would recall with shame the bloodlust that overtook them that night, but most remembered only a blood-red haze and a joy beyond describing. Korhil was swept up in the madness as much as any, his axe rising and falling in wild frenzy until his lion pelt was soaked through with Naggarothi blood and his hands could grip the weapon no more. Only the Phoenix Guard remained untouched by the madness, for Khaine had no purchase on those whose souls were given to Asuryan.


  At last, the Naggarothi broke. It happened slowly at first, with individual warriors throwing down their weapons and seeking the illusion of safety wherever they could. Then, like a crumbling shoreline lashed by a furious tide, the dark elves shattered and fled away into the night. Thus was the beginning of a long and bloody pursuit, with the high elves running wild across the plains, and the dead shambling and twitching in their wake. Caradryan watched them go. The dark elves had been defeated, but the captain of the Phoenix Guard knew that there had been no victors that night.


  From her hiding place amongst the trees, Drusala watched as the blood- mad high elves tore the Naggarothi host to ruin. She shivered, not with cold or fear, but anticipation. For the first time in many a century, she felt excitement bubbling through her veins. Features shimmering as her glamour of disguise shifted into a new likeness, the sorceress stepped out from the trees and joined the pursuit.
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  Twilight’s Ebb, it found Tyrion’s army encamped on the edge of Reaver’s Mark. The regent had wanted to press on through the mountains, to close the gap between his forces and those of the Witch King, but his commanders had argued that the army be allowed to rest. Even Caradryan, mute as ever, had managed to convey his disapproval with a careful shake of the head. Now, as healers passed between the hastily erected tents, and the unwounded took refuge in sleep, Tyrion lurked alone in his own pavilion, brooding in the darkness.


  Few knew what to make of the previous night’s battle, of the dead rising to fight in Tyrion’s cause. Had the Warpsword of Khaine given him that power, or was it some hitherto unrealised gift of his blood? No one knew the answer. At least the dead had been returned to their proper place. Those cadavers who had not been cast down during the final stages of the battle had collapsed as dawn’s rays swept across Reaver’s Mark, banished at Tyrion’s command. Scouts reported that the unliving roamed unrestrained elsewhere, but those who had fought at the high elves’ side had been restored to rest.


  Korhil, who along with Caradryan had chosen to keep watch in the grey and murky morn, remarked his surprise at how readily the asur had fought alongside the dead. Caradryan, as was his way, said nothing, but Korhil thought he glimpsed fleeting concern in the other’s face. Reason told Korhil that what Tyrion had done was an affront to proper tradition; moreover, it was a sin against Asuryan’s natural order. However, his instincts told a different story, assured him that it had been necessary, even desirable. The captain didn’t know which half of his nature to trust, so he spent the hours almost as silent as Caradryan, troubled by the strange excitement that danced within his soul.


  In the early hours, swift skycutters came from the north, carrying word that Malekith’s army too had ceased its march for the present. Ystranna had brought the Witch King to battle once again, this time reinforced by a vast host of warriors from Nagarythe who had ridden out of the west. That battle too had seen the dead arise, but there they had attacked both sides. With his battle lines disrupted by the rising dead, Malekith had been forced to withdraw to the slopes of the mountains once more.


  As noon approached through grey and rain-swept skies, the sorceress known as Drusala made her way through the encampment. She met no challenge, for her glamour ensured that she appeared to be an archer in service to the sisters of Avelorn. That Drusala neither carried a bow, nor had laid hands upon one in centuries, did not matter, for she did not intend to tarry long. Like Korhil, she felt excitement upon the breeze, but unlike the captain she knew it of old, and was pleased to taste of it. Drusala passed from tent to tent, drinking in the heady vigour, feeling it build the anticipation she had felt since the end of the battle. At last, the sorceress reached her destination, marked as much by the lion guards upon its perimeter as the billowing sea dragon banner that flew at its centre. Whispering an enchantment to shield her from the guards’ eyes, Drusala twitched aside the canvas flap and passed inside.


  It was dark inside the tent, far darker than it should have been. It was as if the occupant’s mood hung heavy on the air, smothering any source of light or joy. Drusala smiled as her eyes searched the gloom. She remembered that feeling well.


  There was a whisper of movement, and the sorceress felt a hand tight across her mouth and a blade against her throat.


  ‘You are not what you pretend to be.’ Tyrion’s voice was low and dangerous. ‘Reveal yourself, or lose your head.’ He shifted his fingers to allow a reply.


  ‘You’re not going to kill me/ Drusala whispered icily. ‘Am I not?’


  The blade pressed closer and Drusala felt a rivulet of blood trickle down her neck, but she’d played such games before.


  ‘No,’ she hissed. ‘Else you’d have done it already. Do as you wish. I shan’t stop you. But there are truths only I can share.’


  The blade came away. Fingers dug into Drusala’s shoulder as the regent span her around.


  Despite the darkness, the sorceress could now see Tyrion clearly. There was a hardness to his expression that had not been there when they had last met, but it only served to make him look more like his ancestor. And like one other, too.


  ‘As for revealing myself, you already know who I am,’ she breathed. ‘You recognised me at once, did you not?’


  Drusala’s lips twitched into a thin smile. Her glamour split apart like the petals of a flower and fled into the darkness. Tyrion’s grim expression did not so much as flicker. Was he remembering that kiss atop the blood- slicked altar? Or was he about to call for his guards? The thrill of danger was almost as intoxicating as his presence.


  ‘Morathi,’ Tyrion whispered coldly, and took a step forward.


  Tyrion did not emerge from his tent until the afternoon sun was low in the sky. The rain had at last ceased, but it was obvious to all that its departure had done little to ease his mood.


  Nor did he appear obviously cheered by the presence of the dark-haired handmaiden who hung upon his every word and gesture. Korhil, quickly summoned to the regent’s presence, did not recognise his attendant, who respectfully introduced herself as Riselle. Then again, the host was vast, and Korhil dared not let his eyes linger long. He knew Tyrion to be the Everqueen’s consort, but impropriety lay heavy on every word and gesture that passed between the prince and his newest aide.


  To Korhil’s surprise, Tyrion did not order the army to the march, but demanded of its attendant mages that Teclis be found and summoned to his presence. This order surprised many, for there was an anger in the regent’s voice that none had ever heard levelled against his sibling. The mages hurried to obey nonetheless, sending elemental messengers far and wide across the winds of magic.


  At dusk that day, a steed of billowing shadow rode from the north, Teclis upon its back. Korhil greeted the loremaster and guided him to the ruined circle of Haladra, some distance to the encampment’s east.


  As they travelled, Korhil spoke of Reaver’s Mark, and its aftermath, though he was surprised how little interest Teclis showed. What should have surprised the captain - but somehow did not - was that no matter how he tried, he could not broach the subject of Riselle, nor recall her face.


  Teclis was weary by the time he and Korhil reached the weathered stones of Haladra, the Forest of Ethermark looming against the eastern sky. Forsaken Haladra matched his mood, as doubtless it matched his brother’s. The outer ring of alabaster statues was almost weathered away, with only Khaine somehow standing tall in defiance of the elements. Half of the inner circle were gone or toppled as well, and those that still stood were wreathed in vines. Only masked Asuryan, standing proud in the centre of the circle, was unmarred. Tyrion stood in the Creator’s shadow, two swords sheathed upon his belt, Riselle all but draped across one arm.


  Korhil did not know why Tyrion had chosen Haladra for the meeting, and nor did he know the significance of the sad smile that flickered across Teclis’ face. He was there out of duty to his regent, and could not have anticipated how events would unfold. As Teclis approached, Tyrion pulled clear of Riselle and gave curt greeting to his brother. For a time, the twins circled one another, as if both knew what was to come, yet neither wished to be the one to broach the topic. For a moment, Korhil had an image of Asuryan watching over Haladra, his scales of judgement shifting as each twin mirrored the other’s steps. Then Tyrion, able to contain himself no longer, began to speak.


  The regent spoke angrily, his finger stabbing to emphasise each point.


  He accused Teclis of treachery, of consorting with Malekith to bring about Finubar’s death, and of aiding the Witch King in his war. Despite Tyrion’s wrath, his tone was pleading, and begged Teclis to explain his actions. Korhil understood how the prince was torn, for the horror of Tyrion’s accusations gnawed at his own gut. However, when Teclis finally spoke, he did so only to confirm the truth of his brother’s words.


  In that moment, Korhil’s certainty reeled as the full horror of Teclis’ treachery struck him. The captain was dimly aware that Riselle was watching with rapt attention, drinking in each word as if it were fine wine. He saw Tyrion’s gauntlet come about to deal Teclis a backhanded blow across the face. The mage, never his brother’s physical equal, was knocked from his feet, blood trickling from his mouth.


  Teclis hauled himself up onto one knee, using his staff to bear as much of his weight as he dared. His mouth was in agony; it was like hot needles were stabbing into his jaw. He had wondered several times if he should have refused the summons, but knew in his heart that he owed his brother this moment, if nothing more.


  ‘And Aliathra, brother?’ Tyrion ripped Sunfang from its sheath, and placed its point against Teclis’ throat. ‘Was her death a part of your treachery? If it weren’t for your counsel, she might yet be alive!’


  Teclis spat a gobbet of blood onto the vine-trailed flagstones, feeling anew the pain of his broken teeth. Even now, weakened, the mage knew he could muster a dozen spells that would reverse their positions, and even slay his brother outright. He had seen through Morathi’s disguise from the first, and knew that her silent abjurations could easily be brushed aside. Nevertheless, Teclis knew he could not bring himself to harm his twin, even at the cost of his own life.


  ‘I am sorry,’ he said quietly. ‘It was necessary.’


  Teclis’ whispered charm went unnoticed beneath his brother’s animalistic cry of rage. Tyrion snatched his sword back and raised it high, but Teclis’ shadow-steed was already in motion. Moving between the heartbeats, the beast galloped past the twins. As Sunfang’s blade swept down, Teclis grasped for the silver bridle, and was drawn away into the gathering dusk as his brother raged impotently in the ruins behind him.


  High above the ruins of Haladra, in the wooded hills of Ethermark, Araloth of Athel Loren watched Teclis’ retreat from amongst the trees. Every word uttered there had reached his ears, as they had those of his two companions.


  ‘Why did you not let me intercede?’ Araloth asked. ‘You brought me here from Sylvania, prevented me from saving the Everchild, and told me that I would be needed to halt a greater evil on Ulthuan. Surely this was the time to act.’


  Lileath shook her head, the stars in her hair gleaming in the dusk. ‘Do you know which side you should have aided, my love? The mage labours alongside the greatest enemy of his people, but the prince falls under the shadow of his blood. Do you know which deserves your help?’


  ‘No,’ Araloth allowed. ‘But you do.’


  ‘Of course. I know altogether too much of what is to come. I lived it once before.’


  ‘Then why won’t you tell me?’


  ‘The time is not yet right. It breaks my heart to keep this from you, but you cannot imagine what is at stake. Soon, I will tell all, but for now you must trust me. Our path lies elsewhere, for the present.’


  Their companion stirred. ‘Then let us be to it,’ she snapped. ‘I tire of waiting.’


  Araloth shot a reproving look at the red-haired elf who had dared speak thus to a goddess. He scarcely knew Kalara, and it would have been easy to assume her sharp tongue was born of arrogance, but Araloth had caught glimpses beneath her haughty facade, and deemed rather that it sprang from some terrible loss.


  ‘Be not so swift to wish these minutes away,’ said Lileath, sadly. ‘Time has never been more precious, to any of us.’


  Tyrion railed at the dusk sky for some time after his brother’s escape, but eventually he and his companions left. As Malhandir’s hooves faded away in the distance, three figures moved down from the trees above.


  At their head was Araloth, Lord of Talsyn. His senses were alert even though he knew his hawk, Skaryn - circling high above - would warn him of enemies long before he saw them for himself. Lileath strode behind him, her midnight dress flowing in the evening air like oil upon water. Last came Kalara, once a priestess of Isha, now an archer in Araloth’s host. The rest of the army was still concealed deep within the Forest of Ethermark, one of the few emergence points in Ulthuan for the globe-spanning network of the worldroots. Araloth’s warriors would trail Tyrion’s host as it headed north at Lileath’s request, whilst the goddess and her two companions walked a different path.


  As the travellers approached the outer ring of Haladra, Lileath took the lead. Drifting effortlessly through the tangle of vines and brambles, she lingered a moment before a toppled statue that had once been raised in her honour, then continued on until she stood before the graven likeness of Asuryan. Lileath neither moved nor spoke for some time thereafter, lost in silent prayer. Kalara, whose patience had rested on a knife edge since they had arrived in Ulthuan, accused the goddess of wasting time, but Lileath was unperturbed. She explained that she would need Asuryan’s assistance in what came next, and that the Creator was too weak to hear or aid anything but the most heartfelt of pleas. At that, Kalara fell silent, and took a seat on a hunk of rubble that had once been Morai-Heg.


  Araloth, who had heard Lileath speak of the gods taking mortal form, asked if Asuryan was amongst them. Lileath considered for a time, then explained that Asuryan had once taken a mortal form, but had been unmade by treachery. Now he was neither mortal, nor strictly divine, though he would surely help them if he could. Then she turned once more to the statue, and continued her unspoken entreaty. With a flutter of wings, Skaryn descended from the darkening skies and took his accustomed perch on Araloth’s shoulder.


  Dusk fell away into night, and the leering moon rose high in the sky. Still Lileath stood silently before the statue whilst Araloth and Kalara waited as patiently as they could. Twice, Araloth thought he heard something prowling beyond the outer circle, and twice he went searching for it with spear at the ready. On both occasions, he found nothing. He expected to meet with Kalara’s mockery each time he returned to the inner circle, but the glade-mistress offered no such words. Not for the first time, Araloth saw a sadness in Kalara’s posture, and wondered why Lileath had insisted on her presence.


  At last, as midnight crawled past, Lileath ceased her vigil. With one last bow to the masked statue, she stepped away. As she did so, brilliant fire blazed into life across the statue’s brow and spilled forth down its outstretched arms. At once, the cold and dark of the night was banished, and in the light of the fire, Araloth saw the broken statues made whole once again. He saw wise Hoeth, his face no longer split and cracked, vain Atharti, restored to beauty once more, and glowering Eldrazor, a wicked blade grasped in each hand. He saw Isha and Kurnous, joined in embrace whilst Khaine looked on in jealousy.


  Only as the fires splashed like rain onto the flagstones in front of Asuryan did Araloth realise that the statues had vanished, replaced by ghostly


  figures, echoes of Asuryan’s divine court - the legends of the elven gods brought to life. As the flames leapt higher, Araloth saw Hekarti whisper to Khaine, who drew a great black sword and turned upon Kurnous.


  For a time, Khaine fought Kurnous with Isha as the prize, the gods’ movements slow and exaggerated, like actors playing roles. Kurnous fell wounded, his echo bursting into fire as the sword pierced his breast. Khaine reached out to claim Isha, but she threw herself into her lover’s flames rather than be taken. Both Hekarti and Atharti moved to comfort the Destroyer, but fell to each other’s jealous blows.


  Of all the gods and goddesses, only Lileath - and her other persona, Ladrielle - were not present amongst the echoes. The real Lileath stood in the centre of the growing pool of flame, though she did not burn. As Atharti fell dead at her sister’s hand, Lileath beckoned to Araloth and Kalara to join her within the flames.


  As Araloth moved towards the flames, the image of Asuryan, unmoving to that point, stirred to life. All around him, the other gods - or at least those that had not yet been slain by their fellows - suddenly looked up in horror at the skies. The fires were fading now, all save the ring around Lileath, and darkness was drawing in once again. The echoes of the other gods raised their arms as if to ward off some dolorous blow, and Asuryan looked directly down at Araloth. Slowly, haltingly, the Creator raised his hands and removed his mask. Beneath, Araloth saw that Asuryan’s face was identical to his.


  REMEMBER THIS.


  The words, spoken deeper than thunder, echoed across Haladra. One by one, the gods burst into ash, until only Lileath remained. A shadow passed over the ruins, and Araloth saw that he stood in a ring of broken statues, as he had before.


  Darkness descended. The statues were cold and lifeless. But for the ring of fire around Lileath, Araloth might have believed it all the result of his own weariness. Then he looked across at Kalara. Her face was pinched and tight, her cheeks wet with tears.


  ‘What did you see?’ he asked.


  ‘I saw something from my past,’ Kalara said at last, a catch in her voice ‘A running stag and an archer...’ Her tone turned hollow ‘I saw a reminder that the gods can be cruel.’


  Araloth waited, but Kalara had no more to say.


  ‘I saw the gods at war with one another,’ Araloth said, ‘and then with something else...’


  He shook his head, trying to make sense of what he had seen beneath Asuryan’s mask. ‘I don’t know what I saw.’


  ‘You saw a window on what was,’ Lileath told him, ‘a reminder of why you are here.’ The goddess gestured to the fires flickering around her. ‘This is a doorway to what might be, and it will soon close.’ She reached out her hands towards Araloth and Kalara. ‘Come, we must leave.’


  Araloth looked again at Kalara, who nodded. Together, they walked into the flames, and found themselves in a world unlike any they had seen before.
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  When Araloth and Kalara followed Lileath through the portal of fire, they emerged upon a rocky isthmus in the Dreaming Wood, known to most as the Realm of Chaos. Far beneath them, half-hidden by yellowish miasma, the branches of a foetid forest swayed restlessly.


  Lileath told the elves of the goddess Shallya; of how she was held captive in the heart of Nurgle’s manse.


  Shallya had to be rescued, said Lileath, for she was as vital to the humans’ survival as Isha was to that of the elves. So dire were the times that Ulthuan’s fate mattered little if plague consumed the rest of the world. The rescue had to be now, or not at all. Nurgle bargained with his brother gods at the Court of Covenant, and could return to his manse at any time. Moreover, it might take Shallya many months to return to her full majesty, and time was already short.


  Though Lileath could not aid Araloth and Kalara directly - for she could not risk her own capture - she lent them as much of her strength as she could, allowing the pair to survive uncorrupted in a land where corruption was the only constant. Before she departed, the goddess promised that the portal would remain open, there on the Bridge of Fools, for their return. Then Lileath faded, and the elves were alone.


  Thus did Araloth and Kalara begin their descent into the jungle. Few others could have negotiated its perils as easily as they, but the elves were of Athel Loren, and Nurgle’s garden was a forest of sorts, however vile. Thorned vines tore at their limbs, and creepers tugged at their feet. Brightly coloured flowers spat steaming liquid, and fungi burst into showers of greenish spores. Trails of maggots writhed across the sodden ground, and swarms of daemonic flies wended between the trees. Exposed roots crunched under their feet, the brittle skin bursting to release a cloying mucus that ate away at the soles of their boots. What streams there were oozed rather than flowed, their viscous waters thick with the stench of liquefying flesh.


  At times, Araloth and Kalara heard the bleat of a horn or a clamour of bells, and hid themselves amongst the fronds as a hunting party of daemons ambled deeper into the jungle. At others, the elves were saved only by Skaryn, Araloth’s keen-eyed hawk, whose shrill voice drove them to concealment moments before discovery. Yet not all such foes could be avoided. Sometimes the daemons were too close, or the undergrowth too dangerous to enter, and on those occasions the elves had to trust to their blades for survival.


  On one such occasion, Araloth stooped beneath the eaves of a maggot-ridden tree, only to find himself sinking into a noisome quagmire. As the Lord of Talsyn struggled against the muck’s embrace, Kalara held their shambling hunters at bay, but the battle was only ended when the tree itself joined the battle, lurching forward on fibrous roots to snatch the daemons into its many jagged maws. It would have dearly loved to claim the elves too, no doubt, but Lileath’s blessing kept it at bay. When Kalara at last hauled Araloth free, the Lord of Talsyn found his skin crawling with segmented, bone-white leeches that only Skaryn’s talons could bloodily dislodge.


  For time out of mind, Araloth and Kalara wandered through the festering jungle. There was neither sun nor moon to chart the passage of days, and no stars by which to navigate. There was only the swirling ochre sky, the rich stench of decay, and the echo of laughter upon the breeze. The elves knew they were lost, and had never once caught sight of Nurgle’s manse. Araloth prayed repeatedly to Lileath for guidance, but the Goddess of the Moon remained silent.


  After what seemed an eternity of wandering, Araloth and Kalara at last found the help they needed. It came not from their goddess, but from a scholar they encountered amongst a clearing of dead trees. No daemon was he, but a mortal man who hacked and spluttered as he wended on his way. He held a quill in one hand and an open book in the other. Upon his back, he bore many a tome, each one brimming with lore concerning the godly realms, and on his belt hung a sword of dwarf-forged steel, whose runes blazed and sparked in the unholy light of the clearing. The scholar’s eyes were red-rimmed and bleeding, and his skin marred by blisters and lesions, yet still he smiled and joked to himself.


  The scholar was wary at first, doubtless thinking the elves a danger, but the lure of learning their story proved too much, and he soon offered to help them along their way. Like them, the scholar had been trapped in the Realm of Chaos for what felt like an eternity, but it seemed that the gods wished him to make record of the place, for he could find his way where the elves could not. The scholar was a hindrance as much as he was an aid, for he insisted on stopping to catalogue everything he saw. Yet without him, the elves would have made no progress at all, so they tolerated his eccentricities as best they could, and used their blades to protect him when they were needed.


  Some time thereafter, the three travellers came upon a twisted outcrop of strange crystal. It spiralled through the jungle’s trees, at times bursting from the ground, at others arcing through the sky. This was part of Tzeentch’s domain, the scholar said, a crystal labyrinth full of damned souls. As the scholar’s quill scratched across a fresh page, Araloth spied a mortal face trapped in the crystal, its expression shifting and changing as it flitted from facet to facet.


  A little after, the elf could hear the prisoner’s voice upon the breeze.


  The captive explained that he was a sorcerer who had crafted a magical stone that let him transcend the barriers between the mortal and immortal realms. Alas, the sorcerer had become trapped on his journey, and now begged the elves to free him from his prison, offering his service in exchange. Araloth was ill-inclined to accept, for he sensed duplicity, but nonetheless asked the scholar if a rescue was possible. It could be done, the scholar asserted, and he showed them how to craft a rope of fondest memory that, when anchored outside the labyrinth, could guide them from its depths. So did Araloth and the scholar enter the crystal labyrinth. Kalara served as their anchor beyond its bounds, Skaryn perched upon her shoulder. The glade-mistress’ hands were locked tight about a rope crafted from their shared memories of Lileath, recollections that even Tzeentch could not warp.


  Madness assailed Araloth at every step. The crystals showed him glimpses of pasts that never were, and of futures that could not be, so the Lord of Talsyn clamped his eyes shut and allowed the scholar to lead him onward through the crystal corridors. Threats and promises echoed through Araloth’s mind, but he clung tighter to the memory of Lileath, and the voices slowly dimmed. After what seemed like an age, Araloth and the scholar came upon the sorcerer, who was trapped, pinned in place by the taloned grasp of his own future- reflection. The daemonic image roared as Araloth approached, but the elf opened his eyes at last, and smote the creature with his spear, smashing it into thousands of glittering fragments.


  Even on the outside of the labyrinth, Kalara could hear the whispers that so assailed Araloth, but she paid them no heed. The duty Lileath had lain upon the glade-mistress was deeper than even Araloth knew, and she was determined to see it fulfilled. Thus did she cling tightly to the rope of memories until her companions and the sorcerer re-emerged from the labyrinth’s depths.


  Soon the party was underway once more. No one spoke. Araloth and Kalara were still weary from their trek through the maze, whilst the scholar strove to make note of the labyrinth’s wonders before the elusive memories departed forever. For his part, the sorcerer was a churlish and distant fellow. He had been little pleased to discover the elves’ destination, but he nonetheless agreed to keep his word.


  After many hours’ travel, the company entered a glade where the trees writhed and thrashed, and the ground was a thick carpet of vicious, biting insects. In the glade’s very centre, a knight was spreadeagled and shackled to the ground by rusted chains. He was a giant of a man, whose armour gleamed like silver despite the cloying murk of the jungle floor. Yet for all his strength, the knight could not break free; he tugged and tore at the chains as the insects flowed over him, but the metal held fast.


  At Araloth’s command, the sorcerer sent fire billowing across the glade, leaving the knight untouched but clearing a scorched path along which Araloth and Kalara could approach. Working together, the elves broke the shackles, and the knight at last stood free. Though his speech was strange, the knight’s gratitude was plain. He soon pledged his aid, explaining that the Chaos Gods were his sworn foe, and that he would gladly do aught to thwart them.


  With the knight’s blade joined to their cause, the company progressed swiftly through the jungle. No longer did they need to stray from the scholar’s paths to avoid daemons, for those they encountered were soon overcome by the sorcerer’s fire and the knight’s righteous steel. Kalara rejoiced in the ease of their passage, but the knight spoke words of caution. Nurgle’s attention must be far afield indeed, he said, for were the Plaguefather’s rotten gaze upon them, then doom would surely follow. Araloth was discomfited by the knight’s words, for he knew it was likely the abundance of plague in the mortal world that now drew Nurgle’s eye. Thus did the Lord of Talsyn bid his companions to quicken their pace. The scholar disagreed, warning that haste was as much their enemy as the daemons of the realm, but Araloth insisted, and so the party pressed on.


  As the company passed swiftly beneath a vast and desiccated tree in what the scholar identified as the Garden of Blight, they did not mark a heavy shadow in the uppermost boughs. Only a shower of rotting leaves and plump larval casings betrayed the movement above, and by then it was too late. A daemon landed heavily on the knight’s back, bearing him into the mud, its touch leaving sticky black trails across his silver armour. The knight bucked his shoulders in an attempt to dislodge the beast, but the daemon clung on, its tentacles swaying happily at its unwilling playmate’s efforts.


  Araloth and Kalara struck as one, spear and sword gouging sticky wounds in the beast’s flanks. With a disconsolate yelp, it released its grip on the knight and tumbled to the floor, its eyes twitching between the elves’ levelled weapons. The sorcerer laughed, the scholar reached into his pocket for a new quill, and the knight, more wounded in pride than body, rounded on his attacker, his sword coming down to take the beast’s chinless head. The creature appeared so forlorn and betrayed, though, that Araloth checked the knight’s blow with his own spear, and ordered the other to stay his hand. The knight bridled at the elf’s temerity, and cursed him for a fool, but the moment of execution had passed. The beast sprang upright and, clearly unwilling to press its luck any further, lumbered off into the undergrowth.


  In the wake of the beast’s attack, Araloth consented to a more cautious pace, and the knight was careful to examine overhanging branches before passing beneath their seeping grasp. Many times, Araloth felt eyes peering at him through the undergrowth, but whenever he tried to spy the source, the watcher vanished in a rustle of leaves. Though there were no more attacks from the trees, there were other perils aplenty. As the party crossed the abyssal sump, the ground gave way, and only the sorcerer’s spell of levitation kept them from drowning in a pool of bubbling pus. A short distance after that, the swamps became so treacherous that even the scholar could not find the way, and only by seeing through Skaryn’s eyes could Araloth divine a safe path through the burbling morass. Then, in the heart of that swamp, the great rotten-timbered walls of Nurgle’s manse loomed large. The company had reached their destination.


  Araloth felt no sense of triumph, for droning daemons flocked thick about the manse’s bounds; to approach unseen was impossible. The sorcerer counselled that the attempt be abandoned, that the group should retreat to the Bridge of Fools and make their escape to the mortal world. Kalara refused at once, for she was determined to see the quest through. The scholar consulted his notes, and determined that the room they sought could be reached by a side door, if only the daemons were distracted. At this, the knight drew his sword, and bade his companions farewell. He had, he said, made something of a name for himself since his arrival in the benighted realm.


  He would serve as the distraction his companions needed by bringing the daemons to battle, and he would do so alone.


  Without another word, the knight set out for the manse, moving stealthily at first lest he draw the daemons to his companions. When at last he was clear, the knight gave challenge


  at the top of his lungs, decrying the Plaguefather as a grasping miser whose obsession with cleanliness was the stuff of legend. The daemons responded immediately, plunging into the swamp to confront the mortal who had dared defame their master. As Araloth watched, the knight swept out his hand, and blue fire exploded amongst the advancing daemons. Then he yelled his challenge once again and ran to meet his foes.


  Determined not to waste their comrade’s sacrifice, Araloth’s company followed the scholar between the rungs of the crumbling iron fence around the manse’s gardens, and thence through the servants’ door. The scholar led them deftly through a series of mildewed and ramshackle corridors. Few daemons moved to bar their path, for most had been drawn to the clamour of battle outside, and the party evaded those that remained by cleaving to the shadows.


  Before long, they had come to a weed-strewn and stone-flagged room, in the centre of which sat an ancient cauldron wherein some vile liquid bubbled. In one corner, a suspended cage span slowly from a root- encrusted hoop let into the sagging ceiling. In aspect, this prison was like unto a songbird’s cage, though one large enough to hold a dozen men.


  It was also set high off the floor, and only with the sorcerer's magic to raise them could Araloth and Kalara reach its shackled door.


  As the sorcerer and the scholar watched from below, Araloth clung to the cage’s bars and picked the lock with his spear, but when the door sprang open, his heart fell. The cage did not contain the goddess Shallya, as Lileath had told him, but a canker-ridden and suppurating daemon, distinguishable from those he had encountered elsewhere in the Realm of Chaos only by the tarnished silver bracelet clasped about its right wrist. In that moment, even Araloth’s bold heart knew doubt. Had Lileath deceived him, or had she herself been deceived? At his side Kalara shed a single tear, for she knew that the hour she had both dreaded and longed for had at last come. Speaking in a whisper, she asked Araloth to remove the daemon’s bracelet.


  Uncomprehending, Araloth unclasped the trinket as instructed, taking great care not to let his skin come into contact with the creature’s sore¬laden hide. No sooner was the band removed than the daemon glowed with white light. The glow faded as quickly as it had come, and the daemon was gone, replaced by the slender, unblemished form of Shallya. Released from bondage, the goddess looked one last time around the room, gave a gracious smile and vanished in a flash of light. Thus was Shallya freed and the quest fulfilled.


  Araloth turned to leave, but Kalara did not turn with him. It was her destiny to take Shallya’s place, she told Araloth sadly. Nurgle would not lightly bear the loss of his chief taster, and would surely rouse every daemon at his command to see her returned to the cage. Only if Kalara assumed Shallya’s role, became the poxfulcrum in her stead, did the others have any hope of escape. Thus had Lileath foretold, and thus would Kalara at last atone for a long-ago transgression against the gods.


  Before Araloth could argue, Kalara plucked the enchanted bracelet from his hand and clasped it shut around her own wrist. At once, her skin began to discolour, boils and lesions bursting from her pale flesh. Kalara backed away from her companions, stumbling as her bones bowed and cracked under the weight of her suddenly bloated flesh. Her hair and raiment rotted away, her nails blackened and twisted. With her last croaking breath, the glade- mistress bade the others go, even as she collapsed amidst the squalor of the cage. His heart heavy, Aralothallowed the sorcerer to lower him back to the floor. She who was now the poxfulcrum watched him go without recognition.


  Araloth and his companions left the manse like ghosts, careful not to draw the attention of its guardians.


  As the company made their escape, Araloth beheld the broken body of his comrade, the knight, set upon a jagged spear. Araloth could see that the man still lived, and would have fought to rescue him had the scholar not held him back, insisting the elf stay true to his mission. The daemons could not kill the knight, the scholar said; he was beyond their power, and would take his own revenge in due course - such was the way of things in the Realm of Chaos.


  Araloth’s return to the Bridge of Fools was far easier than his departure.


  The burgeoning jungle was almost deserted, and Araloth wondered again what that portended for the mortal realm. At last, they reached the bridge, and found Lileath’s portal of light still open. The mortal world was in reach.


  Alas, the sorcerer had cared nothing for the elf’s quest; he had hoped only that it would offer him the opportunity to return to the mortal realm. Now that the path was open before him, he gleefully summoned fire to repay the indignities of servitude. Flames coursed from the sorcerer’s fingers and slammed into Araloth, knocking him over the isthmus’ edge. The elf’s straining fingers found a desperate handhold, but already he could feel the rock crumbling beneath him. Skaryn, seeing his master’s plight, swooped down to take the sorcerer’s eyes, but the traitor called forth a pillar of flame and swatted the hawk from the skies. Araloth looked to the scholar for aid, but the other simply opened a fresh page in his journal and began to write. With a thin smile, the sorcerer marshalled the magics for a final spell.


  It was then that help arrived from a most unexpected quarter. The beast of Nurgle Araloth had spared had not forgotten him. Like all its kind, the creature existed only to be friendly, and languished forever in disappointment. The beast had followed Araloth at a distance, not out of gratitude, but because he was the first being to show it anything other than hatred in some considerable time; Araloth, or so the beast reckoned, was his friend. Now the beast saw someone attempting to hurt his friend, and bounded forward to issue suitable punishment. The sorcerer never saw his doom approach, though he perhaps felt the beast’s heavy breathing upon his neck in the moment before it swallowed him whole.


  Araloth, understandably wary at the source of his sudden reprieve, hauled himself back onto the Bridge of Fools. The beast, delighted that its friend wanted to play, bounded toward him. The creature nearly knocked Araloth back over the ledge in its enthusiasm, and its long, drooling tongue was feverish in its affection. This time, the scholar did act. Picking up a skull that lay by his feet, he twitched it twice before the beast’s eyes, then hurled it away down the slope. The beast hesitated for a moment, doubtless wary of some trick, then thundered happily off after the prize.


  Reclaiming Skaryn’s battered body from the ground, Araloth asked the scholar if he wished to return to the mortal world, but was politely refused. There was still so much to see, the other replied, and without another word, he followed in the beast’s wake, singing merrily. With a last look around, and a whispered farewell to Kalara, Araloth stepped back through the portal and returned to the mortal world, and the war that awaited him.
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  Malekith was displeased, and Kouran Darkhand knew it. Indeed, all within the Naggarothi host knew it, for the disembowelled remains of several dreadlords had been prominently displayed precisely to make his temperament known.


  The flush of success that had been born from Eagle Gate’s collapse had vanished like a flame doused in seawater, and the host’s advance had slowed almost to a crawl.


  Ystranna of Avelorn, foremost of the Everqueen’s handmaidens, had already striven against Malekith’s army during its assault on Phoenix Gate. Quickly realising she could not hold the mountains, she had withdrawn her armies to the woodlands of the mountain slopes. From there, her sisters had harried the dark elves from beneath the cover of the ravaged tree line, daring them to give pursuit into the lion-haunted tangle. At first, many Naggarothi regiments had taken the bait, but none had returned; the woods were riddled with secret paths and hidden fortresses, and alive with axes and spears. The daemons might have reduced Chrace to a dead land, but its folk defended it as keenly as they ever had.


  Malekith had finally endeavoured to crush Ystranna’s resistance on Twilight’s Tide. Thousands of shades flooded into the Whiteweald, wicked blades gleaming. Dragons had swooped low over the canopies, loosing their fires until acres of the Whiteweald were ash, but the only corpses found amongst the desolation were those of dark elves. And still the arrows came from deeper in the forest, joined now by volleys from the western approach as Nagarythe’s shadow warriors entered the battle.


  Strangely, that reinforcement had almost been the high elves’ undoing. Increased numbers had fed a legendary arrogance, and the warriors lurking in the Whiteweald had come singing to the fight. Such was the unexpectedness of the assault, that it almost achieved its goals. Naggarothi regiments, arrayed to defend against a potential attack from the west, suddenly found themselves beset on two sides. For a few perilous minutes, the dark elf host had teetered on the brink of a humiliating collapse, but then Malekith had joined the battle. Wheeling Seraphon low beneath dark skies, the Witch King had twisted the magic of the Whiteweald to his service, and tore a deep fissure in the ancient bedrock. Harnessing the raw power that gushed free from the roots of the mountains, Malekith called down freezing mists and meteors of magical flame. The trees of Whiteweald, though dead for many months, twitched to hungry life at his command, their branches and roots tearing at the archers concealed within their midst.


  The Battle of Whiteweald should have ended in disaster for the high elves, for no mage amongst their ranks could have hoped to match the Witch King spell for spell. However, as the dread moon loomed low over the spell-wracked mountainside, the dead arose. The unliving were mindless, and tore at both sides with equal vigour. Beset by a third enemy, the dark elf counter-attack was hopelessly disrupted, and the charge that should have swept the high elves from the mountainside came to a halt against a wall of clammy and unfeeling flesh. Malekith could perhaps have imposed his will upon the risen dead, but he dared not split his attention and risk losing control over the magical fulcrum he had recently awakened.


  As events transpired, it mattered little. Forced to battle both the dark elves and the dead, Ystranna’s army had at last retreated from the field. The vengeful elves of Nagarythe had pressed the matter some hours longer, but even they had retreated before dawn’s rays had touched the mountainside. With his immediate foes vanquished, Malekith used the fissure’s power to return the dead to rest. But as he did so, the Witch King felt another mind touch his own, and knew that his time was running short.


  The next morning, survivors from Malus Darkblade’s slaughtered army brought word of a new enemy approaching from the south. They spoke anxiously of a host almost as large as the one Malekith commanded - a host marching under the banner of Prince Tyrion.


  Kouran knew that the proper tactic at that point would have been to press on towards the Blighted Isle, leaving behind a blockade force to keep Ystranna at bay. He even suggested such a course to his master, but the Witch King would hear nothing of it. Malekith claimed that he would not risk leaving an enemy alive at his back, but Kouran suspected his monarch’s monstrous pride had more to do with the decision. Every scout’s report suggested that Ystranna’s host was less than a fifth the size of the Naggarothi army, and the Witch King could not bear to be sent scurrying away by so meagre a foe. Kouran, however, was able to press his master in a way that no other would dare, and at last convinced Malekith to swallow his pride.


  That night, Kouran journeyed to the Caledorian encampment. Ever since Eagle Gate, the dragon princes had been careful to maintain some distance from the Naggarothi host.


  The necessity Prince Imrik had seen in the alliance was far from universal, even amongst his own knights, and there was yet hate enough between the two elven races to drown a continent in blood at slightest provocation. The dragon host that fought alongside the dark elves did so purely out of love for their prince. That burden had weighed heavily on Imrik in the weeks since Eagle Gate, and he was both fiercely proud and inexpressibly sad at the role Caledor had come to play.


  As ever, Imrik had kept Kouran waiting far longer than was polite - a less than subtle reminder of the vast gulf he saw in their respective status. It also gave the dragon prince a grim sense of amusement to see that the captain of the black guard had marched out with an escort of no less than five hundred spears. Allies or not, no druchii felt safe in the company of Caledor, and rightly so.


  Malekith’s orders were couched in respectful terms, but were unmistakeably commands nonetheless. The Caledorians were to press the attack against Ystranna’s forces, and those of her Nagarythe allies, whilst the rest of the Witch King’s host pressed north. Imrik was silent. The prince had thus far been able to avoid wetting his own steel. He had clung to the idea that if he did not spill blood, then some honour yet remained. The prince suspected that no few of his knights had similarly avoided murdering their ancestral allies, leaving the killing to Naggarothi all too eager to oblige.


  The dragons - including Imrik’s own loyal Minaithnir - had shown no such restraint, and Imrik could not help but wonder if their reading of the situation was deeper than his own. Better to imagine that, perhaps, than to dwell overmuch on how easily the dragons had turned on their former friends.


  If the Caledorians fought alone, they would no longer have the luxuries of restraint or mercy - or of honour.


  From Kouran’s mocking expression, Imrik deemed that the other knew the reason for his reticence. The prince’s hand tightened on his sword; but for the sudden arrival of a bloodied and bruised Teclis, he would have cut Kouran down, whatever the consequence. As it was, Teclis’ tidings denied Imrik even the small joy of stilling Kouran’s sneer. The mage told how Tyrion had fallen under Morathi’s spell, and how a dark power was now mantled upon his shoulders.


  As Teclis had foreseen, the Curse of Aenarion had at last claimed his brother - the Defender of Ulthuan was becoming Khaine reborn. Tyrion had to be prevented from taking the Widowmaker, and if that meant that the godly weapon instead fell into Malekith’s hands, then so be it.


  Thus did Caledor become the shield for Malekith’s final march north. As the dark elves pressed on towards the northern shores, hundreds of dragon princes stormed into the Whiteweald, and there prosecuted the bitterest battle to wrack Ulthuan for many long centuries. The Caledorians fought with the grimness of warriors driven by necessity, for Imrik had at last spoken of the stakes that drove him. All mercy and restraint had fallen from his princes, and they drove back Ystranna’s forces in silence - even the wounded and dying uttered no sound. The hit and run tactics that had worked so well against the Naggarothi soon proved ineffectual against Imrik’s forces, for he had fought many battles in defence of Chrace, and knew what to expect from his foe.


  The secret fortresses were razed by dragonfire, and Caledorian spearmen marched along the hidden paths, cutting off Ystranna’s warriors as they sought to retreat.


  At the very moment Malekith set foot on the Blighted Isle, Imrik faced Ystranna amidst the ruins of her army. The handmaiden knew she was overmatched, but still she held her ground, bowstring a blur as Minaithnir bore down. Two arrows pierced Imrik’s armour, but those wounds grieved the prince less than his own blow, which drove the Starlance through Ystranna’s heart. The handmaiden’s death marked the end of the Chracian resistance.


  As darkness fell, Imrik toiled alone to build her funeral pyre - one that would burn for many days. The prince angrily refused all other aid. As the dancing flames consumed Ystranna’s body, Imrik whispered a prayer to Asuryan, for he knew that a worse slaughter was yet to come.
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  Battle Of The Blighted Isle
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  No site in Ulthuan bore deeper scars than the Blighted Isle. It was a place of legend, of the darkest rumour and the most glorious of deeds. It was there that the Shrine of Khaine had been raised in the time before Chaos, and there that the most terrible of battles had been fought. Bones lay strewn across the desolate hillsides and plains. They lay so thick that neither rock nor soil could be seen beneath, and in places trees seemed to sprout directly from the bonespoil. These bones were the remains of warriors who had battled in Malekith’s name, or that of the Phoenix Throne. Some had lain there for centuries, others for but a matter of weeks, for the battle of the Blighted Isle never truly ceased.


  Here alone, of all the world, the dead had not risen. Khaine’s eye lay heavy upon these shores, and he guarded jealously those fallen in the eternal battle for his temple. Yet the Blighted Isle was not without dangers to Malekith’s host. The Revenants of Khaine, bitter warriors of Nagarythe who had long ago given themselves to the Destroyer, had held the island against the dark elves for generations, and would do so now, if they could. They did not fight alone.


  As the course of Malekith’s northward journey had become clear, swift ships from Cothique had borne other high elves north to join the battle. Now, much of Yvresse’s army stood ready in a double line upon the hillside, their banners limp in the thin mists.


  In the centre of the slope stood the soldiery of Tor Yvresse, their spear- tips and arrowheads agleam in the wan light. Few wished to face down the Witch King’s host without the leadership of their lord Eltharion, but he was now but dust upon the breeze. Command fell to Anaran and Anarelle, the children of Eltharion’s younger brother, Argalen. They alone knew of Eltharion’s death in a distant land, for his spirit had appeared to them, and laid upon them the gifts of their ancestry and the burden of protecting Yvresse. Now Anaran bore the Fangsword, miraculously restored, and Anarelle the Talisman of Hoeth.


  The eastern flank of the Yvressi line was held by the mistwalkers, and the griffon knights of Tor Gaval. The great beasts shifted restlessly as the dark elf host arrayed for war far below, eager to be loosed to the hunt, but their elven masters knew the folly of striking too soon, and urged the griffons to stillness.


  In the west, the grim warriors of Nagarythe sharpened their blades anew. Some set their keen eyes upon the assembling dark elves, looking for sundered kin who could at last be redeemed in death; others recited the names of the shamed Nagarythe houses, in whose name each arrow would today be loosed. The sibilant whispers sounded like the phrases of sorcery in that murky air, and perhaps they were magic of a kind, for none save the elves of Nagarythe knew the true power of their rituals. Only where a tall, grey-cloaked figure walked did the voices fall silent in reverence. He gave no orders - nor indeed did he speak any words - but where he passed, the thickening of resolve was palpable in the air.


  Behind the assembled lines, the Shrine of Khaine loomed out of the mists.


  This was no mortal structure, but one laid down by the Destroyer himself.


  It changed form with the war god’s capricious mood, at times appearing as a cyclopean ziggurat; at others, a caldera of boiling blood or a shadow- haunted ruin. The only constants were the altar and the Widowmaker that lay upon it. On that day, the Shrine of Khaine was a hill of skulls, set within a broad, bone-strewn plain. Some of the skulls were carved from the black bedrock of the isle, others were the remnants of ancient warriors. Brooding monoliths jutted into the skies, their flanks crackling with dark lightning. Though there were no walls to defend, nor ramparts to man, this was where the Revenants of Khaine would make their stand.


  Haste had characterised every battle in this campaign, and the assault on the Shrine of Khaine was no different. Malekith’s forces were ordered into battle line with a speed born out of necessity. The dark elf rearguard had already reported bloody skirmishes with Tyrion’s scouts, and Malekith knew that the defenders of the shrine would have to be swiftly overwhelmed. Kouran was disappointed that Tyrion had not veered off to seek revenge on Imrik, but knew it would make little difference. Regardless of what tales Teclis had spun for the Witch King, Kouran knew his master would crush the upstart prince. The honour of first blood, however, was Kouran’s, and Kouran’s alone, for the Black Guard had been chosen to lead the attack.


  At the Witch King’s gesture, the banners of Naggarond went forward. Kouran’s boots splashed through the shallow stream at the base of the hill, and moments later, the first spells and counterspells crackled between the opposing lines as mages vied with sorceresses. So too did the first arrows begin to fall amongst the dark elf ranks. The dead and wounded collapsed with neither scream nor sigh, for the Black Guard did not feel pain - leastways, not whilst their grim captain marched at their head. An arrow from the second volley struck Kouran high in the shoulder. The captain did not even stagger, but snapped the shaft and tossed it contemptuously onto the ground.


  There was a rumble of thunder overhead, and a flare of lightning. A thin rain began to hiss from the sky, its droplets the colour of spilt blood as they ran down plate and helm. Kouran was dimly aware of clamouring horns as the dreadspears and bleakswords of Naggarond followed in the Black Guard’s wake. Without thinking, the captain quickened his pace - no lowly city-scut would reach the battle before him.


  Scores of shadow warriors had advanced through the rocky outcrops to the west, and their arrows cut across the Black Guard’s ranks. The dark elves crumpled by the dozen, their blood mingling with the red rain. Kouran made a gesture, and two dozen shadows, scarcely visible until that moment, split off from the Black Guard and leapt towards the rocks. The next volley hissed out towards the running assassins, who skipped between the hail of arrows without missing a step on the rain-slicked rocks. Only one of the shadows fell, and the rest were in amongst the leading high elves before a second volley could be loosed.


  The skirmish that followed was as murderous as it was brief. Blades flashed as they slit throats or opened veins in sprays of blood. Daggers parried swords, and were rammed hilt-deep through scale-armoured chests, and then the assassins sprang lightly away again, weaving a dance of death through the sodden rocks.


  It was a fight the shadow warriors could not win, yet they refused to abandon their position. Instead, they flung themselves forwards with swords and knives. It was a bold attempt, but doomed. Only when the grey-cloaked figure descended into the outcrops, his runesword gleaming with blue fire, did the tide turn, for what he surrendered to the assassins in speed, he more than compensated for in skill. As Kouran watched, the newcomer seized a leaping Naggarothi by the throat, and dashed his brains out on a rock. As he did so, the hood fell back to reveal a circlet of silver and a glittering black gem set upon his brow. It was a face from ancient days, but Kouran had no time to dwell upon its seeming impossibility, for the Black Guard had reached the enemy’s line, and his halberd had blood-work to do.


  The Black Guard struck the Yvressi line in its very centre, halberds crashing down and coming away bloody. Kouran’s blade arced beneath a shield to sever a spearman’s leg at the knee, then jerked viciously up to cleave his rank-mate’s head. Another spearman lunged forward, thinking he’d seen a gap in the captain’s guard, but Kouran simply reversed his halberd’s swing and drove the- butt of its staff between the attacker’s cheek-guards. The high elf’s scream died with a crunch of shattering bone, and Kouran sprang forward over the corpse and into the phalanx’s heart.


  So tightly packed were the spearmen that those to either side could not turn to assail the captain, but nor could Kouran swing his own, weapon. He cared not. He had survived the gutter-fights of Naggarond, and the selection rituals of the Black Guard - he saw only joy in this battle. Another spearman came forward, but Kouran knocked his weapon aside with one plate-gloved fist, then pulled his attacker in close with the other. Before the high elf could pull free, Kouran seized his head in both hands and slammed it down onto his spiked knee. Blood sprayed and Kouran tossed the limp body aside, pouncing for the next foe in line.


  At last, the soldiers of the Black Guard uttered a sound - not a scream of pain, nor a cry of fear, but a sonorous battle-cry shouted as one from a thousand voices. It rumbled up the hillside, setting hearts a-tremor. Even Prince Anaran, standing tall in the centre of Tor Yvresse’s Silverin Guard felt his courage waver, but the weight of the Fangsword reminded him of his duty, and so he stood his ground.


  Such was not the case everywhere. The press of bodies around Kouran slackened as the high elves broke, the survivors scrambling uphill towards the hawk-banner of Tor Yvresse. The captain of the Black Guard snorted in contempt, then retrieved his halberd from amongst the dead. Warriors of Naggarond were flooding past the Black Guard now, their eagerness for battle fuelled by the sight of spilled blood. Kouran spared a second disdainful thought for his kinsmen, who had broken rank in their haste to close with the foe. Let them fight like wild dogs, he thought. The Black Guard had higher standards by far.


  Further up the slope, the Seldi Trueflights looked down on the carnage and the screaming warriors running towards them. The archers


  had seen the Black Guard prevail in the face of seemingly impossible odds. As the wind whipped the blood-red rain about them, the Trueflights lost their nerve. They turned and ran as the first bleakswords reached them, but too late. Wicked blades speared forward into backs turned in flight.


  The lucky ones died at once, their spines severed or hearts pierced. Most fell wounded, their bones trampled bloody by the victorious dark elves.


  Anaran saw the Trueflights shatter.


  He beheld only too clearly the hole that was opening in his lines, and led the Silverin Guard down to turn to the tide. The spearmen of Tor Yvresse did not run, but advanced as remorseless and steady as death itself. The Naggarothi, scattered by their reckless uphill charge, were not formed to face such a foe, and sought easier prey. But there was none to be had. Other regiments had followed Prince Anaran’s lead, and the dark elves now found themselves caught between the second high elf line and the survivors of the first.


  A chorus of shrieks sounded in the air as the griffon knights of Tor Gaval at last let their savage steeds run free. Lances and talons tore deep into the mass of dark elves. Here and there spears were thrust upwards, stabbing at the skyborne attackers. The griffons wheeled effortlessly away, or else closed their beaks around the spearhafts, hauling the wielders skyward before casting them back to the ground far below. The dark elves banded into brittle shieldwalls ripe for shattering. Anaran was only too happy to oblige them, and he lead the Silverin Guard unflinchingly onto the largest of these desperate bands.


  The young prince made his name that day, and proved himself a worthy inheritor of the Fangsword with every spray of blood that arced from its tip. Soldiers who had fought at Anaran’s side for near a decade watched awestruck as the prince waded on, runesword cleaving helm and skull.


  An assassin leapt from amongst the huddled shields, the poison on his dagger a malignant green, but Anaran’s instinctive parry was a thing of beauty. There was a dull crack as the Fangsword struck the dagger and split its blade apart. The assassin died a moment later, his ribs staved in by Anaran’s counterblow.


  Standing apart from the Naggarothi lines, Teclis watched the battle unfold in silence. Even diminished as he was, the mage knew his magics could tip the balance, but he knew also that his skills would be needed later, for good or for ill. Teclis could feel his brother’s presence, could feel him draw closer with every passing minute. Did Malekith know how short time was growing? Teclis could not say.


  Higher on the hillside, Anarelle wielded the magics of the Blighted Isle with a skill that belied her inexperience. White fire burst from her fingers, snatching dark elves to ash. A band of bleakswords, made savage by desperation, bore down upon Anarelle’s position, but she did not falter. Voices whispered to her from within the Talisman of Hoeth as the spirits of the previous bearers showed her which spells to call upon. Uttering the words she had been given, Anarelle slammed her hands together and the ground before her broke apart, spitting forth shards of stone that shredded the oncoming dark elves and blasted them away down the slopes.


  From the base of the hill, Malekith saw the first wave of his attack stall, and loosed his second. Horns sounded, and more Naggarothi surged forward. Hundreds of darkshards marched in this second attack, the regiments operating in pairs. As one advanced, the other laid down withering fire, driving the mistwalkers and shadow warriors back into the cover of the rocks.


  The griffon knights, tempted by this more dangerous prey, swooped low to drive the darkshards back, serrated bolts streaming in the air about them. A dozen griffons plunged to the battle-wracked ground. One skidded to a blood-slicked halt a few paces before Kouran, but the beast had been sorely wounded by crossbow fire, and its reactions were dulled. The captain severed the creature’s head with a single mighty blow, then heaved its battered rider for his warriors to despatch. Still the knights of Tor Gaval swept down, and the leading lines of darkshards scattered before them. Alas for the sons of Tor Gaval, Malekith had foreseen their coming.


  As repeater crossbows slipped from dying hands and clattered on the rocks, voices as ancient as the mountains rent the air as a dozen black dragons swept skywards, Seraphon at their head.


  The knights of Tor Gaval split and dove apart as Malekith’s counter¬charge struck home, but there was no escape. Draconic throats belched dark fog as the griffons dove past, and many a noble of Yvresse met his death amongst those choking vapours. Still the knights of Tor Gaval wheeled about to face this new foe. There were two or three griffons to every dragon at Malekith’s command, and the steeds of Yvresse were swifter and more lithe by far. Steeling themselves once more, the knights of Tor Gaval swore the hated foe would be driven back that day.


  As the knights closed once again, Malekith’s sorceresses ceased their assault upon the slopes, and shifted their attention to the skies.


  Vile syllables sliced through the air, bending the errant magic of the Blighted Isle to the dark elves’ bidding. The magic writhed, glimmering darkly as it formed shadowy thorns about the griffons’ wings. The sorceresses wrenched their shadowy weave as fisher-folk grasp at their nets, and the griffons lurched groundwards, bloody plumage floating lazily through the air as they strove to break free. Seraphon roared in triumph, and the dragons descended upon their foe.


  Anarelle felt the magic of the isle shift, but knew not what it meant until the voices of the talisman told her how to weave a counterspell. Focusing on one of the sorceresses far below, Anarelle breathed the words she had been given. She could feel her incantation slicing through the weave of magic, and the dark elf’s rising panic as the control of the spell slipped away. As Anarelle finished her incantation, she saw the thorn-weave tear free of the sorceress’ hands and turn upon its creator. A terrible scream echoed across the hill as the thorns constricted about the sorceress and tore her to bloody scraps. Bereft of a lynchpin, the thorn-weave unravelled. Despite herself, Anarelle felt a brief spark of spiteful satisfaction.


  In the skies, the knights of Tor Gaval felt the net about them slacken, and urged their griffons to freedom before the dragons struck. Not all were swift enough, and those suffocated amongst the choking vapours or were torn apart by fang and claw. Yet enough tore free - though at a great cost in blood and ravaged flesh - and surged into the fight once more. Even with their numbers thinned, the knights of Tor Gaval could perhaps have claimed mastery of the skies, were it not for Malekith’s presence.


  The Witch King was in no mood to be held at bay, and fought with a recklessness that he had not displayed in centuries. Malekith gave no thought to his own defence, relying on his enchanted armour to keep him from harm. In his right hand he bore the Destroyer, and it clove griffon-hide and ithilmar scale with equal ease.


  His left wielded the winds of magic as a weapon, each gesture setting dark fire blazing amongst griffon plumage, or wracking his foes’ bodies with ancient curses. None could stand before the Witch King that day, and Malekith revelled in his dominance.


  Far below, Anarelle felt the air shudder with the Witch King’s sorceries, and demanded that the voices within the talisman tell her how to counter them. The spirits of the dead were reluctant at first, deeming the Witch King a foe far beyond Anarelle’s ability, but the handmaiden refused their counsel. The attention of the defenders’ archmages was elsewhere, and no other could thwart the Witch King in time. Relenting, the voices seeded the proper knowledge in Anarelle’s mind, the ancient words arranging themselves in her memory even as she spoke them aloud. A moment later, Malekith’s furious shout echoed across the hillside as his sorceries dissipated upon the winds. Turning his attention from the knights of Tor Gaval, the Witch King goaded Seraphon in search of the upstart who had dared foil him, his seething rage clear to behold.


  The battle on the hillside was no longer a matter of lines and tactics, but a bloodbath. Regiments from both sides had been cut off during the fighting, and battled on until their strength failed or their nerve broke. Assassins and shadow warriors benefited from the tumult, for their skills were better suited to the swirling confusion, and many a warrior who thought himself safe ended his days to an unforeseen dagger or keen-aimed arrow.


  Only around Kouran of Naggarond and Anaran of Yvresse did any semblance of order exist, and it was inevitable that these two would meet. At last, the Black Guard battled an enemy worthy of their steel, for the Silverin Guard had been formed from those veterans whom Eltharion had led to the walls of Naggarond itself. These Yvressi did not shrink from Malekith’s chosen warriors as their countrymen did, but came forward with spears levelled. When the spear-staves broke, they fought with short knives, or with fists and stones, for they met the hatred of the Black Guard with their own soulful loathing. For their part, the Black Guard fought on as remorselessly as they had before - to do else would be to admit fear or respect for their foes, and


  Malekith’s elite knew little of either. The deep war-cry of the Black Guard melded with the sharper shouts of Anaran’s spearmen, and the dead fell thicker still amidst the old bones of the hillside.


  Anaran was weary, but he fought on without wavering. He had lost count of how many Naggarothi had fallen to his sword, or how many of his own warriors had perished in the striving. There was only the battle itself, a victory to be won no matter the cost. The prince thought nothing when a new opponent loomed out of the carnage before him. The dark elf wore no helm, and the scars of decades lay heavy upon his face. Anaran did not know he now faced Kouran Darkhand, and would not have flinched if he had. The Fangsword was alive in his hand, untiring and thirsty, and the prince stepped forward once more with a cry of challenge.


  For generations, Kouran had taken pride in the fact he had retreated before no foe, living or dead, but now the ferocity of Anaran’s onset forced him to take a step back. Ducking low under the prince’s wild swing, Kouran swung his halberd out at ankle- height, making Anaran leap back. Two Silverin Guards moved to confront


  Kouran in their prince’s place, but Kouran’s blade disembowelled them both in one ferocious swing, spilling their bloody guts onto the rain-slicked ground. Anaran came forward again, the Fangsword wild, and again - unthinkably - Kouran was forced to take a backwards step, this time with blood streaming from a fresh wound scored across his brow.


  With a growl, the captain of the Black Guard brought his halberd down in an overhead swing, and sparks flew as Anaran blocked the blow, his left leg braced. But this, Kouran had anticipated. Before the clamour of the blade-strike had fully sounded, Kouran brought a heavy boot down on Anaran’s outstretched knee. There was a sickening crunch as the leg bent fully back, and Anaran collapsed with a gut-wrenching scream of pain that served only to raise a smile on Kouran’s ravaged face. Seeing the prince’s danger, a pair of Silverin Guards seized Anaran by the shoulder and made to haul him to safety, but they were too late. Kouran’s halberd came down one last time, and Anaran’s screams were stilled as the blade split his skull.


  Kouran became aware that the press of bodies around him had slackened. He now stood alone in a ring of levelled Yvressi spears. The only Black Guard he could see lay dead amongst the bones.


  Turning, Kouran saw that there were no spears to his back, but rather the faceless helms and levelled bows of shadow warriors. At their forefront was the tall, grey- cloaked figure he had spied earlier amongst the rocks. His hood was back; this close, Kouran could not help but recognise him - or at least the warrior he pretended to be.


  ‘Hnh,’ Kouran snorted. Slowly, deliberately, he spat on Anaran’s corpse. ‘Tell me, are you truly the Shadow King? Or just another aesanar pretender, keeping his legend alive?’


  ‘What say we find out together?’ the grey figure replied Ievelly, and stepped into the circle of spears. Kouran’s only response was a viper-quick slash of


  his halberd. The blow should have taken the cloaked figure’s sword-wrist, but the other was too fast, and span clear in the moment that the strike should have landed. Kouran lashed out three times more in quick succession, each strike a flawless evolution of the last. None connected.


  A fifth blow was struck, and met with no more success than those that preceded it. This time the cloaked figure was not content merely to evade, and stepped inside the halberd’s arc. Agony exploded through Kouran’s chest as the runesword ripped upward through his ribcage.


  Kouran collapsed to his knees as his opponent twisted his sword free. The captain did not know the halberd had fallen from his numbed hands, did not feel the blood gushing from his ravaged chest. But he did hear his opponent’s parting words.


  ‘The pit awaits you,’ said Alith Anar. ‘I’ll send your master there soon enough.’


  Anarelle felt her twin’s death as Seraphon loomed through the driving rain. The sudden grief scattered her thoughts at the very time she needed the fullest concentration. Every spell of protection she attempted slipped away at the last moment, and the insistent warnings from within the talisman served only to panic her further. As the black dragon’s shadow closed over her, Anarelle didn’t even have a chance to scream before Seraphon’s talons ripped her apart and scattered the torn remains upon the hillside.


  Teclis saw Anarelle’s death, though it moved him not. So many deaths were now laid at his feet that he could no longer bring himself to mourn individuals. The fight had well and truly turned in the dark elves’ favour, as the mage had always known it would. Knots of warriors from Yvresse and Nagarythe yet fought upon the hillside, but it would only be a matter of time before they were overwhelmed. Only the Revenants of Khaine, the sworn defenders of the war god’s shrine, now stood between Malekith and his prize. They too would be swept aside, Teclis was sure, but would it be done soon enough? Only time would tell. Calling a shadow steed to his side, Teclisdrew his cloak tight, and rode down into the dying embers of the battle - but as he did so, he heard silver horns blowing to the south, and knew that time had run out.


  Malekith heard the horns as Seraphon flew once more towards the knights of Tor Gaval. From his vantage point in the skies, the Witch King could see what Teclis could - the banners of Lothern and Chrace stood proud upon the southern hills. He noted too the Dragon of Cothique’s golden armour amongst the distant host, and in that moment was seized by sudden urgency. All other thoughts driven from his mind, the Witch King drove Seraphon hard for the hill’s summit, and the prize he sought. He would not wait for his forces to drive the Revenants of Khaine from the shrine.


  From deep within the rocky slopes of the western hillside, Alith Anar saw Seraphon’s shadow pass directly overhead. Resolving to seize the opportunity that Drakira, Goddess of Vengeance, had placed before him, the Shadow King nocked an arrow. The Moonbow flared white as Alith Anar loosed his shot, the missile flying true towards the spread¬winged shape silhouetted against the clouds. The Shadow King saw Seraphon plunge from the skies, and a moment later felt the ground shudder as the dragon slammed into the bone-covered hillside. Calling for the nearest shadow warriors to follow him, Alith Anar sprang away up the slope. He knew Malekith would not be slain so easily.


  The phoenix Ashtari shifted restlessly on the ground as Caradryan looked upon the battlefield before him. The lower slopes of the Shrine of Khaine were swarming with dark figures, tiny as beetles at that distance. A handful of white banners still flew on the hillcrest, but they were badly outnumbered by the black.


  ‘We’re too late,’ Korhil said. His words were spoken factually, rather than with an air of defeat, but he earned a scowl from the handmaiden known to him as Riselle. She rode on Malhandir’s back behind Tyrion, as she had each day since Reaver’s Mark, but now slid to the ground in a flurry of armoured skirts.


  ‘We cannot be,’ Riselle replied icily. ‘We must not be.’ At that moment, she bore little resemblance to the submissive - almost servile - creature that Caradryan had observed before. She stood taller, straighter, and her gaze was unflinching.


  ‘Does Ulthuan know valour only in victory?’ she continued, her tone harsh.


  Caradryan saw Korhil stiffen at the insult, but Tyrion shifted in his saddle before anything more could be said.


  ‘What would you have us do?’ the prince asked.


  Riselle turned and took Tyrion’s gauntleted hand in hers. ‘Malhandir can carry you to the shrine in moments. It does not take an army to raise a sword, just a strong arm and a ready will. It is time to claim your destiny, my beloved.’


  Korhil shook his head uneasily. Caradryan could tell the other too sensed something odd in the handmaiden’s words, though the feeling always passed like a waking dream.


  ‘Go,’ Korhil told Tyrion. ‘We will follow.’


  The regent nodded once, and then Malhandir was a blur upon the hillside.


  Caradryan urged Ashtari into the air, leaving Korhil in command of the host. His phoenix was not so swift as Malhandir, but he was swift enough. Caradryan’s moment of destiny was drawing near, and he went forth to meet it.


  Morathi remained behind as Tyrion’s host flooded into the battle below. No one questioned her, but then she had spent no little effort on enchantments to ensure that she seldom lingered long in any one mind. Only Tyrion had been exempted from her spells, and the Hag Sorceress doubted she could have commanded him even if she’d tried - he was too like his forefather.


  As the last of the banners vanished down the slope, Morathi cast her voice upon the winds of magic. Choking down exhilarated laughter, she uttered a single perfect word, whose syllables swirled far across the battlefield to reach the ears of her followers marching amongst Malekith’s ranks. Though the Witch King knew it not, fully a third of his army marched not at his command, but his mother’s. These now cast aside their pretended allegiance and turned upon their fellows.


  Some of these betrayers were warriors of Ghrond, those who had accompanied ‘Drusala’ from the Tower of Prophecy, but not all. Morathi had known her son’s suspicions would fall heaviest upon those who bore her colours, and had cast her net wide. As the shape of the future had slowly revealed itself, the Hag Sorceress had spread her influence throughout all of Naggaroth. The loyalty of Malekith’s troops had been bought with gold, or favours such as only she could provide.


  Where these had failed, enchantment had served. Ghrond’s luxuries had been sampled widely across Naggarond, and many had been snared by a sip of perfect wine, or the gentle touch of a close companion. Poisons could be used to do far more than simply kill their victim. Even Morathi did not know how many fought for her cause in the manner of puppets dancing on strings, their true selves screaming helplessly behind dulled senses. Caught between the traitors in its own ranks and Korhil’s vengeful assault, the Naggarothi host shuddered and began to break apart.


  As the killing began afresh, Malekith’s journey to the summit continued. He had heard his mother’s voice upon the air, though he did not waste time in wondering what it meant. Claiming the Widowmaker was all. Alith Anar’s arrow had torn the membrane of Seraphon’s left wing, and the impact with the hillside had wrought greater harms. Jagged bones protruded through the dragon’s blood-slicked scales, but still she clung to life.


  As Seraphon clambered from the ragged furrow made by her impact, the Revenants of Khaine launched their attack. Spears lunged for the raw red wounds in an otherwise unbreachable hide, then fell masterless to the ground as Malekith’s dark fire blasted the wielders to ash. Arrows hummed down from the shrine’s dais, but Seraphon swept her good wing about as a shield, and the shots scattered away. More spearmen closed, their vengeful cries roiling across the hilltop. Seraphon lurched forward, and her attackers screamed as their bodies were crushed against the skull-strewn ground. Malekith stretched out his hand, and the archers upon the shrine top fell dead, their bodies shredded to wet rags.


  As Malekith strove with the Revenants of Khaine, five others approached the summit. Teclis’ shadow steed flew across the hillside like a ghost, unnoticed by those warriors who still fought there. Further down the slope, Alith Anar darted amongst the rocks. His course was a winding one, for vengeance was a demanding mistress. Many a fleeing high elf survived that day only because the Shadow King’s blade claimed their pursuers’ lives, though few knew their salvation’s cause. Tyrion outpaced them both, though he saw them not. Elves of both sides parted before him, for even the bleakest-hearted of them beheld the shadow of death upon him, and knew better than to challenge it. Some distance behind Tyrion, Ashtari’s mighty wings beat the air, carrying Caradryan to his regent’s side.


  Yet it was the fifth pursuer who would reach the shrine first. He approached from the east, skirting around the monoliths that crowned the hill. All but a few of the defenders had been drawn into the doomed battle against Malekith, and those that remained were easily evaded or silenced with a swift knife-blow. In truth, Shadowblade did not know why he was at the Shrine of Khaine, nor how he had spent the past weeks - not until he had felt a voice whisper in his mind moments before. He shucked off the heavy garb of a Black Guardsman, which he had worn as a disguise, and followed Malekith’s trail uphill, driven on by a pressure he could neither fight nor name. Tucking the dagger back into his belt, Shadowblade sought a handhold on the nearest monolith and began to climb.


  Meanwhile, Malekith’s battle with the Revenants of Khaine was drawing to a close. The high elves had refused to flee, but pressed the attack even knowing they were doomed. Now their blood pooled amidst the bones, or trickled from between Seraphon’s monstrous teeth. Only their leader, Caradon, remained. He stood alone and unafraid before the Witch King, spat one last useless curse, and then fell headless as Malekith’s blade swept out. Sneering, the Witch King ordered Seraphon on to the altar.


  Shadowblade leapt from the monolith as the dragon passed below him. The dagger was in his hand once more, and his cloak rippled and snapped as the wind gusted around him. Blood- red rain lashed at the assassin’s eyes, but he did not blink. Shadowblade knew he would have but one chance. The Witch King’s armour had few weak points, but the assassin had studied them all long ago.


  Though his blood still seethed with the battle’s fury, Malekith was not one to be taken ill-prepared. He heard the rush of the assassin’s descent and, at the last moment, turned in his saddle. Had Shadowblade been at the peak of his powers, he might have been able to correct his strike. As it was, the voice in his mind slowed him, and a blade intended to split the Witch King’s vertebrae instead shattered the bones of his left shoulder.


  The Witch King cried aloud and lashed out with instinctive fury. Strands of dark magic reached out for Shadowblade as he fought for footing upon Seraphon’s back. The vaporous tendrils wound about the assassin’s limbs, and hurled him away. Shadowblade twisted through the air, landing with a crunch amongst the sodden bones, then staggered back as Malekith struck him with a bolt of darkness. The assassin was slammed back against a monolith, his head cracking hard against the black stone.


  In that moment, the enchantment that had controlled Shadowblade’s actions these past weeks splintered. He had come to Ulthuan as a spy for his mistress Hellebron, but Morathi had ensnared him at Eagle Gate, then twisted him to serve her cause. Not that it would do any good to tell Malekith that - not now. Shadowblade knew at once that the Witch King would kill him anyway and, with


  the element of surprise lost and his dagger still lodged in Malekith’s shoulder, the assassin knew that escape was his only chance.


  As Malekith readied the spell that would smear his assailant across the hilltop, the crunch of hooves upon bone announced Tyrion’s arrival at the corpse-draped shrine. Malekith was distracted for a moment, but a moment was all Shadowblade needed. Darting quickly around the monolith’s flank, he vanished into the rocks beyond, shards of black stone stinging at his flesh as the doombolt meant for him shattered the monolith instead. The assassin did not look back. He had much to tell Hellebron.


  Whilst Shadowblade fled, Malekith and Tyrion faced one another before the altar. They exchanged no words, neither threat nor challenge, for each knew that this would be a battle to the death.


  Tyrion struck first. Malhandir leapt forward and Sunfang was alive in Tyrion’s hand, hacking at Seraphon’s neck. The dragon reared back, but injury had taken its toll. Sunfang’s tip etched a glowing line across


  the scaled throat, and black blood gushed forth. The dragon reared up, her good wing coming around to buffet Tyrion from Malhandir’s back, but the regent’s steed darted aside, and a blow meant to crush the pair succeeded only in striking Tyrion’s helm from his head.


  As Malhandir skittered to regain his footing, Seraphon darted low, moving as she had been trained in order to present Tyrion as an easy target for Malekith’s sword. The Destroyer hacked down, but Sunfang parried the blow, then flickered out in a riposte that tore through the Witch King’s breastplate. Blood gushed free from amongst shattered ribs as Seraphon bore her master away from the danger. Malekith knew he could not match the Dragon of Cothique blade for blade. The regent was somehow faster than when last they had fought. Worse, the Witch King could feel the poison of Shadowblade’s dagger burning through his blood, and the pain of the shattered shoulder slowed his movements. Yet if Malekith could not defeat Tyrion as a warrior, he still had sorcery at his command.


  As Seraphon’s head darted forward again, the Witch King levelled the Destroyer’s point at Tyrion, but this time made no attempt to strike. Instead, dark fire rippled along the blade and burst forth to consume the regent. Again, Tyrion was too fast to be claimed by such a ploy. Even as Malhandir bore Tyrion away around the altar, the prince levelled Sunfang’s blade in opposition and called upon its own fires. Brilliant flame clashed with inky darkness atop the Widowmaker’s resting place, the air writhing and the rain hissing as the two heirs of Aenarion fought for dominance. For a glorious moment, it seemed that Sunfang would win the duel, but its brilliance had never been wrought for such work. The golden fires faded as quickly as they had come, and the darkness swept over Tyrion.


  Brave Malhandir screamed in pain as the fires engulfed him. Tyrion fared better, for the dragon armour of Aenarion protected him, all save for his head, which had been exposed by the helmet’s loss. The regent’s hair caught fire, his skin bubbling and cracking as the flames wrapped about


  him, but Tyrion did not yield. With no thought for what should have been a crippling pain, he urged his steed on through the firestorm, his blade coming about. With a last effort, Malhandir vaulted the altar, and Sunfang’s killing edge swept Malekith from his saddle.


  Malhandir collapsed, his hide steaming, but Tyrion strode on, the blackened flesh of his face crackling as he did so. Seraphon raised a claw to strike at Tyrion, but the dragon’s strength and blood were all but spent, and she crumpled into an unmoving heap before the blow could fall.


  Malekith was on his feet, his left arm lifeless and drenched in his own blood. Sunfang’s blow had split


  open the Witch King’s armour at the belly, and charred flesh that had not seen the sun’s light in millennia now gushed tainted blood over the dark metal. Malekith, slowed by his injuries, could offer only the most token of parries to Sunfang’s next blow, and the Destroyer shattered into fragments. Again, the Witch King strove to summon the dark fire, but the pain of his wounds buzzed angrily in his mind, stilling his tongue.


  Tyrion swung at Malekith’s neck. The Witch King fell to his knees as his thick gorget buckled under the blow, then slammed back against the altar as Tyrion’s foot struck his jaw. Tyrion looked once at the blood pooling around Malekith’s twitching form, and reached for the Widowmaker. Khaine’s cursed blade had appeared differently to all who had sought to claim it. When Malekith had beheld Widowmaker long years ago, it had been a sceptre of rule, but for Tyrion, it appeared as Sunfang’s twin, and it fitted his grasp just as well. Such was the first sight to greet Teclis’ eyes when his shadow-steed brought him to the shrine a moment later.


  ‘Brother, don’t do this!’ Teclis shouted through the rain.


  Tyrion gave no sign of heeding the words. He closed his fingers around the Widowmaker’s grips, and swept the sword up.


  At once, the shadows about Teclis seemed to lengthen, and the rain grew colder. Thunder cracked against the turbulent sky, and dark laughter billowed in its wake. The ground shook, the skulls chattered and gibbered in sudden mirth, and then fell eerily silent. The shadow- steed vanished, its magics undone by the Widowmaker’s presence, and Teclis felt the winds of magic grow thin about him.


  ‘I should be surprised to find you here,’ the regent said at last, turning to face his brother, ‘but little you do surprises me any longer.’ His blackened lips cracked into a cruel smile as he prodded Malekith’s body with his toe. ‘Yet I find that I am pleased to see you. This... thing... is not yet slain, and I would like one witness to my triumph, even if it is a treacherous one.’


  ‘You cannot kill him,’ Teclis said urgently. ‘If you do, our people are doomed.’


  ‘Our people will never falter whilst I am alive to lead


  them,’ Tyrion laughed. ‘Or at least, to lead those who prove worthy. The coming war will winnow out all others.’


  ‘Listen to yourself. These are not your words. This is our curse! This is the madness of Khaine!’ Even as he spoke, Teclis knew his words would find no purchase on his brother’s heart, just as Caledor Dragontamer’s warning had failed to sway Aenarion so long ago. Something older and darker lurked there now, but he only needed a moment or two more...


  ‘There is no madness. The Dark Gods are rising - I see that now. Our folk are too soft to fight them as we are, but I will forge them into something better, something stronger.’


  ‘And who has told you that, Morathi?’ Teclis demanded, his throat raw with emotion. ‘She’s using you.’


  ‘Is she now?’ Tyrion asked amenably, but then his tone grew far darker. ‘Then how very different in your dealings you are.’ He raised the Widowmaker high. ‘It matters not. Today our ancient enemy dies, and a new sun rises.’


  The Widowmaker swept down...


  Teclis’ spell, prepared whilst his brother had spoken, lashed out across the shrine. Tyrion bellowed angrily as bands of light fastened themselves around his limbs, binding them tight and preventing the blow from falling. Teclis’ shadow steed was already moving, and the mage was on his knees at Malekith’s side a moment later. The Witch King lived, though barely, and Teclis knew he would not endure long.


  There was a hollow crack as Tyrion’s bonds shattered in a blaze of light. Teclis hastily gathered the magics for a second spell of binding, but the Widowmaker glowed a dull red, and hungrily drank in the power swirling about the hilltop. Desperate, Teclis wove strands of light magic into a shimmering shield, but Tyrion’s gauntleted fist passed effortlessly through to knock the mage sprawling.


  Alith Anar watched all this unfold from the eastern rocks. He could not hear the words that were spoken, nor did he understand what had passed between Tyrion and Teclis to bring them into conflict. But he did see the crumpled body of his ancient foe, near motionless at the altar’s base. Moving slowly closer, the Shadow King set another arrow to the Moonbow. Whatever else occurred that day, Malekith would perish.


  As Ashtari circled down towards the shrine, Caradryan took in the scene below. He had witnessed it a thousand times in his dreams, and yet had somehow always hoped that this day would not come to pass.


  This was the truth Asuryan had shown him those long years ago; Ulthuan’s greatest heroes fighting over the fate of its greatest enemy, and it was Caradryan’s fate to tip the balance, one way or another.


  Not for the first time in recent days, Caradryan suppressed the urge to fight his destiny. He would trust to Asuryan, as he had these long years, even at the cost of his own life. As Ashtari swooped low over the Altar of Khaine, Caradryan sprang from his saddle, landing cat-like between Tyrion and Malekith, his halberd gripped before him.


  The regent laughed without mirth. ‘I am in no need of your aid, captain, though you might restrain my errant brother for me, if you wish to serve.’ Caradryan held his position, and he saw Tyrion’s eyes shift in sudden realisation.


  ‘Are all about me traitors now?!’ the regent demanded. ‘Stand aside!’


  Caradryan shook his head slowly. Then, with an effort, he uttered the first words to pass his lips in decades. ‘No.’


  Tyrion laughed bitterly at Caradryan’s refusal. He half- turned away, then span back, the Widowmaker hissing out to take the captain’s head. At that same moment, Alith Anar loosed his arrow, the shaft speeding true for Malekith’s heart.


  By rights, Caradryan should have died in that hour, for thus Asuryan had foretold long ago. However, Asuryan was the Creator, not a sower of fate. That was Lileath’s domain, and destiny was hers to influence - hers, and those who were her mortal heralds. Lileath had granted Teclis much of his power, and had forged the Shadow King’s bow. In a strange way, the two were kin, and the mage sensed the arrow had been loosed almost before it left the string. Teclis bent his will upon the speeding arrow, altering its course by the tiniest fraction. Such was the distance between Alith Anar and his prey, that even this was enough, and the shot intended for Malekith struck Tyrion’s breastplate above his heart. The dragon armour held, as it had many times before. Nevertheless, the force of the impact flung Tyrion from the shrine, to tumble away down the bone-screed hillside, and the Widowmaker’s blow went wide.


  Caradryan did not move for a long moment, so certain had he been of his death. Others were not so paralysed. The Shadow King, disbelieving that his shot had landed so far astray, drew his sword and charged towards the shrine, determined to complete with steel what his bow had failed to do. Teclis too was in motion. The Widowmaker had gone with Tyrion, and with its dampening presence removed the mage could feel the winds of magic blowing anew across the shrine. Kneeling once more at Malekith’s side, Teclis called upon Lileath a second time.


  White light washed over the Shrine of Khaine, flowing over the ancient stones in a gentle caress. When it faded, Malhandir and Alith Anar were the only living things upon the hilltop. Teclis, Malekith, Caradryan - even Seraphon and Ashtari - all were gone. But to where, the Shadow King could not guess.
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  The battle did not rage long after Teclis’ escape. Assailed from without and within, Malekith’s host shuddered. Banners fell as their bearers fled, or were destroyed to prevent their capture by the foe. Only the survivors of the Black Guard kept their order. Silent once more, they marched across the battlefield, Kouran’s lifeless body borne at the heart of their grim formation.


  Even though Malekith’s army had fled, the fighting continued. The elves of Tyrion’s host had no reason to make distinction between Morathi’s pawns and the other Naggarothi, and fell upon them just as readily. For minutes that felt like hours, white heraldry and black vied upon the hillside, and the blood flowed as freely as before. Korhil could not have stopped that slaughter, for he was as caught up in it as the rest, and Tyrion yet lay wounded and unconscious amongst the upper slopes of the hillside.


  At first, Morathi had watched the renewed battle with amusement.


  The Hag Sorceress had always found singular joy in blood spilt on so broad a scale, and at her whim. Yet as time wore on, the lustre faded from the scene. She had sensed Teclis’ magics upon the hilltop, and worried at Tyrion’s continued absence. At last, she forsook her shelter amongst a strand of dead trees and strode down into the battle. She came not in her guise as Riselle, handmaiden of Avelorn, nor even as Drusala the sorceress, but uncloaked and wearing no face save her own.


  Elves of both kinds shrank away as Morathi advanced, for her majesty blazed like a dark sun upon the bone-strewn hillside. Shadows lashed and flickered in her wake, and a halo of violet fire danced about her brow. In that moment, Morathi was as beautiful and terrible as death, and her will could not be denied.


  Battle cries fell silent on numb lips, and weapons fell slackly to their wielders’ sides. The Hag Sorceress had prepared long for this moment, had woven her enchantments through Tyrion’s forces as surely as she had her own, yet even she was surprised at how easily those about her succumbed. There was something else at work on the hillside, she realised, and it had lent her its power.


  Korhil had been in the thick of battle when Morathi revealed herself, and he too was snared by her will. In his case, at least, the Hag Sorceress’ domination was not total. The captain was aware enough to recognise the animal hunger that rose in him as she passed. It was no carnal desire, nor did it answer to any other name he knew. Even if Korhil had been able to bring himself to speak of the feeling, he could not have described it. There was need, but freedom also, as if he had lived all his life in a cage, and now the door had been thrown open. Part of the captain wanted to grasp the axe Chayal from where it had fallen, to strike down she who ranked amongst Ulthuan’s foremost enemies, but the greater part knew only gratitude for his newfound freedom. When Morathi crooked a single perfect finger in Korhil’s direction, he followed without hesitation.


  They found Tyrion on the hillside a short time after. The regent was unconscious, driven into darkness by his wounds. Even in oblivion, the prince’s grip was tight about the Widowmaker, and he would not be separated from it. Her composure cracking for the first time that day, Morathi ordered him borne from the hillside. Thus was Tyrion carried from the field by honour guards of both Ulthuan and Naggaroth. Korhil led others higher up the slope, but discovered no trace of those who had laid the prince low. Malhandir was found upon the summit. The steed was near to death, and the captain of the white lions saw to it that the horse was treated with no less honour than his master.


  Morathi tended Tyrion long into the night. By the light of bloodtallow candles, she called upon half- forgotten spells of renewal. When these achieved nothing, she drew upon darker sorceries, entwining her life-force with Tyrion’s in order to spread the burden of his wounds. Those who passed the regent’s tent saw shadows flickering against the canvas, heard the Hag Sorceress’ shrieks as her skin blistered and charred in sympathy. Yet no one dared intrude, so no one witnessed the regent’s ravaged form softening and healing, nor Morathi sloughing off her own calloused flesh like a snake shedding its scales.


  The next morning, Morathi awoke from exhausted slumber to find Tyrion gone. This itself did not greatly concern her. However, she suddenly realised that her beguiling enchantment of the previous day had all but flickered and died, its magics expended in the effort to restore Tyrion’s health. For a moment, Morathi feared that she had overreached, and thus thwarted her own schemes, but then she heard Tyrion’s strident tones outside the tent and knew that all would be well.


  From the Shrine of Khaine, Alith Anar was once more witness to the impossible. The plain below was thick with asur and druchii, but their blades were not at one anothers’ throats. Instead, all paid rapt attention to the golden-armoured figure before them. The Shadow King could even see some of his shadow warriors - elves of Nagarythe pledged never to rest until their ancestral honour was restored - standing in the crowd.


  Had the Shadow King not seen it for himself, he would not have believed it. The wind had snatched most of Tyrion’s words away, but Alith Anar had heard enough to worry him.


  The regent had spoken of how the mortal and immortal worlds were the elves’ to rule. The Shadow King did not know Tyrion well, but had many times observed his deeds and thought him a worthy soul. Now the regent sounded more like Malekith, and Alith Anar found himself wondering if it would have been better if Tyrion had perished on the hillside.


  The Shadow King saw Tyrion fall silent as a slender figure approached. Alith Anar recognised Morathi at once, and his mood grew grimmer.


  He would have buried an arrow in her skull at that moment, had he thought it would make a difference. However, the jet-black stone upon his brow no longer throbbed in opposition to the previous eve’s enchantment. Whatever madness had befallen his countrymen, the Shadow King knew it was no longer under Morathi’s control - if, indeed, it ever had been.


  The wind dropped, and Tyrion’s words suddenly carried clearly.


  I bear Aenarion’s armour. I carry his sword. His blood runs through my veins. You owe me your allegiance!


  The response from the gathered elves was immediate, and deafening in its fervour. Alith Anar felt an old and terrible magic claw at his soul, and knew at once it would claim him if he stayed. Turning, the Shadow King slipped away into the rocks, trying to ignore the worry gnawing at his heart.


  Shadowblade was already sailing away from the Blighted Isle. The high elf crew of the vessel had chosen death over cooperation, but the ship was small enough that the assassin could command it alone. As the wind whipped through the mainsail, Shadowblade considered his next move. He knew Lokhir Fellheart’s fleet lay to the west, and suspected that the admiral would grant him passage back to embattled Har Ganeth.


  Though Shadowblade longed for revenge against Morathi, duty to his mistress came first. Hellebron would


  of that the master assassin was quite certain. And who else would she choose as her weapon, save for her most trusted pupil?


  Far away, Alarielle urged the Council of Athel Loren to make ready for war. Her own grief - not only for Aliathra, but Tyrion also - was hidden beneath a regal mask. The lords and ladies had been ill-inclined to trust her at first, despite the gossamer cloak of Ariel’s magic that lay upon her shoulders.


  Yet both Naestra and Arahan had vouched for Alarielle. Furthermore, Orion had embraced her as his queen, and so those who yet harboured doubts kept them carefully concealed. Nevertheless, few amongst the council had any love for Ulthuan, and saw little reason to shed their blood in its salvation. Then Alarielle shared with them the same vision of the future that Lileath had granted her beneath the Oak of Ages’ boughs, and all objections ceased.


  In Chrace, Imrik’s vigil was ending as the ashes of Ystranna’s pyre at last burnt themselves out. When the prince opened his eyes, it seemed to him that the trees of the glade had drawn closer, as if also in mourning for the handmaiden. Then he saw the leaf-cloaked figures amidst the boughs, and reached for his sword. The wood elves levelled their bows in reply, but Araloth, returned from the Dreaming Wood as midnight had faded, ordered his kin to lower their weapons, and implored Imrik to stay his hand. He explained that they too had wished to bear witness to Ystranna’s pyre, for she had fought in Athel Loren’s defence long ago.


  Moreover, Araloth told, Imrik and the wood elves shared common cause - the cause of Lileath. When Imrik stiffly insisted that he served Caledor Dragontamer’s will, not that of the goddess, Araloth simply smiled, and said that Malekith and Teclis had great need of them both, far to the south - or so Lileath had said.


  Imrik did not respond at first, reflecting on where his choices had led him. The prince did not disbelieve the wood elf, though he was not sure why. Rather, his distrust sprang from the invocation of Teclis’ name, for he was increasingly of the opinion that the mage knew far more than he had shared. Imrik consented at last, however, and agreed to mobilise the army of Caledor once more. He had given his word to both Teclis and Malekith, and he would not break it now. As Imrik left the glade to muster his forces, Araloth bade his spellsingers begin to rouse the worldroots. Their destination was too far afield for even the swiftest of dragons to reach in time...
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  The sea surrounding the Shrine of Asuryan was thick with warships, the Dragon of Lothern blazoned upon every sail. Their crews pounded the ancient walls with every spell and siege engine at their command. Teclis knew these were Aislinn’s vessels, the finest ships in Ulthuan.


  Even deep within the shrine, Teclis heard a series of sharp cracks as the next bombardment slammed home. From the middle distance, a deep rumble told him that another section of the shrine’s outer walls had collapsed into the sea. A moment later, the hurried tread of armoured boots on stone also told him that the Phoenix Guard were mustering to block the breach. Aislinn would have merwyrms and sea guard on the rocky coastline by now, Teclis was sure. An assault was inevitable.


  A chorus of screeches split the air, and Teclis craned his neck to see a flock of phoenixes wing their way across the water. Flames billowed in their wake and washed over a dragonship, the timbers and sails catching light almost immediately. The fires spread hungrily, outstripping the crew’s ability to quench them. Archers on neighbouring vessels loosed their volleys skyward, but the swirling phoenixes broke apart, reformed and dove against the next vessel in line. The Shrine of Asuryan was not entirely defenceless.


  Teclis winced as the whine and crack of another volley struck the walls. How quickly the madness had overtaken Ulthuan. Now salvation rested in the isle’s foremost betrayer and greatest enemy - if he lived that long. Tearing his attention from the encircling ships, Teclis looked back along the raised roadway in the direction of Malekith and Caradryan.


  In the days since the Blighted Isle, Teclis had endeavoured to cure Malekith’s ills, but Shadowblade’s poison and the magic of Sunfang were a potent combination. The wounds had not closed, and the


  bones refused to set. Blood still oozed from the rents in the Armour of Midnight, but Malekith refused to die. He had also refused almost all aid. Since leaving the Shrine of Lileath, he had taken every step alone, although Caradryan had ever been but a pace behind him. Now he set an uneven pace across the raised roadway to the inner sanctum, each awkward pace leaving a smear of blood across the polished stones.


  ’Well, this is glorious,’ Malekith declared in a pained yet sardonic tone. The roadway shuddered, and he reached out to steady himself.


  ‘It is insanity,’ Teclis countered, surprised even now by the other’s capacity for spite, even in the face of his own death. Caradryan said nothing, though the worry on his face was plain enough.


  A steel-tipped bolt the width of a tree trunk struck the outer battlements, punching through the stone to tear bloodily through the Phoenix Guard mustered behind. As Teclis watched, the first grapnels appeared upon the broken stone.


  ‘Come,’ he said. ‘We have no time to waste.’


  Progress along the roadway was painfully slow, and every step was punctuated by the strike of an artillery bolt upon the walls, or the bellow of distant merwyrm. By the time Teclis and his companions had reached the roadway’s far end, the clamour of steel upon steel had joined the cacophony as Phoenix Guard vied with Aislinn’s marines for control of the ramparts. The attackers were too many, Teclis knew. It was inevitable that the shrine would fall.


  ‘Your plan seems to be failing, mage,’ Malekith mocked as they passed through the great gates and into the inner sanctum. Two-score Phoenix Guard marched past them and back through the closing gates.


  ‘I had planned to bring you here at once,' Teclis corrected, reliving the bitterness of that particular failure. ‘But you would not be swayed, were


  determined to follow your pride. Who knows how many have died needlessly because of that hubris?’ He took a deep breath. Rising to the Witch King’s malice would do no good. ‘Now we shall both have to hope you are strong enough, despite your injuries. My brother has become Khaine, or something very like him. You know the legends. Only Asuryan can defeat Khaine - Asuryan, or his chosen vessel.’


  ‘The flame rejected us once,’ Malekith said. ‘Why should it not do so again?’


  ‘There was no rejection. You simply weren’t strong enough. Asuryan always intended for you to succeed your father. Think on it. Why do you suppose every Phoenix King was shielded by mages in their passage through the fire. Even then, they all passed into madness of one kind or another. It wasn’t just Aethis and Morvael - even those my people revere were consumed by the power or the guilt of a stolen throne.’


  ‘And what proof have you of this?’ Malekith demanded.


  Teclis could not blame the other for disbelieving. It had taken him many months to come to terms with it himself.


  ‘Finubar told me,’ he said. ‘Why do you suppose he hardly fought you at the end? He, at least, was good-hearted, but the guilt ate away at him. That is why he so rarely led his people to war. He knew he was but the continuance of a subverted tradition. He was glad to die.’


  Without warning, a new sound joined the battle outside: the deep, primal roar of dragonkind. Teclis gave a small smile; a little welcome news did much to leaven the dire times. ‘Imrik has come,’ he said quietly. ‘You owe him much, though I doubt you will ever accept that.’


  ‘Even now, when you know I have no other choice; still you attempt to manipulate me.’ It seemed that Malekith had heard neither the dragons’ roar, nor Teclis’ words.


  but Teclis deemed it to be the anger of one slowly embracing an unwelcome truth, rather than one resisting a lie.


  At last they came to the Chamber of Fire. At Caradryan’s nod, the chamber’s guards stepped aside and opened the heavy brass-bound doors. They, like the rest of the Phoenix Guard within the shrine, seemed to think nothing odd of the Witch King’s presence.


  On the other side of the doors, a broad marble stair led upwards. At its pinnacle, beneath a pyramidal roof shaped long ago from a single colossal diamond, the sacred fire blazed and flickered. Once, Teclis knew, the flames had burned so bright that they touched the diamond ceiling. Now they were scarcely the height of an elf.


  ‘Why do you think that Imrik fights for you?’ Teclis asked as the doors slammed closed behind them. ‘Why do you think that the Phoenix Guard have allowed you within these walls? Why was Caradryan ready to die for you?’ Teclis asked. ‘Imrik has learned the truth of things, and the Phoenix Guard have always known it.’


  ‘Then why do so many of them march under Tyrion’s banner?’ Malekith demanded.


  ‘They have fallen under Khaine’s sway, like so many others. They knew that if they followed Tyrion, they would join his madness. But they knew also that it was their fate, and so went anyway.’


  ‘A pathetic excuse.’


  ‘No, it is an honourable sacrifice,’ Teclis rejoined. ‘To pledge yourself to the Phoenix Guard is to be haunted, every day, with the knowledge of how you will fail, no matter how flawless your service.’ Teclis closed his eyes briefly. ‘It is


  not a path I could have chosen.


  I need hope, and the Phoenix Guard know only certainty.’


  ‘Weakness,’ Malekith mocked, but the sound quickly degenerated into a terrible, wracking cough. Bloody spittle oozed out through his helm’s mouthpiece to drip to.the floor. The Witch King stumbled, and would have fallen had Caradryan not moved to support him.


  Malekith pulled free of Caradryan. He took three staggering steps towards the flame, then stopped. ‘If we pass into the fire,’ he said without turning, ‘our every striving has been a lie.’ His voice seemed almost wistful.


  Teclis waited for a moment before speaking, then chose his words carefully. ‘Does that cause you to regret your deeds?’ he asked.


  ‘No,’ said Malekith softly, but then his voice grew harder. ‘No. We would do it all again. / would do it all again.’


  ‘Then nothing about you was ever a lie,’ said Teclis, ‘and by your words you prove yourself no better than those who stole the throne.’ He sighed.


  ‘But you are Asuryan’s choice nonetheless. All that is left of our Creator waits for you in the fire. If you can withstand the pain, there is perhaps a chance for us all.’


  ‘And if I cannot?’ Malekith asked.


  ‘Then the last spark of Asuryan will fade, and those of our people who survive Tyrion’s madness will be consumed by the Dark Gods.’


  Malekith did not reply, but took the final few steps into the sacred flame. At one moment, he was a black shadow against a brilliant light. At the next, there was just the flame.


  Then the screaming began.
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  Months passed, and the war for Ulthuan grew ever more bitter.


  Few knew what had transpired at the Shrine of Asuryan. They knew only that the temple - indeed, the entire island - had split asunder and slipped into the Sea of Dreams. Even Sea Lord Aislinn, whose ships had bombarded the shrine up until the very last moment, was sure only that the dragons of Caledor had abruptly ceased their attack. A thick mist had descended as the island had begun to shatter, and even the most keen-eyed lookouts in Aislinn’s fleet could not tell if the dragons had spirited any of the besieged away. This angered Aislinn greatly, not least because hundreds of his finest soldiers had been trapped in the shrine as it slipped beneath the waves.


  For a time, the war was sporadic. Tyrion, still gravely wounded, convalesced in Cothique. The prince’s supporters prosecuted the conflict on his behalf, but found Imrik ever a thorn in their sides, for the Caledorian prince campaigned with such flair that even those who hated him for his betrayal found themselves in awe. Yet Imrik took care that his forces never strayed into Nagarythe. Thus far, the aesanar had been quiescent, and Imrik had no wish to provoke the Shadow King into choosing a side.


  In the weeks after the Battle of the Blighted Isle, Imrik not only defended his homeland, but also managed to conquer the neighbouring realms of Tiranoc and Eataine. This act provoked Aislinn’s rage to full flood for, when Lothern fell, so did any means of uniting his fleet. From that point on, near half of the admiral’s vessels were trapped in the Sea of Dreams, and the remainder on the Great Ocean. With Lothern in their grasp, the Naggarothi sea lords were not so constrained. Lokhir Fellheart and Drane Brackblood at last had the opportunity to avenge centuries of humiliation. Thus were some of the most vicious battles of those weeks fought not on land, but upon the high seas. Each tide spilled a bounty of mangled and blade-ravaged corpses upon the shores; splintered driftwood choked every inlet and estuary along Ulthuan’s southern shores.


  The war ground on and Imrik’s forces pushed north through Eataine, into Yvresse and Saphery. Yvresse was swiftly abandoned by both sides.


  The magical mists had ever been the haunt of daemons and, as the elves strove with one another for control of the realm, the scions of the Dark Gods preyed equally upon Imrik’s and Tyrion’s forces. Both sides forsook any attempt to claim Yvresse and left the realm’s populace to fend for themselves as best they could.


  By contrast, Saphery fell soon enough, its magery overwhelmed by dragonfire. However, the Tower of Hoeth remained untouched. The loremasters decided neutrality was the only proper course, and Imrik honoured their choice. Though their ears were abuzz with threats and pleas from both sides, the loremasters ordered the great gates of the tower sealed shut, and prayed for guidance. They were not the only elves to do so. As the war spread into Cothique, the majority of Ulthuan’s princes, looking for sense and finding none, determined to defend their own holdings, and joined with neither side.


  All this changed when a rejuvenated Tyrion at last joined the war. Riding from the north, he bore the title of regent no longer, but comported himself as the Phoenix King. A few objected, stating that the prince had not passed through the Flames of Asuryan, but most of the doubters disappeared or suffered an uncharacteristic change of opinion, and those that remained fell into line.


  In mere weeks, Tyrion undid the work of months. At the battle of Tor Yvresse, he sent Imrik reeling from the field. The dragon prince’s holdings in Cothique fell days later, and soon Tyrion was marching on Saphery.


  It was there, on the shores of Lake Calliana, that the self-proclaimed Phoenix King and the Crown Prince of Caledor at last came to blows. Imrik’s Star Lance struck first, its enchanted point piercing armour that had never before been breached. Yet Tyrion did not seem to notice his wound. His return blow shattered Imrik’s shield and swept him unconscious from the saddle. Imrik would have died there, skewered on the Widowmaker like a boar on a spit, had three of his household knights not come to his aid. Imrik would live to fight again, but his three saviours would not. They, and the dragons that bore them, fell that day, hacked apart by the union of Ulthuan’s greatest swordsman and its most terrible weapon.


  With Imrik’s defeat, the outcome of the war seemed certain. It wasn’t simply that Tyrion was a mighty warrior - though this he undoubtedly was - it was that wherever he rode, a battle-madness fell upon the elves who fought at his side. Worse, Morathi rode alongside her lover, a sly smile on her face and sorcery at her fingertips. She made no play of subservience now, but comported herself as Tyrion’s equal - if not yet his queen. Their union was total, their accord almost perfect. Only once did they argue, when the army marched into Yvresse. There, Morathi shattered a dozen waystones, and used the souls within to strike bargains with the daemons of the mists. On discovering this, Tyrion flew into a rage and slaughtered the daemons. When the Hag Sorceress shrieked her objection, Tyrion struck her to the ground, leaning close and whispering as he clamped gauntleted fingers about her throat. None heard what he said, but Morathi never again sought to bargain with daemons.


  After Imrik’s defeat, inexplicably, Tyrion ceased his assault. Claiming that there was no longer an enemy worthy of his attention, he returned strained - manner kept the peace in those times, for he was the only one to whom Malekith would listen, albeit without acknowledging such.


  However, even Teclis began to despair for the future. Malekith had been too long a tyrant - and Ulthuan too long without one - for there to be much hope that the two could work together. Yet Lileath had told Teclis that the bond could be formed, and so the Ioremaster was determined to make it work if he could.


  Nevertheless, after a week in Lothern, Malekith had alienated a great many of those he had come to as an ally. Some of the lords and princes who had joined Imrik in the face of Tyrion’s aggression now abandoned the alliance, and a great many more were tempted to do so. Even though the dark elves were encamped several leagues from Lothern, skirmishes between the two allied forces somehow managed to escalate.


  With every drop of blood split, the rift between Malekith and those he sought to rule grew wider.


  Matters came to a head a month after Malekith’s arrival in Lothern, when the outpost of Allardin was sacked by corsairs from Drane Brackblood’s black ark, the Shadow Tide. Brackblood pleaded ignorance of the matter, and had proven her loyalty many times, but neither factor prevented Malekith from ordering not only her execution, but also that of three whole tiers of the Shadow Tide’s officers, in addition to those who had led the assault on Allardin. Malekith had hoped that this action would undo the damage caused by Allardin’s fate, but the opposite quickly proved true. Ulthuani princes who would have readily killed Brackblood themselves a month earlier seized upon Malekith’s harsh actions as proof of his unfitness.


  The first assassination attempt followed shortly after, when Prince Torhaeron gathered those of Finubar’s white lion guard still in Lothern, and seized the Sapphire Palace where Malekith held court. It was a doomed attempt; Caradryan was now the Captain of the Phoenix King’s bodyguard, and Malekith was never attended by less than two hundred soldiers chosen from both the Phoenix and Black Guards. Torhaeron died in the attempt, hacked down by Caradryan, and few of the conspirators escaped the Sapphire Palace. But the damage was done.


  Malekith, now incandescent with rage, set loose his own spies and assassins throughout Eataine, ordering that every family member and acquaintance of the conspirators be brought to Lothern, where punishment would be enacted. If the new Phoenix King was prepared to seek the death of his truest admiral, he was more than ready to drown the straits of Lothern in high elf blood.


  This, at last, drove imrik to challenge Malekith’s authority. Harsh words were exchanged before Malekith’s throne; harsh words that nearly turned to blows. Ultimately, it was Imrik who backed down, stalking from the chamber with a face black as thunder, Malekith’s threats hard upon his heels.


  That these threats were never realised was once again due entirely to Teclis’ carefully-chosen words. This time, however, the mage did not attempt to placate Malekith, but forcefully reminded the Phoenix King how much he owed to Imrik, and to others. Perhaps realising that he could not afford to lose both Teclis and Imrik, Malekith at last backed down, and rescinded his orders regarding the conspirators’ families. This enforced moderation came too late for Admiral Brackblood, whose headless body had been fed to hydras several days earlier. However, Imrik - and many of his fellow princes - were sufficiently mollified by Malekith’s gesture that a tenuous accord once more settled over Lothern, and the business of Tyrion’s war could at last continue.


  Elsewhere, Korhil and Adranna came at last to Duskwide, on the edge of Avelorn. It was a realm much changed from how either remembered it. The ancient trees had grown twisted, and the roads that led to the kingdom’s heart had all but vanished beneath wild undergrowth. Tyrion and Morathi were there already, escorted by a host of Cothiqui spears many times the strength of Korhil’s force.


  Shielded by Adranna’s enchantments, Korhil saw Tyrion with unclouded eyes for the first time. The prince, and the warriors who accompanied him, were leaner and hungrier somehow, and the pupils of their eyes glinted red. Alarmed, Korhil sought his own reflection in Chayal’s blade, and saw a face paler and sharper than the one to which he was accustomed.


  To Korhil’s surprise, Tyrion seemed not to notice his captain’s unease. Moreover, he offered neither censure nor complaint for the disastrous battle at Lothern, and refused to discuss the implications of Malekith’s return. Tyrion’s words were only of Alarielle, whom he deemed to have returned to Avelorn’s depths, and with whom he sought reunion. Korhil was deeply uneasy. He sensed the unwholesome excitement that edged the prince’s words, and wondered why so many spears were required for so happy a task. He wondered also why Morathi was not furious at Tyrion’s obvious desire, but the Hag Sorceress instead wore only her customarily thin smile.


  That eve, Tyrion hosted a great fire-lit banquet in Duskwide’s largest mansion. Korhil thought the display entirely too lavish for Ulthuan’s dire times, and marked how fearfully the mansion’s prince acquiesced to Tyrion’s demands. But the captain said nothing, for what could he say? He watched as Adranna made play of being the cruel and lascivious creature Morathi had sought to make her, and noted too that her brothers - Dalroth and Dannor - were ever in attendance upon Tyrion, offering jests a shade too cruel for decency.


  The next morning, the army - for army it was, despite Tyrion’s claims - struck out into Avelorn, its course set for Withelan, where Alarielle had made her court. For days, they travelled in the dark beneath the eaves. It did not feel like the Avelorn that Korhil remembered. Rather, it reminded him of the distant forests of Athel Loren, where once he had walked at Finubar’s request. Korhil saw no living soul, but moon-cast shadows moved with a life of their own, and he ever felt wary eyes upon him. It seemed the captain was not alone in his suspicions. Several times, Tyrion halted the march, calling out into the shadows for the presumed watchers to show themselves. But no response ever came.


  Finally, Tyrion’s host reached Withelan. Here, at least, the forest was brightly lit, the silken tents of the Everqueen’s court all but shining in the glow of lanterns and sparks of caged magic. Alarielle waited in the very centre of the glade, her own light brighter than anything else in that place, but she did not wait alone.


  Alarielle’s guard, the sisterhood of Avelorn, stood arrayed across the glade, their bows ready in their hands. But there were other elves there also, archers clad in vibrant greens, and antler-crowned hunters sat astride sleek stags. Their leader, Araloth of Talsyn, stood at the Alarielle’s side. The towering figure of the forest god Orion stood a pace behind her, spear braced upon the ground. His form shook with barely contained wrath, and the hounds at his heels growled as Tyrion spurred Malhandir towards Alarielle. Through it all, Morathi’s smile did not waver.


  ‘I have come to claim you, my queen, as is my right and destiny.’


  To Korhil’s mind, Tyrion sought to brook no argument, but the prince’s words clearly found no purchase.


  ‘The Tyrion I knew would not ask this of me, much less demand it as his right,’ Alarielle said coldly. ‘Once, I would have given myself to you out of love, but I will not be claimed as a trophy.’


  ‘I am the Phoenix King,’ Tyrion snapped. ‘Would you deny me? Would you deny your people?’


  For the first time, Alarielle’s expression softened into sadness. ‘Your soul has hollowed, and Khaine has poured himself into the void. You are not worthy of the throne, or of me. I am sorry.’


  ‘Ulthuan is at war!’ the prince shouted, the fingers of his outstretched hand closing into a fist. ‘The Witch King corrupts our people; unity is our only hope. You will be my queen!’


  Tyrion spurred forward. There was a ripple of sound as the maiden guard set arrows to their bows. Orion growled, but his wrath subsided as Alarielle raised a slender hand. The gesture was not for his benefit alone.


  As Korhil watched, the Everqueen’s radiance grew brighter. Darting roots burst from the soil, wending around Tyrion and Malhandir, holding them fast. With a snarl, the prince moved to draw Widowmaker, but could not free his sword arm.


  It was not only Tyrion. Korhil felt flailing roots burst from the sod to entangle his limbs, heard the commotion as other elves suffered the same fate. In an eyeblink, every member of Tyrion’s host was held fast.


  ‘Here, in Avelorn, you shall take only what I allow,’ Alarielle said, her steely voice cutting effortlessly across the din.


  It was then that Morathi at last spoke, her voice like oil spilling across water.


  ‘Is that so?’ the Hag Sorceress asked, and she began to laugh.
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  Though it was a secret known to few living, Ariel, Queen of Athel Loren, had once studied the darkest of magics. Her tutor had been none other than Morathi, who parted with the knowledge in order that her life be spared. But the Hag Sorceress had ever been cunning; through her lessons, she planted a secret seed in Ariel’s heart. This corruption led the Queen of Loren into madness. That insanity eventually passed, but Ariel was never truly cured. The seed of darkness had remained part of the Mage Queen in all the seasons that had followed, slumbering, waiting for Morathi’s call. Though Ariel herself was dead, a part of her lived on in Alarielle, and a part of the dark seed had transferred also. Now, as Morathi’s laughter cut across the clearing, the husk of magic cracked open and vile shoots burrowed deep into the Everqueen’s soul.


  Araloth knew none of this. He heard only Alarielle’s piercing scream and saw her collapse. The Lord of Talsyn was moving to the queen’s side even before she fell, even before the root-snares that bound Tyrion’s host withered and died. As Araloth crouched at the Everqueen’s side, the first cries of treachery flew forth, the first arrows hard on their heels. The Lord of Talsyn marked the oily black fluid seeping from Alarielle’s mouth and eyes, but then a bellow of triumph and a shattering of wood told him that Tyrion was free. Rising, Araloth turned to face the prince.


  Despite the events unfolding around him, Tyrion seemed almost calm. He guided Malhandir towards Araloth, and commanded the Lord of Talsyn to stand aside. As reply, Araloth raised his spear. He harboured no illusions as to his ability to defeat Tyrion, but he stood unflinching as death came to claim him.


  ‘Stand aside, mongrel! Alarielle is mine.’


  Tyrion’s voice was low and sibilant, more that of a serpent than a prince, thought Araloth.


  ‘She belongs to all of us, and to none of us,' he replied. ‘And we’ve already seen too well the limits of your regard.’


  ‘Very well,’ spat Tyrion, and he thrust the Widowmaker down.


  Tyrion was fast - faster even than Araloth had guessed. Even though he had expected the blow, the Lord of Talsyn knew he could neither parry nor evade. As the gleaming point of the Widowmaker lanced true to his heart, time seemed to slow, but his limbs felt like lead.


  There was a blur of motion to Araloth’s right, and a metallic ringing sound. Tyrion’s thrust went wide as the Spear of Kurnous struck the Widowmaker’s blade. A moment later, there was a thunder of hooves, and Tyrion was borne away as Orion’s wild guard struck home.


  Orion himself did not join the pursuit at once, but knelt awhile at Alarielle’s side, his thoughts unreadable to Araloth. The king brushed his fingers along her cheek, then almost absent-mindedly raised a hand to catch his returning spear.


  ‘See to the queen’s safety,’ Orion commanded Araloth, his voice a deep and vibrant rumble. Rising to his feet, the king raised the great Horn of the Wild Hunt to his lips, and the treetops shook to its fury.


  Orion’s horn echoed through the glade, and others rose to join it.


  The bold notes danced upon the air, awakening such ferocity that even the coldly-reserved sisters of the maiden guard felt their blood come afire.


  As one, the Everqueen’s warriors surged forward with spear and sword. Arrows were nocked and loosed on the run, whistling through the air as harbingers of the melee to come. Only Araloth, and a small band of Eternal Guard, fought the horn’s cry. Their duty was to bring Alarielle to the ruins at the army’s rear, where Naieth the prophetess guided the actions of its spellshapers.


  The Battle of Withelan was not the grandest of its time, but it was amongst the most savagely fought. Khaine’s shadow fell heavier on Tyrion each day, and it lent strength and fury to the prince’s followers as surely as it did to him. Yet those asrai who had come to Avelorn had pledged their lives to the Everqueen, and spent their blood gladly in her defence.


  More determined were the sisterhoods of maiden guard, who had held the Everqueen a living goddess long before their distant kin had declared it so. These veterans of the war with the daemons now readily turned their lessons - and their blades - upon traitor kin with little remorse. Many of the elder sisters had long thought that the Curse of Aenarion made Tyrion an ill mate for their queen, and saw that day all the proof they could have wished for.


  In the centre of the glade, Tyrion fought like a caged beast. He was surrounded on all sides by the wild adepts of Kurnous, but their spears could find no weakness in his armour, save the rent torn by Imrik’s lance, and the prince was careful to keep that spot well-guarded. Blood sprayed forth as Widowmaker struck again and again. Through it all, Tyrion raged and cursed, determined to reach Alarielle. Wild riders fell dead and dying all around the prince, but not one amongst their number sought to flee.


  In the wild riders’ wake came other horsemasters, warriors of Skymark and Witherhold whose arrows flew truer at full gallop than others’ did at rest. Behind them came the spears of the eternal guard, and the great axes of rangers, the wielders’ brooding countenances a grim contrast to the leaping wardancers who swiftly overtook them. On the fringes of the glade, shapes flitted through the trees as lithe dryads sought unwary enemies to set their claws upon. Further back, vaster shadows loomed, the ground shaking as Durthu led a band of treemen against Tyrion’s northern flank.


  Seeing their lord embattled, knights of Ghrond and of Cothique spurred forward, but their charge broke apart as Orion led more wild riders into the fray. The King in the Woods crashed into the thick ranks of cold one knights, uncaring of the claws and lance-tips that raked his flesh.


  The Spear of Kurnous swept out, disembowelling three plate-armoured knights and striking another from his saddle. For a moment, the dark elf mewled upon the ground, for his legs had broken with the force of his fall. Then Orion’s hoof came down, the knight’s ribs splintered, and the cries ceased. On Orion pressed through the battle, his every step bringing him closer to the one who had laid low his queen. Yet just as Tyrion was penned in by his foes, so too was the King in the Woods. No great distance lay between the two, but they might as well have been on opposite shores of the Great Ocean.


  This was no longer a battle of archery, but of blade. The initial volleys had taken a heavy toll of Tyrion’s host, but now shields locked together, and the arrows of Avelorn and Athel Loren wasted their force on timber and steel. Korhil commanded the southern flank, his soldiers the Chracian veterans of his failed campaign. Adranna fought at his side, her enchantments flickering between light and darkness as she balanced the tutelage of decades with the sinister arts Morathi had instilled within her. Further north, Dalroth and Dannor goaded the warriors of Ghrond and Cothique into the slaughter. Where Korhil strove to retain his battered honour, the brothers knew no such restraint. Seeking to outdo one another’s cruelties, they threw their warriors into the fray as flour to be ground in the mill, heedless of the lives lost to their recklessness. As the bodies of their subjects piled upon the field before them, Prince Geron, one of their father’s most trusted advisors, twice tried to temper the brothers’ folly. On the second attempt, Dalroth slit open the old soldier’s throat before throwing his body into a kharibdyss’ maw.


  The clearing shook as the two hosts clashed in earnest, the wild battle cries of the wood elves a harsh counterpoint to the mellifluous war songs of the high elves. Only the Ghrondian warriors fought in silence, as was their wont. It hardly mattered, for their mistress was raucous enough for many times their number.


  Morathi’s laughter was a gusting wind that carried to every corner of Avelorn, and to many lands beyond. This confrontation had not been borne of her manipulations, but the Hag Sorceress was determined to drain every sweet drop from the chalice presented to her. She had not forgotten her humiliation when Ghrond had fallen to the wood elves long ago, and if Ariel were at last beyond her reach, then the Hag Sorceress sought to take vengeance upon her inheritors. The winds of magic, so thick and honeyed as they blew through Avelorn, bent easily to Morathi’s will, rippling and billowing as she greedily delved. The laughter now took the form of beautiful words, rising and falling in pitch as the gathered magic pulsed. As Morathi’s incantation reached its pitch, there was a sudden, ear-splitting crack.


  Korhil felt the air go still and lifeless, saw the cloud of roiling black mist sweep forth from the Hag Sorceress’ hands. Elves and dryads scattered from its path. Segmented tentacles, fat and pink, whipped out from the vapour, leaving livid green welts wherever they struck. The captain saw a wood elf warband break apart as the cloud bore down upon them, the warriors casting aside their spears as they dove clear. Not all of them made it to safety. A few, too slow by far, vanished as the cloud rolled over them. Others screamed in panic as tentacles lashed around their limbs, dragging them steadily backwards into the seeping darkness. Korhil saw one elf dragged into the cloud as she tried to aid her comrade, and another pulled free as a well-aimed arrow severed the tentacle around his waist. Green blood spurted from the wound and there was a shrill wail from somewhere in the darkness, but still the cloud moved on, leaving a trail of withered grass and an army of clean- picked skeletons in its wake.


  Araloth reached Naieth’s side as the army’s mystics sought to unmake Morathi’s conjuration. Already the


  black cloud was drawing nigh on the ring of Torgovann spears and Avelorn bows that sheltered Naieth’s band, and there was no time left for subtle measures. It seemed to Araloth that the forest wailed as Naieth wrought her counterspell. All around him, leaves that had remained green since the beginning of time wilted and fell lifeless to the ground. Trees that had endured the passage of centuries aged to dust as spellweavers drew magic from their roots to contain the swirling cloud. With a thin hiss, the vortex of darkness dispersed like smoke on the breeze, and a cheer went up from the wood elf ranks. Three of the spellweavers collapsed, rotted from the inside by the magics they had unmade, and Naieth fell heavily forward onto her staff, her faithful owl fluttering concernedly about her head.


  As Araloth carefully laid Alarielle upon the ground, Naieth summoned other mages to her side. The prophetess’ nose wrinkled in distaste, but she assured Araloth that the harm could be unmade, given time. Alas, it seemed that time was the one thing the wood elves could not afford. Even as Naieth set about crafting a blessing to drive out Morathi’s poison, a great whooping shout broke out beyond the Torgovann lines.


  Fresh enemies had come, laughing and dancing as they tore through the lines of spears. They wore no armour, these newcomers, just golden masks in the likenesses of daemons. They fought with incredible grace, each move flowing flawlessly into another, their chain-link whips lashing out to slit throats and veins. Leaving Alarielle to Naieth’s care, Araloth ordered his own warband down into the fight. Yet, even as the Lord of Talsyn ran, the centre of the spearwall disintegrated, and the way to the Everqueen opened. With a fresh chorus of triumph, the attackers charged into the gap, and Araloth knew he would not reach it in time.


  But there was one who could.


  Stepping across the corpses with a surety that belied his blindness, white-haired Daith, Lord of Torgovann shouted a challenge to the Naggarothi lash-maidens. His lungs burning with exertion, Araloth heard the leading gladiatrix make some mocking comment, then saw her fall dead upon the ground, head struck clean off by a single faultless blow. Araloth had not even seen Daith’s blade move. The other masked attackers threw themselves forward before their leader’s head struck the ground. They came together, whips whirling, seeking to overwhelm the aged elf through numbers as much as skill. They need not have made the effort.


  As Araloth’s thudding feet ate up the ground between him and the Torgovanni lines, he realised that even if he reached Daith’s venerable age, he would never be able to fight as the blind lord did. Where the masked Naggarothi were wild and theatrical in their attacks, Daith was measured and efficient, his sword never moving a hair’s breadth further than it needed to. A flick of his wrist, and the broad tip of Daith’s blade struck a barbed whip aside; with another, an attacker’s throat was opened to the bone. Daith’s movements were works of art, so delicate yet unyielding that they made all others appear clumsy by comparison. The gap in the line was fifteen shields wide, and the attackers a swarm of lashes and shields, but Daith held them.


  At last Araloth’s warband reached the gap. Daith tilted his head to stare sightlessly at Araloth, then twisted his lips into a smile. Levelled spears drove the last of the masked women away, but not before one last act of spite. One of the masked elves, who had been feigning death at Daith’s feet, rose up and slammed a dagger hilt-deep into his chest. With a cry that mingled grief and anger, Araloth thrust his spear forward to slay the assailant. Suddenly disheartened, the foe fled. Abandoning his weapon, Araloth caught Daith as he fell.


  ‘This is not the first time I have fought this battle,’ Daith breathed, as Araloth lowered him to the ground, ‘but it will be the last.’


  Araloth’s brow furrowed. ‘I don’t understand.’


  ‘Do not mourn. By standing between Khaine and Isha, you have freed me. This time there will be no labour before the forge to buy her release.’ Daith’s voice grew stronger, more determined, and he seized Araloth’s arm. ‘He must not take her again!’


  ‘He won’t,’ Araloth assured the dying lord firmly, not knowing what else to say.


  Daith seemed not to hear him. ‘Vaul, they called me then,’ he whispered, ‘before the Dark Gods cast us from the heavens.’ Araloth’s eyes widened in surprise. Daith must have seen his expression, for he gave a weak laugh.


  ‘Lileath has placed you outside the web of fate, yet you remain innocent of the cycle you have avoided.’ He smiled. ‘She was always the favourite of my nieces, but watch her closely. Whatever she has told you of her plans, they will go much deeper.’


  ‘I will,’ Araloth promised, though his mind was still racing with the implications of what had been said. It mattered little, for Daith, Lord of Torgovann, was dead, and heard nothing.


  A cry from behind Araloth told him that the dark elves had regathered their courage. Gently setting Daith’s body on the ground, the Lord of Talsyn took up his spear once more and returned to the fight.


  Further to the north, the battle was turning in the Everqueen’s favour as the warriors of Ghrond scattered before the treemen. Cothiqui phalanxes, more disciplined than their dark cousins, held their ground, but to little avail. The treemen’s assault was as slow and inevitable as a root breaking through rock. Spears shattered on thick bark, and bones broke as gnarled feet stamped down. Elves screamed in sudden fear as vines hoisted their struggling bodies high, then hurled them back down onto their fellows.


  Seeing the danger of the treemen, Dalroth ordered Ghrond’s war beasts sent against them. Whips cracked sharply in the cold air as the monsters of Naggaroth were goaded into the treemen’s path. Massive kharibdysses, as ungainly on land as they were ugly, slithered forth, their maws snapping hungrily. Hydras came in their wake, their belched flames taking swift root in the forest spirits’ flesh.


  Many treemen perished, consumed by fire or felled by dark sorceries, each levying a great toll upon the foe before he died, but Durthu was unstoppable. No fire could find purchase on his hide, and neither claw nor fang could pierce it. His runesword shone in a silver arc, and the foul blood of kharibdysses was blue upon the grass. A hydra bellowed and pounced at Durthu, but the sword flashed to sever two of its heads, and a third pulped under the impact of a mighty fist.


  In the centre of the glade, Tyrion at last fought his way free of the wild riders. The prince now looked more daemon than elf, for his armour was slick with blood, and his face a sharp-visaged rictus of abandon. Kicking the last of the Sons of Kurnous from the Widowmaker’s blade, the prince spurred Malhandir on through the chill air, shouting at the knights about Orion to make way.


  The King in the Woods fought atop a mound of bloodied dead no less grim than that which Tyrion had left behind. Elves of both Naggaroth and Ulthuan had perished beneath the spear of Kurnous, the most brutal of Hag Graef’s knights and the flower of Cothique’s houses slain as thoughtlessly as any other quarry. Orion bled from a dozen small wounds, and two savage rents besides, but his strength was undimmed. One wolfhound crouched at its master’s feet, its fur matted by its own blood and that of the knight whose throat it had torn out. The other lay unmoving, having taken a lance thrust meant for Orion’s heart.


  Those wood elves who looked upon Orion’s striving that day marked a determination they had not before observed, not in all the many rebirths their king had known. None knew the cause - none save Alarielle, and she was sworn not to speak of it. When the ring of knights about Orion parted at Tyrion’s command, the King in the Woods did not falter, but threw himself readily against the prince with a wild cry.


  Seldom since before the days of Aenarion had such a battle been seen. Blow and counterblow rang out as the Sword of Khaine clashed with the Spear of Kurnous, each sound an echo of a long-ago battle in the heavens. Then, as now, Kurnous fought Khaine with Isha as the prize. Then, as now, it would be a battle beyond mortals. Tyrion’s knights, not daring to intervene in their lord’s battle, turned their blades outward, fending off the wood elves who came howling to their king’s aid. Soon a ring of blood and corpses bounded the godly contest, but neither eternal guard nor wardancer pierced the circle.


  Orion could feel his strength fading. The Widowmaker had pierced the king’s flesh in many places, and the fires he had denied for long months were now sparked to fresh fury by the blade’s kiss. As the Spear of Kurnous shattered beneath the Widowmaker’s strike, Orion rose up and seized Tyrion by the throat with one hand, the other coming about to slam against the prince’s armoured ribs. The golden armour of Aenarion buckled beneath the impact, and two of Tyrion’s ribs snapped. A third gave way as Orion hammered at his foe again, this second blow at last forcing a cry of pain from the prince's lips.


  Widowmaker came about in a wild blow, guided more by instinct than design. Orion ducked low, but one of his horns fractured under the impact. With a mighty bellow, the King in the Woods butted Tyrion full in the face, and half dragged the prince from his saddle. As he did so, Orion gathered up a fragment of his spear’s shattered tip. As Tyrion struggled in his grasp, Orion drove the sliver of metal through the rent Imrik had opened in Tyrion’s armour, and snapped off the point in the prince’s flesh.


  That act took the last of Orion’s strength. He staggered back, skin glowing from the fires burning beneath. Ignoring the blood seeping from his own wounds, Tyrion hauled himself high into Malhandir’s saddle once more. He spurred forward and brought the Widowmaker down one final time. With one last cry, Orion, King in the Woods, fell dead. Moments later, he was ash. The cycle had ended once again, the hunter slain at the Destroyer’s hand. All that now remained was for the Mother to be claimed.


  Orion’s final shout did not go unmarked. In the moment of its sounding, Alarielle’s eyes shot open, the Everqueen roused as much by that cry as by Naieth’s attempts to revive her. Gripped by sudden purpose, Alarielle rose to her feet only to see Tyrion marshalling his surviving knights. Alarielle had not blindly chosen Withelan as the site of confrontation. Though Morathi’s gambit had nearly undone her, the Everqueen had known the Hag Sorceress would have some poisonous scheme at hand, and had trusted in her own followers. The price had been high, but there were no easy triumphs to be had any longer - just victory at any price, or defeat.


  The ruins of Withelan were not elven. They had been raised in antiquity by a being of terrible power who sought to bend the magic of Avelorn - stronger at Withelan than any other place save the Gaean Vale - to his own will. The monuments had fallen, as all works one day must, but the reservoir of power remained. Morathi could not wield it, for it was the magic of light and life, but it was the Everqueen’s to command, and now she called it forth.


  The ground rumbled as a spiral stair burst from the ground beneath Alarielle’s feet, raising her almost to the leafy canopy above. As she rose, the Everqueen marked the look of consternation and surprise on Morathi’s face as she tried and failed to wrest control of the unleashed magics. Alarielle felt only disdain. Like so many before her, the Hag Sorceress had not thought Alarielle a worthy foe, had seen only a matron whose role was to nurture and protect. It was an attitude Alarielle had faced for as long as she could remember.


  As the spiral stair shuddered into stillness, Alarielle took in the battlefield. She could see the burnt ground where Orion had perished, the mound of corpses where Daith had striven, the banners of three great elven nations as they strove to decide her fate. But most of all, Alarielle saw Tyrion at the head of his knights, their blades and lances carving ruin amongst those who dared to bar their path.


  ENOUGH!


  Alarielle was not aware she had spoken, but her shouted word echoed" across the glade. Magic flowed out of the ground and up the spiral stairs at her call. It pulsed across the battlefield; horses and cold ones reared up as it reached them, casting knights from their saddles.


  As the riders tried to regain their feet, Alarielle’s spell took hold. The knights felt their limbs grow heavy and agony rip through their minds. They called up to the Everqueen, arms lifted imploringly at she who now commanded their fate. But Alarielle knew no mercy that day.


  The knights’ skin thickened and cracked as the magic raced across it; armour and cloth fell away, scattering to dust. Their legs became roots, and dug deep into the thick soil; their arms, raised in supplication, split apart into swift-growing branches, and leaves of brilliant green burst forth from gnarled skin. In moments, only Tyrion remained, protected as he was by the Widowmaker. Of his knights, the only sign they had ever existed were enchanted heirlooms entangled in branches, and patterns in the bark that might once have been faces wracked with pain.


  The greater part of Tyrion’s army would have perished that day, had it not been for Morathi - though she doubtless acted to save herself more than any other. While the bow wave of magic flowed across the battlefield, the Hag Sorceress called upon magics of her own. As the transformation took hold amongst the front ranks of Tyrion’s phalanxes, the Hag Sorceress let cry a forbidden word. There was no laughter in her voice now, just a tone of desperation.


  A wave of black magic rose at Morathi’s call, drawn not from the bedrock of Avelorn, but from the tainted souls of those who followed Tyrion. It clashed with Alarielle’s spell mere feet away from the Hag Sorceress, and the air shone a dozen colours where the two tides met.


  For a moment, there was a terrible wailing noise which echoed across the clearing, the crux point of the sorceries rippling like flame as they clashed. Then, with a deafening report, both spells imploded, the backwash striking Morathi from Sulephet’s back and sending Alarielle sprawling from her summit.


  Morathi toppled back into the thick grass of the clearing, blood streaming from her eyes and ears, her black soul afire with pain. Handmaidens clustered around their mistress and bore her away from the glade. Adranna was amongst them and, had she the opportunity, would have driven a dagger into the Hag Sorceress’ heart. However, the princess judged there were too many loyal handmaidens in attendance to guarantee success. Sacrificing a life to rid the world of Morathi was one thing; to do so needlessly was something else entirely.


  On the other side of the glade, a great cry of sorrow went up as the Everqueen fell, but one amongst the host chose action over dismay. Ignoring the spears that pricked at his thick flesh, mighty Durthu broke into a run. Then, demonstrating a grace few knew he possessed, the treeman leapt towards the spiral stair. As Durthu’s gnarled fingers sought purchase on the ancient stones, he let fall his sword and snatched Alarielle from the air. The clearing shuddered as the treeman let go his grasp on the spiral stair and crashed to the ground below, a dazed Everqueen in his grasp.


  As Durthu gently set Alarielle down, Tyrion spurred forward from the twisted grove that had once been his knights, Widowmaker flashing. The sword smouldered as it speared into Durthu’s hide, the thick black smoke of its passing rising from the wound.


  It burned Durthu as the long ago dwarfish fires had once burnt him, but the treeman uttered no sound of pain. Instead, he wrapped the fingers of his free hand around the exposed length of blade and dragged the godly steel from his flesh. For a heartbeat, the treeman and the prince stood locked in a strange tableau, neither willing to relinquish their grasp, Durthu silent, Tyrion raging. Then the treeman’s lips cracked into a snarl, and he suddenly wrenched the blade free. Tyrion, still unwilling to surrender his weapon, was yanked from his saddle and whirled in a half-circle about Durthu’s head. With one last mighty heave, Durthu hurled the prince - Widowmaker and all - back over the remaining Cothiqui phalanxes and deep into the forest behind.


  As the crash of branches accompanying Tyrion’s departure sounded across the glade, Malhandir whinnied loud, and galloped off in search of his master. Even as the steed’s hooves thundered away, Durthu creaked to one knee, smoke gouting from his wound. Alarielle, on her feet once more, ran to the


  treeman’s side and laid her hands upon his rough skin, white light flaring about her fingers as she sought to stem the damage.


  The elves of Tyrion’s host did not yet know that their prince still lived. They saw only their sorceress fallen, their knights slaughtered and their prince humbled. Battle-lust faded from hearts and eyes, and urgent horns began to sound the retreat. Dalroth and Dannor were amongst the first to turn tail, for the princes had learnt much of ruthlessness under Tyrion’s tutelage, but little of bravery. Korhil was the last of Tyrion’s commanders to leave, ushering his soldiers before him. As he slipped away into the forest, the captain realised that he had experienced his second defeat in as many battles. To Korhil’s mild surprise, he discovered that he wasn’t at all sorry for the loss.


  As matters transpired, Malhandir found Tyrion nearly a league into Withelan’s deepwoods, and at first the prince was determined to renew the battle. However, he marked the colours of Cothique and Ghrond streaming past him, and the dark cortege that bore Morathi from the field, and knew that he would find only defeat in Avelorn that day.


  Bitterly, the prince hauled himself into Malhandir’s saddle to join the retreat.


  Tyrion had been dealt a sore blow, and had the elves of the Everqueen’s host made any attempt at pursuit it would have been far worse.


  What little harrying there was of the retreating army was left to the dryads, who chased their fleeing foes to the very borders of Avelorn. As it was, the elves of Athel Loren and of Avelorn were weary with battle, and had their own dead to attend to. Orion’s ashes were gathered into a silver urn, and the slain carried upon litters fashioned from shields and spears. Daith’s body was accompanied by an honour guard of some five hundred elves. Though few amongst the host knew the secret that Araloth had been made privy to, all knew the smith from his deeds and reputation. As dusk fell, Alarielle awoke the worldroots, and the sombre procession returned to Athel Loren.


  The only true victors of the Battle of Withelan were the trees forged from the flesh of Tyrion’s warriors. Reborn into a more serene and contemplative form, their roots would feast well upon the corpse-mulch of their former allies, their foliage growing ever more luxurious as the season deepened.


  Teclis stepped carefully across the alabaster sands.


  The moon was low in the sky, its light reflected by the gentle waves of the Inner Sea.


  The Everqueen stood silhouetted against the shoreline, her silken robes billowing in the breeze. She was alone, after a fashion. The maiden guard had sensed their mistress’ need for solitude, and withdrawn to a respectful distance. However, Teclis knew that at least a dozen hidden arrows were trained on his heart. The Sisters of Avelorn took their duties seriously.


  Alarielle turned at Teclis’ approach. The mage bowed deeply, but abandoned the formality at her gesture.


  ‘There is no need for such protocol between us,’ Alarielle said softly. ‘We are family, you and I - or as near as makes no difference.’


  ‘My brother was here,’ said Teclis. It was not a question. He already knew the answer.


  ‘Is that all you have to say?’ asked the Everqueen.


  ‘You were always cold, but I never before realised that reserve extended even to your own brother. Do you shed no tears for what he has become?’


  ‘I might ask the same of you. Your spirit is bound to Tyrion’s even more tightly than mine.’


  Alarielle waited a moment before replying. ‘He has fallen so far. I would never have believed it, had I not seen with my own eyes.’


  ‘The Curse of Aenarion has stirred in his blood, and Khaine now rules his heart. He is not responsible for what he has become.’


  ‘Is there no hope for him?’ There was no plea in Alarielle’s voice, Teclis noted, just a weary resignation.


  ‘None this side of death,’ Teclis replied, his eyes fixed on the gentle swell of the waves. ‘We must look to others for our salvation.’


  ‘Malekith,’ Alarielle breathed. ‘Would that I had not lived to see these times.’
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  The Battle of Withelan marked a turning point in the war. When the wood elves returned home to Athel Loren, they bore a burden of honoured dead and shared the truths they had seen first-hand. Before the flames of Daith’s pyre had fully died, another council was convened. This time, the result was unanimous - the full might of Athel Loren would at last be roused.


  On Ulthuan, Alarielle sent her maiden guard far and wide across the Ten Kingdoms, carrying word of Tyrion’s madness to every prince and lord who had not yet chosen a side. The Everqueen herself journeyed through the worldroots to Lothern. There, she marched in full ceremonial procession up the promenade to the Sapphire Palace, and pledged her allegiance to Malekith. Araloth, who had accompanied Alarielle on her journey - and had received no few suspicious looks from the elves of Lothern - now took sour satisfaction in the horror that the Everqueen’s announcement provoked. Imrik’s face, in particular, was a mask of stone. Even the Lord of Talsyn was taken aback by Alarielle’s next declaration: as was tradition, the Everqueen would wed with the new Phoenix King, just as soon as the war was concluded.


  Few noted the subtleties of Alarielle’s proclamation. By tradition, she should have wed Malekith soon after his ascension, not at the conclusion of a war that could yet rage for many months. Alarielle had offered Malekith legitimacy in exchange for his promise to end Tyrion’s threat, but that was not all. As queen now of both Ulthuan and Athel Loren, her promise of marriage bound the wood elves anew to their splintered race. For the first time in millennia, the thrones of the elves would be one.


  Malekith, of course, saw the full implications of Alarielle’s words, but judged that the arrangement won him much for little cost. Teclis too


  marked the game Alarielle played, and recognised the strategy as one Lileath had first proposed to him many months previously. Yet neither the Phoenix King nor the loremaster knew the full truth of Alarielle’s mind, for neither were present in Alarielle’s chambers that eve, when the grief that the Everqueen had held back for so long burst forth in a flood of tears.


  Later that night, Malekith took counsel with his dreadlords and princes. None of the elves were allowed into the chamber armed, for there were enmities running back generations in that chamber, and none could afford for the tenuous alliance to be sliced apart by a blade drawn in anger. The Phoenix King found it somewhat amusing that so many of the Naggarothi nobles had accepted their new situation so swiftly - far more swiftly, in fact, than their Ulthuani counterparts. The dark elves saw in Malekith’s ascension the proof that the dark elves had at last conquered Ulthuan, and hungered for the slaughter and plunder to be had in the lands under Tyrion’s sway.


  The next morning, an army marched forth from Lothern, marshalled under the banners of Naggaroth, Ulthuan and Athel Loren. Malekith and Alarielle rode at its head, a king of brooding darkness counterbalanced by a queen of radiant light.


  Far to the north, in the Cothiqui city of Tor Alin, Tyrion’s mood was growing steadily darker. His spirit was burdened by the humiliation at Withelan, his flesh in agony from Orion’s last blow. Neither surgeon nor mage had been able to remove the shard from Orion’s spear, and it sent pain lancing through Tyrion’s flesh with every breath. Furthermore, the prince’s manner was strangely purposeless following the Everqueen’s escape. Morathi, fearing that her grip upon Tyrion’s heart was failing, sought to provide what comforts and assurances she could.


  Morathi paid no heed to Korhil as she slipped past him and into Tyrion’s chambers. To her mind, the white lion was a loyal but dull brute, wholly lacking in wit.


  Though the setting sun blazed down upon the lowlands of Cothique, Tyrion stood in shadow, his brooding form silhouetted against the delicate stained glass of an arched window depicting Aenarion’s final battle.


  How like his forefather the prince - no, the king - had become, Morathi mused. The thought, as ever, provoked a smile far softer than the one that normally graced her thin lips. She moved lightly to Tyrion’s side, the soles of her naked feet soundless on the marble tiles.


  ‘You’re thinking of her again, aren’t you?’ the sorceress asked, running her fingers across Tyrion’s cheek.


  ‘I must have legitimacy,’ said Tyrion, 'and with the Flame of Asuryan lost, only marriage to the Everqueen can provide it.'


  That was not the whole of the tale, Morathi deemed. However much Tyrion might protest otherwise, the bloodless daughter of Avelorn still commanded a portion of his heart. Or was that jealousy speaking, she wondered? Either way, the sorceress knew that outright opposition would gain her nothing.


  ‘Then you shall have her,’ breathed Morathi, leaning close. ‘Let Alarielle be your wife in the sunlit days of rule. I will be yours in the darkness, as I was before, in another life.’


  In the distance, the sun began to sink below the horizon, its light the colour of spilt blood as it streamed into the chamber.


  ‘In any case,’ Morathi whispered, ‘the Everqueen need live only until she provides you with an heir.’


  The words exchanged between Tyrion and Morathi went not so unobserved as they supposed. Korhil, sheltered by Adranna’s enchantments, heard much of what passed between the prince and the sorceress. When Korhil overheard Morathi speak of murdering the Everqueen, he knew that he had to take action - but what could he do? Though Adranna had extended her protection to many of Korhil’s most trusted soldiers, their numbers were nowhere near enough to attempt an armed revolt - the thought of which was, in any case, still abhorrent to the noble captain.


  Korhil believed that Tyrion’s mind was not his own, and wished to free the prince from whatever baleful influence lay upon him. On the nature of Tyrion’s malaise, Korhil and Adranna disagreed: he held Morathi responsible, where the princess claimed that it was the Widowmaker itself that corrupted him.


  Three nights after Korhil had first heard Morathi propose the Everqueen’s murder, the captain returned home to find the mansion where he and Adranna dwelt shrouded in darkness. Fearing the worst, Korhil strode through the halls with Chayal in his hands. Of Adranna, there was no sign. Korhil feared that Dalroth and Dannor - who had never approved of the captain’s closeness to their sister - had at last acted upon their resentments. Such a thing would have been impossible in the Ulthuan of recent memory, but in these uncertain times he could not be sure.


  At last, Korhil discovered Adranna slumped seemingly lifeless upon a bed, a hooded and masked figure looming over her. Chayal flashed out, but the assailant was far swifter. Rigid fingers jabbed at Korhil’s torso, and the captain’s axe fell from numbed hands. As Korhil fought to regain control of his paralysed body, the hooded figure leaned over his prone form and proceeded to tempt the captain to treason.


  A week later, Korhil left Tor Alin before dawn’s first rays. With him went a few score white lion veterans, enough to protect against dangers on the increasingly wild roads, but few enough not to arouse comment.


  Korhil could still scarcely believe the act he had undertaken, far less that he had done so at Shadowblade’s instigation. Even at the time of the bargain’s striking - full in the knowledge it would have cost his death - he had been ready to refuse the opportunity, but Adranna had convinced him otherwise. Now Korhil travelled northward, the Widowmaker concealed beneath his cloak, their path wending ever towards the shore, and a rendezvous with Hellebron, high priestess of Khaine.


  Stealing the Widowmaker had been easy enough - disturbingly so. When it was not at Tyrion’s side, the sword rested in a vault, watched over by white lions. It had taken several days for Korhil to rotate the guard so that it contained only those loyal to him. At every moment, the captain had been sure that his subterfuge would be discovered, but it never was. Tyrion still trusted him completely, it seemed, just as Morathi deemed him too stupid to be of any threat.


  Korhil’s chosen guards had remained behind, selflessly sacrificing their lives to maintain the illusion of the Widowmaker’s presence. Even with this precaution, the captain didn’t doubt that the sword’s absence would quickly be discovered, and his party travelled as swiftly as they could manage, each hurried step bringing them closer to their destination.


  Korhil scarcely believed that Hellebron would keep the bargain Shadowblade had made, that she would unmake the Widowmaker. His hopes - desperate as they were - lay in Tyrion returning to his proper senses when parted from the sword. There was risk, of course, in handing such a weapon over to Hellebron, but Korhil did not believe that the crone could wreak greater harm with it than Tyrion already had.


  For himself, Korhil had no such hopes. He knew that Hellebron would kill him as soon as she deemed his usefulness to be over. Thus had he sent Adranna south on the fastest eagle in Cothique, both to place her out of Tyrion’s vengeful reach, and to bring word to Malekith. If nothing else, Korhil knew his deeds would prove a useful distraction for Tyrion’s enemies, and he had realised at last that Malekith was by far the lesser of two evils. As they travelled, Korhil had come to believe that the Widowmaker was responsible for their ills as much as Morathi, for he could hear it whispering his mind, goading him to slaughter. Even though he was sheltered by Adranna’s enchantments, the voice rang loud in Korhil’s skull, and every step was marked by a struggle of wills. Too many times had Korhil almost succumbed to the Widowmaker’s promises, and he prayed for the strength to resist it a while longer.


  The marshes of Cothique were alive long before the storm-lashed coastline came into sight. Fleeing citizens warned of Naggarothi running wild, slaughtering all they found. Korhil, his limbs weary from travel, once again questioned the wisdom of his course, but realised it was much too late for doubts. By the time the captain glimpsed the first banners of Har Ganeth amongst the sparse trees, he was once again resigned. Alas, at that moment, there was a thudding of hooves in the soft ground behind, and raven-cloaked outriders galloped through the thin sea-born mists. As Korhil urged his company to greater speed, one of the riders sounded a shrill horn. Moments later, other unseen horns sang out in response, their notes cutting through the chill air like the baying of hounds.


  Tyrion’s forces had found them.
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  As the dark riders thundered down the slope, Korhil knew that he would never reach the dubious safety of Hellebron’s forces in time. A short way to the north, the overgrown and tumbled stones of Analdar’s Shrine lay in a sunken hollow. It was a poor enough place to make a stand, but it was the only one in reach. The white lions had covered perhaps half the distance to Analdar’s Shrine when the dark riders caught them amongst a strand of half-sunken trees. Realising that he had no choice but to fight, Korhil ordered his company to a halt, and had them counter the charge with one of their own.


  A handful of white lions fell as the spears thrust home. However, the boggy ground had robbed much of the charge’s impetus, and most of the dark elves’ strikes wasted themselves on thick lion pelts or the armour beneath. In return, the axes of Chrace hacked deep through horseflesh and bone. Crippled horses screamed their last and slid to a bloody halt in the murk as the axes bit, and those riders who survived their steeds’ demise were soon cut in twain by a white lion’s second swing.


  Still the dark elves came, a flood of dark cloaks and wicked spears to sweep Korhil’s company away. Chayal hacked down again and again, each sweep of its silvered blade spraying blood into the marshes, but Korhil knew well enough the fight was going against him. Worse, the dark elves did not need to slay the white lions in order to claim victory, only delay them long enough for the hastening reinforcements to reach their side.


  The voice of the Widowmaker rose in strength to match Korhil’s fears, begging for release, and the captain found his hand practically upon the weapon’s hilt before he snatched it hurriedly away. Live or die, he would do so on his own terms, not as a slave to Khaine.


  As another wave of spears crashed home against the beleaguered white lions, a shadow slipped from the treetops above. Shadowblade had trailed Korhil’s march all through Cothique, though he doubted any had marked his presence. The assassin could have taken the Widowmaker at any time, had Hellebron not been clear in her command that he was not to touch the blade. Though Shadowblade was not permitted to bring the sword to his mistress himself, the assassin was determined that Korhil should survive to do so.


  Shadowblade landed light-footedly on the haunches of a charging horse, his forearms closing fast about the rider’s skull before the other had marked his presence. A heartbeat later, the assassin wrenched his victim’s head a quarter-circle to the left. There was a sharp crack, and the dark elf slid out of his saddle to splash in the mire. The corpse tangled in the legs of the next horse along, and that outrider too went down in a tumble of screams and flailing limbs. Shadowblade was already moving, leaping for the galloping steed to his front. Steel glinted as shuriken flew from the assassin’s hands, slicing deep into the flanks of two more steeds. The horses reared high in pain, and two dark elves were flung backwards into their own ranks, trampled bloody before they had time to utter a sound. Shadowblade’s daggers were in his hands as he landed, the steel flashing as he slit another rider’s throat and heaved him into a bank of reeds.


  Some of the dark riders had realised the danger now. Crossbow bolts spat in Shadowblade’s direction but the shots went wide. Not so the assassin’s return strikes, and two more dark riders toppled from their saddles, as Shadowblade leapt into the branches above. Swinging to a new perch, he readied another pair of shuriken and looked for his next target.


  Korhil sensed, rather than saw, the dark riders collapse into disorder. The charging spears, so tightly ordered to that point, broke apart, the horses scattering as they tried to escape the death that was loose within their ranks. Mud sucking at his heels, the captain ordered his white lions to break off and make for the shrine. A few dark riders spurred after them, but more shuriken came from above, and the pursuit fell into chaos.


  From his perch amongst the boughs, Shadowblade could see much that was yet hidden to Korhil. All across the low hills, warbands of dark riders flocked like carrion birds drawn to a feast. To the south, beyond the bend of the Eselli River, he could see banners of Cothique and Ghrond as they advanced through the thin drizzle so common in Cothique. Morathi rode amongst the host, her sorceries no doubt hastening their steps. But to the north, just behind the hollow that concealed Analdar’s Shrine, the assassin saw a grander sight by far. An army of livid reds and crimsons advanced along that smooth slope, the jagged silhouette of Hellebron’s cauldron-shrine rising high above even the tallest banners. The assassin could see that Korhil’s company had at last reached the shrine, and permitted himself a smile. His duty was done, for the present. Now was the time for revenge.


  At first, the battle was a sporadic affair. Both Morathi’s and Hellebron’s forces had been arrayed for march, and much time was lost as regiments shook themselves into fighting formations in the cloying marshland. The first clashes were between the roaming dark riders of Morathi’s host and the tattooed shades whose loyalty Hellebron had purchased long ago. Crossbow bolts whined about the stones of the shrine as the two skirmish lines duelled, for the ground was too treacherous there for even elven horsemen to risk a headlong charge. Korhil’s company made no attempt to join the battle, but took shelter amongst the crooked stones as the corpses splashed into the mud.


  When the armies clashed, they did so determined to settle old scores. Ghrond and Har Ganeth had been rivals just as long as had their mistresses, and their warriors needed no encouragement to kill. Even the Cothiqui fought with desperate fervour, for they were yet deep within the Shadow of Khaine even though Tyrion himself was far afield. None of the sea elves fought so determinedly as Prince Dannor. Morathi, wanting to make sure of his loyalty, had lavished seductive attention upon him during the march, all the while stoking his disgust at how his sister had sought comfort in a low-born Chracian. Whilst most of Morathi’s host fought for her, and for Tyrion, Dannor came to claim Korhil’s head. Thus did the largest phalanx in Morathi’s host march not against Hellebron’s army, but directly down upon the shrine where the white lions waited.


  The two hosts were well-matched. Morathi’s force was the larger of the two. Dannor had roused every militia band he could on their northward march, and the arrows of keen-eyed Cothiqui archers fell like rain amongst the warriors of Har Ganeth. Another foe would perhaps have broken and fled beneath that deluge of death, but Hellebron’s forces were the survivors of the battle with the Bloodied Horde in Naggaroth. The males were Khaine’s chosen executioners, or warlocks seeking sanctuary from thirsting Slaanesh; the females were witch elves, handmaidens of slaughter. They could feel their god’s presence, and took the boiling in their veins as proof that the Crone Queen led them to war in Khaine’s name. Only the shades fought without Khaine’s blessing, but as the vile liquid in Hellebron’s cauldron began to bubble and spit, they forgot their fears as surely as any.


  The witch elves came shrieking to the fight, heedless of the mud sucking at their heels, and careless of the arrows and bolts that fell amongst their ranks. Blood burst livid red against pale skin as the shots slammed home, but Khaine’s handmaidens felt neither pain nor fear. The injured staggered on until they were trampled by the unwounded that came behind. The dead fell where they lay, wild grins frozen on their faces as the mud closed over them. By contrast, the executioners advanced at steady pace, every rank marching in unison, every blade held ready in anticipation of the slaughter to come. Seldom did an arrow draw blood amongst these ranks, for most shattered against skull-helms and chainmail skirts.


  The witch elves struck Prince Dannor’s phalanx like a wind of blades. The Cothiqui warriors fought with spears braced and shields locked, but the handmaidens of Khaine crashed into the line with no thought for the danger. Spears thrust forward, impaling pale flesh, but still the witch elves came on, the wounded hauling their skewered bodies down the spears until their strength failed. Most of these perished before they had taken another step, but as they collapsed the dead weight dragged the spears down into the marsh. Before fresh weapons could be brought forward, the next rank of witch elves surged through the gap, blades flashing and eyes gleaming.


  Prince Dannor held to his purpose as the phalanx collapsed. Through threats and sheer stubbornness he rescued a few score spears from the unfolding rout, and sent them wading through the thick reeds to the overgrown shrine. As the Cothiqui militia reached the summit, Korhil ordered his company against them, and high elf fought high elf amongst the reeds. There, on the edge of the stone pit where offerings had once been made to Drakira, Goddess of Vengeance, Chayal clashed with the longsword of Prince Dannor.


  As the thin rain grew more forceful, Morathi swept matted hair from her eyes. She saw that the Cothiqui phalanx was torn apart from within, but merely snorted with derision.


  Such cat’s paws were easily replaced, and she yet had a battlefield’s worth of soldiery to do her bidding. Even as she watched, black-lacquered chariots sped across the firm ground on the battlefield’s eastern flank and crashed into a mass of howling witch elves. Some of the Har Ganethi darted aside, but many more were mangled beneath steel wheels, or else were torn to scraps by snarling cold ones that feasted upon their uncovered flesh.


  Further to the east, far from the blood-spattered reeds of Analdar’s Shrine, skull-helmed executioners hacked their way through a regiment of Ghrondian spears, only to find their path blocked by tail-helmed swordmasters. Kerrinath of Saphery was one the few loremasters who had been lured to Morathi’s cause. Now he led his bodyguard into the fray, recently-learnt sorceries crackling from his fingertips to cook his enemies within their armour.


  The Har Ganethi were pressed close on all fronts, penned in by the superior numbers, but they cared not. To their mind, more foes meant more blood to be shed in their god’s name. Only in the centre of the field, where the thin waters of the Eseli trickled through a field of stones, did Hellebron’s forces advance, for it was here that the Crone Queen fought.


  Ghrondian warriors, desperate to please their mistress, swept over the cauldron-shrine as it rumbled through the mud, the spirit of Khaine that drove it refusing to be impeded by the filth of Cothique. All who laid hand upon the cauldron-shrine’s jagged form perished, hacked bloodily apart by Hellebron or her attendants. None slew more than the Crone Queen that day. Blood spattered across her skin; it mingled with the rain and ran in rivers down the steps of her shrine to pool in the corpse-strewn mire. Through it all, Hellebron was haunted by memories not her own, of another battle for Khaine’s favour that had ended long ago. The recollections vanished into mist as the Crone Queen grasped for them, leaving only the sound of Morathi’s mocking laughter behind. That frustration drove Hellebron into ever greater bloodlust, and it seemed to those present that a crimson halo rested upon her brow. With each blow she struck, the more fiercely the cauldron bubbled, and the louder the witch elves yowled.


  Morathi paid Hellebron no heed, for to do so would have been to let the Crone Queen believe she was worthy of attention. Instead, she lavished her sorceries upon the warlocks who rode upon the battle’s flanks and sent crackling bolts of darkness against the dark riders and Ghrondian darkshards. Splinters of obsidian magic gathered between the Hag Sorceress’ outstretched hands, then swept out at her command, each cluster hissing through the rain like a swarm of malevolent insects. Most of the warlocks perished before they realised their danger, the flesh picked clean from their bones. Morathi shrieked in mirth at the sight. What had begun as a desperate chase had now become yet another opportunity to humiliate Hellebron, and the Hag Sorceress was determined to enjoy it.


  Then Shadowblade struck.


  Morathi saw the glimmer of movement a heartbeat too late. Shadowblade’s feet slammed into the sorceress’ chest, knocking her from Sulephet’s back to splash into the sodden mud. Before Morathi could muster even the smallest cantrip, the assassin’s knees were on her shoulders, and his fingers clamped across her mouth.


  ‘You chained my mind, and shame rots me from within,’ the assassin hissed. ‘I bring recompense.’ Morathi saw the sheen of a dagger, and felt a burning pain high upon her cheek.


  ‘Less beautiful now,’ Shadowblade murmured. ‘One scar for each dawn a slave. Expect another soon.’ Despite herself, Morathi flinched. Then the weight upon her shoulders vanished, and Shadowblade with it.


  With a scream of rage, the sorceress sent dark fire coursing after the assassin, turning the air about her to


  steam, but Shadowblade was long gone.


  As concerned handmaidens clustered near, Morathi slicked the marsh’s filth from her limbs, then raised a hand to her injured face. The cut was shallow, and scarcely an inch long, but her fingers burnt where they touched the wound. She knew at once there had been poison on the blade, and that it would leave her skin forever marred.


  With an animal shriek that had nothing to do with the pain from the wound, Morathi loosed her fires once again, this time against the handmaidens whose incompetence had permitted such indignity.


  As the screams faded and the handmaidens’ ashes scattered on the breeze, Morathi clambered onto Sulephet’s back, her limbs trembling with humiliation and rage.


  All at once, the enjoyment Morathi had taken in the battle drained away, leaving only sour dregs. As she cast her eyes over the clashing lines, she no longer cared if Hellebron thought her weak - she just wanted to shame the Crone Queen as she herself had been shamed. The skies darkened, and the Hag Sorceress revelled in the heightened power she had known these last months. Livid violet lightning arced from the clouds to smite the cauldron of blood which Hellebron rode, melting its frame to twisted slag. The statue of Khaine shattered with a colossal boom, the shockwave casting elves from their feet for hundreds of yards around.


  Of those who had fought upon the cauldron, only Hellebron was thrown clear into the churned marsh. She barely felt the impact of the statue’s explosion, or the gobbets of molten brass that scalded her skin, for her mind was numbed at the cauldron’s loss. The vessel which had restored her youth for thousands of years was gone. There were others she could yet make use of, but that one had been the finest of its kind - moreover, it had been hers! The rage that swiftly followed drove Hellebron to her feet, and into the heart of Kerinath’s swordmasters. The skills that had enabled the high elves to prevail against the executioners quickly proved insufficient against the slighted Crone Queen. Scattering dismembered swordmasters before her, Hellebron seized the loremaster and tore out his throat with her teeth.


  Yet no matter how frenzied Hellebron had become, the battle was at last slipping away from her. With the cauldron gone, Khaine’s blessings fell away from the elves of Har Ganeth, and the fury faded from their eyes. Little by little, Morathi’s superior numbers began to tell. The banners of Har Ganeth fell, and did not rise.


  All of this went unnoticed by Korhil, who yet strove with Dannor amongst the shrine’s vine-tangled stones. Both prince and captain each bled from a dozen wounds, but the white lion had the better of his opponent, and Dannor knew it. That the prince still lived was testament less to his own skill, and more to the sibilant voice that echoed through Korhil’s head, distracting him with its urges to draw the Widowmaker.


  At last, Korhil’s guard slipped, and Dannor spied his opening. With a cry of triumph, the prince thrust forward, little realising that he had fallen into Korhil’s trap. Chayal came around as the captain twisted aside, cleaving three of Dannor’s fingers where they gripped his sword’s hilt. The prince screamed and fell sideways, grasping at the wound with his good hand. Then Chayal flashed out once more. Dannor’s sobs ended as his head was struck clean from his shoulders, and his twitching body toppled into the offering pit.


  Korhil had won his private battle and avenged no few insults levelled at Adranna during the exchange, but as he looked out across the battlefield, he knew only the bitter taste of failure. The army of Har Ganeth was in full flight, Hellebron being all but dragged from the field by a captain of executioners who would surely know reward or death before dusk fell. As for Korhil’s company, all were dead, though they had given good account of themselves before they had fallen.


  A winged shadow fell over Korhil, and the captain felt weariness overtake him. Chayal slipped from Korhil’s grime- flecked hands, and he knew his battle was ended.


  ‘Little lion,' mocked Morathi as Sulephet landed gracefully in front of Korhil. ‘It seems I underestimated you, but now your pride are all slain, and your prowling has at last come to an end.’


  Korhil scarcely heard the sorceress speak. The Widowmaker’s voice had grown louder with Dannor’s death, drowning out all other sounds.


  Kill her! it demanded. Kill her, and seek your queen upon the field below. She waits for you amongst the slain.


  With an effort, Korhil reached beneath his cloak to where the Widowmaker’s sword belt was concealed. The captain heard the voice’s approving hiss turn to one of anger as his hand brushed past the hilt and instead unclasped the belt.


  ‘You win,’ said Korhil defiantly, throwing the Widowmaker, scabbard and all, onto the bloodied stones before him. ‘Kill me, and let me be done with all this.’


  ‘Oh I will,’ Morathi promised, as Sulephet shifted restless beneath her. ‘But not yet.’
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  Though Korhil had failed to put the Widowmaker beyond Tyrion’s use, his actions had not entirely been in vain. Adranna had arrived in Lothern before the Widowmaker had even been stolen, and Malekith saw the opportunity that Korhil had inadvertently placed before him.


  As Tyrion scattered his forces north and east in search of Korhil, the Phoenix King’s armies were also on the march. They travelled not over land, nor on the Sea of Dreams, where Aislinn’s ships still prowled. Instead this fresh campaign was launched from within the worldroots. Freed from logistical constraints, Malekith’s armies streamed through eastern Eataine and into Saphery, reclaiming territory lost earlier in the year.


  Moving so many armies - and so quickly - through the worldroots placed a great strain on Alarielle. Neither Araloth, nor any other in Malekith’s council could match the Everqueen’s mastery of the ancient pathways, and so the burden fell upon her, and her alone. Often, Alarielle laboured long into the night guiding some new host into position, and every morning her face was drawn and weary. Yet none ever heard her speak a word of complaint or despair.


  Swift as it was, the campaign to retake Saphery was easily as bloody as any yet fought. Tyrion had not been entirely blind to the danger growing in the south, and had sent his most loyal lieutenants to guard against it. These princes proclaimed themselves the aestyrion - the Sons of Tyrion - and fought with fanatical fury to deny Malekith’s advance.


  Nowhere was this more evident than during the siege of Tesselia. There, one of the aestyrion - a cruel-minded lordling named Killin, who had descended into madness almost as swiftly as Tyrion himself - ordered his mages to drown the city in wild magic in the moment that Malekith’s troops flooded into the ruined streets. Even as Killin fell, his body pierced by a score of arrows, a swirling rift exploded into life at Tesselia’s heart. The rift’s fury claimed every soldier and stone within the city before its appetite was sated, but the magic that had birthed it never truly faded. Tesselia, once the jewel of Saphery, was gone forever. In its place was left a barren landscape where the voices of the damned howled through the ice-cold winds.


  Killin was the worst of the aestyrion, but those who remained were as cruel as any dark elf who had ever lived.


  As Malekith’s armies swept on, the aestyrion ordered the citizenry of Saphery to take up arms in Tyrion’s cause. Most of those who acceded did so only to save their families. They perished by the thousand, driven forth in the vanguard to waste the enemy’s arrows and weary the invaders’ arms whilst the aestyrion kept their elites in reserve. That this cruelty failed to change the course of even a single battle only added to the tragedy.


  Not all of Saphery’s citizens complied with the aestyrion’s demands. Most of these dissenters were rounded up and slaughtered, or else used to bait ambushes for Malekith’s forces. Those armies led by the Phoenix King’s dreadlords simply ignored such provocation and held true to their orders, for what did they care if one group of Ulthuani slaughtered another? The same could not be said of Imrik’s dragon knights, whose recklessness cost them dear even as they sought to rescue the captives. However, this cruelty was ultimately self-destructive to Tyrion’s cause. When Malekith arrived at the Tower of Hoeth to demand the loremasters’ allegiance, he found the gates open and its swordmasters arrayed in his honour. Finreir had forsaken neutrality in the face of such barbarism.


  All this Tyrion learned on his return to Tor Alin, though in his arrogance he did not act at once. Morathi had returned more than a week earlier.


  She had placed the Widowmaker once more in its vault, this time taking care to ensure that its guardians were bound by enchantments that would cease their hearts in the event of treachery. As for Korhil, he languished behind the thick door of a dungeon. The captain had journeyed the many leagues from Analdar’s Shrine on the end of a chain trailed from a Naggarothi chariot. Scarcely an inch of his skin was unmarred by blood or bruise, and the flesh hung loose from his bones in too many places, but he had not cried out, instead retreating into bitter and brooding silence.


  Morathi did not need to ask the cause of Tyrion’s delay, for the western horizon glowed an angry orange. Avelorn was afire, its ancient woodlands collapsing into lifeless ash. Such was the price the Avelorni had paid for Tyrion’s humiliation at Withelan. Scarcely half the soldiers who had ridden with Tyrion returned to Tor Alin, but the prince’s victory was as obvious as it was glorious. Hundreds of Avelorni prisoners trailed in his army’s wake, bound in long lines by barbed chains.


  Tyrion flew into a rage at the reminder of Korhil’s betrayal. The sorceress, who was well used to such mercurial displays, soothed her lover’s wrath, then made a gift of the heavy key to Korhil’s cell. As the moon rose over Tor Alin, Tyrion made his way into the bowels of the mansion and passed into the makeshift dungeon.


  In the hours that followed, Korhil’s silence was at last broken beneath the bludgeons of Tyrion’s gauntlets. Save Morathi, none who dwelt in Tor Alin slept well that night, so terrible were the screams.


  The next morning, the princes of Tyrion’s armies were summoned before the gates of Tor Alin, where a new shrine to Khaine had been raised using stone taken from the temple of Asuryan that had once dominated the city’s heart. There, they witnessed as the prince beheaded the Avelorni prisoners one by one with the reclaimed Widowmaker. The display of butchery lasted the better part of the day, but Tyrion did not tire - rather, he grew more frenetic with each body that collapsed lifeless to the gore-drenched stones.


  As each head fell, Morathi seized it by a handful of its blood-soaked hair and hurled it into the baying crowd. The sorceress thrilled to see how readily the once-staid princes of Ulthuan fought amongst themselves for these foul tokens of favour, and she saw more than one dagger flash as one prince slew another to claim the prize as his own. After many thousands of years, Morathi at last felt as if she had come home.


  As the last Avelorni prisoner was brought forth, Korhil was dragged to the shrine’s summit by a pair of Morathi’s handmaidens. He could not have made the journey himself. Tyrion’s wrath of the previous eve had left the captain’s legs a mess of mangled bone; his eyes empty and ragged holes. Korhil’s body might have been broken, but his resolve was undimmed. Even as he was led to his death, he called out to Tyrion, begging the prince to see what he had become before others suffered. Tyrion struck Korhil to silence with a gauntleted fist, and ordered him dragged to the centre of the shrine.


  Yet the final stroke that would take Korhil’s life was not to be Tyrion’s. Instead, this cruel honour was granted to Prince Dalroth, in recompense for his brother’s death and what was seen as his sister’s corruption. Of all the blows struck that day, this was the only one not struck with the Widowmaker. Instead, it was Korhil’s own axe Chayal that was to serve as the executioner.


  ‘Hold!’ Morathi’s voice cut effortlessly through the raucous tumult of the crowd.


  Dalroth paused in mid strike, and he glanced at Tyrion for approval. Morathi saw the prince nod - as she knew he would - and Chayal’s blade was set aside. Pausing only to give a slight bow to her lover, Morathi walked across the stones, revelling in the warmth of the spilt blood as it oozed between her toes.


  ‘This is your end, little lion,’ Morathi purred softly, crouching at Korhil’s side, ‘but it does not have to be so. Pledge to serve me as loyally as you once served Tyrion, and I will not only see you spared, I will raise you up higher than you have ever been.’


  ‘My death means nothing,’ Korhil whispered, his bitter defiance sweet in Morathi’s ears. ‘I was a fool, and I pay a fool’s price. Others will break your enchantment.’


  ‘Really?’ Morathi mocked.


  She ran one perfect fingernail around the crusted wound of Korhil’s left eye socket. The other flinched in pain, and the sorceress laughed as she licked the dried blood from her finger.


  ‘Stubborn to the last,’ she said, ‘but know this: the enchantment is not mine.


  Tyrion is not under my spell; I am under his, and our glorious rule shall last an eternity. Think on that as the axe falls.’


  Turning her back on Korhil, Morathi rose to face Dalroth. ‘That is a beautiful weapon, but perhaps a little unwieldy,’ she told him. ‘No one would think ill of you if it took more than one stroke to finish the job.’ Dalroth’s thin features twisted into a wolfish grin, and he raised Chayal high once again...


  Adranna’s enchantments had bound her closer to Korhil than the other had known. Thus, when Chayal at last ended the captain’s life, the princess soon after brought word of it to Malekith’s council. Adranna’s grief was twofold. Korhil’s death laid heavy upon the princess, even though she knew that she could have done little to prevent it. Worse was the knowledge that if Korhil was taken, then so was the Widowmaker.


  Malekith felt no sympathy for Adranna’s personal loss. He was grudgingly impressed that Korhil had possessed the temerity to challenge Tyrion, but this slight respect was instantly undermined by the Phoenix King’s disdain for the captain’s failure. None of this, however, prevented Malekith from realising the full implication of events: with his blade returned, Tyrion was whole once more. Thus were the Phoenix King’s armies marching hard for the border between Saphery and Cothique, even before the first survivors brought word of the razing of Avelorn.


  Weeks of bitter fighting followed. The mountain passes between glittering Saphery and mournful Cothique were in no place as wide as those watched over by the great western gates, but there were myriad lesser paths all the same. Battles erupted on the shoulders of the Annulii, never fought between more than a few hundred elves, sometimes contested by less than a dozen. The peaks shook with the fury of spell and counterspell, and scouts darted between the rocks, ears seldom hearing the bowshots that claimed their lives. Often, the sounds of battle roused the beasts of the upper slopes: manticores, chimerae and other warped creatures that came roaring from their lairs. Little by little, the passes were choked with the dead, the high mountain streams dammed by bodies.


  Malekith’s shieldwalls held for as long as they were able, but in such tight confines the fury of Tyrion’s followers could not be withstood. Even the dragons of Caledor could not tip the balance. Morathi’s handmaidens used magic to bind the denizens of the slopes to their will, and the dragon princes and phoenix knights were torn from the skies by great flocks of the Annulii’s savage denizens bent to a single purpose. To give them their due, the Caledorians were determined to continue the battle against this army of monsters, even despite their horrific losses. However, Malekith forcefully ordered the dragon princes to withdraw and instructed for the passes to be abandoned. The princes of Caledor were the brightest of all the gems in Malekith’s crown, and he did not wish to see their light extinguished for little gain.


  Malekith was still far from loved by those of Ulthuan’s populace who had fallen under his rule. Indeed, many princes whispered of his overthrow, unable to countenance the Witch King of Naggaroth lingering upon the Phoenix Throne. None of this was as secret from Malekith as the conspirators would have wished, for his spies were everywhere. Teclis’ calm counsel saved many a prince from the consequences of his own rash words, but not all. Malekith had been too long a tyrant to let such intrigue pass unmarked. However, demonstrating a wholly alien restraint, the Phoenix King did not order his enemies executed. Instead, he elevated them to the highest of military ranks, and sent them to take command of the front lines. Malekith trusted to Tyrion’s forces to slay his enemies, and the Phoenix King was seldom disappointed.


  If Ulthuan’s princes remained far from sanguine about accepting Malekith as their king, few could honestly doubt the determination with which he fought for his new land. As Tyrion’s forces pushed into Saphery, Malekith fought tirelessly with fire and with sword. At Tyrasel, Malekith stood alone against many times his number, holding back a baying horde of blood-mad Cothiqui whilst his army withdrew. At Tor Amin, he led the dragon princes of Caledor in the charge that tore Morathi’s army of monsters to talon-raked scraps, even as it bore down upon Caradryan’s hopelessly outnumbered band of Phoenix Guard.


  Upon each bloody field, Malekith gave challenge to Tyrion, demanded that the Dragon of Cothique face him in single combat. Not once did the Phoenix King’s taunts draw Tyrion forth. The prince was no more eager to confront Malekith than Khaine had once been to confront Asuryan. Besides, Tyrion had no need to defeat the Phoenix King directly - not whilst his armies were sweeping aside all before them, as they continued to do.


  The elves under Tyrion’s sway were immune to all but the blackest terror, and fought with the strength of the possessed. With each battle Tyrion won, the Shadow of Khaine grew stronger, and many lords and princes who had thus far remained neutral now fell under his sway. Warriors from Chrace and far off Tiranoc could now be sighted in the prince’s ranks, as could corsairs from the fleet once commanded by Drane Brackblood. It seemed that two unbloodied warriors came forth for each of the Khaine- struck elves felled in battle. Thus did even the grandest victory for Malekith’s forces end in retreat, with the phalanxes of Lothern and Caledor seldom given time enough even to honour their dead before marching hurriedly southwards once again.


  The last battle upon the Finuval plains was fought amidst the ruins of Tor Ellian, a city crushed to rubble in one of Malekith’s long-ago campaigns and now all but reclaimed by the forest of Finuval’s Edge. There, under Prince Dalroth, the aestyrion crushed the Phoenix King’s left flank, and would have ridden the greater part of Malekith’s army to ruin, had not the wood elves arrived from Athel Loren at that very moment. Emerging from the depths of the worldroots, the asrai caught Dalroth’s phalanxes in their undefended rear, and thus won victory from what would otherwise have been a crushing defeat.


  Thousands of wood elves and forest spirits perished at Tor Ellian, but their sacrifice rescued tens of thousands of Malekith’s followers. Adranna was amongst those who owed the folk of Athel Loren her life, for she had been taken captive whilst attempting to slay her corrupted brother.


  Naestra and Arahan, the daughters of Ariel, had led the charge to free the princess, and Dalroth himself had been carried from the field, his shoulder pierced by one of Arahan’s arrows. In the aftermath, the wood elf host marched with Malekith’s army, sworn never to abandon the Everqueen’s side until the war was ended, one way or the other. Alas, * ' the victory at Tor Ellian was but the prologue to a long and weary retreat. •’’> Yet still Malekith fought on, with Alarielle ever at his left hand and Imrik at his right.


  With his campaign in jeopardy, Malekith sent Teclis across the Ten Kingdoms, carrying a message that commanded all princes to prove, in battle, their loyalty to the Phoenix Throne. This garnered some success, although those princes who brought their blades to Malekith’s side did so chiefly because of the messenger’s persuasive tongue. Yet still there were those who refused allegiance to either Malekith or Tyrion. Some did so out of fear, others out of pride. However, there were those who judged neither side worthy of victory, such was the ruin they had wrought.


  ‘You are not welcome here.’


  The voice was soft, but cold as ice, and spoken so close that Teclis could feel the other’s breath upon the back of his neck. With an effort, the mage kept his composure and turned. How the challenger had come so close without betraying his presence, Teclis couldn’t fathom.


  ‘The Shadow King lives up to his reputation,’ said Teclis.


  For a long moment, the bitter wind whistling through the confines of the pass was the only sound. To the east lay the charred forests of Chrace; to the west, the bleak and mist-laden expanse of Nagarythe began.


  ‘I know why you have come,’ Alith Anar said at last, ‘and the answer is no.’


  ‘Even when the fate of Ulthuan hangs in the balance?’


  The Shadow King laughed bitterly. ‘Let me show you something.’


  Without another word, he strode the last dozen paces to the pass’ end. Frowning, Teclis followed, bracing his staff against the uneven ground.


  ‘Nagarythe was ever the least populous of the Ten Kingdoms,’ said Alith Anar. ‘Now look at it.’


  The Shadow King swept his hand across the valley below, and the mist parted. To Teclis’ surprise, it was thick with campfires and tents. They stretched as far as the eye could see, nestling in old ruins and tangled gorse.


  ‘I had no idea.’


  ‘Nagarythe now offers the only refuge in all Ulthuan,’ said Alith Anar. ‘Neither your master...’


  ‘He’s not my master.’


  Alith Anar ignored the interruption, ‘...nor your brother dare challenge me. Thus has the bitter king of Nagarythe become the last hope of thousands.’ He laughed without humour. ‘What strength remains in this land is pledged to their fate, not Malekith’s.’


  Suddenly the air was full of crows, their thunderous wing beats echoing through the pass. When they dispersed, Teclis was alone.


  Even as his armies fell back, the Phoenix King displayed an arrogance as monstrous as any who had claimed the throne before him, and was determined to crush Tyrion’s armies and slay the prince in battle. However, Teclis argued that such a course was doomed to failure. The Dragon of Cothique’s armies would continue to grow whilst Malekith’s shrank. Even if victory could somehow be claimed, Teclis insisted, it would take many years before Ulthuan was truly whole again. Even then, he continued, Tyrion was not the true threat, just as Khaine was never the true threat in the wars of the gods. The Dark Gods were rising once again, fed by the slaughter in Ulthuan and elsewhere. The elves would yet have to stand against their threat, and victory over Tyrion was pointless if it left Malekith’s own forces so crippled that they could not defeat the minions of the Chaos Gods. The only hope, Teclis insisted, was to marshal a power that even Tyrion could not defeat - they would have to travel to the Isle of the Dead, shatter the Great Vortex and make its magic their own.


  The Phoenix King was furious. He recalled well his own long-ago effort to unmake the enchantments of Caledor Dragontamer, an attempt that had shattered Ulthuan. Malekith had waited too long and sacrificed too much to claim the throne of Ulthuan - he would not risk his kingdom on the counsel of despair when spears might yet win victory.


  Teclis was surprised at the vehemence of Malekith’s response. Until that moment, he had not truly believed that the Witch King of old would forgo the opportunity for greater power, no matter the risk - and there was certainly great power to be had. Just as Nagash had striven to become a conduit for death magic, Teclis’ proposal presented Malekith with the opportunity to bind one of the eight winds to himself, and thus become nothing less than a god in mortal form.


  Privately, Teclis lamented that it was a poor time for Malekith to at last be contented with his lot. However, when he spoke again, it was to assure the Phoenix King that Nagash’s theft of death magic had weakened the Great Vortex sufficiently that the other winds could be claimed without risk. Nevertheless, the same caution that had ever prevented Malekith from achieving his ends slammed down like an iron grate, and he refused to speak any longer on the matter.


  Teclis saw his careful plans unravelling, but was unsure how to retrieve the situation. He knew that Lileath could have reasoned with the Phoenix King - the words of a goddess were ever more convincing that those of a mortal. Alas, it had been many weeks since Lileath had been seen on Ulthuan, and she had paid no heed to Teclis’ increasingly urgent prayers. More than ever, Teclis missed his brother’s counsel.


  With no other choices remaining, Teclis spoke of his plan to Alarielle and Imrik. The Everqueen was no fonder of the idea than her betrothed. She feared not just for the consequences to Ulthuan, but also those inflicted upon the wider weave of the world. It was not without good cause, she reminded Teclis, that Caledor Dragontamer had first fashioned the Great Vortex. Surely, if what Teclis was proposing was possible, Caledor would have done it thousands of years ago? Unexpectedly, Imrik spoke in Teclis’ support. Caledor Dragontamer had suggested the same plan to him some months earlier and, as ever, the word of his ancestor was unassailable to the dragon prince. Eventually, Alarielle agreed to speak with Malekith. She did not know that neither Teclis nor Caledor had conceived the unbinding of the Great Vortex themselves; they had been given the idea by Lileath. Had she known this, the spark of Ariel that was fading in her soul would have spoken in warning.


  An ocean away to the east, Lileath walked through the faded glory of Castle Drakenhof, ancestral seat of the von Carsteins. The goddess’ divine form was invisible to the thralls who roamed the gloomy corridors, and her voice was like the lingering memory of a dream. There, she often conversed with Princess Eldyra of Tiranoc, sole survivor of Eltharion’s attempt to rescue the Everchild, who had been captured at the whim of Mannfred von Carstein. Eldyra and her jailors believed that Mannfred had afflicted her with his blood’s curse; her spirit was cold as ice, shadowy creatures lurked ever on the edge of her vision and the voices of the dead haunted her like waking dreams.


  At first, Lileath masqueraded as one of Drakenhof’s thralls, offering kindness in that most unkind of places. Only when she had earned a measure of Eldyra’s confidence, did the goddess speak of what had truly transpired.


  The same ritual by which Nagash had wrested death magic from the Great Vortex had also destroyed Ereth Khial, the elven goddess of the dead, and in the aftermath her divine remnants had been bound to Eldyra’s mortal form. Now, just as Tyrion had become an avatar of Khaine, Eldyra was slowly inheriting the Pale Queen’s mantle. The voices Eldyra heard were those of lately-slain elves who had escaped Slaanesh’s maw, and the shadowy creatures were the rephallim that had guided them to her.


  This was a truth that no elf could have borne well, for Ereth Khial was a goddess reviled by all. Eldyra went mad for a time. When her jailors heard her cursing at empty air, and saw her thick black tears of rage, they wondered what value their master placed in such a creature. In truth, Mannfred had been guided by his instincts, and was ignorant of his prize’s value. Had he been present, the vampire would have broken Eldyra and made her power his own, but Mannfred was far afield, labouring under Nagash’s will.


  At last Eldyra’s madness gave way to a cool, clear determination. Accepting Lileath’s offer of tutelage, she learned how to bind and draw power from her attendant spirits. At first, the idea revolted the princess, for the act of leeching magic from the spirits doomed them to oblivion. But Eldyra was changing, as the other avatars were changing, and Lileath’s tales of the Rhana Dandra only hastened that transformation. As Eldyra’s spirit grew ever colder, she became ever more callous - a being of survival, of necessity. As with Ereth Khial before her, Eldyra grew blind to the loves, sorrows and desires of her attendant dead, and readily quenched their existence to empower her own. There was never a dearth of spirits, for the war on Ulthuan caused Slaanesh’s table to overflow. Though the rephallim brought but a fraction of the slain to Eldyra’s presence, these still accounted many hundreds with each passing day. Thus did a new Queen of the Dead arise in Castle Drakenhof. She shattered the walls and enchantments that had held her mortal self prisoner, and journeyed into the mountains. Lileath went with her, little by little explaining the task she would need to perform.


  On Ulthuan, the Phoenix King’s army had reached the Tower of Hoeth, only to face another danger. Gradually, elves deserted Malekith’s ranks and escaped north to join with Tyrion, often leaving the bloody corpses of betrayed comrades in their wake.


  At first, most were Naggarothi, and the Phoenix King deemed them to be knaves who found the Dragon of Cothique’s temperament more to their liking than Malekith’s own. But, as time went on, high elves and wood elves too began to abandon the Phoenix King’s ranks. Some were the conspirators who had planned for Malekith’s eventual death, but not all.


  Marendri, a prince of northern Caledor, loyal to Malekith from the very first, was one of these. One moonless night, the dragon prince slit the throats of his three brothers, and hacked his way through the sentry line. Marendri would have escaped to join Tyrion, had one of his siblings not dealt him a crippling blow before succumbing. Slowed by his injuries, Marendri was cornered by Imrik, who was appalled at the wild-eyed savage his comrade had become. The knight was red-eyed and sharp-featured, his words a jumble of vicious curses and snarls. It was more mercy than justice that guided Imrik’s sword that night.


  When Imrik spoke of what he had witnessed, all were forced to concede that the Shadow of Khaine had grown so thick that it fell upon their ranks as well as Tyrion’s. When Alarielle spoke in support of unbinding the Great Vortex, Malekith finally agreed. Teclis said nothing. The loremaster’s enchantments had made it possible for the Shadow of Khaine to overtake his allies. He had no regrets at his deception, for Lileath had told him the unbinding was necessary, but he wondered how much more tarnished his soul could become before he was just as bad as Tyrion or Malekith.


  Thus was the Tower of Hoeth, which many had hoped would be their refuge whilst a counter-attack was prepared, quickly abandoned. Many of the loremasters joined the Phoenix King’s westward march, but Finreir refused to leave the tower, even though he knew that Tyrion would surely overrun the ancient stones. Swift Lothern skycutters flew ahead, ranging over land and sea as they sought Lokhir Fellheart’s fleet. There were no forests on the Isle of the Dead to allow journey through the worldroots, and ships would be needed to carry the Phoenix King’s army across the waves. However, as the shore grew closer and Tyrion’s army drew nearer, no word came from Fellheart. Aislinn was not the cause, for the skycutters had reported that his fleet lay moored around the Gaean Vale. Behind Malekith’s host, violet fire blazed upon the hilltops and angry voices echoed upon the winds.


  Recognising that time was moving against them, Alarielle took command of a skycutter and set out across the Sea of Dreams. She went not to the west, as had those in search of Fellheart’s fleet, but north. The Everqueen told no one where she was bound, and Malekith was gravely vexed by her departure.


  There were bloody clashes now between Malekith’s rearguard and Tyrion’s vanguard, but still Fellheart did not come. As Malekith’s forces neared the coast, Imrik and Araloth led the hosts of Caledor east to slow the prince’s advance. Thousands perished in desperate battle amongst the thin grasslands of the Sapherian shores. Outnumbered and in danger of being overwhelmed, Imrik fell back towards the shore and called for reinforcements. Malekith sent Caradryan with a great many of his


  Black and Phoenix Guard, but still Fellheart’s fleet did not appear. Finally Imrik could fall back no further, and Malekith resigned himself to a battle upon the shore.


  At last sails were seen upon the western horizon. Many of the host cheered until they realised that the canvas was not the black of Fellheart’s fleet, but the white and blue of Aislinn’s. Cheers turned to cries of despair as the elves of Malekith’s army saw that they were caught between two foes. Then came a single skycutter ahead of the fleet, Alarielle upon its prow. Beside her stood Aislinn, erect and proper as ever, but his face haunted by sorrow. The Everqueen had found the admiral amongst the ashes of Avelorn and he, at last having realised the mistake of his allegiance amongst the charred and ravaged dead, had begged forgiveness. Aislinn stiffly offered his fleet in the Phoenix King’s service, and a desperate evacuation began.


  Even then, Malekith’s host endured only through bravery and sacrifice. Tyrion’s vanguard, seeing the ships draw near, came across the dunes in their thousands. They did not bother to form anything recognisable as a line of battle, but came howling and screaming across the dunes; chariots, spearmen and knights whose weapons were wild in their hands. Sceolan of Athel Loren met them with an ordered shieldwall. It buckled but did not break. A second charge crashed home, a Tiranoc spear taking Sceolan’s one good eye, another piercing his heart a second later. The wood elves wavered as their lord fell, but warriors of Naggarond and Lothern pressed forward to thicken the line, and the shieldwall stood firm to meet a third assault.


  The shallows of the shore were seething as thousands of elves waded through the breakers to the tall¬hulled ships beyond. Anything too heavy to carry was abandoned, and much more besides. Treemen waded


  into the deeper waters, their roots burrowing into the sea bed and their mighty arms flexing as they hoisted elves aboard. An hour passed, then two, then four. Some of Aislinn’s ships, their keels low in the water and their decks crammed, struck out westward. Still the Khaine-lost elves spilled across the dunes. At last, as the first banners of Tyrion’s phalanxes appeared against the eastern skies, the dragons of Caledor set their fires loose along the shoreline, scattering the blood-mad hordes and buying time for the last of the shieldwall to clamber aboard. Malekith was the last to leave, and before Seraphon’s wings bore him westward, the Phoenix thought he caught a glimpse of Tyrion amongst the advancing spears.


  As dusk fell, Aislinn’s ships sped westward, their decks full of sodden and exhausted elves. The black shapes of Fellheart’s fleet at last appeared upon the southern horizon. The Tower of Blessed Dread loomed large at the flotilla’s heart. Its colours no longer proclaimed loyalty to Malekith, but to Tyrion. One more mystery had been solved, though its resolution was little to the liking of any in Aislinn’s fleet. Fellheart’s vessels would have wrought great slaughter on Aislinn’s overloaded ships had they chosen to chase, but their admiral had other orders and the sleek vessels continued eastward, to the Sapherian shores Malekith had so lately abandoned. The next morning, the Lothern fleet continued on through heavy seas. Dawn was fully in the sky before any realised that Aislinn had taken a skycutter and departed eastwards in the night.


  So it was that when Fellheart’s ships headed westward once more, their decks straining beneath the weight of Tyrion’s host, Aislinn’s skycutter came alongside the Tower of Blessed Dread, and the admiral allowed himself to be brought before Tyrion.


  Morathi watched as thin-faced corsairs dragged Aislinn across the foredeck and threw him before Tyrion. At the prince’s side, Fellheart simmered with impatience, the tentacles of his mask twitching.


  ‘You are a traitor, Aislinn,’ Tyrion growled, placing the Widowmaker’s point against Aislinn’s chest. ‘Why would you come back? To beg?’


  ‘I did not come here to beg. I came here to die,’ Aislinn spat. ‘Hatred blinded me to what you had become, and I will make atonement. Mathlann looks after his own.’ Morathi could hear the threat in the admiral’s voice, but could not place its danger. Aislinn was a pirate, nothing more. What threat could he be?


  ‘By tide and tempest I curse you and your kind,’ Aislinn shouted suddenly, his lips hooking into a sharp smile. ‘May the deeps take you all.’


  Those last words, so simply said, rang out across the seas, as did Aislinn’s laughter.


  Tyrion scowled and thrust the Widowmaker forward.


  The Sea Lord went silent as the blade pierced his heart, but Morathi knew it was already too late.


  As the Herald of Mathlann’s blood spilt across the deck, the once-calm skies grew dark and angry, the canvas of the sails whipping and snapping as a gale sprang up.


  Lightning cracked across the skies. One of the Tower of Blessed Dread’s sails was struck. It burst into flames, the fires spreading hungrily across rigging and spar. As Morathi groped for a counterspell that would unmake Aislinn’s enchantment, she saw that a dozen ships were also ablaze.


  A colossal wave, taller than the Tower’s highest topmast, reared up and slammed down on the black ark’s deck. Morathi’s counterspell collapsed mid-syllable as the breath was smashed from her body. Struck from her feet, she felt the cold of the seawater around her, and the howling of the storm above filled her ears.


  Then everything went black.
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  As dawn broke the next morning, the Tower of Blessed Dread had run aground on the Isle of the Dead’s northern shore. The ship had been badly mauled by Aislinn’s storm: its flanks were lightning scarred, its masts a shattered and scorched ruin of timber. Of the dozens of other vessels that had once been part of Fellheart’s fleet, only five remained. Perhaps ten thousand warriors had survived to make landfall, though many times their number had been lost beneath the waves. Corpses bobbed up against the shore and along the black ark’s flanks. Aislinn’s last blow had been mighty indeed.


  The Isle of the Dead was no ordinary landmass, but one fashioned from waystones of all shapes and sizes. Some were drowned beneath the waves, forming the foundations upon which others rested. Others loomed high against the dawn sky, taller than the grandest towers of Lothern or Caledor, but themselves dwarfed by the swirling column of cloud that was the Great Vortex - the last great enchantment of Caledor Dragontamer. Those waystones that formed the isle’s ‘ground’ were all but invisible beneath a shimmering sand, each grain a fragment eroded from the pale monoliths. Nothing grew in that dust. Legend told that before the Great Vortex, life had teemed here as readily, but of that time only petrified trees remained. Now it was the Isle of the Dead in fact as well as name. It made for a strange and beautiful sight even to the elves, an angular refuge amidst the glittering seas.


  When Morathi came to her senses, she knew immediately where she was. The sorceress could see and hear the elven spirits swirling around the waystones, their voices a babble of whispers so quiet that they were often drowned out by the crash of waves upon the uneven shore. Morathi did not fear the dead, for they were bound to their waystones by magics that even she did not know how to break, preserved from the hunger of Slaanesh whilst the stones yet stood.


  Tyrion’s host marched inland in three great columns that snaked their way through the dunes and waystones. Tyrion and Morathi rode at the centre, whilst Fellheart commanded the west, and Dalroth the east. With every step they took, the winds howled louder, and the whispering of the dead became more insistent. No living thing moved to halt their passage through the majestic tomb complexes of long-dead kings and queens, and even the bridges to the inner isle were bereft of defenders. Only when the base of the vortex was before them did Tyrion at last catch sight of his foes. It was there, arrayed in windswept glory across the tombs of ancient royalty, that Malekith had set his weary army. Behind the banners and speartips, dragons and phoenixes shifted restlessly upon the flanks and pinnacles of waystones. Behind them, eight great columns loomed upon the compass points about the vortex’s heart. At the pinnacle of each, a loremaster struggled with the howling winds of magic.


  As Tyrion’s forces shook themselves into three battle lines, Malekith’s army took heart, for they saw that the enemy were no more numerous than they. Then Tyrion’s voice boomed out, and everything changed.


  Called by Tyrion’s command, thousands of sea-drowned corpses hauled themselves onto the shores and lurched towards the centre of the island. They came in two great hordes of seaweed-wreathed dead, each of whom alone outnumbered Malekith’s thin lines. Some were the storm-swept dead of Aislinn’s curse, and these looked little different to those they fought alongside, save for skin turned already mottled and pale, and limbs that twitched and staggered with a most unelven grace. Most were the dead of centuries past, the slain of who knew how many wars fought upon the Seas of Dusk and Dreams. Their bones had long been picked clean of any flesh, and the rags they wore now gave little clue to the creatures they had once been.


  As the hordes staggered nearer, the doors of ancient tombs slammed open. Tall figures took their place at the head of the hosts. They were recognisable even at that distance, for their ancient bones were still clad in funeral armour, and their kingly burial shrouds danced in the wind. The high elves amongst Malekith’s host gasped in horror. It was one thing for Tyrion to raise the dead of the seas, but it was a deeper and more terrible blasphemy to rouse the bones of the Phoenix Kings. Even Finubar - dead not more than three years - was naught but ivoried bone, the passage of the seasons upon the Isle of the Dead having played its accustomed trickery. Alarielle saw her husband’s corpse stride free of its tomb, and felt a cold wrath settle in her heart.


  There were five of these wights in all. Aenarion’s and Tethlis’ bodies had never been recovered, and Caledor the First had been lost at sea. Caradryel and Bel-Hathor had died peacefully, so Khaine had no command over their bones, whilst Morvael had no remains to speak of, having burnt to ash in the Flames of Asuryan. Furthermore, none of Alarielle’s predecessors arose: of all the Everqueens, only Astarielle had died with a blade in her hand, and she had been consumed, body and soul, by a daemon of Slaanesh.


  Had Tyrion waited for his ghastly reinforcements to arrive, he could perhaps have swept Malekith’s lines aside through sheer weight of numbers. However, the Dragon of Cothique’s patience had never been his strongest attribute, and to have so many of his hated foes within his grasp goaded him to rashness. Giving a great cry, he spurred Malhandir forward to where the ranks of Black Guard and Phoenix Guard clustered about Malekith. Tyrion’s battle cry was taken up by the warriors behind, and the whole of the prince’s centre launched itself up the slope.


  Thus did the first blood run free as guard’s halberds vied with hunter’s axes, and with the lances of Cothique. Arrows sang as they left their bows, and elves screamed their last as the shots found their targets. Crossbowmen pushed forward at either end of Malekith’s line, the rattle of triggers against stocks a constant chatter behind the screams and chiming of steel. Araloth of Talsyn fought in the centre of Malekith’s line, his surviving eternal guard close about him, and Skaryn’s beak ever hungry for the enemy’s eyes.


  As the lines clashed, Morathi and her surviving handmaidens drank in the magics swirling in the air about them, using ancient rites to transmute it into dark flames that arced hungrily across the battlefield. The air stank of brimstone and burnt flesh as fire swept the embattled lines, but the elves fought on, oblivious to the charred skin billowing about them. Tyrion’s elves fought out of bloodlust, or fear of their prince’s displeasure; Malekith’s strove because they had no other choice. There was no longer anywhere to run - those who did not fight would perish.


  On Malekith’s western flank, Imrik spurred loyal Minaithnir into flight. Fellheart’s battle line was like a vast, scaled serpent far below, heaving and undulating as it advanced across the dusty wastes. With the princes of Caledor at his back, Imrik dove from the skies like a thunderbolt, the wind screaming in his ears as Minaithnir’s talons raked through Fellheart’s corsairs. No sea dragon hide could resist the talons of a true Caledorian drake, and Minaithnir’s wake was a bloody gouge through the corsair lines. Roaring kharibdysses reared out of the seething ranks, mouths snapping at Minaithnir’s wings, but the aged dragon was too canny to be caught. Banking hard enough to throw Imrik back in his saddle, Minaithnir sped away from the kharibdysses’ grasp, belching fire at the scaled horrors as he did so. Other dragons joined their flames to Minaithnir’s, and the kharibdysses perished. One went mad with pain before it died, trampling its handlers and scores of corsairs in its attempt to escape.


  Imrik’s attack had thrown Fellheart’s battle line into confusion, and Malekith’s western flank surged forward to capitalise on the chaos. High-helmed dragon princes set heels to their horses’ flanks as bleakswords from Naggarond charged into the fray. Wardancers leapt forward alongside swordmasters, their exuberant movements a stark contrast to the terse actions of the scale-skirted warriors. Ahead of them all came a hail of arrows, loosed from bows of Caledor, Talsyn and Torgovann. Where the corsairs had kept their order, shots scattered from the scales of raised sea dragon cloaks. However, where dragon talons or stampeding kharibdysses had torn discipline asunder, the arrows brought death.


  A second volley, then a third, hissed through the air. Then Caledorian lances punched deep into the corsair ranks, and the slaughter began.


  To the east, Prince Dalroth’s Cothiqui pressed hard against Alarielle’s warriors. The Everqueen commanded her surviving maiden guard from atop the tomb of Rialla, her forebear of some five generations hence. She was certain that the long-dead queen somehow lent her strength, for the magics of life never bloomed so full in Alarielle’s hands as they did that day. The flow of time was ever uncertain upon the Isle of the Dead, and perhaps Rialla did indeed reach out across history to aid her descendant.


  Beyond the ring of maiden guard, warbands of wood elves met the savagery of Dalroth’s army with a wildness of their own. Morlanna of Modrynn and Scarloc the Wanderer led them, the former with a greatsword lithe in her hands, the latter loosing arrows with impossible speed. Most of the asrai had departed the isle at dawn, carried aboard the ships of Aislinn’s fleet. During the voyage from Saphery, Alarielle had come to fear for Ulthuan’s fate, even if Teclis’ ritual succeeded, and had sent Athel Loren’s lords and spellweavers far across the Ten Kingdoms, ready to enact a desperate plan should the worst come to pass.


  Yet there were still plenty of wood elves on the Isle of the Dead, and all had pledged to fight to whatever end awaited them. For some, the end came amongst the dust-strewn approach to Rialla’s tomb, pierced by a Cothiqui spear or a Ghrondian bolt. A good many rose again as Alarielle’s magics washed over them, sealing wounds as if they had never been and reknitting broken bones. However, so ferocious was the fighting upon that rise that not even the Everqueen’s touch could hold death at bay forever. One by one, the wood elves succumbed, but many a foe perished first, for they were so thick amongst Rialla’s tomb that scarcely a shot or a thrust could miss.


  Still Dalroth drove his warriors on, paying no heed to the deaths around him. In truth, the prince had little idea as to the stakes that drove this battle. He knew only that Tyrion had commanded the enemy be destroyed, and that he would likely reap great reward for bringing the fugitive Everqueen before his master. Thus did Dalroth’s every step and thrust bring him closer to the summit of the tomb, and the prize he sought to claim.


  One of those who opposed Prince Dalroth was his own sister. Adranna had chosen to make her stand as part of Alarielle’s guard. The princess wielded the same sorceries that


  Morathi had taught her, gladly using the lessons she had so unwillingly learned against her hated mistress’ servants. Shards of magic scattered from her hands, lancing deep into the Cothiqui ranks and leaving only bloodied bone and armour in their wake. With each death, Adranna felt icy tendrils worming their way deeper into her soul. Part of her recognised the spreading corruption, and feared it even whilst embracing it as necessity. The larger portion felt only exhilaration and joy as she claimed revenge for Korhil’s death.


  Glistening tendrils burst from Adranna’s fingers, their writhing forms as dark as night. They wound through the front ranks of Dalroth’s phalanx, throttling and constricting, crawling down throats and burrowing into eyes. The prince’s runesword sliced through a clutch of tendrils, the severed ends twitching as they fell to the ground. Adranna, at last catching sight of her sibling, uttered a sharp cry of recognition and turned them against him. Dalroth leapt away as they drew closer, runesword sweeping out to drive them back, but there were too many. His arms and legs pinioned, the prince could do little but pray for his sister’s scant mercy.


  Dalroth would have perished there and then had not Morathi noticed his plight. The Hag Sorceress recognised Adranna’s enchantment, and knew well the names that would command it. Thus, as other tendrils surged forward to end Dalroth’s life, they suddenly wound back upon themselves and struck at their summoner instead. Her instincts clouded by vengeance and shadowed by sorcery, Adranna did not realise her danger until it was too late. As her screams faded, so too did the tendrils holding Dalroth. Gasping, the prince fell to his knees, his eyes falling upon his sister’s corpse. For a moment, he stared, his expression unreadable. Then, rising to his feet, he spat on Adranna’s body and hurled himself towards the Everqueen once again.


  There was murder in the skies above Alarielle. A great cloud of harpies had followed Tyrion’s fleet across the sea, and though Aislinn’s storm had cast many from the skies, hundreds more swarmed in search of prey. These wretches all but shone with Khaine’s fury, their usual cowardice in abeyance as they dove and clawed at those who fought below. Manticore riders came behind, trusting in the scavengers’ instincts to find weakness in the Everqueen’s lines.


  But there were other warriors upon the winds, warhawk riders of Athel Loren and the skycutters of Aislinn’s fleet. Their spears scattered the harpies wherever they gathered, their arrows taking the manticores in throat and eye. The mighty dragon Ceithin-Har flew at their head, each sweep of his claws smashing half a dozen harpies from the sky. Naestra and Arahan ran to and fro along the dragon’s serpentine back, bowstrings ever in motion as they sent shot after shot into the screeching beasts.


  A manticore swooped low under Ceithin-Har’s wings, its claws outstretched to rake a phalanx of Avelorni spears. As it passed, Arahan gave a great whoop of joy and leapt from Ceithin-Har’s back.


  Air ripping around her, she slammed into the back of the manticore’s rider, who slid sideways and fell into the battle below. The manticore twisted around in mid-air, claws reaching for Arahan, but she was already moving. Running nimbly along the beast’s upturned belly, she leapt high into the air. A heartbeat later, Ceithin- Har’s foretalons took the manticore in the flank, his mighty jaws closing around its neck. That lunge threw off Arahan’s landing, and one of her feet skidded from Ceithin-Har’s back. She would have fallen in that moment, had Naestra not offered her a steadying hand as well as a disapproving look. As the dragon hurled the manticore’s corpse into Dalroth’s ranks, Arahan grinned unrepentantly, looking for fresh prey.


  ‘Must you forever seek new ways of killing yourself?’ Naestra demanded, shifting her feet as Ceithin-Har banked back into the flock of harpies.


  ‘Must your envy always drive you to lecture me?’ Arahan retorted, snatching her hand from Naestra’s and turning to the east. She could see dark shapes moving around the waystones - Morathi’s warriors were setting up a reaper battery.


  ‘Gwindalor would agree with me,’ Naestra said behind her.


  ‘Then I’m glad that he’s not here,’ Arahan joined, nocking an arrow and sighting along it. ‘That eagle worries more than you do.’


  She let fly. The arrow flew true towards the target, then burst into a cluster of shards that tore the dark elves to bloody scraps. Nodding in satisfaction, Arahan drew her sword. Then the skies grew dark with harpy wings.


  Whilst his allies fought and died, Teclis wrestled with the Great Vortex. He was kneeling on an outcrop at the vortex’s base, his eyes clamped shut with concentration and his palms pressed against the column of winds. Without Nagash’s theft of death magic from the vortex, the undertaking would have been impossible. As things stood, it was merely almost so. With the slightest mistake, Ulthuan could be ripped apart, or the winds of magic scattered.


  Even after nearly two years of preparation, and with the aid of the Tower of Hoeth’s most accomplished loremasters on the pinnacles above, Teclis could barely maintain control over the energies before him. They writhed and squirmed like a thing alive, ever seeking to twist free of the ritual he used to command them. The energies would have escaped his grasp long ago, were it not for aid from within the vortex itself. There, on the other side of the rippling air, Caledor Dragontamer and his time- lost mages performed a ghostly mirror of Teclis’ ritual. For them, it had been both an instant and an eternity since the Great Vortex was first formed, but they knew what was required.


  Only once did Teclis’ attention waver: when chill horns sounded to announce the arrival of the dead in the battle below. His grip on the vortex loosened only for a moment, but that was enough to warn of failure’s consequence. A gust of the Wind of Metal burst free across Malekith’s ranks, transforming two- score Phoenix Guard into gleaming and lifeless gold. Slivers of Azyr flew into the clouds above, and lightning leapt groundwards, smashing a cohort of Cothiqui archers to blazing dust. Scowling at his lapse, Teclis took a depth breath and tightened his grip.


  The blades of the dead fell upon Imrik’s flank first of all, the rusted spears stabbing at a hastily ordered wall of Caledorian shields. Ithilmar blades thrust back in return, and grinning skulls skittered through the dust as their necks shattered. Yet it was not the martial skill of the dead that mattered - it was their number.


  On they came, oblivious to their fallen, a mass of bone and steel that drove the Caledorian line back, even as Fellheart’s corsairs redoubled their assault to the front.


  Without being ordered, Minaithnir circled high over the embattled Caledorians, flames licking out to char old bones and living flesh alike. Others joined with Imrik, but the dead were many and the dragons few. One dragon prince landed in the midst of the horde, seeking to scatter the skeletons with tooth and claw, but the dead swarmed over the mighty beast like ants at a feast. The dragon prince was torn limb from limb a moment later. His draconic steed bucked and heaved, but it too perished as rusted blades sought the weaknesses between its scales.


  Far to the west of Imrik’s battle, Alith Anar silently watched the Caledorian lines begin to shuffle back. He had needed no boat to bear him hence, for the shadows had ever been at his service, but he was not entirely sure why he had come. He had told Teclis that he would not offer any aid to Malekith, and he was determined to hold true to his word. Yet the Shadow King had seen and heard much of Tyrion’s recent deeds, enough to realise that - for the moment at least - Malekith was the lesser of two great evils. Nevertheless, the thought of allowing the Phoenix King any triumph seared at Alith Anar’s soul. Closing his heart to the screams of the dying far below, the Shadow King lapsed into thoughtful silence, and prayed to Lileath for guidance.


  Malekith did not fight from the skies as Imrik did, but commanded Seraphon to remain in the thick of battle. As Asuryath hacked bloody ruin through the white lions of Tyrion’s guard, Malekith reflected sourly that whilst the Witch King would have inspired his host as a threatening shadow cast from the behind, the Phoenix King needed to lead by example. He longed to goad Seraphon skyward, to hunt down and slay his traitorous mother, and the


  upstart Dragon of Cothique, but he dared not leave his battle in Araloth’s hands. Malekith might have earned a grudging respect for Imrik and Alarielle, but had none for any other.


  Seraphon bellowed thick black smoke into the knot of white lions. The elves fell, clutching uselessly at their throats as they struggled for breaths that would not come. Malekith could see Tyrion raging as he drove more Khaine-lost elves forward in their place. However, it was not elves that came next to challenge the Phoenix King, but the dead. So furiously had Malekith and his guard fought, that a great gap had opened up in Tyrion’s lines, and the sea-birthed dead pressed forward to fill it. At the head of the horde marched the five tall wights of the Phoenix Kings, their movements stronger and more precise than the skeletons that followed them, the golden finery of their funeral robes glimmering darkly. Malekith recognised them at once, and knew fear for the first time in many an age.


  These were the Phoenix Kings of old, risen from death at Tyrion’s command, and given license to avenge themselves upon their ancient foe. There was no trace of good or nobility in these creatures. Tyrion


  had resurrected their bodies, had seized upon their hatred of Malekith and reinforced it with his own. Now the kings past bore down on their successor, frozen in their path.


  None save Malekith knew exactly what transpired next. Others simply saw the Phoenix King rise high in Seraphon’s saddle, as if shying away from his enemies.


  Araloth saw the Phoenix King draw away from the fight, and knew that he was afraid. Others amongst Malekith’s ranks saw it too, and his fear fed their own. Haltingly at first, the centre of the Phoenix King’s line began to retreat.


  Araloth alone stood his ground. ‘Talsyn!’ he cried, his spear raised to serve as a rallying point. ‘Talsyn! We hold here!’


  Eternal guards came forward at their lord’s word, some shamed by his determination, others glad to be given direction. Spears thickened about Araloth, and shields slammed into place. But there were too few to hold the skeletons sweeping up the rise, too few by far.


  The wights were but a score of paces from Araloth now. He could see where teeth had fallen free of jaws, where long ago wounds had marred their skulls.


  Others came forward to thicken Araloth’s thin line. Not just wood elves this time, but Phoenix Guard


  and cold-eyed warriors of Naggarond. It was a thin bulwark against the oncoming horde, thought Araloth, but perhaps it would hold long enough for Malekith to recover his nerve.


  Risking a quick glance away from the approaching wights, Araloth’s keen eye sought out the Phoenix King. Seraphon’s shadow was dark against the southern skies, her master’s thoughts unreadable. Araloth saw Malekith turn to meet his gaze with one of his own, so filled with malice and bitterness that the Lord of Talsyn nearly recoiled. But Araloth held true, and met Malekith’s challenge with one of his own.


  As Araloth turned back to face the foe, he heard Malekith’s laughter echo across the battlefield,


  ‘Kings of Ulthuan!’ the Phoenix King spat the words as a curse. ‘You are usurpers and thieves. You owe me a debt. In my name, and in that of my father, I call upon you to repay it now!’


  Malekith’s voice thundered across the battlefield, and his predecessors shattered, fragments of their bones and armour scattered across the slope by some unseen explosion. Asuryath came about, levelled at the heart of the skeleton host. A bolt of flame burst from its blade and roared towards the ^ timeworn ranks. The fire rippled and transformed as it travelled, taking the form of a robed and armoured figure, war-staff and runesword clasped tight in its outstretched hands. Many who saw the figure gasped, for it bore the aspect of Finubar the Seafarer.


  The blazing figure did not slow as it approached the skeleton horde.


  It struck the undead like a comet. Scores of skeletons collapsed as their bones cracked under the impact.


  Dozens more burst apart as a nova of flame gusted outwards from the point of impact, leaving only charred and lifeless bones. The fires burnt out in an instant, but the figure of Finubar remained, bent on one knee amongst the devastation. It no longer blazed with the magic of Malekith’s spell but shone with light. For a heartbeat, the figure of Finubar stood motionless. Asuryan! it cried in a voice wrenchingly familiar to many, and charged deeper into the mass of skeletons, sword gleaming.


  Tyrion, cowed only for a moment by the manifestation of his old friend, now bellowed orders, hurling his forces - living and dead - into the fray with fresh fury. But Malckith was not yet finished. Nine times more the fire burst forth from his blade, each time coalescing into a likeness of a Phoenix King from times past. Tyrion had commanded old bones - or at least those that had been interred upon the Isle of the Dead. However, the spirits of the kings, bound to that island by the royal waystones and given terrible form by the last vestiges of Asuryan’s power, now fought for Malekith. Only Aenarion remained at rest, for he owed his people nothing.


  The Phoenix Kings came willingly from their rest. They fought both to save their people from Tyrion’s madness, and to make amends for subverting Asuryan’s plan. Tethlis, dark and brooding where his fellows were suffused with light, ripped into the dead that pressed close on Imrik’s ranks. A few hundred paces to the west, Caledor the First hacked through Fellheart’s corsairs, his sword trailing fire with every blow. Nearby, another dragon-helmed figure fought with abandon, the son ever more reckless than the father even in death. Even Aethis, whose life was seldom remembered as glorious even by his own descendants, smote the foe as ferociously as his fellows.


  Not all of the Phoenix Kings fought with blades. Upon the eastern flank, Bel Shanaar, Bel-Hathor and Morvael rained fire and lightning down upon the Cothiqui ranks. Caradryel, ever a protector, took position at Alarielle’s side, adding his magics of shielding and renewal to hers. Bel-Korhadris, first and greatest of the loremasters, walked amongst the mages of Malekith’s host, reinforcing their abjurations with his own. Morathi’s barrage of dark fire, which had reaped a great toll of lives to that point, dissipated into nothing as the Hag Sorceress’ conjurations collapsed in a moment beneath the counterspells of the Scholar-King.


  It said much for the madness that was upon Tyrion’s host that even the godlike manifestation of kings past could not quench their ardour. Driven on by their prince, the Khaine-lost elves surged forward, a river of bodies that flowed about the glowing kings. Yet the power of the Phoenix Kings lay not just in martial prowess - their sheer presence awoke fresh valour in Malekith’s elves. All across the slope, hearts that had begun to waver found renewed purpose, and weary arms knew fresh strength.


  Nowhere was this more telling than upon the western flank, where the banners of Caledor held firm against Lokhir Fellheart’s corsairs. The dragon princes had always been prouder of their kings than any other of Ulthuan’s peoples, and their return had awoken a fire that would not easily be quenched. Not all amongst Imrik’s warriors had fully believed that Malekith’s cause was just, not until that moment. Booming horn blasts echoed amongst the towering monoliths, the war songs of Caledor swelling in their wake, and the dragon banners went forward into the ranks of corsairs.


  Lokhir Fellheart did not notice the Caledorian lines overlapping his own until it was too late. The song of Khaine was loud in his ears, and the red blades in his hands glistened with the blood of high elves. As the Caledorian song grew loud about him, Fellheart lunged forward to pierce the heart of a dragon prince, then darted gracefully away, sea dragon cloak trailing as his backswing disembowelled another. Only then did the captain realise that the sea greens of his own warriors had given way to the colours of the Dragonrealm, and that he and a few-score corsairs were but an island in a sea of battle that had washed further down the slopes. The Krakenlord cared not. Khaine was with him that day, and victory would be theirs.


  From her position at the rear of Tyrion’s lines, Morathi allowed herself a scintilla of grudging respect for her son’s ingenuity. For the first time, a glint of doubt pierced the Hag Sorceress’ self-assurance. Had she chosen the wrong side all along? No, she decided, her gaze falling once more upon Tyrion’s stern features. That Aenarion alone had not come forth at Malekith’s command was proof enough to the Hag Sorceress that she had rightly deemed Tyrion to be her old love reborn.


  Even with Fellheart’s flank collapsing beneath the Caledorian onslaught, Morathi was confident that the battle would be theirs: the undead were many, and the Phoenix Kings few. Though Imrik’s flank advanced, Alarielle’s was buckling under the weight of numbers, and the


  Naggarondi warriors gathered around Malekith were scarcely faring better. However, she thought, looking up at the swirling tides of the Great Vortex, there was no harm in improving the odds. Her voice low and guttural, Morathi reached out her hands and crafted a spectre of her own. Slowly it took shape, weaving into a figure not dissimilar to those Malekith had conjured. No soul lay within this form. It was purely a construct of the darkest magic, though it took Aenarion’s form - or rather the brooding and shadowed aspect that Morathi remembered too well. Thus would the father become a weapon against the son.


  Malekith did not notice as his hated mother drew upon the seven winds howling through the waystones. No longer did the Phoenix King fight in the press of battle, for he too was weaving a great spell of his own. It was a work inspired by the manifestation of his forebears, and one that could have been called into life nowhere but upon that desolate isle, where magic bloomed so freely that even time folded in upon itself. Thus, he was unprepared when the shadowy Aenarion-construct bore down upon him, smoke and ash trailing behind.


  There was no finesse in Morathi’s creation, just a warping and unstable power crafted to unmake even Malekith’s immortal form. Those elves it passed over fell writhing to the ground, hands clutched to their faces as skin withered to dust, and flesh liquefied across suddenly-tarnished armour. Seraphon saw the danger before Malekith, and she was already climbing skyward, but the Aenarion- form shifted its path to follow.


  Malekith’s salvation came from a most unlikely source - perhaps the most unlikely of all. Bel Shanaar had not gone far from Malekith’s side, and now at last repaid a debt long owed.


  In the instant before the Aenarion- form reached its target, the king of old slammed the heel of his staff into the dust and rose aloft upon a column of crackling light. Thus the spell intended to end Malekith’s existence instead struck home against his usurper. There was a searing flash of darkness. When it cleared the Aenarion-form was gone and so was that of Bel Shanaar, his spirit ripped apart and cast into the winds of magic by Morathi’s spell.


  Malekith had little sympathy for Bel Shanaar’s final demise, and even less gratitude. However, the other’s sacrifice had bought the Phoenix King the time he had needed to complete his own enchantment. The air about Malekith rippled like the waters of a pond disturbed by a stone, flowing outwards in all directions across the Isle of the Dead. Where the ripples passed, ghostly figures coalesced. They were wispy and translucent at first, but grew increasingly solid as the Phoenix King’s spell took hold.


  In a span of heartbeats, they were as corporeal as any who fought that day, and their blades just as sharp.


  In the heart of the Great Vortex, all time was one, no moment separate from another, and through the winds of magic it touched everywhere and everywhen. In all the long millennia since its creation, no one - neither mage nor warrior, king nor servant - had lived and died without being touched by the last great enchantment of Caledor Dragontamer. The tapestry woven by the vortex stretched across time, and Malekith’s spell had gathered its skeins and twisted them into a new shape. Earlier, Malekith had given life to Ulthuan’s kings; now, he called upon the greatest champions from the long history of the elves.


  These time-lost heroes came from every era and every realm, the gemstones of their banners shining bright as they fell upon the foe. They knew their purpose and, at last, the spears of the dead found themselves overmatched by those of the living. Eltharion was there, as were a score of great heroes from Moranion’s line. Mentheus of Caledor and Temakador of Nagarythe stood at Morvael’s side once again, Ystranna, Morelion and Yvraine at Alarielle’s. Allisara, once wife to Malekith and now arrayed in the golden armour of the queen she had so nearly been, fought with knife and spear alongside Araloth.


  She often glanced up at her husband, perhaps seeking to catch his eye, but Malekith was lost in maintaining his spell, and Allisara realised that she was far beneath his sight, as she had so often been. She fought for him all the same.


  A great host of Tiranoc chariots, Prince Eldyr and his son Morvai at their head, crashed through the undead assailing Alarielle’s wood elves. Dragon princes who had fought beside Caledor the Second during the War of the Beard charged forward to fight beside him once more. Further to the east, a great cloud of dust was stirred up as other knights came to the fray. Valedor of Ellyrion, at another time Morathi’s unwitting cat’s paw, led this charge, and behind him came many who had perished at Reaver’s Mark. They scattered the Cothiqui archers on the eastern end of Dalroth’s line, then spurred forward to carry their spears against the flanks of the prince’s phalanxes. Spears thrust deep, and Khaine-lost warriors of Cothique fell dead amongst the dust.


  Dalroth, panic at last overtaking his madness, bellowed desperately at his warriors and exhorted them to hold fast. The words fell ashen on his lips and his face turned deathly pale as a lion-cloaked figure fought his way through the melee. Dalroth’s sword came up in a parry as the axe blade swung for his neck, but the blade split asunder with a dull crack. A heartbeat later, the prince’s severed head struck the ground. Korhil gave no sign of recognition, and hacked his way deeper into the Cothiqui ranks. Dalroth’s body spurted its last and toppled sideways, coming to rest next to Adranna’s sightless eyes.


  As the Cothiqui strove to blunt Korhil’s onslaught, fresh danger came upon them from the skies. Ceithin- Har plunged deep into their midst, his claws tearing a bloody furrow through the Khaine-lost elves. Behind him came Eltharion on mighty Stormwing, and griffon knights bearing the livery of the Everqueen Ystrielle. The Cothiqui screamed as talons tore them asunder or dashed them upon the rocks, and griffons shrieked their victory, but Arahan’s wicked laughter rang out above them all.


  From his vantage point to the west, Alith Anar too saw faces from his past. Far below, his sire Eothlir fought alongside a score of aesanar heroes, their volleys directed by Eothlan, his grandsire. The shadow warriors ghosted through the waystones, their arrows flying true to pierce a corsair’s armour or blind a hydra’s eye. The Shadow King’s face was tight with emotion as he watched his long-mourned kin take up arms in Malekith’s cause, though no one could have known whether hatred or joy danced behind his eyes. Coming to a decision, Alith Anar made his way down the waystone’s flank. He had at last chosen a side.


  At the base of the swirling winds, Teclis cursed Malekith for a fool.


  By manipulating the Great Vortex, the Phoenix King had disrupted the flow of magic, and Teclis could feel his grasp upon the winds slipping away. He was dimly aware of Caledor Dragontamer moving frantically before him, trying to correct the instabilities in his enchantment. The mage was not swift enough. Teclis felt the vortex shift as Ghur, the Wind of Beasts, tore loose from its prison. For a moment, it appeared against the darkening sky as a vast chimera. Then it flew eastwards at the speed of thought, its roars shaking the Isle of the Dead to its foundation. Beneath Teclis’ feet, the rock cracked and began to shift.


  Far to the north, Tyrion bellowed in impotent rage as the battle shifted against him. The heroes Malekith had summoned were not impervious to harm - indeed, they bled and died as readily as other elves. Nevertheless, they were more than a match for the prince’s skeletons, and greatly outnumbered those of his elves who still lived. Moreover, each was a


  storied hero of old, easily a match for a dozen foes. Yet as Ghur sped away in freedom, Tyrion at last recognised that the battle of spear upon spear was but a distraction from the real threat. Spurring Malhandir forward, Tyrion plunged into the fray, his path straight as an arrow to where Teclis yet strove with the Great Vortex. Morathi, seeing the prince depart, urged Sulephet to follow.


  Little trace of the Tyrion that many had known and loved could be seen in the crazed beast that rode to end Teclis’ life. He was more Khaine now than mortal, the curse in his blood boiling to overflow. All who stood before the prince died on the Widowmaker’s blade - even those of his own host, if they were too slow to stand aside. More would have perished, had only Tyrion stopped to fight, but his one overriding need was to reach the vortex, to prevent Teclis from fulfilling his goal. Thus did many elves feel a malevolent shadow pass over them and leave them unmarked, even though it claimed the lives of their neighbours.


  Malhandir’s hooves were a blur as he carried his master through the heart of the Naggarondi, and a phalanx that had held so long against Tyrion’s ion guard now broke asunder as death personified tore through its ranks. Morvael moved to bar his passage, but burst into shards of light as the Widowmaker lanced deep into his chest. High above, the backlash of the Phoenix King’s passing broke Malekith’s focus, and at once the magic sustaining his summoned heroes began to fade.


  In ones and twos, they vanished, dragged back to their rightful places as the skeins of fate settled into the proper pattern. Some disappeared right away, dispersing like smoke on a breeze; others fought on, hacking and thrusting until they lost all substance.


  Malekith knew at once he could not remake his spell, but saw that there was no need. What had been a battle on the cusp of defeat was now within a hand’s breadth of victory.


  Too late, he saw the blur of gold that was Tyrion as it closed with an unsuspecting Teclis. Too late, he commanded Seraphon groundward to intercept. The dragon was swift, but Malhandir was swifter still. Cursing with all the fluency bestowed by six thousand years of bitterness and hate, Malekith knew he would not reach Tyrion in time. Fire billowed from the Phoenix King’s hand, but Malhandir outran it. Lightning arced from Malekith’s blade, but the malign presence of the Widowmaker absorbed the magic of the casting before the bolt struck home.


  Tyrion did not so much as glance back. The Widowmaker was dark in the prince’s hand, already coming about in a blow that would take Teclis’ head from his shoulders. From within the vortex, Caledor saw Teclis’ doom unfold and shouted warning, but his words could not pierce the swirling winds.


  It might have ended there, but for one last betrayal. Malhandir had borne Tyrion for many years, had been unswerving to his master even as the prince had fallen into darkness, but no more. Malhandir was no mere beast of burden, as were the steeds of man, but a noble descendant of Korhandir the Great, and he at last realised the dishonour misplaced loyalty had brought upon his line. Thus, as the Widowmaker arced round, Malhandir came to a halt and reared up high, the suddenness of the motion hurling Tyrion back out of his saddle and into the outcrop’s dust.


  Tyrion was on his feet a moment later, the Widowmaker now swinging for Malhandir, but the horse sprang lightly away. Realising he could never catch his errant steed, Tyrion abandoned any attempt at retribution and closed with Teclis. The rock beneath his feet was cracking and shaking, gouts of magic bursting forth like steam. Tyrion paid them no heed and staggered on.


  The prince would have died there, but for Morathi’s scream of warning. Tyrion threw himself forward, and Seraphon’s talons passed clear over his head instead of lodging in his skull. As Tyrion regained his feet, Seraphon banked closer, thick black vapour hissing from her mouth to blind the prince as Malekith readied his own blow.


  Again Morathi was Tyrion’s salvation. Violet lightning cracked from her hands and smote the dragon, melting her scales and searing the flesh beneath. Seraphon twisted in pain and fell sideways out of the air, crashing to a crumpled heap amongst the rocks. Malekith dove clear at the last moment, one armoured fist slamming down into the dust to steady himself as he landed as sword’s length from Tyrion.


  Thus, at last, did the Phoenix King and the Avatar of Khaine meet in battle for the last time. Those who witnessed it thereafter claimed that they saw two godly silhouettes mirrored on the clouds above: one masked and lit with flame, the other snarling like a beast, his hands running with blood. Each fought with all the fury and skill at his disposal; with every strike and every parry, the ground beneath their feet trembled and shook. No description could ever do that duel justice, for mere words could scarcely impart the speed and ferocity of the blows exchanged, nor the incredible willpower that drove the combatants on through the most horrendous of wounds.


  Malekith’s left arm was shattered early on in the fight, his Hotek-forged armour the only thing that stopped the Widowmaker severing the arm completely and hacking deep into his ribs. Tyrion’s jaw fractured soon after, when a swing meant to sever his head instead sent Asuryath’s tip raking across his face. More often, the two swords clashed in a shower of dark sparks, the Widowmaker driving thin slivers of enchanted steel from Asuryath’s blade. On the first three such clashes, the combatants were unable to overcome each others’ strength, and leapt apart to seek new advantage. On the fourth, Tyrion ripped the Widowmaker clear, and his backswing split Malekith’s helm almost in two.


  Long they raged, back and forth, as the Great Vortex began to come apart. On the slopes below, the last of Malekith’s time-lost host faded away, but their part in the battle was done. Tyrion’s skeleton horde was no more, and his mortal warriors would soon join them. Ystranna of Avelorn was the last to fade, for she had fixed her mind to one final act. Thus, as Lokhir Fellheart leaped to strike Imrik from Minaithnir’s saddle, a red-fletched arrow took him low in the spine. The corsair screamed in sudden pain, his strike flew wide and he crashed awkwardly into the dust. As Fellheart’s crew dragged their wounded master clear, Imrik caught a glance of his saviour before she faded, and his remorse flooded back, stronger than ever.


  Still the battle between Tyrion and Malekith thundered on, though both were now battered and bleeding from dozens of wounds. Morathi watched it unfold from Sulephet’s saddle, desperate to aid her beloved, but knowing that her spells would as likely strike Tyrion as Malekith. In any event, the Flag Sorceress hoped that her intervention would not be necessary, for the Phoenix King’s weariness was plain.


  Malekith was tiring fast, worn away by the magics he had employed. The last spark of Asuryan was fading away, its energy expended to give the Phoenix King a fighting chance against the Avatar of Khaine. Malekith knew this, but fought on all the same, dredging reserves of strength from deep within his immortal soul. He had known defeat too many times before, and refused to meet with another that day. Asuryath swept around, swift beyond belief, but Tyrion was somehow faster still, and the Widowmaker rose to check the blow. This time, there was no metallic ring, but a dull crack, and Asuryath was undone. The blade split in two, the shorn hilt falling from the Phoenix King’s hand. Malekith scrambled away, but Tyrion’s backswing was as swift as his parry, and the Phoenix King collapsed, dark blood streaming from a rent in his armour.


  Weaponless and alone, Malekith spat blood and hauled himself upright as his executioner approached. The prince’s ravaged lips were hooked into a triumphant snarl, and the Widowmaker was ready in his hand. High above the combatants, Morathi felt her previous fears melt away. As Tyrion hoisted his blade high, the Hag Sorceress’ howls of laughter echoed across the battlefield.


  The deathblow never fell. Unheard over Morathi’s cruel mirth, a bowstring sang, clear and true. Tyrion staggered back as the arrow punched through the rent Imrik’s lance had torn in his breastplate, the blessed shot piercing the prince’s corrupted heart. Tyrion fell to his knees, the Widowmaker slipping from his hands. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came, only a spill of blood. At last, the madness of Khaine faded from the prince’s eyes, and he saw clearly for the first time in many long months. Then, wordlessly, Tyrion, heir of Aenarion and Avatar of Khaine, toppled sideways and was dead.


  Morathi fell silent as her beloved died, denial and disbelief mingling on her face and in her thoughts. Before she could react, the bowstring sang once more, and a second arrow took Malekith in the back. The Phoenix King collapsed atop the body of his foe, limbs twitching.


  As Malekith fell, Morathi let loose a scream of purest anguish. It was a terrible, animal sound, owing much to anger, frustration and sorrow, whilst at the same time touching on something darker and more primal. The Hag Sorceress’ hands hooked into claws, and violet lightning shattered the cluster of waystones from whose shadows the shots had come. Again and again she hammered at the stone, oblivious to the fact that Alith Anar, his work done, had already departed.


  Teclis felt the vortex shudder as Morathi drew hungrily upon its magics. His plan had been to anchor each wind in a mortal vessel. That way, eight champions of Teclis’ choosing would command the full might of the world’s magic, becoming lodestones to which the raw stuff of sorcery was drawn. Now everything was spiralling out of control, and Teclis knew he would have to choose which of the winds he would save, and which would seek their own lodestones as the Wind of Beasts already had. Trapped by indecision, the choice was made for him.


  The sky overhead glowed an angry red as Aqshy, the Wind of Fire - which Teclis had intended to bind to Malekith - snapped free of its prison and swirled into the clouds. Chamon, the Wind of Metal, was swift upon its heels. Three winds were now lost, one taken by Nagash, and four yet to be saved. With an effort, Teclis bent his will upon Azyr, the Wind of Heavens. This too broke free from the anchor- spells, and grounded itself somewhere in the Empire of Man. Yet its loss did not dismay Teclis as the others’ had.


  In that contact, his mind had sensed an intelligence at work within Azyr’s essence. The presence was familiar yet alien, and for a moment Teclis was struck with wonder.


  It was in that moment that Morathi attacked, hammering at Teclis with violet lightning. As the loremaster convulsed and slumped forward, bloody and bruised, Morathi felt the tremors as the Isle of the Dead started to break itself apart. None of it did aught to allay her madness. One enemy had died, but thousands more waited on the slopes below, and across the Ten Kingdoms of Ulthuan. All would pay for her humiliation, and for the deaths of those she had loved. But how to achieve such a feat? The sky shook as the last three winds fought to escape, and at last Morathi knew what she must do. Spurring Sulephet forward, Morathi dove headlong through the writhing winds, and into the heart of the Great Vortex.


  The dark pegasus perished the moment it touched the wall of wind, aged to dust by the sorceries at work. Not so Morathi, whose form had been made immortal long ago. Caledor Dragontamer’s mages stood no chance against her, for the whole of their attention was on stopping the vortex from shaking Ulthuan apart. With lighting and fire, the Hag Sorceress slew them all, drawing upon the raw magic of the remaining winds without thought or restraint. Only Caledor survived, protected by counterspells he had spent a lifetime weaving. It was he who first sensed a terrible presence drawing near, he who glimpsed the glittering eye of Slaanesh when it appeared at the very heart of the vortex, on the precipice where the mortal world spilled into the unearthly Realm of Chaos.


  Morathi saw the eye too, but in her madness did not care. Indeed, she invited its gaze, casting ever wilder magics to tempt it nearer.


  She no longer feared oblivion in Slaanesh’s gullet, not if it would exhort the thirsting god to lay waste to all Ulthuan. This would be her vengeance, perhaps even her apotheosis, for could not Slaanesh’s favour could be courted? Again and again, Morathi hammered at the enchantments of the vortex, and the rift at its heart widened. Caledor begged her to stop, but his pleas fell on deaf ears. Slowly but surely, the rift grew wider. A giant taloned hand, its skin formed of faces shrieking in agony and ecstasy, forced its way through, and groped blindly for succulent prey. The air was sweet with the stench of a thousand terrible temptations, and the winds sang in a voice of promise and terror.


  Outside the column of winds, Teclis at last came to his senses, and saw disaster at play around him. His fire-scorched skin flaring in agony with every movement, the loremaster dragged himself to the vortex once more. The energies Morathi was unleashing were like a flare to Slaanesh. If the rift grew much wider, the Dark Prince would claw his way through into the mortal world, and there would be no power that could stop him. The rest of the winds had to be dispersed at once, no matter the cost. Plunging his hands forward once again, Teclis wrought Ulthuan’s doom in order to save it from damnation.


  Even then, he nearly failed. The remaining winds bucked and fought his every command, and had Caledor not abandoned his attempts to reason with Morathi in order to aid him, then it would all have been for naught. As it was, Ghyran, the Wind of Life, gusted away from the vortex, instigating a series of earthquakes from Lothern to Tor Achare. The continental plate that supported much of southern Caledor snapped along its spine. Tens of thousands perished as their cities slipped into the sea. Long dormant volcanoes burst into furious life throughout the Annulii mountains, and lava spilled out onto the plains of Yvresse. Ghyran flew across the northern slopes in brief freedom before Teclis’ anchor-spells snapped tight and bound the wind to Alarielle.


  The Wind of Life flowed through the Everqueen’s body, infusing itself through flesh, bone and spirit, leaving her forever changed. There was no pain, just a sense of warmth and fulfilment, and of incredible power. The surging torrent of life magic within her built to a peak and did not subside. Her eyes, ever a brilliant blue until that moment, flared green, and a wave of shining magical force spread from her outstretched hands. Where it touched, the living felt renewed strength, and the dying felt pain fall away into nothing as mortal wounds suddenly healed.


  Before the tremors faded away, Teclis tore Ulgu, the Wind of Shadow, free of the vortex, and the rumbling began again. Tidal waves smashed across the Inner Sea, and Ellyrion all but vanished beneath the deluge; Tor Elyr disappeared beneath the waters even as its citizens scrambled for higher ground. Ulgu billowed like smoke about Teclis’ feet. At the loremaster’s command, it seethed and writhed through the dust towards Malekith’s prone form.


  Despite what Morathi had believed, Malekith was not dead, though life had all but left him. Wisps of oily shadow billowed and blossomed around the fallen king, moving to the motion of an unseen wind. There was a dark flash that left an inky afterimage on every eye upon the Isle of the Dead. When it cleared, the clouds streamed into Malekith’s burnt flesh, forcing their way in through mouth, nose and eyes, seeping through every pore. As the last skein of shadow vanished, the Phoenix King gave out a piercing cry. His body arched in pain, resting only on his head and heels. The scream faded, and Malekith collapsed, tendrils of shadow flickering from his mouth with every breath.


  Only one of the eight winds now remained: Hysh, the Wind of Light.


  It alone could not sustain the Great Vortex, and the howling winds began to collapse. As the vortex shrank in on itself, so too did the rift at its heart, and a great ululating howl split the air as Slaanesh realised he had been cheated of his feast. The vast, taloned hand groped frantically as the rift contracted, desperate to seize some vibrant morsel. Morathi, at last realising her folly, backed away. She did not see Caledor approach.


  The mage held Morathi fast as the giant hand drew near. The sorceress shrieked, and tore at Caledor with nails and teeth. Blood ran as rivers down the mage’s face, but still he held on, drawing her into the last embrace that either would ever know. YOUR RACE IS RUN, CHILD, he said. MEET YOUR END WITH THE DIGNITY OF YOUR HERITAGE. Something in those words at last pierced Morathi’s madness, and she fell limp in Caledor’s arms. As the claws closed around them both, she screamed one last time and then there was silence.


  When Teclis at last collapsed the vortex entirely and drew the power of Hysh into his staff, the rift had closed. Of Caledor and Morathi, there was no sign.
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  The vortex at last faded away, but the tremors did not. Waystones rumbled, and great slabs of alabaster stone cracked away from their flanks. At the island’s lip, the seas grew angrier, and waves reared high before smashing down on the desolate shores.


  This, at last, was too much for Tyrion’s host. The elves’ madness had begun to fade even as their prince had died, and now they fled. Some, realising the terrible deeds they had committed in Tyrion’s name, begged for forgiveness, and thus earned swift deaths, whilst those who fled met only with the chill embrace of the storm¬laden seas. As for those who had fought for Malekith, most clustered beneath their banners as the island collapsed, and prayed for salvation.


  Alarielle picked her way through the falling stones and hastened to the spot where Tyrion and Malekith lay. Her face was distant and unreadable, her thoughts - perhaps her very being - far afield. Araloth went with her, though he knew that the Everqueen no longer needed his spear for protection. As he walked, Araloth felt fresh energy in his tired limbs, saw his wounds close as if they had never been. The eyes of elves who had hovered on the brink of death snapped open as the Everqueen passed, their broken bones reknitting and their agonies receding.


  Alarielle stooped briefly at Malekith’s side. Araloth watched as her fingers brushed the arrow-shaft protruding from the Phoenix King’s back, and started in surprise as the wood burst into a fine cloud of seeds.


  They hung in the air for a moment, gossamer against the light. Then the wind scattered them across the rocky ground. The seeds sprouted with impossible speed wherever they landed, questing roots bursting from the husks to burrow into cracks.


  Alarielle’s presence was all the nourishment the seedlings required.


  Decades of growth occurred in seconds, and soon a thin but glorious glade of oaks stood at the isle’s heart.


  Malekith’s fists clenched and unclenched as the strange forest unfurled about him, but otherwise made no move. Alarielle paid him no further heed. Without a word, she knelt in the dust beside Tyrion. Araloth watched as a single tear spilled from the Everqueen’s cheek, splashing across the prince’s brow.


  In death, all the malice and cruelty had faded from the prince’s face, and his aspect was again that which had brought hope to his people. Araloth lingered a moment, but then saw Teclis standing silently amongst the rocks, and left the Everqueen to her private sorrow.


  The ground rumbled once again, more forcefully than before. A short distance from where Alarielle knelt, a waystone collapsed, showering the ground with dust and shards of stone. The rock where the vortex had once stood fell away, replaced by a seething cauldron of white water.


  Malekith, at last roused, staggered to his feet. No one moved to help.


  Not all of the Phoenix King’s wounds were healing. The shaft of the arrow had been transmuted by Alarielle’s touch, but the tip remained, lodged close to his heart. Every motion was agony, but then Malekith was no stranger to pain. He reached out for the Widowmaker, which lay where it had fallen from Tyrion’s hands. Malekith’s form blurred as he moved, every motion leaving an afterimage of shadow in its wake.


  It was Alarielle who first recognised what Malekith intended. She cried out in alarm and moved to block his path. Araloth heard the warning, and started forward. Both were too late. The shadowy fingers of Malekith’s right hand closed around the Widowmaker’s hilt, and the Phoenix King gave a snort of triumph.


  ‘What happened here?’ Araloth asked.


  ‘What happened is that I failed,’ said Teclis bitterly.


  The mage’s voice was cracked, his face burnt and streaked with blood. ‘We needed eight winds bent to our service. Now, three have escaped. They seek bearers I would not have chosen, and our hopes fade. I had planned to infuse Malekith with fire, to cement his future. I fear shadow will instead draw him back into the past.’


  Teclis’ gaze shifted, and Araloth followed it to where Alarielle knelt by Tyrion’s body.


  ‘I gambled with my brother’s life, and I failed,’ Teclis said.


  He looked sharply at Araloth. ‘Tyrion would not have, had our positions been reversed. He always found a way.’


  There was an odd note in Teclis’ voice, thought Araloth, though he did not know the other well enough to understand its meaning. ‘Can Alarielle restore him?’


  ‘No,’ Teclis replied distantly. ‘Reviving Tyrion would also restore Khaine. We are better for the Destroyer’s passing. You feel it, do you not?’


  Araloth’s brow furrowed, but then he realised what Teclis had meant. A spark of malice, unnoticed until that moment, had gone from his soul.


  ‘Khaine has now joined his brothers and sisters in a realm beyond our own,’ Teclis said softly. ‘Thus does the cycle of destiny close. For better or for worse, we choose our fate now.’ ‘And Lileath?’ asked Araloth with sudden urgency.


  ‘I have played her part in this, so that she could act as she wished, rather than be doomed to repeat the past. Lileath alone has escaped the fate that has claimed our gods, and even now walks Elthin Arvan. She may yet be the saving of us all.’


  Alarielle’s foresight had not only been the salvation of the elves, but of other creatures also. Rescued from Ulthuan’s demise through chance or design, many wild beasts sought new homes beneath Athel Loren’s eaves. The forest absorbed the newcomers as readily as it had the elves, and bound them seamlessly into the weave.


  Prides of white lions prowled the glades, harpies nested amongst the crags and monstrous hydras swam in the hidden lakes. The dragons of Caledor sought refuge amongst the caves of Wydrioth, phoenixes in the fires of Vaul’s Anvil.


  Thus did only one faction truly suffer from the elves’ change of fortune. The beastmen, ever a curse upon Athel Loren, found the forest defended as never before. The high elves and dark elves - the former seeking a distraction from their guilt, and the latter an abeyance of ennui - gladly threw themselves into the extermination of the beastmen. The Children of Chaos were slaughtered in their thousands, and driven into the darkest depths of the forest. But the threat of the beastmen was not ended. The power of Chaos was still rising, and the herds continued to multiply.


  At the first full moon after the sinking of Ulthuan, Alarielle at last gave herself in marriage to Malekith. In the preceding days, Malhandir had borne the Everqueen in a procession to every hall in Athel Loren. It was a journey of pomp and ceremony, rivalling the grandest days of old Ulthuan. A thousand-strong honour guard accompanied their queen, and the banners of three realms were lowered in allegiance wherever Malhandir carried her. It was a solemn event and, for many, an uneasy one.


  This sense of foreboding was deepened when Alarielle at last arrived in the firelit King’s Glade. In all his long life, Malekith had knelt before none save his father, but he knelt in respect to the Everqueen as she trod the petal-strewn path to his side. The ceremony of joining was to have been conducted by Naieth the Prophetess. However, another had taken her place, her midnight dress dark against the shadows, and the stars in her hair a match for those gleaming high above. Thus was the union forged not by mortal words, but by the blessing of Lileath herself, the last survivor of the elven pantheon.


  Long had Lileath been away from the children she loved as her own. Now the goddess had returned, and her presence at last sparked celebration. Eldyra did not return with her. The Queen of the Dead now ruled the realm she had created, just as Ereth Khial had once ruled the underworld of myth. Sorrow was never far from Lileath’s thoughts, though she hid it well from others. Only Araloth, who knew the goddess better than any, marked the fatigue that dogged her footsteps, and he feared its meaning.


  Thus, at last, were the three races of elves united once more, but not beneath the rule of a Phoenix King. Lileath decreed that the time of Asuryan’s creation had gone forever, and recrowned Malekith as Eternity King, to rule alongside his Everqueen for all the turnings of the world yet to come. At last, the crowds cheered, and the feast that followed lasted all through the next day, and well into the following night.


  None heard the words that Lileath shared with Malekith and Alarielle in private, and it was well that they did not, for any celebration would have died stillborn. The power of Chaos was still rising, the goddess told them, and wove a tale of a world upon the brink of destruction, and of horrors yet to come. Thus, whilst their subjects laughed and drank, the Eternity King and Everqueen looked into the future and saw only ashes and death.
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  The night after Malekith’s recoronation, Araloth met with Lileath on the bridge beneath the Icefell waterfall. He came alone, save for his faithful Skaryn, and marked at once how worn Lileath looked. The stars in her hair had lost their lustre, and her face was lined.


  Lileath must have marked the concerned look her appearance provoked. ‘I am a goddess no more,’ she said, ‘not in any way that matters. The last of my power I gave willingly to slow the blight of Chaos - and to one other task...’


  So saying, Lileath turned back towards the waterfall. At her gesture, the wild waters shifted and writhed, curling together to create a tunnel that appeared to lead into the rock beyond.


  Araloth peered into the tunnel, but spied only swirling darkness. ‘Where does it lead?’


  ‘To a haven,’ the goddess replied, turning to face him once more, ‘one built by Ereth Khial’s inheritor, and defended from the Dark Gods by the spirits of Bretonnia’s greatest knights. It is my last gift to you.’


  ‘I cannot,’ Araloth said at once. ‘How can you ask me to cower in safety whilst my people stand upon the brink of destruction?’


  ‘Because I love you, and because our daughter needs you.’


  Araloth blinked away his sudden surprise.


  ‘Our daughter?’


  ‘She waits for you beyond, and she will require your guidance.’


  ‘I don’t believe you,’ Araloth’s outburst was intinctive, incredulous.


  ‘Listen to me,’ Lileath pleaded, hands outstretched towards him. ‘Everything I have done - everything that you, Teclis and Caledor have worked for at my urging - it was not about victory. It was never about victory. The Dark Gods cannot be stopped. The last sparks of the heavens are extinguished, and mortal strength alone cannot defeat the power of Chaos. Survival is the best that any of us can hope for in what follows.’


  Araloth said nothing. He could hear the ring of truth in Lileath’s words, but his thoughts were a jumble. He had a daughter? The joy of the revelation momentarily overcame his horror at all else the goddess had said.


  ‘Step through the waterfall,’ Lileath begged. ‘In the world beyond, you can nurture a new realm, and our daughter will one day scatter the seeds of life.’


  With an effort, Araloth focused on her words. ‘How can you be sure of that?’


  ‘Because it is the cycle,’ Lileath replied. ‘A Creator arises from the darkness, and life follows him. His family quarrels, blows are exchanged, and the Dark Gods pour in through the wounds. The world, once so vibrant, collapses under the weight of Chaos, but its glory can live forever so long as one remains to remember it.’


  Araloth closed his eyes, recalling the vision he had seen at Haladra, of his own face revealed beneath Asuryan’s mask. At last, he knew the vision’s meaning, but there was no joy at the revelation, only anger.


  ‘Before he died, Vaul warned me that you were keeping things from me. You once said that I was to be a hero to lead the elves in the coming darkness. How can I do what you ask and honour that path?’


  ‘This was always your destiny,’ Lileath replied softly. ‘I have but helped you on your way. I wish I could forever walk with you beneath the trees of Athel Loren, but such was never to be our fate.’


  The goddess’ sorrowful tone extinguished Araloth’s anger like an icy wind.


  ‘You cannot join me, can you?’


  ‘No. If I leave, the Dark Gods will follow me, and everything that we have suffered for will have been in vain. Besides, my place is here, with this world. I walked upon its hills as the first light dawned, and I will stay and fight for it as long as I am able.’


  ‘But you said victory was impossible.’


  ‘And so it is, though Teclis believes otherwise,' said Lileath sadly, ‘but whilst mortal strength cannot vanquish the Dark Gods, it can leave them so weakened that it will be millennia before they threaten you.’


  ‘And our daughter’s name?’


  ‘Choose it well, for names have great power.’


  Araloth stood silently for a long time, struggling to bring order to his thoughts. In the end, he realised that he believed Lileath’s words, and he knew that he could not abandon his child - even one he had never known.


  ‘I will do as you ask,’ he said at last.


  Without a word, Lileath stepped forward and put her arms around Araloth one final time. Time passed; how much, Araloth could not be sure. Then, at last, the moment could be put off no longer. Skaryn at his side, Araloth drew away from the embrace and walked into the tunnel of mist and spray. Darkness enveloped him, and he saw nothing more.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  END OF BOOK THREE
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  I have seen this world’s demise.

  Morrslieb, the accursed orb, waxes large.

  Impossibly large. The moon will fall,

  the oceans will boil, the mountains will

  break. To the stars some will go, but

  the stars themselves will abandon this

  world. The scratching beyond the walls

  can only mean one thing — the vermin

  are here. It is they that gnaw at the

  frayed ends of the world. Ceaselessly they

  plot, tirelessly they agitate. Yet never

  once do they imagine that they too are

  puppets, moving upon strings they never

  envisioned. The worst is still ahead...


  These are the End Times
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  The Rise Of The Under-empire
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  In the year 2522, the date the Imperial Scholars would later call the beginnings of the Black Years, the skaven war upon the surface began. The Great Uprising spread out from the hidden capital of Skavenblight and devastated Tilea and Estalia. On one claw, this was the greatest skaven success since the Red Pox Wars, when the skaven nearly defeated Bretonnia. On the other claw, the invasion was a failure, as the destruction of the southern Old World was meant only to be the beginning stage, not the sum total of the campaign.


  The skaven suffered higher losses than expected during the campaign to take Tilea and Estalia. The Children of the Great Horned Rat, however, have never measured anything by the number of lives it cost. In the Under-empire life was cheap, and there was always plenty more on the way. After the human nations were crushed, the ensuing infighting amongst the skaven clans actually claimed more lives than did the original war.


  For the majority of clans, losses were quickly replaced. Some of the lesser Warlord Clans had been exterminated fighting the humans, but they were the weak ones. Culling the hordes only made the skaven stronger. What hampered the ratmen now was not a lack of numbers or resources - for they had never been higher. It was a lack of impetus - the clans soon lost drive and fought amongst themselves. For the moment, all thoughts of surface invasion were lost amidst internal scheming.


  Meanwhile, the world was changing. Every day the winds of magic grew stronger, sweeping out of the north. Streaking warpstone meteors lit the skies, and daemons once more walked the mortal realm. The fires of war raged across the lands. The skaven knew it was their time to rise, to seize what should be theirs by right.


  A meeting of the Council of Thirteen was called with the intention of heading off another devastating civil war, and instead restoring focus to the Great Uprising.


  As always, the Council’s meetings were held far below the Temple of the Great Horned Rat. The room was so deep, and so inundated with warpstone energies, that the chamber itself was closer to some realm beyond than to the surface world. There, gathered around a thirteen¬sided table were met the leaders of the twelve most powerful clans in all of skavendom. As always, the thirteenth seat was empty, symbolically saved for the Great Horned Rat.


  At the meeting, the Lords of Decay bickered. Instead of resolving their differences, the members brought forth long-held accusations. Fingers pointed in blame, tails twitched in anger. Most criticised Kritislik, the Lord of Grey Seers. As he held the first seat of the Council, it was he that wielded the most power. The other Council members accused the grey seers of rampant manipulation. They claimed the white-furred sorcerers were more interested in maintaining their own supremacy than in the true goal: world domination. As the legend tells it, the shadow of the Great Horned One himself came forth. After consuming Kritislik, he chided his children, telling them they must work together. Only when the world was in ruin would they inherit its rule.


  After the Great Horned Rat’s departure, the remaining Lords of Decay hastily voted the grey seers off the Council. Grey seers were still feared, but would no longer be the main executors of the Council’s designs and plots. With none of the sorcerers present, save for the scattered ashes left of Kritislik’s blackened bones, there could be no vote of dissent.


  Next the Council should have discussed how to progress the surface war. The conversation turned, as is the way of skaven, towards the more immediate gain. There was an empty seat upon the Council of Thirteen.


  Immediately, each Lord of Decay began weaving ploys that would win their clan a second seat. Sometimes this was an open bid, but most often it was a convoluted plan.


  They sought to put forward one of their sycophantic thrall clans as the most deserving of the new seat of authority. After a lengthy period of deal brokering and squabbling, it was at last agreed that the chair should be left vacant for a period. Short of open violence and civil war, this seemed the only recourse.


  It was agreed that the Council would meet after thirteen more cycles of the moon Morrslieb, or the warpmoon, as they knew it. At that time, the empty seat would again be discussed - but the determining factor would be based upon the long planned war upon the surface. The seizure of enemy territory was already a path to power, and each clan coveted scavenge- rights and slaves. Now, however, an additional promise of reward was placed before each Lord of Decay.


  For the Warlord Clans, this was a chance to rise in status, to join the Greater Clans in power and prestige. For Clans Skryre, Pestilens, Moulder and Eshin, a single allied vote upon the Council would catapult them into true dominance. When the Council of Thirteen ended their meet, each Lord of Decay was eager to be off. It had been years since the aged lords had moved so quickly, for each wished to set their top lieutenants in motion, stealing a march from their rivals.


  And so an intense period of scheming, alliance-brokering, backstabbing and plotting began in earnest.


  The first target of the skaven offensive was the furthest away - the sickly green-tinted moon that men called Morrslieb. Ever since the skaven first crept out of their lairs, they had gazed upon the second orb - the warpmoon - in awe. Something about its pallid, pulsing light drew them, an unholy allure that only the true children of Chaos could feel.


  It was many years later, in a different age of the world, when warlock engineers began to theorise that the second moon was made of pure warpstone. They had been tracking the coveted warpstone meteors that rained from the sky when they traced their fiery contrails back to their point of origin. Later, as the inventors refined optics, they created a far-see scope that allowed them confirm what they suspected - the warpstone meteorites were coming from the warpmoon. By that time, the quest to reach the moon was already a growing obsession amongst the upper clans of the ratkin. Skaven crave that weirdly glowing substance with a maniacal greed beyond the ken of other, saner races.


  When Kritislik still lived, he had promised that a coven of grey seers would begin the new war by drawing the warpmoon closer. This was powerful magic of a kind never attempted. It was the grey seers’ theory that the radiant powers would greatly aid spellcasting - therefore furthering their own hold over the first seat upon the Council. Not that they shared that information, but instead promised a tenfold increase in skaven vitality, as if they each chewed upon a warpstone shard.


  The grey seers had gathered many of their most powerful members. They worked at the top of the tower of the Temple of the Great Horned Rat. Despite their efforts, the Tilea Campaign came and went without Morrslieb being drawn any closer. The grey seers claimed to have reached an impasse - their most powerful spells were blocked by some unknown source. They simply needed more time, assuring that the moon would be drawn closer in time for the next phase of the Great Plan - the even larger surface invasion. It was only shortly after that proclamation that Kritislik was deposed.


  Clan Skryre had always been jealous of their horned rivals. They had started a competing moon plan shortly after the grey seers announced theirs. It would be a great power coup to snatch the glory from the grey seers. Although not addicted to warpstone to the same degree as the grey seers, Clan Skryre also craved the substance above all others. Warpstone was used in all of their weapon making, the ultimate source of all their wealth and power.


  It was not Lord Morskittar’s intention to draw Morrslieb closer, however, for he never fully understood how that would aid him. Instead, Clan Skryre’s Lord of Decay saw more to be gained by smashing the moon apart. Morskittar believed this would cause large chunks of the coveted warpstone to rain down upon the world’s surface. Unlike the arrogant grey seers, the Clan Skryre plan was not to be achieved through the casting of spells, but rather through the genius of invention.


  Since Ikit Claw first brought back the secrets of rockets from the far east, warlock engineers had configured many variants of what came to be called the doomrocket. The proposal was to construct an enormous version of this device. Grown rich from selling their advanced weaponry, only Clan Skryre had the resources to fund such costly experiments. It took a nearly unlimited supply of slaves and entire hoard-troves of warpstone. After many costly failures - each of which inflicted levels of destruction and death unsustainable by any race but the skaven - Ikit Claw pronounced the Moonstriker almost complete.


  When the Council of Thirteen ousted the grey seers from their ranks, Morskittar wished to further shame them. Besting a rival was never enough; they must be ground beneath foot-claws and truly shown who was master. Morskittar vowed before his fellow Lords of Decay that a hail of meteors would herald the attack upon the surface world. It was only fitting that the change in the warpmoon’s appearance would be the signal to rise. As the launch of the main attack was scheduled to begin in just three cycles of the moon, this did not leave much time.


  Meanwhile, the grey seers, once the emissaries of the Council of Thirteen and the self-proclaimed prophets of the Great Horned Rat, were now pariahs. Some pledged themselves to Warlord Clans, acting as advisors, rather than as leaders. Most, however, were too proud to accept such tasks. Many grey seers wound their way back to Skavenblight. Their base was at the blighted heart of the capital, the Temple of the Great Horned Rat.


  It was debatable how long they could maintain this claw-hold on power with so many forces conspiring openly to seize portions of their former duties and respect.


  Desperate, and without Kritislik to guide them, the grey seers turned to what they considered was their last resort. They summoned forth a Verminlord.


  Threatening to call upon the services of a Verminlord was a common enough ploy in the arsenal of the grey seers, for they alone of all the skaven knew the necessary rituals. It was, however, most often a bluff - a ploy to steer various warlords and chieftains into falling in line with the grey seers’ wishes. Being able to claim conversations, foretellings and advice from the otherwordly heralds of the Great Horned Rat was a standard ruse to manipulate others. Actually summoning the rat daemons was deadly work. The ritual itself was demanding, and mistakes proved fatal - or worse. However, the true danger of bringing forth such a spirit from beyond was that Verminlords were far more wicked and rapacious than any mortal skaven could hope to be. It was true that a Verminlord might grant one’s desires, but the cost was always more than expected. They were greedy and cunning creatures that could twist words, insinuate thoughts and ideas and manipulate others like puppets upon a string.


  Those grey seers fortunate enough to survive the experience usually found they wholly regretted calling upon a Verminlord for aid.


  Their current misfortunes clouded any reason from the grey seers’ minds. They sought advice on how to reclaim their position of power. Over fifty of the white-furred seers were present when the darksome claw stretched from the abyss. The legion of seers threw themselves upon the floor in abasement before what strode forth.


  In cryptic words that could carry many meanings, the Verminlord bestowed upon the grey seers much wisdom. Or so it seemed at the time.


  The Verminlord spoke to the grey seers of hidden words of power, giving to them one of the Thirteen Secret Names of the Great Horned Rat himself. It scratched into their minds forgotten images, claw-marked runes of utmost potency. It told them what was blocking their great spell to draw forth the warpmoon - the cursed frog-things that sat upon the pyramid-temples of the southern jungles. Furthermore, into their greedy ears, the Verminlord poured forth the incantations to defeat the cold-blooded willpower that denied them. The immortal creature said they must bring the warpmoon closer, hinting that doing so would open many new doors. Only in hindsight did the grey seers realise that those doors were opening not for them, but for others. And that some doors are best left shut.


  Fuelled by the raging winds of magic, the Verminlord did not fade back to the nether realms, as was normally the case. Instead, the rat daemon nimbly sprang out of the mystic rings of containment and disappeared into shadow. The last of it the grey seers saw was its long, twin tails slithering into blackness. Where it went and what further self-centred mischief it wreaked was never realised, the summoners never fully understanding what they had set in motion.


  Focussed on their own immediate needs, the grey seers implemented the Verminlord’s advice. The sorcerers bypassed the arcane defences cast by the slann mage-priests, and slowly started to pull the warpmoon closer. This began a battle of wills, an arcane duel that was fought by creatures on different continents, a battle waged within minds and beyond the borders of the world.


  In another quarter of Skavenblight, Clan Skryre’s project to blast the warpmoon into pieces suffered several major setbacks. A warpfuel disaster had been followed by a brief and highly unsuccessful slave revolt.


  Months behind schedule, it seemed doubtful that the rocket would ever lift off, much less reach the moon.


  Yet it was impossible not to notice the Chaos moon growing larger. All skaven who dared venture to the surface felt waves of warp energy washing over them beneath those pale green moonbeams. Realising that the grey seers had once again bested him with their spells, Lord Morskittar was furious. Incensed by the failings of his Chief Warlock, he sent Ikit to join the campaign that would soon be launched against the dwarfs.


  Day by day the grey seers dragged the warpmoon nearer, its unbelievable mass wrenched closer sometimes by a matter of mere inches, at other times by many miles. The strain grew, and each day a handful of the horned sorcerers dropped dead, their brains ruptured by the effort. As the grey seers burnt out the resistance that vied against them, the Tower of the Temple of the Horned Rat was attacked and a huge explosion rent the building.


  In addition to losing many of the most knowledgeable of their kind, the grey seers lost all focus on their coven spell. The moon was halted in its place. Although they tried to restart the ritual, they found their invocations less powerful. Due to a counterspell, or perhaps the mysterious intent of the Verminlord, none of the horned sorcerers could fully recall the spell, runes or words of power the creature had told them.


  There was no proof of who had performed the sabotage, but it was suspected that a covert Clan Eshin team had planted one of their powerful bombs high up on the teetering tower. Such a bold deed would have been ridiculously expensive, and there were few clans who could afford such a thing.


  So the Great Uprising began, while many plots continued within the city of Skavenblight...
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  Children Of The Horned Rat
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  The skaven were a nefarious and multitudinous race. They were too numerous to list here, their machinations too labyrinthine to follow. What follows is a cursory glance at the most important of the skaven clans and the greatest of their leaders, whose stories are told in this tale of the Great Uprising.


  THE COUNCIL OF THIRTEEN


  Known as the Lords of Decay, the Council of Thirteen was comprised of the leaders of the twelve most powerful clans. They were always twelve in number, for the thirteenth seat was sybollically reserved for the Great Horned Rat, who knew all and saw all.


  The Council of Thirteen held total power. Its rules for governance were convoluted and labyrinthine, as was laid down by the Great Horned Rat himself, scratched into the Black Pillar of Commandments in glowing runes.


  It was a complex and intricate system that led to the constant machinations of its players. Each of the major clans believed that they were the closest to assuming absolute authority, and needed only one more supportive vote to shift everything in their own favour. The struggle to upset the balance of power was as old as the Council itself. So it had always been, until now...


  THE POWERS FROM BEYOND


  In the past, Verminlords could only have been summoned by grey seers. The otherwordly rat daemons could not long abide in the mortal realms, but while manifesting their wicked forms they proved to be treacherous in the extreme, able to wield power and sorcery in the name of the Great Horned Rat. With the growing winds of magic and the increase of Chaos flowing into the world, the veil that separated their realm from reality had weakened. As the warpmoon moved closer, more Verminlords appeared, and they began to insinuate themselves into skaven plans, manipulating deeds to their own nefarious ends.


  It was hinted at, but never explicitly stated, that a Shadow Council existed - a council of Verminlords that mirrored the Council of Thirteen.


  THE GREATER CLANS


  The four most powerful skaven clans had ascendancy over all the Warlord Clans. Each had always maintained its own tangled web of alliances and its own ever-growing number of thrall clans. With the Great Uprising to conquer the surface world underway, and an empty seat on the ruling Council of Thirteen, it was a time of upheaval for the Under-Empire. Naturally, the amount of truces, double-dealings and treacheries had never been higher.


  Clan Skryre had always been the richest of the clans and their wealth grew by the day.


  By selling their warpstone-powered weaponry, which blended science with the arcane arts, they had become fabulously prosperous. It was they, more than any other clan, that gave life to the various plots to discredit the grey seers. Clan Skryre’s leader, Lord Morskittar, had twice before taken over Skavenblight and declared himself its rightful ruler. The next time, he insisted, it would be a permanent position.


  With the grey seers no longer able to purposefully siphon their influence, Clan Skryre had seized the prime position in the hierarchal play of power. Their closest ally was Clan Moulder, and recently the two had collaborated upon many projects.


  Ikit Claw - Chief Warlock and emissary of Morskittar, Ikit had proven to be the best of the clan’s weapons designers for hundreds of years - yet the role of creating the most important invention yet had not gone to Ikit, but to his protege. This had caused a rift between Ikit and the Clan Skryre leader. Tired of Ikit’s plots, Morskittar had sent the Chief Warlock to join the attack on the dwarfs at Karak Azul.


  The Great Skreeductor Zingetail - A deviously gifted inventor and tinkerer, Zingetail had been given the title of Great Skreeductor and placed in charge of the Warpmoon Project. With many warpforges, lightning coiled reactors and countless millions of slaves at his disposal - who could tell what the end result will be?


  Zingetail himself had guaranteed his diabolical device would be many times more powerful than the great inventions of the past, such as the fabled doom hemisphere or the ill- fated quakecannon.


  Great Warlock Skribolt - The rising star of Clan Skryre, it was Skribolt who had masterminded the fall of the Tilean city of Pavona and the great slave-take from the Badlands. Currently, the Great Warlock was leading the upcoming attack upon Nuln. His orders were to take that city’s forges, and to steal their resources, including blackpowder and a working steam engine, for the Great Skreeductor Zingetail.


  Clan Skryre’s greatest rival was the second most powerful of all the skaven clans: Clan Pestilens. None were more successful in creating thrall clans than the plague monks of Clan Pestilens, and none were less trusted. The clan’s leader was Arch-plaguelord Nurglitch, and he would stop at nothing to further his zealous cult of corruption. Clan Pestilens did not sell their services or warriors, but granted aid wherever it would help their own cause. By taking command of the Lustria Campaign, Clan Pestilens hoped to parley that success into another concentrated bid to take control of the Council of Thirteen.


  Lord Skrolk - The undisputed first of the plaguelords, Lord Skrolk was in total command of the operation in Lustria. Upon his orders, the devout and rabid followers of Clan Pestilens prepared to unleash their greatest Plague War yet.


  The Plaguelords - As it said in the Book of Woes, there were seven plaguelords, and their number would remain unchanged. With typical Clan Pestilens order, each of the titles carried with it specific duties related to the post. Including their leader, Lord Skrolk, six of the seven plaguelords were currently in Lustria. The whereabouts of the seventh, and what his role and title might be, was unknown - a cause of consternation amongst the other major clans.


  Slowly, and with far more deliberation than the other clans imagined, Clan Moulder had positioned themselves exactly where they wished to be. Although the beastpacks they sold to all other clans were short on cunning, the same did not hold true for the leader of Clan Moulder, Lord Verminkin, nor was it true of any of his top lieutenants, the nine Lords of Hell Pit. Both Clan Skryre and Clan Pestilens viewed the flesh-mutators as their closest ally, a view Clan Moulder continued to propagate. As the second richest of all clans, they too were slowly building their legion of followers from the Warlord Clans.


  Throt the Unclean - One of the nine Lords of Hell Pit, Throt had been assigned to aid Clan Skryre. Although Ikit Claw’s arrogance wore upon the three-armed Throt, he had learned much of science and sorcery from the Chief Warlock. In return, Ikit could not have cared less about flesh¬blending and breed-mutating, finding such things beneath him.


  Grootose - A Great Packmaster, Grootose had been sent to the City of Pillars - known by the dwarfs as Karak Eight Peaks - in an attempt to win favour with Queek Headtaker of Clan Mors. If civil war erupted and Clan Mors joined Clan Skryre, Grootose had been instructed to kill Queek outright. Should the need to eliminate him arise, the Packmaster had trained a single giant rat rigged with explosives to latch onto the Clan Mors warlord.


  Grand Packmaster Manxrot – A Master Mutator and one of the nine Lords of Hell Pit, Manxrot had been assigned to aid the Clan Skryre-led campaign to take the human city of Nuln. In case of the expected Clan Skryre attempt to take over the Council, Manxrot and his warbeasts intended to slay the expedition’s leader, Great Warlock Skribolt.


  Very little was known about Clan Eshin and its designs. This was exactly how their leader and Council of Thirteen member Grand Nightlord Sneek preferred matters. In the past, it was claimed they had an implicit relationship with the grey seers, although this was always denied.


  Only when Clan Eshin withdrew their support from the horned sorcerers did the other clans feel safe in doing so.


  Deathmastcr Snikch - With the skaven launching an all out war upon the surface-dwellers, it had been assumed that the Clan Eshin Master Assassin had been assigned a covert mission. As time had passed and no word, news or rumours of the Deathmaster’s deeds had surfaced, many were beginning to question whether the most stealthy of killers had been slain. Perhaps, some whispered carefully, he was being withheld until Clan Eshin themselves made their move to claim the Council of Thirteen as their own?


  The Black 13 - This shady group was responsible for Tilea’s Night of One Thousand Terrors - a shock wave of assassinations. In a single evening, the Black 13 slew hundreds of generals, governors, nobles and other leading human authority figures, leaving the various republics ripe for the attack waves that began the following night. The Council of Thirteen themselves assigned the Black 13 their next target. The formation had secretly made its way to Lustria, where Lord Skrolk had given them their orders.


  The Grey Seers; The most powerful sorcerers in all of skavendom had lost their way. Mistrusted by those they had manipulated for countless years, the grey seers now found themselves alone and with precious few allies.


  Still feared and respected by all clans, the horned ratmen would go to any lengths to regain the power and status they had recently lost.


  Kranskritt - One of the most powerful of the grey seers, Kranskritt had been assigned to assist the skaven at the City of Pillars. He was being pushed into conflict with Queek Headtaker by the Clan Mors ruler, Lord Gnawdwell. Desperate to avoid death at his rival’s claw, Kranskritt had summoned a Verminlord, the treacherous Soothgnawer.


  Thanquol - Thanquol’s history of failed operations on behalf of the Council of Thirteen had done little to dissuade him from seeking to seize the empty seat for himself. He had been assigned to aid the Great Warlock Skribolt in taking the city of Nuln, but was determined to increase his own standing in the process.


  THE WARLORD CLANS


  The Warlord Clans provided the true numbers that made up the vast skaven armies. There were too many Warlord Clans to list, and their goals too disparate to name, but few were true players in the skaven game of power. The following were some of the major clans, although Clan Mors and Clan Rictus were the only clans powerful enough to compete for the secondary position of power beneath the dominant Greater Clans, and even they fell far short of this lofty position.


  Clan Mors had long been the most powerful of the Warlord Clans. They were to destroy the dwarf forces at the City of Pillars, and drive the night goblin warlord Skarsnik out of the mountains. Clan Mors was led by Lord Gnawdwell, a Lord of Decay. Eager to cement a new alliance with Clan Skryre, Lord Gnawdwell had begun taking steps to remove his skilled, but stubborn- minded top warlord. Queek Headtaker - The right claw of Lord Gnawdwell, Queek had long stated his open distrust of grey seers. He was an arrogant warlord, prideful of his claim to martial dominance. He would see Clan Mors rule without allying with any of the Greater Clans.


  Second only to Clan Mors, Clan Rictus longed to move their powerbase from the Dark Lands closer to Skavenblight. In an effort to gain more power, they allied themselves to Clan Skryre.


  Thralls of Clan Skryre, Clan Vrrtkin rose alongside their patron. Few could match their ruthless backstabbing, even amongst a race that prided itself on the quality of its ruthless backstabbers. Their leader, Trikstab Gribnode, was overeager for more power.


  Clan Gangrous, This thrall clan was pledged to Clan Pestilens. Their leader, the Exalted Imperator Szik Vilepot, won fame as a pit fighter.


  Clan Feesik, Another of the clans subservient to Clan Pestilens, Clan Feesik’s warlord and Grand Potentate was Rikzik Seepage - a known secretor of the Red Pox.


  Clan Fester, Clan Fester was rabidly pro-Clan Pestilens.


  Although Clan Morbidus had chosen to follow Clan Pestilens and the way of disease, they maintained strong ties with Clan Moulder. Their Beast-Chieftain was Packmaster Grotchrot.


  Clan Griblobe were eager members of the Pestilent Brotherhood. Their chieftan was Drib Bentblade.


  Known as the Molten Warlord, the leader of Clan Volkn was Moltskin Searflesh. Moltskin owed allegiance to none, and bristled at being referred to as leader of a thrall clan. Clan Volkn sold their warrior services to the highest bidder, meaning they fought most often alongside Clan Skryre, for they were the richest of all clans.


  Another clan that had claw-marked many pledge- pacts with Clan Skryre, Clan Ektrik was led by the Warlord of Foul Peak, Griktrode Boltspear. Boltspear had captured and traded tens of thousands of slaves to Clan Skryre in exchange for more weapons of war. Clan Ektrik had recently begun tinkering with their own designs and inventions, a habit Clan Skryre deeply frowned upon.


  An offshoot of Clan Mors, Clan Gritus rebelled against their former clan and gained their freedom. They were heavily sponsored by Clan Rictus. Any clan wishing to plot against Clan Mors always had strong connections with the Great Gritlok, warlord leader of Clan Gritus.


  The Rabble Clans: This was a derogatory collective name that covered all the other myriad clans that rose and fell without ever really making a name for themselves. They numbered in the hundreds or possibly even thousands, and were simply impossible to count or track, as they fractured and reformed long before any note of their existence could be made. These were the nameless clans who aspired to rise up and take their rightful place amongst the better-known skaven clans.
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  Thanquol appeared from nowhere, wisps of green-tinged smoke drifting from his robes and curling around his horns. Behind him, the creaking form of Boneripper suddenly loomed, wreathed in his own trails of fume. Staved-in crates and dirty rags marked this dark and distant tributary of the Underway, but Thanquol could see no sign of the one he had come here to meet. As the silence stretched around him, the grey seer stalked back and forth, wishing he was back among the relative safety of the marching column. His bodyguard remained where he had appeared, oblivious to the situation, but Thanquol cast around in the gloom, his eyes glowing slightly as if lit from within, and he fumbled anxiously at his belt for his warpstone pouch.


  ‘It is done.’


  The voice spoke from behind Thanquol and he started, spinning around to raise his staff. A black- clad ratman stood there, strips of dark material covering his claws and muzzle but leaving his eyes exposed. They stared openly at the grey seer.


  ‘Then they are dead?’ Thanquol demanded, drawing himself up to display his horns. ‘And no-creature suspects me?’ Near them, Boneripper stirred, his head swinging lazily to stare at the newcomer.


  ‘Your secret is safe, for now,’ answered the impertinent agent, ‘All look to blame Skryre.’


  The agent grinned toothily. ‘My clan-pack found the payment as you promised. But how did even the mighty Thanquol come by such wealth, ‘I worry-wonder?’


  Thanquol bristled, narrowing his eyes. The grey seers had long hoarded resources and power at the root of Skavenblight, and his fellow sorcerers would have little need of their precious stockpile now.


  ‘Our business is done, hireling. You may scurry back to your master.’


  The Eshin agent retreated, and was soon lost in the shadows. Left with only the silent form of Boneripper for company, Thanquol gnawed at a warpstone chunk as he prepared to skitterleap back to the column marching for Nuln. As he chewed, his mind raced with visions of the glorious future ahead. The stock of the grey seers had never been lower, but with his rivals eliminated the way stood open before him. Once the skaven arrived at the man-things’ city, he would mastermind the attack on the fools that had foiled his ambitions long before. In the wake of his inevitable victory, all of Skavenblight would recognise his rightful mastery. What other could have such a claim over the vacant seat on the Council of Thirteen as he?
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  Assault on Lustria


  Autumn 2523 - Winter 2524
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  An ominous dread had fallen across much of the vast continent of Lustria. The humid air, which was always heavy, now closed about more thickly, its cloying presence adding to the oppression. It was as if the jungles themselves were holding their breath, as they did during the approach of some apex predator.


  From under the murky eaves, many watchful and unblinking eyes peered out. The sounds of war drums reverberated over the mist-shrouded lands. The forces of the lizardmen stood guard, waiting for the attack they knew must come. Yet, for all their arcane ability to foretell the future, for all their ancient plaques of celestial prophecy, the greatest collection of sorcerous minds on the planet could not fathom what the attack would be, nor from where it would commence.


  From the pinnacle of the Temple of the Eclipse in Tlaxtlan, a pair of cold and fathomless eyes gazed into the heavens. Tetto’eko, Astromancer of the Constellations, Beholder of the Beyond, and Great Oracle of the Stars, was seeking to see what was hidden from him. Hours passed, with the only movement the nictitating membranes - translucent third eyelids - sliding silently over Tetto’eko’s staring eyes. Strive as he might, the most ancient of skink priests could see nothing of the time to come.


  Blessed by the Old Ones with unfathomable foresight, Tetto’eko was used to reading the tangled web of divergent futures from the constellations that spun above in the night sky. No mortal creature could hope to rival Tetto’eko’s precognitive abilities. Now, however, the stars were awry. Somehow, someway, entire astrological alignments were out of harmony.


  The blackness of Tetto’eko’s visions was not atmospheric - his gleaming eyes could pierce the humid mists that rose from the jungles and penetrate thick cloud. He had looked through raging typhoons, and was unfazed by arcing chains of lightning. For over a century Tetto’eko had unravelled the mysteries of the future, as revealed to him by the celestial bodies circling above. Only the unnatural green- tinged glow of Morrslieb - the Chaos moon - had proven capable of halting his visions. Its light was a malign miasma that blocked the mighty skink mage’s divinations.


  Unlike the constant and reliable stars, the orbit cycles of Morrslieb defied prediction; it waxed and waned to no logical order. These days the foul moon was always ascendant, growing impossibly huge each night so that it filled the horizon. Over the last month, the second moon had never set, the orb hanging in the same position overhead all night as if purposefully blocking Tetto’eko’s sight. He could see it during the day too, the orb mocking all laws of order.


  This evening, however, the cursed moon did not show its pocked face. According to the star charts and Tetto’eko’s premonitions, which had never proven wrong, the thrice-blessed stars of the lx Choltyl, the winged serpent, should shine brightest above the Temple of the Eclipse. Yet to his growing consternation, they were not there.


  Try as he might, Tetto’eko could read no visions of the future; his mind’s eye could see nothing but black oblivion.


  If it was not the cursed moon’s doing, then what was preventing him from seeing the future?


  Relentlessly, Tetto’eko scried the heavens. Morrslieb could return at any time, and the skink priest instinctively knew that time was a luxury he was fast running out of.


  To the east, barely visible even from the monumental height of the highest temple in Tlaxtlan, flares of sorcery and battle marked the horizon. The skies above the distant city there broiled as the very air cracked apart. Xahutec burned with the flames of daemonic war.


  Ancient Xahutec, the City of Echoes, was truly cursed. Although now little more than blackened rubble, the site was host to a rip torn in reality, a hole which spewed forth horrors from beyond. Over three years of unbroken battle, saurus legions had confronted this daemonic tide, pitting their single-minded savagery against unnatural fury. There, teeth of iron shattered upon bone-hardened scales, and the battle’s ground-shaking repercussions could be felt hundreds of miles away. Thus far, Kroq-Gar, greatest of warleaders and destroyer of armies, had contained the daemons - but the cost was high. Cohort after cohort had been lost. Although the spawning pools thrashed non-stop as new warriors were birthed, they were barely keeping pace with the losses.


  This attack was no mere incursion, no simple testing of strength along the border between realms - it was the beginning of the war to end the world. Only the masterful stratagems of Kroq-Gar, and the resolute legions at his command, kept the daemons contained. While a steady flow of reinforcements marched across Lustria to join Kroq-Gar’s campaign, the slann mage-priests sought to divine where the next blow would fall. Their arcane efforts to locate the next threat had been stymied, and the battle at Xahutec continued to bleed the lizardmen, draining their formidable strength.


  Over thousands of years, many of the nodes of the geomantic grid - the cunningly wrought power siphons that stored the great energies of the world - had been lost. Some were destroyed by war, others were forgotten over the ages and fell to ruin. Recently, Chaos invaders from the north, led by Vashnaar the Tormentor, had led an assault on the key nodes of the Great Warding. Beastmen rose from the jungle to pull down the Monument of the Moon, and a daemon army led by Kairos Fateweaver had manifested upon the very surface of the floating pyramid of Ixxx. Those battles desecrated artefacts raised through the artifice of the Old Ones, and their loss further weakened the grid’s power. Comets trailing green-hued flames descended from the vile second moon to wreck the Sentinels of Xetl, and cyclones formed from the winds of magic blazed paths that demolished ancient structures like the Monument of Izzatal and the Pylons of Divine Resonance. Even as the Slann re¬awakened from their arcane slumber, they found their ability to foresee events thwarted, and their world- straddling power reservoir exhausted. Not even the most obstinate of their number denied that the seemingly random acts were integral strands of some long-planned offensive.


  The slann mage-priests did not need clairvoyance to see that the Great Vortex upon Ulthuan was failing, or that the winds of magic were rising. With minds linked across space and time, the slann, mightiest of mortal mages, had for a time woven a tapestry of purest power, using this eldritch energy to boost the fading supernatural siphon created by the elves. Yet even in the early days of its creation, the slann knew that what the elves achieved was only temporary, a fleeting reprieve against the wayward energy that would, one day, come flooding back into the world.


  In Hexoatl, the greatest and eldest of all living slann mage-priests surfaced from his sleep-trance with a sudden lurch. Lord Mazdamundi was awake - his eyes wide and his voluminous body still rippling from his jolt into consciousness. It had been the same vision that haunted his dreams of late - a prognostic revelation of momentous import, a world-changing glimpse of the onrushing future, of terrible and impending doom.


  This was the same dream that had sparked Mazdamundi’s revelation that the Great Plan had failed. That vision had driven him to ensure the Exodus was begun. Ancient monuments that had not been entered since a time before the first skink was created were once more re-opened. Deep inside long forbidden chambers, skink priests stared agog at the flashing and buzzing strangeness of the artefacts within, making wild speculations. As to their true purpose, the slann mage- priests would speak no more.


  As Mazdamundi’s half-completed vision faded from memory, dissolving into nothingness, it left only an indescribable sense of urgency. Snatched so suddenly from his wanderings in the cosmic realm, pulled from his sanctuary of purest thought, Mazdamundi’s mind now struggled to process the world around him. It was the ultimate infuriation. Most maddeningly of all, the great slann mage-priest was sure - with a conviction he could not equate with any logic - that the message he was so close to receiving had been transmitted by the Old Ones themselves. With a concentrated effort borne from millennia of masterful self-contemplation, Mazdamundi willed his mighty three-chambered heart to ease its rapid rate. Without serenity, clear thought could not be obtained. With a grim shudder of realisation, the great mage-priest sensed how close his heart was to bursting. Not since the days of his spawning, over eight thousand years ago, had Mazdamundi felt such fear.


  It was only after Mazdamundi eased his pounding heart that he became aware of his surroundings. The venerable mage-priest was besieged by sensory overload. Skink priest attendants, taking his open eyes as a sign of awareness, encircled his palanquin, chittering dire news and reports. His tongue tasted the air and he spluttered on the marked increase in the winds of magic. Mazdamundi’s arcane perception noted the disruption in the ruins of Xahutec, many hundreds of leagues away, where the mind-wrenching power of raw Chaos was erupting in great torrents. And finally, telepathic messages barraged the eldest and most powerful of slann - psychic distress calls, requests for orders and frantic queries. As Mazdamundi raised an arm to command silence in his eternity chamber, he knew that he had little time left to unlock the secrets of the message hidden in his dreams. The Great Doom that the Old Ones had tried to warn him about had already begun. The Great Plan could never be achieved, but perhaps he could still save the world, if not for himself, than for others....
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  After much preparation, Clan Pestilens was at last ready to launch its plaguewar upon Lustria.


  The trans-continental undertunnels had been reopened, each route widened to accommodate the great armies and equipment that passed through. For a year, steady streams of skaven marched non-stop to join the masses already gathered in place beneath the surface of the jungle continent. The largest portion of these seemingly endless numbers was composed of the robed zealots of Clan Pestilens, followed by their thrall-clans. The plague monks had all but emptied their considerable strongholds in the Southlands. Even the vast cauldrons and furnaces with which the clan brewed their weapons- grade diseases were dismantled so they could be reassembled near the war front. Legions of slaves - a living, bipedal baggage train - rolled vats of contaminations and noxious matter through the long tunnels.


  The Lustria assault was part of the overarching campaign planned by the Council of Thirteen, and as such, it had the full backing of their considerable powers. A tithe of strength from each of the major clans was present, along with a great many warrior clans. There was no question, however, about who was in command. Lord Skrolk travelled between the newly established strongholds, issuing orders and checking each location for its strict adherence to the attack plans. He was neither subtle in his demands, nor lenient towards any who disappointed him. Lord Skrolk wielded absolute power, for he received his orders directly from Arch-plaguelord Nurglitch, the undisputable ruler of Clan Pestilens - a Lord of Decay who sat upon the Council of Thirteen in the influential tenth seat.


  The first stage of the attack plan was to gather in secret beneath the locations the Council of Thirteen had deemed key. These were excavated deep below the surface just outside of the cities of Itza, Tlaxtlan and Xlanhuapec. The skaven presence had been masked by powerful spells of concealment, elaborate deceptive barriers emplaced by the grey seers. Even as these labyrinthine tunnels filled to overflowing, the plague priests set up the trappings of their foul cult. To the chanting of cursed verses from the Book of Woes, braziers of specially prepared fuels heated iron vats that bubbled with the filth of the world. These were the Cauldrons of a Thousand Poxes, receptacles where many of the worst pestilences known to mortal kind had first been brewed. Through debased rituals, the diseases grew more powerful, blossoming into virulent plagues so potent that the plague monks who stirred the cauldrons rotted alive and had to be constantly replaced. As the concoctions neared dreadful fruition, Lord Skrolk personally inspected them, testing each creation. The creators of the plagues that met Skrolk’s strict standards received a satisfied nod, but those that disappointed the right claw of Nurglitch were themselves added into the vats, melted within their own boiling stews.


  The underground tunnels were soon clogged with smog clouds - a fug that hung in the air. Most of the skaven were immune to contagion, having been long inoculated against its harmful effects by constant exposure. Some, however, were not so fortunate. Those warrior clans that had the least amount of contact with Clan Pestilens were the ones that suffered most. The battle-hardened stormvermin from Clan Spittl, and the entire Skrittlespike clan that had fought so well during the conquest of Tilea, sickened, with many dying in agonising fashion. The majority of the verminous hordes took strength from the foul airs, drawing vitality from the unnatural vapours.


  It heightened their senses, agitating them so they snarled and bared fangs in nearly uncontrollable anticipation of orders to attack. But no signal to begin the assault was yet given.


  To minimise the risk of detection, the skaven kept only a few surface watchpoints, and checked them sparingly. Under the cover of darkness, night runners would ascend to view the warpmoon, the one that the man-things called Morrslieb. The first night that it shone larger than seemed possible was the sign they awaited - that would be the sign for the attack to begin. That day was filled with ill omens.


  The twin-tailed comet - visible even during daylight hours - blinked thirteen times, a number auspicious to the skaven, yet which caused consternation amongst the skink priests. From atop the heights of their pyramid-temples, the priests’ elation at the sign of the twin-tailed Sotek turned to dread - for the number thirteen was considered highly unfavourable. The more practical-minded slann dismissed the superstitions of their credulous skinks; they long ago had given up attempting to dissuade their savage cousins from uncouth practices. Indeed, many skink priests regularly consulted the art of haruspicy- divination by the inspection ofentrails from sacrificial victims. After the portentous thirteen blinks from the comet, all the innard readings conducted by skinks were twisted and mutated, foretelling of dire events. Strange rumblings shook the ground, it was no wonder to all that as night fell, the cursed moon rose large and angry, spilling its sickly green light over the tepid jungles of Lustria.


  The Council of Thirteen’s ritual and the combined might of the grey seers gathered together the rampant magics of the world. Slowly, their sorcerous tendrils stretched out and began to draw Morrslieb closer to the world.


  The luminescent moon loomed larger than ever, green flashes strobing down. Throughout Lustria, many turned skywards to mark the orb that grew before their eyes. The vast moon pulsated with an eerie green glow that bathed all below in unnatural light.


  Alarmed, slann mage-priests stretched out their prodigious mental powers in an attempt to halt the moon’s approach. Minds that could move mountains strove to push back the looming disaster, to quell thechanging tides, to block the unnatural light. The stars faded from the night sky as the air was filled with arcane energies. All the reserve power of the geomantic grid was emptied, as the slann strove against the forces that sought to bring that hated orb closer. Morrslieb shook from the tension, the rising pressures causing hunks of its surface to break apart. Later, these ragged particles would rain down upon the world as warpstone meteors.


  The effort to break the mystic tether that was dragging the cursed moon closer strained the slann to the utmost. Many mage-priests slipped into an unconscious state from the extreme exertion, their minds temporarily unwoven. Rippling moonquakes - waves of chaotic energies emanating from the nearing moon - washed over Lustria. All but one of the slann were battered into dazed submission as they attempted to block the entropic forces crashing upon them.


  Lord Mazdamundi alone was still in command of his wits. Using magics beyond the ken of mortals, the eldest


  of the remaining slann countered the fell power of Morrslieb and the Chaos it radiated. Through mind-shields and mystic barriers, Mazdamundi stopped the ensuing magical energies from sweeping the world. Yet even the mightiest of mages could not halt it all. Some of the meteorites pierced his defence. Guided by malevolent minds, they blazed downwards towards Lustria.


  Although he was too weak to stop them, Mazdamundi was able to direct the meteors away from the inhabited cities of Lustria. The streaks of blazing light lit the world, striking the jungles with explosive force. Glowing green mushroom clouds rose miles into the air and firestorms roared, each scorching miles of jungle in an instant. In his last act before finally passing into a comatose state, Mazdamundi limited the concussive blasts caused by the impacts, dampening their destructive forces.


  Even as the great cities of the lizardmen echoed to the colossal impacts, the skaven rose from the underworld and began their assaults.


  Ground shaking explosions and now fresh interruptions. Laying aside his ladle, Grilok turned from the bubbling cauldron, ready to castigate those who dared interrupt the final pox-blessings. Instead, he froze in place. At the cavern’s entrance the shuffling crowd of plague monks parted, revealing Lord Skrolk, the disease-that-walks.


  Throwing back his hood, Lord Skrolk revealed his tumour-riddled snout. He sniffed about, inhaling the vapours of the chamber. ‘Good-good, your Seeping Pox sniffs perfectly. You have done well, Grilok,’ rasped Lord Skrolk, his voice thick with pollution. ‘You have justified the faith Plaguelord Variolus has put in you and your Contagion Conclave.’


  As one, the plague priests around the cauldron dropped to the dirt floor, prostrating and bowing before his great Eminence. Grilok noticed that no few of his rivals cast sidewise glances towards him. ‘Lord Skrolk is too kind,’ answered Grilok, his voice cracking in his fear and awe. He bowed repeatedly before adding, ‘You honour our conclave, greatest of plaguelords. The Lord Variolus will be most pleased.’


  ‘No,’ burbled Lord Skrolk, ‘Variolus failed me and I have slain-killed him. I will not begin the battles short of the required numbers of plaguelords. As Plague Pontifex, you, Grilok, are next in line to rule the Contagion Conclave. See-see that you do not fail me.’


  For a long moment Skrolk looked directly at Grilok - or rather, the empty black sockets where the plaguelord’s eyes should have been fixed upon him. Fighting a desire to scourge himself in order to prove his dedication, Grilok instead exerted all his willpower to remain calm, bowing low once more before that unseeing gaze.


  ‘See that your poxes are delivered as plan-marked,’ said Skrolk. He reached out his gnarled staff, its rusted bells clunking. Twice he rapped Grilok’s shoulders, speaking words of power that caused his censer to emit thick wisps of cloud. Without another word, Skrolk turned and shuffled off, his entourage following.


  As the echoes of clawed feet disappeared down the tunnel, Grilok rose - fiercely proud and single-mindedly dedicated to the creation of plagues. He began shouting instructions to his priests.


  There was much still to do.


  Awaiting another attack, the slann mage-priests had been positive their assailants would be daemons, their arch-foes since the collapse of the star gates. Expecting rifts torn into reality, they were not prepared for the barrage of magical energies from the moon or the meteorites that followed. Even as concussive blast waves flattened miles-wide swathes of jungle, great rents in the ground appeared as the skaven cleared paths to the surface. A living tidal wave of vermin rose from the depths and surged towards the lizardmen cities that loomed above the jungles.


  It was an apocalyptic scene, lit by the green glow of the impossibly large moon. So great in number were the skaven that the ground itself seemed to be moving. In areas of new ash waste, they flowed in undulating waves, and when forced to travel through the jungles left standing, the canopy swayed at their passing. Spellbursts flared across the skies; the slann had long prepared counterspells to ward off invasion. Even though the mage-priests were unconscious, their ensorcelled lights of banishment flashed above the skaven, bright as newborn suns. These enemies, however, had not travelled from another plane of existence. They were creatures of flesh and blood, so the dazzling light, no matter its lawful purity, could not extinguish them. Despite the momentary blindness, the skaven advance continued - the slann’s best prepared efforts little more than a mystical light show.


  Of all the skaven clans, none had ever been more zealous than Clan Pestilens. Driven and maniacal, the robed brotherhood was utterly dedicated to their worship of the Great Horned Rat. Their fanatical passion to spread disease in his name was unrivalled in its fervour. This was never more evident than when they burst forth upon Lustria. They were utterly committed to this assault - from Arch-plaguelord Nurglitch down to the lowliest plague monk disciple.


  This was Clan Pestilens’ attack, their moment in the great plan of the Council of Thirteen. Of all the skaven offensives planned, the attack on Lustria was the largest and the most ambitious. By crushing the lizardmen quickly, Clan Pestilens could turn their attention to other matters. Seizing control of the Council and grasping ultimate supremacy was, at last, within reach of their tainted claws.


  The first skaven spearhead to reach its destination was the assault upon Tlaxtlan, the City of the Moon.


  The skaven leader - the Plaguelord Kreegix the Ravener - took a direct approach and drove his troops forward mercilessly. Multitudes of slaves rose out of the tunnels to attack Tlaxtlan’s outmost walls. The first wave of attackers crashed headlong into the base of the towering edifice. They sought to clamber up the stone surface, but the enormous blocks were smooth-faced and so large that it was impossible for even the tallest of their kind to stretch up to reach from one join to the next. Skinks on the ramparts hurled down clouds of javelins and darts, but the real danger to the skaven at the wall’s base came from the onset of the second wave of ratmen that crashed over them.


  With no room to turn, many were simply crushed by the onrush of yet more skaven piling against the walls. By dint of their own tremendous numbers, the skaven slowly began to ascend - scrambling atop the growing heaps of their own dead. Not until the sixth wave did the masses spill over the walls in number, and, by then, the gates were also being assailed.


  Amid rhythmic chanting and the groan of rusted wheels, plague monks pushed forth great wooden chassis. Upon these scaffold-towers swung heavy brass censers. With each ponderous swing of the enormous orbs, boiling green fumes poured forth to choke the humid air. The robed ratmen strained, pushed, and heaved their engines of destruction down the flagstone roads leading towards Tlaxtlan’s gates. So wide was that main causeway that three of the loathsome plague furnaces, along with their rabid entourages, were lined up abreast to smash upon the entranceway. The ancient Gate of the Starpaths was made of solid gold, and the soft metal buckled with each blow delivered by the heavy censers.


  It was not long before the doors were broken, the battered metal tarnished and rent by the poisonous wrecking balls. Elsewhere along the perimeter, neither the silver Moongates nor the Black Onyx Gates of the Dreaming Lotus proved any sturdier.


  Tlaxtlan was breached in a dozen places. The flow of skaven poured over the walls, while columns marched over the fallen gates. The wide avenues of Tlaxtlan were soon clogged with fighting. The skaven, agitated into maddened fury by the cloying fumes of the plague furnaces, were reckless in their advance. They threw themselves into the defenders in a flurry of screeching, flailing and stabbing. Against this chittering horde, the city’s saurus legions stood stoically, steady and methodical compared to the frenetic ratmen.


  In the maelstrom of the front lines, the skaven waves washed over the disciplined ranks of reptilian warriors. Rusty blade clashed against weapons hewn from obsinite stone, heavy metal censers bashed down upon hide-covered crescent shields. Speed and agility were pitted against thick scales and powerful jaws, and warp-stimulated fury was countered by cold-blooded savagery. Time and again, skaven waves broke against the wall of defenders, but even as mangy remnants of broken units scrabbled away, new skaven formations surged forth. Slowly, inevitably, the lizardmen were forced back. The paved stones of Tlaxtlan’s wide avenues were slick with blood, and the gutters, designed to shed even the typhoon rains of Lustria, now overflowed crimson as the first light of dawn brightened the dust-filled horizon.


  At the massive temple-city of Itza, the skaven hordes did not attempt to storm the outer walls. This was the First City of the lizardmen, and a different tactic was employed by the ratmen against the sacred heart of their cold-blooded foes. Both Itza’s walls and its armies were far mightier than those of Tlaxtlan. On the orders of their commander, Plaguelord Gritch, Great Potentate of Pustulates, the skaven contented themselves with encircling that great city. Only when their troops surrounded the sprawling metropolis did they turn their attentions to the watchposts and monuments that stood outside the city’s gates. In their rabid fury, the skaven swarmed these sites, burying them beneath writhing hordes of ratmen. While age-old monoliths were toppled, another great labour was begun. Slaves dug pits in a ring around Itza, closing off any avenue of escape. As the first rays of dawn penetrated the murk-filled air, the verminous host could be seen lining their pits with sharpened stakes and erecting great siege engines on the hillocks of cast up dirt beyond.


  The focus of the third prong of the skaven assault was directed as best as possible towards the temple-city of Xlanhuapec. It was known that this attack would be extremely difficult, as there was an additional defence


  to overcome at that mystic locale. Called the City of Mists, Xlanhuapec was permanently encased in a shroud of eldritch fog, an enchanted barrier of misdirection and menace. This mission was assigned to not one, but two plaguelords - the most stringent of their vile brotherhood, Lord Skrimanx, the Archdeacon of Disease, and the virulent Lord Blistrox, the Spreader of the Word and titular head of the Pestilent Brotherhood.


  For the skaven, Xlanhuapec was an ill name, for that cursed city swallowed armies the way quicksand consumed unwary jungle travellers. In all their irruptions, raids, and spy missions in Lustria, few of the skaven had ever entered that cloud of fog and lived to tell about it. Entire invading clans had marched into those swirling mists, never to be seen again. The lowliest slave had heard rumours of disorienting spells and tales of living quagmires or shadowy monsters that prowled in the thick cover.


  Lord Skrimanx led his assault up from the south, approaching via the underground tunnel network beneath the ruins of Quetza. At the fore of his army were slave formations, wretches chained together into ragtag units and driven forward upon pain of death. Although such chattel did not typically carry banners or totems of any kind, Lord Skrimanx had commanded that pole-mounted braziers be held aloft in the front rank of each group. He offered the reward of freedom and a bounty of food to any such unit that entered the reptilian city with its light intact. Plague monks and clanrats marched behind the massed slaves, hoping to follow the light of the braziers through the hallucinogenic fog.


  To the north, Lord Blistrox led the legions known as the Pestilent Brotherhood - those clans treaty- pledged or enthralled to Clan Pestilens. There, Clans Feesik, Gangrous, Fester, Morbidus, Septik and Griblobe emerged from tunnels and into the swamplands that surrounded Xlanhuapec. To guide his hordes through the mist barrier, Lord Blistrox placed his faith in Reekit, a warlock engineer and master-artificer of the tech-occult. Much had been paid to Clan Skryre for the engineer’s services, and, Reekit, with his whirring, cog-filled devices and mech- optic eye, assured Lord Blistrox that he could navigate the mists.


  Even as dawn broke across embattled Lustria, both plaguelords led their respective armies into the thick banks of solid mist.


  Tetto’eko’s visions of destruction and ruin were coming true.


  The stars had offered no warnings, save for the same vague messages of doom that had dominated Tetto’eko’s nightly scan of the cosmos. The invaders had arrived too quickly, striking unexpectedly after the moonquakes had shaken the city. The skaven had already pushed past the outer walls, and dozens of battles raged within the city of Tlaxtlan.


  The wide avenues and plazas between the temple-pyramids were crammed with combatants or filled with reinforcement cohorts rushing forward to plug the growing gaps in the defence.


  During all the long ages Tlaxtlan had stood, only one enemy had ever penetrated so deeply into its confines - the daemon legions at the coming of Chaos. Then, the city’s slann mage- priests had met in the Ziggurat of Quetli. In that place, designed for the Old Ones themselves, the slann had combined their powers to create a dome of mystic energies that none could penetrate. The daemonic assault had washed harmlessly over the shimmering protections. Now, however, the slann were trapped in a mind-weary stupor, unable to utter a coherent phrase, much less work magics. Even Lord Adohi-Tehga, the eldest and most powerful of the city’s slann, had spent the battle in a catatonic state. A great deal of the slann’s energies had been sapped during their attempts to ward off the meteorites plummeting from Morrslieb, leaving the greatest sorcerers in the world stunned.


  In desperation, Tetto’eko ordered his minions to bring forth the Relic Priests. In great haste, the skink honour attendants known as the Ahmo Chotectzi - They of the Sun Departed - had skittered to the mortuary chambers and retrieved the desiccated remains of mage- priests from their enshrinement. The revered mummies, still imbued with vast powers, were placed within the Ziggurat of Quetli. This ignited some of the ancient glyphs, but the ritual remained incomplete. No magical dome descended over the beleaguered city, and Tetto’eko knew they would have to protect themselves.


  With no slann to guide them, command of the city fell upon Tetto’eko, for he was eldest and most steeped in the counsels of the wise.


  It was his sacred duty to oversee the countless relics, to protect the irreplaceable spawning pools and, above all, to ensure the slann mage- priests were safeguarded. Unable to see into the future, and unsure of what to do next, Tetto’eko had little choice left but to direct the defence as best he could.


  From atop the Temple of the Eclipse, the ancient skink priest could see much of besieged Tlaxtlan as he assessed the situation. In the past years, many warrior cohorts had been sent to the embattled city of Xahutec at the request of Warleader Kroq- Gar. Those regiments that remained in Tlaxtlan were already committed to the chaotic fighting. To the north, the skink barrios burned, while to the west, swarms of ratmen could be seen defiling the Temples of Tepok.


  To the east, the drifting glades of the Floating Gardens thrashed - evidence of merciless battles taking place beneath those eaves. The skaven advances could be seen pushing down each of the main causeways, inexorably moving towards Tlaxtlan’s centre. At the fore of those frenzied attacks were enormous carriage-born censers, and before their poisonous gasses the saurus cohorts were forced into a slow retreat.


  For a day and a night Tetto’eko watched the battle rage non-stop throughout the City of the Moon. The fire, blood and frantic energies of the battles contrasted with the calm, soothing atmosphere found within each of the temple-pyramids’ Eternity Chambers. Within these mystically sealed inner sanctums the air was tranquil - alternating between balmy circulations and cloying steam baths. Therein, skink attendants wielded giant feathers as if they were ship’s oars, using them to waft clouds of exotic lotus scent mixed with hallucinogenic herbs. Enchantments lay upon each of these cosmic chapels to block outside noises, so that the loudest death-roars of gargantuan beasts, or the furious crescendo of the ratmen’s hateful chanting, were rendered to little more than a murmur. Although it was calm, a battle was being waged here too, for the befuddled slann would not awaken.


  Since their magical duel to halt the cursed moon’s approach, the slann could do little more than loll their tongues. With an ever-growing sense of urgency, the agitated skink attendants watched over the potent mages. They did all in their power to awaken their leaders, but to no avail.


  A constant stream of skink messengers flowed as Tetto’eko stayed in touch with Tlaxtlan’s saurus warleader, Ax-cha, as well as each of the pyramid-temples where the slann lay paralysed, trapped in their warp- tainted dreams. None of them bore good news.


  The mountainous Temple of Tlaxcotl and its four surrounding Blood Shrines of Sotek dominated the centre of Tlaxtlan. This vast area was, as of yet, untouched by the foe. Deep-ranked saurian temple guard blocked every passage into the central district, protecting the slann and the ancient powers that lay entombed within the sacred heart of the city. From all across the ravaged metropolis, the scattered defenders were slowly withdrawing towards those miles-wide plazas. Were the slann - any of them - to rouse themselves, the lizardmen might still repel the invaders. Even without his accustomed foresight, Tetto’eko knew this was now their only hope. While the slann remained incapacitated, there was also no way to get news quickly from the other temple-cities. Terradon messengers had been sent, but it was impossible to tell if they had reached their destination. The other cities too might be under attack, or have been destroyed by some devastating effect of the moonquakes, and there was no way to know. With each passing hour the situation worsened. The Green-crested Guardian Cohort held the arch-portals of the Distant Heavens until every saurus fell. They fought to the end, with their wounded crawling forward to clamp their crocodilian teeth upon any plague monk within reach. Even after the saurian warriors’ heads were cut off, the vice-like grip of their final bites remained clenched. Despite their heroic sacrifices, the saurus were accomplishing little but slowing the tide.


  Gradually, Tetto’eko had come to the growing realisation that saving the city and saving the slann were now mutually exclusive - there was simply no way he could achieve both objectives. With mechanical precision, Tetto’eko’s mind whirred through priorities and protocols. Without emotion or prejudice, the skink priest weighed his options. Bereft of precognition, logic and probability must serve. He came to the only conclusion that offered a chance of any success: he must gather the prone slann and the lizardmen must retreat.


  Even as Tetto’eko made his fateful pronouncement, sending teams of skink messengers skittering out of the Tlaxtlan’s centre, several more battered saurus cohorts were overwhelmed. The skaven tide surged forward fitfully. They had, at last, reached the easternmost temple-pyramid, the Temple of Chotec. Many hundreds of skaven swarmed over the enormous ziggurat, but all the portals within were sealed, so only the ground level entrance remained open. There, in deep ranks, stood the temple guard, fierce defenders that would give their lives to protect the vulnerable mage-priests in repose within.


  Seeing that time was running out, Tetto’eko reached into the copious winds of magic, searching the heavens for any matter in the void that his agile mind could lock onto. Chanting verses of ritual in a language he did not understand, the skink priest walked the cosmos until he found what he sought. By the powers of his magics alone did Tetto’eko ensnare the comet. Exerting all his willpower, the frail skink redirected the iron-cored rock; from many thousands of miles distant, he pulled its mass towards him. With his spell complete, Tetto’eko’s mind returned to the discordant present. Bereft of his foresight, he could not know if the meteorite would arrive in time to aid his plan, or merely avenge his failure.


  The scrawny slave staggered, already foaming at the mouth. Nine... ten... eleven steps the wretch managed forward before collapsing into a shuddering heap.


  ‘Which of you can explain-tell me why the Red Pox has not reached full potency?’ demanded Grilok, the newest of the plaguelords. He glowered at the assembled plague priests that stood before a bubbling vat of purplish liquid.


  None of the plague priests answered, or even dared to meet Grilok’s accusatory glare. From beneath their dark cowls they could make out the sinuous loops of their leader’s tail, as it waved in ominous agitation.


  ‘Eleven steps? Eleven!?’ hissed Grilok. ‘This is the Red Pox - the disease that brought the man- things to their knees. Do not dare summon me again for approval until the batch is at its true peak. All of you should be demoted back to disciple-stirrers. Yes-yes.’


  With a sweep of his tattered cloak, Grilok left, his entourage scurrying after him. Behind him he left a stunned silence, broken only by the death gurgles and last twitches of the poisoned slave.


  Grilok was off to inspect the next cavern, to try out the next batch. He had not slept for three days - since Lord Skrolk had promoted him to plaguelord. Grilok was the sixth member of that ruling council - the position known as the Pontifex of Plagues, the ruler of the Contagion Conclave. It was his duty to oversee the production of the chief weapon in Clan Pestilens’ arsenal - disease.


  A throat cleared behind him, as Grilok had known it would. ‘Oh Great Exalted Pontifex,’ began the heavily bandaged Archpriest Driblech, malice dripping with every word. ‘Surely you know-realise that eleven steps is a potent Red Pox?’


  This passive challenge to his authority was exactly what Grilok had been waiting for, and he slowed his rapid pace and spun to face his accuser. Grilok bared his fangs, an open provocation. ‘With the warpmoon so full, we can-must do better. I expect no more than a six-pace Red Pox. Or perhaps you, Driblech, would like to inform Lord Skrolk that, in your opinion, an inferior batch will work just as well?’


  Even as the archpriest bowed to acknowledge his mistake, going so low he scraped his muzzle on the floor, Grilok watched the rest of his attendants. There would be further attempts to undercut his authority, to sabotage the plans. They had all heard the war topside was going well, but soon it would be their time... time for the Contagion Conclave to unleash the contents of the Cauldrons of a Thousand Poxes.


  A single failure, Grilok knew, would be his last.


  So many messengers arrived and departed from the top of the Great Temple of Tlaxcotl that large queues formed. Retreat in the face of an attacking enemy was a difficult manoeuvre, but the matchless discipline of the saurus warriors, directed by Oldblood Ax-cha, gave Tetto’eko hope. What was proving more difficult, however, was gathering the comatose slann from each temple- pyramid. Taking the revered ones from the safety of their protected chambers was against protocol, and required orders from a slann mage- priest. With no mage-priest capable of coherent thought, Tetto’eko knew his best hope lay in convincing those tasked with keeping the slann safe. They had to understand the necessity of abandoning Tlaxtlan.


  Only by fleeing into the jungles could they escape. Ax-cha could set up an effective rearguard and, even if the foe overran them, they would buy more time for the slann to awaken.


  The loyal temple guard were easy enough to convince. They were utterly dedicated to their task, but readily followed orders issued via the proper chain of command. With no slann mage-priests cognisant, the leadership of Tlaxtlan rested with Tetto’eko. It was those skink attendants who fawned over their prostrate slann leaders that proved difficult. Burdened by bureaucracy and their own self-importance, many attendants caused needless delays. Some asked for further information, wishing to approve their route themselves, while others refused to leave until they had gathered up every last luxury their indisposed masters might possibly request upon awakening. Given these difficulties, what happened next was inevitable.


  At the Temple of Chotec the retreat had been too slow. There, the skaven hordes had finally pulled down and overwhelmed the last of the saurus guardians and stormed into the sacred edifice. Many ratmen died in those catacombs, fighting against the last desperate stands of skink attendants, or falling victim to deathtraps, but the skaven could afford such losses. Undeterred, the rag-robed monks of Clan Pestilens scoured the temple-pyramid until they found their true quarry. A pair of mage-priests were discovered in the uppermost chambers. They were lifted from cloud-beds of wafting fumes, seized by hundreds of clutching claws that heaved and dragged the slann out into the light of day. The chanting masses of skaven emerged from the of pyramid bearing the bulbous slann. Slack and unconscious, the mage- priests’ frail limbs waved limply as they were hoisted up and down in triumph. This sight - the glorious captured trophies - was met by a clanging of discordant gongs and a cacophony of chittering that spread across Tlaxtlan. The noise reached a shrill crescendo as the slann were ripped apart by the swarming mobs.


  Tetto’eko looked at the distant sight and bowed his head in total dejection. Two of the world’s most ancient and mystical beings had just been torn into bloody chunks, their flesh defiled to the delight of lowly and degenerate creatures of Chaos. The loss was immeasurable. Tetto’eko knew that even more such atrocities would follow if he did not act swiftly. He gave the signal. Those that could began their exodus - to delay was certain death. Marching behind a spearhead of stegadons and bastiladons, Tetto’eko led those cohorts not designated to form Ax-cha’s delaying force.


  It had been Tetto’eko’s hope that the foe would not press the attack. Tlaxtlan was a rich city, and the central district held the greatest of its invaluable treasures. Gold bands decorated many lofty temples and mosaics of precious stones or trails of inlaid rubies were plentiful. He imagined that those artefacts of obvious mystical properties - like the floating flora of the drifting glades, the perpetually moving stone cogs of the Sundial of Chotec or the fiery emeralds within the Eternal Fountain - would attract the attentions of rapacious invaders. He hoped that they might fight their way out of the city whilst the distracted foes were consumed with sacking the riches of Tlaxtlan. In this, Tetto’eko could not have been more wrong.


  Some of the lesser Warlord Clans, or slave regiments assigned to this mission by the Council of Thirteen, did halt to pillage. Others forsook the assault in order to sate their black hungers, devouring the fallen and gorging upon the hulks of gargantuan beasts. The great majority of the skaven, however, were either dedicated plague monks or else too fearful of them to be easily sidetracked. The skaven overrunning Tlaxtlan were largely composed of clawpacks from Clan Pestilens, and they were not gold-greedy pillagers, or raiders seeking arcane devices.


  In fact, this austere brotherhood of monks cared nothing for loot, for they were rabidly dedicated to their cause - the spreading of plagues and the dominance of their clan. As the lizardmen forces sought to pull away from the Great Temple of Tlaxcotl, a horde of skaven continued to surge after them.


  Not all the lizardmen escaped to join the retreat. Although it took the ratmen some time to hack down their temple guard, three more slann were dragged forth from temple-pyramids to suffer cruel ends. Their attendants had delayed departure, sacrificing their safety with their petty concerns over items of transitory nature. The slann mage-priest Ixi-Tehenci was eaten alive because his honoured caretakers had delayed so that extra supplies of the mealy-grubs most favoured by the illustrious slann could be packed.


  The lizardman rearguard that was attempting to blockade further pursuit fought off charge after charge. Ax-cha had put his elite cohorts to the fore - the largest and most ferocious of the spawnings that were not tasked with safeguarding the mage-priests. These units were fresh and the plague monk hordes could not break through them to get amongst the retreating columns. Step by step, though, the cohorts were forced to give ground, backing away from the mounded dead of previous onslaughts.


  Sensing that victory was at hand, Plaguelord Kreegix threw forth all of his hoarded reserves. New tides of skaven washed into the battered city. Known as ‘the Ravener’, Kreegix was the youngest and most aggressive of Arch-plaguelord Nurglitch’s lieutenants. Now, he himself joined the battle - storming forth at the crest of the living tidal wave that was to be the final assault, the killing blow. Kreegix bore a triple-headed plague censer whose fumes sent him, and all those nearby, into a berserk frenzy. Gnashing their incisors, their mouths trailing ribbons of foam, the plague-crazed contingents ploughed headlong into the saurus lines.


  Inspired by their leader and incited by the thick censer-fog that surrounded Kreegix, the plague monk hordes fought with redoubled intensity. With their skin thickened into a leather¬like hide by constant corruption, the devout of Clan Pestilens were already tough opposition. As the manic energies flowed over them, the plague monks shrugged off mortal blows, so that even when stabbed, maimed or disembowelled, they did not slow their furious assault.


  While the lizardmen rearguard was mauled by Kreegix’s renewed attack, the escaping spearhead made progress. The massed stegadons stampeded through the disjointed resistance before them and soon Tetto’eko’s column had broken free from the battered city, entering the jungle beyond. Smoke-filled Tlaxtlan lay behind them, while the skies above darkened with impending thunderstorms. Although the thick clouds hid its approach from the city’s combatants, Tetto’eko did not need to see the comet to feel its hurtling presence. There had been so much abundant energy to draw upon for his spell, that the ancient skink priest had not realised how massive a clump of metal and rock he had summoned. Now, feeling a mental impression of the magnitude of what was hurtling closer, Tetto’eko realised he should have left the city earlier. There was no time to dwell upon his lack of foresight, however.


  Down, down the meteorite streaked, tearing through the world’s atmosphere like a bolt sent by the Old Ones themselves. There was nothing Tetto’eko could do to stop it now. On his command, the lizardmen columns dropped to the ground as the sky became a blinding flash of light. The ancient skink priest’s senses were attuned enough to pick out the shockwave that blasted past, flattening the jungle microseconds before the thunderclap eclipsed all other matters from his mind.


  The ground buckled and for a time everything was lost to the roaring explosion. Tetto’eko’s palanquin rocked violently within its protective aura, the heatwave threatening to burn him alive. Some of the lizardmen - from sprightly skinks to ponderously heavy stegadons - were thrown into the air by the sheer force of the heaving earthquakes as they rippled outwards. Squalls of flame whooshed overhead, firestorms that sucked the very air from their lungs. It was long moments before those that were not instantly fried could breath again. Already, the scorched air was filled with debris.


  At the forefront of the escaping column, Tetto’eko was many miles away from the meteorite’s epicentre. Even so, less than a third of the escaping cohorts rose amidst the blackened and smoking wasteland. Most of the survivors had been those nearest the Shields of the Old Ones - the almighty protective barriers that surrounded the slann mage-priests themselves. Looking backwards, the survivors could see a dustcloud towering miles into the sky, rising high above the crater that was all that remained of Tlaxtlan, fourth greatest city of the lizardmen.


  The mage-priest Adohi-Tehga, most ancient of that now ruined city, startled and began to stir upon his palanquin. His waking was too late to save Tlaxtlan, thought Tetto’eko, but might it yet be in time to save Lustria?
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  Assault On Itza
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  All of the major cities of the lizardmen were founded in the days of the Old Ones. Each site was meticulously chosen to align with myriad interstellar entities in the cosmos above. Every building was carefully built in order to best concentrate power, the chain of cities and monuments forming a geomantic grid that could siphon and hold eldritch energies. Of all the structures raised as part of the Great Plan of the Old Ones, the city of Itza was the first and the greatest.


  Itza, the First City, had never fallen to a foe. In more than eight thousand years, since the time of the Great Catastrophe, Itza had never been seriously threatened. Now, before its walls and arches, the skaven armies were massed. To the crack of whips, the ratmen toiled - excavating a wide moat around the sprawling city and erecting great engines to besiege it. To the other races of the world, the sight of the skaven scaffold-tower catapults encircling their cities would cause dread. Before the monolithic walls and arches of itza, however, such devices seemed puny. Compared to the mountainous size of the largest of the First City’s temple-pyramids, the skaven weapons were as children’s toys. Indomitable Itza had survived immersion in a sea of daemons, withstanding what had been the greatest invasion the world had ever known. Those inside did not quail to behold the siege devices now being arrayed before Itza’s gates.


  Not all was well within Itza, however.


  As befit its supreme status, Itza boasted more slann mage-priests in residence than any of the other great cities. All of the most powerful of the remaining slann - those originating from the Second Spawning - resided within the First City, save only two: Adohi-Tehga from Tlaxtlan, and the eldest of them all, the great Lord Mazdamundi of Hexoatl. Also in Itza were more mage-priests from the third, fourth, and fifth spawnings than anywhere else in the world.


  Despite how many slann dwelt within Itza, the majority of the city’s monumental pyramid-temples were unoccupied. No new spawnings had been created after the departure of the Old Ones. Although seemingly impervious to age, a great many of the slann, including all of the first generation, had been slain over the passing millenna. What troubled Itza now, however, was not the paucity of slann, but that those ensconced within the pyramid-temples had been rendered insensible. Just like the mage-priests of Tlaxtlan, they had overstrained their powers attempting to stave off the cursed moon, which had been drawn closer than ever to the world. Contact with that orb of pure Chaos had, at least momentarily, unhinged the mighty mages from the laws of reason.


  Civil activities and daily regimen, such as the coordination of patrols and maintenance of the city’s monuments, was the province of the skinks. Their priests made all such minor decisions, prioritising which repairs to make or directing which sections of the encroaching jungle to clear. Deciding upon anything out of the ordinary was the province of the mage-priests. The easily agitated skinks did not possess the steady calm of their slann masters and orders had been put in place to ensure none of the overly emotional creatures was given too much authority. Although spared major destruction from the moonquakes, Itza had been badly shaken and several of its eldest monuments toppled. To many of the skink leaders, the importance of these varied hubs of the geomantic grid was paramount. Many skinks ignored the swarming foe at their gates, and instead rushed work crews to repair and rebuild damage. Only a direct attack upon them or their construction sites would have provoked any other response.


  Although war was the province of the saurus, the decision about when and where to go was a decision for the mage-priests. Saurus warleaders, including Tekza, the venerable warleader of Itza, had scented the foe and carefully watched to judge their dispositions. If the skaven attacked, the response was Tekza’s to make - but as of yet, the milling throngs of ratmen had been intent only upon the encirclement of Itza and the construction of their siege engines.


  The largest oldblood of the First City waited and watched. Although he remained as still as stone, not a movement went by that his reptilian eyes did not mark.


  Even after half of their number had been sent to fight under Kroq-Gar in the ongoing daemon battle at Xahutec, the armies of Itza remained second to none. The cohorts stood immobile throughout the city, awaiting only Tekza’s order to send them loping into battle. So the hazy dawn greeted Itza, the dust-filtered sunbeams breaking through to suffuse the towering temples in a glow of orange light.


  Lord Gritch, Great Potentate of Pustulates and the third of the plaguelords of Clan Pestilens, watched that same sunrise. Lord Gritch was grossly corpulent, and to ease his strain he had taken to riding a great pox rat. He sat astride this wolf-sized rodent and observed the impressive work his minions had done overnight. The lizard-things’ city stretched past the horizon, but wrapped around it like a noose was a newly excavated ditch. Lord Gritch sat on his loathsome mount as it climbed the mounded earth raised on the far side of the moat. Atop this slight rise, stretching in a line unbroken as far as Lord Gritch could see, were newly erected plagueclaw catapults. He was pleased, very pleased.


  It had not been easy to accomplish this task, Lord Gritch reflected. Plague monks were notorious for losing control in the presence of the enemy, forsaking plans for the chance to hurl themselves at a hated foe - and for Clan Pestilens, any opposition, often even another skaven clan, was considered a hated foe. Lord Gritch had not only instilled great fear into his followers, but his idea to channel the plague monks’ anger toward the slave legions had worked particularly well. The zealot priests had whipped the labourers relentlessly, driving them at a frenetic pace. The additional cruelty forced the slaves to work faster than ever, and the ability to focus their endless ire onto something had kept the plague monks from straying off to attack the foe prematurely. If the saurus legions had been directly provoked, Lord Gritch knew that Clan Pestilens’ plans would be in jeopardy.


  Of course there had been setbacks. It was known that many slaves would be worked to death during the frantic digging and construction, but they were deployed in such numbers that Lord Gritch had counted on half of the penal creatures to survive. The brutal exertions and callous treatment exacted upon the lowliest of the ratmen, however, had ensured that less than a quarter of their total remained. At least those that died or had become too feeble to work had completed one last function: they served as food for the remaining skaven. The jungles had taken their toll too. Enormous saurian beasts had burst forth to rampage amongst the ratmen, preying upon them by the dozens before striding back into the depths of the surrounding foliage. Skink patrols were everywhere, emerging out of swamps, appearing from deep within the nigh-impenetrable undergrowth or even swooping down from the skies mounted atop winged beasts. These skinks typically unleashed a hail of poisoned darts and then were gone, too fast and elusive in their native lands to be pinned down by the ensuing skaven counter-attacks.


  Despite these inconveniences, Lord Gritch was now in readiness, his hordes awaiting only one last thing. The delivery from the Cauldrons of a Thousand Poxes was late. The corpulent plaguelord twitched, sending ripples through the bulk covered by his tatty, filth-encrusted robes. Lord Skrolk would hear of this. No, Lord Gritch thought, the Arch-plaguelord Nurglitch himself would hear of this. It had been Lord Skrolk, after all, who had worked to dispose of the old Plague Pontifex. Doubtlessly the old plaguelord had replaced the ruler of the Contagion Conclave with one of his own minions, some pawn that Skrolk could more easily control himself. Yet the whole plan for Itza relied on those plagues being deployed before the cursed frog-things awakened. If Lord Skrolk had fouled everything up with his own political manoeuvring then perhaps the path to the coveted first plaguelord position would, at long last, be free?


  It was with disappointment that Lord Gritch identified a distant sound. It was the creaking of rusted wheels and the groan of over-whipped slaves. Undoubtedly this was the arrival of the Contagion Conclave. Still, he could at least report their lateness, and now his siege engines could finally be put to use.


  Lord Grilok, the Pontifex of Plagues, hated the jungle. As the newly appointed ruler of the Contagion Conclave, it was Grilok’s duty to oversee the sect that invented and produced the plagues used by Clan Pestilens. Making the most virulent diseases was exacting work, made more difficult by the operation being moved from its old locale in the Southlands to the newly created undertunnels beneath Lustria. Unfortunately, that had not been the end of Lord Grilok’s troubles, for his underlings were also required to deliver their deadly alchemic arsenal to all the war fronts opening up across the jungle continent.


  The journey towards Itza, led by Lord Grilok himself, proved especially difficult. Grilok and his ragged column emerged from the tunnels some ten miles from the city walls, and had to travel through the jungle to reach their destination. Although they followed a path trodden by the preceding skaven armies, it proved rough and dangerous going. The caravans containing the vats moved slowly, and the skaven were repeatedly ambushed.


  The first attacks upon the disease¬laden caravan of plagues came from a bulge-eyed strain of skinks that could shift the colour of their skin.


  The well-camouflaged skirmishers would spit a hail of poisoned darts from their blowpipes before fading back into the thick foliage. Time and again, they re-appeared from some unexpected angle, slaying their targets before drifting backwards to avoid pursuit. Lord Grilok struggled to maintain control. The slaves pushing the carriages needed constant beating and prodding, and at the same time, the accompanying plague monk army needed to be reined in. Furious at the constant needling attacks, swarms of the robed monks would tear off into the deep jungle in pursuit. Mostly, they returned empty-handed from these reprisals, but sometimes they did not return at all. Beyond seeing potential ambushes behind every bit of undergrowth, the skaven were also delayed by the inherent dangers of moving volatile toxins, as well as other jungle threats, like quicksand pits, chokevines, and the carnivorous blood-dew trees.


  It soon became apparent to Lord Grilok that he would reach his destination later than agreed. This bad news was not offset by his only consolation: the noxious fumes of their cargo kept away the living clouds of insects that haunted the swamps. While not potent enough to affect the plague monks of the Contagion Conclave, the escaping gasses caused many of the slaves that pushed the wheeled platforms to sicken and fall. With every step - especially those made over the top of still-twitching slaves - Grilok reaffirmed his hatred for the cursed jungle.


  Not long after dawn, the rolling columns of ragtag skaven pushed their way out of the dark green thickets and arrived before the walls of Itza. Lord Grilok’s surge of relief at escaping the jungle was tempered somewhat by the fact that he was only exchanging one predicament for the next. Distributing the vats of specially brewed diseases and loading them into the catapults was a precarious duty. One miscue could send a cloud of death-inducing fumes rolling over the skaven battle lines. Grilok knew a few such accidents were probably just what his counterpart Lord Gritch was hoping to report.


  The meeting between the plaguelords was full of the strange observances and well-calculated insults of Clan Pestilens. Passages of the Liber Bubonicus were chanted, censers were swung, and the plague pacts were spoken. At long last, Lord Grilok formally handed over his creations. The chief acolytes of the Contagion Conclave spread out amongst the war engines, chittering directions and ensuring that the correct procedures and blessings were in place. It was not long after this that the plagueclaw catapults were declared ready to begin their loathsome barrage.


  Rising high upon his pox rat, Lord Gritch raised his sword and brought it swiftly down - the signal to commence the bombardment. Up and down the line went the sound of creaking machinery, the straining reverberations of rotting wood and the resounding thwack-twang of plagueclaw arms flinging their gloopy contents. Up went the gelatinous missiles, leaving trails of green-tinged corruption in their wake. A distinct and putrid odour filled the air, and the tainted counterweights were already being winched back into position for another shot when faint slapping sounds from the city signalled the splattering impacts of those first high- arcing shots.


  Had the slann mage-priests been awake, they would have known straight away what horrors were being unleashed upon the perimeter of their city. Whatever was splashed or spattered by the far-flung catapults’ shot began to smoulder. Ancient rock-carved monuments smoked and fumed from contact with that vile substance. Even obsinite, the hardest of substances, writhed as the semi-liquid compound bubbled and evaporated into a sickly green mist. Something primal told the skinks, saurus and the mammoth saurian work-beasts that to be soaked by that pulpy mass, or exposed to its fumes, would mean death. Not all were quick enough to back away, however. Scale, flesh and bone melted in seconds, an unnatural corrosion as painful as it was horrific.


  From their dirt hillocks outside Itza, the skaven war engines did not have the range to penetrate deeply into the colossal city. Instead, their shots rained down upon the outskirts throughout the day and into the evening. It was a hail of toxic sludge that plastered lesser temples and drenched stone-paved avenues until a noisome liquid ran down into the sewers, slowly filling the runoff ponds. A mist rose into the humid air, but still the barrage continued.


  Clan Pestilens catapulted their entire arsenal of diseases into Itza. These plagues were not the mundane killers that occasionally swept through the Old World, but concoctions far more unnatural. Each disease had been painstakingly nurtured, its stock allowed to stew and ferment for years, aided by the arcane power within the Cauldrons of a Thousand Poxes. Now, with their operations moved far below Lustria, Clan Pestilens had added the final ingredients - ground warpstone and measures of all the world’s miseries. They had created new diseases and brewed strong batches of proven maladies, and now they unleashed them all.


  The first to be launched was the Red Pox - a virulent new strain of the same pandemic that the skaven had once used to lay low Bretonnia and Tilea. Next, vats of Seeping Pox, Scalamundrax, the Oozing Eye Plague and others were emptied into the waiting plagueclaw catapults. There was a strict sequence for the ammunition, overseen by the heavily bandaged acolytes of the Contagion Conclave. Alone, any one of these diseases was a scourge to anything that breathed. Together, they formed an evil brew, a deathly concoction that created a miasmic cloud that hung in the still air. Soon, this foul fume formed a ring that hemmed in all of Itza’s occupants.


  The Chaos moon had, at last, subsided, and a glow at the margin of the world hinted that a new day would soon be dawning. With ancient eyes, Oldblood Tekza, the warleader of Itza, peered down from the Temple of the Stars into the waning darkness. Tekza had commanded his cohorts march out to attack the foe when their war engines began to hurl missiles into Itza. After the first cohort fell staggering in the rising mists, he sent a second to the same doom. Before the third cohort could march into the foul mists, Tekza roared the command to fall back. He pulled his legions further into the city, out of range of that steady barrage, and away from the noxious cloud that hung heavy inside the city’s perimeter.


  The great saurus warrior was not afraid. If his own death, or those of the vast armies at his command, would best serve Itza, then it was a price he would pay without a second thought. Had Tekza known of the alchemic weapons of the foe, he would have led an attack out as soon as the skaven erected their war engines. This was not regret or self¬recrimination - for he knew neither - this was sheer practicality. He would not make that mistake again. Like all his kind, Tekza was spawned for battle, destined to protect his slann and their territory, to slay those whom he was ordered to destroy. Battle plans continued to run through his reptilian brain, but for now, the oldblood watched and waited.


  Alone at last, Skrolk leaned heavily upon his gnarled staff. His boil-covered paws scrabbled within his robes, seeking a vial amongst the filthy folds.


  Overseeing the invasions, and ensuring the newest plaguelord completed the diseases in time, had worn him as never before. Needing to regain his strength, Skrolk drew forth a vial of glowing liquid. Even as he fumbled with the stopper he sensed another presence.


  ‘Who-what is there? Announce yourself before Lord Skrolk,’ demanded Skrolk, his hollow eye sockets sweeping the chamber.


  And then it hit Skrolk, a scent so full of overpowering corruption that at first he thought it must be Arch- plaguelord Nurglitch, come from Skavenblight. Yet it was not the same aura as his leader, the one whose glorious vision of pestilence had inspired Skrolk to pluck out his eyes. This was something different...


  Though blind, the plaguelord saw in effulgent shades of decay. Now, his eyeless sight beheld a vision of such dark majesty he felt compelled to fall before it worshipfully. A Verminlord had come, and its power and aura of pure treachery filled the room.


  ‘Ah, Skrolk,’ it said, in a voice redolent with ancient evil. ‘All your work, all Nurglitch’s plans - they have


  been hard to watch. It will be harder still to watch them all fail. A ware-warning to you: the serpent god moves against you. Defeat is coming.’


  Bathed in the radiance of unholiest disease, Skrolk felt the words scratch into his mind. They burrowed, branching off into different meanings - was this a threat? Why warn him? Was this truth, or a spurious path? Lost in the echoes of the otherworldly presence, Skrolk was unaware that he stood slack-muzzled, with a line of drool pooling from his open jaws.


  ‘Remember my name,’ the caressing voice whispered. ‘I am Vermalanx. When all else has failed you, call upon me. Together we will know victory. Remember...’


  Skrolk was alone. Perhaps he always had been. If he had just had a vision, it was hardly a suprise: he had not rested, let alone slept, for over three weeks, sustained by his indomitable will and the boosting energies of warp-stim. The surface invasion would go as planned.


  He - Lord Skrolk - would see to it.


  With shaking claws, Skrolk opened the vial and tossed his head back to down its shimmering contents. There was no time to rest yet, he thought. Something gnawed at the back of his mind as the overly agitated plaguelord stalked down the corridor to learn the latest news.


  Lord Gritch was as fat and greedy as his pox rat, but he was not lethargic. He rode Itza’s perimeter, urging the plagueclaw crews to continue their relentless barrage. Where the plaguelord came upon war engines that had broken down, he berated the sweating crews as they attempted to effect repairs, demanding greater industry and faster results. Gritch’s overbearing presence seemed to be everywhere, a pace he could maintain indefinitely thanks to his consumption of warpstone elixirs. The glowing fluids imbued his corpulent form with unnatural energy, but also further stirred his voracious appetite.


  It was time for the next stage of the battle plan. Those slaves that still lived were once more whipped into action. Building dirt causeways across their own ditch, the skaven systematically began to move the creaking war engines forward, one battery at a time. Those catapults that were not being moved continued with their plague bombardment until they were interrupted.


  Oldblood Tekza sent forth flying cohorts: air patrols of terradons were massed and sent forth to wreak havoc amongst the war machines. Screeching from the skies, packs of the leathery-winged predators descended. Led by skink chieftains, some terradon riders made sweeping runs, diving to drop rocks from great heights onto the plagueclaw catapults. Others swept low so their riders could fling poison-tipped javelins or sling fire-laden leeches. A few terradon flocks came too close, allowing the maddening hordes of plague monks a chance to pull them down. Flapping and screeching, the beasts rolled on the ground, attempting to shake off their assailants before they were swarmed over. Although some machines were destroyed, the raids proved to be more of a nuisance than a real threat. Soon enough, Gritch was back, directing repairs to catapults broken into timber and ordering the slaves to start building ramps.


  During the aerial assaults, Tekza ordered further attempts to penetrate the wall of murk that surrounded Itza. With the distant line of catapults as their target, a trio of bastiladons plunged down the wide Avenue of Sacred Stars towards the southerly gates. Armoured with heavy plates and protected by a hide so thick that it could turn an axe stroke, it was hoped that the lumbering beasts could shrug off the ill effects of the deadly cloud. From his vantage point atop the Zenith of Tranquillity Temple, Tekza did not need the report from his terradon scouts. The bastiladons emerged out of the thick band of fog with their skink crew spasming uncontrollably. The creatures themselves stumbled, their pace and path growing erratic before they too slumped. Blinded and in agony, one of the bastiladons gave a final roar which still echoed amongst the stone monoliths as the beast moved its last.


  Tekza, who thought in straight lines and tactics, was out of ideas. The oldblood resolved to pull his cohorts back even further into the city. Until the slann mage-priests were revived or the foe advanced yet further, it seemed his only choice. Yet Tekza’s eyes, and those of his airborne scouts, had missed something moving out of the jungle.


  Heavy shadows raced across Itza as the blazing hot afternoon sun was shrouded by black-headed thunderclouds. The air felt heavy and in the dim light the green-tinged smog glowed with an unnatural luminescence. Still the slaves laboured on, the sounds of their digging mixing with the groaning tensions and resounding snaps of the plagueclaw catapults. It was enough noise that none took notice of the slight swaying of the trees at the jungle’s edge. Even if they had, it is likely they would have simply assumed this to be the work of the newly rising winds. Soon, however, there would be no mistaking what was coming...


  Each of the formations Lord Gritch had placed to guard the rear of his besieging army had been expertly hunted and quietly eliminated before they could raise the alarms. All was quiet along the jungle edge until a single almighty roar echoed to the heavens, and then the tangled forests thrashed with movement and fury.


  A writhing carpet of snakes was first to emerge, slithering forward in a crisscrossing mass. Behind them came cohorts of red-crested skinks clustered around hulking kroxigor, followed in turn by swift-moving skinks that goaded forward horse¬sized lizard creatures. Leaving a wake of broken and bent trees behind them came a moving wall of bastiladons, more snakes writhing out from the strange stone arcs they bore upon their protective shells. As this new army lifted their bellowing challenges to the skies, the dark clouds above them answered with brilliant flashes of lightning.


  Tehenhauin, the Prophet of Sotek and Harbinger of the Serpent God, had come.


  Even as the rearmost plague monks turned to face this new threat, the armies of Sotek were upon them, crashing into their ranks. The fighting was bitter, for Tehenhauin’s heart burned with hatred for this verminous foe. To him they were the fleshly embodiment of corruption, decay and disease, and he and his vanguard fell upon the skaven with all the fury of divine vengeance.


  At the fore of the killing was Tehenhauin. Bolstered by his own powerful spells and his unrelenting hatred, the first and greatest of Sotek’s priests tore through the skaven. Tenenhauin cut a swathe deep into the plague monks, his blade a flashing blur as it struck out again and again, felling ratmen with each stab. Truly he had summoned the Serpent God’s impenetrable scales as well, for the disease-encrusted swords of his enemies could not penetrate Tehenhauin. Those skaven brave enough to stand before the oncoming skink found their own weapons were turned aside or broken in shards against the vengeful priest. Beneath them, the battlefield itself felt alive. Everywhere a skaven stepped, the ground moved as poisonous adders, fang-spitting rockbacks, hooded deathcrawlers and strangling constrictors attacked.


  The pride of Clan Pestilens - the Acolytes of the Greenfester, the Cankerous Choir, and the speckled robed Rotclaws - disappeared as the red-crested skinks fought with the same ferocity as their leader. Along with the battle-clacks from deep in their throats, the skinks called out to Sotek and shouted Tehenhauin’s name. They pushed the skaven back towards their pits, vying to overrun the plagueclaw catapult batteries.


  When Tehenhauin’s assault began, Lord Gritch had been gulping down the body of a slave that had not been digging quickly enough. Spurring his pox rat out of the ditch, he halted alongside the war engines, gaping in horror. Everywhere his plague monks were being assailed. He could see the skaven lines wavering in many places. As he took in the sight, Gritch involuntarily voided his stomach, retching out black gobbets of flesh and blood. Where were his rearguard? Where were his scouts? Gritch assumed that his defensive measures had either betrayed him or neglected their duty. There would be time to ponder what horrible fate he could put them to later. Now the plaguelord needed to stem the tide of skinks and regain control of his plague monks.


  Before Lord Gritch could steer his scampering pox rat into the fray, the skies opened up. Curtains of rain hissed downwards, transforming the muddy ground into a quagmire. Behind the plaguelord, the slaves attempted to crawl out of entrenchments whose slopes had quickly turned to slippery mud.


  The jungle was the skinks’ natural environment. They lived through such harsh rains daily in the monsoon seasons and it troubled them no more than the heat or the humidity. Indeed, it could truly be said that the climate and the skinks were made for each other. The skaven, on the other hand, preferred to lurk underground. Many of the skaven could count upon their claws the number of times that they had ever been to the surface, and only those plague clans that dwelt in the Southlands could claim to have experienced anything like the tropical deluge that now pelted them.


  Beneath that hammering rain, the skinks and kroxigor drove the skaven back. Confused by the merciless onslaught and the deteriorating ground, the verminous hordes panicked. The battle quickly turned to a rout as plague monks, sodden in their damp robes, began to flee. Many scampered backwards, plummeting into their own moat and drowning in droves, their bodies filling the ditch. Others scurried in all other directions, eventually scattering into the jungle.


  The chameleon skinks that had so expertly slain Lord Gritch’s rearguard before they could raise the alarm had not joined the battle. Instead, they stayed unmarked upon the jungle’s edge, their scales blending in perfectly with the dark foliage. They had waited for this moment. No skaven who ran back into the jungles ever lived to see the moons rise again.


  The storm he had summoned let up, but Tehenhauin and his army did not. They prowled amongst the mud- strewn fields, stabbing and killing.


  The lizardmen toppled the scaffold- towers of the siege engines, the kroxigor easily smashing them into kindling. Only when they had finished the complete slaughter of any living foe did the Prophet of Sotek turn his attention to Itza.


  The sudden storm had blown away the low-hanging clouds of pestilence that surrounded Itza before dispersing them with gales and sheets of rain. Now Tehenhauin peered down the empty avenues and up at the towering temple-pyramids, wondering if he had saved anything besides the city itself.
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  The Mists Of Xlanhuapec
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  The target for the third prong of the skaven assault was Xlanhuapec - the City of Mists. To pass the eldritch fog that enshrouded that metropolis, Clan Pestilens had assigned two vast hordes to the task. Each was led by one of the seven plaguelords, and both commanders came at the city from a different direction, and with their own methods to defeat the mystical fog.


  Lord Skrimanx was considered a harsh and demanding commander even by the skaven, who admired callous and overgrasping behaviour more than any other race. Skrimanx had an ability to wring the most out of his wretched slave legions, and to drive his warriors to spectacular results. All skaven leaders climbed to their position over the bodies of rivals and minions, but Lord Skrimanx had scaled entire mountains of dead to reach the coveted second position within Clan Pestilens, Archdeacon of Disease. Of all the plaguelords serving the Lord of Decay, Nurglitch, only Lord Skrolk was more powerful.


  Countless legions of slaves formed the broad front of Lord Skrimanx’s attack. Although the lowly pariahs greatly feared the swirling mists, for it was rumoured horrors lived within, they dreaded their overseers more. Whips thrashed them frequently, and for a slave to slow his pace for even an instant, perhaps spending too long scratching at fleabites or picking a scab, was to invite horrific punishment. With Skrimanx and his priests behind them, the slaves would go anywhere. Now - chained together and forced to carry illuminating braziers - the slave legions were pushed ahead into the dense fog banks that surrounded Xlanhuapec.


  From the north came another type of army. Pestilens was amongst the most active and virulent of all skaven clans, and they were forever recruiting others to join them in their disease¬worshipping ways. These clans were known as the Pestilent Brotherhood, and it was they that made up the majority of the second force that would be attacking Xlanhuapec. Their leader was the fanatical plaguelord in charge of bringing new initiates of infection into the fold. He was Lord Blistrox, the Spreader of the Word.


  Unlike many of the more orthodox members of Clan Pestilens, Lord Blistrox was open to innovation. He believed strongly that all manner of weapons and types of warfare should be employed to defeat an enemy, not just those listed out in the dark scriptures of the Book of Woe. So long as the end was corruption, what matter the means? On this principle Blistrox had staked his reputation, and therefore his life. It was his plan to navigate the mist barrier of Xlanhuapec chiefly using the arcane sciences. Reekit - a warlock engineer from rival powerhouse Clan Skryre - had designed several optic devices that he was sure would allow a wearer to penetrate the mystic murk that hid Xlanhuapec. The warlock engineer himself wore the largest of these contraptions, but several others had been fashioned and spread throughout the verminous army. Lord Blistrox had not risen to become a plaguelord by trusting anything, and even if this stratagem failed, he had prepared a slew of secondary measures and backup plans.


  The army of Lord Skrimanx was haste-marched in order to be the first to enter the fog, for he did not wish to share any of the glory with Lord Blistrox. The horde only paused long enough to light the banner-beacons carried by each of the slave legions and to attach chains that connected one legion’s banner to the one behind it. The plague monks followed the long procession of slaves that disappeared into the fog.


  Entering that wall of mists was like stepping into another world. The sun could not penetrate the thick swirls; sounds were muffled and the heat and humidity were trapped in the very air. It was not long before every skaven was damp, their fur dripping. The jungle growth was gone as the ground gave way to a bog-like consistency that slowed movement with every sloshing step. With their feet bound with chain, slaves that slipped were tramped and drowned by the hordes that followed. Those that lifted their feet or tails out of the sludge¬like waters, instead of just sloshing through, revealed something else - a rich crop of bloated black leeches hung off anything that was submerged for even an instant. Perhaps sensing disease, the leeches did not attach themselves to the plague monks.


  In the beginning, the fog seemed like nothing more than low cloud. It obscured the vision, so that even the keen-eyed skaven could see no more than a few steps ahead. The braziers carried a mix of tar, charcoal and chunks of warpstone, a fuel that gave off a glowing green tint that coloured the surrounding wisps. Even when the slave who carried it and the banner pole were long lost to the mists, the shimmering light bobbed mysteriously ahead, showing the way.


  In those mists sounds were difficult to gauge. A splash could be some far off noise, or that of a nearby slave being pulled under the knee-deep sludge. There was no wind, but strange eddies swept up mist-shapes that loomed suddenly into sight before spinning off into murky obscurity. It was impossible to tell how long the horde had travelled in the fog, for there was no telling if it was day or night. Skaven were disappearing into that wispy gloom, but whether they were deserters or had been swallowed up by mud, or worse, was impossible to say.


  Struck by strange feelings of disorientation, Lord Skrimanx ordered a halt, passing the command up the line. To rein in the slaves ahead of them, the plague monks pulled upon the chains only to discover them suddenly slack. Upon reeling in the clanking links, they discovered the severed ends attached to nothing but hunks of bloody meat. Runners were sent out to find adjacent units, but none returned. Only silence answered the shouted calls. The bobbing lights were still there, appearing tantalizingly close, yet whether ahead, to the flanks or to the rear, no contact was made. It was as if the fog had swallowed the army whole.


  The swirling mists had seeped into the brains of Lord Skrimanx’s army. Although the slann mage-priests within Xlanhuapec suffered the same stunned malady as those of other cities, their shield of hallucinogenic mists remained as effective as ever. Will-o-the-wisps danced, luring the ratmen further and further apart.


  False shapes formed out of the mist, but real dangers lurked there too. Slitherdons rose up from the bog to pull hapless slaves down by their dozens. Allisaurs lurked in the mists with their cavernous mouths open, waiting for the unwitting to walk inside. Pale troglodons lay supine in the mud before springing forth to seize a handful of invaders with their powerful jaws. Most deadly of all, however, were the skinks.


  With the blessings of their priests, and by rubbing their eyes with the juice of the pale blue lotus, skinks could see through the magic mists as if the cloud was not there. Although the murky waters below ranged from ankle deep to mid-thigh upon the skaven, there were small fissures that led down to a network of water- filled underground tunnels. Guided by their braves, entire skink cohorts swam into position before emerging in sneak attacks. Some rose up and threw poison-tipped javelins or shot swift volleys of toxin-dipped darts from blowguns before disappearing again. Others surfaced behind passing formations, crashing into their rear. Where skaven units were chained together, the industrious skinks took up the lead themselves, pulling their foes away from their allies. Worst still was when the skinks attached the chains to one of their trained saurian beasts, for the largest of them could drag scores of chained slaves through pools and marsh until all the chains bore were broken corpses.


  The band of mists surrounded Xlanhuapec with a circumference many miles deep. Even slowed by the cloying swamp, the skaven would have reached the viaduct avenues that led into the city in a matter of hours. It was not a walled city, and there were no barriers save the fog. The skaven, however, did not travel in anything near a straight line. Instead, they were led by illusions in endless spiralling circles, long marches that left the ratmen scattered, bewildered and exhausted. One by one the sodden skaven formations were hunted, the mistfields becoming a place of great slaughter.


  Lord Skrimanx’s career had been long for two reasons - first, most of his ventures were successful. Whether leading armies, smashing rival clans, or seizing coveted assets, Lord Skrimanx had climbed up the hierarchy of Clan Pestilens by guile, iron determination, and by delivering what his masters asked of him. The second reason Lord Skrimanx had risen so high was that he knew a failing venture and when to cut his losses. He saw a lost cause now. His army was scattered well beyond his ability to locate them, and so his thoughts turned quickly to saving his own hide. The mists played havoc with the keen skaven sense of smell, so that their attempts to backtrack proved difficult. Skrimanx ordered his censer bearers to light up their weapons and they formed a whirling shield around his plague monk bodyguard. The warp-fumes released by the swinging censers counteracted some of the disorienting properties of the mists. They had to fight their way past a few patrols, and Lord Skrimanx had to fell a pale lizard-monster after it raged through the plague monks, but at long last they escaped the fog.


  Battered, filthy and utterly beaten, Lord Skrimanx and his surviving monks staggered out of the mists and into the jungle. Lord Skrimanx offered a fervent prayer to the Great Horned Rat. He did not thank his god for deliverance, or request further aid in guiding him back to the tunnels below Quetza; that was not the skaven way. Instead, Skrimanx cursed his fellow Plaguelord Blistrox, zealously praying to the Horned One to aid in his failure. After all, it would not do for an underling lord to surpass Skrimanx’s own deeds.


  Lord Blistrox assembled his army beneath the towering fog bank and paced the frontlines. The plaguelord’s tail swished impatiently as he waited for some sign of success from the cluster of engineers that stared into the mists. Fidgeting with various controls, Reekit cranked gears and cogs, raising and lowering different lenses over the apparatus he wore on one eye. The warlock engineer tried many combinations until a prolonged squealing announced his success.


  Three layers of warpstone-filters atop a magnifier shield allowed Reekit to make the mists as transparent as a clear-flowing stream. The marshy bog, however, remained impermeable at that setting, appearing only as a stagnant brown sludge. Other warlock engineers fine-tuned their own optics, seeking the combination to penetrate its murk. Only when the optimal settings had been found and shared amongst those likewise outfitted was the signal to advance given.


  The advance into the mists was done in stops and starts, as only the warlock engineers had vision within the dense fog. They raised their paws for frequent halts while they adjusted headsets or called out the bearings that allowed nearby units to make course corrections. Reekit and his fellow Clan Skryre engineers were also able to reveal that the fog-beasts were harmless phantasms, mere shadowplay designed to mislead them. They shouted commands to the others to pay them no heed. Most importantly, the engineers were able to see the real ambushers lurking ahead and call out warnings.


  Skinks hoping to emerge behind enemy lines found their foes had about faced and were awaiting them. Enormous saurian beasts still crashed into the skaven, but by maintaining their formations, the vast numbers of ratmen eventually wore down the attacking monsters. Lord Blistrox soon revealed other countermeasures. When skinks closed in upon ratmen they were sure could not sense their presence, Reekit directed a nearby warpfire thrower team. Gouts of green and black-tongued flame ripped through the mists, melting skinks and kroxigor alike in agonising fashion. When clouds of blowgun darts came out of the mists, warlock engineers responded with sorcerous chains of black lightning that scorched the ambushers before they could retreat. At other times, the skaven halted while poisoned wind mortars sent high volleys arcing down onto half- submerged creatures lying ahead. By the time the clanrats advanced, the noxious fumes had dispersed, leaving behind reptilian behemoths still twitching in their death throes.


  It was difficult work lining up the speculative fire and coordinating units that could not see more than a few paces past their snouts. The skaven had entered the fog shortly after dawn, but it was gloaming as they stepped out of the banks of coiling mist. It was exhilarating to be back in a world where sight, sound, and smell worked as they ought. Ahead, clear pathways led to the raised viaducts that in turn became the wide avenues of Xlanhuapec. The raised temple- pyramids stood tall and black against the last rays of the setting sun.


  Although the skink ambushers of the northern marshfields had been overcome, they had sent off several patrols to give warning of imminent invasion. To the north, the skinks seeking aid had not yet reached their destination, but the city’s defences had been alerted. A battle line of defenders stood ready to meet the invaders as the skaven emerged from the fog. What remained of the great army of Xlanhuapec was neatly arrayed in rectangular cohorts, blocking the main entrance routes. Never in all the Second City’s long history had so few been mustered to protect it. Xlanhuapec too had sent cohort after cohort to help Kroq-Gar stem the daemonic tide at Xahutec. Few, therefore, remained to answer the war gongs, yet all who could marched to their city’s defence at the northern approaches into the city. Of all the cohorts, only the temple guard were not present: it was their duty to protect each temple-pyramid and stand guard over the comatose slann. The masters of Xlanhuapec had not foreseen that any foe could penetrate the protective mists. Now the Second City, and all the wonders it held, would pay the price of that mistake.


  Being enclosed within the swirling fog and repeatedly ambushed had brought the skaven to a state of pent-up fury. Now, at last, they could see their foe clearly. Even better, they saw the paucity of the lizard- things, realising that they greatly outnumbered their enemy. With bells clanging, they scrambled towards their foes. They passed beneath boundary stones and archways that few outsiders had ever witnessed. At a hand signal from Lord Blistrox, more of his secret weapons were sent forth. What had seemed to be a formation of plague monks threw off their robes. Beneath their tattered guise were black-clad night runners and a small band of elite gutter runners - the Blackclaws. These warriors did not join the hordes pushing up the wide avenues, but instead slinked down narrow canalways or used ropes with grappling hooks to scale stone ziggurats. Soon all had disappeared within the growing shadows.


  The main skaven line crashed home in a feverish charge. Despite their advantage in numbers, where the verminous hordes ploughed into the unyielding blocks of saurus warriors they were halted. What followed was a gruelling slog, as the battle line became a killing grind where bodies started to pile up. The back ranks of both sides scrambled to push forwards, or stepped up towards the front to replace fallen comrades. Compared to the ratmen, the saurus were larger, stronger and more heavily armoured, protected by both shields and their hardened scales.


  They were also fresh; they had not spent the day crossing a terrifying morass through which they could not see. Most of the skaven were clanrats - not fanatical plague monks - and were more prone to wavering at the sight of setbacks. The battle could have been over before it truly began, but Lord Blistrox had never intended to win Xlanhuapec through superior martial prowess.


  While the clanrats pinned the saurus, other formations had moved into position. Now that they were in place, the tide of battle began to shift. The poisoned wind globadiers scurried forward and lobbed glass spheres full of poison gas into the saurus’ ranks.


  A steady repeated fumph announced the presence of multiple poison wind mortars further back, lending their firepower to the effort. They lofted their shells further down the avenue, and blossoms of toxic gas exploded, engulfing many lizardmen in lung¬bleeding clouds of corrosive fug.


  Then came the fearful whooshing noise of the warpfire thrower teams unleashing their liquid terror. The fighting masses were so tightly packed that skaven and saurus fell in equal numbers amid those infernos, a casualty rate Lord Blistrox would willingly pay to clear the route into the city.


  As so many had been sent to Xahutec over the previous months, only a handful of saurus cohorts remained. The rest of the defence was comprised of skinks. Smaller and more agile, the skink cohorts were ideal for patrols, or swift hit and run missions. They proved less suited to holding their ground before the skaven onslaught.


  As the skinks were driven back and routed, skaven were able to pour through growing holes in the lizardmen lines. With their flanking support gone, the end was inevitable. The outmatched saurus fought to the end, but as full darkness fell, the last bastions of the defence were ground down and destroyed.


  The messenger scrambled up the stone steps that wound around the pillar-like monument. As he rounded the last stair and came to the flat pinnacle that looked over the long avenue, he halted and began bowing. Before him stood Lord Blistrox - it seemed the plaguelord had been pacing and speaking to himself. The messenger delivered his message; it was not his place to see his leader’s madness.


  ‘The last lizard-things have fallen, your Excellency,’ reported the gaunt runner. ‘My Lord Chieftain, Vroll the Claw, says the city is yours...’


  With an impatient wave of his paw, Lord Blistrox dismissed the runner, watching his bowing retreat before returning his gaze to the shadows.


  ‘Foolish-wrong,’ said a whispering voice from the deepest recess of black. ‘As I have told my lord, each of the triangle-mountains is heavily guarded by the best lizard-thing troops of all. Much fighting remains, yes-yes. Lord Skrimanx has turned tail - will not arrive.’ For a moment Lord Blistrox paused in his pacing as he absorbed this news. ‘Good- good, so Skrimanx has failed,’ he mused.


  ‘Time is short before the slann-things awake,’ said Blistrox. ‘I will set the vats of blessed disease into the breeding wells, but I need the Blackclaws to seek out and slay each of the croak-things.’


  Red eyes flared within the shadows. ‘The treaty-pact was clawmarked for one kill, not all,’ said the unseen shape.


  ‘Yes-yes. Matters have changed now that Skrimanx has failed. I will pay triple. I will send troops for your support. But do it quick- quick - the city must be ours by dawn-light.’


  After a squeak of agreement, the darkest shadow scampered down the wall and was gone.


  The skaven overran the Second City of the lizardmen. The huge hordes broke apart, scattering in all directions, scurrying throughout every nook and cranny of Xlanhuapec. This was their true element - pulling apart civilisations to nest in their ruin. The skaven were, after all, the children of Chaos, the true inheritors of the world’s detritus.


  Where their way was blocked by locked vault or labyrinthine design, the ratmen showed uncommon skill at finding a way inside. They burrowed underneath, slipped through ancient cracks, or unleashed unnatural fires to melt through. They rifled through everything in their searches, prising precious gems out of stone tablets before hurling the slabs away. That each plaque was ancient beyond their race, or bore the secrets of the world inscribed onto its surface, was of no concern to them. The city’s work-beasts - titanic herbivores trained by the skinks for menial tasks - were slaughtered and consumed. Xlanhuapec was filled with the deathly roars of cornered creatures. The incubatorum was smashed open and its contents dragged out beneath the moonlight. The eggs, some of which were larger than a grown skaven, were smashed upon the paving stones. Newly hatched creatures were ripped apart and consumed in a feeding frenzy.


  In their search for glittering loot and fresh meat, the skaven scrambled over many of the true treasures. Xlanhuapec was full of relics from the days of the Old Ones, although the lizardmen had mostly forgotten their use, and now kept them as revered mementoes from a heritage they were proud of, but no longer understood. The Placid Pool - a reflective pond, which allowed world-spanning visions - became a repository for skaven droppings. The warlock engineers soon discovered the Device of the Great Beyond, a communication apparatus that spoke to beings from beyond the stars. As they swirled its many dials, a querulous voice spoke through the stone speakers. That voice, fair and clear, caused the skaven to bolt away. The device was something like the far-squeaker, but the melodious tones that issued forth were, if anything, akin to the despised speech of the elf-things. As they did not understand the alien language, nor how the arcane contraption worked, the warlock engineers pulled the device apart and shot it with warplock pistols until it stopped making any sounds.


  There were still some locations where the skaven dared not intrude, however. Although the city had fallen, its largest and most impressive structures were still well defended. The entrance to each of the temple- pyramids had been sealed from the inside. These were breached by greed-driven skaven, who quickly regretted their actions - for the temple guard were vigorous in their duties. Bearing specially blessed skull helms, the hulking saurus had only one mission: to safeguard their chosen slann. Unmoving, implacable, the elite temple guard would not allow any to harm the mage-priests under their care.


  Several raiding clawpacks of clanrats were savaged when they attempted to burrow their way into the Temple of the Blue Zephyr. A black-clad unit of night runners scaled the Temple of the Star Ascendant, thinking to enter through its stargazing balcony, but were savagely repulsed with severe losses. The most sustained attempt to enter any of the temple-pyramids occurred at the largest of them all - the gargantuan Temple of Eternal Serenity that dominated the central plaza of Xlanhuapec.


  The lower entrances of the Temple of Eternal Serenity were besieged by clanrats. The stone gates were easily broken, but pushing through the narrow corridors against the sturdy opposition of the temple guard proved costly. The skaven were masters of tunnel warfare, however, and they called for warpfire throwers to clear the hallways. Again and again the warpfire throwers blazed, sending gouts of liquid fire to immolate their foes. However, skaven technology is temperamental, and given the high rate of fire, what happened next was inevitable. Misfires, leaking fuel, or the failure of some inner mechanism resulted in spectacular explosions as crew after crew burst into searing balls of green flame. While the echoes were still reverberating through the stone, the temple guard simply advanced over the mangled and burnt dead, claiming back the territory that the ratmen had paid so high a price to take. This attack, however, was a mere ruse to distract the temple guard from the real threat attempting to reach the topmost Star Chamber.


  By scaling the walls and using an infernal explosive device, the Blackclaws had breached a hole in one of the enormous stone blocks high up in the wall of the Temple of Eternal Serenity. These were an elite group of gutter runners from the most mysterious skaven clan of them all - Clan Eshin. Contorting their bodies to slip through the cracked masonry, they were soon within the temple’s upper levels. Not all the temple guard, however, were stationed in the lower levels, for several of their kind were already moving to investigate the explosion. These troops were felled by a hail of star-shaped discs the instant they turned the corner.


  The Blackclaws moved with scurrying rapidity, passing quickly through the upper levels. Those that the gutter runners met along the way were slain by swift volleys of poisoned throwing stars. At last they stood before the stone-carved door that led to the Star Chamber - the apex of the Temple of Eternal Serenity. Obeying unspoken signals, they raced into position. Several of their kind opened the heavy door, allowing others to dart through. Executing a series of somersaults too swift for the eye to follow, they came up in a crouching position. Such was their skill, that somewhere in that rolling tumble they ascertained their target and threw handfuls of razor- edged stars towards it. Suspended by ancient technologies, the great mage-priest Huinitenuchli hovered unconscious above a tranquil pool. The throwing stars would have ripped into the slann’s soft belly, spilling his prodigious guts, but despite their perfectly aimed flight path, the gutter runners’ deadly projectiles never found their mark.


  Rising between the acrobatic skaven death squad and the third generation slann was Chakax, Prime Guardian of Xlanhuapec. With a single deft move, the hulking temple guard swung the weighted end of his Star-stone Mace. Sparks flew as the full spread of incoming missiles was sent pinging off that ancient weapon, which was made of a stone not quarried upon this planet. Before the ricocheting shots had landed, a half dozen gutter runners had already sprung upward, drawing paired blades as they rose.


  Back and forth swept the Star-stone Mace, its wide arcs momentarily holding the gutter runners at bay.


  At first the crafty skaven warriors deemed the weapon so ponderous that they could slip under its path and stab their foe before any backswing could be attempted. After several of their kind were sent sprawling into crumpled heaps, the Clan Eshin elite realised that its wielder possessed uncommon strength and skill at arms. Despite its massive size, Chakax spun his mace in a figure of eight pattern with impressive speed. Another gutter runner avoided the bone-crushing mace, and made to leap over his opponent, but reckoned without the saurus’ clamping jaws. That one’s body fell twitching and headless to the ground.


  Seeing an opening to slip beyond Chakax, another of the Blackclaws made his move. He sought to spin under the swinging mace and launch himself beyond the temple guard, to leap upon the blubbery body of the suspended mage-priest with both blades. With a single sweep of his stout tail, the Prime Guardian upended the would-be killer, leaving him in a painful sprawl. A backwards stomp with scale-hardened heel pulped the fallen gutter runner’s head. As Chakax gored another with his horned helm, the final two skaven were mauled by a single emphatic downward mace-blow.


  Yet during the one-sided battle, another shadowy figure had crept into the chamber, clambering along the roof like a black spider as he made his way towards Lord Huinitenuchli. This was no gutter runner, but a full-fledged assassin. A single drip of deadly venom oozed out of the tip of his sword, which was bound to his back. It made a slight sizzle on the stone floor below - enough noise to alert the wary Chakax.


  It took a spiralling twist to avoid the upthrust Star-stone Mace, but the assassin did so while drawing forth two blades and landing gracefully in fighting position. Now it was the Clan Eshin killer’s turn to attack. Yellow fangs bared, the assassin launched into a rapid blur of black and flashing silver. This was the delicate mantis- rake pattern, a lost art stolen from the mysterious Far East. Although Chakax had never seen such swordplay during his millennia of service, he blocked the flurry of one hundred and thirty-six separate sword slashes and stabs. However, as only the assassin knew, the mantis-rake pattern is all an elaborate decoy for the final strike. The assassin plunged his venom¬dripping blade into Chakax, dropping his other sword so that he could use both hands to drive his strike home. Past scarred scales, through muscle and flesh, the assassin stabbed his blade all the way to the hilt.


  Few have seen a skaven Weeping Blade and lived to tell the tale. Fewer still have been stabbed by one and survived for more than a few shallow breaths. Yet this was Chakax, the Eternity Warden of Xlanhuapec, who over thousands of years had never failed in his sacred duty. He would not do so now...


  The assassin stood expectantly, waiting for Chakax to fall backwards, stone dead. He was therefore more than surprised when the thickly muscled temple guardian seized him with one gnarled hand, heaving him into the air. When the ratman was at the apex of his upwards movement, Chakax swung a mighty one handed blow with the Star-stone Mace that propelled the black-clad killer across the chamber. There was a satisfying splat as the broken corpse smashed into the wall and slid wetly into a shapeless mass on the floor.


  Closing the stone door to the Star Chamber, Chakax once more took up his silent vigil.


  Xlanhuapec had fallen, but Lord Blistrox was not feeling triumphant just yet. His mission was to slay the slann-things before they could awaken. Lord Skrolk had been quite insistent - even if Blistrox could not take the city, so long as the slann-things were slain, his part of the invasion would be a success. Blistrox’s army had accomplished much - crossing the mystical fog, overwhelming Xlanhuapec’s defenders, contaminating the foe’s


  breeding pools and looting the city - yet the slann mage-priests lived still. At least their bodyguards did - for no skaven had yet survived entering one of the seven temple-pyramids that were still defended. Blistrox cringed to think of Skrolk’s reaction. All attempts to storm the pyramid- temples had resulted in casualties and costly failure. And another problem was arising... Lord Blistrox was losing control of his army.


  The majority of Lord Blistrox’s host was composed of clanrats from the Pestilent Brotherhood. Lacking the zealous fanaticism of the plague monks, many of the other clans were lost to looting. Feuds over plunder had begun. Despite the city being overrun with ratmen, each day it was growing progressively more difficult to collect together sufficient clawpacks to attack the temple-pyramids. After several days of repeated failure, Lord Blistrox took matters into his own claws.


  He personally led the next attack. Backed by the powerful spells of their plaguelord, and eager to show their superiority, the plague monks hacked through the temple guard until they reached the uppermost pinnacle of the pyramid-temple.


  By chance, Lord Blistrox had chosen to attack the Temple of Infinite Coils. Truthfully, he had selected it because it was one of the smaller temple- pyramids - he did not know that this was where the slann mage-priests conjured the mystic barrier that surrounded Xlanhuapec. As Lord Blistrox and his plague monks stepped over the last of the temple guard and opened the stone door to the star chamber, they gasped at what they saw. A dozen feet above the stone floor, lolling upon a glowing nimbus cloud, was the unconscious form of a slann mage-priest. This was Lord Hua-Hua, mighty visionary of the Third Spawning. From his gaping mouth issued forth great tendrils of a thick smoke-like substance. It circled the recumbent slann, winding its way around glowing columns of crystal before disappearing down specially made chutes that channelled it. Clearly, it was from this temple that the mysterious fog issued to encircle the city.


  As Lord Blistrox entered the room, the slann started, his rolled-back eyes blinking a few times. Lord Hua-Hua was slowly awakening, and he sensed the disturbing presence of Chaos in his star chamber. Cruelly, the slann mage-priest was just regaining his senses when he was ripped from his telekinetic perch to be torn open and stabbed hundreds of times with filth- encrusted swords. With his death, the mystic protections that surrounded ancient Xlanhuapec began to lift for the final time.


  While the monks scoured the Star Chamber, Lord Blistrox found the stone pathways that led outside to the ziggurat’s peak. Throughout the ages of the world, a slann mage- priest had levitated here upon his palanquin. The city’s streets lay far below, and here the invisible lines of the geomantic grid waxed strongest.


  It was possible for the mage-priests to reach out and touch the minds of others of their enigmatic kind, telepathically communicating across the city, continent, or world. All the plaguelord could do, however, was scan the fog lifting along the horizon. What he saw coming from the north made him simultaneously squirt out the musk of fear and involuntarily make his droppings.


  The unmistakable shapes of marching cohorts along with massive beasts gave no doubt that a lizardmen army was making for the city. Lord Blistrox estimated they were less than an hour’s march away.


  Skink messengers from the northern marshfields had fled north to Xahutec. There, amidst the ongoing war with the daemons, they sought out Kroq-Gar and told him of the skaven invasion. Other messengers from other lizardmen cities began to arrive shortly after. It took but a few short hours to split the cohorts, before the greatest military commander of Lustria could set out.


  Such were the secret wonders of Xlanhuapec that it was considered a death sentence for any outsider to glimpse the City of Mists. Over the millennia, only a few raiding parties had ever managed to navigate the fogs: a dark elf invasion had travelled up a tributary of the subterranean Black Way; a warband of men from far-off Norsca had simply gotten lucky in their stumbling through the fogs. Those intruders had been tracked down and slain, and any stolen treasures returned. What Lord Blistrox’s invading skaven army had done to the city had never been achieved before. Unnatural diseases had been poured into the spawning pools. Ancient wonders had been destroyed. Now Xlanhuapec was damaged beyond the lizardmen’s ability to repair it, the spawning pools contaminated past their ability to re¬sanctify them.


  But the city’s loss could still be avenged.


  Kroq-Gar’s army was not a huge one. He had left many to contain the daemonic assault that still poured forth at Xahutec, and he had sent other cohorts to the aid of Tlaxtlan.


  If the skaven scattered across Xlanhuapec could be organised, the ratmen would have far superior numbers and at least a fighting chance of defending what they had taken. As Kroq-Gar’s cohorts were closing fast, Lord Blistrox had to make a decision.


  Without hesitation, the Spreader of the Word and head of the Pestilent Brotherhood assembled his personal plague monk guard and fled the city. With the different clans intent upon their own scavenging, none marked Lord Blistrox’s departure. Certainly he gave no warning to the others. It was the skaven way.


  Kroq-Gar and his cohorts swept into Xlanhuapec like a merciless typhoon. The hastily assembled skaven lines were swiftly broken.


  The saurus cohorts, battle-scarred veterans from the long daemon war at Xahutec, knifed through the verminous hordes, slaying at will. Down the wide avenues and central plazas stormed saurus atop cold ones, running down their opposition. Cornered and desperate, some of the boldest skaven chieftains attempted to mass their superior numbers and make a stand. Kroq-Gar waded into these knots of bitter fighting, the roars of his carnosaur mount rising above the tumult. Stomping a gore-splashed path through the skaven masses, the cold-blooded colossus lunged out its muscular neck to bite through ranks at a time. Violently shaking its head, the carnosaur hurled dismembered skaven body parts and viscera high into the air. The reptilian beast ploughed forward, bellowing in its blood-frenzy.


  No skaven stood for long before that relentless fury. By battle’s end, the heads of ten skaven chieftains hung from Kroq-Gar’s stone saddle.


  All the joy at being underground once again emptied . out of Lord Blistrox as he dropped to the chamber floor before Lord Skrolk. He had always known that he must report to the right claw of Nurglitch, but he had hoped to put that day off for as long as possible. Without time to plan, the head of the Pestilent Brotherhood had not yet made ready any excuses.


  ‘Greetings, Lord Skrolk, bearer of the sacred book. I had not looked-sought to find you here,’ said Lord Blistrox between supplications.


  ‘No,’ said the rasping voice of the gnarled old plague monk. ‘Nor I you, Lord Blistrox. You are far from the mist-city.’


  Lord Blistrox trembled beneath that sightless gaze. He felt as if the haggard but diabolically vital plaguelord could smell the fear upon him, or hear his overly rapid heartbeats. Even as the panicking Blistrox struggled for words, Skrolk spoke again.


  ‘Tell me, Oh Spreader of the Word, leader of our thrall-clans, tell me how well it worked trusting others than Clan Pestilens? Where is the Pestilent Brotherhood now?’ asked the gargled voice.


  Whether Skrolk had guessed at the defeat or already knew what had happened, Blistrox could not tell. He


  bowed his cowled head, sensing Lord Skrolk’s scabbed hands gripping his gnarled staff-flail more tightly. Blistrox had seen it in action too many times to count, and knew that one touch of that loathsome spiderwood staff, or the heavily spiked censer ball it bore, meant a torturous end.


  ‘I... I have failed-failed, Oh Most Corrupted One.’ Blistrox spoke the truth. He did not blame any others, or offer any excuses. He knew a deathblow would come soon, he was already involuntarily cringing. When, after hundreds of heartbeats, that blow did not come, Blistrox dared to look upwards.


  Skrolk, his head tilted and his snout thrust out from his deep hood, sniffed the air contemplatively. ‘So have we all, Lord Blistrox. But the war is not over yet.’


  As Skrolk turned to walk away, he pulled something out from within his tattered robes and tossed it. Blistrox caught what was unmistakably the severed head of his rival, Lord Skrimanx. The Archdeacon of Disease and second of the plaguelords had obviously died an agonising death.


  ‘Come-come,’ said Lord Skrolk, as he shuffled down the crudely gnawed corridor. ‘We have much think¬-planning to do.’


  The assault upon Lustria was meant to be a major campaign in the Council of Thirteen’s master assault plan, which spanned the globe. The Council had intended for all the clans to work together, but Clan Pestilens had, naturally, seen the golden opportunity. This was their chance to ascend, to prove their superiority, to rise to their rightful place over the other clans of the underworld. Instead, Clan Pestilens had been defeated, its armies broken.


  The tunnels deep below Lustria still heaved with skaven. Some of these were the lucky ones that had escaped the hunting terrors of the jungle, returning after many narrow escapes to the damp and reassuringly dark subterranean world. Most of the ratmen, though, were reinforcements, arriving from mustering points around the globe. It had been planned that these armies would arrive from the Underway in time to launch the subsequent stages of the invasion. After many long marches, they barged their way into the vast network of tunnels only to meet the scattered remnants of the failed first ventures.


  Being skaven, recriminations flew. Panic had spread until all order broke down. The situation began to turn into another civil war. The strong blamed the weak and the weak sought escape. Inter-clan rivalries set the myriad factions at each other’s throats. This was, in microcosm, the history of the verminous race: a series of defeats or setbacks began an even longer course of finger¬pointing, backstabbing, and self- destruction. So it had always been. Near-triumphs, like the Red Pox in Bretonnia, or the Black Plague that beset the Empire, eventually ended in bitterest defeat.


  This time, however, everything would be different.


  With an energy that belied his age, Lord Skrolk was everywhere. The cloaked figure need only enter a cavern and hostilities ceased. A spoken word from his cracked lips quelled debate and set countless hands to work. The plaguelord and right claw of Nurglitch refused to retreat further. He was not content to gnaw the bitter ends of failed plots.


  He cared not for recriminations or excuses. It was the Clan Pestilens way to emerge stronger after a trial - the disease that did not kill them only made their necrotic skin tougher.


  Into the darkness of despair he had spoken a name, summoning an otherworldly power to his aid. Vermalanx the Corrupt - a Verminlord, a living avatar of the Great Horned Rat. Together, they had stopped the collapse. Together they seized control.


  Wherever Skrolk walked, behind him loomed a shadow. Every faction he spoke to, every clan he commanded, saw the gleaming eye that peered from the towering darkness. The battle for Lustria was not over. Huge armies amassed for another drive. This time the skaven would not stop until all was pestilent ruin.


  To be successful, to cover the world in contagion, to reach the gloried heights of pandemic, every disease must mutate. To overcome resistance, a disease must transform itself, not once, but over and over again, adapting to become stronger. Deep in his rot-laden heart, Lord Skrolk knew that, this time, Clan Pestilens was going to be triumphant.


  Lord Skrolk commanded his brethren to extinguish the warp-braziers and to leave the chamber.


  Alone in the dank cavern, Skrolk felt the blackness wash over him.


  ‘The armies are set,’ said Skrolk. ‘Shall we plot-scheme the next stages of our plan? How shall we report back to the Council?’


  Something stirred in the shadows. A voice that sounded at once like a whisper and like a million scratching rats spoke.


  ‘My plan... yes-yes. Leave the Council for me...’
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  One by one, the remaining slann returned to consciousness. All across Lustria they awoke. Before they listened to the chattering and throat-clicking of their skink priests or heard the reports of their city’s highest ranking attendants, each mage-priest stretched out his mind.


  Despite the distance, the contaminants in the air, and the strangeness of the winds of magic, the slann reached out and made mental contact with one another. They were tiny specks of light and order amidst the growing chaos of the world, yet they found each other.


  During their cerebral journeys, each slann noticed the new gaping holes in the geomantic grid, feeling keenly that reservoir’s emptiness. The city of Tlaxtlan - with all its sacred markers and star-pylons - was gone. It had been crushed to ruin by Tehenhauin’s comet. Each felt also the broken links in the chain - the empty spaces in the network where they should have found the reassuring presence of other slann minds. Those connections were now silent, for many of their kind had been slain or infected by the skaven, never to rise again. It was a grim dawn that rose over Lustria.


  The probing slann minds were subtle and learned, able to pick out meanings from the winds of magic that no other race of beings could deduce. The mage-priests quickly ascertained the presence of a cold new power - a feeling they had experienced before - for they recognised from afar the return of Nagash. They sensed the splitting of the eight winds, the burying of death magic under Sylvania.


  They felt the tremors that emanated from the Great Vortex. Everything was tainted by the cloying presence of Chaos energies. The world was overshadowed also by the unseen, the undeniable pull coming from the Chaos moon.


  It was closer than ever.


  In their mind-walking, the slann hovered over Xahutec.


  The rift in reality in the City of Echoes was strangely becalmed. For the first time in years, no daemons issued forth from that tear in the world’s fabric. It was dangerous for the spirit-consciousnesses of the slann to contemplate that forsaken place too long. What lived on the other side of the veil could discern them; the cold logic of the slann’s presence shone like a beacon to those in that realm of insatiable desires and swirling emotion. In the past, the dark powers had sought to entangle the slann, to lock their agile minds into labyrinthine traps that befuddled their thoughts. Now however, there was no sign of this old threat, but a niggling echo troubled the Slann still.


  From the limit of perception came a far-off rumbling, like thunder over the horizon. It was an unnatural sound, like the mocking laughter of dark gods.
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  Blood Beneath the Mountains


  Autumn 2523 - Winter 2523
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  Snow was pelting from a leaden sky. From the ramparts of the stone citadel, King Belegar Ironhammer gazed out into the whiteness. He was in the ring of Karak Eight Peaks. Though none were visible at the moment due to the swirling storm, he knew that out there rose mighty mountains that enclosed him in a great circle. It was as if the entire world had been swallowed by the endless snowstorm. Perhaps, thought Belegar grimly, that would be a preferable ending.


  A direct descendant of the last ruler of Karak Eight Peaks, Belegar stood near the centre of what was ostensibly his realm. In truth, the dwarfs held less of the territory than their hated foes. The ancient Karak - a word that described a dwarf city, mineworks and stronghold - had fallen to the skaven thousands of years ago. Since that time, the underhalls had changed hands hundreds upon hundreds of times. Primarily, it had been skaven and night goblins that feuded over the spoils, but at various stages the once- glorious dwarf hold had been ruled by an orc warboss, become the domain of an ogre tyrant, and been overrun by trolls. Over the millennia, dwarf expeditions - whether by secrecy or open war - had attempted to reclaim the halls of their ancestors. There had been a few brief victories, but most of these efforts ended in further misery and humiliation. Before Belegar, none of the dwarf occupation attempts had survived for more than a few years.


  It had been over fifty years since King Belegar had carved his way into Karak Eight Peaks. He had led a formidable throng to war, comprised of the descendants of the former clans from that lost hold, generously backed with further troops and equipment by the High King, Thorgrim Grudgebearer. They had fought many battles, driving into the old kingdom like a steel spike into a rockface. Even so, after much loss, the dwarfs had only the barest of toeholds in that ancient realm.


  Unlike previous failed ventures, the dwarfs did not overreach themselves by attempting to seize the King’s Hall, the burial vaults, the armouries, or the sealed treasure chambers. Instead, they captured the old citadel, the central keep that once dominated the surface city sprawled within the ring of mountains. The city was in ruin, for it had been ransacked and fought over for thousands of years. There, the dwarfs made their stronghold - quickly fortifying the foundations, which lay buried in squalor. They strengthened its defences in the superior fashion of their race, so that the counter-attacks that followed broke upon their walls the way wind is sheared by a mountainside.


  Since that time, Belegar and the dwarfs of Karak Eight Peaks had made the citadel their fortress-home. They lived under a constant state of siege. At times, the dwarfs sallied out to expand their holdings, clearing the ruined surface city, re-capturing ancient underhalls and exploring levels sealed by their secretive ancestors. King Belegar reported each of these successes back to the High King in Karaz-a-Karak where the news was met with fierce joy. It was the dwarfs’ ambition to renew their golden age. This was a sign that they could take back what was rightfully theirs, that the time of waning was over. Yet these hard-won victories ultimately proved to be only temporary gains, a cruel reality in a harsh new realm.


  With each added territory, the dwarfs of Karak Eight Peaks spread their defenders out. To a dwarf they were battle-hardened warriors, outfitted with the finest rune-covered arms and armour from the most skilled race to ever forge steel. Yet they were too few in number, and there were too many places to guard. In the end, it was like finding gold dust in a mountain stream, only to watch it run through their hands as they tried to collect it. Time and again the dwarfs held the gloried halls of their ancestors in their grasp, but found lasting victory slipped through their hands. Infiltrated or overwhelmed, it was all the dwarfs could do to fight their way back to the citadel, to hunker down again in their one secure location. Only by a steady influx of reinforcements marching down from Karak Kadrin and Karaz- a-Karak could they continue to endure the non-stop, battering assaults. It was said in the halls of the other dwarf ings that Belegar and his armies still mined at Karak Eight Peaks, it was not gromril, gold or gemstones with which they filled their vaults, though - it was grudges.


  Before Belegar had forced his way in, Karak Eight Peaks had been in a state of war between the night goblins and the skaven. The greenskins controlled the mountains and the innumerable delvings within them. Although many tribes rose and fell, it was the Crooked Moons who had eventually risen to the top. They were led by the most devious of their wicked kind, a figure that was to become only too well known to the dwarfs of the Worlds Edge Mountains: Skarsnik.


  The self-proclaimed Warlord of the Eight Peaks, Skarsnik was a master of subtle ambushes and sneaky ploys. His cleverness ran as deep as his penchant for tormenting his victims. With spies everywhere, the treacherous night goblin’s ambitions grew larger than just ruling the old dwarfhold. With war running rampant across the lands, and greenskins everywhere feeling the rich flow of Waaagh! magic in the air, Skarsnik was canny enough to know his time for greatness was now.


  Just as the greenskins dominated the mountain and the upper halls, the lower depths were the territory of the skaven. This was the largest realm, for most of Karak Eight Peaks lay below the mountains’ roots, in the years since the dwarfs were ousted, these deeps had only grown larger as the ratmen continued to open up new caverns or discover rich new veins to follow. Deeper and deeper they gnawed below the surface.


  So extensive were the mineworks, undertunnels and connecting passageways, and so frequently did they change, that it was simply impossible to map it all. In this subterranean maze, the skaven were truly at home. Through treachery and the expenditure of warriors beyond count, the ratmen of Clan Mors came to rule the City of Pillars - their name for Karak Eight Peaks.


  Clan Mors was arguably the most powerful of the numerous Warlord Clans, and their ultimate ruler was Grand Lord Gnawdwell. He served on the Council of Thirteen and his right claw was Queek Headtaker. Queek was feared by the goblins, respected by the orcs and loathed by the dwarfs. The skaven warlord had risen to greatness fighting in Karak Eight Peaks. Indeed, in the past Lord Gnawdwell purposefully viewed the old dwarfhold as a sort of proving ground. He drip-fed reinforcements in to maintain equilibrium - a grind of battle where only the strongest might live. It was no different than the constant gnawing that kept skaven teeth strong and razor-sharp. Any that could rise to the top in that den of death would be worthy of commanding the armies of Clan Mors in battle. A wolf amongst jackals, it was Queek who long ago sliced, slew and stabbed his way to supremacy. Since taking the reins as the highest- ranking battlefield commander of the clan, Queek had wreaked havoc up and down the Worlds Edge Mountains. At the bidding of his master, he had smashed rival clans, destroyed goblin tribes and ransacked dwarf holds. Now Queek Headtaker had returned to Karak Eight Peaks. It had served its purpose, and would be a training ground no more. Queek’s orders were, at last, to clear it of enemies once and for all.


  As King Belegar watched the storm rage, he knew great forces were moving against him. He knew this because he had lived and fought here every day, and a strange lull had fallen over Karak Eight Peaks. That was not to say it was peaceful, for it was not. Dwarf outposts were still assailed and gyrocopter messengers still had to run a gauntlet of firepower to reach the citadel. However, there had been few large-scale assaults of late; it had been months since his defences were properly tested. Belegar had learned not to trust these settled periods, for they always meant the same thing: one or both of his foes were planning something.


  On Belegar’s commands the ranger mountainside patrols swept further afield, daring to travel amongst the high peaks as well as the lower depths of the karak. As was to be expected, not all came back.


  The reports of those that did return seemed to confirm the very worst of the dwarf king’s suspicions. An influx of greenskin tribes had been marked advancing out of the Badlands, entering into Karag Ziflin. Many wolf riders from the Dark Lands were seen forming caravans along Death Pass, along with an unusually high number of roving ogre armies. The news from underground proved harder to collect and, if anything, was even worse. Quake-reading seismic machines and deep tunnel listening devices detected vibrations consistent with massive troop movement and major excavation projects. The ratmen were amassing armies, moving up heavy equipment and burrowing new tunnels.


  Upon hearing the rangers’ words, Belegar had been quick to act.
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  The situation at Karak Eight Peaks changed every day, sometimes every hour. This was not surprising, for where else in the world did armies stand guard so close to those of their hated rivals? Oceans, mountains, or rivers did not separate them as they did other feuding nations. Instead, vast hordes of skaven were divided from the dwarf throngs by a few levels of stairs and a few blocked tunnels. Mobs of night goblins herded squigs and scavenged amongst the fungal forests in caverns adjacent to halls guarded by gromril-armoured ironbreakers. The boundaries between the combatants were never fixed for long, as rival forces probed borders and found or made new access passageways.


  Every inch of Karak Eight Peaks - from the grand halls to long abandoned well shafts - had been fought over. Any part - from mountain top lookouts to the darkest underdepths - could become a battleground. Ambushes and traps were commonplace, and attacks ranged from lone killers stalking messengers or spies, to skirmishes between hunting patrols, or the clash of vast armies. Some battles took place in narrow passages, where there was not room to swing a weapon. Others were fought in miles-wide halls, where thousands of warriors could stand abreast and the arched ceiling stretched up out of sight.


  Any conflict risked escalation. A clash of pickets could intensify as reinforcements flooded to the fighting. A simple attempt to capture a cavern could grow into a month¬long slaughter that spread across an entire underground front. With three warring parties, it was entirely commonplace for a battle between two sides to suddenly have a third force attempt to claim the spoils. Indeed, all sides sought to bait their enemies into attacking each other, it being easier to crush a foe after they had been bled into a weakened state.


  Other things also lurked in the ruins. Drawn by bloodshed, all manner of creatures stalked the abandoned underhalls. Newly wakened wyverns, blindwyrms or manticores slaughtered dwarfs, night goblins and skaven alike to sate their hunger.


  It was into this environment that Queek Headtaker returned. He had been back to his old hunting grounds many times, but this would be the last visit. It would not be long before he could mount the heads of Belegar and the despised Skarsnik onto his infamous trophy rack.


  Queek was at the tail end of the fifth and final day of inspecting the troops amassed for the coming attack. It had taken him that long to travel between the assembly caverns. The first of the great clawpacks was entirely composed of warriors from Clan Mors, supported by beast packs they had purchased from Clan Moulder. Thaxx Redclaw was the clawpack’s warlord. It was he who had ruled the City of Pillars while the Headtaker was called to duty elsewhere, and his knowledge of the tunnels was matched only by his savagery. The next two clawpacks were each about half composed of Clan Mors warriors, with the rest made up from smaller clans that had been subjugated by them. Their numbers were so many that no hall or cavern was great enough to hold more than a small portion of their size - each force stretched across at least three deeps for their encampment. Two of Queek’s former lieutenants from his Red Guard served as warlords.


  It was a long journey through cave-in prone tunnels to reach the site of the fourth clawpack. They were deep under the peak the dwarfs knew as Karag Rhyn, where lava streams of old had shaped enormous caverns. These were the Bone Caves, vast chambers that for ages had served as the dens of monsters. A litter of bones formed a thick crunching carpet where the hordes of many clans awaited orders to begin the invasion. These were the dregs - slaves, carrion-eaters and scavenge- clans - and warrior clans rightfully looked down upon such ill-equipped wretches. Still, as he had learned from long experience, Queek knew that their numbers would fill a necessary role. Whether the foe bore flame-throwing cannons or mushroom-drugged fanatics, it did not matter, Queek thought. The numbers he would unleash would simply bury them.


  Since his rise to supreme warchieftain of Clan Mors, Queek had led hundreds of armies into thousands of different battles. Even before witnessing the last army group, what he had seen so far was the largest assembly of skaven Queek had ever beheld. His was the power to command it, and that thought swelled Queek’s chest as he made the journey downwards. His last stop was at a place called the Trench. It was a miles-wide cleft very near the bottommost limit to which even the skaven would venture. There were deeper tunnels bored into the bedrock of the world, but those who dared venture there rarely returned.


  Stepping out of the cramped tunnels, Queek emerged onto a low rocky shelf that overlooked the canyon-like cavern. Below, all was aswarm with motion - a sea of verminkind larger than any he had yet seen. Before even acknowledging the clawpack’s leaders, Queek stepped to the ledge and let his gaze sweep over the great cavern. His eyes picked out a dozen different clan banners alongside huge beast packs from Clan Moulder.


  More were crowded into various side tunnels that exited off the Trench. It was quite a sight. Only after he had absorbed the immensity did Queek turn to accept the greetings of those near him. Yet even as he turned, the warlord gave an involuntary start.


  The leader of the clawpack was not a chieftain or warlord, but a grey seer.


  The horned skaven bowed and prostrated himself, as did his slew of underlings. He then rose and greeted Queek with a long string of superlatives, as was fitting. Once again composed, the warlord signed the traditional Clan Mors symbol and nodded as Kranskritt the grey seer introduced himself and his chief lieutenants. Then, upon a signal from the grey seer, the slave legions and clans below began to manoeuvre through the cavern and out into side chambers where their crude encampment-nests awaited. Kranskritt rattled off the various clan names as they shuffled or were whipped along. It was a display of sheer numbers and equipment that the grey seer knew was impressive. There were many clans Queek recognised, some of which were far from their lairs. Clan Krizzor came from the monster-ridden Dark Lands and Clan Volkn from the Fire Mountain. Queek bristled only once, when he recognised the markings of Clan Gritus - traitorous offspring that had split from Clan Mors. The exhibition would surely take hours to complete, as unending lines of troops were paraded by. Clearly chaffing to get away, Queek soon motioned that he had seen enough, and his right claw - the Warlord Skrikk - would finish matters. With that, the leader of Clan Mors stalked off.


  It had been long since Queek had returned to his trophy-den, but he still knew the way. Ages before it was looted, this chamber had been an armoury for the bearded-things. Now it served as his scavenge-pile. Bones, battered armour and brutal keepsakes from his years of claiming the chieftain’s share of the spoils lay scattered in heaps. He was just running his claws over a manticore skull when he heard the approaching steps of the two he had summoned.


  Even with his back turned, Queek knew who it was: the light pad of the stabber-killer from Clan Eshin and the heavier tread of the hulking beast-handler.


  ‘Greetings, Oh Most Malevolent of Potentates, Oh Sovereign of Mighty Mors. I have hurried quick-quick at your summons,’ said Skewit, bending low. ‘My watch-spies have already told me much-much.’


  ‘Hail Great Headtaker,’ said Grootose. The burly skaven bowed his head.


  Unlike most skaven of high rank, Queek cared little for long-winded honourifics and embellished titles. Perhaps, he thought, this was why he favoured Grootose. The longest serving master moulder in Clan Mors’ service, Grootose was gruff, to the point, and a deadly fighter - the very qualities Queek admired most. Skewit, on the other hand, was a useful spy, but as with any Clan Eshin member, he favoured intrigue and was likely to be playing more angles than he had claws.


  Queek acknowledged his minions only by turning around. Without greetings or preamble, he went to the heart of the matter. ‘A grey seer! What is the meaning of this? Did I not tell-squeak Lord Gnawdwell about the grey ones’ interfering ways? Did either of you know that the fifth clawpack is led by a horned one?’


  Grootose looked Queek in the eyes and bared his fangs - a clear sign of no. Skewit drummed his nervous, twitchy fingers against themselves, scratched at his whiskers and looked at his shuffling feet. A clear sign of yes.


  With a swift flick of his wrist, Queek struck his pick Dwarf Gouger to split the manticore skull before him. ‘You may return to your beasts, Grootose,' snapped the Headtaker. ‘Skewit tell me everything you know about this. This was obviously the Council’s doing, but was Gnawdwell in on it too? Tell me about Kranskritt. Squeak-tell me everything.’


  All the clanrats were anxious to begin the invasion of Karak Eight Peaks, but none more so than Queek. Even amongst a nervous and twitchy race, he had always been especially impatient. He was not one of those warlords that enjoyed the convoluted games of conspiracy. The war chieftain of Clan Mors far preferred straight action to political manoeuvring or subtle scheming.


  Unlike many of his kind that rose to power, Queek did not often resort to backstabbing or treachery. He rarely used surrogates to carry out violence on his behalf. Not for nothing was he known as ‘the Headtaker’.


  His way was abrupt, sudden and violent, striking down those who opposed him and demanding duels with any who connived openly for his downfall. Many, including the Grand Lord Gnawdwell, had assumed that Queek’s headstrong ways and rush to get to grips with his foes would make an early end of a promising career. Thus far, he had proved them all wrong.


  It was a mistake, however, to assume that because Queek did not play the political and manipulative angles, that he was not canny. To be a clawleader required guile; to rise to the top of a powerful clan took a level of cunning beyond extraordinary. As much as Queek wanted to concentrate upon the sizeable battles looming in front of him, his agile mind kept returning to the aid the Council had sent to bolster his attack. Like all dealings with the Lords of Decay, it smelt of contrivance, collusion and intrigue. With the assembled clawpacks, Queek knew he could supply the victory the Council of Thirteen demanded, but what else were the devious plotters trying to achieve?


  The forthcoming invasion across the Worlds Edge Mountains was part of the wider plan ordered by the Council of Thirteen. It had all their immense backing and was intended to join the major clans in a united cause. From what he had already seen and heard, the coming assaults would eclipse the scale and ferocity of the campaign that had already wrecked Tilea and Estalia. Naturally, Clan Mors wished not only to do their part, but also to gain substantially into the bargain.


  The Council’s commands were to seize all of the City of Pillars, but Gnawdwell wanted more, much more.


  Before leaving Skavenblight, Queek Headtaker had been summoned to a private audience. Grand Lord Gnawdwell himself had impressed upon Queek that all of Clan Mors’ resources were at stake. Other clans - Clan Rictus foremost amongst them - wished to discredit Clan Mors. It was a race to seize a greater share of the spoils in terms of both riches and political clout within the Council. All along the Worlds Edge Mountains other attacks were planned. Clan Rictus joined with Clan Skryre to attack Karak Azul to the south, and Clan Moulder and Clan Kreepus would assault Karak Kadrin. Elsewhere, Clan Ferrik would lead many clawpacks against Zhufbar, while Barak Varr - the dwarf sea fortress - was targeted by Clan Krepid from the ground while Clan Skurvy and the clan-fleets assailed by water.


  It was Gnawdwell’s intention that Queek take Karak Eight Peaks as quickly as possible, so that Clan Mors might ‘aid’ the others. On Gnawdwell’s wishes, Queek had already sent out thousands of his warriors dressed in other garb and carrying false clan symbols. They were to infiltrate the other battle sites. By their acts of sabotage, it was hoped that they might slow down and thwart the other clans’ progress. This would allow Queek and his clawpacks to arrive in time to salvage victory in the name of Clan Mors.


  Despite the additional rounds of pact-making, the disgrace of the grey seers and the loss of their seat upon the Council, skaven alliances were every bit as shifty as before. In a way, the directive to work together had actually made the situation worse. Covert action and cover-ups required an even higher degree of effort than ever. Plans within plans, pacts within pacts, Queek knew that traitors and turntails would be everywhere. It would be better to fixate solely on killing bearded-things and greenskins, but the war chieftain knew he did not have that luxury.


  Queek did not trust that which he could not see. Magic, espionage, political alliances, each had their place, but were no match compared to simply putting steel in your foe’s gut. The arcane order of triple¬speaking grey seers had long ago earned his ire, and none had been more pleased than the Headtaker when, following the Tilea campaign, that self-important clan had fallen from favour. Now, on the cusp of the invasion, Queek had discovered that one of their manipulative kind was given a high ranking command within his force. The grey seer controlled the largest of the clawpacks, although as the Headtaker thumbed the razor- edge of Dwarf Gouger, he thought the first clawpack might prove more powerful. The more he thought about the matter, it was just the kind of challenge he would relish.


  The news the night runner spies brought had been bad, but hardly unexpected. Greenskins from the Badlands were swelling Skarsnik’s ranks and the Dark Lands seethed with activity - ogres, goblin caravans and wolf riders. This did not slow the Headtaker’s swagger, for he did not care what or how many he fought, only that battle came soon.


  The prearranged signal to attack could come at any time now. Even with the clawpacks widely spaced out across the sprawling underground complex, the most habitable levels were overflowing, heaving with verminkind. The lower deeps were the worst, as there the packmasters kept the most rabid creations of Clan Moulder. The howls of the heavily chained beasts unnerved all those in proximity. This fear was justified, as pressgangs routinely swept nearby passageways, scouring the area for stragglers and deserters, just being nearby risked becoming fodder, as the packmasters’ definition of who might be a defector revolved entirely on whether their gang outnumbered the potential victims.


  With so many different clans pressed into close quarters, feuds inevitably broke out. Queek Headtaker, accompanied by his Red Guard, travelled from clawpack to clawpack. His mere presence instilled fear and discipline, and dampened down the worst excesses of fighting. From his life of campaigning, Queek knew it was no bad thing for some in-fighting to occur before the battle. Having the hordes agitated would work to the skaven advantage. Also, claws thought twice about turning tail when they knew the formations behind them would be only too glad to skewer them on spear points should they flee. By visiting each of the underground encampments again, the warchieftain of Clan Mors doublechecked plans and invasion routes while he tried to gauge which of the clans harboured traitors amongst their lot.


  During his journey, Queek narrowly avoided a cave-in, caught and throttled a Clan Eshin assassin and had been forced to slaughter two of his own chieftains. The Headtaker had no proof or any leads on which rival clans had paid for these treasonous acts, or which leaders had ordered them to do it. He did, however, have some firm ideas.


  ‘Greetings Grey Seer Kranskritt, Oh Most Wise and Malign. I gather-bring news of the Headtaker.’ Turning from the writhing runes he was scratching into the chamber floor, Kranskritt glowered at his messenger. Bowing profusely, the skaven gave his report. ‘A boulder trap missed Queek. Three of his Red Guard were smashed-slain, but the Headtaker leapt aside.’


  Kranskritt’s muzzle twitched. ‘He will know it was a set-trap, yes-yes,’ said the grey seer. ‘Who will he suspect-blame? Tell me again, who has he questioned about my presence?’


  ‘Grootose, Skewit, and Warlord Skrikk, my Lord,’ responded the messenger without raising his eyes.


  ‘Hmmmm... but not Gnarlfang?’ said the grey seer, musing to himself. ‘Yes-yes, strange-odd. Send Skewit to me immediately.’


  Twitching his head to listen, Kranskritt waited until the sound of the messenger’s feet had receded before returning to his runic pentagram.


  ‘It will not work,’ said a whisper from the shadows. ‘You are inscribing it wrong.’


  Kranskritt froze. ‘Why don’t we tell-explain to the Headtaker that it is not us? Clearly he will come after me soon,’ said Kranskritt to the darkness.


  A soft and altogether evil laughter filled the room, a sound as palatable as nails scratching polished slate. ‘Of course he suspects you, but it would do no good to tell him that the one behind the attempts is his Lord Gnawdwell. He would not believe you. And yes, his agents are already on their way.’


  After a long pause, the voice spoke again. ‘I could protect you little Kranskritt, but there must be no more attempts to bind me...’


  It began as a dull rumbling. The dwarfs, who were closest of all races to the mountains, recognised the ground tremors immediately. The skaven, whose underground senses were perhaps the keenest, followed closely behind. Their leaders whipped slaves to attention and passed out the pre-battle brew of warp-strained stimulants. This was, after all, the very signal they had been awaiting. The night goblins, although long adapted to their subterranean lives, did not notice anything until the intensity of the vibrations grew. By the time the upheavals were so fierce they could knock over a fully armoured ironbreaker, even the thickest rock trolls understood something unusual was happening.


  The skies, which had been thick with dark clouds and snow, was breaking up to the north, a sign more change was coming. Many miles away, Karag Dron, the Thunder Mountain, was erupting, spewing ashen cloud miles above the surface. Reverberations shook all the Worlds Edge Mountains, as lesser volcanoes joined the chorus. The spells to reel Morrslieb closer and the Slann’s efforts to stop it were far distant, but their ramifications were felt across the world. The air seemed to crackle with energy and the swelling pressures beneath the surface were pushed past their limits as the Chaos moon drew closer than ever before.


  The Chaos moon’s gravitational pull altered more than just the tides and seismic pressures, it stirred the hearts of all fell things. The undertunnels of the City of Pillars came alive as a living tide of vermin surged up from the lower depths in their chittering millions. The long awaited invasion had begun.


  Far below four of the mountains that made the ring of Karak Eight Peaks, the earthquakes also gave the signal to clandestine groups. In absolute secrecy, teams of warp-grinders had used their Clan Skryre tunnelling devices to bore a network of tunnels winding high up into the mountain. Although the main works they tunnelled beneath had been made by dwarfs ages ago, they now served as the abode of the night goblins. It was dangerous work, burrowing so deeply into greenskin territory. Behind the rock-melting teams, gutter runners slipped through these newly made passageways gnawed into the living rock. They carried with them powder kegs and intricate devices of cogs and whirring gears. For over a month they had worked, stringing wires and setting many charges. During that time, many of the creatures associated with the greenskins had stumbled across these tunnels. Knifework and poisoned throwing stars alone kept their existence secret.


  At the first signs of distant rumbling, it was time. In chambers carved into the roots of the mountains, warlock engineers connected clawfuls of wires, sending electrical shocks upwards. In some cases the wires had been cut - gnawed upon by squigs, or pulled out by curious snotlings. Other connections were lost due to cave-ins, as the volcanic surges sent shivers down the mountain chain.


  It must also be said that some of the explosive devices failed to ignite - design or manufacturing flaws making up a large percentage of any skaven-made device. As the plan was for the detonations to link together to cause a major collapse, the few duds saved the goblin territories from immense destruction. There were numerous cave-ins and minor collapses causing some greenskin casualties and temporarily cutting off key passageways.


  In the one case where the packed explosives worked as the warlock engineers had guaranteed, it proved cataclysmic. Beneath Karag Nar, the Sunrise Mountain, the explosions chained together to form a series of devastating concussive shockwaves. Halls collapsed, flattening galleries, plazas and more. Carven tombs, long hidden by secretive dwarf design were crushed, rockslides gained momentum and the very mountain tumbled inwards upon itself. In one stroke, tens of thousands of greenskins were crushed.


  Across the peaks avalanches tumbled, sending boulders the size of small villages crashing into the ruined city below. From secret tunnels on adjacent peaks, other warlock engineers adjusted their optics.


  With vision that could cut through the snowfall and pierce the rising cloud of dust, they observed the collapse. They could not help but emit squeaks of delight at the tumbled ruin of the mountainside. The east gate was sealed beneath a tomb of rubble. Karag Nar, the southernmost mountain in the ring of Karak Eight Peaks, was reduced to less than half its once-majestic height.


  The skaven had unleashed a new level of ruination upon the City of Pillars, but they were only getting started. Even as the other denizens pulled themselves up from the ground, they heard the oncoming rush as tens of thousands of the verminous host rushed upon them.


  In the Galleries of Kings, Queek Headtaker watched over the activity. Thaxx Redclaw, leader of the first clawpack, was there - a dwarf head proudly stuck upon his backbanner. The armoured warlord kept the vanguard of his force back now, allowing the endless legions of the fourth clawpack to ascend the Great Stair. Frothing from the tainted brew they had consumed, the slaves were eager for combat. Yet even in their agitation, they marked the deep ranks of Clan Mors stormvermin that would follow up their assault. This was not by accident. Queek knew that when they hit that first wall of dwarf traps and resistance they would either break or come close to it. Knowing what stood behind them - the merciless fighters of the deadliest warrior clan - would encourage them to last a bit longer. After all, they thought they might stand a chance against the bearded-things - they knew death upon the blades of Clan Mors was a certainty.


  The farsqueaker reports claimed that a mountain had been levelled. Better than he had expected from the Clan Skryre contraptions. The four mountains that had been targeted were those most populated by greenskins. They were also where reports placed Skarsnik as frequenting most often. Although he knew the night goblins would fall without their leader, Queek more than half- hoped the diminutive warlord was not crushed in the mountainfall. He wanted the pleasure of facing the miserable imp himself. Too often in the past the Crooked Moons warboss had slipped away from the killing blow. How Queek longed to hear those shrill screams. Further crashes and explosions from above brought him out of his reverie; the first obstacles had been encountered.


  The skaven poured through the tunnels like an unstoppable flood.


  They filled the passageways as they scrambled over each other in a scurrying mass. In their furious advance, none noticed their clawed feet pulling out trip wires, or registered the loose stone slabs that tilted beneath their onrush. Belegar’s engineers had not been idle and the slave legions paid the price.


  Powder keg charges and shrapnel bombs blew gaps in the furred press of skaven. Pneumatic levers tumbled heavy walls to crush those underneath. Stone blocks dropped out of the floor to fall into pits hundreds of feet deep. Spring loaded auto¬firing mechanisms filled the close air with whirring bolts, or sent log-sized spears hurtling through many dozens of oncoming foe.


  The dwarfs had rigged the corridors, hallways and stairwells leading up to their realm with all manner of deathtraps. Gutter runners could have sniffed out the deadly ruses and bypassed them, as could any Clan Mors warrior who had been whelped in Karak Eight Peaks. They would have had the tunnel-sense to see where false walls had been added, or stone blocks recently pried upwards. The surging mass, however, had not been raised in the warzone that was the City of Pillars, nor did their blind rush give them a chance to do anything but scurry forwards. It was all they could do to avoid being crushed by their own kind, much less look for telltale signs of traps.


  It is probable that more skaven were lost in this initial surge than there were dwarfs within Karak Eight Peaks. For the skaven, these losses were expected. This was, after all, not a subtle raid, but rather the first act of an overwhelming attack intent on nothing short of genocide. This was the fastest way to clear open lanes towards the bearded foe. Queek and all his clawpack leaders fully expected the next phase to be equally costly.


  Of the seventy-eight planned entrance routes into the dwarf realm, fully half of these were blocked so severely by rockfall and cave-ins that they were, for now, considered sealed off. Naturally it took some time to establish this, and the skaven that were driven down these deadends suffered a cruel and painful end - packed and crushed by the impetus of their own furious assault. Only the strongest, and most desperate of their kind chewed their way out of those flesh-packed tunnels. With broken bodies, blood-matted fur and a crazed look in their eyes, these survivors were dangerous and bad for morale.


  They were stabbed or stomped to death by a wall of armoured stormvermin that quickly put an end to their misery.


  Many tunnels were still open, and into these the seemingly endless slave legions continued to pour.


  The thane Borrik Norgrim led the guardians who stood watch in the Hall of Reckoning. They were dwarfs, and so could mark the difference between the far off thunder of the volcano, the rumbling avalanches as Karag Nar collapsed, and the reverberations of the traps going off as the foe advanced. Even without the sounds drawing ever closer, the pressure change in the thick air let them know something was rising from the underdepths.


  Once known as the Grand Avenue, what had formerly been a broad passageway was now called the Hall of Reckoning. It had been a main artery of Karak Eight Peaks.


  In those days, it connected with the East and West Gates as well as the under-deeps. The Grand Avenue was a continuation of the Ungdrin, the Underway - the dwarf subterranean highway system that connected their kingdom of old. The wide and brightly lit passage ran smooth and true, and would have extended thousands of miles in many directions. But that was then.


  The section of the Hall of Reckoning that Borrik Norgrim was guarding now stretched only four hundred paces - a chamber capped on both ends with rockfall. The hall was but a chamber now - the far perimeter of King Belegar’s dwarf realm. Behind Borrik was a small passageway that led back to a sealed gate - the Door of Bar-Undak. Behind that reinforced doorway was an entrance straight up into the Citadel. It was Borrik Norgrim’s task to guard that steel- clad doorway. To do that, Borrik would lay down his life and the lives of those he led. With him were two dozen ironbreakers - the Axes of Norr - and a fist of irondrakes - the Forgefuries. All of them hailed from the same clan - the Norgrimlings. Each dwarf knew and understood that they were all that stood before the oncoming horde and an unimpeded path into the last dwarf stronghold in Karak Eight Peaks. It would be enough, Borrik reckoned.


  Borrik was concerned with all the routes into the hall, of which there were three known, but there was another location that troubled the oldbeard. Two of the passageways were stone carved, their arched doorways decorated with worn ancestor heads barely visible upon their keystones. These led to stairwells down to the enemy-held deeps. Those passageways had been heavily trapped since then. The third entrance into the Hall of Reckoning was a ragged cave gnawed into the centre of the floor - a deep shaft bored straight downwards. It would take grappling hooks or something awfully good at climbing to emerge from that hole. In addition to these more obvious assault routes, Borrik’s incessant wall-tapping had given him good reason for further doubts. He was dubious about a nearby buttress. There was tunnelling work behind it or he was a beardling.


  The first skaven to appear came from the northern stairwell. Even as that wall of vermin burst outwards, the Forgefuries opened fire with their drakeguns. The short-barrelled hand- cannons erupted, lighting up the darkened chamber as they spewed forth beams of dazzling energy. The irondrakes unloaded volley after volley into the oncoming mass, making the Hall of Reckoning strobe between pitch black and brighter than day. Each beam punched a fist-sized hole through a ratman, melting away the front rank even as the living stream of skaven pushed forward. No matter how many fell, more surged forth. Step-by-step the stream forced its way out of the narrow doorway, advancing into the great hallway. Many skaven were mowed down or crushed underfoot, but they advanced nonetheless. Opposite them, the southern stairwell likewise vomited forth a stream of scrawny wretches - the dregs of the verminous race.


  The room began to fill with the flea-ridden and mangy host, some even being pushed into the gaping hole in the chamber’s centre. The full firepower of the Forgefuries could slow one advancing stream, but against two it was a hopeless endeavour. Upon a growled command from Borrik, the irondrakes fired a parting shot before shouldering their weapons and turning about face. Skaven move with a scurrying speed far beyond that achievable by dwarfs, especially with the added impetus of thousands pushing them onwards. When they saw their hated foe purposefully turn their backs, the hordes redoubled their efforts, racing around the hole and sprinting for the defended corner. The rolling tide of fur and claws screeched in its fury to reach out and grasp the dwarfs before they could retreat to safety behind some doorway.


  With well-drilled precision, the ironbreakers kept their position across the narrow passageway, but opened their ranks just enough to allow the irondrakes to slip through. Even as the last of their brothers-in-arms passed by, they snapped their shields back together with a clang that echoed through the Hall of Reckoning. Even as the ironbreakers closed ranks, the claws of the oncoming horde reached outwards, snatching to grab the retreating irondrakes. They found, instead, an impenetrable shieldwall. Ten dwarfs wide, the sturdy barrier blocked the passageway that led to the Door of Bar-Undak.


  With shields lifted high and locked with those of their brethren, the ironbreakers felt the oncoming wave crash against them. The surging momentum of hundreds of sprinting slaves pushed upon them, but with their short, powerful legs braced, the dwarfs held firm. Next sharpened claws scratched at their shields, spike- tipped clubs pounded upon them, and rusty iron blades attempted to stab through them. The shields turned the blows as easily as they would shed the soft patter of a spring rain. Indeed, the gromril-banded shields were neither scratched nor dented, but the same could not be said for the shoddily made skaven weapons. Spears shivered and pitted iron blades snapped against the pride of the dwarfen forges. Before the skaven hordes stood not just ironbreakers, but the Axes of Norr.


  The Axes of Norr had withstood the full momentum of their foe’s charge, and blocked their initial flurry of blows. Now it was their time to retaliate. Shouting their war cry, they swung their axes from behind their shields, cleaving skaven skulls and chopping off limbs. Dead ratmen fell into piles and the flagstone floor grew slippery with blood and tangled ropes of spilt innards.


  Endlessly, the skaven continued to grind forward. Because of the door frame, they could not bring their numbers to bear, nor could they penetrate the shieldwall. On occasion, a speartip would get past the shields - a lucky thrust or an attack from below as a fallen ratman would make one last desperate lunge before his onrushing littermates crushed him. Nothing came of these pitiful attempts, the blows were unable to pierce the gromril armour that covered the ironbreakers from foot to helm. Although the arched doorway was low, several blood-mad skaven scurried over the backs of their own fighting ranks, propelling themselves over the barrier of dwarfen shields. These bold skaven were hacked down in mid-air by the ironbreakers back ranks. Once fallen, steel-clad feet ground the verminous bodies until all twitching ceased.


  It went on like this for hours. Twice the Hall of Reckoning rang to the barked commands of Thane Borrik. Upon hearing the order, the Axes of Norr lowered their shoulders and bullrushed the skaven mass before them. Thus were the hordes pushed back and the heaped dead cleared.


  The surprised skaven were powerless to halt the momentum, as the sturdy warriors behind their bludgeoning shields shoved them backwards. Many skaven were hurled into the open pit, the rest broke and fled. After cutting their path clear, the ironbreakers then returned to their position at the mouth of the passageway to the Door of Bar-Undak.


  As more skaven scrambled up the stairwells, they met those exhausted ratmen who had fled from the shieldwall. The furore had been beaten out of them, and they stood bedraggled, with shallow chests heaving and fur matted with sweat and blood. In this brief and hard- won respite, the dwarfs were not idle. Thane Borrik gave another gruff order. Like clockwork, the ironbreakers’ shields parted, and again the Forgefuries stepped out, their drakeguns spitting molten beams into the skaven mobs milling near each stairwell.


  The scent of fear and the heaps of piled dead was bad enough, but the deadly patter of white-hot beams slicing into them was too much for the skaven. They turn-tailed and scrambled over each other in their haste to regain the safety of the stairwells that would lead them back down into darkness.


  After long hours of battle, silence fell over the Hall of Reckoning. The Door of Bar-Undak was secure, and the dwarfs finally moved out from the narrow passageway. If anything, Borrik Norgrim was more unsettled during the respite than he had been during the skaven assault. He had fought for over fifty years in Karak Eight Peaks and he knew two things: one, their foes would be back and, two, he could expect the unexpected. He cursed and lifted his helm off, spitting at the foul stench. The air was thick with the cloying smell of blood, innards and the foul musk of terrified ratmen. Within a few heartbeats, the thane had all his lads in action.


  The front rankers of the Axes of Norr inspected their shields and armour. One of the dwarfs - the ironbeard Gromley - strung together a tirade of powerful oaths and curses. Under closer examination, the old warrior had found an almost imperceptible scratch, a hairline gouge that ran for several inches along his shield. The younger back rankers - those who had yet to see any action - did their share of grumbling too. It was their assignment to haul the dead skaven out of the hall. At least, thought Borrik grimly, he had found a use for that large pit. It was so deep, none heard the carcasses land.


  The Door of Bar-Undak was only one of many underground passageways that led into Citadel. After the engineer’s traps had been set off and many tunnels blocked, there remained thirty-nine known entrances. All of them had come under attack similar to the one Borrik Norgrim had faced. All held, although unlike Borrik’s guardians, all of the dwarf outposts had suffered casualties. Runners inside the reinforced doors tapped out secret codes to collect the news. After giving their reports to a series of relays, each one further and further into the upper levels of the Citadel, they at last reached the Hall of Pillared Iron.


  Once, long ago, the Hall of Pillared Iron was but a support for the upper halls. There, several storeys above this great chamber stood the magnificent King’s Hall. That high- arched palatial chamber was where the King’s Throne had sat - from the time of King Lunn Ironhammer back to the days when the Ancestor Gods walked amongst the dwarfs. In those days all the halls were bright as day - for many chambers were above the surface and had windows looking up upon the ring of eight surrounding mountains. Above or below ground, all the inner rooms blazed with light. Indeed, it was said the halls fairly glittered, for even at night fires reflected off polished walls, and sparkled from glowgems cunningly set into the carven stone. Now all was dark and gloomy, save for a few feeble braziers glowing small in the darkness. The ruin of those upper levels lay strewn upon the surface - a maze of rubble toppled by ages of war, fire, and avalanches. There was nothing fair or glorious left of the Citadel of old - but its foundation was strong, and it had become a place of determined defence. There, upon an unadorned throne of iron brooded King Belegar.


  Casualties had been light thus far, but this did not brighten Belegar’s stern face. The reports told of scrawny, malnourished and filthy ratmen - many still bearing manacles and chains, signs of their enslavement. Belegar had fought the skaven too many times to take any comfort from such slaughter. This opening gambit was meant to clear the path for the troops behind. It was little more than a probe for weaknesses, or perhaps, simply an opportunity to tire the dwarfs and use up their ammunition.


  More troubling to the king had been the reports of distant Karag Dron erupting and the explosions that toppled Karag Nar - the Sunrise Mountain. The loss of that peak was like losing part of his ancestry. The dwarf elders - they of the longest beards - had all agreed with their leader. It was believed that the explosions that rocked Karak Eight Peaks had been placed to kill Skarsnik and to disrupt the greenskins. In one fell move, the skaven had hoped to slay the greenskin leader and destroy those that encamped upon the mountainsides. They too must have noted the influx of tribes beyond count from the Badlands. No doubt the hated Headtaker wanted to finish off the dwarfs before turning his full attention to those he considered the more serious threat - the greenskins.


  With that last thought, a grim smile finally cracked King Belegar’s weathered face. The skaven were still in for a few surprises.


  Further below ground the next wave of skaven attacks had begun to emerge all around the lower edges of the Citadel’s borders. Once again, the attackers were the lowlifes of the verminous society - slaves that were driven to battle. Immediately behind them, however, were waves of better- fed and equipped clanrats.


  Dwarf quarrellers on the Great Stairs shot until they ran out of bolts, and then defended their gate with axes.


  At the quay - where the underground river had been channelled to flow - dwarf warriors stood ten deep before the gates. At the western edges of the dwarf realm the great underground foundries filled with skaven - but the access tunnels to enter the Citadel were blocked by miners, their two- handed picks wreaking a terrible toll upon the ratmen. So passed sunless days and nights, with the skaven waves coming one after another. Everywhere the dwarfs held, but cracks were beginning to show.


  In the bowels of the underdeeps, Queek Headtaker was growing ever more impatient. The promised destruction of four mountains had resulted in only one collapse. There had been no word on whether or not Skarsnik was slain. Reports told of the usual in-fighting amongst greenskin tribes, but the hoped-for power struggle had not yet materialised. It was as if they were all still held in check - an ominous sign of failure, thought Queek. The cave-ins and minor skirmishes would only hold the upper halls for so long. Meanwhile, the slaves and the worst of the clan warriors had been depleted by tens of thousands, but it was not enough. The dwarfs simply weren’t killing them fast enough - irritatingly, the slave legions were still over half strength.


  Queek knew the plan called for him to wear down the dwarfs with his slave legions. Yet it galled him to wait. He looked again upon the dwarf-skin parchment. It was seal-signed with Warlord Gnawdwell’s clawmarks, yet those could have been forged. Queek recalled the Lord of Decay’s private message to him - the eagerness to attack, to win quickly at the City of


  Pillars. Why then did the written- scratched orders demand a long war of attrition?


  Queek Headtaker called for his bodyguard. He sent messengers out with word to each of the clawpack leaders telling them to begin their full attacks immediately.


  ‘A messenger is coming,’ said the shadow.


  Kranskritt startled. It was unnerving how the Verminlord materialised out of darkness.


  ‘There is always a messenger coming. Who? What-what?’ responded the grey seer, testily.


  ‘One of the Red Guard,’ came the reply. ‘He will give the orders I foresaw. Queek has guessed the deception. It is to the peaks you will go, hunting goblins. Do you remember our plans?’


  Kranskritt shivered. They were most assuredly not his plans. He did not like this juxtaposition - it was typically he who had foreknowledge and did the manipulating. This creature was always two scurryings ahead of him. Possibly more.


  Kranskritt turned to the shadows and found large eyes full of an ancient malevolence regarding him. Half concealed by the darkness, the Verminlord’s magnificent triple rack of horns seemed to grow and twist sinuously. A clawed hand thrust out, holding an enormous gazing globe.


  ‘You are right to fear the future, Kranskritt. Look-look. There are many paths to follow. All bad, but one. In life, I too walked as a grey seer - now I am more. Much more. I scry beyond space and time, the future is downwind. And I tell you now, there is no other way,’ intoned the Verminlord Warpseer.


  The voice filled Kranskritt’s mind. It was at once compelling and threatening, it posed questions and provided answers at the same time.


  ‘Yes-yes,’ answered Kranskritt, ‘I see-scry that now.’ He wished to appear wise before this creature, but instantly regretted the hesitancy in his voice. It was said they could smell deception.


  Kranskritt stood tall, thrusting out his horns. He closed his eyes - a skaven show of confidence during any meeting with a potential foe. This time he spoke more boldly. ‘Yes-yes, I will find the goblin and make the offer.’


  When he opened his eyes once more he was alone. The creature was gone, but its voice still echoed. ‘I know,’ it said.


  As relentless as the sea, the waves of skaven attackers pounded again and again upon the dwarf defences. It was no longer the ill-fed lowest caste that surged upwards, but was instead contingents of clanrats bolstered with regiments of armoured stormvermin. All along the border fortifications, the dwarfs were hard-pressed, their armour and shields well battered.


  At the Door of Bar-Undak, thane Borrik Norgrim took his turn in the front ranks. He wielded an axe forged by his forefathers during the golden era of Karak Eight Peaks. Its runes glowed in the darkened Hall of Reckoning as the thane joined the ironbreakers to hack down ratmen in droves. The shieldwall of the Axes of Norr remained unbroken. Several times each day they pushed out from their holed up defensive position. They drove into the wider chamber, sweeping away the skaven with their axestrokes, before disposing of their dismembered ruins. The toll had slowly been growing steeper.


  Seven of the Axes of Norr had fallen, and all who lived bore injuries from the fighting. The ironbeard Gromley had lost a few links from his lower hauberk and had complained about it for days on end. There were more serious injuries, however. Dreksson could not lift his arm and was confined to the backranks, while Ulik the elder had lost an eye when a stormvermin’s halberd had cracked through his helm. For what had now stretched to weeks of battle, it was a smaller price than most of the defensive outposts had paid.


  Many regiments of defenders had been destroyed, replaced along the underborders by the ever-thinning dwarf reserves.


  Between charges, Borrik had his dwarfs sound off. Dwarfs pride themselves on their endurance and their ability to withstand gruelling tasks. Borrik still heard resolve as strong as steel in the voices of the Axes of Norr and the Forgefuries.


  The bond of brotherhood between them had no weak link. No foe would pass through the Door of Bar-Undak while any of them yet lived.


  What Borrik had not expected, however, was the signal tapping from inside the door. The code was struck true with the correct combination of three different sized hammers. It was the sign for the ironbreakers and irondrakes to make room for the door to be opened.


  During the recent fighting, the Door of Bar-Undak had been opened once every few days. This was to collect the fallen dwarfs, and to pass out nourishment - typically a keg of wholesome dark ale. Such happenings were fraught with danger, for any ironbreaker knows that the weakest gate is the one left open. The skaven in the hall were forming up for battle once more as the metal-reinforced door swung open. A sliver of light broke into the Hall of Reckoning. The instant the dwarf thane saw what was coming through, he reckoned he knew what was happening.


  Stepping into the narrow hall that led out from the Bar-Undak and into the wider hall were the unmistakable orange-crested figures of slayers.


  The veteran Borrik had indeed reckoned correctly. It had had been a difficult decision, but King Belegar


  had relented to the requests of the slayer contingent. They were not content to sit behind fortified doors and await their chance of glorious doom. In the end, the king had done this for two reasons. A force sallying out from the Citadel would take the skaven unawares. It was possible that one or more of the slayer squads would chance upon some great leader - perhaps even Queek Headtaker himself. Although the war-wise king doubted they would come near to ending this recent siege, the damage and the distraction they might cause could be invaluable.


  At the least, the slayers would grant a reprieve to those defenders along the fighting perimeter.


  The second reason for letting them go was sheer practicality - the king hadn’t been entirely sure he could stop them.


  Before they had left the King’s Hall, there had been a solemn send off for the slayers. Granted it lasted two days and nights, and many kegs were tapped. There was no need for speeches or rallying cries. After gazing at maps and taking the Elders’ council, the slayers divided into seven different groups, save for Aldrik the Scarred, who chose to go into the underdark alone. Each force launched their assault from a different gate.


  Borrik and his gromril-plated ironbreakers shifted to allow a single file of broad-shouldered warriors to pass. In true slayer fashion, they forswore armour, and advanced bare¬chested into the fray. Borrik watched them pass. Some were old, their tattooed flesh bearing runic marks along with a patchwork of scars and battle wounds. A few were barely beyond beardling age. Most of the slayers had eyes glazed over, but to those few who met his gaze Borrik gave a slight nod. There was no need for words from either side, for they were dwarfs and fully understood duty, oath and honour.


  The skaven that had been driven out of the Hall of Reckoning had begun advancing back up the stairs, once again forming up. They gathered in their hundreds as twenty one slayers came out and formed ranks just beyond narrow passageway blocked by the ironbreakers. With a resounding boom of finality, the Door of Bar-Undak closed, and once more there was nothing but the faintest of light from ancient glowstones high above. For many heartbeats all was silent, save for nervous tail twitching.


  Without shout or warcry, the slayers took out their array of axes and strode towards the skaven hordes. Unnerved, the ratmen wavered for a moment, as if they might flee. Straightening up from the hunched pack, a skaven chieftain bared his fangs, swinging a cruelly barbed sword. This broke the trance that had fallen over the skaven, and the mangy mass hurtled forwards to meet the oncoming foe.


  The unspoken leader of the slayer formation was Unfer. In each rock-like fist the dwarf carried a rune-covered axe. They sprang to light as he swung them, trailing streaks of fire as though red-hot from the forges. Many hundreds of red glints reflected back off the beady eyes of his suddenly fearful foes. Spinning with a grace that belied his stocky form, Unfer whirled into the rushing wave of skaven, lopping off speartips, heads, and limbs as he went. Whether by great skill, or violent happenstance, one of his first blows sent the skaven chieftain’s head soaring across the chamber. In seconds the slayer had disappeared into that boiling sea of enemies. With a crash, the rest of the spiky haired dwarfs met the living wall of skaven.


  The slayers did not fight as the ironbreakers did, in shield-locked and well-drilled precision. Instead, they were a mismatch of styles, not fighting as a unit, but as individuals. Some wielded axes in both hands, others swung double-handed weapons, cleaving wide arcs. All chopped paths of gore deep into the skaven ranks, spraying blood in all directions.


  With sudden swiftness, the skaven had enough of slaughter. They fled, scampering for their lives in a mad rush to get away. Maintaining the same grim silence, the slayers followed, hacking down the stragglers. To Borrik, watching the fleeing ratmen was like seeing water drain into a funnel. Down they poured, flowing into the north and south stairwells. Without hesitancy or any orders, the slayers split into two groups and gave chase. The sound of fighting on the stairwell soon disappeared too, and the Hall of Reckoning was again free of all foes. At a nod from their thane, the ironbreakers broke ranks to once again hurl skaven corpses down the central tunnel. Amidst the heaped gore and broken ratmen there were five slayers who had fallen.


  Across the dwarf realm the slayers had all fared similarly - carving a red path of carnage into their attackers before disappearing in pursuit. In the maze of passageways, the slayers’ formations broke up, splitting off to follow their prey. Some of the death¬seeking dwarf cult soon found their wishes. One-armed Svlok ran down the stairs and onto the spears of clanrats, who then tore and disgraced his body. The Brimlok brothers chased their quarry straight into a living wall of stormvermin arrayed across the passageway to discourage routers. Their remains were likewise defiled. Other slayers fought their way down until they reached the next attack waves. All the clawpacks had been released and were rushing up to join the fray. Many more slayers achieved their heroic ends.


  Only Aldrik the Scarred and a handful of the widely scattered slayers lived long enough to continue their paths of destruction, winding off into the deeps that ran far below their brethren defending the Citadel.


  The slayer counter-attack bought just enough reprieve for King Belegar to enact his next surprise move. The defenders of the gates from which the slayers had issued forth were pulled back to the next layer of fortified barriers. A few of these were narrow tunnels, but most emptied into a nexys point: the Hall of Clan Skalfdon.


  Once one of the mightiest dwarf clans, the Skalfdons were counted amongst the nobility of Karak Eight Peaks. Clan Skalfdon traced their heritage back to Grungni himself. This hall had been the seat of their fiefdom, although none remained alive to see its near- ruined state. The last of their kind fell nearly a thousand years ago when they, along with King Belegar’s great great grandfather, died in their efforts to reclaim the lost kingdom.


  Now, half the hall’s massive columns had fallen. The shattered remains of pillars made channels across the middle of the hall. There were scattered piles of fallen rubble, a few of which had been shifted in order to seal unwanted tunnels burrowed into the floor from below.


  A growing throng formed in the hall. The dwarfs arrayed themselves along the northern half of the chamber, their war machines lining up their shots towards the three corridors leading from the south. Deep voices echoed to war chants as the dwarfs awaited the foe. All knew that they would not have to wait long.


  *Queek Headtaker ordered every clawpack moved upwards. This meant the tunnel-making contingents as well. Chieftains wielding whips set into motion slave legions with picks, while warlock engineers revved the motors of strange rock-boring engines. Elsewhere a fortune in warptokens had acquired a slew of warp-grinder teams. En masse warp- projectors were thumbed on, ready to begin melting new passageways. The sheer randomness of the tunnel¬making did not endear the process to


  Queek - but perhaps these tunnels would open up a new avenue from which to attack the foe - perhaps not.


  Skaven could not work stone like dwarfs. They were wholly unable to shape rock into anything aesthetically pleasing, and they cared not a dropping’s worth for design or longevity. However, when it came to tunnelling quickly, gnawing through the bedrock of the world, there was no race that could match the skaven.


  It was dangerous work. The slaves were drugged to increase production, and this left them deranged, prone to rebellious notions. Also, skaven gave no thought to trivial concerns, like supporting columns - so collapses and cave-ins were common. The Skryre-built devices speeded up work significantly, but were known to spontaneously combust. Even if none of those things happened, skaven tunnelings could drift. The tunnellers could veer off course after hitting a vein of orc, get distracted by the glow of warpstone, or simply be subjected to the whims of undisciplined minds. A newly worked tunnel could lead unsuspecting skaven straight into an underground river or terminate high up in a chasm many miles deep. Nevertheless, there was always a chance of a pivotal breakthrough.


  Attacking by the established routes was much faster and more reliable. Long before any new tunnels could delve into enemy territory, the outermost dwarf fortifications felt the impact of the new skaven assault. Once again they lifted their shieldwalls against the hordes. Now they faced the full weight of the verminous arsenal of troops and weapons. All that the skaven had learned over thousands of years of tunnel fighting was put into action.


  Waves of clanrats stopped a spear’s throw away from their well-armoured foes only to part ranks while weapon teams scuttled forwards. Warpfire throwers melted the opposition with green-black flame, while ratling guns sprayed deluges of bullets. Well- forged armour and rune-protected shields that had halted blade and claw could not stop the gas thrown by poisoned wind mortars. It was not all Clan Skryre war machines, however.


  At the triple gates of the west tunnel, armoured stormvermin crashed into dwarf clan warriors, giving every bit as good as they got. Rat ogres hit the shieldwall that stood before the Gates of Bar-Kragraz. The dwarfs shuddered under the impact, their mail-clad legs shifting as they braced and heaved against the monstrous weight crushing down on them.


  Across the underborder of the Citadel, hundreds of dwarfs fell beneath the increasing skaven assaults.


  Elsewhere, as the dwarf outposts began to waver, the skaven found themselves advancing against abandoned posts. Nervous troops scurried through the Hall of Reckoning, anticipating a trap. They had been forewarned of the iron-hard warriors wedged into the narrow hall guarding the doorway, but found no opposition. Growing bolder, they began beating upon the Door of Bar- Undak, but it would take mightier blows to so much as scratch that reinforced gate. Reports filtered back to Thaxx Redclaw, the leader of the first clawpack. He had been carefully watching for breakthroughs. By the time Thaxx arrived into the Hall of Reckoning, the skaven had improvised a way through the Door of Bar- Undak. Rat ogres had wielded huge


  hunks of rubble to batter the door, buckling the steel, and heaving the gates off their broken hinges.


  Upon Thaxx’s orders, the entire front was halted. It was his intention to ensure the first clawpack timed their attacks with all the others. The Headtaker, he claimed, did not want Clan Mors warriors bearing the brunt of any traps that waited beyond. Even as Thaxx made this claim, a formation clanked and jostled its way through the crowded chamber.


  Pushing his way through the multitude was the grand warchieftain of Clan Mors. Queek Headtaker looked upon Thaxx, his top commander, with murderous intent gleaming in his beady red eyes.


  ‘What bribe-gift did you take to betray Clan Mors?’ asked the Headtaker, his tail swishing back and forth like a cave-adder about to strike.


  Those around the two powerful warleaders spread out, forming a large challenge-ring. Walking sidewise, the two combatants began to encircle each other, their muscles tensed to spring.


  Excuses, denials and renewed pledges were the tried and true skaven way of repairing, or at least delaying such confrontations. Thaxx Redclaw had known Queek Headtaker too long to attempt such pretences. He knew what was coming next. Baring his teeth in a hissing grimace, the warlord drew forth his own sword, its cruelly serrated edge glistening with warpvenom. Yet how did Queek know? Thaxx had told no one of his dealings with Clan Skryre. And how did the Headtaker get here so quickly? It was impossible - but now was not the time to think upon it.


  As if guessing Thaxx’s thoughts, the Headtaker sneered. ‘I have informants you could never dream of... Now, tell me, what was the promise-pact? Not warptokens or breeders - I know you have too many of those already,’ said Queek. ‘Yes-yes, don’t look surprised. I know what you hide in your under-warrens. No - the great Thaxx would not be tempted by what he already has. The offer was rule of Clan Mors, wasn’t it? Yes-yes? Delay the attack long enough until I am replaced. Unless there is an accident first!’


  Thaxx leapt forward, his sword a blur. Queek dodged out of range with ease, but Thaxx’s attack was merely a feint, giving him space to draw a hidden warplock pistol from some secreted holster with his free paw.


  ‘Die-die!’ shrieked Thaxx, squeezing the trigger over and over.


  Queek knew he had made a mistake when he saw Thaxx reach for another weapon. With the dextrous agility of a warrior born, Queek reversed course. Knowing he would never close the distance in time, he hurled his sword.


  Thaxx had time to fire off three quick shots from his repeater pistol before Queek’s blade knocked the weapon out of his paw. The sword also took off one of Thaxx’s fingers, the digit still locked upon the trigger. In shock, the wounded warlord looked down first upon his bleeding paw, and then his eyes travelled to the fallen pistol. This was a mistake.


  In a single bound Queek crossed the gap between them, bringing down a windmilling strike with the deadly maul Dwarf Gouger.


  The next Thaxx Redclaw knew, he was on his back, looking up into the bared yellow fangs of Queek Headtaker mere inches from his face.


  ‘I know a bribe from Clan Skryre when it’s fired at me,’ hissed Queek, ‘but tell, who else is involved? That venom on your sword-blade smells like Clan Eshin good stuff. Tell me and I’ll end you quick-quick.’


  Queek leaned in, so that Thaxx’s burbling blood- choked words were audible to him alone. Apparently satisfied, Queek ripped upwards, removing the spike of his weapon and Thaxx’s innards with a single motion.


  Straightening up, the Grand Warlord of the Eight Peaks stood tall and surveyed those gathered around him. ‘First clawpack,’ rang out Queek’s voice, ‘Thaxx betrayed Clan Mors - so I will lead you now.’
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  The Breaking Of The Mountains
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  Thus far, the battles throughout Karak Eight Peaks had been small clashes. That would all change in the vast Hall of Clan Skalfdon.


  King Belegar commanded the fewest numbers, but boasted the best- armoured and most elite troops. Thus, his tactic of defending chokepoints played to his strengths. Dwarf engineering had created deathtraps to maximise casualties. Now the dwarfs had given ground grudgingly, but this too was part of his plan. A skaven army was forming up, surging towards the great underhall - just where King Belegar wanted them.


  Now King Belegar himself, at the fore of his guard formation, the iron Brotherhood, took position in the centre of the battle line. His cousin, the thane Notrigar, held aloft the Ironhammer banner, proudly announcing to the foe that they faced the rightful king. Belegar surveyed his army, which was a formidable throng, but seemed lost in that immense space. It was built during an era when Karak Eight Peaks accommodated millions of times the number of dwarfs dwelling there now. He looked out at the far end where the first of the enemy skirmishers were just starting to filter cautiously into the cavernous hall. The distant black-clad creatures scuttled amidst the rubble piles, sniffing the air. They climbed atop fallen pillars to better scout out the dwarf forces arrayed across the great space opposite them.


  It disturbed Belegar to watch these invaders. They were creeping and skulking things, but something about them angered the king further. Truly, this was their abode more than his - for the ratmen looked more at home amongst the ruins than did the dwarfs. This realisation annoyed


  Belegar, getting under his skin like a stone splinter under a fingernail. He, like all dwarfs, valued hard work. It was craft they took pride in, admiring cunningly wrought things. Here were creatures that conspired only to tear down, evolved to thrive amongst blight and decay. They did not build anything with skill or to last, indeed their kingdom was little more than the debris of dying civilisations. It was unfair that the skaven seemed destined to cling to the flotsam of history, while better, wiser races sank into the depths and were forgotten.


  To see the agile creatures clamber over toppled ancestor statues caused hatred to well up inside the king - their filthy naked feet scrambling over broken stone gods was nothing short of a defilement. But they would pay soon enough.


  The skaven began to pour through the arched passageways in great numbers. It was like watching water escaping from cracks in a dam. The streams gushed forth a living cascade, a vermin tide that begin to fill the far chamber like a seething sea of mangy fur. At their fore came a swarm of slaves and giant rat packs; there were so many that they crawled atop each other in an undulating mass. Behind that, however, King Belegar could see that it was not all disorder. A sinister cunning was guiding the skaven, herding the rabble to the fore, while behind them enormous blocks formed, comprising clanrats and stormvermin in their multitude.


  The dwarf king could pick out endless Clan Mors totems. It galled him that so many of those hated icons were familiar to him. On the left flank were gathered the Spinebacks and Redclaws - some of the warrior packs that had penetrated deep within the Citadel six months ago.


  Their intrusion was part of the attacks during one of the brief times of alliance between the greenskins and the ratmen. All held a special grudge against them, for they had slain Yorrik, the master brewer in that raid. Although the distance was great, King Belegar had no doubt that at least part of the beloved alemeister now adorned the Spineback’s standard. On the far rank flank he espied the symbol of the Rusthelms - stormvermin that had looted the under-armouries, making off with much store of irreplaceable dwarf mail. The king did not know that they were now known as the Ironskins, but he could not fail to note that many wore pieces of reworked dwarf armour jury-rigged onto their own gear. Each bannerpole and scratch- marked shield-design sparked further reminders of innumerable grudges and indignities suffered.


  And then, King Belegar’s eyes beheld the standard of Clan Mors and the all-too familiar Red Guard. He caught only glimpses of his foe in that swirling midst, but he knew now who led the skaven attack. As one, the dwarfs lifted up their battlecry, clashing axes upon shields and stomping their feet. They too had seen the most-hated skaven commander to ever haunt the dreams of dwarfs.


  Far across the Hall of Clan Skalfdon Queek heard the uproar and knew his foe had spotted him. Chest swelling with pride, the warlord continued to call out orders and set his battle line. Now that the dwarfs were out of their boltholes, he could crush them. If all went well, in a few short hours he would be glutted on dwarf flesh and there would be long awaited new heads prominently skewered atop his banner pole. The ground beneath Queek’s feet rumbled slightly, a hopeful sign that soon a new verminous host might burst forth. Any additional route for reinforcements would be useful, but if the tunnel- grinders turned up behind or in the midst the dwarf ranks, it would be possible to sweep up their lines quickly. While he walked with great swagger and exuded confidence, Queek was well aware that if he did not crush the dwarfs out in the open, they would retire back behind more fortified gates, prolonging the process. He knew skaven victory was inevitable, just as he knew his stubborn-minded foe would never admit defeat while their heads were still attached to their bodies.


  When enough of the rabble had been whipped to the fore, Queek Headtaker gave the signal. Shrill squeaking, the clanging of discordant bells and banging of hand gongs rippled along the skaven front and back into the tunnels behind them. With a whip crack, the slaves and giant rats were sent scrambling forward at full speed.


  The dwarfs looked on in grim silence. The hall was so large that their artillery did not open fire while the skaven hordes poured out of the three corridors and formed up. The dwarfs had already marked the varied ranges - the cannons and grudge throwers could open up when the foe reached the fallen ancestor statue, the organ guns at the highest piled rubble.


  This was dwarf thoroughness. The crew of those war machines, and the aged engineer Durggan who strode amongst them, knew each engine as if it were one born to him. They had even mentally factored in variances for shifting air currents high up in the drafty hall.


  Timing their opening salvo perfectly with the approaching speed of the foe, the dwarf cannon batteries opened fire, roaring in voices of thunder. The dwarf lines watched as bloody furrows were ploughed into the oncoming wave of attackers.


  A rain of boulders followed this. The metallic twang of grudge throwers releasing their payload was lost in the concussive blast of cannonfire and few noticed the high arcing flight of the rocks they flung. The crashing shots caused spectacular blossoms of stone shards and mangled bodies to erupt wherever they landed. The crews were too busy swabbing barrels, priming black powder and recranking the torque to appreciate the bloody havoc they were wrecking amid the enemy hordes. However many they were killing, they knew they needed to do more. Sweat- slicked despite the damp chill, the crews worked with rapid, but well- drilled precision.


  The sharp crack of warplock jezzails added to the din, as glowing green streaks traced the incoming shots. Several pattered off Belegar’s rune- covered shield, but elsewhere the warp-bullets penetrated shield and armour alike, dropping handfuls of dwarfs. In return, the dwarf quarrellers unleashed their own volleys, sending hissing bolts to plunge into the onrushing slaves and scurrying packs of giant rats. The handguns fired next, clouds of smoke beginning to roll down the line. Many skaven fell, and some turned tail to flee, but most of the horde pressed forward. On the right flank the flame cannon sent its incandescent chemical fury spurting in a rolling cone of fire that swept over a unit. Belegar was close enough to see one ratman near the edge of the swathe of destruction hold up its arm and screech - the flesh falling off the stump, the bones shrivelled and twisted by the searing flame. In that one moment, he took in the gibbering and chattering horde, the foam at their mouths, and the steady stoicism of his brothers in arms. And then, the great wave of skaven engulfed him.


  The crash of battle lines echoed in the hall. Axe met sword, spears shivered against gromril, and the clang of metal on metal rang out.


  The battle in the Hall of Clan Skalfdon was savage and without mercy. Those who fell on either side, whether from wound or a slip upon the blood- slicked floor, never arose again. They were crushed, spear-gouged, hacked apart or dragged out of the combat to suffer a more prolonged agony.


  Even after their first wave of attackers was smashed upon the rock-hard dwarf line, the skaven outnumbered their foe by more than ten to one.


  Yet in the first hours of that battle, the superior troops and matchless armour of the dwarfs negated any numerical advantage. The fire of hatred spurned Belegar and his troops on, driving them so they felt no pain or weariness. In that time the hall rang with dwarf battlesong, the fierce joy of a fierce people, cutting down those whom they had long begrudged. Axe blows hacked off limbs, while hammers broke and pulped foes with every swing. Shields of wood and scrap metal pushed against shields of thrice-forged dwarf steel.


  Into this fray Queek steadily fed the never-ending stream of troops coming from the underdepths. The commander stood atop a piled mass of rubble and fallen pillars so he could best direct the onslaught. He knew there were many times more skaven in reserve than there were in the combat. Behind Queek, the hordes stretched back through miles of tunnels. All were pushing forward, scrambling to tear their hunk of flesh from the foe.


  This was but the first clawpack, only a finger of his great strength. On the dwarf side, Queek reckoned that there were few if any reserves. Every claw that went down, ground to death in that maelstrom, took with it dwarf veterans that could never be replaced. And there was always another claw of skaven troops ready to rush into the fighting. With each whooshing blast of super-heated air, Queek knew a warpfire team had gouged holes into the foe’s line with their smouldering blasts. The Headtaker knew that under enough pressure even dwarf- forged steel would snap. With each new wave, that moment was drawing ever nearer.


  A new and terrible sound drew the attention of any who could spare a glance. Grootose of Clan Moulder had, at last, brought forth his most superior specimens. The Great Packmaster let loose his prime horrors - a pair of Hell Pit abominations. These living mountains of stitched- together flesh heaved their bulk forward, their many mouths mewling a hellish high-pitched cacophony.


  Just watching them made the most stouthearted of dwarfs quail, their senses rebelling at the queasy and unnatural things that simultaneously pulled, dragged, wheeled and slithered their way closer.


  Despite their appalling gait, the Hell Pit abominations moved with astonishing speed. Each shuddering lurch seemed to torture the creatures, as if every step, every painful breath was itself an agony. Most likely it was, for as the dwarfs watched, new heads pushed out of misshapen mounds of unctuous flesh, shiny and red, screeching with newborn anger. Whatever pain the creatures felt at their own horrific existence did not stop them, but rather drove them on in a hellish rage.


  The cannons from the Grimhall battery put several rounds straight into the closest abomination’s chest. The hurtling cannonballs blew holes through the beast’s thick, tumourous flesh, the force of the shots half spinning the creature around. Even as it stagger-heaved itself back on course, the beast’s howls raised in pitch and volume. Blood did not run from the gaping wound in its body, but instead the torn necrotic flesh issued forth a stream of vermin.


  The parasitic rats locked their teeth upon ragged folds of flesh and began feeding in a gnawing and gluttonous fashion. The wound began to knit and


  fold, repairing itself and covering the rats. They could still be seen writhing beneath the newly formed flesh.


  The living nightmares hit the dwarf lines like thunderbolts.


  Their verminous heads lunged out blindly while their grotesque bodies smacked down upon shieldwalls in an avalanche of malformed flesh. They burrowed into the dwarf formations, wriggling like rodents sinking into a corpse.


  To the right of King Belegar’s bodyguard, blue-capped dwarfs with crossbows attempted to bring down the rat ogres that were loping towards them. Several of the hulking beasts toppled, pierced by many bolts, but a dozen of the brutes reached their quarry to deliver a hammering assault. Triple-juiced beyond natural limits, the over-muscled rat fiends ripped dwarfs apart with their bare claws, sending showers of gore in wide-splattering arcs. The last few quarrellers attempted to flee, but were instead stomped beneath clawed feet. There were no dwarfs left to step into the gap, and the blood-mad rat ogres ploughed into the exposed right flank of the king’s own Iron Brotherhood.


  With the king’s bodyguard occupied, Queek knew the time was right. All along the battle line the dwarfs were flagging. Previously, their king and his guard had rallied out to smash entire skaven claws, but they were now pinned by the rat ogres. It was time to break the dwarf centre. On his signal, a new wave of attackers surged forth - Queek and his Red Guard at the front heading straight for the beleaguered dwarf king.


  Sensing his troops collapsing around him, Belegar nodded to his banner¬bearing kinsmen, who passed the sign along. The golden horn of the Iron Brotherhood had been strangely silent all battle, but now sounded, its bold notes ringing clear through the cavernous hall. At this sign, the Skalfdon Gates were activated. Gears and pulleys lifted the immense stone door, and golden light streamed into that darksome place. Briefly, the halls beyond were revealed, but the skaven only had eyes for the hulking silhouetted shapes that were emerging from out of the opened gates.


  It had taken an immense sum of gold and a staggering amount of ale to hire Golgfag Maneater and his mercenary army of ogres. Luckily for Belegar, he had both.


  It had been a troubling move for the king, as no dwarf parts with gold easily. Also, dwarfs had accumulated their own share of grudges against the ogres, something that was especially true for the notorious sellsword Golgfag. Desperate times required desperate measures, and King Belegar needed allies, even if he had to buy them. The dwarf king had drawn the line at gnoblars - it was out of the question that they should be invited inside his ancestral home. Unsurprisingly, the shrewd ogre captain had used this as a bargaining tool. He forced King Belegar to part with even more of his gold to atone for the anguish Golgfag said he experienced when forced to abandon the little creatures. Although Golgfag acted quite put out when forced to cut loose his smallest companions, Belegar was fairly certain the ogre had ended up eating them. None of that mattered at the moment.


  Upon entering the Hall of Clan Skalfdon, the ogres wasted no time getting to work. Bellowing, they strode into the fray, their stone clubs and meaty fists sending broken skaven bodies flying through the air. A trio of cannon-wielding ogres unloaded scattershot into onrushing clanrats, melting the unit beneath a hail of iron shrapnel. Wolf rats had snuck around the right flank to menace the Stoutbelly battery, but a single pounce by sabretusks slew or drove off the lupine-vermin. The mournfang cavalry ripped deep into the skaven, their charge proving unstoppable. Of all the ogres, none were more ferocious than Golgfag and his maneaters. The professional fighters broke enemy units with a brutal efficiency that belied their disparate gear of war and individualistic attack styles.


  Queek Headtaker caught only part of this ugly new development, for he and his Red Guard had smashed full tilt into King Belegar’s Iron Brotherhood. The doughty dwarfs of that formation were mighty warriors, each equipped with a rune-inscribed hammer that could split a shield and smash down the skaven behind it. A single of these hammerers could doubtlessly hold his own against a dozen clanrats at a time, probably more. However, they did not face clanrats now, but Queek Headtaker, ruler of the City of Pillars and right claw of Clan Mors’ Lord of Decay. Whirling, spinning, and driving Dwarf Gouger through platemail with ease, Queek had already slain ten of their kind. He was carving a path straight for their king.


  The stormvermin of the Red Guard were exceptional fighters, standout killers amongst the massive skaven army. In their long service to their warlord, they had taken sacred banners from ironbreakers, brought down giants and worn necklaces fashioned from the teeth of black orc commanders. On that day, however, they could not match the Iron Brotherhood. For every hammerer they clove with heavy halberds, three or four of their own kind were crushed in return by smashing hammerblows that shattered mail, and reduced skulls to powder. If not for Queek’s onslaught, and the rat ogres pounding upon the dwarfs’ flank, the Red Guard would not have long stood that hammerplay.


  Thanks to their vast numbers and the confidence instilled by their swaggering Warlord, the back ranks of the Red Guard continued to scramble forward to replace the fallen. This gave Queek enough time to reach his chosen prey.


  Queek moved with a sinuous grace.


  By comparison, the dwarfs were clumsy and slow. They lumbered in bulky armour, and swung ponderously heavy hammers. The Warlord of Clan Mors vaulted one 6f the Iron Brotherhood, launching himself off the dwarf’s helm and shoulders before he could react.


  Whilst in mid-air, Queek slashed out to dispatch two more foes before fluidly landing and ducking under an arcing hammer. With quick slashes, three more dwarfs fell, and now Queek stood directly before Belegar Ironhammer. The battle raged all around these two, but by unspoken words, each side knew it was a fight their leader wished to win unaided.


  The dwarf king froze in position, the flicker of hatred in his eyes the only signs that his monumental stoicism might be slipping. Queek revelled in such moments. He delighted in the taunting challenge, and lived to watch a rival’s eyes as he slew them. The warlord clashed his weapons together, bared his fangs and postured - daring his victim to fight him.


  Queek moved with blurring speed, but Belegar anticipated the strikes - moving his shield to counter each.


  It was Belegar who landed the first blow - an overhand strike from the Hammer of Angrund that cracked Queek’s spiked shoulder plate. Both combatants winced - the skaven from the sheer force of the blow, the dwarf from the feedback that emitted from Queek’s warpshard armour.


  Five times Queek was sure he had landed a telling stroke, but each time, Belegar shifted his shield in a flash of blue and gold. With nothing but a few scratchmarks to show for his efforts, the shrewd skaven next attempted to draw his opponent into overextending. Queek taunted the dwarf about their previous encounters, speaking of how he had slain Belegar’s brother. The dwarf king’s eyes flickered to the skull with matted beard impaled upon the skaven’s backbanner. In his growing rage, and frustration at being unable to smash his hated foe, Belegar finally made the smallest mistake.


  And all Queek had ever needed was the slightest of openings.


  Catching a blow from Queek’s blade upon his shield, King Belegar prepared for a second swipe from the spike-end of Dwarf Gouger. Instead, with a lightning-quick pirouette, Queek spun outside of the king’s shield, putting all his weight and momentum into a backhand blow with the chisel-tipped edge of the vicious maul. For his troubles, Queek received a buffeting blow from the dwarf shield, caving a dent into his helm and sending him sprawling. Even as he tumbled upright, Queek was licking fresh dwarf blood off of his beloved maul-pick. Once beyond Belegar’s infernal shield, Dwarf Gouger had again lived up to its name, punching through gromril and delivering a deep stab into the king’s side.


  Bleeding but defiant, King Belegar charged anew, quickly closing the gap between the two.


  Queek’s head twitched quickly, espying his surroundings. Despite his strutting arrogance, he was no fool. Queek knew he could slay the dwarf king, but even injured it would likely take some time. And from his quick scan, that was the one thing he did not have. The arrival of the ogres had reinvigorated the dwarf battle line. Moments before, the Iron Brotherhood were surrounded by foes, a stalwart island amidst a raging sea of skaven. Now, however, the opposite was true. Ogres and dwarf formations had pushed back the ratmen, sometimes routing them entirely. It was now Queek that was penned in by foes. The Red Guard were falling before the devastating hammer strokes, attacks that increased when the Iron Brotherhood saw their king injured. With all their other opponents destroyed, the hammerers were concentrated solely on the stormvermin. Queek knew his guard must break at any moment, leaving him alone and surrounded by the king’s bodyguard.


  Queek bounded beyond the oncoming dwarf king’s path and called for his troops to retreat. Skaven do not have to be told twice to fall back. Each member of the Red Guard turned-tail at once, knocking each other over in their eagerness to scurry away. Denied his true target, the Headtaker refused to leave without a trophy. Queek vaulted those who tried to block his escape and slashed out with his sword. At the end of an arc of crimson was the head of thane Notrigar, Belegar’s banner bearer and kin. The head flew twenty paces to bounce upon the chamber floor where it was quickly snatched up by one of the fleeing Red Guard. The Banner of the Angrund clan toppled, slowing the pursuing dwarfs and allowing Queek ample time to rejoin his formation.


  The ogres had turned the tide of battle within the Hall of Clan Skalfdon. In a few places the skaven army stood, or retreated in good order. The jezzail teams of Ssizik’s Deadeyes had ensconced themselves amidst a high rubble pile, and began sending round after round into the ogres. It took many hits from the glowing warpstone bullets to fell the loutish brutes, picking them off as they stomped fleeing skaven. One of the Hell Pit abominations had held an entire dwarf flank from pursuit before finally succumbing to the axes of the Stoneplaits clan. The other abomination remained unstoppable.


  It had crushed a path from one end of the dwarf line to the other. Neither the pickaxes of the miners, nor the sporadic barrages of cannonballs could fell the beast.


  Seeing that pursuit of his swift- fleeing foe was futile, King Belegar about-faced his hammerers and strode to do battle with the hulking Moulder-spawned monster. Although the pale abomination crushed many beneath its bulk, the king and his Iron Brotherhood hammered it down, eventually pounding the brains out from each of its squealing heads.


  Then the dwarfs felt a dreadful stirring beneath them. The skaven, even those fleeing at top speed, halted. They too felt the growing vibrations churning through their feet. A tremor became a jolt and turned into a full hall-shaking quake. Even the ogres, who were notoriously imperceptive, noticed the swaying of their bellies and the cracks spreading outwards across the stone floor. Huge piles of rock heaved upwards into the hall as a series of tunnels were ploughed up from the depths below. The skaven began to chitter as they reformed, tails swishing eagerly in anticipation.


  The stone floor cracked and buckled as mounds of dirt and rock pushed through, spouting across the chamber like enormous mole hills.


  An unnatural glow shone forth from under the cracking bulge in the northernmost mound. With a brilliant flash of luminescent green, a hole appeared in the newly raised conical mound. For a few moments nothing but smoke poured out, and then something emerged. It was not skaven, but instead a bounding storm of muscular bipedal red orbs - cave squigs! They sprung upon powerful legs, hurtling downwards upon nearby dwarf handgunners. Without time to raise their weapons, the dwarfs were overwhelmed as gaping mouths overpacked with razor-sharp teeth tore through them. Atop some of the squigs were night goblins, their robes and pointy hoods flapping behind them as they careened madly. Mobs of black robed archers emerged next, sending volleys of feathered shafts that the dwarfs attempted to block on upturned shields.


  Skarsnik, the self-proclaimed Overlord of Karak Eight Peaks had joined the battle, leading forth the might of the Crooked Moons tribe.


  The most powerful of all night goblins had called the Waaaghl. He had summoned to him not just the multitudes of night goblins, but all manner of greenskins and monsters alike. orc tribes from the Badlands, forest goblins from the web-filled forests, and black orcs from the desolate Dark Lands began to push upwards into the hall.


  In the turmoil it was difficult to see how many tunnels there were, but one - guided by malevolent force - arose right before the Skalfdon Gate. Night goblins bearing the distinctive yellow moon shield streamed out, their spears as thick as a subterranean forest. They were so near to the closest dwarf formations that the goblins flung out mushroom-crazed fanatics, their whirling chains and weighted cannonballs crumpling armour, shields and bones alike.


  Skarsnik climbed forth and thrust out his prodder, sending a beam of green light crackling up where it melted a portion of the distant ceiling. Standing over the slain abomination, King Belegar immediately recognised his other great nemesis. At first the dwarf thought the beam of light was an attempt to bring down the vaulted ceiling, but only later did he realise what it meant.


  The jet of green light was not an attempt to collapse the roof, but instead a signal. In addition to announcing Skarsnik’s entrance in dramatic fashion, it was the prearranged sign for the ogres to switch sides.


  Only recently, the maneaters and the ironbreakers had stood side by side, chasing off the fleeing vermin. Now, without warning, the club- wielding ogres turned and flattened many dwarfs before the bearded ones even perceived the betrayal. After many hours of hard fighting and a staggering death toll, the real battle for the Hall of Clan Skalfdon began. Death was everywhere.


  The Verminlord known as Soothgnawer watched his plan unfold in the scry-glass. Soon it would be time for the grey seer Kranskritt to emerge. Little could have surprised him more than when a voice spoke from the shadows.


  ‘Your pawn led the goblin-thing to the tunnels? Why-tell?’


  For an instant, Soothgnawer lost composure. Black lightning crackled. No mortal creature - not even the legendary Snikch, the so-called Deathmaster - could approach the Verminlord unawares. The Warpseer had the power to see the future and could hear thoughts. Who had done this?


  ‘Ahhhh,’ said Soothgnawer, grasping the source of the startling voice and also the unseeable shadow that had interwoven through his augurations of late. ‘It is you, Lurklox. Yes-yes. Now I see. That explains much. Even I could not see how Queek found Thaxx so quickly. We could not see-scry...’


  Lurklox did not step out of the shadows. Instead, the sinuous creature was the shadow. He unfolded into the light. He was the knife in the dark, the thing that moved in the gloomlight. Few, mortal or immortal, had seen him and lived. ‘The goblin-thing. Name-tell your plan,’ he demanded.


  For an instant, the Verminlord Warpseer considered blasting his peer, but he quelled the instinct. ‘I aim for grey seers to regain a seat upon the Council of Thirteen. Clan Mors opposes this. Gnawdwell moves against my cause. In this battle,’ Soothgnawer held forth the swirling scry-ball, ‘Kranskritt will arrive to halt him. The Headtaker will reconsider alliance with the seer- caste,’ he explained.


  In truth, the plan had been to let the green-things fight it out with Queek and the bearded things before turning up at the end and destroying whatever was left. In this way, Kranskritt could claim credit for the victory. But he wasn’t about to tell Lurklox that part.


  Now that he knew Queek had a patron, the plans required adjustments and recalculations.


  With the arrival of Skarsnik, every element of King Belegar’s plan had gone awry.


  The mercenary ogres switching sides was unexpected - not because the dwarf king had faith in the ogres - but because he had no idea when his foes could have made contact with the brutes. His anger over the broken bond was a freshly minted grudge, yet even the fires of that rancour paled before the hatred felt for the dwarfs’ ancestral foes - the skaven and the greenskins. In their rage, many of the dwarfs lost all regard for survival, feeling the need only to bury their axes into as many of the enemy as they could. Belegar, however, knew it was his duty to sound the retreat. Yet even their withdrawal plan was in jeopardy - for the dwarfs’ line of withdrawal had been blocked. The goblin tunnels were now between the dwarf throng and the gates leading back to the Citadel.


  The new tunnels had split the dwarf force. Two thirds of the remaining army was with King Belegar in the northwestern corner of the hall, the remaining third formed a battle line on the opposite side. Master engineer


  Durggan Stoutbelly took charge there, the sturdy dwarf directing his remaining few artillery pieces to lay down devastating firepower. Cannonballs and gouts of flames tore swathes into the greenskin hordes that kept spilling out of the newly made passageways.


  The situation looked grim, but Belegar still had at least one surprise of his own left. There was no time for thought just then, however. With a bubbling roar, the slain Hell Pit abomination lurched upright - a spark of life reanimating it once again.


  Across the great hall, the skaven had reformed around Queek Headtaker and his remaining Red Guard. Newly arriving claws ensured that the skaven army was as numerous as it had been when the battle started. To get back to the dwarfs, they would have to cut their way through goblins. This did not trouble Queek at all. With the Headtaker in their midst, the Red Guard was soon scything their way through the greenskins.


  Meanwhile, Skarsnik was in his element. The thrill of a good ambush never ceased to inspire him. He


  stood atop the ruin of old stunty statues alongside his enormous companion, the massive cave squig, Gobbla. Between shrieking out orders, Skarsnik sent jets of green energy from the end of his prodder. Perhaps it was the gale force winds of magic, or merely the tide of greenskin energies, but for whatever reason, Skarsnik’s cruelly bladed prodder sent forth prodigious blasts. A single shot evaporated a pack of giant rats, while another green bolt smashed the Thunderhall battery’s flame cannon, the subsequent explosion sending shockwaves through the hall. With each arcane burst, the leader of the Crooked Moon cackled and pranced.


  The greenskin army that rose out of the tunnels was growing by the heartbeat. Black robed goblin archers and spearmobs marched in steady streams. On their shields and banners most of the night goblins bore the yellow moonface of the Crooked Moon, but there were other tribes as well. orc mobs muscled their way to the front, the icons on their wooden- slab shields revealing that both mountain and Badlands tribes were represented. Squigs bounded by and mobs of stone trolls, distracted by corpses, stopped to feed - shovelling broken bodies of skaven and dwarfs into their slobbering mouths.


  Golgfag and his ogres had put a major dent into the dwarf battle line. One by one the dwarf shieldwalls were cracked by ogre clubs and pushed back by the overbearing weight crushing down upon them. Golgfag, who had fought plenty of dwarfs in his time, was not overjoyed to be doing so again. It wasn’t that he minded double-crossing King Belegar - such business decisions were all about profit - it was that he rued the hard work. Dwarfs took too much effort to kill, and Golgfag preferred easier targets. But what Skarsnik was paying more than made up for a few hammerbruises and axe scars.


  Their lines staved in by ogres and overrun by goblins, the dwarfs under engineer Durggan made a defiant stand. The last two cannons rained grapeshot, while the irondrakes of the Forgefuries formed a circle and fired alchemic blasts from their handcannons. They halted an ironguts charge, routed three goblin advances, blasted down leaping sabretusks, and with his pistols Durggan Stoutbelly personally felled a pair of fanatics that were spinning dangerously close. It was Golgfag and his maneaters that finally stormed the rubble mound. Durggan was amongst the last dwarfs that died. His final effort to fire the cannon point blank into the ogre captain was thwarted when a fist¬sized round from Golgfag’s pistol blew out the dwarf’s vitals.


  As his lads rummaged for plunder, Golgfag looked upon the rising sea of skaven. A black tide of night goblins was rushing to meet it. In the far corner, the dwarf king was temporarily holding off his doom.


  More and more goblins and skaven poured into the hall. They were all mad, thought Golgfag. This wrecked underground hall reminded Golgfag of a pitfight - the combatants would keep fighting until the end. As to


  which would crawl out alive, he did not know. Or care. Golgfag patted his pocket, feeling the weight of the brilliantly bejewelled crown of Karak Eight Peaks that Skarsnik had given him as downpayment. He felt like they’d already earned their pay, so perhaps it was time to begin looking for an exit...


  From the centre tunnel came shrill shrieks from terrified night goblins. Next, an explosion of flame cascaded upwards in a geyser of fire, incinerating hundreds of greenskins. From the ensuing smokestorm strode a horned skaven, his light grey fur standing out in the darkness, further illuminated by a glow of arcane power. Kranskritt snatched magical energies from the rich flow around him. At a gesture from his outstretched hand, cracks in the floor grew, splitting outwards faster than a skaven could run. Rock groaned in protest as it tore itself apart, the stone splintering along many lines. A chain of yawning chasms spread out from the grey seer’s feet.


  Those who dared look upon the grey seer saw something else. Behind the him stood a shadow - another horned sorcerer that was larger and mightier still. A Verminlord had come to the Hall of Clan Skalfdon - contamination and blight made manifest. From it spread further ripples of ruin. Rents opened to swallow entire mobs of greenskins, and the slow-footed dwarfs fared even worse.


  As the ground shook, the newly excavated tunnels collapsed. In that chaos, King Belegar ordered the horn signal to be blown. No sooner was this done than small explosions, expertly placed by engineers, rocked a dozen support columns. Immense teetering pylons of stone toppled over, crushing hundreds trapped beneath. Dust and debris filled the hall, and warriors from all armies were momentarily staggered.


  What followed was a desperate race to the exits for those that still could. Whole formations were trapped - surrounded on all sides by crevices too large to leap, or hemmed in by fallen pillars. Others remained locked in combat - skaven versus goblin versus dwarf. Fighting to the end, even as the Hall of Skalfdon collapsed upon them.
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  Aldrik the Scarred peered down the empty passage, sniffing the stale air. The slayer was headsore and bled from a score of wounds. Yet he did not stop - his mission drove him. Aldrik had lost track of how long he had walked the underdark. It felt like many months since he and seven groups of slayers had fought their way out of the Citadel’s besiegement.


  It had been a fool’s crusade. Still, the venture had promised a better death than waiting behind fortifications. Slayers could defend narrow passageways, but they longed instead to hunt down and kill the largest and most ferocious of foes. They had petitioned King Belegar and he eventually agreed to let the orange- crested warriors seek their doom.


  By now, most of them had found it, thought Aldrik.


  Death did not frighten Aldrik. He had taken the Slayer Oath - a vow to forevermore seek doom in battle against the most deadly foes. To perish fighting a dragon was an honour to both surviving kin and ancestors. It was a slayer’s nightmare to die in ignoble fashion - falling to a cave-in or disease, or overwhelmed by lowly vermin. To confront your ancestors in the halls of the afterlife after such a menial death would be shame unredeemable.


  There had been much fighting since Aldrik left the stone vault of Bar- Kragdi. It was difficult to remember it all. Below the surface there were no days or nights, only the underdark, but that hardly bothered a dwarf - nor should it have caused him to lose track of time. Rather it was the non-stop battles, to say nothing of his fearful injuries, that had disoriented Aldrik. The slayer remembered carving through scrawny ratmen, recalled them breaking before his wrath. He had pursued them into the deeps. Then there had been more skaven. Always, more skaven.


  No matter how many he slew, more ratmen came. His foes had at least grown larger, but not even stormvermin could stand before the wide sweeps of Dammstok, his broad-bladed axe. In battle it shone with blue fire, each rune giving Aldrik strength of purpose, devotion to his doom. It was dark now, as he shuffled down the empty hall. The runic powers were sleeping in the metal, yet he still felt their comforting thrum.


  Aldrik reached the end of the ventilation shaft. He had long sought his doom at Karak Eight Peaks, and had made many forays. With each journey he had worked his way deeper into the sprawling labyrinth of the underground city. Yet he did not know where he was now. From the stonework Aldrik could tell he was in the older mines. Gnawed additions had widened the passageway or defaced the ancestral images that had been cunningly wrought out of the living stone. Aldrik paused to listen for the sound of clawed feet. He had oft been pursued, forced to turn and deal more death. The brief halts helped, as the slayer was bruised and bleeding, a trail of his lifeblood spattered out behind him. Only the legendary stamina and stubbornness of his people kept him upright. Only the urgent need to tell Belegar what he alone had seen kept him moving.


  In the overcrowded passageways Aldrik had mown down ratmen.


  He had slaughtered everything that dared approach him: clan warriors, stormvermin, rat ogres - all had fallen before Dammstok. How many hours he hewed his foe, Aldrik did not know. At last the ratmen had brought new weapons in the hope of eliminating him. As clanrats fled before his axe, Aldrik had a brief glimpse of a long-barrelled war engine. It was a ramshackle device, cobbled out of scrap, but the slayer recognised it as a lightning-throwing cannon. His last thought was that dying in such a fashion would not make a fitting end. Then everything turned black-green.


  When next Aldrik could remember, he was lying beneath piled rubble. Although his head ached, the pressures let him know how far underground he was. The stone floor he had been standing upon had crumbled, sending him tumbling down many hundreds of feet into the dark. Aldrik knew this was not the far deeps, but was the middle levels. His best guess was some mishap of the ratmen’s war engine had caused a massive explosion. He had seen the unstable warp-power melt stone, and supposed he was lucky not to have died. Death by inferior skaven worksmanship would not have been a worthy sacrifice.


  Slowly Aldrik pushed, pulled and crawled his way out. His body was battered, and every bit of it was sore, but it was remarkably unbroken. He spent hours shifting stone before finding his axe. Dammstok must be with him at the end. When he limped out of the small cavern, axe in hand, Aldrik trudged down many tunnels.


  It was a chaotic warren gnawed into the rock, following no good sense. It stank heavily of rat musk.


  At last Aldrik stumbled out of the narrow confines and back into dwarf- hewn corridors. The stench grew unbearable, and now he could hear something strange. He followed the passageway until it ended in a vast hall. He recognised the great stone chimneys and extrapolated where he must be - just above the blast furnaces of the north foundries. He could not believe what he saw within that vast cavern.


  In his sojourns into the depths, Aldrik had come across foul breeding warrens before. Many dwarf raids had journeyed down into the blackness in hopes of finding and stamping out such nests. Few of these missions succeeded, and fewer still were the dwarfs that returned to tell the tales. These infernal breeding pits were typically kept in the underdepths, and were always well guarded.


  Breeders were rare, and skaven clans depended upon them for survival. The ratmen protected their breeders from raiders and rivals. Each of the fecund monstrosities could produce scores of litters, each composed of dozens of squirming ratman-spawn.


  Stretched out in all directions, further than Aldrik’s eyes could see, were breeders. Not one or two or dozens, but hundreds - no, thousands. It was a sea of packed, squirming flesh. The bloated beasts were chained to the stone floor. Their heads, which were tiny compared to their gravid bellies, mewled and hissed, snapping blindly into the air with incisors the size of swords. Multiple pairs of atrophied limbs clawed at the air in sporadic fits. Slaves and warlock attendants gravitated between the endless rows, injecting glowing chemicals into the supine creatures and snatching wet litters before they could be eaten.


  Aldrik’s mind raced. The breeders had only recently been moved up from the lower depths, judging by the levels of filth and excrement.


  The rumours were that such things happened before major skaven offensives. It was how the ratmen got reinforcements to the battlefront, as they sped the whelplings’ growth unnaturally via alchemical stimulants and pure warpstone. From what Aldrik understood, verminous clans many times the size of the greatest dwarf enclave might have but several handfuls of these so called breeders. These were unguarded. Were the skaven so sure of victory? Were they no longer fearful of reprisal?


  Aldrik began his grisly task. This was not a mighty enemy, but an extermination. The slaves scattered and the few defenders could not stop him. When the butchery was complete, the slayer continued on, only to make another disturbing discovery. The adjacent caverns were once great workhalls, places where orc came to be smelted, and silver and gold ingots were stacked in mountainous heaps ready for the forges. Those fires had long grown cold. Now the halls were full of skaven breeders. Each cavern was more filled than the last.


  Even if no defenders came to stop him, Aldrik knew it would take an army of slayers and many days to kill them all.


  Aldrik had sung his deathsong. He was a slayer and had accepted his doom, even if it had thus far eluded him. But what he saw in those caves frightened him. Those sights foretold not his own death, but that of his race.


  In the end, Aldrik knew what he must do. King Belegar must be told. His war to reclaim Karak Eight Peaks was unwinnable. He must cease thinking in terms of reclaiming lost holds; it was time to focus on salvaging the ones that remained. Aldrik doubted Karaz-a-Karak, the Everpeak, could withstand such numbers. He had no doubt he could find a suitable death helping to break out of the ring of Karak Eight Peaks.


  That had been several weeks ago. Since then, Aldrik had fought more battles, sometimes against creatures the likes of which he had never seen. Fangs gored him, claws scratched him. But still he plodded on, seeking paths that would lead him back to the Citadel. Now, however, Aldrik recognised the passageways. He was at last nearing his goal. The dwarfs, if they still survived, had pulled back behind further defences.


  Anxious to deliver his message, Aldrik never heard the stealthy feet pad up from behind. The venomblade sliced deep between his shoulder blades; Dammstok clanged onto the stone floor. The slayer fell to his knees, dragging his unresponsive body onwards for a few more feet before the toxins denied him even that little movement. As he lay twitching out his last, Aldrik knew he had failed. Failed to deliver his warning and, despite his Slayer Oath, died an ignoble death.


  It had been months since King Belegar had led the battered and dented survivors out of the Hall of Clan Skalfdon. They had been forced to clamber over fallen stone and traverse ever-widening ravines while fighting off skaven and night goblins. Even when they reached the Skalfdon Gate they had found it blocked by debris. While most of the dwarfs shifted rubble, the king and his Iron Brotherhood had formed an impenetrable line to protect them. The cost in lives had been high.


  There had been some talk that the dwarfs’ enemies might destroy each other. This false hope was quickly dashed by a series of attacks. The citadel was besieged above and below, by skaven, greenskins and ogres. Those armies might all have feuding factions - but they all desired to put the heads of the remaining dwarfs on the ends of spikes.


  Six times since then, the dwarfs had been forced to shrink their perimeter. The most recent of these - the defence of the surface gates of the Citadel - had only ended yesterday. The first levels still echoed to the resounding booms of greenskin battering rams pounding upon the Great Gate of Defiance. Made of steel, stone and gromril, the gate was rune-protected. Previously, the dwarfs would have laughed at the futile efforts of their foes’ crude war engines. Only by utilising fell magic could the enemy hope to defeat the great dwarfen bulwarks. Always, the runes of hearth and home - the protective sigils of Valaya - had overcome such arcane attacks. However, the runes of Valaya no longer functioned.


  Runesmiths long versed in awakening ancient runes called upon the dwarfs’ Ancestor Goddess, but their hammer strikes went unanswered. The runes of Valaya no longer shone bright when struck. It was as if the goddess of healing, protection and the karaks could no longer hear them. And outside, the Chaos winds were rising.


  If Valaya had abandoned her children, thought King Belegar, it was no wonder his wound would not heal. Despite the menders’ best work, the gouge into King Belegar’s side showed little improvement. Injured, his army depleted, and enemies pressing into his ever-shrinking realm, the King of Karak Eight Peaks brooded. Yet it was not his own plight that most troubled the king.


  King Belegar’s hold on Karak Eight Peaks had always been tenuous. He had, after all, been under siege for over fifty years. What Belegar found far more disturbing, however, was the message he had received yesterday. Even as their surface fortifications fell one by one, the dwarfs had heroically kept open the rocky bluff of Tor Rudrum until the last hours. Although they were nowhere near the technological marvels of the mechanised aeries of Zhufbar, these carven rock shelves along the cliffs of Karag Lhune made ideal landing sites for gyrocopters.


  Even as scrabbling swarms of spider riders scuttled across the cliff-faces, a last squadron of gyrocopters was seen rounding the peak from the north. Upon spotting a barrage of incoming fire, one pilot peeled off, heading back in the opposite direction.


  Gyrocopters had long been used to carry messages into and out of Karak Eight Peaks, but they had come under increasing pressure of late. There were so many threats to the aircraft that only the most daredevil of pilots would risk what was known as ‘the Gauntlet’. High up on the goblin- controlled peaks were rock lobbers and bolt throwers, and bat-winged doom divers or wyverns would make diving attacks on gyrocopters whenever they were sighted. Many pilots tried flying lower, hugging the contours of the slopes, but risked skaven jezzail sniper teams and the lightning-casting weapons of the warlock engineers.


  The defenders cheered as the pair of gyrocopters flew closer, groaning when green flashes of jezzail fire sent one flying machine spinning to its doom. The resultant fireball lit up the mountainside. Leaving a billowing trail from a jezzail hit, the last gyrocopter fluttered to the landing spot. The pilot, engineer Torin ‘Steamhammer’ Algenonsonn, was only just through the stone-slab door into the mountainside when the first of the spider riders rose over the edge. He moaned and tore his beard in rage as he descended the many flights of stairs, for he could hear the sounds of his beloved flying machine being torn apart behind him.


  The message Torin brought had come from Karaz-a-Karak. It bore the goldbound seal of High King Thorgrim Grudgebearer and was written in runes that could be seen by Belegar’s eyes alone. King Belegar pored over the words many times. He sat alone in the cavernous Hall of Pillared Iron and brooded. The words were different, but the message was the same as that Belegar had received from the other great holds, save only Karak Azul, which had not answered.


  Each of the great holds was under siege themselves - hard-pressed and on the defensive. No help could be sent to Karak Eight Peaks. Two of the holds - Zhufbar and Barak Varr - had even asked for the return of those of their clans that were fighting for King Belegar at Karak Eight Peaks.


  In his message, High King Thorgrim explained why Karak Azul was silent. Firstly, King Kazador and Thorek Ironbrow had fallen fighting in the Lost Pass. This was a tragic loss, as Kazador’s royal line was now ended. Thorek’s loss would be felt even more deeply. He had been the most knowledgeable and active of all runesmiths. That irascible master had wrought magic with his hammercraft in a way that no other living being could match. Thorek had personally aided King Belegar many times in Karak Eight Peaks and his gruff and conservative advice would be greatly missed. But the news grew worse.


  Karak Azul had fallen.


  Without the strong arms and resolute willpower of their king and Thorek to lead them, Karak Azul was attacked and overwhelmed by skaven. It was difficult to imagine the forges and smithies of the iron peak grown cold - they were the greatest ironworks in the dwarf realm. It had stood resolute for the long ages of the Time of Woe, withstanding sieges, invasions, earthquakes and the hellish daemon- tides from beyond. Not since the fall of Karak Eight Peaks had the dwarf realm suffered such a calamity.


  The High King’s message warned that gyrocopter flyovers reported refugees making their way along the high passes towards Karak Eight Peaks. They were still many days away. It asked that aid be sent - for those caravans would make easy prey along the dangerous mountain passes.


  At least some of the skaven that sacked Karak Azul had come to the surface. Reports had them closely pursuing the long trains of refugees. Whether any skaven stalked them underground was unknown, although it seemed likely. Of old, three main routes of the Underway had connected Karak Azul to Karak Eight Peaks. In the Golden Age trade passed along those busy thoroughfares and whole armies could march swiftly to aid each other. Those pathways were broken, the flames that lit them long extinguished. It was still possible to make the journey via subterranean means, but the traveller would be forced into circuitous detours through numerous smaller tunnels. Aside from these difficulties, who knew what additional excavations the skaven had made? It was possible they were already much closer to Karak Eight Peaks - a dire prediction suggested by Thorgrim’s message. They were coming, and soon.


  So King Belegar sat alone in the Hall of Pillared Iron. In the growing dark of the world all choices now seemed ill. He had sent forth some rangers to aid the refugees. In truth, he could not spare the troops, and he was doubtful whether they could even break out of the encircling ring of foes, much less find and help the straggling caravan. Yet it was Belegar’s forefather, King Lunn, who had led the exodus from Karak Eight Peaks. The terrible tales of grief passed down from that journey had forever haunted Belegar. He would not refuse aid, even if he had little to give.


  Queek could hear the clanging iron frame and steam-venting hiss of the approaching dignitary long before he saw him. It was not by accident that Ikit Claw was forced to walk the lengthy corridor. Against the walls were heaped hundreds of bloodied regimental standard poles and totems. The right claw of Clan Mors liked to boast that he held more dwarf banners than did the dwarf king.


  Ikit Claw did not speak until he had finally clanked to a stop before Queek’s towering trophy- throne. A voice rasped behind the iron mask. ‘Greetings, Oh Great Queek, Warlord of the City of Pillars. I bring-carry tidings. Yes-yes, I have slain many bearded-things - I have broken Iron-peak.’


  Queek had heard that the rival Clan Rictus had as much to do with it as Ikit, but he felt it wise not to mention this. Too impatient to observe the ritual greetings and mock-flattery, Queek got to his point. ‘Why- tell are you here?'


  A menacing green glow emanated from Ikit’s iron mask. ‘I bring Great Queek tribute.


  The Council bid I gift you Clan Skryre weapons. Very kill- kill, these devices. I cannot stop-stay. I am bid-go to the mountain of the crested-dwarf things,’ said Ikit. Without waiting for a reply, the master warlock engineer turn-tailed and began clanking back. ‘I will be back if Queek cannot do the task,’ said the skaven behind the mask.


  With the constant flow of warfare in Karak Eight Peaks, King Belegar’s realm had shrunk many times. As the dwarfs conceded ground before wave attacks, they decreased their perimeter. Not only were they falling back to ever more reinforced defensive positions, but also with each withdrawal more dwarfs were available to defend each chokepoint.


  In the past, this syndrome of ever- increasing defence had eventually bled attacks of all impetus. Previously, the timely arrivals of reinforcements had actually allowed Belegar to take the offensive. This time, however, no help seemed to be on the way.


  A gradually withdrawing defence was a play for time. It was a chance for the multitudinous masses that attacked the dwarfs to self-destruct, turn upon each other, or simply grind themselves out of existence upon the gromril-hard defence. There were still three more levels of defensive lines left within the Citadel, before the enemy could assail the heart of King Belegar’s reclaimed realm - the Hall of Pillared Iron.


  The news from the rest of the dwarf realm was dire, but King Belegar reasoned that, if they could just hold on long enough, aid would eventually reach them. High King Thorgrim and Ungrim Ironfist, the Slayer King of Karak Kadrin, had never failed Belegar yet. They might be besieged themselves, but they would eventually win out and come to his aid. With his rangers sent to aid the refugees, King Belegar had rarely been so blind to his enemies’ plans. He was not aware of the subterranean arrival of a great army of skaven from the south, nor did the dwarf king know of the influx of greenskins from beyond Death Pass. But he would soon find out.


  The first position to feel the wrath of the new skaven offensive was the Arch of Kings, a wide bridge carved of stone. It was not built as a defence, but as a means to cross an underground river. Those waters, long ago poisoned and diverted, no longer flowed. This had left an empty chasm hundreds of feet below. The passage had long served as a natural chokepoint. The bridge itself was wide enough for an army to deploy upon, but it narrowed to a single well- protected door of stone at its southern end - the Archgate. Above this was a carven stone balcony, upon which stood guard a garrison of quarrellers.


  As dwarfs had learned long ago, however, a door or gate without warriors to protect it was soon an open passageway for the skaven.


  If the fiends got close enough, they would unleash diabolic weaponry - melting gromril with warpfire, cracking rune-protected stone with warp-powered drills, or using warp- grinders to crush rock and metal alike. Therefore, ironbreakers stood guard long before any ratmen could get to the gated door.


  The first skaven attempts could not weather the storm of bolts from the quarrellers. Like a tide, the brown sea of ratmen rushed up, lost momentum, and then scurried back. An especially large horde of clanrats and one armoured group of stormvermin survived the withering hail of shots and reached the next level of defence. Their way was blocked by a nigh- impregnable shieldwall. The heavily armoured dwarfs hacked the skaven down, while the quarrellers above kept careful watch. Any weapon team that detached itself and attempted to fire was riddled with bolts.


  The war between the skaven and dwarfs had gone through many evolutions. The dwarfs, conservative traditionalists, refined what they did best. They made better armour, perfected runes of protection and drilled their shieldwalls until they fought and moved as one. The skaven approach was more random, and more open to experimentation. The ratmen cobbled together new kinds of weapon teams, stitched together never-seen-before types of creatures, and developed weaponised diseases. Many of these were failures, one-offs that never passed prototype stage.


  A handful - such as the warpfire thrower, the poisoned wind mortar, and the ratling gun - proved effective (and reliable) enough to put into mass production. As the defences of the Arch of Kings held fast, a new skaven weapon lumbered into action.


  They were rat ogres, but with recently devised modifications. Clan Moulder used their flesh-stitching advances to attach packmasters directly onto the lumbering brutes. Strapped to the back of each rat ogre’s scarred and heavily muscled back was a shrunken, atrophied skaven. Through experimental growth-juices, and a disturbing exchange of cranial fluids, the packmaster could (at least partially) stay the animalistic fury of the hard-to-control beasts. Then Clan Skryre had made the beasts a greater threat than ever.


  Combining a rat ogre’s unnatural strength with the cunning needed to work weapons opened up new possibilities. Brawny rat ogre frames could carry a large warp-harness.


  This powerful, albeit erratic, reactor supplied the energy to fuel a new variant of portable weapon. It took a two-skaven team to haul a warpfire thrower, but now a single rat ogre could carry an even larger device clamped over each of its bulging arms.


  The first of these fire-thrower carrying stormfiends strode over the bridge in front of a clanrat unit bearing Clan Rictus colours. The quarrellers tried to bring the beast down, but their bolts pattered off thick gauntlets, armour plates, or reinforced storage tanks. Some thudded into vat-grown flesh, but the rat ogre carried on without noticing. The ironbreakers - the doughty Iron Axes of Clan Angrund - locked their shields and prepared for the charge. They had been on the receiving end of warpacks of rat ogres and knew they could expect a ferocious fight.


  The stormfiend did not propel itself in rage-bound fury. Instead, controlled by its atrophied packmaster, the beast pointed the two barrels grafted onto its armstumps. With a wheeze, the warp-powered reactor flashed. From out of the twin nozzles came a blazing sheet of liquid fire. The black- green warpflame engulfed the Axes of Clan Angrund. The dwarfs had long respected (if loathed) the destructive power of the warpfire thrower. These blasts were more powerful still.


  The vile stuff clung to everything it touched, cooking the dwarfs alive in their super-heated suits of gromril.


  The wave of heat hit the quarrellers on the balcony above an instant before the stink of burnt flesh followed. They looked on in horror as the rat ogre raised both barrels upwards. This time it shot not one cone, but two separate gouts. There were no survivors, only a thick pile of melted matter that slowly cooled and congealed.


  It took three shots to melt away the runes, gromril and stone of the Archgate. Fingers of warpflame clawed through to the other side, slaying the door-warden. Across the Citadel, the rest of the dwarfs’ third line of defence, or Kromdal’s Line as they called it, met with a similar fate. The flame cannon and thunderers that held the Silvergate were blasted from afar by a stormfiend carrying poisoned wind globe projectors. A trio of heavily armoured weaponbeasts with motorised maces for fists battered down the shieldwall in front of the Stonearch of Varya.


  These studded orbs pummelled the ironbreakers, crumpling their armour beneath wrecking ball blows.


  The skaven had discovered a potent new breakthrough shock troop.


  When the Blackvault Gate was melted, dwarf regiments rushed to block the corridor. It was a main artery to the complex under the Citadel.


  Were it to fall, the skaven could flood through so quickly the second line of defence - the Khrokk line - would be breached before it could be properly reinforced. Desperate thanes led warrior regiments of Clan Angrund to make fast their shieldwall. Although prepared to lose their lives against a living tide of vermin, they were not expecting what came through the melted metal of the Blackvault Gate.


  The multi-barrelled ratling gun had long been a Clan Skryre favourite. It could spit a fusillade of warp-laced bullets. The brutepack of stormfiends that came through bore similar, but improved weapons. Each muscular arm was outfitted with an upscaled version of the ratling gun. A third such weapon was strapped upon each rat ogre’s chest. As the hulking figures strode forward, their warp-powered rotary weapons glowed bright green as their generators built up power. With rippling staccato bursts they filled the air with bullets, barrels screaming as they spun faster and faster. Shots punched lines of holes through shields and armour, and craters were blasted into stone walls.


  Even guided by their attached packmaster brain, the rat ogres’ aim was poor. The rate of fire, however, more than compensated. Casings cascaded to the floor as the whirling barrels chugged out shell after shell, scything foes in two. In seconds no dwarf was left standing, although this did not stop the rat ogres. The dead and dismembered danced to a shellstorm that splattered their remains across the stones. Even after the weapons’ automatic shut¬off mechanism clicked over, and the empty barrels spun with a whir, the stormfiends kept engaging the triggers. A connection snapped, and one of the atrophied packmasters twitched out of control. The rat ogre spun so that he splattered the clanrats behind with gunfire. It mattered not.


  The penultimate defensive layer was breached. And many more skaven were coming.
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  Battle In The Great Vale
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  While the skaven stormed through the dwarf defences, a larger war was also taking place across Karak Eight Peaks. With King Belegar’s dwarfs penned in, Queek felt it was time to turn his full attention to the greenskins.


  Queek himself directed the first assault. The goal had been to sweep the goblin-shanties and orc tents that had been set up in the surface bowl between the eight mountains. The day was overcast, but the skaven blinked profusely as they formed up, their eyes adjusting to the dreary daylight. The plan was not subtle - when their army extended across the Great Vale they began to advance.


  At first the ratmen were unopposed, as if the greenskins had been warned and were lying low. Scrambling over piles of rubble and bones, the army demolished crudely piled stone huts and tents made of skin. Warpflame scorched empty encampments, and poisoned wind globes were hurled down into suspected monster lairs.


  Rat ogres were called forth to topple greenskin idols, the brawny creatures ripping down primitive statues made of stone, wood or dung. Half of the valley was cleared when the mountainside rang with horns, drums and the roaring of beasts. At last, the orcs and goblins came forth to do battle. They entered the vale from the Grim Gates, with Skarsnik himself at the head of their black-clad masses.


  Overhead, doom divers broke through the low clouds. Fired from high up on the mountains, they circled on thermals, before folding their wings and plummeting. The skaven countered, for they had wheeled out scaffold towers that housed warp lightning cannons. Arcing chains of black lightning sizzled outwards to burst in incandescent explosions. Gaping holes appeared in the approaching mobs. Streaks of green shot revealed warplock jezzails, and low whumps gave notice that poisoned wind mortars were lobbing spheres of toxic gas to crash deep into black- robed enemy formations.


  As the lines closed, the night goblins released their mushroom-addled fanatics. Queek feared no greenskin, but had learned to be wary of the metal ball swinging lunatics. Whirling under their own crazed momentum, fanatics ploughed furrows of blood, gore and broken bones into the first wave of skaven. This was enough to send many slave legions fleeing, the malnourished wretches scampering off in all directions, biting at anything that got in their way. Some slaves even became entangled in fanatic chains, their deaths unwittingly aiding the skaven more than their miserable lives ever did.


  Queek and his Red Guard hacked through two night goblin mobs in quick succession. The agile stormvermin with their heavy halberds were simply too much for the green imps. Although it was difficult to manoeuvre amidst the crush of combat, Queek slowly steered his claw towards the centre. There he hoped to find Skarsnik, but instead he ran up against a mob of black orcs. Thickly muscled and clad in iron plates, these foes were more of a match for the Red Guard. Choppas powered through the stormvermin’s armour, while the ratmen’s own serrated halberd blades proved equally adept at cleaving through the black orcs’ mail. Amidst the slaughter, Queek leapt, spun and carved a path towards the enemy’s leader - a hulking, armour-encased menace.


  The duel was brief, as Dwarf Gouger punched through the orc’s chest, and a sword thrust penetrated the eye-hole of its helm. Quickly, Queek pried off the steel helm and delivered a final chop. The skaven warlord held aloft the captain’s head, and the black orcs quavered at the sight, yet they did not break. Pausing only to skewer his latest prize onto his trophy rack, Queek sprang back into the fray. Deprived of their leader’s presence, and with the most bloodthirsty skaven they had ever seen in their midst, the orcs could not take much more. When their great horned totem was chopped down, they broke.


  Upon seeing their most formidable mob fleeing, many of the surrounding night goblins broke ranks. In an instant, the greenskin centre collapsed, dissolving into a fleeing mass. Doubtless Skarsnik was in that frenetic mob, running from the field of battle. As he turned around to wave on his troops, hoping to massacre the foe before they could reform or make good their escape, Queek’s screech of victory died in his throat. He should have known no battle against the cunning Skarsnik would be straightforward.


  All along the skaven line ambush attacks were throwing Queek’s army into disarray. A bounding storm of squigs had emerged out of the caves. They were led by the largest specimen of their voracious kind any had ever seen - a rotund red mountain of teeth and muscle. It hurtled into the skaven line like an angry avalanche. Greenskin magic had animated an idol of stone that was wading through the clanrats, each sweeping fist battering down a rank at a time. And worst of all, an entire spider-riding contingent had crept over the cliffs and high ridges to the rear of the skaven army. Many of the skaven did not know their peril until crushing mandibles and poisoned stings ripped them apart.


  Tearing down from above came a new barrage of doom divers. The high-pitched wailing of their meteoric plummeting was unnerving. All who heard that shrill sound growing cringed. But an even more terrifying screeching was also in the air.


  Beating great leathery wings to slow its descent, a wyvern landed atop a rocky outcrop. It roared its challenge while it scanned the battlefield for its next meal. Espying an exposed claw of clanrats, the wyvern swooped like an overgrown bird of prey.


  The skaven had grown too accustomed to tunnel-fighting. Underground they would have had solid walls on either side, and the foe would have no easy way to get at their vulnerable rear. Panic flowed through Queek’s force. In that moment, had Skarsnik’s centre not been crushed and already fleeing, Queek’s army might have been utterly demolished.


  Near Queek, and the Great Banner of Clan Mors, the skaven held fast. Indeed, they had already routed all foes near them. After thousands of battles and years of hard campaigning, the Headtaker had learned never to surrender to panic.


  It was a flaw of so many of his rivals and underlings - the urge to give in the moment the clanrats acted like slaves and began to scamper.


  It disgusted Queek. He would reap heads from his commanders when this was over, but now was the time for decisive action.


  With quick commands, Queek called out his reserves, and split his core of forces. He headed west with his Red Guard and a warpack of rat ogres. He sent the Ironskins stormvermin and the weapon teams to chase the still fleeing night goblin core. If they failed at that, they were to hold the centre.


  Queek’s orders and manoeuvres were instinctive. The flying monster was the most immediate threat and a challenge that called to Queek. Simultaneously, it had occurred to him that the fleeing night goblins would likely rally and rejoin the fight.


  In fact, their flight might even have been part of Skarsnik’s plan. If the goblins renewed their attacks while the skaven were preoccupied with the ambushers, the greenskins would likely feast upon their corpses before the day was out.


  Also filtering into Queek’s snap decision was the fact that the Ironskins’ chieftain, Ikk Hackflay, was getting too big for his command. The skaven called this ‘outgrowing your claws’. By sending him and his stormvermin into the centre, Queek gave the would-be warlord a chance to prove himself, or die trying. Winning battles was never enough - with one claw a warlord had to find and raise up competent sub-commanders, while on the other claw he had to ensure potential rivals met sticky ends.


  The wyvern had landed amidst the clanrats, where it was wreaking havoc. This was no graceful dragon with an aura of majesty, but a brutish and foul-smelling lizard. It plodded forward, using its broad horned head to batter foes, before gulping them down in a feeding frenzy. Loops of entrails drooled out of its mouth and the beast ingested so many ratmen that it was forced to clear room in its bulging belly. Sitting amongst its own piles of excrement, the wyvern continued to feed, snapping down anything and everything.


  The orc on top was as battle-scarred as his mount, and he laughed at the carnage. He reached out casually with his long spear to skewer a fleeing skaven. Impaled, but still alive, the ratman shrieked in agony as the warboss dangled him playfully before his ravenous warbeast.


  Signalling for the Red Guard to halt, Queek stepped forward alone, clanging his weapons in challenge.


  The orc was Krolg Krushhelm, and he fought with the Broken Tooth tribe. Even in the Badlands they had heard of Queek Headtaker - for surely only that skaven leader could be so bold. Had the large stormvermin unit advanced, Krolg would have taken to the skies. As it was, no orc alive could refuse such a provocation. In answer, the wyvern spread out its wings and reared, releasing a bellowing call that echoed throughout the valley.


  Krolg spurred his beast towards the strutting skaven. With a wing- aided bound, the wyvern sprang forward with more speed than its bulk suggested. The impact of the beast’s landing shook the ground. Weaving his twin weapons into a blur of steel, Queek easily parried the orc’s spearthrust and slashed backhanded at the wyvern’s outthrust head. The reptile’s scales were iron-hard, and turned the swordstroke with an arm-quivering clang. Thus began a back and forth duel. The lithe skaven ducked under spear jabs and dodged thunderous strikes from the wyvern’s stinger-tipped tail. Queek’s return blows gouged score marks into the creature’s thick scales, but did no lasting damage.


  Elsewhere, the skaven scurried out from the caves drilled into the Burnt Cliffs. These numbers helped stabilise the skaven flank at the base of Silver Mountain. The shock attack of chained mangier squigs had been devastating, but the berserk beasts now careened a wayward path spinning around aimlessly. The short breathing space allowed the ratmen to reform, while the warp lightning cannons drew a bead upon the ravening red orbs. The spider riders, under the leadership of master ambusher Snagla Grobspit, were another matter.


  The spider riders scuttled straight into combat - pouncing to deliver their poisoned bites, while the goblins on top drove their spears deep into the skaven ranks. Other mobs of the eight-legged creatures used their long appendages to clamber atop the piled ruins. From there, the archers on their backs rained down a steady fire or arrows onto the clanrats. Striding through their lesser kin were enormous arachnarok spiders.


  Each of the arachnarok spiders carried a howdah built of wood and web. From these swaying platforms, mobs of goblin archers rained death into the tumult below. One such spider carried a goblin shaman who sent forth jets of green death.


  The largest of the spiders headed straight for the warp lightning cannons. Before the teams firing them could turn to face their foe, the monstrosity was amongst them. Chitin-covered appendages smashed the scaffold-towers into kindling, and the warlock engineer who ran the battery became the victim of a gruesome attack as the colossal abdomen rose before crashing down, the spider’s stinger stabbing through the shrieking skaven so fiercely it embedded into the ground below. When the beast withdrew, what it left behind was a gory mess, still bubbling and smoking from the toxic venom.


  Having reached the Grim Gates, Skarsnik gave the command for his forces to about face. More mobs of night goblins surged out of the ruined gateway that led back into the mountain the dwarfs called Karag Zilfin, but the goblins Howlpeak. He watched the play in the Great Vale below - waiting to see what his ambushers could accomplish and measuring what his old foe Queek could do. His beady eyes, which missed nothing, caught a glimpse of something he had never before seen.


  A shadow moved across the valley.


  It flickered between the stonepiles, scurrying from place to place with a hard-to-follow quickness. Yet behind it, the blur left behind dead goblins. Metal flashed out from the pall of gloom and returned.


  Lurklox, perhaps the greatest of the Verminlord Deceivers had revealed itself. When moving beneath a bright sun the rat daemon would have appeared shrouded in gloom, on that overcast battlefield it was a fast- moving blur of night-black shadow. Its chief weapon was more easily seen. In quick flashes, an enormous throwing disc spun out, leaving a faint flickering trail of warpstone radiance. The razor sharp projectile arced outwards in a graceful curve, slicing down all it encountered before circling back.


  From out of the shadow a deft hand snatched it, only to once more send the reaping star hooking outwards.


  With a single circuitous toss, Lurklox cut off half of an arachnarok’s legs - severing the segmented joints in a flash. The enormous spider toppled over, splintering its howdah. Volleys of arrows were directed towards the shadowy thing. With some trick of the eye, or perhaps movement beyond the ken of mortals, by the time the arrows landed, the shadowspot was no longer lurking there.


  The gloom manifested itself behind the spider riders, and from it stepped the Verminlord, striding into their midst like some god of battle. Eyes gleamed from behind a black mask. By blade and throwing star, spider limbs and goblin heads were soon sheared off with scalpel-like precision. Amidst the massacre, the remaining spider riders fled before the rat daemon’s wrath. With his stare alone, Lurklox sent more greenskins fleeing.


  All of this went unobserved by Queek. His focus was bent wholly towards his trial of combat. It had taken time, but he now had his foe’s true measure. Queek spun, putting all his effort behind Dwarf Gouger. The blow was perfectly timed so that the military pick plunged deeply into the wyvern’s narrow eye socket. Instinctively, the beast pulled back with tremendous force, while a fountain of blood shot out. Queek held on long enough to gain momentum before releasing the handle. Flung skywards, the agile skaven swung his remaining sword to decapitate the orc rider. The skaven warlord twisted so that he could land nimbly on both feet, crouched in a battle stance. There was no more need, the fight was over.


  Queek waited until the wyvern stopped thrashing before retrieving his favourite weapon and his gore- covered trophy.


  On the slopes leading up to the Grim Gates, Skarsnik had seen enough. Upon his signal, the greenskins flowed back inside the mountain.


  There was still fighting - as Skarsnik had callously left his ambushers to be annihilated. This was merely mop up duty, however, and Queek left Ikk Hackflay to finish up and supervise the victory feed. The dead of both sides would now be consumed - such was the victor’s spoils.


  With his fur matted with blood and armour dripping gore, the right claw of Clan Mors paraded past his troops. They dropped to their knees before him, eyes fixed upon the new heads adorning his trophy rack. Queek travelled down to his personal warrens. Wary of treachery, only the warlord’s attendant slaves were allowed into this area. They were castrated, blinded and withered specimens - hardly a threat to Queek or his breeders. The slaves scuttled obediently to their master’s command.


  The Warlord of the City of Pillars was fastidiously clean, and could not bear to be filth-encrusted like some noisome plague monk. Well used to this post battle ritual, the snuffling creatures worked to unstrap Queek’s armour, before bathing him with their long rasping tongues. They used their filed incisors to bite out tangles and scabs alike. Even the armour was scoured in like fashion.


  The victory was a start, although Queek loathed that this recent success would reflect well upon Clan Skryre. It was a Warlord Clan’s fate to do the real fighting and dying, while the Greater Clans claimed glory before the Council of Thirteen. Lost in his thoughts, Queek failed to see the shadows deepen in the corner of the chamber.


  ‘Little warlord. Preening. Good-good. Sleekness is stealthiness,’ said the shadow.


  Even blinded, the thralls felt the powerful presence and scurried to get out. Although he had seen it many times now, Queek was unnerved by the way the towering Verminlord stepped out from the shadow, gracefully uncoiling itself.


  Queek did not care for the way Lurklox spoke to him, nor did Queek did like the way his fur stood on end in its presence.


  ‘What have you found out?’ demanded Queek.


  ‘Impudence. Haste-haste. Always the same - either too much greeting, or none at all. The Warlord Clans never change.’ Queek remained silent, and the Verminlord soon got to the point. ‘The grey seer needs you as an ally. Your Lord of Decay, Gnawdwell, moves to ally with Clan Skryre. It is he that makes attempts upon your life. It was he that bid-told Thaxx to delay. It was he that called upon Ikit Claw. You are being used, Headtaker. Gnawdwell grooms many replacements for you.’


  None of this was news to Queek. Every lord tested his lieutenants. Most died, some lived to be tested tomorrow.


  Seeming to sense Queek’s disappointment, Lurklox told the warlord something he had no way of knowing. ‘I’ve come from counsel with Skarsnik. I’ve struck a deal with the goblin- thing for you.’


  The shock on Queek’s face was reward enough for the Verminlord. ‘Yes-yes. Deliver the dwarf-king’s head by sunset tomorrow and Skarsnik will leave the City of Pillars forever.’


  ‘What did you give-promise Skarsnik?’ said Queek.


  ‘The promise of that head... and something Ikit Claw does not yet know is missing.’
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  The dwarf hold of Karak Kadrin stood far to the north. It had taken Ikit Claw and his procession months of subterranean travel to reach the besieged stronghold.


  As Skryre was the most influential of skaven clans, and Ikit was the right claw of Morskittar, it was his right to call primacy. This granted passageway rights to dominant clans. For years, the grey seers had taken advantage of this, lording it over all others, as they demanded right of way. Now this right was Ikit’s. Despite the call of primacy, however, Warlord Clans clogged the tunnelways. The lack of respect wore upon Ikit. Sending forth an armada of doomwheels, Ikit paved much of his journey with the blood of his lesser kin. Soon all would recognise the ultimate supremacy of Clan Skryre.


  When Ikit Claw arrived at the Karak Kadrin battlefront, he was ushered into the schemer-cave of the skaven forces. Carved into the cliffs of Peak Pass, this site had recently been one of the many dwarf fortresses that guarded the mountain route. The stone halls bore the signs of fierce fighting - embedded cannon balls and the glowing remains of jezzail bullets pockmarked the walls. The floor was covered in blood splatters and the well-gnawed ends of bones. From the uppermost ramparts, Ikit could just see the mountain that loomed over the western end of the pass.


  The stone horn that towered over that gap was Karak Kadrin, also known as Slayer Keep. In its glory days, traders from the Empire paid steep tolls to travel Peak Pass. The route was little used these days, save by invading armies, rogue monsters and wolf packs. The skaven had no use for the pass, preferring to travel under the mountains, but they knew Karak Kadrin. To the ratmen, it bore the dread title of Death-peak, for it had thwarted more skaven invasions than any other dwarfhold.


  For nearly a year now the skaven had been laying siege to Death-peak once again. They attacked from below, from the surface, and from all directions at once. Successes had been minimal, which is why the trio of warlords commanding the operation were all newly appointed. They were the twenty-first through twenty- third to hold the esteemed leadership positions for the attack. Each of them was twitch-tailed at Ikit Claw’s arrival, fearing that he had been sent to dispose of them and take over the assault on Karak Kadrin.


  When he opened the war council, the Master Warlock Engineer was more interested in learning what the warlords knew than in allaying their fears. He asked questions about the defences, the number of claws under each warlord, and the size-capacity of various tunnels. The warlords did their best to answer. Yet it was weary work and he knew that like all skaven, these warlords sought first to save their own skins. After patiently paying attention to their answers for all of a few minutes, Ikit irritably sent forth a single almighty blast of warpflame from his clawed gauntlet.


  It washed over the gathered warlords, destroying them utterly. The fools, thought Ikit. What, after all, could he really learn from them? Of course he was there to replace them...


  Even as the melted remains were scooped to the side, Warlord Rikcruk Sliceblade of Clan Rictus took over the military operation. He and his chieftains received orders from Ikit and his coven of engineers. Within days the regime change was complete, and any who questioned this new authority disappeared. While Rikcruk restructured the lesser clans, the warlock engineers had their own task.


  The component parts hauled by their slave legions were unpacked and a great assembly began. Many Clan Skryre weapons were fitted onto rat ogres. Other prototype weapons were erected. They could not, however, find the warpbomb magnifier. It was a failing that cost three engineers and thousands of slaves their lives.


  This missing apparatus was the only one of its kind. The more Ikit thought about it, the more it galled him. Had his worthless underlings misplaced it, or had it been stolen? He had not checked upon it since Karak Eight Peaks. Only the size of a rat ogre’s skull, it was the most powerful explosive device Ikit had ever built - which was saying quite a lot. Clan Skryre’s Chief Warlock had planned to build a doomrocket to deliver the payload, which he reckoned would evaporate much of the Death-peak.


  That plan, which was no longer possible, would have quickly added another stellar victory to Ikit’s impressive credentials. It would also have shown Lord Morskittar that he had made a mistake when he chose Ikit’s upstart protege, Skreeductor Zingetail, over the Chief Warlock. It rankled Ikit that he had been taken off the Warpmoon project, and the prized work given to Zingetail instead.


  Ikit could still build a rocket, but it would now lack the devastating payload. Instead, he testily approved a plan to erect a battery of several enormous catapults. This could batter the main gates and crack open the stone towers carved into the mountain’s rockface. This had been tried before. However, Ikit had a new plan. He had brought along several enormous vats of his improved poisoned gas. If he could batter away enough of the mountainside to expose the halls within, the battery could lob in enormous spheres of this new gas. While that cleared the upper halls, the warlords could launch further attacks. If all these attacks coincided with Clan Moulder’s plan to break open the main gates, it might just work.


  The battery was too large to be housed underground, so Ikit chose a building site on Peak Pass - some three miles from the colossal gates of Karak Kadrin. As Ikit supervised the operation, it pleased him to think that the enormous dwarf faces carved into the stone fortress watched over their own impending doom. He made a note to himself to ensure that warp lightning cannons carved Clan Skryre symbols over those glowering visages when the siege was successful.


  Perhaps if he had listened to the previous commanders, or spent any time amongst those who had fought in the siege over the last year, Ikit might have been better prepared. Ungrim Ironfist, the Slayer King of Karak Kadrin, had made many sorties out of his impervious defences. It was Ungrim who had led a slayer force to clear the Undertarn deep below Peak Pass. There, the dwarfs had wiped out an entire clawpack, destroying much tunnelling equipment. It was the Slayer King that stole a march to annihilate the skaven nest-lair of Blackhole. Ungrim had been aggressive at every step of the siege thus far. He was not about to allow the skaven to build some diabolical new weapon on his doorstep!


  With a ringing of horns that echoed through Peak Pass, the mighty gate of Karak Kadrin was raised. Ungrim Ironfist marched forth. Ranked columns of armoured warriors trudged out, as did throngs of orange- crested slayers. Many of the dwarf- city’s proudest banners could be seen. The gate batteries opened up, puffs of smoke dotting the mountainside. Explosions blossomed across the pass, driving off the picket lines of skirmishers and clanrats that stood watch over the dwarf stronghold.


  After the last of the warhost issued forth, the gates boomed shut behind them with an ominous finality.


  Dwarfs on the march were not fast, but they were steady. It would not take them long to cover the ground between the main entrance and the scaffold-covered build site. From the top of a newly raised platform, Ikit Claw watched them advance.


  Ikit barely tolerated the first panicked messenger bringing him the news, but the second he turned to a crisped husk with warp lightning. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t heard the blasted horns himself! In moments, his runners brought him the one whom he had requested.


  Ikit turned his iron frame to face the three-armed newcomer. ‘Throt - the Rictus fools will not last long. I need-quick a screening force to hold the bearded-things away from here.’ Thickset and malodorous like all Hell Pit dwellers, Throt did not speak with the same clipped rapidity as did Ikit. He was also more accustomed to giving orders than receiving them.


  ‘I have many claws and warpacks,’ he said, gazing down Peak Pass at the encroaching dwarfs, ‘but the mountains have many hidden gun-things.’ He gestured upwards at the peaks that overhung the pass. ‘If you have not cleared them yet, nothing I have will last-live below.’


  Cogs whirred as a telescopic lens appeared out of a hidden compartment in Ikit’s armour.


  It slotted over his eyehole.


  At first Ikit could see nothing but rockface, but with a few adjustments, the engineer could soon peer through solid matter. Now Ikit could see the hidden levers and hydraulics. The cursed bearded-things were clever with their doors and portholes that looked like stone. He counted many batteries.


  ‘Only my greatest creations will last under such fire,’ added Throt. ‘I already have them in holding pens prepared for the assault on the main gate.’


  ‘Yes-yes. Of course. I just need a delay...’ said Ikit, his mind seizing suddenly on a whole new plan. ‘And while your creatures hold-stall the foe, I need those abominations. Only they must carry one more thing.’
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  Disaster At Karak Kadrin
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  Ungrim Ironfist was angry. In truth, he was always angry, but the yearlong siege had rendered his temper white- hot. The sight of skaven walking openly upon Peak Pass was enough to make the Slayer King livid. Having an entire verminous horde bold enough to dare encamping within sight of Karak Kadrin could not be borne. He had called for a mobile force to move out within the hour.


  Now, striding at the fore of his hastily assembled throngs, Ungrim Ironfist prepared to vent his rage. Relentlessly the dwarfs marched, silent and grim. There was no noise save the gusting winds and steady rhythmic stamping of ironshod boots. The dwarfs had already covered nearly half of the ground between themselves and their ancestral foes. The skaven camp was even more of a den of frenetic activity now. Ramshackle scaffold towers surrounded a larger structure of wooden beams and metal cogs. Many slaves and workers scurried to and fro, lifting support beams, hauling felled logs, or assembling further levels of shanty scaffold towers. Strange vats and condensers nearby released oddly coloured vapours that were quickly dispersed upon the swirling winds. A pathetically thin line of clanrats bearing strange totems was arrayed before the constructions.


  Lines of giant rats and clanrats began to stream out from tunnels along the sides of the pass. These were racing to reinforce the position before the rickety structures. Many of the dwarfs were actually relieved to see more skaven and their beasts appear. They did not fear open battle, but instead the underhand trickery of ratmen. All of them longed to strike their enemies, to drive them from Karak Kadrin.


  Whipped and prodded, the giant rat swarms moved rapidly. This vermin tide had grown until it filled the wide pass, a living current that was scurrying to meet the dwarfs. Now the hidden gun batteries along the cliffs and mountainsides held silent nc longer. Their opening volleys roared, tongues of fire briefly revealing their many hidden locations. In those cramped spaces, dwarfs worked and sweated over their war engines, loading, aiming, firing and reloading again. Looking down into the pass from their great height, it appeared like a brown river was flowing up it. Cannon balls ripped patterns into the oncoming hordes, making the flow recede as the first wave of rats broke and scampered away. In response, skaven long rifle teams worked their way upwards amongst the rockpiles, soon sending jezzail fire zipping and plinking amongst the stones.


  Three times a new mass of skaven gained momentum and surged forth, and three times it was blasted back. By this point, the rat horde was not composed strictly of the four¬legged kind, but a mix of giant rat warpacks, clanrats and stormvermin. On the fourth wave the line of skaven absorbed the firepower thundering down upon them, and kept on coming It was this scurrying wall of vermin that struck the advancing dwarf line.


  The dwarfs were silent no longer, but joined their king in battle song. Chanted in Khazalid - the harsh and guttural language of the dwarfs - it was a fierce song of hate and revenge. Each verse was punctuated with ringing clashes of metal and the meaty thunk of axes hewing into ratflesh. It was too much for the skaven, and only the fleetness of their scurrying feet allowed any of them to escape that terrible slaughter. Onwards pressed the dwarfs, closing in upon the half-built structures.


  The next wave of skaven had already gathered. Despite the shelling from above, they did not waver, but advanced. Their Warlord, Rikcruk Sliceblade, had not risen to the top tier of Clan Rictus by accident. He was a fierce leader, and it was his willpower that drove his warrior claws on - for they feared him more than any enemy. Clan Rictus had thrived in the deadly Dark Lands, growing in size and power until it rivalled Mors as one of the foremost Warlord Clans. Rikcruk knew that Ikit Claw and his Clan Skryre engineers had little faith in his ability to halt the dwarfs, but the ambitious warlord would not be denied his chance to seize greatness.


  Standing and issuing shrill orders from atop his war litter, Rikcruk Sliceblade was well positioned. At the onset, he was at the fore of the charge, but by the time the skaven closed upon the dwarfs he had subtly drifted back into the middle ranks. Carried by his thralls, the warlord seemed to float atop a sea of black- armoured stormvermin. They were the pride of Clan Rictus, and they trod over their injured and fleeing kin in their frothing eagerness to join the battle. The impact of their collision with the dwarfs halted the enemy advance, and the two armies pushed together to begin a grinding battle.


  Slowly, inexorably, the dwarfs pushed back the multitudes that assailed them. In some cases this was because of the armoured might of the dwarfs - a massive heave from the red shieldwall of Clan Drakebeard’s warriors or the nigh impenetrable gromril of the Bar Dawazbak ironbreakers. Mostly, however, it was the furious axe-churning attacks of the slayer throngs. Unlike their armoured brethren, the slayers paid a higher price for every step they advanced. Behind them, they left a trail of dead or dying dwarfs.


  Torn by conflicting duties and oaths, and enraged at his inability to fully break the long encircling siege of his people, Ungrim Ironfist found solace in but one thing. In the press and clang of combat, Ungrim felt only the joy of battle, the hot surge of dealing death to his hated foe - and none dealt out more punishment than the Slayer King. Swinging the Axe of Dargo in sweeping arcs, Ungrim singlehandedly carved a path of bloody ruin into the foe. With a mighty blow the king smashed asunder the skaven warlord’s palaquin of planks, scattering his guard. With his next stroke Ungrim cut Rikcruk Sliceblade in twain. Shorn of their leader, the stormvermin of Clan Rictus scampered away.


  This was what Ikit Claw had expected of the Warlord Clans. Fortunately, the next line of attackers had been prepared. Goaded and whipped by packmasters, Clan Moulder’s beastpacks had been pushed out of the deeper tunnels and into Peak Pass. They were herded into position just in front of the construction area. Their first targets were not dwarfs, however, but fleeing skaven. Stormfiend warpacks moved up, stomping the last of the fleeing stormvermin as they came. Each of their hulking kind bore an array of weapons, the fell energies of their warpstone power sources emitting an eerie green glow. Once through the fleeing ratmen, the rat ogres had a clear target.


  The fusillade that followed was pure devastation. Gouts of warpfire washed into the dwarfs, while a barrage of poisoned wind shells exploded, sending clouds of green gas billowing. Rat ogres bearing ratling guns broke into a loping advance, their multi¬barrels spinning as each shot out a whir of death. The hailstorm of shots ripped into the unarmoured slayers, their bullet-ridden bodies jerking as each was hit many dozens of times.


  While the dwarfs reeled from this hellish display of firepower, the stormfiends kept coming. Firing on the move, they crashed into the dwarf ranks. With fire-throwers on each arm still spitting flames, a rat ogre pushed amongst the ranks of those slayers still standing. It swung its burly arms, sending a handful of broken dwarfs flying into the air. The last sputtering jets of flaming liquid sprayed out of the open nozzled flame-throwers, adding to the carnage.


  With more skaven emerging behind the stormfiend packs, Ungrim and his throngs faced the very real threat of being overwhelmed. The Slayer King, however, had not been so headstrong as to march out of his gates wholly unsupported. Timing their attack run perfectly, the Thunderfist Squadron rounded snow-covered peaks and dropped into the canyon of Peak Pass. Dipping low and approaching at maximum speed, the trio of gyrobombers released their grudgebuster bombs onto the massing skaven. Even as the explosions blossomed behind them, the squadron was gaining altitude, climbing out of the pass and veering around a mountain peak. Soon they would double back for another run.


  The gyrobombers were not alone. A series of explosions along one of the steep scree slopes sent a cascade of tumbling boulders bounding into the skaven troops. Behind the avalanche came Rordak’s Rangers, their own sliding descent slowed by ropes.


  Upon reaching the base of Peak Pass, the grizzled dwarf mountaineers unleashed fierce volleys of crossbow bolts into the slaves and engineers attempting to erect their great battery.


  This was the reprieve Ungrim and his throngs needed. Although many dwarfs had fallen, they surged forward, hewing down the raging- mad beasts with many axestrokes. Ungrim led the way, hacking apart the hulking foes, sending heads and limbs flying in wide arcs. At the height of his rampage, as he slew the last rat ogre before him, Ungrim’s axe penetrated the storage tanks that fuelled the creature’s warpfire throwers. Blackened flames erupted, engulfing the Slayer King in a blazing fireball.


  For the dwarfs it was as if time stopped and the battle stood still. Ungrim, who had survived battles and foes untold, was at the epicentre of that blast. The cloud of warpflame melted rock, blasting out a crater with its livid inferno. Even as the dwarfs began their curses, out of the roiling smoke clouds strode their king. Flames singed the ends of his crest and beard, and the Axe of Dargo gleamed in that blackness. Protected by his dragon cloak, Ungrim Ironfist emerged unscathed and angrier than ever. No skaven dared stand before his enraged onslaught.


  The dwarfs pushed onwards behind their indomitable leader. Many of the slaves assembling the scaffolding towers scrambled for the caves.


  The warlock engineers, however, attempted to defend their works with an array of strangely shaped pistols and rifles. Several sent forth arcs of warp lightning. Sizzling bolts struck the encroaching dwarfs, but could not stop their advance. Within moments they were amongst the flimsy structures, hacking down support beams and engineers alike. Another Clan Rictus warlord - Grzzt Blackfang - brought up new clawpacks and a fresh battle waged over the wreckage.


  Ikit Claw had abandoned the construction site long before, relocating to the caves. At his bidding, slaves followed, pushing crude wooden carriages that bore three cylindrical tanks. Ikit was uncomfortable being near the poisoned gas. Even with his rebreather and the protection of his iron frame, Ikit feared this batch. He had made it himself, and knew its fearsome potency.


  The combination of the increasing winds of magic and the influx of warpstone payments to Clan Skryre had given Ikit everything he needed to create his deadliest gas weapon to date. During testing, the toxic clouds killed faster than anything he had ever seen from those fools of Clan


  Pestilens. Tens of thousands of wind globes could be filled from one of the enormous canisters. And there were three of them.


  Ikit's plan had been to unleash these especially potent globadiers alongside the newly outfitted rat ogres. With these shock weapons, the skaven could fight their way into Death-peak. Yet the more Ikit thought about it, the more he realised that such a victory would take a great many months to win. Ikit longed to be back in the humid, overcrowded tunnels of Skavenblight, and as he dwelt upon thoughts of his protege, Zingetail, having access to all the workshops, generators and apparatus of Skavenblight, he fervently wished to conclude this campaign quickly.


  The war engine construction no longer mattered to Ikit. Before Ungrim Ironfist had covered half the ground towards the timber¬framed constructions, Ikit was already plot-scheming a new plan to deliver his alchemic-bomb. This one should prove far more effective than simply inundating the outside of the mountain fortress with poisoned gas.


  The idea had been sparked by his brief conversation with Throt. Previous collaborations between the two had resulted in the rat ogre stormfiends, and the warp-brazier wrecking balls fitted onto some Hell Pit abominations. It was thought that these might prove capable of battering into the dwarf hold. It was this plan that Ikit hastily rushed into operation -only with a fiendish new addition.


  While Ikit readied the rune-scratched holding vats, Throt scuttled to the holding pens to prepare his hand- reared abominations. His ranks included the best of his packmasters - led by Rritchit the Fang and Skweel Gnawtooth. While those two led an army of handlers to distract, whip and beat their ferocious charges, Throt went to work. Using his blade to cut a gaping hole in the saggy underbelly of an abomination, Throt pried open the wound with Creature-killer - his mechanised prodder-grabber. A tide of parasitic rats squirmed out, their needle fangs flashing. While fending off these voracious creatures, a team of engineers affixed the tanks full of poisoned gas inside the beasts’ bodies. They welded, nailed, and tied the heavy cylinders, chaining them around bones and locking them into place with heavy bolts. All the while, the abominations roared and stomped, their unnatural vitality knitting the flesh back so quickly that several engineers were engulfed - entombed alive within the writhing flesh of the Moulder creations.


  Ikit grew ever more leery of the plan. In their rage, the abominations were pulling up the heavy bolts that chained them to the stone floor. In a matter of moments Throt’s crew would lose containment. Many had already died - snapped in two, or stomped to red paste - when, at last, a gas cylinder was embedded within each creature. Throt sent his handlers to goad the abominations one last time, stoking their fury, before ordering the lever that would release their heavy fetters.


  When the abominations were unchained, the unluckiest of packmasters were left in the cavern as bait. They led their mutated charges through the vast caverns, exiting at the western edge of Peak Pass, directly across from the vast carven doors of Karak Kadrin.


  Further down the pass, Ungrim Ironfist had just slain another Clan Rictus warlord. His army had driven off the last skaven counter-attack.


  The heavily tattooed slayers of the Lost Brotherhood, eager for slaughter, were still in pursuit. They chased the skittering remnants back to the caves. Leaning on his axe, Ungrim left such exertions to the younger set. This was not because he no longer had the energy for war, but because some other nagging sense pulled upon him.


  They had been led too far from the gates, and had left them unguarded for far too long.


  Even as the Slayer King bid his thane to sound the recall, he heard the undulating shrieks of abominations and the roar of the main gate batteries. Ungrim’s heart gave a lurch of misgiving. Although old and embittered - having lived to see the loss of his only son - Ungrim was utterly dedicated to Karak Kadrin.


  As the single clear note sounded the withdrawal, the dwarfs left behind strewn wreckage and the Lost Brotherhood alike, double-timing back down Peak Pass.


  The trio of abominations moved towards the massive gates. They were bulky and misshapen, but they heaved and lurched at a frenetic pace. The packmasters who led them to this destination had long since veered off. Once the frenzied creatures emerged into the light, they were met by a barrage of war engine fire. Goaded beyond rage, the beasts charged straight for Karak Kadrin.


  Rocks hurled by grudge throwers impacted near the abominations, filling the air with stone shards. Cannonballs skipped nearby, or embedded into the beasts’ thick flesh. Soon organ cannons, quarrellers, and thunderers opened up, peppering the trio so that they hissed and bellowed as they churned forward. An army could not have survived the firepower of the front gate of Karak Kadrin. Only the warpstone-hyped regeneration of the abominations allowed them to live in that hellstorm. They shrugged off bombardments, new heads growing to replace those that were blown off. Holes blasted into the beasts reknitted so quickly that the sickly flesh seemed to writhe and twist.


  One of their number fell, its death throes lost in a mushroom cloud of poisoned gas. This shrouded the other two so they emerged, their many heads coughing and retching, directly before the gates. Soon the sound of their impact echoed down the pass. The crack of their mighty boulder¬sized fists pounding the ancient portal again and again thundered in the air.


  The gates of Karak Kadrin had denied many foes since the world was young. Against that structure of stone and steel the sorcerous Green Foot of the orc gods, the enchanted energy bolts of the elves and the entropic tendrils of greater daemons had failed, their powers fading to less than naught before dwarfen artifice. For thousands of years, neither strength nor magic had proven capable of denting that protected portal. Until now.


  With each resounding blow, the warpfire burning braziers and wrecking-ball fists of the abominations cracked metal and shattered stone. The runes of Valaya struck by masters of old did not glow in retaliation, but faded, one by one. As a gap appeared, an abomination squeezed its bulk in, wiggling grotesquely from side to side. Like a sewer rat squeezing through an impossibly small crack, the first monstrosity was through.


  Within the entrance hall of Karak Kadrin the rampaging abomination met another hail of fire - cannonballs, handgun bullets and trollhammer torpedoes sent the beast sagging into spluttering mess. It began spewing jets of green gas that filled the entrance hall as the last beast entered.


  Ikit Claw jabbed at the red button on the machine he held, glaring at the warlock engineers by his side.


  The detonation device did not seem to be working, and the beast had actually made it inside. Even as black lightnings answered Ikit’s rage, arcing out to knife through his underlings, a loud whompf sounded across Peak Pass. What remained of the gates were blown off their hinges as the gas bomb detonation sent toxic clouds blasting everywhere. A green cloud rose up over Karak Kadrin.
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  A grim blackness had fallen over the dwarfs of Karak Eight Peaks. After gruelling weeks of desperate tunnel fighting, the skaven had driven the dwarfs back to their last bastion. The remainder of the Citadel had fallen to the foe, save only the final refuge of the Hall of Pillared Iron. There, the dwarfs had collapsed many tunnels and barred the remaining gates. Less than two hundred defenders could still stand and wield their axes.


  Rather than attempting to defend the varied doorways, the dwarfs set up in a square in the middle of the cavernous hall. Amongst this resolute brotherhood strode King Belegar. He did not speak words of encouragement, nor did he make any speeches. Arms were clasped in silence, a solemn ceremony for a grim people. Just a few hours previously the king had sent forth all those who would attempt to break out of Karak Eight Peaks. The escape path was a narrow tunnel dropping straight down many thousands of feet. After climbing down on endless rungs of iron, the claustrophobic passageway wound miles south before leading back up to a secreted hatch buried beneath the surface rubble.


  Only three dozen dwarfs had decided to leave. Several amongst their number had not left voluntarily - but upon orders from their king. These unfortunates protested, but could not deny a direct order from their liege. They were little more than beardlings, the youngest of the Clan Angrund.


  If the group was lucky enough and the tunnels were not discovered, they would be reaching the surface between the mountains now. It would be a difficult journey out of the enclosing ring of mountains, and then a long and perilous trek northwards.


  Those that remained did so out of oath and duty. That they had little hope was never a thought or question. In truth, they never had. All recognised that retaking Karak Eight Peaks was a fool’s hope, a desperate gamble. Difficult or easy, possible or impossible, these were not questions that the dwarfs had even asked of themselves. What was right by their oaths and ancestors steered them, and there was no second guessing.


  Belegar held out some slim hope.


  He believed they could last long enough against the foe, and held out a glimmer that eventually reinforcements might reach him.


  Twice before the dwarfs of Karak Eight Peaks had been in similar circumstances, and both times they had been saved by the timely arrival of their brethren.


  Just over a few miles of twisting underground passageways away, Queek Headtaker prepared the final assault. He had just come from war council and now the Grand Warlord of Clan Mors, and right claw of its leader Lord Gnawdwell, was glad to be back to fighting. He understood leading clawpacks, and understood fighting against dwarfs perhaps best of all. The bearded-things were tough, but consistent. For instance, he knew they would not be trying to escape. Some messengers or disparate bands might attempt to bolt, but the majority would be hunkered down and ready to defend. Despite being surrounded and overwhelmed, they would die fighting like some cave beast, rather than attempt to break out.


  Aside from the upcoming fight, Queek was out of his element. The war council had brought him face to face with the grey seer Kranskritt and the Verminlord that always seemed to accompany him. At first, in the Hall of Clan Skalfdon, Queek had thought the rat daemon had been summoned and bound by the grey seer, but it took only minutes of contact for him to reverse that opinion. Soothgnawer was in charge, using Kranskritt to achieve some unseen ends. For his own part, Queek was accompanied by Lurklox, and that was new and uncomfortable. It was unclear whether the Verminlords were together or working at cross purposes.


  Queek was certain it had been Kranskritt who had lead Skarsnik to the drilling tunnels and was prepared for open civil war. Lurklox had convinced him instead to ally with the grey seer and to attack Skarsnik. This, apparently, had only been a show of strength. The Verminlords wished to display to the greenskins that a war against the skaven would be costly and unwise. The infernal things got their wish, for after the Battle in the Vale, they had gone off and struck a bargain with the goblin Skarsnik behind his back.


  To seal the deal and gain control of Karak Eight Peaks, all Queek had to do was present Skarsnik with the head of the dwarf king. With that, the goblin warlord would travel out of the Worlds Edge Mountains. Queek had been betrayed in alliances with Skarsnik many times before. The goblin was a liesmith, as two-faced and conniving as any skaven. What pact Lurklox thought he had made with the him, Queek had no idea. He would just as soon put Dwarf Gouger through the entire lot of them - for the skaven warlord did not trust the goblin, the grey seer, and especially not either of the Verminlords.


  Clearing his head of these thoughts, it was a relief to return to matters he knew how to deal with. He sent the first clawpack off to war, then backtracked along circuitous routes to reach the other side of the dwarf-held hall. There, he sent the remainder of the attack force forward, reminding them that the dwarf king was his, and his alone. After launching attacks from all around, there was little for Queek to do, but wait. He knew dwarfs. He knew there would be traps - blackpowder and falling rocks awaiting the first to crash through the doors. He could almost picture the shieldwalls, the cannons facing each of the main gates.


  By Queek’s internal reckoning, he should wait at least seven or eight feedings (the greater part of a day) before he and his Red Guard should join the fray. Always impatient, Queek lasted about half that time. The corridors leading down were packed and full of stench, and entering the Hall of Pillared Iron the smell of grapeshot, entrails, and the musk of fear was overpowering. The dead lay in heaped piles.


  Time after time the skaven had woven through the forest of pillars to assail the shieldwall. They were thrown back with great losses. Poisoned wind globadiers clustered behind a pillar, waiting until the fighting was at its heaviest. Then, with a scuttling speed, they closed upon their quarry, preparing to hurl their death globes. With only seconds to track their target and fire, quarrellers sent forth a single volley, and not a shot missed its mark. The few surviving globadiers scampered away, while the next attack came forth.


  The mailed dwarfs in the centre were beset upon all sides. With cries of ‘Belegar’ and ‘Karak Eight Peaks’, they fought until their life’s blood was spent. Step by step the dwarfs shrank back, closing their dwindling ranks, shortening their battle line. They fell by ones and twos, pierced by clanrat spears or jabbed in the vitals by serrated swords. With no respite, the last dwarfs closed in a defensive ring around their king, shielding him with their bodies. Tired, thirsty, and with limbs that felt leaden, the dwarfs fought on, hewing and chopping. With each death of their comrades, their kith and kin, Belegar and his warriors fought harder.


  The skaven wavered and broke, but within moments, the next wave crashed home. Then came the crimson-armoured stormvermin of the Red Guard. Fresh, well-fed and bold - they were the largest and fiercest of their kind. Once more they faced the Iron Brotherhood - the hammerer bodyguard of Belegar. This time, it was the skaven that were triumphant. As their heavy halberds hacked down the last of that proud formation, the vermin plucked out trophies - heads, beards, and pieces of broken armour. Since before they, or their fathers ten times passed were whelped, the Iron Brotherhood had been a ratbane - a living terror that was finally defeated.


  With their king in the centre, the last dozen dwarfs presented a ring of axes, hammers and shields that none could break. Time and again the skaven crashed against them, were broken, and fled back to reform. Calling upon his Ancestor Gods, King Belegar swept out with his great maul, swinging an arc of death that cracked bodies and armour alike. None could match the king’s wrath or might in arms, but one by one those around him perished, dragged down by weight of numbers. Hemmed in on all sides, his armour rent, his shield dented, King Belegar was alone when the circle of ratmen broke to allow Queek through.


  The duel that followed was fast and not as one-sided as Queek had imagined. Wounded and weary, there was no chance of any other outcome. Yet Belegar did not back down or show weakness, fighting his defiance until the very end. Queek, bleeding profusely, and his armour bearing a distinct hammer-shaped impression, bent down. When he rose again, he lifted up the dwarf king’s head to the shrill victory squeals of Clan Mors.
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  The world was changing, and not for the better.


  High King Thorgrim Grudgebearer looked out from Karaz-a-Karak. He stood upon a carven spire near the mountain’s summit, and it was very much like standing on the top of the world. He looked down upon the clouds and the lesser snow-covered peaks of the Worlds Edge Mountains.


  The sun was sinking beyond the margin of the land and its last slanting rays coloured the mountains red. Smoke hung on the horizon, signs of war and volcanic unrest. To the north, the skies shimmered with an unnatural aurora, a multi-coloured storm. Flashes of lightning arced across the skies.


  Miles below, the greatest of dwarf strongholds was under siege. Many gates had been assailed - not just the main ones along the Silver Road, but portals across the spurs and ridges of the colossal mountain. Some of the concealed entrances had been assaulted also. Below ground, in the ancient mineways and underdepths, the attacks were more savage still. There also, long barred passageways and secret tunnels echoed to the sounds of battle. That so many of the hidden ways were under attack was further proof that this was no sudden invasion or random uprising, but a calculated campaign of annihilation.


  Messages from as far away as the Grey Mountains told the same story - dwarf strongholds and mines were falling. Skaven were storming up from below in never-before- witnessed numbers. Unlike the men of the Empire, the dwarfs had always considered the ratmen to be a major threat. Yet none could have predicted that their ancient subterranean foe had grown so numerous and so bold. Karak Azul had fallen. Gyrocopters told that green clouds still hung over Karak Kadrin, and that its gates lay broken along Peak Pass. Zhufbar had closed all gates, hoping to shutter the mountain in a ring of iron. The dwarf fleet had been badly defeated while defending Barak Varr, and now that great hold smoked from within.


  Surely this was the twilight of the dwarfs, the ending of the world? Dwarf legends said that the Ancestor Gods themselves would return for the final battle. Despite the constant stream of visitors to the great shrines of Grungni, Grimnir, Valaya and the lesser gods, no answers or divine visitations had been forthcoming.


  The news from other realms - although not as reliable - was equally bleak. Tilea and Estalia had collapsed years ago, and Bretonnia was now overrun by skaven. Much of the Empire was in ruin, and varied reports named their Emperor Karl Franz as dead or missing. Nagash had returned, the vampire counts and the undead spreading out of the black heart of Sylvania. And from the north came armies of chaos, marching openly, while a horde of monsters rampaged before them. There were persistent rumours that the distant high elves too were embroiled in war with their darksome kin. The dwarfs shared a complicated past with the elves. Yet just as Thorgrim was sure that the fickle race had drawn their own troubles down upon themselves, he also knew that the haughty elves of Ulthuan were better allies than none at all.


  Karaz-a-Karak had weathered many hardships during its long and glorious past. It was the largest of their mountain strongholds, the stony heart of the dwarf empire. Much of their realm had dwindled, and now far less than half of the capital city’s halls were occupied. But all who gazed within saw one of the true marvels of the world. Endless halls and deeps held the history of the dwarfs carved in stone. Within its vaults lay the greatest single concentration of wealth and magical artefacts anywhere in the world.


  Over the ages Karaz-a-Karak had endured. Its very name meant ‘the pinnacle of mountains’, although in Khazalid the word for mountain can also mean ‘thing which endures’. Hence, its name also translated as ‘the most enduring’ or ‘everpeak’. Karaz-a-Karak had preserved through the Time of Woes, the Goblin Wars, the besiegement of the elves, and thousands of battles and invasions.


  So long as the Everpeak stood, so too would the dwarfs.


  With the skies gone black and the second moon rising in its leering fullness, Thorgrim turned from the mountaintop vista. The eerie light of the green moon felt unnatural.


  He descended the spiral stairs for hours, before reaching his awaiting thronebearers. Taking his seat upon the Throne of Power, Thorgrim reached out and touched the Rune of Azamar - the one and only rune of Eternity. Its warm glow was a comfort as the old king was carried back to his dais to endure another long session with his advisors listing out the woes of the world.
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  Grey Seer Thanquol was deep in the sewers of Nuln, and he was very desperate. His dream of leading a glorious victory seemed impossibly distant. The plans to capture the man-things’ city were failing. Not for the first time, he was being blamed. The Council of Thirteen had made it very clear - the mission would succeed, or heads would be forfeit.


  Although his past efforts had ended in disaster, once more the white-furred sorcerer attempted to slice the veil between realms. Once more he attempted to summon forth a Verminlord...


  ... and once more Thanquol failed. This time, at least, he had not done so with the same disastrous consequences as his previous attempt. Tail lashing, the grey seer paced out of the crude symbols scratched into the stone floor, the small gouges filled with rivulets of blood.


  It was then that Thanquol perceived a shadowy hand reaching out of the blackness. Its claws ripped through reality with a screech that sent pain running down his spine. The enormous hand lifted Thanquol upright, dangling him upside down as its owner stepped out of a black abyss of shadows.


  Thanquol could do nothing but squeak in wide-eyed wonder. He had seen Verminlords before, of course, but never anything like this. Horns grew from its head - a sign of nobility to skaven - but none had ever sprouted so majestically as these. Multiple sets curved and entwined its verminous head. They seemed to sinuously curve and move as Thanquol watched them.


  'Ahhh, Thanquol,’ it purred. ‘We have waited for you to call us, little seer. Yes-yes, we have much to do.’


  ‘Who-what are you, oh Great Master?’ said Thanquol, as the creature placed him gently along the side of the culvert. Only then did the grey seer notice that the Verminlord’s claw¬like feet did not sink into the river of filth. The ancient being stooped to Thanquol’s level, and the grey seer could see that one eye was missing. The empty socket was a black hole of endless nothing.


  ‘Our name is Skreech Verminking,’ said the Verminlord. ‘There are many of us in here.’ As he spoke, Thanquol saw before him the varied aspects flicker - the contagion-ridden body of the plague priest, the shadowy assassin, the hungry hordes, the tinkering weaponsmith, the future-gazing seer. ‘The ruins, the decay - they give us power. We were called here by blight and destruction,’ it said, sniffing the air and craning its neck. ‘And by you, Thanquol.’


  The grey seers had long spoken in whispered legend of the one. A Rat King - a conglomerate evil. In skaven society all things were hierarchal, from clans to caste. Had he really just summoned forth the most powerful of all Verminlords? Thanquol had always known he was special, but this was pleasing confirmation.


  Pleasing indeed.
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  The Bell Tolls For Nuln


  Winter 2524 - Spring 2525
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  The skaven attacks upon the Empire began at the same time that Clan Pestilens launched their assault upon Lustria. The timing for the underground rising was perfect, as the Empire was in tumult, riven by battle and beset by plague. Timing, however, was the only thing that worked in the ratmen’s favour.


  The skaven offensive was separated into several dozen operations, each composed of a handful of lesser Warlord Clans. Lacking a single preeminent leader or clan to organise efforts, the varied campaigns across the Empire either had little to do with each other, or worse yet, worked openly against one another.


  After months of preparations and undertunnelling, many attacks never took place. In some cases the Warlord Clans fell upon each other in backstabbing wars. In other instances, the skaven simply arrived too late. War had already come to the Empire. In the north, Reikland and Nordland were burning. A few clans, although none with affiliations to Pestilens, even fell prey to the plagues that swept the human lands.


  In many cases the skaven had little more to do than creep into the ruins the Chaos armies left behind. They became squatters rather than invaders - scavengers content to pick over the detritus left behind.


  Four Warlord Clans were assigned to attack the city of Nuln. They were Clans Gristlecrack, Vrrtkin, Kryxx, and Carrion, and each of them had further backing from the Greater Clans. Due to the importance of the target, this support included a great number of warlock engineers under Great Warlock Skribolt, and a pair of grey seers - Thanquol and Gribikk. Before their recent fall from dominance, the mission would have been under the leadership of either of the grey seers, yet a new era had begun. Since their ejection from the Council of Thirteen, the horned


  sorcerers were purposefully relegated to little more than lickpaw-lackeys. At best they held advisory positions to those who now wielded the power.


  With the ascension of Clan Skryre to the top of the clan hierarchy, it was one of their number that rose up to lead. The Great Warlock Skribolt was a gifted inventor and a powerful master of dark lightnings. He was not, however, a skaven who could lead more than a team of technical underlings. His attempts to deploy the Warlord Clans had been disastrous.


  The first attempted rising, which was to take the black powder storage of Nuln, never left the tunnels. Greedy for all the scavenge rights, Clan Vrrtkin turned upon their erstwhile allies, Clan Carrion. Thanquol was blamed for this loss, although at the time he was many miles away. He had been sent to investigate a series of old tunnels that led beneath the River Sol. When recalled, and told of his failures, the grey seer was then forced to explain the loss of so many warriors to representatives of the Council of Thirteen.


  For his part, Thanquol was aware that a scapegoat was sometimes needed to pin blame upon. Due to inadequate support in the past, he himself had been forced to point a claw at others. However, only the weakest were chosen to take blame, and Thanquol was incredulous to think that he and the remaining grey seers had fallen so low. Even worse, the Council’s messenger was not a grey seer, but rather a Clan Skryre techno-tinkerer. To see such a lowly sorcerer flanked by the albino bodyguard of the Council was a slap in the whiskers. There was no solace for Thanquol in that meeting, only dire consequences listed out in case of further failure.


  Thanquol’s next assignment was mere scurry-work, but something else happened that set off the grey seer’s paranoia. Clan Skryre engineers had taken his bodyguard Boneripper from


  him. This was ostensibly to upgrade the creature’s warpfire thrower, but Thanquol was not convinced. Shorn of his bodyguard, he felt vulnerable. When he returned from his messenger duty, Thanquol discovered that a second attack had been made. It too had failed, though the clanrats had at least reached the surface. This foray was made by Clans Gristlecrack and Kryxx, but was once again set upon by Clan Vrrtkin. The humans, drawn to the clashing skaven, had seen them retreat back into the sewers. Many casualties were left behind.


  Once again, Thanquol heard he was linked to the flawed attack plan. He had no doubts as to who would be made responsible in reports. That the grey seer had not known of the plan would not matter. At the next war council, Great Warlock Skribolt’s first order of business was to dismiss Thanquol, ordering him to report the dire news of the latest failure to Skavenblight via farsqueaker.


  Knowing that to detail another defeat to the Council was a death sentence, Thanquol reverted to what he did best: he lied. The grey seer spoke elaborate untruths, fabricating a tale of delayed success that would, at any moment, ripen to glorious victory. Before any questions could be asked, Thanquol knocked lose as many wires as he could from the contraption. This was followed by an accidental drop, and then another, as the first one hadn’t seemed to do the job. When the grey seer next attempted to regain the signal he picked up nothing but crackle from the other end.


  When bewildered engineers burst into the room, Thanquol berated them and their faulty invention. Before they could fix the machinery, Thanquol stalked out. The warlock engineers, no doubt, would report him to Great Warlock Skribolt. Nervously, the grey seer pulled out his stash of warpstone shards, dropping one into his mouth. Immediately he felt the raw magic flow through his system, calming him.


  In a better frame of mind, Thanquol made straight for the sewers. Desperate measures were in order. In the secluded darkness, he scratched the sacred runes of summoning.


  Meanwhile, the skaven war council went on and on. For hours the group had listened to and rejected ideas for how best to attack the man-things. The mood turned confrontational. Warlord Throttlespine, leader of Clan Kryxx, had drawn forth his blade and was challenging the Grand Warlord of Clan Vrrtkin, Trikstab Gribnode. Unable to get any to listen to him, Great Warlock Skribolt had begun cranking up his warp lightning generator when a disturbance in the outer chambers brought all to a sudden halt. Clangs sounded as armoured stormvermin were hurled against walls, and a deep-throated roar made even the bravest of them clench their fear glands.


  A single blow felled the plank doors and there loomed the largest rat ogre any of the gathered skaven had ever seen. This included Grand Packmaster Manxrot, a Master Mutator from Hell Pit who had seen more than his share. The four-armed behemoth doubled


  over to squeeze its bulk through the doorway, staring at the assembly with hate-filled eyes. Following the lumbering monster into the room was the recently banished grey seer, Thanquol.


  ‘Good-good, all still here? I bring news from the Council,’ said Thanquol, who was puffed up and obviously pleased with himself.


  This proclamation seemed most stunning to Great Warlock Skribolt, whose claw still churned the handcrank on his warp-energy condenser. His muzzle twitched as he grasped for what to say.


  ‘Yes-yes. After so much incompetence,’ and here the grey seer paused, looking at Skribolt, ‘I am to be in charge. Any disputes can be directed to my bodyguard, Boneripper.’ At this, Thanquol nodded his head to the hulking beast snarling behind him.


  ‘But that is not...’ Skribolt started to say, but the grey seer cut him off.


  ‘My new bodyguard Boneripper,’ said Thanquol, ‘The old one was mostly dead,’ he added, dismissively. ‘This one is better.’


  ‘Now that the element of surprise is gone-lost,’ Thanquol continued, ‘I feel it is time to switch tactics. My plan is to...’


  At last, Skribolt, found his tongue. ‘Enough! No more! Halt-stop!’ said the great warlock, the last words coming out perhaps more shrilly than he wished. ‘On whose orders were you gift-granted authority? Why-tell was I not informed?’


  Skribolt was standing, the lightnings wreathing him as his whirring contraption sucked in the winds of magic. All the other skaven present - warlords, a top assassin, and a master moulder - took steps backwards away from the two.


  When the voice spoke from the shadows, all turned. Such was the power inherent in its slightest whisper that several of the lesser warlords let loose their bowels.


  ‘On my authority, great warlock,’ said the shadow. The room went black, lit only by dancing chains of lightning. A long, elegant claw reached out, snuffing out the sparks that flew between Skribolt’s backpack conductors. In the blackness, a single terrifyingly evil eye radiated over them, holding them each in turn.


  As suddenly as it appeared, the blackness was gone - it was just the war council again, lit by dimly flickering warpstone braziers.


  ‘What do you bid-command, o Great and Exalted Leader Thanquol?’ intoned Warlord Throttlespine, bowing low. The rest of the skaven followed suit, although they did subconsciously shuffle away from those who had befouled themselves.


  Thanquol had already surmised that Throttlespine was the smart one, yet it was gratifying to be proven correct. Nodding his head slightly in acceptance, Thanquol began again. 


  ‘As I was saying, my plan...’
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  The city of Nuln was on alert. It was a powerful city - one of the greatest in the Empire, and perhaps Altdorf’s only true rival in wealth, industry, and population. Situated where the confluence of the rivers Aver and Sol met the Reik, the city was known for its walls and bridges. Most famous of all, however, were the armaments factories of Nuln.


  Nuln’s coffers were always full, and it had everything to do with the city establishing itself as the arsenal of the Empire. The forges, foundries and shot towers had grown rich through selling ordnance and ammunitions to every other province and city- state. No other manufacturer could produce and sell such fine artillery pieces, such explosive black powder, or such well rounded cannonballs as did Nuln. Only a dwarf would dare dispute that claim, and as the mountain folk did not actually sell their war engines or black powder to any but their own kind, there could be no competition.


  It was often said that the more dangerous the times, the more gold flowed into the city. And never before had the coffers been so full. With so much of the Empire already burning with war’s flames, there had long been a demand for more weapons than Nuln’s factories could produce. Night and day, the forgefires of Nuln blazed, so that the entire city was permanently crowned with clouds of acrid smoke. Soot and ashes were everywhere, falling out of the skies like rain.


  Adding to the usual fervour of the factories, the city had locked all its gates. From across the nation, the news coming in was all bad.


  Far to the north, the Auric Bastion had been breached, and the forces of Chaos were rampaging through. Armies of undead marched out of Sylvania to walk openly through the lands. Marienburg had fallen, and an invading army of barbarians and daemons marched upon Altdorf. Troubles came from not just the north, for a stream of refugees straggled in from Wissenland and western Averland. Armies of ogres and greenskins cut seemingly random paths through the land. It appeared nowhere was safe.


  Entire battalions and artillery trains had already marched out of Nuln’s gates to the succour of the realm at large. Some scattered reports had returned, but the soldiers had not, nor did it seem likely that they ever would. Despite these losses, the city maintained a strong standing army. The guard that stood upon the walls and bridges of Nuln remained an impressive force. Their defences bristled with guns - the best ordnance in the Empire. The battle-hardened men of the Iron Companies stood ready. It was often said that Nuln could look after her own.


  It was, perhaps, this martial pride in their city’s defence that made so many nobles and commanders scoff at the recent troubles. There had been talk of an invasion - not from outside, but from below. The word through the streets was that ratmen had been sighted, rising from the sewers.


  Such a thing was to be expected, said soldiers and citizens alike.


  They claimed that dastardly foes would not dare attempt to besiege the main gates or attack the high walls, and so an attempt to infiltrate Nuln only made sense. Many of those who voiced their opinions still clung to antiquated notions that ratmen were but a child’s myth. They begrudgingly might acquiesce that a tribe of beastmen had broken into the sewers, but even then they would assert it was but a weakling strain.


  In recent memory, Nuln’s defenders had turned the host of Tamurkhan and innumerable greenskin invasions away. If such enemies as they could be stopped, what hope had enfeebled scavengers? Not everyone in Nuln shared this casual disregard, however.


  Captain Drechsler of the Black Tower Companies was one officer who was alarmed. It was his regiments that had come face to face with the invaders from below. Drawn off their standard night patrol route by the sounds of battle, they had come across a chaotic scene. An army of ratmen had crept out of the sewers near River’s End and was fighting itself. While the men stared in wonder, Captain Drechsler slapped them into formation with the flat of his sword. He did not know what these gaunt rat-like creatures were, or why they had invaded his city, but he didn’t imagine it was to fight themselves. Within moments, the patrol had formed a line, and the handgunners began firing systematic volleys into the mayhem. Drechsler had drilled his men well, and was satisfied to peer through the smoke and see the beastly creatures dropping in waves.


  Even with regiments of handgunners raking fire into them, the ratmen continued to tear at each other. More patrols arrived at the battle, and Captain Drechsler directed them so that they formed into a cohesive battle line. By this time, some of the ratmen had directed their attention to the Nuln patrols, but they lacked the organisation and coherency to properly press forward. Milling about in confusion, the ratmen at last broke ranks altogether and scrambled back. They fled with astonishing speed, hurling themselves down into the sewers. In moments they were all gone, but now troops from all over the city were converging upon the clash.


  As the officer in charge, Captain Drechsler was asked many questions, even receiving a visit from Grand Marshal Erkstein, the commander in chief of Nuln’s armies and river-navy. Were it not for the massive piles of dead ratmen, Drechsler was not sure his tale would have been believed.


  For so many to appear so suddenly in the midst of the heavily defended city was nothing short of astounding. Casualties amongst his own men were few, but Drechsler attributed that to the fact that the skaven were really fighting themselves.


  Drechsler was a professional soldier who had seen his share of battle. Whatever Drechsler believed before then, he certainly considered the ratmen a threat now. He had seen firsthand their savagery and numbers, as well as several unorthodox weapons - a fire-throwing device and some form of mortar that hurled glass phials of poisoned gas. He hated to think of the havoc those infernal devices would have reaped had they been directed at his own forces.


  Praise was lavished upon the Black Tower Patrol and their captain. As for the dead ratmen, the learned masters of the University saved a few for study, but most were piled into a mountainous pyre and burned. When Captain Drechsler and his men asserted that more of the skaven escaped back into the sewers than were slain, the statement was met with scepticism. Dutifully, a handful of sewerjacks were summoned and patrols launched to explore the under passageways. This was, unsurprisingly, a very unpopular manoeuvre amongst both soldiers and officers, for the smells and filth in those ancient tunnels was nauseating. This half-hearted measure did little to explore the vast labyrinth of tunnels below the city.


  These journeys into the dark beneath the city did find a great many rats, but they were of the normal four-legged kind, so no further alarm was raised. Captain Drechsler’s worries, however, were not assuaged. It was his contention that only the ratmen turning on each other had raised the alarms and allowed his patrols to intervene. It had been good fortune, he continued, that prevented the seizure of the Krupthof Foundries - one of the city’s largest and oldest manufacturers of cannon and artillery pieces. After contemplation, that is what he reckoned the ratmen were after, based on the sewers they used and the direction he believed they must have been heading.


  Drechsler was not surprised that the marshal and his cabinet of high ranking officers scoffed at these notions. They pointed out the piled dead of the skaven and the total lack of any more in the sewers. None of the dead bore any of the exotic weapons the captain described. Instead, they carried only rusty blades, warped spears, wooden shields and scrap-made armour. They were dismissed as being a ragged raiding warband that worked its way into the city through some distant river culvert. That the beasts might target a foundry seemed a baseless assertion. The rathole must be found and stopped up, but there was no further worry from that quarter. If you must look for doom, look elsewhere, they said - it was common enough in these black times.


  Only the wizard Berndt Aberwald - a heavily bearded and taciturn individual - stayed to ask further questions. He obviously believed Captain Drechsler, and shared his concerns about the skaven.


  After repeated requests from Captain Drechsler, regular patrols ranged through the accessible parts of the sewers. He was even allowed to hire groups of militia to aid in the process. Acting on an old soldier’s intuition, the Black Tower captain ensured that patrols around the foundry district were stepped up in size and regularity - Drechsler would not be caught off guard again.
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  It had taken Thanquol several sessions with the Great Warlock Skribolt to unravel what the true objectives in Nuln were. It helped to have the assistance of a creature that could sniff out lies and half-truths. Previously, Thanquol would have been privy to all this information, and it rankled him to learn of the mission only through coercion.


  Thanquol gathered that the objective was not to simply sack and enslave the city, as they had done so successfully in Tilea. Such things were secondary to the main goal. Instead, the task was to retrieve specific spoils to further an important Clan Skryre project back in Skavenblight. These items were, quite possibly, the keys that would unlock total victory - or so Skribolt had been told. Only in Nuln could the skaven find their target, for they were to steal black powder in vast quantities - mountains of the stuff was needed. The mission also requested a working steam engine.


  Thus far, Skribolt had seized exactly none of these things. Instead, he had set the rival Warlord Clans against each other and alerted the humans to the skaven presence in the sewers. Thanquol shook his head. It had always been his curse to work with incompetents. Skribolt also informed Thanquol that under no circumstances were the skaven to risk harming the needed substances. This explained the decision not to simply overrun the city - for such an invasion could take weeks of back and forth fighting. Thanquol remembered only too well how quickly the armies of Nuln had mobilised.


  It had been years since Thanquol had been in Nuln, but it had left a mark on the grey seer. He had nearly grasped victory then, but it was snatched from his claws. It was a point of pride that, even in his failure, Thanquol had burnt half the city. This time, he swore, when he was done there would be no more Nuln.


  The grey seer fished out several glowing chunks from a pouch and popped these into his mouth. Sometimes Thanquol crunched the warpstone; at other times he held it in his mouth, dissolving it slowly as he used his tongue to shift the shards from cheek to cheek. Although far underground, he could feel night falling and the immense warpmoon rising. The warpstone flowed through his system, giving him visions. Such times were best for planning.


  There was not much time left to act. Clan Skryre agents had most likely already informed those back in Skavenblight that Thanquol had taken over. The first thing the grey seer had to do was to stop the internal fighting amongst the warlords. His inclination had been to make a messy example of the chief source of his woes, the overly aggressive Grand Warlord Trikstab of Clan Vrrtkin. As a motivator, fear of black lightnings had always served Thanquol well. The Verminlord, Verminking, however, had suggested another way. Awed by the presence of the magnificently horned manifestation of power, Thanquol acquiesced. The next step was to discuss the attack strategy.


  Skribolt’s plan had been to surround the munitions district with skaven, allowing time for slaves to dismantle everything and haul it underground. Such a strategy was not worth a dropping, Thanquol decided. The black towers that surrounded the area were full of troops. The human armies would respond quickly. The skaven would need more time to plunder.


  Thanquol had many questions, but it was difficult to speak with the Verminlord. Soon after helping the grey seer claim leadership, the unnatural being had retreated back to the shadowlands. That had been a few days ago. Since then, Thanquol had heard Skreech’s voice inside his own head several times. This happened at night when the green moon was out, and when the grey seer had consumed much warpstone. During such times, cunning plans flashed through Thanquol’s mind in rapid-fire fashion. While the physical world grew hazy, visions of the future, as well as the motivations and intrigues of those around him, became perfectly clear.


  During these warp-entranced states, Thanquol suddenly knew - as if someone whispered in his ear - how best to get his way. Whether his sub-commanders needed coercion, encouragement, fawning compliments or the crackling threat of a lightning bolt, Thanquol could see it more clearly than the whiskers on his muzzle. He inherently knew when to bare his fangs for maximum effect, when to coalesce a sizzling aura about his clenched claw, and when he could get his way simply by narrowing his eyes to slits.


  With deft precision, Thanquol set the two-stage plan to begin the following evening. The grey seer called for the gutter runners, for only by their stealth could the first step be taken.


  Clan Eshin had agents across the world, and the gutter runners known as the Ripshades were their top eyes and ears in Nuln. For two years they had dwelt beneath the city, making furtive forays to spy upon their foes. Masters of disguise, they donned cowls and crept out amongst the city’s poor. During masquerades, they slipped into the palace of Countess Emmanuelle von Liebwitz, the Elector Countess of Wissenland, who made her base in Nuln. There was nowhere they did not venture, and they knew the undertunnels like it was their own warren. The Ripshades quickly grasped Thanquol’s plan and saw the simple genius of it.


  Taking with them several claws of night runners as support, the Ripshades left the underlairs. Up they went along winding passageways gnawed deep below the city. They climbed vertical shafts to drainage tunnels until they reached the sewers.


  They were moving at scurry-speed, as fast as the quickest man could sprint, but this was not their fastest pace - not yet. It would be a long night’s work, and they would need to conserve energy. When the skaven reached a crossroads in the sewers, Deathrunner Skewit held up a claw, sniffing. The leader looked all ways, then flashed another signal to his team. At this, the skaven silently scattered, each different group heading off to complete their own prearranged mission.


  Moments after being crammed with black-clad skaven, the sewer crossroads were left empty again.


  The only sound was dripping condensation. Then came furtive scratching, as the four-legged denizens of the sewers slowly crept out to scavenge. It was not long before the rats were forced to flee again, this time from the tramp of heavy boots as a torch-lit patrol of Empire soldiers marched past.


  On the surface, the warpmoon hung huge in the sky, casting strange shadows upon Nuln. Over the deserted streets the skaven flitted, darting from one patch of darkness to the next. They worked their slinking way down twisted back alleys, and through the maze of rubbish-filled backstreets. Only the faintest click of clawed feet racing across cobblestone could be heard. At the slightest sign of movement, the skaven froze, squeezing into cracks or ducking into shadow behind rubbish heaps. The unseen lurkers were not detected by late-night drunks weaving their way homeward, or even by torch-carrying patrols that marched within an arm’s length of the crouching skaven.


  When the streets were quiet again, the skaven once more detached themselves from hidden nooks of darkness, and scuttled across the foundry district to complete their clandestine mission.


  ‘Sigmar’s Hammer, I hate captain Drechsler,’ griped one of the men at the front. Probably Klaus, but possibly Arnulf.


  Even though it was most likely mumbled just to get a rise out of him, Sergeant Bruno bristled. ‘Next person to bellyache or moan about the patrol gets a knock on the helm from me,’ said the sergeant. ‘The sooner we bump into Gloff’s patrol, the sooner we can get out of here.’


  In the close confines of the sewers, sounds were magnified - boots marching, the rattle of the soldiers’ accoutrements, a shield clanging against a slime- coated wall. Now, Bruno’s gruff commands seemed to fill the space, echoing far down the tunnel. In truth, the sergeant hated the sewers too, but right now he was starting to worry. They should have met the other nightwatch by now.


  ‘Aren’t duties like this the reason we have militia, sergeant?’ asked Klaus as he wiped his sweating brow. It was damp and humid in these foul¬smelling passageways.


  Just as Sergeant Bruno drew his blade, intending to smack Klaus’ head with the flat side, Berndt gave a yell of dismay. Pushing his way to the front of the patrol, Bruno saw that at the edge of the torchlight were crumpled bodies. They wore the same uniforms.


  Grown wary now, Bruno edged closer, driving off the rodents that had already begun to feed. Upon the bodies they could see signs of cruel sword strokes, and some of the fallen men had star-shaped metal discs sticking into them. ‘Looks like we found Gloff’s patrol,’ said Bruno grimly.


  Dawn was breaking by the time the gutter runners returned from their mission. Deathrunner Skewit collected the reports and carried them down the warrens to Thanquol. The mission had been completed; each of the devices had been planted. Almost all of the claws had successfully dodged the nightwatchmen and patrols, which had been out in unusually high numbers. There was one last detail Skewit thought about neglecting to tell the grey seer, but the way in which Thanquol gazed at him made the Clan Eshin warrior feel like the white-furred sorcerer could guess his thoughts. There had been several unavoidable run-ins, although the gutter runners swore that any who had seen the skaven were now dead.


  While he gave his reports, the deathrunner noticed something moving behind the grey seer in the shadows. It made his fur bristle. He had seen such a shape only once before. Then too, he had felt its aura of verminous power. Once back in his own lair-nest, he told his clawmates the powerful Thanquol did indeed have a Verminlord in his service.


  All took that as a sign of the Great Horned Rat’s favour. Victory would soon be theirs...


  On the surface above, the sun rose, but it did not shine upon Nuln. So much smoke hung over the city that it was difficult to tell it was morning. Only the observant noticed a little light sneaking past the pall. One such perceptive man was Captain Drechsler. The reports coming in only made him gloomier. One of the extra patrols he had ordered was missing, and another had been found dead in the sewers.


  Captain Drechsler didn’t like these developments. More than ever, he felt there was something still lurking down in the sewers. Perhaps this had nothing to do with the ratmen invasion, and there was some beast loose below the city? But no, it felt connected. To attack and destroy an armed patrol was no easy feat. There could be an entire army down there for all anyone really knew.


  Once more Captain Drechsler dutifully reported to his superiors. It was pointed out that the unaccounted men were militia, and it was not unheard of for them to go wandering. Often enough, the missing men had the nerve to turn up days later, still smelling of cheap booze. Drechsler had known such an argument would be made. The militia might have absconded, he allowed, but the patrol, he responded, had been professionals. They were Black Tower men like himself. And they hadn’t gone off to visit taverns, but were found lying in their own blood in the dank sewers.


  The dead patrol had been discovered close to the foundries, again leading Drechsler to believe there was some connection. He put everyone on duty - even sending out cooks and stableboys to join the watchmen. He called up more militia. Tonight, Nuln, and particularly the smog-ridden munitions sector, would be filled with patrols. With all his assignments made, Captain Drechsler went off in search of Gunther Maybach. He knew the old engineer had been tinkering with the Deliverance. The captain had the feeling the steam tank was going to be needed soon.


  It took some time to track down the eccentric engineer, and it was already afternoon by the time Captain Drechsler’s subordinates learned of his whereabouts - he had last been seen within the sprawling Krupthof Foundries. This was not good news.


  As one of the city’s largest and oldest makers of cannons, mortars, and volley guns, the Krupthof facilities had grown vast. The complex was like a fortress, and inside the walls were many stone buildings: workshops, smithies, forges, and warehouses, all of which were clustered around an immense courtyard that served as munitions testing grounds. Drechsler knew he could spend hours searching out Maybach. Luckily, however, the captain spotted the engineer right away. He was tinkering with some device in the great courtyard, and took absolutely no notice of the impatient Black Tower commander.


  Gunther Maybach was examining a cylindrical device - it looked like a cobbled-together shell with wires and conductors poking out randomly. There was a corkscrew tip on the end, like some strange drilling machine. When throat-clearing failed to capture the engineer’s rapt attentions, Drechsler simply began talking. He was, after all, a busy man preparing for an emergency.


  The sound of a loud voice very close startled the engrossed engineer out of his reverie. After shushing the captain with flurried hand gestures, Maybach explained, in a whisper, that he was examining what he thought to be a kind of a bomb. The device had been found at the nearby docks and brought to the workshops. It had piqued his curiosity, for he had never seen a device such as this.


  The saboteurs seemed to have an unusual grasp of bomb-making. Parts of the build were ingenious, while other bits looked like the handiwork of disinterested children. Captain Drechsler had no expertise with munitions, but the ramshackle design of the bomb had a familiar aspect.


  It looked very much like the strange devices he had seen the ratmen using. He quickly explained his growing fears to Maybach.


  At the mention of skaven, Maybach grew more concerned. He edged away from the device. He had heard rumours of the ratmen and their wyrdstone-powered war machines. Suddenly the lack of black powder and the glowing greenish sand that filled the shell made the engineer increasingly worried. What had seemed curious before now seemed inhuman and dangerous. If the device was a bomb, and it did come from the ratmen, then the situation had taken a serious turn, Captain Drechsler thought anxiously. A disturbing notion crossed his mind. Were there any more of them?


  The captain did not know it, but strange eyes were gazing upon him at that very moment.


  Between the colossal Krupthof Foundries and the docks was a shanty town. It was a dense and decrepit part of the city - a maze of sagging grey timber-framed buildings leaning in upon each other. It was the kind of area where half the buildings were empty and those who dwelt in the other half asked no questions. The skaven had tunnelled right up into the dirt-floor of one of these abandoned and boarded up shacks. If anyone heard the whirring sounds of a warp-grinder, or the noise of scuffling and rock-shifting, none bothered to investigate. In such slums it was better not to know.


  Inside the claptrap dwelling were mounds of excavation piled to the rafters. Scattered about this heap were night runners. They did not favour surface missions, especially in the daytime, although the thick smoke and overcast skies made for an early gloaming. They were there to provide guard and escort on this reconnaissance mission, while Zrrk, a warlock engineer, did the spying. The canny ratman mechanic was using his spotter-scope to see straight through the wattle and worm-eaten slats of board. By adjusting dials he could also peer through the stone walls that surrounded the Krupthof Foundries. Zrrk zoomed the focus in so that the two talking humans and the drill- bomb dominated his field of vision.


  Zrrk watched while the humans tinkered a little too much with the device and accidentally activated its warp-drill. The device did not work perfectly, ricocheting off the cobblestones and sending showers of green sparks upwards while the man-things fled. For a moment, Zrrk lost sight of the drill-bomb, but then he espied a rising column of green smoke. Lowering his view, and adjusting the dials took time, but eventually the warlock engineer found what he was looking for. The drill had ceased its erratic flight and had landed and begun burrowing. This was bad luck really, thought Zrrk. So many of the devices malfunctioned even in the most perfect conditions. Truthfully, Zrrk was still angered that the grand warlock had chosen another’s design and relegated Zrrk to spying duty.


  A great mound gave evidence of where the drill gained traction and delved below. The warpstone fuel made it quite a powerful digger for its size. Not even the humans could fail to figure out what the bomb’s purpose was now, thought Zrrk. He had seen enough. Within a few moments, the skaven were gone.


  Meanwhile, Captain Drechsler was rushing off. He needed to warn Grand Marshal Erkstein, and also find able- bodied men that could comb the city for more of those bombs. Not too long afterwards, the main gates of the Krupthof Foundry swung open. Clanking and wheezing as it came, the steam tank Deliverance rolled forth. Answering the Black Tower Captain’s request, Gunther Maybach was taking the ironclad behemoth out. His new upgraded engine was just warming up to full power, hissing steam as the tank chugged forward.


  The sun was setting. Its dying rays could not penetrate the gloom that hung over Nuln, but backlit the roiling clouds instead. For a few fleeting moments, the city was bathed in a reddish glow, like that of burning embers. Soon enough, darkness fell.


  And then the bells began tolling...


  They came from the sewers. It happened all across Nuln, starting in the northern districts. At first it was a trickle of rats. They squeezed out between iron-wrought grates or rose from cesspits. From drains, culverts, and cracks in walls, they poured forth. The sporadic flow became a steady stream. They were common city rats - grey or black vermin, their oily fur giving way to long, worm-like tails. The citizens of Nuln, especially in the poorer quarters, were familiar with rats. The observant could spot them at dusk, but to see them moving in the open was unusual. Many pointed at the novelty, others shrieked. More rats came. Millions more.


  The streams became a torrent - a raging river of rats. What started as curiosity for the citizens of Nuln would soon change into something else. Drinkers gathered at a tavern . laughed as they watched a drunk stomping the rats. It was a demented jig, each heavy boot breaking a handful of the scuttling creatures.


  A perfect landing squished out pink coils of innards to raucous cheers.


  As the current of vermin increased, they grew bolder, running up legs and biting at exposed flesh. They went for soft places first - eyes, open mouths or fingers. There were too many to fight. Like so many others, the cavorting drunkard was pulled down and gnawed to death by dozens, hundreds, thousands of tiny teeth.


  People fled inside, slamming doors behind them. Those with upper storeys threw open their shutters and gazed upon the vermin tide that swept the streets. Not a cobblestone could be seen, only a seething carpet of rats. Warning bells clanged all over the city.


  This was but the bow wave of the dwellers from below. In truth, they were only racing away before the real invasion that followed on their tails.


  Behind the swarming rats came the skaven, and they came with a vengeance. In an instant, the northern half of Nuln was under attack in dozens of locations. From the Sumpdocks along the river Aver hordes of skaven surged out from drainage pipes. A sinkhole appeared in the middle of the Grunplatz, and out scrambled thousands more. From the shantytowns of Folly’s Quarter to the burial vaults of Morr’s Hill, ratmen surfaced. The skaven - gaunt and wild-eyed - slew anything that moved. Some immediately stopped, crouching on their haunches to devour the fallen. They wolfed down human, horse, cat or dog - whatever they could catch. Nothing was safe from these ravening hordes.


  Trikstab Gribnode - the Grand Warlord of Clan Vrrtkin - led the assault upon the northern half of the city. Thanquol had given him that honour, and even treaty-pledged Vrrtkin the first scavenge over the ruins. In order to properly prepare his slave legions, Trikstab had purposefully starved them. The ever¬more frantic pangs of their churning metabolisms had driven the scrawny creatures into a maddened frenzy.


  The Black Hunger was beginning to consume them - turning them whipsnap angry. After they were unchained, the slaves were driven upwards. Warpbrew was passed amongst the wretches. Its unnatural vitality lent the skaven ferocity beyond what any sane being thought capable from those frail, starved forms. They were agitated enough to chew through wooden doors, maiming themselves in order to hack down and devour anything that moved.


  Behind the slaves came clanrats - endless ranks of them. They bore scratched runes on their shields, and upon their banners were fell symbols and grim trophies. Amidst their numbers were weapon teams.


  Clan Skryre had heavily backed this invasion - Vrrtkin were amongst their most favoured thrall clans and came heavily armed with the best Clan Skryre devices. Ratling guns stitched lines of fire across rows of timber-framed houses, while warpfire thrower teams gushed out black flames tinged with an eerie green light. Here and there, red tongues of flame stabbed upwards as buildings caught alight, blazing like kindling amidst the shrouded city.


  On Nuln’s high walls, no word had yet reached the defenders. Although their height commanded a distant view, night and the blanket of smog had darkened everything. Yet they knew disaster was occuring. They had heard the clang of warning bells and recognised the distant mustering horn calls. Along some portions of wall, soldiers could discern the screaming and the baying of hounds. They heard the unnatural chittering of the millions-strong tide of vermin. Flames leapt up across the city. It was obvious that there was no enemy army outside their gates. There was no sign of torches, or any hint of movement along the roads or the patchwork of fields outside. Yet inside the city it sounded like the foe was already past the walls and ravaging the townsfolk.


  At the garrisons, soldiers who had been off duty were frantically donning armour. Officers began rounding up men as reports filtered in - a formation of pistoliers came from the Black Towers with news. Rats and ratmen alike had risen from the sewers. They were attacking and burning the city. Much of the city’s northern quarter was already filled with invaders. Captain Drechsler had formed up the Black Tower patrols and was marching north over the Great Bridge of Nuln - pressing guards and militia alike into his army as he marched.


  It was then that the skaven brought forth their most diabolical weapon.


  A ramp had been hastily built so that the vast wheeled carriage could be heaved upwards out of the undertunnels. Built of warped wormwood and castoff scraps, the wooden platform held a crude scaffold frame. It was a mismatch of salvaged wood beams and stone architecture from fallen civilisations and sacked dwarfholds. Fetishes and talismans adorned the ramshackle tower, but it was what swung from atop this unholy altar that captured all attention. A great bell cast of bronze and warpstone alloy hung there, darkly shimmering. Upon its broad waist were runes of power scratched in balefire. They seemed to writhe of their own accord, their aura blistering the eyes and searing noisome images into the viewer’s mind. Yet as disturbing as the sight was, it was as nothing compared to the sound...


  Dooooooomnmmmmmm!


  The mighty toll sounded out across Nuln. To men it was nothing short of an aural assault - a tonal wave of ruin and doom. It was a discordant cacophony that, even from a distance, sent out splinters of sound that made defenders’ ears and brains bleed. It was mind-screaming pain.


  Conversely, to the skaven, the jarring and inharmonious sounds struck deep inside their black hearts. The noise stirred in them awe and devotion to their Great God of Ruin and Despair. Each peal inspired them to a greater pitch of chittering zeal. From around the city the skaven armies gathered to that siren call. A teeming horde of ratmen clustered at the base of the ruinous engine, pushing and heaving it forward. The bell and its huge gathering of followers headed north up Grand Strasse, the main avenue from the Great Bridge all the way to the inner fortresses of Altstadt, the old city district.


  Dooooooommnmmnmm!


  Again the bell sounded, this time louder still. Before it, wooden beams shivered and walls cracked. The resonations from the previous strike had not stopped, and this further ringing only added to the cacophony.


  At the end of the Grand Strasse the royal guard formed across the street. They were the personal bodyguard of the Grand Countess Emmanuelle von Liebwitz. They were battle-proven troops who had faced orc invasions and worse, yet they stood unnerved. What was this enemy and where had they come from? What manner of weapon had they brought with them? Even miles away, the sound of the bell scratched upon their souls, disturbing their very sanity.


  Despite the horror of the skaven invasion, morale instantly rose when the soldiers of Nuln heard the clarion call of the blackhorns to their rear.


  It could only mean Grand Marshal Erkstein was coming to join them.


  Far to the city’s south, across the Great Bridge that spanned the mighty Reik, a different sound joined the growing din. The clockwork timers set onto each of the drill-bombs reached the end of their settings. With a ping, each cylinder began to slowly vibrate until the warp-engines fully fired.


  With a green flash and a deafening backblast, each bomb rocketed downwards, the warpdrill chewing through everything beneath it. Some bored straight into the ground, others had to pass through foundations, layers of cobblestone, or stone-arched sewer tunnels.


  Over a hundred bombs exploded.


  They had been placed in a scattered ring that stretched around the major foundry works of the southside. A quarter of the city - its most heavily industrialised section - shuddered. The earth groaned. Then, the mightiest forges, foundries and weapons manufacturers of the greatest nation in the world sank.


  The great chunk fell slowly at first, and then gained momentum until it disappeared far below the surface.


  It left behind only a rising plume of smoke and dust and a yawning gap many miles across.
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  Death From Beneath
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  The pride of Nuln, the city’s industrialised munitions-works, was gone, sunken into a black abyss. It was a disaster on a massive scale. Walls tumbled and timber beams snapped like twigs. In some places the ground folded in upon itself, crushing everything in an avalanche of stone, rubble, and earth. A cloud of choking brick-dust rose. Thousands of labourers, watchmen, blacksmiths, and metal-workers died instantly in the great collapse. In a way, they were the lucky ones.


  The last rocks had not yet settled and walls were still teetering when the skaven began to move. At the bottom of the great pit they had waited in adjoining tunnels. Some had waited perhaps a little too close, hungry for loot, and were crushed, but such tunnel collapses were expected.


  Those warp-grinder teams that survived cleared paths through the newly fallen rubble that blocked their passage. Within moments the hordes, plastered in brick dust themselves, swept into the fallen city quarter.


  Those men who survived were pushing themselves out of the rubble, spluttering in the dust. They had no idea what had happened, supposing that an earthquake had toppled the city. Rocks still tumbled from the precipice’s edge, and an impenetrable cloud of dust had settled over everything. Swarms of skaven flowed over the fallen rubble. They fell upon the survivors in a chittering flurry.


  Guided by teams of goggle-wearing warlock engineers, hunting packs searched the ruins. With their keen sense of smell, the skaven could ferret out the injured, or those lying under many feet of fallen debris. It was not easy prey they sought, however, but black powder. The skaven knew this explosive material had been stored in blockhouses, protected from fire or explosion by thick stone walls. Much shifting of rock would need to take place before those rich caches could be withdrawn.


  Although finding black powder was the top priority, the opportunity for rich pickings of a fleshier nature proved too tempting for many skaven. Those humans, broken and battered, that managed to crawl free from the wreckage were quickly snatched and consumed by the ratmen.


  In a few places guards had time to draw their weapons, but what little defence they could muster was disparate and disorganised. Thanquol’s plan of sinking the entire city sector ensured that no human reinforcements could reach the fallen. The ruthless scavenging went uninterrupted. Engineers in breathing masks found the great rubble piles that were once the Krupthof Foundries. With whips and shock-prods they got the slave legions shifting stone and scrambling down towards the precious black powder.


  In the city above, pandemonium ruled the night. Half of the citizens of Nuln ran to their houses, bolted the shutters and barricaded the doors. They prayed to their gods that they would survive the night, that their foes would pass them by. The rest of the city’s population took to the streets. They were aware that invaders were within the walls, and ran to find safety. Rumour and panic were rife; the din of battle and flames seemed to sprout from all quarters.


  In the dark disorder, the refugees were as likely to run toward trouble as away. They sought shelter, with many heading towards the keeps of the noble-district of Altestadt. Others hoped to find a measure of protection beneath the Black Towers.


  Here and there, pockets of resistance formed. At the Last Hope tavern a group of sellswords blockaded themselves in, fending off the ratmen who swarmed around doors and windows. Before the statue of Magnus the Pious, along the Grand Strasse, a group of flagellants held their ground. That was the site where, day after day, the lunatic doomsayers had predicted the end of the world to passersby. Now, perhaps, the End Times had indeed come. If so, the bearded vagabonds had decided to meet it with clubs in hand, fighting for their lives, their city, and their race.


  At the Temple of Sigmar, Warrior Priest Uhmar wielded his hammer with such deadly proficiency that broken skavenslaves lay piled in heaps at the bottom of the steps. Emboldened by the lone fighter, others took up arms behind him. Whether cobbler or baker, they now stood alongside the warrior priest, clutching cudgels and cleavers. Against the skaven’s uncoordinated rabble - rabid slaves or rampaging rat swarms - the diverse assembly held their own.


  Again and again Uhmar called upon his god and relied upon his mighty hammer. However, when the warrior priest saw what was advancing down the street, he ushered everyone inside.


  A living wall of ratmen was coming. These were not scrawny wretches in rags, but armoured warriors. Unlike the first wave of attackers, this foe did not arrive as scattered packs, foaming at the mouth and seeking an easy meal. Instead, these deep-ranked invaders were prepared to do battle. Before the skaven advance, the ragtag groups of defenders either fled further north or they died.


  At the speartip of the skaven attack was Grand Warlord Trikstab Gribnode. When the usurper grey seer had spoken to Trikstab before the war council, he had done so with proper respect. Thanquol had uttered long-winded compliments about the grand warlord’s prowess in war, his matchless authority, his right to lead the battle, and the might of Clan Vrrtkin. All of this, he felt, was true. It had puffed him with pride and he sensed that the warlords of the other clans were bristling.


  Marching at the head of his stormvermin, Trikstab had, at first, felt quite magnificent. The humans had run - as Thanquol had said they would. His guard had chopped down the few patrols that attempted to stay in their path. It was an important battle and the Council of Thirteen was sure to be watching. Even better, it was thus far a massacre. Yet Trikstab was a shrewd warlord and he was starting to have his doubts.


  Although he was their leader, Trikstab noticed that many of his warriors were gravitating back down the road. They were headed towards the grey seer Gribikk, who rode upon the screaming bell. This was to be expected from the lesser clans but his own clanrats too were being swept into the furore. Three times the bell had tolled, its peals reverberating through the city streets. With each ringing, the bell’s indescribable yet palpable power grew stronger. Each time, more of his own warriors drifted from his side to march alongside the carriage. Trikstab was just wondering if he hadn’t been perhaps a little hasty when he agreed to lead the assault when a blur passed him and wetness splattered across his muzzle. The loud retort came after.


  A cannonball ploughed through the stormvermin, only a few files away from Trikstab. Blood and gore splashed everywhere. Looking ahead, the grand warlord could see more muzzle flashes illuminating the darkness ahead. They had reached the end of the Grand Strasse, which spilled out into a wide parade ground plaza. Opposite them was a short wall that surrounded the Altestadt district. An army clad in black awaited them, the thunderous voices of their artillery opening a new phase of the battle.


  ‘By now even such a fool-thing as Trikstab has realised his mistake,’ said Skreech, the Verminlord’s voice speaking inside Thanquol’s mind. ‘Warlords are easy to manipulate. They grab-claw at power - they cannot resist promotion, even if it kills them.’


  Thanquol understood that the act of summoning a Verminlord was dangerous - usually as deadly to the summoner as to those around him. He had, as of yet, only benefitted from the rat-spirit. Thanquol suspected it was difficult to manipulate a being such as himself, one that possessed such extreme levels of innate shrewdness.


  ‘How would you trick a grey seer, master?’ asked Thanquol.


  ‘Yes-yes, it can be done. Much more difficult. Have no musk- fear little horned one - we will not attempt such things on your personage,’ said Verminking.


  ‘But how?’ asked Thanquol, thinking of the myriad mind defences he might employ.


  ‘Generous gifts,’ replied the Verminlord. ‘Help with plans. Nothing so obvious you could put a claw on it.’


  There was a pause, a growing stillness in the grey seer’s mind.


  ‘If Trikstab survives, he will angle to kill-kill,’ warned Verminking. ‘Keep Boneripper near you.’


  As if it could read thoughts, the lumbering war beast knuckle- walked closer to Thanquol. It had been an excellent tribute given by the Verminlord. It was, by far, the best Boneripper yet.


  When Thanquol awoke Boneripper still towered over him. How long the grey seer chewed warpstone in the dark cavern and spoke aloud to himself he did not know, for time passed slowly in such spell-trances. Yet now he was awake, and he knew what he must do...


  The great bulk of Clan Vrrtkin had travelled along the wide avenue called the Grand Strasse. They now spilled out into the wide open Marktplatz, as did the hordes that advanced along the lesser parallel avenues. They began to fill up that wide open space.


  In daytime, this section of Nuln was a bustling marketplace - all manner of vendors and stalls set up to do business. It was barren now, save for a few broken carts and a fountain.


  On the opposite side of the milling skaven, another army was spreading out before them. A few cannons - those already unlimbered and in position - were just beginning to fire. This was where Grand Marshal Erkstein had chosen to set his defensive line.


  The site marked the beginning of Altestadt, the old quarter of the city. Directly behind the Empire forces was a stone wall - the foundations of the old city wall, some of which dated back more than a thousand years. In most places it stood seven feet tall, but it had no ramparts and many gaps. There had been no question about attempting to defend from behind it. However, the stone bulwark did have several gunports, which were still serviceable. These would serve as anchor points in Grand Marshal Erkstein’s hastily arranged battle line. Beyond the wall, rose the hills of Nuln, leading back to the noble district and the palace of Emmanuelle von Liebwitz, the Countess of Nuln and absentee Elector Countess of Wissenland.


  Grand Marshal Erkstein rode down the line upon his destrier, aligning troops and shouting encouraging words. His army consisted predominately of the Nuln Northside Garrison - the so-called Sootmen.


  Its numbers were buoyed by several militia warbands, and behind the wall Erkstein kept his knights in reserve. Master Pfiezmann of the Blazing Sun had ridden forth and put his lances at the service of the grand marshal. Theirs was a thin black line against the oncoming verminous host. However, Erkstein had faith in the cannons of Nuln. More and more of these artillery pieces had been wheeled into position and were already opening fire. So large was the Marktplatz that these were long- ranged shots, yet for the well-trained cannoneers of Nuln it seemed no great distance.


  Brilliant muzzle flashes began to light up the Empire line. They poured fire into the growing hordes of ratmen. The weather was cold and damp, but the war machine crews were already sweating as they moved to service, load, aim and fire their cannons. Further back, behind the wall on the hill, the mortars began to open up. It was desperate to be defending Nuln from within her own streets, but the men of Nuln cheered Grand Marshal Erkstein as he rode down the line. They cheered yet more when he dismounted and joined the defenders on foot. With infantry to the fore, cannons firing from behind, and mortars lobbing shells overhead, the armies of Nuln were well prepared for the next skaven assault.


  Facing the defenders of Nuln, Grand Warlord Trikstab cursed his indecision. He had held up the advance, allowing his many claws to exit the streets and pour into a wide frontage. It had been his intention to wait for the grey seer behind him before launching the assault waves - yet this was proving disastrous. An ever-increasing storm of cannonballs and mortar shells was decimating the skaven. His troops were growing more agitated by the heartbeat.


  Dooooooommmmmmmm!


  Again, the screaming bell tolled, its grating unmelodious sound washing over the skaven and filling them with battle fervour. Even though the great artefact was still some way down the Grand Strasse, its power was growing. With the last clanging strike still reverberating in their minds, Trikstab’s command to hold could no longer restrain the skaven. They surged forward. Seeking both to appear in control and to hang back so as to avoid being caught up in the first wave, Trikstab stood in place, waving the clawpack forward, extolling them to kill the man-things.


  From across the Marktplatz the men in the battle line could hear the shrill chitter. The sound and the half-seen size of the oncoming hordes were enough to break lesser men, but the warriors of Nuln held fast. The booming guns all around them, and the burning desire to put sword to the foes destroying their proud city, steadied their nerves.


  Shell bursts lit the plaza as mortar strikes sent up clouds of ironshard and broken cobblestone. Cannonballs sparked as they ricocheted off the stone floor of the square, shattering the lines of oncoming skaven and skipping into the ensuing waves. Emboldened by their ravenous run through the city and the arcane might of the bell behind them the skaven did not break, but surged forward. Gunfire rippled down the Empire lines, as the crackling snap of the handgunners joined the heavy thuds of the thunderous artillery. The steady and concentrated fire was withering, and the light armour and wooden shields of the skaven offered no protection against such a bombardment. Despite massive losses, the ratmen hordes pressed forward, scrambling over their own dead. The cobblestones grew slick with blood.


  Riddled with gaping, gun-blasted holes, the skaven frontage was no longer a solid line, but rather a staggered advance. This lessened the impact of their charge. Some Empire defenders were swarmed by attackers, but others remained unengaged. The gunline now fired in sporadic fashion. Some of the handgunners continued to fire and reload, while others were forced to use their sturdy weapons as clubs, fending off the snarling ratmen.


  After their long scamper under fire, the skaven were anxious to sink blade, tooth and claw into the foe.


  The clanrats scurried towards those bearing rifles, eager to revenge the many volleys that they had endured. When the ratmen reached their foe, they wreaked a terrible toll upon the unarmoured warriors. To the skaven’s surprise, however, a few of the enemy units proved more imposing. These were the Ironsides, armoured handgunners who wore heavy breastplates that easily turned barbed swords and speartips. Elsewhere, other Nuln defenders knew the drill. The spearmen of Grundel’s Defenders countercharged - blocking the skaven from pressing home their attack. Instead of hacking into the thin ranks of unarmoured handgunners, the skaven now found themselves confronted by a wall of shields and a hedgerow of spears.


  The skaven had hoped to break the defenders with an overwhelming surge. The firepower of the Nuln line, however, had sapped their charge of much of its impetus. Now the battle turned to a tense and close-packed melee. This was a fight that tested not only the combatants’ skill with blade and spear, but also their will. The front ranks gradually ground each other down, each side desperate to fill the gaps left by the fallen. In this deadly proving ground, the pressing weight of the skaven’s numbers began to tell. Slowly, the ratmen gained momentum, pushing the Empire troops step by step back towards the Altestadt wall.


  At this critical juncture of the battle, Grand Marshall Erkstein threw in the reserves. Horn blasts announced the Knights of the Blazing Sun, while the royal guard of Emmanuelle von Liebwitz joined the counter-attack.


  So great were the skaven numbers that even against those formidable charges they continued to press their onslaught. But, as more and more of their verminous kind were spitted upon lances, ground beneath horse hoofs, or chopped in two by greatswords, the ratmen at last faltered and then broke altogether.


  What followed was a brief and terrible slaughter. As the skaven turned-tail and fled, many were hacked down. Those ratmen that were quick enough avoided the fate of their massacred clanmates and scampered away from their pursuers. Once more the sounds of gunfire roared up and down the line of the Nuln defenders. Their volleys reaped a bloody toll on the fleeing skaven. A raucous cheer erupted from the powder-stained men.


  Dooooooommmmmmmmmm!


  At the head of a new horde of skaven, the screaming bell exited the Grand Strasse. Its wailing toll drowned out all sounds of the short-lived Empire victory. The noxious sound blasted across the Marktplatz. The ground shook. Several of the buildings nearest to the bell groaned, sagged, and then collapsed. As if summoned by its swarming rat-children, Morrslieb broke through the overcast skies above. Its sickly green light penetrated the smog, casting a fell light onto the battle below.


  At the sound of the bell, many men fell to the ground, writhing and clutching their hands over their ears. Even those that held firm cringed, wincing at each agonising note. The effect upon the skaven was quite the opposite.


  The fleeing troops took heart once more, turning around in time to join the fresh wave sweeping towards the Nuln defenders.


  Thanquol, riding atop his colossal new Boneripper, had overseen the finding of the black powder. It had already been dug out and streams of slaves were hauling it to waiting wooden carriages lining the tunnels beyond. Soon the last barrel would be loaded. Several steam engines, slightly damaged, lay amongst the spoils. Great columns of clanrats and slaves were making ready to begin the long journey south to Skavenblight.


  Obtaining the gunpowder and steam engines had been the most important part of the mission. Now that he had overseen those aspects, Thanquol could join the battle. The grey seer closed his eyes, letting his mind drift through shadows of another plane.


  He stretched forth his consciousness, listening for the tolling bell of ruin. At last tracing its telltale vibrations back to its location, Thanquol summoned forth a circle of purest darkness. He goaded Boneripper into a growing ring of shadow. In that realm of nothingness, beaming red eyes met his, and then the blackness swallowed them and they were gone.


  Back at the Marktplatz, the Nuln artillery pieces and handgunners were holding back the oncoming hordes. Entire batteries of cannons and mortars pummelled the ratmen. Some clanrats pressed on, closing the distance towards the line of black-clad defenders. A few weapon teams scuttled alongside, anxious to discharge their own death upon the Empire lines. Then the chugging of helblaster volley guns opened up and bursts of grapeshot swept the cobblestones.A mushroom cloud of green-black flame erupted - evidence of either a misfiring warpfire thrower or a direct hit upon a storage tank.


  Within the span of a few heartbeats, nothing stood within two hundred paces of the defensive line. The only movement came from the ground, which was filled with a blood-stained carpet of the dead and the twitching of those mortally wounded.


  Then came the seventh toll of the screaming bell, and a blackness manifested itself before the quavering skaven line. Thanquol had come. If the ringing of the great bell emboldened the ratmen, the sight of the grey seer atop his enormous rat ogre sent them into a frenzied rapture. Or so Thanquol thought.


  Although its presence remained mysteriously shrouded, there was something else alongside Thanquol.


  It was something larger and more powerful still. Though mystically shielded from sight, the verminous majesty of its merest shadow was wild inspiration for the skaven. The army surged forward again.


  Crunching down on a mouthful of warpstone, Thanquol let its power course through him. He spoke forbidden words and called upon the Great Horned Rat using one of his thirteen secret names. The grey seer reached forth his claw and seized black tendrils of arcane might, wielding them like a whip. The thongs snapped over the heads of the surrounding skaven, fracturing reality and spilling forth its energies.


  Where each eldritch scourge cracked, the skaven beneath it were filled with a boundless ferocity. They frothed in their battle-rage, and some of the most overzealous began to tear themselves to pieces, such was their bloodlust. The men of the Nuln line saw this depravity approaching and were afraid.


  Although the handgunners and defensive warriors had taken losses, all the artillery pieces were still in working order. Each maintained its rate of fire, blasting death into the foe as quickly as their hard-working crew could manage. A few of the war engines had suffered minor setbacks, but jams were quickly righted. Yet despite the fusillade of bullets, cannonballs and mortar blasts, the skaven came on. This time they would not be denied.


  It was not a ragged battle line that met the Empire forces in dribs and drabs, but rather a solid wall of skaven. As the ratmen pressed into combat, the lines of handgunners could not bring their sweeping fire to bear. This allowed weapon teams to sidle out from the midst of the skaven units and line up their own shots.


  Poisoned wind mortars sent globes filled with toxic gasses towards the war engines on the distant hill. Ratling guns mowed down cannon crews not protected behind the Altestadt walls. Such barriers did not stop warpfire throwers. Five teams scuttled forward. Two met grapeshot and went up in balls of flame, but the others advanced enough to press their nozzles through portholes. Two sent gouts of unnatural fire to wash over war machines and crews alike. The last team succumbed to the pressures of the firethrower and spun around, torching everything nearby.


  Dooooooommmmmmnmm!


  Dooooooommmmmmmmm!


  In the centre of seething sea of skaven, the screaming bell tolled its ear-bleeding sonics. The altar to the Great Horned Rat had reached the middle of the Marktplatz, so now its sound waves rolled over the Empire line. As its unearthly vibrations rippled outwards, several cannons split, their bronze barrels cracking. The crews that noticed in time abandoned their beloved engines.


  The unobservant were consumed in the fireball explosions that ensued upon their next firing. The Altestadt wall shook before the bell’s aural onslaught. Fissures appeared as the stones started to split apart. Great rents could be seen growing along the base of the ancient wall.


  Despite the bell’s deathly peals and the rampaging rats, the steadfast men of the Empire line held on. Like the wall behind them, however, cracks were starting to show.


  Sensing the imminent collapse of his comrades, Gunther Maybach slammed shut the hatch of his tank and ordered full steam ahead. Deliverance lurched forward, steadily picking up momentum. The roar of the furnace and the bark of exhaust informed the engineer that they were travelling near maximum speed. The sturdy prow of the ironclad slashed through the skaven with the same ease as a ship with high sail cutting through water. The hissing steam was so loud, and the tank’s hull so thick, that the incredibly visceral violence outside was little more than muffled thumps.


  Thus far, the powerful engine Maybach had devised was delivering more steam than ever. Thus far, the only problem he had encountered had nothing to do with the steam power - rather, it was the growing difficultly of steering. Deliverance was ploughing forward at such a rate that splattered and broken bodies of skaven were thrown up like the bow waves before a ship. Bodies and limbs from the bloody churn often obscured the commander’s vision slit.


  Despite not being able to see where they were going, the steam tank was making good progress towards the Empire line, when something suddenly struck Deliverance hard. The clanging jolt knocked the crew off their feet. Electricity pulsed through the iron hull and Maybach’s hair and beard stood on end.


  After recovering, Maybach threw open the top hatch. He saw in an instant what had sent forth the bolt. A trio of enormous wheels were advancing through the hordes of skaven. Each of the war engines was a rattletrap construction of wood planks and metal sheeting. As the giant wheels churned closer, sometimes running over their own troops, bolts of black lightnings discharged. Maybach watched a nearby rat ogre charred by a sizzling arc. Quickly buttoning up the hatch, the engineer ordered Deliverance to fire its steam cannon.


  The opening shot smashed apart the lead doomwheel - bits of wood and wire scattering wide. The second infernal machine put on burst of spinning speed and crashed into Deliverance. Out of that explosion of lightning and splinters only the ironclad tank emerged. It was scorched, crackles of unnatural energy dancing over the it’s iron hull. Still, the machine chugged onwards.


  The third warlock engineer thumbed his doomwheel’s controls to maximum power and was rewarded with nothing but a fizzle spark. All lights on the conductor dimmed. The skaven pilot watched helplessly as the steam tank’s turret swung towards him. A sudden thrumming let him know his gyroscopic engines were functioning again. This was followed by a trio of cracks as three super-charged bolts arced out from the doomwheel and ripped the steam tank apart in a rising column of fire. Screaming in elation, the warlock engineer didn’t notice that the powerful bolts had fried his own control panels. Unable to steer, the doomwheel careened wildly until it smashed through a timberframe house and was lost to sight.


  Back at the Marktplatz, the skaven were hacking down the Nuln defenders. Seeing that the battle had grown desperate, Berndt Aberwold swept his griffon down to join the fray. While Quickclaw mauled the ratmen with its twin beaks, Aberwold summoned aid from the skies. A cloud of crows, ravens, jabberbeaks and black birds came forth - stabbing at vermin eyes, pecking at their vulnerable flesh.


  Once more Grand Marshal Erkstein called out his reserves. Again the Blazing Sun Knights charged from behind the Altestadt wall. Although dark, their polished mail reflected the red light of the flaming debris as they clove a path into the skaven.


  The clanrats had just hacked down a regiment of handgunners, the poisonous green substance on their blades proving deadly. Against the shiny blackplated knights, however, they proved useless. Those ratmen not skewered by lances were soon trampled under hooves.


  As the knights reformed, a new foe moved towards them. Boneripper had reached the front lines. With a snarl that spilled drool from its fanged maw, the muscle-bound beast raised all four of its arms as the warp-braziers affixed to each lit in green flame. Atop the gargantuan creature, Thanquol realised his warbeast’s intent and steadied himself for the charge.


  Boneripper was a horrific beast, but to a man the Blazing Sun Knights bravely spurred their warhorses forward. The hunched rat ogre sped to meet them and the sound of that clash resounded across the battlefield. Lances impaled Boneripper, driving through the beast’s thick hide and bulging muscle. Impervious to pain, the rat ogre monstrosity swung its metalclad arms, each one trailing flames like a meteor. No armour could withstand those pummelling blows. Each fist was a warpstone wrecking ball. Bits of shield, barding and flesh flew through the air while enormous clawed feet stomped on the wounded warriors, crushing their crawling forms until they no longer so much as wriggled. Heedless of the cries and furious blows of its master, the creature hunched down and began to feed, gulping down the mangled flesh.


  Dooooooommmmmmmmm!


  Dooooooommmmmmmmm!


  The screaming bell had reached the defenders’ line, its deafening peals knocking down the rest of the Altestadt wall, unseating cannons, and filling the skaven with unnatural vitality. As if feeding off the same fell energies, the Verminlord stepped forth, finally revealing its true, ruinous glory. With outstretched arms and hateful maledictions that burnt the ears of those that heard, Skreech called forth a plague storm.


  The smog thickened, congealing into a sickly green. Lightning forked as the skies opened up with a rain of filth. Men burned beneath that corrosive deluge, their flesh running like necrotic slurry, sloughing off to reveal rancid bone beneath. To the Children of the Horned Rat, the rain was an unholy baptism. It healed their hurts and filled them with unnatural vitality.


  Not done yet, Skreech disappeared into shadow, reappearing before the Amber wizard, fearsome weapon raised. Even as Quickclaw’s twin griffon heads looked up from mauling clanrats, the doom glaive - a glowing warpstone-infused halberd - came down. It clove through Berndt Aberwold and drove deep into the monster’s breast. The handscythe blow that followed swept both the griffon’s heads off at once.


  Thanquol, who had been able to do little more than cling on to Boneripper’s back in the midst of the knights’ charge, now prepared his magics once more. The man-things were close to breaking, and it would be he who shattered their will to fight. Chittering fell phrases, the grey seer called forth the sewer rats. Once again a vermin tide erupted from the gutters, charging downhill towards the rear of the human lines.


  Dooooooommmmmmmmm!


  On the twelfth stroke, the men of Nuln broke at last. In a few places, heroic defenders attempted to slow their pursuers. A volley gun spun its barrels, spitting out shells as it mowed down rabid clanrats. Behind the clanrats, however, strode a pair of stormfiends bearing their own gun configuration. They showed the Empire crew the true meaning of rapid fire, unleashing a hail of shot that tore man and machine apart, as well as the townhouse behind them. Grand Marshal Erkstein and the royal guard of greatswords did not flee, but bravely made a last stand. But the ratmen were too many.


  Dooooooommmmmmmmm!


  And on the thirteenth stroke, verminous death held sway over all.


  Across the city a few pockets of resistance held on. Some few nearly made it until dawn. Captain Drechsler, his Blacktower guard broken, led a small warband to escape through the southern gates. The main trail of refugees fled from the north gates. Amongst them was Countess Emmanuelle von Liebwitz. She led the survivors eastwards towards the province of Averland.


  A thick blanket of green-tinted fug lay over the confluence of rivers that once boasted the pride of the southlands. Nuln was so utterly ravaged that even her native born sons would not recognise the smouldering ruins.


  It was a ghastly scene. Corpses were strewn across ruined streets. Broken spear shafts still jutted from bloody flesh. Dead horses, their bellies ripped open, left long strands of intestines looping across the rubble. Puddles of blood formed in depressions amongst the cobblestones. The only noise was a faint gnawing and scurrying, as rats scuttled from feast to feast.


  Amidst the rubble a Verminlord flitted through rising columns of smoke. Skreech Verminking basked in the ruin that fed his unnatural spirit.


  Thanquol edged past a teetering wall. Following behind him, Boneripper ploughed it over. They approached the coiled shadow atop a nest of detritus.


  ‘The man-city is ours. What next?’ said Thanquol. ‘Shall we chase-pursue the foe east?’


  Rising up to his towering height, the Verminlord gazed upon Thanquol and then looked east. ‘No-no, another doom awaits them. First we must skitterleap to Skavenblight, little horned one. Then to the lair of the Iizard-things,’ said Skreech. The Verminlord tittered, as if enjoying a private joke. ‘Perhaps not long near the lizard-things’ lair.’


  Growing used to cryptic asides, Thanquol knew better than to ask further details. Amidst the ruins, the


  Verminlord had grown larger, his corporal form more solid.


  ‘The skitterleap across the man-things’ city was the longest I have done, oh Greatest of Verminlords,’ said Thanquol.


  ‘We will show you,’ said Verminking. The Verminlord drove down his doom glaive. Once again, Thanquol felt himself folded into willpower, moving in blackness.


  When Thanquol opened his eyes he stood amidst the overcrowded and lopsided streets of Skavenblight.


  It had been a while since he had experienced that humid atmosphere and the smell of filth and musky overcrowding.


  Beside him the Verminlord sniffed, breathing in the foetid airs. ‘It is good to return home,’ Verminking said. He headed towards the Temple of the Great Horned Rat. ‘Now it is time we told the Council of our plans.’
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  The Great Lustrian War


  Spring 2525 - Autumn 2526
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  Throughout the continent of Lustria, war continued to be fought on many levels.


  The skaven, commanded by Lord Skrolk, had risen from their subterranean lairs. They sent forth clawpack after clawpack to do battle. They wrecked ancient monuments and attacked the lizardmen cities, befouling spawning pools and targeting slann mage-priests. That which the ratmen could not destroy outright, they aimed to contaminate. To that purpose, the skaven had unleashed their most potent weaponised diseases.


  At the beginning of the skaven onslaught, the lizardmen suffered many losses. The slann had been incapacitated by their great mental duel, as they fought the grey seers’ sorcerous attempt to drag the warpmoon closer. During this time, several key cities fell to the foe, before the cold-blooded ones rallied beneath the leadership of Tehenhauin and Kroq-Gar. The skaven were driven back underground, but they soon rebuilt their clawpacks and re-emerged, this time in even greater numbers than before.


  Thus was the great battle of Lustria begun anew. This was a crusade of annihilation. It was a total war, fought not just by mighty armies, but by the land itself.


  Many ages ago, after the coming of Chaos into the world, the slann had ensorcelled their jungle continent, turning it into a deathtrap. In addition to the reptilian beasts that roamed the cold blooded kingdoms, Lustria was a realm guarded by carnivorous plants, living quicksand and swarms of insects capable of stripping a skaven to bones in moments. Now, however, the jungle itself was dying.


  Using and improving the recipes of the Liber Bubonicus, the plague monks of Clan Pestilens had


  created a vast arsenal of vile poxes, maladies and diseases. These were unleashed in many places. The city of Itza was testament to their deadly virulence. The lizardmen, thanks to Tehenhauin’s counter-attack, successfully drove off the skaven attackers. However, the bombardment of toxins employed by the skaven still forced the abandonment of the First City. Its matchless pyramid-temples now stood empty, the city itself protected by a ring of guardians that patrolled its perimeter.


  Dispersed by the winds, the loathsome diseases spread. Soon foul contagions cropped up throughout Lustria - stegadon eggs blackened, creeper-vine withered, and sentient bogs turned to toxic sludge. A plague of rats had accompanied the skaven invasion, and now the scavenging creatures were everywhere. The most fearsome predators of the jungle returned from the hunt to find chisel¬toothed invaders had cracked open their eggs and devoured their young. The vermin carried disease too - soon even the darkest and most forbidding depths of the jungle were full of rapidly reproducing ratspawn.


  The skink priests were attuned to the natural world. They saw the flora and fauna of Lustria sicken, and they grew afraid. The skinks became more superstitious than ever, turning from the cold logic of their masters to follow instead the unfounded reason of strange fetishes and occult practices. The slann were now awake once more. Although they noticed their skink attendants were bedecked in false talismans and spoke of gibberish rituals, the mage-priests were too preoccupied with the world’s woes to spend any time showing the skink leaders the error of their judgments in this matter.


  Although not as attuned to the natural world as their skink attendants, the slann too felt the contaminations festering about them. They also perceived, with their mystic powers, that the world was sliding ever more into disorder and ruin. The mage-priests summoned winds to disperse the unnatural corruption, they commanded cleansing rains to fall from the skies. Lord Mazdamundi even magnified the light of the sun, bathing Lustria for three days in purest illumination. Despite all this, they could not stem the creeping malignancy spreading over the lands.


  There was not much time to dwell upon such matters, for the slann needed their mental powers elsewhere. They were engaged in another aspect of the ongoing war.


  From far away, the slann felt the jolt of the high elves of Ulthuan dismantling the Great Vortex. For thousands of years the slann mage- priests had secretly helped to sustain the great energy drain. For them, its construction had been a hasty patch over the surging tides of Chaos, but it had been the best solution available to the flawed and illogical warmbloods. The Great Vortex had always been, to slann minds, an inferior, temporary fix that merely granted them time to analyse what the Great Plan required of them.


  Patchwork or not, the Great Vortex had stabilised the winds of magic for an age of the world. In that time, the slann’s own logic had been befuddled. Doubtlessly this happened during their long war against the dark gods and their daemons. Although thousands of years had passed, the slann mage-priests were no nearer a longer term solution than they had ever been. In fact, over the millennia, they had lost more of the Great Plan than they remembered.


  With the loss of the Great Vortex, the raw Chaos in the world increased tenfold. The winds of magic howled at hurricane force. There was no pattern to the flow of arcane powers, and attempts to understand their nature were often deadly. Two of the younger slann mage-priests who probed too deeply into the wind’s nature toppled out of their palanquins, stone dead.


  The slann sought to project further arcane barriers over Lustria. As they had done during the time of the Great Catastrophe, they attempted to stave off further collapse of reality around


  them. The slann stretched out their minds, beginning to gather the power they needed. It was at this point that a new emergency was discovered.


  Much of the geomantic grid had been broken, but even so, it was now filling beyond capacity with energies. This was illogical, for the slann had drained the grid of its powers when they halted the grey seers’ lunatic attempt to bring the moon closer. As many of the key nodes of the grid had been destroyed or knocked out of alignment, it did not make sense. Yet with their mystic sight the slann could see that the great reservoirs were somehow full to bursting.


  The geomantic grid was made by the slann under the directions of the Old Ones. It was a way to turn the very planet itself into a reservoir of energy. The seeded leylines of power had been carefully aligned across the planet to ground but also harness its random elements. Since the disappearance of the Old Ones, it was the slann who controlled the geomantic grid. They had always been extremely cautious in how they


  tapped into and used the stored resource. It was in the backs of their minds that when such forces were unleashed, they were impossible to control. They knew well that which is born out of Chaos could never fully be trusted. That is not to suggest that the slann did not make use of the arcane reserves, for with that power the slann had redirected rivers, moved mountains, and tilted the rotation of the world. However, each of these feats was undertaken after long contemplation and deep-thinking from many of the eldest and wisest of their kind.


  Via mental counsel, the slann debated their next step. Several of the younger mage-priests suggested that with such power at their fingertips, they should act quickly. Even as the remaining slann began to rebuke such haste, Lord Mazdamundi, the eldest and most powerful of their kind, weighed in from atop the temple-pyramid of Hexoatl. Wanting to contemplate the matter further, Lord Mazdamundi said he would decide on the morrow - as the star alignment would then be the most favourable.


  Too impatient to watch his grey seer’s long and elaborate greeting ceremony, Skreech Verminking pulled himself from the shadows around Thanquol and took over.


  ‘Time grows short,’ said Verminking. ‘Too many frog- things remain.’


  Lord Skrolk stood speechless. His sightless eyes could see in hues of contamination, and the Verminlord before him was majestic - a walking blight. While the plaguelord attempted to find his tongue, the towering shape behind him stepped forth.


  ‘Many clawpacks have been sent north, as have the Black 13,’ said Vermalanx, voice thick and nauseating.


  Thanquol cringed, for the second Verminlord was a Corruptor, and disease bristled upon the ends of its beslimed fur. The air grew pungent with rot. Thanquol sized up the two Verminlords together. Vermalanx wielded great power, thought Thanquol, but of the two, Verminking was still the mightier. Also, the grey seer noted proudly, his own Verminlord had far more magnificent horns.


  ‘They will fail,’ said Skreech, addressing the opposing Verminlord. ‘The frog-things will attempt to stop the ritual in Skavenblight. Lord Skrolk - you need-must attack and hold the great lizard-thing city. Vermalanx, do not fail us.’


  ‘My orders come from Lord Nurglitch - from the Council of Thirteen,’ said Vermalanx, defiantly. At this, tendrils of black energy coalesced about Verminking, his horns glowing with a nimbus of power. ‘We have the full backing of the Shadow Council.’ His voice did not rise, but it was loaded with so much insinuation and threat that Lord Skrolk took a step back.


  ‘If the large slann comes to the great city...’ said Vermalanx, his voice trailing off.


  Thanquol, his own hackles raised by the sudden drawing of magical energies, heard fear in the Verminlord Corruptor’s thick voice. The grey seer’s instincts were to flee. Yet he stayed, his agile mind already racing at the implications of a secret council who sat above the Council of Thirteen.


  The skaven armies advanced northwards, passing the Scorpion Coast. Behind them, they left Tlanxla - the City of the Sky - in ruin. Clan Pestilens’ goal was to push all the way up the isthmus to Hexoatl, the last of the great lizardmen cities that stood wholly uncontaminated. For this, Lord Skrolk had sent forth four of his remaining plaguelords, each at the head of a massive and formidable clawpack.


  There marched Lord Blistrox, at the head of many thrall clans once again. Lord Gritch had been slain during the breaking of the siege of Itza, and it was Lord Seep that had risen to claim the title of Great Potentate of Pustulates. He carried with him the most potent of warpscrolls, and from his plague furnace pulpit he spouted long passages from the Liber Bubonicus. When Lord Kreegix the Ravener was destroyed by the comet that levelled Tlaxtlan, his coveted fourth position in the plaguelords’ hierarchy was gift-granted to Grule. Finally, bringing up the rear of the spearhead was Lord Grilok, the Pontifex of Plagues. He brought with him his chanting Contagion Conclave, who pushed along carriages carrying vats of the vilest substances. In their wake, the jungle withered.


  The skaven had hoped to travel at least part of the way underground, as was their wont. However, they found their ancient subterranean routes - tunnelled out during Clan Pestilens’ first attempt to overthrow Lustria - were no longer viable. The slann mage-priests had bent their will upon them, crushing them one by one with earthquakes, or redirecting rivers to flow through them. There remained but one way to press forward to their destination - to march many miles through the deepest jungle.


  Awaiting them, spread out in ambush formations, were the many cohorts commanded by Tehenhauin, the Prophet of Sotek.


  A master of jungle warfare, the canny skink priest sought victory through surprise. Time and again the lead pickets of the skaven marched passed hidden elements of the lizardmen army. Only when the time was right, when the ratmen seemed most vulnerable, would the lizardmen attack. What looked like tree roots or a fallen log floating in the black bog would rise up to reveal itself as a deadly warrior. Skinks sent volleys of poisoned darts from behind giant fronds, while the salamanders’ fiery breath ignited plague monk formations, their filthy robes lighting up like torches. The skaven continued, but they paid a steeper and steeper price as they advanced more deeply into the jungles.


  Most often these ambuscades were short, sharp affairs. Skinks, especially the camouflaged chameleon kind, would launch a few volleys and then disappear. Their blood boiling, the plague monks charged into the thickets, wielding their swords like machetes to hack through the underbrush. Often enough, pit traps, quicksand lures or large saurian beasts awaited those that foolishly pursued. Alone, cut off from their vast numbers, these isolated skaven were mauled. Few ever returned.


  Tehenhauin and his troops used cover and concealment, moving through the jungles at speed. Only when he had an advantage did the Prophet of Sotek risk open combat on a larger scale. This happened at prearranged battle sites of his choosing, where the lay of the land gave the lizardmen some natural advantage. In the green fields of the Lush Plains the high grass concealed encircling troops, and the lizardmen were able to fall upon the skaven van. In the Xloxlec Swamps, where the stagnant waters grew so deep that the ratmen had to build log rafts to float their war engines across, Tehenhauin counter-attacked in strength. While ripperdactyls plunged down to tear and rend, flights of terradon riders swooped overhead, dropping rocks to splinter the ramshackle fleet. The silt-choked waters hid other reptilian monsters that rose to feed upon the ratmen before they could swim or wade to solid ground.


  Not all the ambushes worked. In the canyon valley of the Silent Watchers the skinks had prepared to charge forth out of hidden caves. The skaven, however, had sniffed out the damp underground caverns and sent troops to investigate. In the vicious tunnel fights that followed, it was the skaven that held the upper hand. They were masters of underground warfare, and the slaughter in those caverns was brutal and one-sided. The skaven also had new weapons that made their arsenal yet more deadly.


  Although the more orthodox plague priests would not condone the use of Clan Skryre weaponry, Lord Skrolk had given his assent. Many flights of terradons began their dive-bombing runs only to be torn from the skies by a hail of ratling gun fire. Stormfiends burned out thick jungle ambush sites with warpfire throwers, and poisoned wind mortars proved adept at clearing foes out of dense undergrowth. The skaven watched as the rising gas fumes drifted into the upper canopies. To their wonder, out fell poisoned chameleon skinks. They had been hiding in plain sight, but now they were gassed - left to die choking and hacking out their own lungs in a bloody spatter. When the ambushes grew too many or too costly for the skaven, they called upon an even greater power.


  Each of the plaguelords could call upon a Verminlord to aid them. Previously, pacts summoning the treacherous rat daemons from beyond had been an unholy act circumscribed by the grey seers. They alone had known the secret words of power, the elaborate rituals. Lord Skrolk and Vermalanx the Corrupt had changed all that.


  As the winds of magic grew, so too did the boldness of the Verminlords.


  In the dank, disease-dripping caverns below Lustria, more of these beings of black shadow arrived. They had taught foul new practices and rituals. They were the heralds of this new era that was beginning, for an Age of Pestilence was come.


  These were not just Verminlords that aided Clan Pestilens - they were Pestilent Reapers. They were as different from other Verminlords as the boil-ridden plague monks were from the other clans. For those not blessed with disease-thickened hides, simply to gaze upon the sickly malevolence of these rat daemons was enough to cause outbreaks of seeping pox or fill lungs with phlegmy fluids. The Verminlord Corruptors were the ultimate carriers of sickness and disease, walking epidemics. Defilement dripped from their claws. In their raspy voices could be heard a viscid bubbling, and their words seemed to have an infectious quality - they seeped into the brain, overwhelming it with feverish zeal.


  When summoned, the Verminlords set alight the rampant fervour of Clan Pestilens. The sound of chanting plague monks accompanied these Cullers of Civilisations as they strode into the jungle. There was no difficulty a Verminlord could not handle. With uplifted arms, they brought down plaguestorms, raining filth upon the primeval forests. Others vomited forth geysers of impurities, or turned rivers to sludge with their touch.


  With their befouled blessings, a Verminlord could grant great power to the plague monks that followed them, and although they showed a reluctance to close with the foes themselves, when roused to great wrath, the Corruptors were terrible to behold. They fought with handscythes, each of which trailed an unnatural shimmer - as if they infected the very air. A single slice from such a blade could turn a reptilian monster to a pitiable and withered thing. Many such cold¬blooded beasts burst out of the forest, roaring their challenges, only to limp and drag themselves back into the undergrowth, leaving behind a trail of scales that sloughed off their besickened bodies.


  When Lord Blistrox was ambushed upon the Trail of Bones, he called forth a Verminlord. Hemmed in by the thick jungle, the skaven had found themselves subjected to hit and run attacks from all angles. When the hunched form of the Verminlord arose from its summoning triangles, it heard the plaguelord’s pleas. In answer to the ambushing skinks, the Verminlord sent forth clouds of corruption - roiling masses of death. Before that miasma, the verdant sea of jungle blackened and collapsed for as far as the eye could see. With their covering canopy gone, it was possible to see the skinks that had lain in wait - now fallen to the ground, twitching out their painful ends.


  So the skaven advanced. As all four different clawpacks converged on their march to Hexoatl, their outrunners returned with news. Their route was blocked, as a lizardmen army had arrayed for battle directly across their paths. At last, thought the plaguelords, the cowardly foe will confront us openly.


  Tired of giving ground, Tehenhauin had decided to make his stand amidst the ruins of Pahuax. Before the crumbling Temple of the Rising Serpent, the Prophet of Sotek aligned his forces.


  When the red dawn pierced the rising morning mists, it found a lizardmen army stretched across the horizon. From up and down the battle line came the roar of reptilian beasts. Some sounded this challenge to greet the morning sun, others because the scent of vermin was on the air. Soon the skaven armies could be seen gathering in the distance, their scouts filtering out onto the ruined plains.
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  Once the city of Pahuax had been great, but it had been destroyed during the Great Catastrophe. Its inhabitants and the greater portion of the city were reduced to ash in a cataclysmic instant. Those few that survived the spontaneous destruction did so only because they suffered a worse fate. They were transported to the Realm of Chaos. Of those lizardmen, only the great hunter Oxyotl ever returned, and it took him some 6,000 years to do so.


  Since that time, the city had changed little. It was an eerie and barren place where the superstitious skinks did not willingly venture. There was no wind, just a stifling silence. The ash still lay thick like a silent shroud of snow. In the desert of ash a few of the pyramid-temples and monuments still stood - testament to the almighty power of the Old Ones.


  Tehenhauin was a master strategist, adept at choosing terrain advantageous to his mode of ambushing attack. That he chose to stand and fight at this battlefield, however, spoke more of desperation. The Prophet of Sotek was well aware that his traps had inflicted a great many casualties on the ratmen, but they had not halted the multitudinous foe. The great host came on, ravaging the land. The skink priest was keenly aware that while his forces shrank in size, the foes seemed to be gathering strength. More and more of the foul ratspawn emerged to join the battle.


  In the end, Tehenhauin chose Pahuax hot because it offered him tactical gain. Instead, the zealous skink priest chose the site because upon the ruin of their old civilisation, the lizardmen could clearly see what they were fighting for. They could see what would happen should they fail to stop the skaven.


  Behind Tehenhauin’s Army of Sotek, further up the isthmus of Pahuax, stood the only one of their great cities that remained untouched by plague and ruin. Hexoatl stood alone. Amidst the broken temples of Pahuax, Tehenhauin told of the atrocities of the ratmen. Such was the fiery oratory and channelled aggression of Tehenhauin, that the skinks rose up, filled with hate. Even the saurus, normally cold and unemotional, grew agitated - their savage bloodlust stoked by their smaller kin.


  Although it was not an ambush like the majority of Tehenhauin’s attacks, that is not to say that the Prophet of Sotek was not without some trickery or guile. Pit traps had been excavated, lined with spikes and then covered by reed matting hidden under layers of ash. Settled beneath the fine grist were many skink skirmishers. They breathed through their blowpipes, which barely poked through the ash layer. It was their intent to lay in wait until the foe had passed them by, before rising up to harass their vulnerable flanks and rear with poisoned darts. Ash snakes had heeded Tehenhauin’s call. They were great grey serpents with diamond shaped heads the size of a rat ogre skull. They lay coiled in wait amidst the leaden landscape, only evident when their movements caused slight ripples to run along the dust piles, like something moving under a sand dune.


  The fleet-footed night runners led the ratmen armies. It was they who first came sniffing around the perimeters, and it was they who engaged the skink pickets. These were carefully aligned, so as not to reveal any of Tehenhauin’s surprises until they could inflict maximum damage. As the lightly armed skirmishers from both sides duelled upon the ash plain, the clawpacks advanced.


  Three of the plaguelords were overeager for battle. After all, there had been little chance to prove themselves in the hit and run attacks and ambushes in the deep jungle.


  Lord Blistrox wished to redeem himself for the loss of Xlanhaupec.


  Lord Seep was the most ambitious of them all - zealous even for the rigid fundamentalists of Clan Pestilen.


  Lord Grule had been a disciple of the comet-stricken Lord Kreegix the Ravener, and wished to establish not only his right to the title, but to gain revenge for his predecessor’s death. Only Lord Grilok, the Pontifex of Plagues, was content to bring up the rear. Although the Contagion Conclave was formidable in battle, their true calling was in the creation and distribution of disease. They clung to their vats and cauldrons, and nightly performed chanting rituals that sent wafting clouds of ruination into the winds. Behind them lay hundreds of miles of wasteland.


  Unable to come to terms over which of the three should attack first, the plaguelords at last agreed that all three clawpacks would advance together. They would smash the army before them and then march upon Hexoatl in force.


  Ahead of the main skaven host a tide of rats burst from the forest. This was soon followed by the skaven armies themselves, as they left the jungle and advanced onto the dust plain. Clouds of ash were kicked up, layering the skaven’s fur with dust and ash. The lizardmen cohorts had been standing motionless, but now they began to march out to meet the foe. Scintillating beams of brilliant light stabbed outwards. Upon Tehenhauin’s command, the bastiladons synchronised so that the magical gem atop each of the reptilian beast’s back fired into the one in front of it. This magnified the power and range, so that the final shaft of light struck out a great distance, its beam smashing apart a plague furnace with a single shot.


  In the beginning, it was the lizardmen who held the upper hand. There was fire in their cold-blooded hearts, and their initial onslaught broke the skaven line in many places. A massed stegadon charge sent impacts thundering across the battlefield. They crushed the plague monks, driving them back and stomping hundreds to death. So much ratmen blood was squished out that the ash turned to a swampy grey and crimson paste.


  Against the avalanche of reptilian monsters, even the ever-fervent furore of the plague monks began to waver. With perfect timing, dozens of skink skirmisher squads rose up from concealment and sent hails of darts into the beleaguered foe. Ripperdactyl formations began their attack runs. Such was their voracity that the apex predator-flocks of the skies often simply targeted the nearest enemy, although some skinks on the ground had ensured that their attacks caused the most impact by secreting blot toads amongst vulnerable skaven units. Great batteries of poisoned wind mortars - both weapon teams and stormfiends - had the toads’ secretions upon them. Given the irrational hatred ripperdactyls had towards the toads, it was those formations that received the creatures’ plummeting charge.


  As the day wore on, however, fortunes began to turn. Tehenhauin’s army was largely composed of skinks and reptilian beasts. The skinks - their fury soon spent - did not have the stamina or lasting strength of the saurus cohorts. Against the grinding attacks of the maniacal plague monks, they found themselves losing ground. The skinks were gradually being worn down, and where the vicious poisoned blades of the plague monks struck they fell much faster. Entire skink cohorts ceased to be in a flurry of hacks and slashes, as even slight scratches caused agonising wounds.


  The stegadons and bastiladons had proven unstoppable on the charge, but as the day lengthened, even limbs the size of tree trunks grew weary and fatigued. The attritional effect of dozens of minor wounds slowed the beasts. The iron-hard scales of the mighty creatures eventually cracked after a full day of turning blades, bites, and ratling gun bullets. One by one they were pulled down and overcome. Swarms of rats and ratmen alike climbed atop their bleeding bodies, chanting chittering calls of verminous victory.


  As nightfall descended, a desperate counter-attack by Tehenhauin and his red-crested skinks drove back the lead skaven elements. Even so, the ratmen soon reformed and came on again. The Prophet of Sotek realised that there was only one inevitable outcome should the fight continue. He did not have the numbers to confront the reckless hate of the ratmen.


  Calling upon his fork-tailed god, and offering the still-beating heart from a plague monk he had just cut down, Tehenhauin summoned forth a sea of deadly snakes.


  During the writhing snake storm that made the ash wastes move with a life of its own, Tehenhauin ordered his army to retreat. The Prophet of Sotek could do no more alone, and sent desperate messages to Hexoatl.


  Within his sacred pool Lord Mazdamundi had been attempting contemplations. Skink scribes in the surrounding chambers chattered and clicked excitedly, and their voices carried through the pillared porticos. He felt like he had been on the very cusp of realising something momentous when once again he had been pulled out of his mental reveries. The news from Tehenhauin was bad - as the slann mage-priest had known it would be.


  The most powerful of the living slann bestirred himself. He called for his attendants, bidding them to make ready his stegadon mount. Beyond the ceiling he felt the leering cursed moon blocking the star alignment he wished to draw upon. Come the dawn, it would be time to march out of Hexoatl. Lord Mazdamundi declared that he himself would guide the attack.


  A dark shape flitted from shadow to shadow along the streets of Hexoatl.


  It scampered into the gloom, sniffing cautiously before wrapping itself within a black cloak. It blended with the darkness. Seconds later, a patrol of saurus passed by, marching within a spear’s length of the cloak-covered assassin. The patrol stalked the empty avenues between monumental temple-pyramids. They saw nothing but mooncast shadows, and so kept moving. In a few moments, the smallest patch of shadow detached itself from the corner and crept towards its destination.


  His name was a secret, an unspoken word known to few. He was one of the Black 13, the top assassins of the mysterious Clan Eshin. They too were a secret - for most, nothing but a whispered legend.


  It had taken the assassin much time and effort to enter Hexoatl.


  The city was mystically sealed with powerful spells. His own magical amulet, a hunk of rune-scratched warpstone, had allowed him to pass undetected through the arcane wards. For this mission, each of the Black 13 had been supplied with magical protection. In addition to the warpstone charms, all of their members bore talismans of great potency - spellshedders, unplacers and shadow-makers.


  The old tunnels and underpassages the assassin used to enter the city had been forgotten by the skinks over the long years. The traps, however, remained intact. It had not been the amulet that helped him pass these obstacles, but instead his incomparable agility. He had ducked poisoned darts, sidestepped scything blades and rolled under a series of spring-loaded metal spears that jutted into the passageway. Not since the practice rooms in the Caverns of Unyielding Shadow beneath Skavenblight had the assassin been so tested. That training had served the him well.


  As he entered the city, he left a trail of bodies. Most Clan Eshin assassins do not kill any, save for their designated mark. Finding a patrol with their throats slit, or guards crumpled over from poisoned throwing stars would only alert the foe that an assassin was in their midst. This one, however, did not care. Arrogant beyond measure, this killer wanted to be found. He tired of being one of a group, and was ready to make a name for himself.


  In all of Clan Eshin there were only two who could legitimately claim to be above the Black 13. One of those was Lord Sneek - the Nightlord and ruler of Clan Eshin. The other was Sneek’s right claw - Deathmaster Snikch. As a member of the most elite of Clan Eshin’s units, the assassin had met both individuals once. The memory was a fearful one, and the assassin had a hunk of ear missing and a long scar down his muzzle to show for that encounter. Snikch had impressed him - he had been lightning fast and had quickly proven that no matter how skilled the Black 13 were, they were no match for the incomparable masters of Clan Eshin. That had been years ago, but now he vied for the highest position in the Black 13. Even that would not fulfil his ambitions, for the assassin had greater aspirations.


  After much training, extensive use of hyper-stimulants purchased from Clan Moulder, and years of perfecting his technique, the assassin knew he was ready. His extra sense - the ability to detect danger with his wiry muzzle whiskers - was heightened beyond reason. If he paused and concentrated, the assassin could sense that high above him an air patrol was riding upon thermals.


  He knew the winged monsters the skinks rode upon had vision that could pick out a tail twitch even from that height. The assassin could even gauge the scattered cloud and how its movements would both aid and hinder his own visibility.


  It had been Lord Skrolk himself who had assigned the assassin group their target, but beyond that, they all sensed the orders came from the Council of Thirteen.


  They had been assigned to kill the frog-creature named Mazdamundi. The Black 13 had never failed in executing its duty, although this time the lone assassin wanted to reap the glory himself. This was why he had forged ahead of his claw. He wanted to claim the kill himself, he wanted his personal prestige to exceed even that of Snikch - whose name always garnered fear and respect.


  Up ahead was the tallest structure in Hexoatl - the pyramid-temple of Towering Will. It was reported that the frog-things basked in the uppermost chamber. The assassin would begin his hunt there. It was Deathmaster Snikch’s contention that the higher up in a tower or building you could ambush something, the less they would be expecting it. With visions of his success before him, the assassin began to climb. The stone was old - very old. Its pitted surface was easy to grip, and the assassin had no need for his steel claws or grabblehooks.


  Up, up, up the assassin crawled, spiderlike. He was careful to pause in shadow when the scudding clouds and bright moonshine were unfavourable. He had climbed roughly three quarters of the distance up the steep sided pyramid when he paused, pulling himself into a crevice of cracked stone. Despite the strenuous climb, the assassin was not tired, not yet. However, as he did not know what he would find at the top, he wanted to ensure he was in peak form. Taking from a small pouch a pinch of greenish powder, the assassin dissolved it slowly upon his tongue. Within heartbeats, an unnatural invigoration coursed through his system.


  And then the twitch happened. The assassin’s whiskers twinged in a way that let him know danger was near.


  He could neither hear, smell or see anything that might espy him. He glanced at his talismans, yet none gave any hint that he was under magical scry or arcane observation. Yet the twitch persisted.


  The assassin’s instincts had saved his life repeatedly, and he had learned never to question them. He silently slid his blade out. All the Black 13 had their swords blessed by Lord Skrolk and his Lord of Contagion. The poisons must be deadly indeed, for simply unsheathing the weapon made the assassin’s whiskers twitch. He needed no warning about this - the assassin knew well that the slightest scratch from that blade meant death. The other twitch he could still not identify, but it grew stronger. The assassin pulled back further into the crevice, wrapping his black cloak around him. He was a shadow in a crack, invisible even to one who knew he was there.


  But the black-clad assassin had not reckoned with the eyes of Oxyotl.


  The most skilled of all chameleon skinks, Oxyotl began to move. Ever so deliberately he lifted one limb and then the other as he climbed down the pyramid-temple of Towering Will. After a few feet of movement, the chameleon skink paused. One of his independent eyes telescoped outwards so that it protruded alarmingly. The other eye blink-swished, a clear-membrane sliding over it. He could see a wide- spectrum, and the heat signature of the rat-assassin made the creature stand out clearly against the stone that was long cooled from the day’s baking sun.


  Oxyotl’s skin took not just the colour of the ancient stone, but also the texture - it grew pitted and worn. If his slow moving hand crossed a rock join, the chameleon’s skin mimicked the dark shadow perfectly. Even Oxyotl’s irises had changed colour to match. He was nearly in range.


  In his tiny crevice, the assassin knew he had been spotted. He did not know how or by what - but the twitch had increased into a maddening buzz.


  He knew that he must move quickly, or die. He had the vague sense that the trouble was above him - was it a flying-something?


  Securing a line on grabblehooks, the assassin dropped out of the crevice. After free falling some thirty feet, he pulled taut and gracefully bounded back to the wall. He held on with one hand, the other raised to hurl throwing stars at anything that moved. But there was nothing there. Nothing - unless...


  It happened all at once. The assassin’s whiskers gave their greatest twitch just as the ratman’s eyes at last caught a glimpse of something. A strangely shaped bit of rock seemed to be rapidly sliding down the pyramid - it was little more than a blur. Even as the assassin whipped his arm to release the throwing stars he heard the soft but unmistakable sound of air rushing through a blowpipe. He felt an icy pain strike his neck, and instantly his muscles froze as poisons surged through his veins. His lifeless claws let go of the Pyramid of Towering Will, and the assassin began his long fall. Oxyotl did not watch his enemy break on the stones below, for he had already begun his long climb down.


  Somewhere a gong announced the hour before dawn. All the cohorts of Hexoatl began to form before the great temple-pyramid, awaiting their mighty leader. Oxyotl would not be with them, for his hunt went on.


  Before the lizardmen host could march out from the gates of Hexoatl, Lord Mazdamundi declared that he would guide them to victory, but it was not his duty to lead the battle. Suffused with the geomantic power siphoned by Hexoatl itself, the mage- priest croaked out words of power. Folding space with his thoughts alone, the mage-priest bridged a great distance. In a shimmering of lights, he summoned forth Kroq-Gar.


  The war leader of the lizardmen had been, once more, standing guard over the daemon-haunted ruins of Xahutec - awaiting the final attack from their most ancient of foes. Then, in an instant, he stood before Lord Mazdamundi. Recognising its master - or perhaps just sensing the extreme power that stood before it - Kroq- Gar’s carnosaur mount halted its roar of challenge. Instead, the lumbering beast lowered its head in tribute.


  Without a spoken word, Kroq-Gar assumed command of the cohorts of Hexoatl, and led them south from the city. His mundane duties dispensed with, Lord Mazdamundi slumped into his palanquin. It was more difficult to meditate mounted atop a marching stegadon, but with effort, the ancient mage-priest entered a trance. Something important was being hidden from him. The sooner they could wipe out the blightful army that approached Hexoatl, the better. Something about their presence was clouding his foresight.


  Meanwhile, the clawpacks of the plaguelords had not been idle. After destroying the snake swarms of Pahuax, the skaven forces headed north. They marched on the trail of Tehenhauin, for they had all but broken his army, and its remnants fled for Hexoatl. That city was the ultimate destination of the verminous host, also. They planned on releasing diseases upon Hexoatl and befouling its spawning pools. The fog of death hung upon the army, billowing from the Cauldrons of a Thousand Poxes.


  Three days later, at dawn, the opposing armies met at the monument known as the Obsidian Column.


  It was along a leyline, part of the geomantic grid that still drew down the raging winds of magic. There stood many monuments, all of which were dwarfed by the colossal column of purest black stone. The lizardmen entered the clearing, the hulking monoliths towering before them.


  The flagstones were now partially overgrown, cracked and tilted in places by the encroaching jungle.


  Even as Kroq-Gar arranged the cohorts to his satisfaction, the skaven could be seen emerging from the fringes of the jungle.


  Three of the four plaguelords - Lords Blistrox, Seep, and Grule - pushed their clawpacks, each vying to be the tip of the skaven spearhead. After their success against Tehenhauin, they had grown more confident. When scouts reported an even larger lizardmen army ahead, there was no thought of stratagems, or attempting to surround the enemy battle line. Instead, it was each plaguelord driving his troops forward, bent on reaching the foe first.


  Not stopping to form a battle line, the skaven burst from the jungle in a ragged horde. They outnumbered the lizardmen by more than thirty to one. On they came, swarming past the vine-covered monuments. Their chanted war cries and the chittering of tens of thousands of chisel-edged teeth would have unnerved any living army, save only the lizardmen. They stood placid and unmoved.


  Lord Mazdamundi opened a single eye from his meditations. He had nearly worked through the interference and was perturbed by the inconvenient timing. The slann saw the would-be usurpers of the world scampering towards him, felt their anarchic disharmony clashing with the natural order. He felt the surging powers stored within the Obsidian Column. While his mind unlocked the proper sequence of thoughts, his hand traced the patterns taught to him by Lord Kroak when the world was young. With a single belching word and a flick of his wrist, the Master Geomancer sent forth a ripple through the ground. It rose like a wave running outward from Mazdamundi, growing as it pushed up the ground before it.


  The ground buckled, flagstones cracked and a tidal wave of earth loomed up to crash upon the oncoming hordes. In an instant, thousands of skaven perished, crushed beneath the rolling mound that ploughed off southwards. A stinging cloud of dust and debris washed over them, howling as it consumed them.


  The duststorm did not touch Lord Mazdamundi or his mount, for a spherical force dome surrounded the slann. With the contaminating Cauldrons of a Thousand Poxes buried beneath miles of rock and earth, a sudden clarity reached the mage-priest. He halted, his bulging eyes opening wide in alarm. Mazdamundi’s mind reeled as an epiphany washed over him.


  The reckless, foolish, twisted ratmen were about to unleash forces beyond their control.


  Even at a great distance, the mightiest of living slann mage-priests perceived much of what was about to happen.


  Mazdamundi felt many forces at work. He saw that the skaven played only a part in the larger scheme. Unknowingly, the ratmen were pawns manipulated into fighting, and dying. Above the multitudinous ratmen were the verminous daemon-spirits and beyond was the eternally greedy, grasping form of their foul rat god. Each of those levels was pulling strings and moving pieces in the great game being played out upon the mortal realm. The skaven did not know it, arrogant in their rising superiority, but beyond them Lord Mazdamundi felt a power greater still.


  Behind the ratmen’s schemes and invasions, the slann recognised the taint of his most ancient of foes: Chaos. Looming over the ratmen, Lord Mazdamundi perceived the shadow of the entropic forces against which he had striven his whole life. Indeed, it was the enemy that the slann had been purposefully created to contest. Chaos - enemy of order, the antithesis of civilisation. In their eagerness to conquer, the ratmen were but doing the bidding of the dark gods.


  Yet the forces of Chaos had made a mistake. They had underestimated the damage the ratmen could do. Goaded by greed, and driven by a lust for power, the skaven had proven wayward. They were about to unleash forces far beyond their comprehension, forces that would destroy... everything.


  To stop the mad skaven plan, Mazdamundi knew he would need more power. Much more than the still overflowing Obsidian Column could provide. A vague notion occurred to him that he had been blinded and kept busy on purpose. To gain access to the full reservoirs within what was left of the geomantic grid, Lord Mazdamundi would have to enter the great Temple of Itza. That lay many thousands of miles to the south. He sensed forces already en route to stop him. While the slann mage-priest wove the incantations that would open the causeway between realities, another portion of his powerful mind contacted his remaining kindred. There was no time for explanation or questions. Hundreds of commands were issued simultaneously.


  A shimmering gateway of purest light opened before Mazdamundi’s stegadon. Unfazed, the massive quadraped lumbered straight into the glittering lights. Unquestioningly, half of his army followed suit, never missing a stride. So it was that they left the ongoing battle around the Obsidian Column.


  A brilliant light appeared within the disease-ridden jungle that marked the perimeter of Itza. In a blink, the light was gone, but in its place stood an army of lizardmen, Lord Mazdamundi at its head. Before the skinks that guarded the empty city could lift their arms in protest, their minds filled with visions of the oncoming skaven. Each made haste to join the ranks of Mazdamundi’s force as it advanced back into Itza. Filling the horizon on the opposite side of the sprawling city was the largest skaven army yet seen in Lustria, Lord Skrolk at its head.


  Thus began the last battle of Itza, the First City.


  Thanquol looked out over the blackened wasteland, his fur on end from the raw power leaking through the world-rift. ‘Why-tell are we here, master? What place is this?’


  Skreech Verminking stalked through the broken stone, cautiously approaching the remains of an enormous arch. Its twisted and unnatural architecture was unlike the rest of the ruins. ‘The lizard-things call it Xahutec. Many battles were fought here...’ said the Verminlord, his voice trailing off.


  ‘These rune-markings - I recognise these,’ said Thanquol, his claw pointed at, but not touching the icons seared into the twisted rockface. ‘The gods of the north, yes-yes? But where are the clawpacks we sent?’


  Movement within the archway caught their eyes. A blackness was there that stirred like water, ripples incongruously flowing. Both Verminking and Thanquol had sudden visions - the vast armies they had sent to


  scout out the area beset by a tide of daemons, dragged screeching back within this arch, or others like it.


  With his warp-attuned eye, Verminking looked beyond the veil. He involuntarily stepped backwards, exuding the scent of fear.


  ‘What did you see, master? What waits beyond?’ said Thanquol, his voicing breaking. He did not want to see anything that could frighten the Verminlord.


  As if still in a trance, Verminking wavered. His voice a whisper, the Verminlord recounted. ‘Armies beyond count, rage beyond understanding. They wait for us, watching us.’


  For a moment, it seemed as if the mesmerised Verminlord might teeter into the archway, but Thanquol pulled upon his enormous claw.


  The spell broken, Verminking looked down upon his grey seer. ‘We cannot match that power. Not yet,’ he said, more to himself than to Thanquol.
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  With brief commands, Kroq-Gar sent skirmishing patrols out before the main host. Even with Lord Mazdamundi’s protections, the lizardmen felt the contamination that lay heavy over Itza, and it caused their scales to crack and ooze. Heedless of the lasting harm they did themselves, the lizardmen pressed forward. Skinks loped down eerily empty avenues towards the towering pyramid-temples arrayed around the central plaza. Behind them came the saurus legions, and behind those lumbered Lord Mazdamundi upon his vast stegadon. Flying cohorts reported the skaven had already infiltrated the city. The sharp crack of jezzail teams could be heard in the distance.


  Even while the battle of Itza began, the final countdown had begun deep below Skavenblight.


  Everything thrummed with the sound of vast machinery. Wheels the size of great sailing ships drove gears that, in turn, moved dozens of different apparatus. Bubbling and hissing steam engines ran non-stop, fuelled by great wooden vats full of strangely percolating greenish liquid. Wheezing bellows kept unsteady time, and the air was filled with crackling energy.


  Zingetail, the Clan Skryre warlock engineer who bore the title of Great Skreeductor, was everywhere. He scampered up scaffold ladders, checked gauges, and above all, screeched at his underlings. Slaves and teams of engineers scurried in all directions in their haste to do the Skreedutor’s bidding.


  The moment was almost at hand. Switches had been thrown, the build¬up was irreversible. Warp condensers that towered hundreds of feet above the surface groaned under the increasing strain as they collected the winds of magic. Thick cables, tubes and wires grounded the harvested powers, sending them coursing miles underground to the warpforges. There, raw energy was fused so that it could be alchemically mixed with warpstone and blackpowder. This created the super-charged slurry that would fuel the weapon.


  The fool Ikit Claw had tried to build a rocket, but the device Zingetail had constructed was beyond anything the skaven had previously attempted. This was actually saying quite a bit, as over the years, the skaven had attempted no few doomsday devices of colossal, continent-cracking proportions. The device probably needed a few more repairs, but time was running out.


  Zingetail always referred to his great creation as ‘the device’. He realised this was belligerence, but could not help himself. The leader of Clan Skryre himself had rejected the proposed title of Zingecannon. Thus was born the Morskittar Engine.


  Zingetail saw the readings, felt the thumping machinery, and heard the barely contained power reaching overload capacity within heartbeats.


  If he waited too long, the machine would explode, if he did not wait long enough, its shot would not reach its distant target, and he would suffer unimaginable suffering as a consequence. It was decisions like these that had left the Great Skreeductor in the shape he was in - Zingetail had clawed patches of fur bald with his incessant scratching, his left eye fluttered uncontrollably, and his tail lashed with a mind of its own. He had daily dealt with delays, misfiring machinery, sabotage, and assassination attempts. One way or the other, this would be the end...


  Zingetail gave the signal. This was relayed to the coven of grey seers, whose ritual magic would further empower the device. Then, with some hesitation, he threw the final switch. All of Skavenblight shook. With a surge of energy that caused the fur of every skaven within leagues to stand on end, the enormous barrel of the Morskittar Engine glowed.


  None of this was known half a world away, yet Lord Mazdamundi felt a great disturbance within the world’s harmonics. He sent his warleader a single thought: faster.


  The skaven forces filled the central plaza and were spilling up the wide avenues. The lead elements of the lizardmen army were already engaged: skink skirmishers throwing javelins or sending volleys of blowgun darts out before retreating. The agile skinks harassed the foe, then scattered. Their plan was to retreat back to the oncoming saurus cohorts, although some few instead chose to branch off and scale the lower levels of the great ziggurats. As they were quick-footed, the skinks assumed they could outrace any foe, save cavalry. As the ratmen employed no mounted formations, they thought this manoeuvre would be easily accomplished. It was not so.


  The skaven pursuit was quick. Within the vanguard of their forces were a few claws of black-clad Clan Eshin troops. These were especially light on their feet, and scurried after the fleeing skinks, pulling them down and slaughtering many. Something about the foetid air seemed to slow the lizardmen down, making the cold-blooded creatures sluggish and lead¬footed. The opposite was true for the ratmen - they were invigorated by the unnatural air - none more so than the plague monks.


  Lord Skrolk himself led a swarming stream of Pestilens Guard. Made rabid by the fumes in the air and the noxious presence of their plaguelord, the plague monks filled the wide lanes between the monolithic ziggurats. it was a living tide of skaven, punctuated with standards and totems held aloft on wooden poles. The foul runes scratched upon the hide-stitched banners had been rendered from pigments distilled with warpstone, potent symbols that emboldened every skaven.


  Inspired by Lord Skrolk and his readings from the Liber Bubonicus, the plague monks foamed at the mouth and gnawed at their own tails, screeching insensibly in their bloodlust. They scurried forward - racing to close with the foe, eager to sink their blades, fangs and claws into the hated enemy.


  The cohorts of saurus maintained self-control better than their foes, yet they were no less determined.


  With scale-shields raised, they strode forward at double-time. With great springing strides, Kroq-Gar’s carnosaur mount loped to the front in time for the collision. The impact of those battle lines meeting echoed down the avenues.


  From out of the midday sun came the air cohorts of Tiktaq’to, Hexoatl’s Master of Skies. They had soared on thermals, but now folded their great wings and hurtled downwards. The terradons pulled out of their dive, stretching out their long wings to fly along the stone canyons made by the mountainous pyramid-temples. As one, the Sky Cohort dropped their heavy stone weights before veering upwards once again. The skaven were packed into the avenues below and the stones crashed amongst them, sending up showers of stone splinters, broken flagstones, and bits of splattered ratmen. The flights of ripperdactyls simply dove into the foe, matching their razor-sharp claws and beaks against the poisoned blades and iron-tipped staves of the plague monks.


  Roaring and stomping its way into the thick of the fighting came the fiercest of all carnosaurs. Its powerful jaws tore into the skaven ranks like they were the flesh of some primeval beast. Atop its back was Kroq-Gar - a searing ball of light in one hand, the Revered Spear of Tlanxla in the other. No plague monk was a match for such an onslaught, and the warleader of the lizardmen drove deep into their midst. Lord Mazdamundi had commanded Kroq-Gar to cleave a path through to the Great Temple of Itza, and he would do so.


  To this end, Kroq-Gar pushed ahead, heedless of his exposed flanks, uncaring of the frothing masses that surged against him. The Honour Guard of Hexoatl - a cohort of temple guard bearing heavy bladed halberds - did their best to follow in his bloody wake. In the middle of the Honour Guard stomped Lord Mazdamundi’s stegadon. The slann unlocked the secrets of his sun-standard and the unearthly radiance of that golden icon cut through the diseased airs and half-blinded the surrounding skaven, seering their contaminated minds with pain.


  To reach their destination, the lizardmen would have to fight through a raging sea of skaven. Lord Mazdamundi was at least a mile from the entrance to the Great Temple.


  The structure itself was the hub of the geomantic grid - the centremost point of power. From atop its apex, Mazdamundi would be able to smash asunder his foes with but a sweep of his hand. However, the slann needed to gain access to the mystically sealed pyramid-temple - a feat he could only achieve at its main entrance. And the mage-priest could feel his time running out.


  The lizardmen pressed onwards, but their progress was marked by others. Directed by senses other than sight, Lord Skrolk veered to intersect Kroq-Gar atop his towering reptilian monster. From beyond reality, another was watching - awaiting the right time to materialise.


  Far away in Skavenblight, the moment had come. The barrel of the Morskittar Engine, pointing straight upwards and standing many hundreds of feet tall, sent forth a pulse. And then another. The discharges soon formed into a steady beam. It was an incandescent ray of black-green, about which were wreathed chains of lightnings. It pierced the sky - a hellishly blazing beacon that could be seen by those all across the hemisphere. From savage beasts to the civilised races, all looked upon the unnatural pillar of black light with growing dread. Around the beam reality began to crack and burn.


  Up, up, up went the column of fell light, passing beyond the margins of the world. Kroq-Gar was a master strategist.


  As such, driving headlong into a foe’s overwhelming numbers was not the plan the lizardmen warleader would have chosen under other circumstances. Yet when Kroq-Gar’s mind filled with Lord Mazdamundi’s thought projections - to get to the Great Temple of Itza as quickly as possible - the saurus commander seized upon the best way to do so.


  Within heartbeats, the ancient saurian had organised the thrust - leading the headlong plunge into the plague monk masses. He was counting on the onslaught of his best warriors, and the protective quality of the iron-hard scales that covered both saurus and his own reptilian steed. Kroq-Gar was cold and calculating, for he was created to make war, and he did so as savagely and as efficiently as possible. Such was his duty. If the Great Slann needed Kroq-Gar to lay down his life, he would do so unquestioningly.


  Thus far, Kroq-Gar and his ferocious mount had carved deep into the masses. They had powered a trail of carnage halfway to their goal. Kroq- Gar glanced back, and saw trouble on all sides. The lizardmen had made a narrow thrust into the enemy’s forces, and that wedge was now completely surrounded on both flanks by vengeful ratmen. To stop was to lose momentum and be overwhelmed - they must fight their way through to the Temple of Itza, or die in the attempt. As the warleader turned forward, driving his spear through a half-dozen skaven, he saw further difficulties. To the fore, pushing through the rabble, came Lord Skrolk and his Pestilens Guard.


  Kroq-Gar’s savage mount also recognised that one of the skaven leaders was angling through the packed plaza to meet them. Rearing to its towering height, the carnosaur issued a bellowing challenge that filled the vast plaza, echoing off the mountainous pyramid-temples.


  Before that roar had faded, Lord Mazdamundi sensed something momentous was happening. Something was very wrong with the world - the world the Old Ones had entrusted to him and his kind.


  Despite the mayhem around him, Mazdamundi needed immediate answers. He left behind his mortal shell. Poisoned wind globes shattered nearby, while chanting hordes of zealous plague monks hurled themselves in endless waves upon the temple guard that surrounded his war beast. Lord Mazdamundi entered a deep trance.


  The infinite cosmos swirled before Mazdamundi’s closed eyes. He unfettered his mind and returned to the heavens, drifting outwards into the pall. The slann’s spirit self soon found the energy beam that stretched upwards into the firmament. Even at a distance, he felt its unnatural power. Mazdamundi approached as close to the column of incandescence as he was able, and followed it upwards, although he already knew its target. The slann did not dare approach the cursed moon too closely, for its essence - that of raw Chaos - was anathema to him, and all slann.


  The lightning column shooting out from the Morskittar Engine had smashed into the moon, penetrating its crust. Lord Mazdamundi watched the cursed moon’s superheated surface begin to heave and break. Then, with a terrible swiftness, the deed was done. With a rending shatter that shook his soul, the moon’s mantle convulsed and broke asunder. Tidal waves of entropic energy washed outwards.


  The slann lost all sight or feeling of the celestial objects beyond, as enormous fragments of the broken moon blotted the stars. Mazdamundi’s spirit self gazed upward at utter ruin. The floating tumble of continent-sized chunks sped outwards, but many of them were drawn towards the planet.


  The mage-priest felt the molten core of the cursed moon, now exposed and pulsating - like the black heart of a living nightmare. It radiated corruption, blasting out waves of foul energy. Against its pure Chaos, not even the prodigious strength of Lord Mazdamundi’s mind could stay focussed. As he contemplated it, he felt his spirit self dissolve, blown apart by the resonance.


  When his consciousness returned to his body, Lord Mazdamundi found he was bleeding - rivulets of blood seeping from his nostrils and tympanic membranes. He was still atop his great-horned stegadon, which was now being besieged. A host of ratmen had beaten down his temple guard, and were swarming all around. Roaring, the stegadon tossed its armoured head as the skaven slashed at it with poisoned blades.


  With a small portion of his colossal intellect, Mazdamundi summoned forth sweeping scythes of flame to clear his path. Simultaneously, the slann ran calculations, trajectories, and multiple impact theories with another aspect of his mind. Within seconds, the mage-priest had freed his stegadon from assault and also concluded that the end of the world was nigh.


  The eldest living mage-priest had been alive for thousands upon thousands of years. Mazdamundi had spent centuries resolving mental minutiae. The merest contemplations of his vast brain could span many dimensions and last for decades. Now, the bloated amphibian reckoned he had two hours before the impact, with a variance of a few seconds either side - there were variables beyond even his ability to predict.


  Lord Mazdamundi was too late to stop the madness of the ratmen, but if he could reach the Great Temple of Itza he could perhaps salvage something of his planet. He looked across a raging sea of battle, with many thousands of foes between himself and the entrance to the temple. Given the state of the magical flux and the thinning of the veil between realms, Mazdamundi had been loath to walk between worlds, but there was little choice. His mind unlocked the sacred path, and the slann disappeared.


  Passing beyond temporal concerns, Lord Mazdamundi entered the shadow place - the space between realities. Immediately, the slann felt a watchfulness follow him. Faintly, as if from behind the veil, he heard the sound of mocking laughter. Although his journey was brief, the mage-priest was pleased to return to the earthly realm, fearing what lurked beyond. Lord Mazdamundi now sat upon his palanquin before the entrance arch - the sounds of battle were behind him. A distant roar let him know that his faithful steed of so many years was being overwhelmed and pulled down. There was not time to aid the poor beast - indeed, they were all doomed now, unless he could get inside and tap into the vast reservoirs of the geomantic grid.


  Setting his mind in motion, Lord Mazdamundi completed the elaborate mind-trap puzzle that was the key to the mystic gates of the Temple of Itza. With a flash of light, the mage- priest was gone, now inside the long, cool hallways of that most ancient of pyramid-temples.


  Back outside the mountainous temple, the battle of Itza had expanded. It dominated the central district, and the fighting had spread outwards, down many of the avenues. The great plaza heaved with combatants, and the fighting started to reach up into the city’s heights also, as night runners and skinks scaled various levels of the Pyramid of Chotec. They hurled volleys of throwing stars or javelins at each other, or met in short, sharp clashes. Higher and higher they went, until they were above the soaring flights of terradons.


  Elsewhere, a back and forth contest had developed over the spawning pools that stood within the Floating Garden of Bountiful Harmony. Each side strove to drive the other off, with the victorious faction soon finding itself counter-attacked and driven back again by the foe’s reinforcements. The life-waters of the lizardmen had been sealed via arcane means before the city was abandoned. Domes of invisible force, harder than stone, had been placed over each of the deep pools. The plague monks, aided by warp- grinder-wielding stormfiends, sought to smash open these mystic seals and expose the waters to the diseased airs that hung above Itza. The lizardmen, aware that future generations must emerge out of these sacred waters, would willingly sacrifice themselves to prevent any further attempts to defile the spawning pools. Like everywhere in Itza, no quarter was asked or given, and countless dead bore witness.


  Back in the plaza, Kroq-Gar stepped out from the ruined and withered husk of his carnosaur steed. Lord Skrolk - the hunched and blind rat grotesque - had slain the beast, causing it to decay instantly. There was great power in the contaminated staff wielded by the plaguelord. It was a stout rod, its iron-capped end connected by thick chain to a ponderously heavy censer. Once more, Skrolk began to whirl it overhead. Cloying fug filled the air, and Kroq-Gar could taste his own blood and bile as he breathed in the vile vapours.


  Kroq-Gar realised that the longer the fight wore on, the more the toxic clouds would drain him of life. With that thought, the warleader of the lizardmen stalked forward, encircling his foe. With an unholy speed and vitality for such a diseased and tumour-filled creature, Lord Skrolk moved more quickly. The heavy, spiked censer crashed down. Few things that breathed could survive its fatal touch.


  Yet Skrolk had reckoned without the Hand of the Gods. Reaching up with his metallic gauntlet. Kroq-Gar caught and crushed the censer, flattening the orb. The poisonous fumes inside would have slain a full-grown thunderlizard, yet the searing light from within that ancient construct of the Old Ones purified the air. Even in his blindness, Skrolk was struck by the purity of the light - a pain that was nothing compared to the feeling of the Revered Spear of Tlanxla being driven through him.


  Lifting the impaled plaguelord above him, Kroq-Gar roared to the heavens. As he did so, Vermalanx the Corrupt manifested before the warleader.


  Incensed at the sight of his favoured one skewered upon Kroq-Gar’s spear, Vermalanx screeched out pure hatred. The Verminlord’s maw stretched wide, yawning like a dark pit before it shot vomitous streams of contamination. The entire temple guard cohort behind Kroq-Gar was engulfed, shrivelling instantly, leaving behind only wrinkled hides bubbling amidst puddles of foul-smelling effluent. The vileness washed over Kroq-Gar too, he stumbled to his knee, dropping his spear and its impaled victim.


  The Verminlord did not finish off the lizardmen warleader, but sprang to Lord Skrolk’s side. Vermalanx ripped out the shaft, his hands burning at the touch of the honoured weapon. Chanting words from the Liber Bubonicus that he had written himself long ago, Vermalanx kneaded the gaping slash in Skrolk’s chest. Already the wound filled with malignant new growth, new tumours sealing the hole. The Verminlord lifted up the Clan Pestilens lord and disappeared in a cloud of blackness.


  None - not even plague monks - dared step through the puddled remnants of Vermalanx’s bile. The noisome liquid melted flagstones, and sent up fumes that could stun a stegadon. Slowly, inexorably, Kroq-Gar rose. The light of purity - shining from his metallic gauntlet - had at last burnt off the contaminants, leaving Kroq-Gar wreathed with a faint nimbus. Once more, the warleader hefted his spear, but it was not back into the fray that the saurus strode. Even as he had slain Skrolk, a new message had reached Kroq-Gar. He was needed at the Obelisk of the Silver Stars within the hour.


  Most skaven fled before Kroq-Gar, not daring to face the shimmering saurus. Those ratmen that attempted to block his path were slaughtered. Even so, the warleader realised he could never traverse the distance quickly enough. In answer to his blood-curdling roar, a carnosaur strode through the carnage of the plaza, crushing skaven beneath each clawed foot. Bulling its way through the press of combat, the blood-splattered beast bowed before Kroq-Gar, allowing him to mount its scaled back. In haste, they sped towards the distant monument.


  Though none of the swirling combatants around them knew it, the meteorites’ impact was an hour away. Already the world was buffeted by moonquakes - the bow wave of loosed eddies of the winds of magic.


  Meanwhile, within the Great Temple of Itza, Lord Mazdamundi’s palanquin floated along empty stone corridors, drifted down ramps and ascended through vertical passages. While travelling, the mage-priest sent out the most fearful of telepathic commands - the Exodus was to be undertaken immediately. That task done, he unlocked the mindgates and entered the solar chambers. Here, Mazdamundi could grasp and wield the full power of the overflowing geomantic grid. As he rose to the plinth of power and began to prepare for the trial he knew must come next, the mage-priest noted that Lord Kroak was not in the chamber. He had expected to find that most venerable relic here... yet there was no time to ponder the other’s absence.


  The greatest living mind now began a task that it alone could fathom.


  By drawing in the great reserves of arcane energies stored within the geomantic grid, Mazdamundi hoped to deflect or smash apart the enormous moon slabs before they could plunge down to destroy the world. His attempt would doubtlessly burn out what was left of the geomantic grid, causing the monuments and cities that marked its nodes to topple. Yet if he failed, it would hardly matter.


  Across the jungle continent of Lustria, every slann mage-priest had received Lord Mazdamundi’s telepathic message. Without debate it was determined which of their remaining kind would stay to aid Mazdamundi. As those slann immediately began the mind amalgamation which would lend their might to the most venerated of their kin, the remainder began the long-prepared Exodus in earnest.


  At dozens of sites all around Lustria, massive stone blocks that had not moved in ten thousand years were shifted. Words of command were spoken that had not been uttered since the days before the first elves, dwarfs or men walked the world. Strange lights ran within the stonework pyramid-temple of Hexoatl, and a hitherto unknown ramp lowered from the Great Ziggurat of Tepok. Rumbling shook all around the Obelisk of Silver Stars in Itza. In the lonely jungle outposts of Chicxulubta, stone stairs opened amidst the overgrown ruins, leading to a long- buried structure.


  Excitable skinks squawked and clicked, not knowing what to make of the situation. Certain of their kind - high priests or key attendants - were summoned to enter such edifices along with the slann mage-priests.


  The majority of the lizardmen, however, were left behind, the skinks’ questions unanswered. All watched in amazement at what happened next.


  First the stone monoliths spoke in voices of thunder. Then the bulky edifices rose, like great mountains pulling free of the ground. They would have blocked the sun, if it were not already covered by ominous overcast skies. The great pyramid-temples and stone ziggurats hovered for a moment, their true size revealed - for the majority of the vast structures had been hidden below the world’s surface. Great clumps of earth fell from their underbellies. The roaring blast as they lifted off the ground flattened the surrounding jungle, sending onlookers scrambling for cover. Then, moving more quickly than any could have imagined, the stone monoliths flew up into the heavy clouds and were lost to sight.


  For the slann, it was time to return to the stars.


  Back in Itza, the battle raged on across the plazas, buildings and avenues. They did not know that the only contest that truly mattered any more was being waged by one alone.


  In the topmost chamber of the Great Temple of Itza, Lord Mazdamundi strove against that which his mind loathed most - pure, unadulterated Chaos. It was as if the blackhearted core of the cursed moon was sentient, for it strove against his will.


  Wielding the energies of the geomantic grid, Mazdamundi battered at the vast chunks of moon. Again and again he smashed at them. Fragments as large as the continent of Lustria were splintered into mountain¬sized pieces. These, in turn, were pummelled, hammered by the mental powers of Mazdamundi. Dozens of other slann mage-priests aided the eldest of their kind, lending their mental might to the ongoing fray.


  The strain of wielding such power was beyond the ken of mortal minds. It proved too much as the conciousnesses of the slann exploded under the incredible arcane pressures. One by one they fell, slumping off their palanquins to drop unceremoniously to the ground. By himself, Mazdamundi bludgeoned the falling moon into smaller fragments, obliterating some altogether.


  None of the mortal races knew of that epic struggle. Alone and unaided, Mazdamundi’s mind strove against the falling moon. It was a noble battle. In his desperation, the mage-priest surpassed feats his logical mind would have deemed impossible. And still he strove on. Blood ran freely from his panting mouth and leaked from his bulging eyes. Every ounce of his being was strained beyond breaking point.


  It was almost enough.


  Lord Mazdamundi awoke on the cold stone floor. He tried to rise, but to his shame, could not. Weak, he stretched out his mind and felt meteors still coming. He had destroyed or diverted most of the cursed moon, but enough large fragments remained to destroy the world many times over.


  With nothing left to give, Mazdamundi crawled up the stairs, wishing to sit once more atop the pyramid-temple - hoping to feel one last time his skin breathing the free air. He nearly made it.


  Venerable Lord Kroak - the first of the slann mage-priests created to serve the enigmatic Old Ones - felt his ancient pupil expire upon the stairs. Alone, the mummified relic priest sat upon the pinnacle of the highest monument in Lustria. Kroak had observed the making of the races, the nascent beginnings of the world. Now, hidden behind the serene visage of his golden death mask, he was fated to see its end.


  From atop the pinnacle of the mountainous pyramid-temple of Itza, hollow eye sockets tracked descending doom. Trailing green fire, fragments of the broken moon began to rain down. Blazing mountains plummeted into the seas around Lustria, boiling the ocean. Multiple meteors crashed upon Lustria itself. The force of those impacts should have washed the world with apocalyptic fire, burning off its atmosphere and leaving behind a scoured orb, naked to the coldness of the void.


  So would the world have ended, covered in fire and ruin. So it would have been, were it not for Lord Kroak.


  Slowly, indomitably, impossibly, the mummified hand lifted in defiance. From behind the golden mask came a single word. His was the power cosmic, and energies from beyond the stars were his to command one final time. He could not halt the destruction, but Lord Kroak contained it. Lustria and the Southlands were smashed asunder, yet the firestorms were dissipated. The tidal waves that should have washed over the tallest mountains, wrecking the world in their fury, were instead becalmed.


  Protected by his Shield of the Old Ones - an orb of serenity amidst the inferno - Lord Kroak ingurgitated the energies, using them to produce several protective force domes. Incongruously, the chunks of earth and jungle under each dome floated through the cataclysm, as Lord Kroak sent them up and beyond the horizon of the world, it was a last selfless act before he was consumed in the conflagration that raged over the sunken lands of Lustria.
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  The Battle for Middenheim


  Summer 2527 - Autumn 2527
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  Archaon Everchosen, the Three-Eyed King, was on the march. In his wake came a million blades and more, and upon him were the eyes of his ascendant gods.


  When Archaon’s mighty fleet of longships made landfall in the straits of Kislev, they did so unopposed but not unobserved. Beady red eyes watched from the shadows, widening in fear as tribe after tribe of northmen waded ashore. Soon the old Nordland coast road was thick for miles with horn-helmed warriors, rumbling chariots, roaring beasts and snorting, stamping steeds. Still the warriors of the north flooded ashore, a living tide that overrode that of the ocean as day turned to night. The air flickered with sorcery above forests of waving banners as the countless warbands formed around their champions. Manifold eight-pointed stars fluttered and snapped in the howling wind that drove off the straits of Kislev, mingling with the bloody sigils of Khorne and the twisted glyphs of Tzeentch. High above them, a great band of sickly luminescence marred the dark skies. The shatter-blasted remnants of Morrslieb now formed a greenish- black halo, visible even by day. In the otherwordly halflight it cast, daemons capered and cackled on the cusp of reality, spilling around the flanks of the Everchosen’s host in a gleeful tide. Lumbering monsters splashed through the surf and up the beach, mutant giants and slavering slaughterbrutes ploughing into the treeline beyond. Trunks were uprooted and branches smashed aside as Archaon’s monstrous pets began the work of clearing a path, a miles-wide corridor down which the horde would march.


  So vast and anarchic an army should have taken weeks to bring to order, if they could be ordered at all. Yet all felt the iron will of the Everchosen as an oppressive weight, and bent to it without question. Still, though Archaon marshalled his host with impressive speed, several days passed before it was ready to march. In that brief window of time, skitterfoot skaven messengers fled south. They ran before the storm, bearing warning of the Everchosen’s coming to the Council of Thirteen.


  Debate raged amongst the Lords of Decay upon receipt of the news. Some advocated a preemptive attack, seeking to mask their weakness with a display of strength. Others argued that the skaven should flee underground once more to replenish their numbers. Accusations and recrimination flew, and the Council of Thirteen was paralysed by panicked indecision.


  Not so the true envoys of the Horned Rat. Skreech Verminking, greatest of the Verminlords, had peered beyond the veil and knew the true might of the Chaos gods. Once, the plan had been to devour the peoples of the civilised world, achieving such power that the scions of Chaos would be forced to accept the skaven as equals, if not masters. But plans change. Even the Skaven needed time to recoup the kind of losses they had suffered in the past months, and that time had run out. Now, said Verminking, the ratmen must go on bended knee to the king of the north-things, and offer him and his gods treaty-pledge as servants. Otherwise, everything they had fought for would be lost.


  Upon marshalling his strength, Archaon made straight for the northern fastness of Middenheim.


  His horde darkened the landscape as they marched, crushing the forest before them and spreading across the horizon like a bloody stain. Villages and towns were swept aside, columns of refugees fleeing before the tide of armoured northmen that engulfed their homes.


  Riding with his Swords of Chaos at the very heart of the horde, Archaon drove his followers at a punishing pace. So long had he waited to walk this road; now, at last, the chance to humble the cowards and liars of the Empire was near at hand, and Archaon was eager to be about his business. Those bands of Imperial soldiery who stood before the horde were slaughtered with contemptuous ease. The flame of their defiance was snuffed out like candles before a hurricane, even as their bodies were crushed into the ground by millions of marching feet.


  Nature itself rebelled at the coming of this army of annihilation. A towering storm front of crackling, magic-laden clouds rolled south above the host, darkening the skies. As this shadow rolled across the land, birds and beasts alike fled before it in terror. Skirling cyclones of wild magic and rains of sizzling hail were the omens of Archaon’s coming, their touch warping the natural order into monstrous new shapes. Borne south upon the howling winds, the boom of drums and the blare of brazen horns could be heard for many miles.


  So it was that the envoys of Skavendom had little difficulty locating the Everchosen, coming before him one night as his army made camp. Only three beings made up the small delegation- a grey seer, his lumbering rat ogre bodyguard, and something altogether greater. To bring an honour guard might have risked giving offence, and no amount of stormvermin would be able to protect the envoys from the consequences should their offer be taken ill.


  Verminking transported himself and his seer ally directly to their destination, appearing upon the very edge of the city-sized northlander camp. The Verminlord had come veiled in shadow, a fell presence that lurked, not quite visible, behind a shifting shield of darkness. This left the grey seer to cower in Boneripper’s massive shadow as northlander sentries bellowed their challenges.


  Yet still the looming threat of the Verminlord’s presence was enough to cow the northmen, preventing them from simply killing the strange intruders out of hand. This in turn allowed Thanquol time to gather his resolve and demand in shrill tones that he be brought before Archaon himself. All the same, as he scurried through the northlander camp with Boneripper lumbering in his wake, Thanquol could barely contain his tremulous fear. Only the comforting presence of Verminking kept the grey seer from skitterleaping away to safety as he witnessed one bellowing horror or frenzied sacrificial ritual after another.


  Finally, after a walk of over an hour through the vast encampment, Thanquol came before Archaon. The Lord of the End Times received his visitors whilst sat astride Dorghar, staring imperiously down from the saddle as his daemon steed snorted sparks and champed its jagged teeth. Around him knelt his Swords of Chaos, their black armoured ranks carefully arrayed to emphasise the looming presence of their master. At the Everchosen’s side hunched Kairos Fateweaver, staff clutched tight and robes fluttering lazily in a breeze that did not exist. The two-headed Lord of Change watched keenly as the envoys came forward - grey seer, rat ogre and veiled Verminlord. Thanquol prostrated himself before the Everchosen and his entourage, snout and tail lowered deferentially as he began his address.


  ‘Oh mighty Archaon, lord-king of the north, most honoured by the gods,’ began Thanquol, his voice quavering despite his best efforts. The grey seer was interrupted by a harsh caw of laughter, an awful sound like brittle glass shattering.


  ‘Two stand before your throne, Everchosen. Two shall you see yet three shall there be! Behind the veil, there are truths your mortal eyes cannot perceive.’


  The seer raised his snout and realised it was the daemon speaking. Its staff clacked against the ground, tapping like that of a blind man. Yet its heads both stared accusingly at the envoys, darting between Thanquol and Boneripper, and the shadow-wreathed being that lurked in their wake.


  The bird daemon croaked a guttural syllable. There was a searing flash, and Verminking was revealed as his shadow glamour tattered away. The towering Verminlord froze, motionless as a statue while both the Lord of Change’s heads cackled once again. Already the Swords of Chaos were rising, drawing their blades at the sight of the many-horned rat daemon.


  ‘Hold.’ The single word echoed from Archaon’s helm, resonating like a clap of thunder. The Swords stopped immediately, frozen in place by the will of their lord. For a long moment, Thanquol contemplated flight.


  Calmly, Verminking moved to stand alongside Thanquol. Then, to the amazement of all save perhaps Archaon himself, the Verminlord dropped to one knee, laying its doom glaive upon the ground before it.


  ‘Continue, little seer,’ intoned Verminking, head carefully bowed. Quivering with terror and desperately craving warpstone, Thanquol cleared his throat.


  ‘Oh mighty Archaon, lord-king of the north...’


  As is the manner of skaven, Thanquol talked long and said little. Yet the open deference of the Verminlord did much to lend sincerity to the grey seer’s offer of allegiance. Archaon listened in silence, though Thanquol was interrupted repeatedly by Kairos Fateweaver. The daemon’s questions were sometimes pointed, sometimes strange. One moment the feathered daemon asked what strength the skaven might bring to the cause of Chaos, in the next it questioned what words were inscribed upon Queek Headtaker’s favoured weapons. Thanquol answered each enquiry with a cunning mixture of half-truth and guesswork. Eventually the daemon fell silent, its twinned gaze inscrutable.


  Finally, as the pallid light of dawn pierced the murk, Archaon stirred. Imperiously, the Everchosen accepted the offer of allegiance. The Under- Empire would be permitted to serve. They were, after all, true children of Chaos, as were the beastmen of the wilds, and their particular talents would be useful in the days to come.


  The night’s business dealt with, the Everchosen ordered his army readied to march. Thanquol, meanwhile, was tasked with bearing word of the new alliance to the Council of Thirteen. With Verminking at his back, this was a task Thanquol openly relished. After all, to his knowledge Lord Kritislik’s seat on the Council still sat unoccupied; it seemed only right that, as virtual saviour of his entire race, Thanquol finally take up that position himself. Yes, he reflected as he prepared to depart, it was high time his brilliance finally got the recognition it deserved.


  As Verminlord, seer and rat ogre leapt into the shadowy channels of the ether, Archaon’s will drove his followers forth once more. Middenheim lay ahead, the city’s highest towers silhouetted against the horizon. Soon those towers would be toppled - Archaon swore to his gods that it would be so.
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  Long before Archaon’s horde began their march towards Middenheim, the Empire and its satellite states were aflame. Like parchment thrown into a hearth, the realms of men blackened and fell to ash. In the west, the plague-ravaged ruins of Marienburg crawled with maggots and rot, the city’s once-bustling harbour choked with blackened hulks. To the south, Nuln was little more than a vast pit, surrounded by rat-gnawed ruins. Talabheim - that once mighty crater-fortress - was a stinking shell, its fate so foul that even the invading armies that roamed the wilderness shunned its pus-crusted ruins. Worst of all, the shell of once- proud Altdorf, capital city of the Empire, had fallen at last.


  Valten had reached Altdorf only days before the city’s fall. In the years since Luthor Huss had proclaimed him the mortal herald of Sigmar, the young blacksmith had grown into his mantle of power. Gone was the callow youth, replaced by a bearded and careworn warrior in whose eyes burned the light of absolute belief. At his back came a rag-tag army of refugee soldiers, dispossessed warriors and howling flagellants gathered, from amid the fires of half a dozen provinces. Many were hollow-eyed from exhaustion, and from traumas beyond telling. Yet they had cut their way through the seething masses of skaven that besieged Altdorf, the element of surprise allowing them to break through the disorganised hordes. The Sigmarite faith of Valten and his men waxed strong in these dark times, and was redoubled in its intensity upon witnessing their Emperor. Valten dropped to one knee before his lord and master, Ghal Maraz slammed head down upon the cobbles before him. Surely, said the Emperor’s herald, here was Sigmar come again to save his people.


  Despite the arrival of Valten’s forces, it was clear that Altdorf could hold out no longer. In truth, the city had been dying since the invasion of the Glottkin. When the skaven rose, a mighty horde of ratmen had surrounded the Empire’s capital. Hundreds of thousands of skaven poured from subterranean lairs, ringing the city in a moat of bodies and blades. They wheeled batteries of terrifying weapons into place, beginning a sporadic bombardment of gas shells and lightning blasts that had raged ever since. Yet the Emperor himself still defended Altdorf, supported by the potent magics of the Supreme Patriarch, Gregor Martak, and the stern valour of Ludwig Schwarzhelm. These heroes had led an inspired defence, one that soon saw the skaven commanders pull their forces back in fear.


  The ratmen had since been content to quarrel over the spoils of a victory not yet won, squabbling amid the ruined outer districts. This had bought time for the Emperor’s people, but lasting victory had remained outside their grasp. Food reserves had dwindled, disease had spread unchecked, and the end seemed nigh.


  The arrival of Valten’s army had changed matters. Their additional strength made a breakout possible, and with his subjects’ lives in his hands, the Emperor had no choice but to take the chance. Yet there were still many civilians in Altdorf. The Emperor was loath to risk their lives amid the madness of open battle.


  So it was that Valten proposed a diversionary sortie. He and Gregor Martak would lead a force of volunteers northward out of the city, making as much noise and causing as much destruction as possible. Once this attack had drawn the attention of the skaven, the Emperor and all who followed him would break out to the south. They would take advantage of the mayhem to make good their escape. It was a measure of how dark the times had become that the Emperor did not even argue with this dangerous scheme, though the risk to the diversionary force was terrible indeed. The only concession he had demanded was Valten and Martak’s oaths that they would do their best to break free of the foe, and rejoin his column north of Kemperbad. Their plans laid, the Empire commanders had marshalled their forces and prepared to do battle.


  The breakout went better than Valten and the Emperor could possibly have hoped. The skaven lines to the north of the city were already in anarchy, caught up in the dying stages of a bloody internecine battle. Valten, Martak and their volunteer army hurled themselves into the midst of the battle-worn skaven with drums thundering and blades swinging. The verminous hordes did their best to disentangle from each other’s lines, turning frantically to face this new threat. However, already wearied from fighting themselves, the skaven lines collapsed into wild panic and scattered before the Empire host. Valten led his followers to freedom, with Martak conjuring howling nature spirits and cawing storms of crows to sweep away the shrieking ratmen that remained in their path.


  As the sounds of battle intensified to the north, the Emperor and Deathclaw had led an armoured sledgehammer of cavalrymen south. Riding hard with their banners snapping in the breeze, the Reiksguard, Knights Griffon and the last of their proud Bretonnian allies smashed a path to freedom through the ragged siege lines. Behind them came the greatswords of the Emperor’s personal guard and the last proud state troops of Altdorf, herding a great column of ragged refugees in their midst. With all skaven eyes turned towards Valten and Martak’s breakout to the north, the Emperor’s followers escaped their dying city, leaving the ruins of Altdorf to burn in their wake. Their road would lead them south, pushing through fire and foes to eventual refuge in the fortress- city of Averheim.


  In the meantime, however, Valten and Martak faced a quandary. Though they had broken out of besieged Altdorf, still they were beset by foes. Beastmen and skaven roamed the wilds in their thousands, bands of them descending upon the rag-tag Empire force every day. Valten’s hammer and Martak’s magics were kept busy in one bloody skirmish after another. Every attempted footstep south only took the army further north and west, their foes harrying them until any design on rejoining the Emperor’s column of march became hopeless. Worse, Valten’s followers could not remain in the wilds indefinitely; their casualties were slowly mounting, and there was precious little forage to be had in the wartorn wasteland that the Empire had become.


  It was Gregor Martak who provided an answer. An Amber wizard of great power even before he had donned the mantle of Supreme Patriarch, Martak had many familiars scattered throughout the wilds. One of these, a hunched black raven, had brought him word that the city of Middenheim still held out beneath Ulric’s watchful gaze. Martak was a Middenlander by birth, and the news that his home city still stood strong fired his desire to join its defence. Thus, Valten and Martak resolved to press north, skirting the Howling Hills and coming thence to Middenheim from the south. After all, committing their strength to Middenheim’s walls was surely preferable to frittering it away in the wilds.


  It was long weeks later that Valten and Martak’s forces arrived at Middenheim. They had fought many bitter battles en route, and had suffered much loss. However, with every garrisoned village or militia they saved, the army’s numbers had grown. Thus it was with a sizeable force at their backs that Valten and Martak finally came within sight of Middenheim.


  The City of the White Wolf was built upon a towering, flat-topped mountain that men had named the Fauschlag, or Ulricsberg. It rose above the arboreal wilds of the Drakwald like an island amid an ocean, its dwarf-built walls nigh unassailable by all but the most determined foe. Four mighty viaducts stretched up from the forest floor to the mountaintop, doubling as wide roadways that met the walls in fortified gatehouses to the north, south, east and west. The Fauschlag was riddled with ancient tunnels, presenting perhaps the city’s only real weakness. Yet these were monster-haunted, labyrinthine and perilous in the extreme. In their higher reaches, the tunnels were also guarded by determined Middenheim soldiery, constantly vigilant for any threat from below.


  It was these defences that had held the skaven at bay for long months. Thousands of ratmen ringed the city. Their zigzag trench lines and burrowed encampments festered with the filth and detritus of long occupation. All four viaducts bore craters and scorch marks, evidence of repeated attempts by the ratmen to overrun Middenheim. The Drakwald had been felled and burned for almost a mile in every direction, the besieging army using the lumber to build ramshackle siege towers or else as fuel for their infernal engines. Still, they had not set one footclaw within the city’s bounds.


  So it was that Valten’s army emerged from the ragged edge of the Drakwald to find a dispirited and lacklustre foe barring their path. Making the most of the element of surprise, Valten led his followers in a headlong charge against the skaven rear-lines. His men scattered the immediate enemy, toppling several of their rickety weapons-towers in the process. Yet even as Valten and Martak led their followers deeper into the skaven encampment it began to come alive around them, stirred to fury like some vast wounded beast.


  The skaven rallied their strength, screeching chieftains driving great masses of verminous footsoldiers into battle. Ratling guns clattered and poison wind mortars thumped as the skaven directed a steadily intensifying barrage against their attackers. Valten’s army began to lose momentum, becoming mired amid hordes of the foe. For several minutes it looked as though the march to Middenheim would prove nothing more than a long walk to the headsman’s axe.


  Suddenly, horns rang out from atop the Fauschlag, their sound like the mournful howling of wolves.


  The great drawbridge gate of Middenheim’s east viaduct yawned wide, and from its depths came a host of knights. Voices raised in keening war cries, the Knights of the White Wolf thundered down the viaduct. Boris Todbringer, the Elector Count of Middenland, rode hard at their head. The knights hit the skaven lines like a battering ram of red and silver, hammers swinging as they cleared a path towards Valten and his embattled followers. It was Todbringer who reached the newcomers first. He bellowed a warrior’s greeting as he hacked his way through a last rank of stormvermin and clasped gauntlets with Valten at the battle’s heart.


  A great cheer went up at this meeting of leaders, and the united Empire army surged forwards, the Knights of the White Wolf wheeling to plough back down the corridor they had opened in the enemy lines. The skaven fell back in disarray before their fury, and with a final surge Valten, Martak and their followers broke through to the City of the White Wolf. The irony of having fought his way into a second besieged city in as many months was not lost of Valten. The victorious Herald of Sigmar laughed aloud with exhilaration as his horse bore him up the viaduct toward hard-won safety.


  Valten’s followers were welcomed with open arms by the people of Middenheim. Cheers were raised and flags waved as they marched across the eastern drawbridge and into the city beyond. Drums thumped and horns blared, hooves clattered upon cobblestones, and the wolf- horns of the Ulricsberg howled once again as the army made its way into Middenheim. Amongst the crowds that thronged the streets were a few old men who muttered imprecations about the newcomers into their beards, but their hearts were not in it. In these terrible days all men were brothers in the fight against the dark, and any distrust there might once have been between Ulricans and Sigmarites was set aside.


  The newcomers found Middenheim to be holding out remarkably well, its unmarred streets and hot meals a welcome contrast to the hardship of Altdorf’s final days. The cityfolk and their guardians were sombre, certainly, for they were not blind to the Empire’s plight. Daring bands of militia and huntsmen had been departing for months, slipping away in the dark of night to brave the skaven lines. Those who returned had told dark tales indeed. Yet the people were defiant still, protected from plague and famine by their isolation and well-stocked larders. The priests of Ulric moved amongst the populace with words of comfort and strength, reminding them that while the flame of Ulric still burned, the City of the White Wolf would never fall. Valten’s followers saw something in this surviving enclave of the Empire. Middenheim would be a place to take a stand against the darkness, a seed of hope from which greater things might grow.


  Despite all the hardships they had suffered, Boris Todbringer allowed Valten and Martak only a brief rest before demanding their presence at a council of war, held in an echoing chamber within the Temple of Ulric. Upon arrival, Valten and Martak found that the vast space played host to but a small group of tired, uncomfortable looking officers of Middenheim, seated around a huge stone table. Pacing around the table, still girded in the blood-spattered plate mail he had worn during his sally some hours earlier, was Boris Todbringer. The moment Valten and Martak seated themselves, the Elector Count launched into an immediate diatribe.


  ‘Gentlemen, the time has come to address the matter of Khazrak One-Eye!' Graf Todbringer’s announcement drew awkward shuffling and several dark mutters from his men. Gregor Martak frowned at this reaction. His disquiet deepened as he realised that Todbringer appeared to be unaware of his men’s dissent. The Graf was pacing around the table, a wild light in his eye and a taut, feverish quality to his movements.


  ‘You all know,’ Todbringer continued, ‘that Khazrak is the most cunning of all his beastman kin. Yet I know his evil better than any! I have been Khazrak’s nemesis for long years now, just as he has been mine. I tell you, that it is One-Eye who is to blame for these troubled times.’ At this, Martak was moved to speak up.


  ‘Graf Todbringer, with the greatest respect, you have to know that it is Archaon, not Khazrak, who is to blame for this mess. He, and these damnable skaven...’


  Martak got no further before Todbringer’s armoured gauntlet slammed down upon the table. The loud bang shocked the wizard to silence.


  ‘The Three-Eyed King languishes far in the north, yet enemies stand at our very gates!’ shouted Todbringer angrily. ‘As for these ratmen, what are they but a twisted new form of beastkin? No! You speak of the terrors from children’s tales, while I see the true foe clearer than any. Every week my huntsmen bring tales of beastmen on the rampage like never before. I have been trapped atop this rock for too long, compelled by duty to stay my hand. But no longer!’


  Valten had remained silent throughout the count’s outburst, his expression stony and unreadable. Todbringer now rounded upon him, stabbing a finger toward his chest.


  ‘You. Herald of Sigmar. You will shoulder my burden now. You will free me to do what must be done. I depart before dawn’s first light, and shall return only once I have Khazrak’s severed head impaled upon my standard. In my place I name Valten as Castellan of Middenheim. The city is yours to defend as you see fit.’


  With that, Todbringer swept from the room, deaf to the tumult of shock and outrage that he left in his wake.


  True to his word, Todbringer departed before first light the next morning. Gregor Martak watched from atop the eastern ramparts as the Knights of the White Wolf flowed down the eastern viaduct once again. They rode hard, howling as they went, and fell like a hammer-blow upon the section of the skaven lines weakened by the fighting of the day before. Ratmen scattered before them, remembering all too well the punishment they had suffered at the hands of these ferocious horsemen. Before the skaven could gather reinforcements, a small party broke away from the Middenheimer charge, the Graf with three-score huntsmen and knights riding hard for the distant eaves of the Drakwald.


  As the distant figures of Todbringer and his retinue vanished into the gloom of the tree line, the remaining Knights of the White Wolf fell back to the city once again. It was a blessing, supposed Supreme Patriarch Martak, that Todbringer had taken only a small force with him. Yet still every one of them was an elite soldier, and would be missed on Middenheim’s walls. With a heavy heart, Martak turned from the battlements as the first light of dawn crept across the Drakwald. He and Valten had a city full of frightened people and outraged dignitaries to take in hand, for Todbringer’s sudden departure had been a shock to all. Middenheim was a city of unique complexities, from its extensive tunnel networks to the numerous companies of refugee soldiery who needed to be integrated into its standing army. The two outsiders had many names to learn, and much to familiarise themselves with if they were to defend the city whose safekeeping they had inherited.


  None of this mattered to Todbringer. Out under the boughs of the Drakwald, a steed beneath him and his soldiers at his back, the Elector felt alive for the first time in months. At long last he was free to pursue the only goal that truly mattered, and soon enough they’d all see that he had been right. Khazrak was the key to all of this, Todbringer was sure of it. The beastlord’s death would break the will of the warherds, restore order to the northern Empire and turn the tide in this damnable war. Besides, thought the Graf with relish, that bloody goat owed him an eye.


  Todbringer was following the reports of the latest huntsmen to return alive from the forest. Those men had told of a great stirring of beastmen off to the east across the Hochland border.


  If Khazrak was to be found then Todbringer had no doubt it would be there. Thus he rode on with hope swelling in his breast, ignoring the worried glances that his followers gave one another. Let them think him mad - he needed neither their pity nor their concern. Todbringer knew his business, and was certain that what he did was for the greater good of the Empire itself.


  As the hunting party rode on, hate-filled eyes watched them from the shadows - cold, dark orbs that marked their passing. Word soon spread throughout the Drakwald’s depths, borne upon the wind by feathered wings and dark magic. Within the day, Khazrak learned that his foe was abroad in the forest. The beastlord’s furious braying was horrible to hear. Their game of cat and mouse had been enjoyable these long years, but the world was changing, and now was not the time for games. Khazrak resolved to grind Todbringer beneath his hoof, ending their long-standing grudge once and for all.


  Days passed and Todbringer’s party rode on with no sign of the foe. The still silence of the forest was stifling, as though the Drakwald held its breath in anticipation and left no air for others to breathe. Todbringer’s good humour was replaced by vexation and impatience. He became surly and withdrawn, snapping at his men. A small, but increasingly insistent part of his mind was whispering that he should never have left the care of his city in the hands of outsiders. The forest was vast, it muttered, and Khazrak could be anywhere. Riding out to finally slay the beast had seemed a pure, just cause, a release from growing feelings of frustration and hopelessness. Now, days later and many miles deep into the tangled Drakwald, Todbringer’s certainties had been overcome by gnawing doubt.


  Thus, when a band of ungor trampled out of the undergrowth and right into the path of Todbringer’s party, the old Elector’s eye widened with delight. Boris’ runefang hissed free of its scabbard, and, deaf to the alarmed yells of his entourage, the Graf spurred his horse straight at the beastmen. Bound by duty to protect their liege, Todbringer’s men kicked their own steeds forward, giving chase as their master thundered away down the muddy track.


  The ungor turned, scattering away from the ragged charge. Some fled back into the undergrowth while others broke into a lurching, hunchbacked run along the track. Todbringer galloped after them, giving a laugh of satisfaction as his runefang whistled down to slice the head from the rearmost beast. He was amongst the ungor now, hacking and slashing as his steed ploughed its way over the ugly creatures. Several twisted bodies already lay broken in Todbringer’s wake, and the few that remained would never outpace him.


  He would leave one alive, he told himself gleefully, one to reveal the whereabouts of its one-eyed master.


  And then, with an awful finality that shocked the Graf out of his savage glee, the brayhorns rang out.


  Todbringer sawed the reins as he brought his lathered steed rearing to a halt. Behind him, the Graf saw for the first time the ruin he had wrought, the broken column of wild-eyed knights and huntsmen now reining in their own steeds as they sought the foe. Terrible groaning notes rose from all around, the brayhorns winding once more. With the surreal suddenness of a nightmare, the woods came alive with monsters. They came at a run, hundreds of twisted beast-kin bursting from the trees. Todbringer knew in that instant that he had led his men to their deaths. The track was narrow, a muddy, root-gnarled strip barely wide enough for three men to stand abreast. There was no space to form lines, no room for his cavalry to mount a charge, no chance to marshal any kind of plan at all. There was only swift, horrible death.


  With a cry of sorrow and rage, Todbringer spurred his steed once more and thundered into the press.


  He rode hard into the beastmen, his runefang cutting down to sever a hairy, muscular arm. The impact of his heavy steed flattened two more of the foe, and then he was in the midst of a sea of snarling faces, jagged tusks and rusted blades. Todbringer hewed left and right, screaming incoherently as he killed. Yet there were hundreds of the things, maybe thousands. Rusted, notched blades rose and fell. Blood slicked the mud as brave men were reduced to meat. Todbringer cursed as the blade of a minotaur’s axe struck his steed in the neck, all but severing the poor creature’s head. With a sickening lurch, he was spilled from his saddle, rolling clear as his horse thrashed its last.


  Hooves slammed down all around. The Graf surged to his feet, desperate to avoid being trampled, to keep fighting just a few moments longer. And then the loudest horn of all rang out. Upon hearing it, the beasts around Todbringer back away, shields raised. The Graf hacked and lunged, yet he found himself in a suddenly clearing space. His heart ached as he heard the sounds of the last of his men being put to the sword, but he had eyes only for the figure that stepped from the tree line before him. At last, Khazrak One-Eye was here to claim his life.


  Todbringer spat into the mud, the gobbet red from the blood trickling around a broken tooth. There were no words between the two foes. Their hatred had run too long, and the desire in each to butcher the other was overwhelming. A long, hard stare was dialogue enough for both of them. With a bellowing bray, Khazrak lunged forward and the fight began.


  Furiously, the two old rivals hacked and slashed at one another. Khazrak swung his heavy iron sword with all the fury of a wild animal. Todbringer was scarcely less ferocious, his sword-arm lent strength by a potent mix of anger, hatred and sorrow. The Graf’s runefang should have given him the edge, yet the foul enchantments upon Khazrak’s dark mail robbed the magic sword of its normal potency. The runefang and the beast-forged blade clashed a half-dozen times in quick succession, clanging against one another like the harsh peal of a plague doctor’s bell.


  Neither able to swiftly end the other, the two warriors disengaged. They circled, surrounded by a bellowing wall of monstrous faces and stinking, hairy bodies. Khazrak’s whip lashed out, attempting to ensnare the Graf’s shins. It was an old trick, one Todbringer had seen before, and he did not fall for it. The Graf stamped down upon the whip’s barbed tip, his next steps a lurching charge that put impetus behind a beheading swing. His runefang met the blade of Khazrak’s sword once more, the dull clang accompanied by a shower of bright sparks.


  Todbringer fell back a pace, and cursed as the lash cracked out once more, cutting bloody furrows in his cheek. The next moment saw him parrying frantically as Khazrak’s sword hammered down against his guard once, twice, three times. On the third blow, Todbringer was driven to one knee, the thick mud squelching beneath his armour. Excited brays rang out around the circle as the beastmen scented blood, but the Graf was not done yet. With the faces of his slaughtered men swimming before him, Todbringer roared his fury and scythed his blade low, hacking through Khazrak’s right shin in a spray of gore.


  The beastlord fell, roaring in pain, and Todbringer was on him in a moment. As the Graf straddled his prone foe, Khazrak tried to club Todbringer with his sword pommel. The beastlord’s clumsy blow clanged from Todbringer’s shield, the blunt edge of which hammered into Khazrak’s teeth a second later. The blow slammed the beastlord’s head back against the muddy ground, filling his mouth with shattered teeth and blood. Khazrak’s head rolled drunkenly, his brawny arms slumping back. The moment of incapacitation was all Todbringer needed. His runefang stabbed downwards to plunge through Khazrak’s one good eye. The blade punched through gristle, bone and brains. It burst from the back of One- Eye’s skull, embedding its tip deep in the mud below. Todbringer spat full in Khazrak’s face, seconds before the howling beasts fell upon him in a tide and tore him limb from bloody limb.


  So passed the Elector Count of Middenland, the lord of Middenheim, torn to shreds by an army of vengeful beasts. Behind him he left the twitching corpse of his most hated foe, and an obsession finally fulfilled. Yet he left also a blood-soaked mound of his own dead men, and a weakened city that soon would face the full fury of the Everchosen himself...


  The very same day that Boris Todbringer met his death, Archaon’s horde reached Middenheim. For many hours, the city’s defenders had been able to hear the pounding of drums upon the wind, mingled with guttural roars and the screams of the damned. The skaven, it seemed, had also become aware of the onset of this new foe. Lookouts on the walls reported frantic movement throughout the night as the ratmen abandoned their siege lines, some of the hateful creatures scurrying into the tunnels at the Fauschlag’s base while others fled south. In other circumstances such news might have brought relief. Now, however, it was horribly ominous - scavengers fleeing before the arrival of a greater predator.


  The City of the White Wolf knew no dawn that day, for rolling banks of black cloud swept in from the north, drowning Middenheim in shadow. Torches were lit and braziers stoked throughout the city, their guttering light striving to hold back the unnatural gloom. Sorcerous lightning rent the clouds, crackling sheets of lurid energy illuminating Middenheim’s streets with the kaleidoscopic colours of madness.


  Below, emerging from the forest to the city’s north, came the front-runners of Archaon’s horde. Trees fell with a series of groans and cracks, battered aside by hulking monsters. Behind these tireless behemoths came rank upon rank of feral tribesmen, armoured warriors and betentacled mutants who tramped out of the forest’s shadows. An endless black tide, they swept out to the east and west, marching on to encircle the city in a living noose of armoured bodies.


  Chariots rumbled through the masses, flanked by bands of hulking Chaos knights. Packs of hounds bayed at the boiling skies, their howls jarring with the gibbering and shrieking of caged spawn. Warshrines lurched into the sickly half-light, borne upon the shoulders of hulking mutants. Dragon ogres stamped and roared, shaking their axes in challenge at the imposing bulk of the Fauschlag that reared above them. As the day wore on, more and more northlanders marched into view. And still their numbers swelled, beastmen drawn from all around by the sounds and smells of the ruinous host. At their head came Malagor, the Crowfather emerging from the shadows at last to join the monstrous horde.


  Even the most fiery-tempered Ulrican priest found his spirits doused by the chill realisation that this would be a battle not for glory, but for simple survival. This was no marauding band of raiders, come to burn and pillage. The full strength of the north appeared to march beneath the banner of the Everchosen. Here was an army of annihilation, a never- ending tide of foes against which there seemed little hope.


  The people of Middenheim were a tough breed, tempered by harsh winters and long wars. Yet Valten, Martak and their advisors could feel the panic bubbling through the streets; the defenders of Middenheim had never seen an enemy arrayed in numbers such as these, while those refugee soldiers from other provinces had already seen entirely too much. Determined to quell the city’s fears, Valten delivered a rousing speech from the steps of the Temple of Ulric.


  His voice swelled above the hellish cacophony that came from without the walls, reassuring the defenders that the foe could still be beaten. Middenheim’s walls were high and thick, dwarf made in ages past and virtually unconquered to this day. The Fauschlag itself stood tall and mighty, and its tunnels were well defended. Middenheim’s soldiers numbered many thousands, brave men from all across the realm. Together, Valten assured his rapt audience, the sons of the Empire would repel the barbarians of the north once more. So it had always been. While the flame of Ulric still burned, the city would never fall.


  As he rode through the press of his followers to gaze up at Middenheim, Archaon was approached by a fawning delegation of skaven. At their head was a representative of Clan Skryre who humbly introduced himself as Grand Warlord Skrazslik. The grovelling ratman explained that he was the third warleader to be charged with conquering Middenheim.


  Unlike his predecessors, this shivering ratman assured Archaon, his failure to take the city was not at all his fault. He had been sent too few warriors, and his force were supported by inferior weapons. His idiot minions had not understood the brilliance of his plans. Worst of all, more men had come from the south, led by a hammer-wielding warlord.


  Archaon had listened impassively, but at this last revelation he raised a armoured hand for silence. The Everchosen demanded to know everything the ratman could tell him about the warrior with the hammer. This proved to be little; Skrazslik had absented himself at the first sign of danger when the men from the south attacked. However, what details the warlord could recount made it clear that this was not the Emperor himself. Most likely, then, it must be the Herald of Sigmar that was penned within the city above. For a moment, Grand Warlord Skrazslik flinched in terror as a grating sound came from within Archaon’s helm. Yet he raised his snout in bewilderment as he realised that the Lord of the End Times was not cursing in anger, but laughing in cruel amusement.


  Archaon despatched Skrazslik shortly afterwards, the warlord puffed up with importance at his orders. He was to gather his remaining forces from their hiding places within the tunnels of the Ulricsberg, and prepare his weapons of war. The gatehouses of the city’s viaducts were key to Middenheim’s conquest. Archaon had a plan to seize them swiftly, a plan in which the skaven would have a pivotal role. At this news, Skrazslik preened gleefully. When orders had arrived to ally his forces to those of the north-king, the warlord had initially been terrified that this was some elaborate death sentence. However, it seemed that Skrazslik now had the chance to win victory in the eyes of the Everchosen.


  Another being watched over the warlord’s shoulder as these exchanges took place. It was a thing that clung to the shadows beyond the sight of all, that had trailed Valten and his army all the way from Altdorf. Skrazslik’s failures had cost it precious time, yet it seemed as though its moment was finally at hand.


  By the next morning, hundreds of skaven had massed in the lowest tunnels, working themselves into a frenzy before surging up toward the city’s underbelly. Hundreds of feet above them, the state troops of a half-dozen provinces stood at key tunnel junctions, ready for any attack from below. Hedges of spears jutted through barred metal gates. Crossbows were aimed down torchlit corridors, while barricades were dragged into position atop winding stairs. Gregor Martak coordinated the tunnels’ defence while Valten readied the regiments on the streets above, both men allowing the Middenheimer captains to advise them on how best to array the city’s protectors for war.


  Somewhere between these two factions, slipping as a shadow through long forgotten tunnels, came a thief. Secret ways bore him toward his prize, just as they had allowed him to escape what his kin had believed to be his certain death. Yet he felt no triumph or satisfaction. His heart was heavy with grief, though the theft he planned was a matter of necessity, not greed. His actions might cost thousands their lives, and so he knew no sense of victory as he neared his destination, only sorrow.


  Teclis emerged from near darkness and into sudden light. The cavern was vast, the stalactites and stalagmites ancient. They arced like the jaws of a wolf, closing about the eight crudely-wrought pillars at the cavern’s centre. Between the pillars stood an altar, carved from ancient black stone. The bones of wolves lay in drifts about the altar, and upon it billowed a brilliant white flame many times taller than Teclis.


  It had taken months of study to find this chamber, hidden deep within the rock of Middenheim. Its location had been forgotten by the humans, the labyrinth of tunnels sealed against all intruders. Even the skaven had not managed to breach its bounds, but Teclis had. Guided by knowledge from the now-vanished Tower of Hoeth, and the memories of his own explorations during the time of Magnus the Pious, the mage had passed through the ice-locked tunnels to find his prize. This was the true flame of Ulric, of which the spark in the temple far above was but an echo.


  Teclis felt the temperature drop. Across the chamber, ice formed on the wolf skeletons. As he watched, the crystals grew in mimicry of muscles, and flexed as the creatures lurched to their feet.


  ‘Who dares enter the presence of the flame?’ The voice was deep and strong. It echoed through the chamber like a physical force, and it took all of Teclis' willpower to stand firm before it.


  ‘My name is Teclis,’ the mage replied. ‘We were allies once, when the hordes of the Dark Gods swept from the north.’


  The wolves slowly began to converge on Teclis, strange growls rumbling in their icy throats. The mage took a step towards the fire in the centre of the chamber, and the wolves followed.


  ‘I remember you, elf,’ said the voice. ‘Allies we were, but you cannot conceal your purpose this day. You come as a thief.’


  The wolves drew closer, teeth bared and icy breath clouding the air.


  ‘I come offering hope for your people,’ Teclis rejoined, taking another step towards the altar.


  ‘Lies. What hope can there be without me?’


  ‘The world needs a champion far more than it needs an old and selfish god. Your chance to defeat the Dark Gods has passed. Others must now take up that burden.’


  A bellow of rage echoed through the shrine. The wolves leapt, fangs straining to reach Teclis’ flesh. The mage was faster still, and slammed the butt of his staff against the cavern floor. Light rippled through the air, brushing the wolves aside and slamming them against the walls. Ice and bone shattered, scattering amongst the stalagmites. Momentarily fatigued, Teclis leant forward onto his staff.


  ‘Impressive,’ rumbled the voice, ‘but can you do it again?’


  Already the wolves were rebinding themselves.


  ‘I do not have to,’ the mage replied. Taking the last few steps towards the altar, he thrust his staff deep into the sacred fire.


  ‘No!’


  The flame shrank away as the head of Teclis’ staff touched it. The wolves howled as one, then collapsed, their icy flesh melting as if in sudden thaw. A moment later, the chamber lay in pitch darkness.


  The voice came again as Teclis turned to leave, its tones more bitter than the deepest winter.


  ‘You have destroyed me, and all those who dwell in the city above.’


  ‘I am truly sorry,’ Teclis replied. When he at last left the Cavern of the Winterflame, the mage’s staff felt heavier than when he had entered - the weight of another necessary betrayal added to those he already had to bear.


  In the moment that Teclis stole the true fire of Ulric, its facsimile in the temple far above guttered, flickered, and died. Many of the city’s folk had clustered around the warmth of that beacon of hope, believing they would find safety beneath the watchful eye of their god. Thus, as the fire suddenly died, a great wailing of fear and despair rose to the vaulted ceiling high above. It echoed out onto the streets of Middenheim, bringing panic with it. Most believed, with good cause, that it was only through the sheltering power of Ulric that their city had endured so long. Now, with the enemy at Middenheim’s very gates, the flame had died. The timing of this dire omen could not have been worse, and the city’s defenders felt their courage ebb as the news spread.


  Those of a more magically attuned nature felt a sudden absence. It was as though a sound had been silenced, some background noise so familiar that it had been barely noticeable until it was gone. What this sudden lack might mean they could not say, but all felt an ominous sense of doom settle like a shroud.


  Below, perched like some grotesque vulture upon a warpwood skaven weapon tower, Kairos Fateweaver gave a croak of triumph. Rising to its full height, the daemon wove its hands in strange patterns, polychromatic light gathering about its staff as the ritual of summoning grew in strength.


  Kairos had felt the power of the winter god tattering away upon the breeze, and knew that now was the time to strike. Above Kairos’ head, great yawning rents tore the air apart, and reality screamed as it was sundered. Howling gales of mutating magic billowed outward, legions of Tzeentchian daemons cackling and capering amongst them. The host of change gathered before their master, their numbers ever-growing as they awaited Kairos’ signal to attack the Imperial city.


  In the tunnels of the Fauschlag, the soldiers of the Empire gripped their weapons tight and tried to fight down their sudden, inexplicable fear. Ominous sounds were swelling from the tunnels below, a skittering and scrabbling that grew louder by the moment. Amid the gloom of half a dozen tunnels, the soldiers’ flickering torchlight suddenly reflected in hundreds of red, beady eyes. The skaven poured from the darkness, a chittering, squealing mass of mangy fur, rusted armour and jagged blades. Men recoiled in instinctive horror from the stinking tide that rushed toward them.


  The voices of Imperial sergeants rang out, loud in the confines of the tunnels. Crossbows clattered angrily, sending volleys of bolts into the darkness. At close range, in such tight confines, it was near impossible to miss. Verminous blood sprayed the walls as the front ranks of Skaven were punched from their feet. Yet their bodies vanished beneath the pounding foot-claws of those that followed, and the waves swept on toward the defenders.


  A few lucky soldiers found time to get off another volley. In the tunnels beneath the northern gatehouse, concentrated fire actually drove the enemy back into the depths. Elsewhere, however, the fight would be decided at close quarters. Screaming ratmen crashed into locked walls of Empire shields, snouts mashed bloody by the impact, bodies impaled on outthrust spears or hacked by heavy halberds. In places they scrambled bodily up the state troops’ shields, desperation lending their claws strength as they lunged at the faces of the men beyond. Everywhere the story was the same. Men and skaven strove, cursed and spat in the cold, bloody confines of the tunnels. Gore slicked the stone floors, and the press of battle swayed back and forth, but the ratmen could gain no real purchase. Cheers and yells of defiance began to echo down the tunnels as unbloodied state troops flooded in from reserve to bolster the lines. Victory in this first battle of the siege seemed certain.


  Martak was not so sure, however.


  He had marked the absence of the strange weapons that the ratmen had used to such devastating effect on the streets of Altdorf. As reports filtered in, he realised that these forces were but chaff before the scythe, the dregs of the skaven strength. Yet he was the outsider here, despite being a Middenheimer by birth. The officers around him did not know it, but as Ulric’s power had fallen away, so had the stubbornness and courage their god inspired in his people. Now they were desperate for a victory to bolster their spirits. Thus, Martak wasted long minutes arguing with stiff¬necked officers who took his concerns as a sleight upon their men. All the while the fighting escalated, drawing in ever more of the Empire soldiery.


  Even as the battles in the main tunnels raged, the true attack was about to fall elsewhere. Slipping through darkened side tunnels like a poisoned breeze came teams of gutter runners. One team had been assigned to each gatehouse, the Clan Eshin elite ordered to avoid contact with the enemy at all costs. Carried by each team, swaddled beneath their black cloaks, were Clan Skryre gas bombs of terrible potency. The murderfume they contained had been pioneered by Ikit Claw himself and deployed against Karak Kadrin to great effect. Yet such knowledge had a habit of wriggling from its owner’s claws, and half the warlocks of Clan Skryre now knew the Chief Warlock’s recipe.


  As the fighting in the undertunnels raged, and the upper city reeled in the grip of panic, the gutter runners slipped stealthily up through trapdoors and tunnel entrances into the four gatehouses. There they swiftly silenced those few sentries who detected their presence, poisoned knives flashing in the dark. One by one, the gutter runner teams planted their cruel weapons, slipped on heavy, hissing gas masks, and retreated to a safe distance.


  Skaven technology was nothing if not unreliable, however. The device planted in the bowels of the southern gatehouse failed to trigger, sputtering sparks into the gloom before falling silent. The bomb beneath the western viaduct also malfunctioned, its explosive charge triggering out of sequence. The blast rocked the gatehouse above, throwing the garrison off their feet.


  Yet it also burned away the lethal gas that should have spelled the humans’ doom. However, to the north and east the bombs worked perfectly. Explosive charges fired, shattering the heavy crystal spheres that ringed each bomb and sending their contents billowing upward into the stairwells and chambers above. Men of the Empire shouted in alarm as the evil green fog boiled up from below, their yells turning to gargled choking as lungs filled with sizzling pus. So lethal was the poisoned wind that the slightest contact killed without fail. The stairwells of the gatehouses filled with corpses as men rushed to confront the source of the commotion, only to trap those desperately trying to flee upward from below.


  Into this bedlam scurried the gutter runners, hurling throwing stars at those few soldiers who had avoided the gas. The masked killers ghosted through the green fumes to trigger the drawbridge controls. Yells of alarm echoed along the ramparts as the northern and eastern drawbridges crashed down one after the other.


  The terrific boom of each impact sounded like a death-knell to the horrified defenders, while from below the sounds drew howling war cries and the thunder of drums. Green fumes billowed from the windows and doors of the two stricken gatehouses, the gas gradually dissipating. Yet even as Middenlanders stormed into the charnel fortifications, they were far too late. They found only the wreckage of the gatehouse controls, the gutter runners having fled into the tunnels to escape capture.


  With the gates yawning wide before them, Archaon’s horde swept up the northern and eastern viaducts. Waves of chanting, bellowing cavalry led the charge to the north, preceding a bellowing tide of mad¬eyed murderers. Meanwhile, to the east the daemons of Tzeentch flowed up toward the city in a multicoloured flood, the fires of Chaos belching and roaring around them. In their midst strode Kairos Fateweaver, the possibilities of past and future whirling before his glittering eyes.


  Frantic defenders rushed to block the gatehouse arches, ranks of state troops forming a thin line at the inner end of each stone tunnel. Along the ramparts, crossbows and handguns were levelled, while hatches banged open on cannon embrasures to reveal the hollow muzzles of guns ready to fire. To the north and east, Middenheim’s walls came alive with blossoms of fire as the defenders let fly into the foe. Bolts, bullets, cannonballs and mortar shells pelted the attackers pouring along the viaducts. Chaos knights tumbled from slain steeds, plunging from the viaducts to crunch into the bedrock far below. Tight packed northlanders died violent deaths as cannonballs slammed through their midst and mortar shells burst amongst them. Blood and torn flesh fountained into the air, and roars of defiance mingled with screams of pain.


  Yet the defenders had been caught off guard; with the gatehouse garrisons slaughtered, the barrage of fire was far thinner than it should have been, and it was taking time to rush troops from elsewhere to re-man the walls. Meanwhile, Archaon’s hordes were driven to insane heights of courage by the knowledge that their gods were watching. On they came, through the fire and the fury, axes clutched tight, eyes burning with maniacal rage, and the names of their gods spilling from their lips.


  To the east the situation was even worse, for the otherworldly servants of Tzeentch capered through the bombardment without a care. Many a cackling pink horror was split by sword or spear, while here and there screamers were knocked from the sky or flamers blown apart in showers of sparks. Yet the daemon horde came on, whooping and shrieking their glee as they gathered their magics.


  Valten reached the northern defence line just as the first Chaos worshippers plunged across the drawbridge. Spurring his steed forward, the Herald of Sigmar bellowed encouragement to the men around him. The warcries of the charging Chaos knights echoed weirdly along the high arched tunnel of the gatehouse, mingling with the thunder of their steeds’ hooves. Yet Valten’s voice was louder, surer. More soldiers were en route, he promised. They would be here any minute now.


  A new steel entered the defenders’ eyes as they locked their shields and stood firm. A moment later, the knights of Chaos crashed home, their armoured steeds smashing men aside and their sorcerous blades hacking through flesh and armour. The Empire line shuddered at the impact of the charge, bowing backward but holding on. Sergeants bellowed encouragement at their men, urging them to hold the line and fight back. Spears thrust and jabbed, clanging against baroque Chaos armour, here and there finding chinks and punching through into the flesh beneath.


  For a moment the fight hung in the balance. Then, amid a thunder of black wings, a bestial figure alighted upon the battlements above the gatehouse. Syllables of the Dark Tongue crackling from his malformed lips, Malagor loosed the unbound power of the wild upon the terrified soldiers around him. Men collapsed, writhing in agony as their flesh twisted into perverse new shapes. Moments later, where once had stood proud men of the Empire, now there lay only twisted, grunting beasts.


  As the barrage of the viaduct slackened, more Chaos worshippers poured across the drawbridge and surged into the fight. Valten urged his steed forward, Ghal Maraz swinging, but it was no good. Outmatched and outnumbered, with despair weighing heavy upon them, the state troops broke and fled. In an instant, the fight became a slaughter, terrified screams rebounding from the tunnel walls as the Chaos forces butchered their foes. Still Valten stood firm, every hammerblow hurling foes through the air to rebound, broken, from the tunnel walls. Chaos knights urged their steeds toward him, blades held ready. Valten smashed each northlander from the saddle, slaughtering every foe that came against him. Ghal Maraz slammed home again and again, a punishing golden comet that shattered skulls and crushed armour. As he slew, a golden light seemed to swell around him, driving the Chaos worshippers back and blinding them. Seeing the last of his fleeing soldiers making good their escape, Valten stole that moment to break away himself, reluctantly ceding the northern gatehouse to the foe.


  To the east things went even worse. Daemonfire swept through the defenders, leaving drifts of glowing ash and twisted sculptures of altered flesh in their wake. Soon the battle was running street to street, the defenders frantically attempting to rally their strength and establish a new line of battle. Valten was everywhere at once, charging down the foe here, rallying broken men there. Wherever the Herald of Sigmar appeared, the defenders’ determination was restored. Knights of the White Wolf galloped down cobbled streets, hammers swinging to smash apart tribes of rampaging northlanders. Cannons boomed and helblasters thundered as they swept courtyards and junctions clear time and again. Middenheimer captains barked orders at Talabheim spearmen and Reikland halberdiers, old differences forgotten as the men of the Empire fought tooth and nail to survive. Still the foe came on.


  His worst suspicions confirmed, Gregor Martak had rushed up onto the surface. As he went, the Supreme Patriarch stripped reserves of state troops from their staging points in arched underground chambers. These men would do little good fighting the diversionary forces of the skaven, he reasoned, when the true foe was already overrunning the city.


  At first, Martak’s decision seemed both courageous and inspired. Led by the wild figure of the Supreme Patriarch, the soldiers burst up into the streets to hurl back the Chaos vanguard. Spears of sorcerous amber struck skullcrushers from their steeds with the force of a bolt thrower. Halberds and crossbow bolts butchered dozens of oncoming northlander tribesmen.


  Unfortunately for the defenders, only token forces thus remained when a fresh wave of skaven poured up through the tunnels. Grand Warlord Skrazslik now unleashed his elites. Waves of stormvermin and armoured rat ogres with belching fire throwers for arms swept the tunnel garrisons aside and laid siege to the remaining gatehouses from below. Hundreds of ratmen followed Martak’s forces into the streets, falling upon them from behind and butchering many.


  By the time Martak realised his error, it was far too late. Cursing himself for a fool, the Supreme Patriarch was forced to salvage what men he could, trying to form new lines of defence closer to the heart of the city. Cut off, the garrisons of the remaining gatehouses fought on in desperation.


  Yet with javelins, hand axes and dark sorcery arcing up from without, and roaring blasts of warpfire jetting from within, they could not hold out forever. Soon, the remaining drawbridges crashed down, admitting surging hordes of northmen to the City of the White Wolf.


  Backing steadily away amid his threadbare forces, Martak watched the hordes pour towards him down the Mandredstrasse. Guns boomed around him, banners fluttered bravely overhead, and his own magics saw spears of sorcerous amber punch through the enemy ranks. Yet still the ranks of the foe ground forward, black armoured figures chanting the praises of the Dark Gods as they poured toward the Empire lines. For a moment Martak closed his eyes in sorrow. Yet in that dark inner gulf he saw a sudden motion, a cold light blossoming behind his eyelids to fill his mind with whiteness. Distantly, he heard the howling of hungry wolves, and before him he saw an old, stooped man. Eyes glinting like ice from beneath his heavy cowl, white beard rimed with frost, the last flicker of the being that had once been Ulric placed a hand upon Gregor Martak’s shoulder.


  Wordlessly, the god poured the last of his strength into the mortal wizard’s frame. In that instant, Martak knew all that Ulric knew. The god sought one last chance to vanquish his foes, and saw in Martak a wildness and bitterness that matched his own. Here was an outsider, a warrior of the wilds, a son of Middenheim whose powers Ulric could use. Here was a weapon fit for a god.


  The soldiers around Martak cried out in alarm as the temperature dropped sharply. Frost crackled across the cobbles beneath their feet, and their breath billowed forth in frozen clouds. Martak opened his eyes, revealing the eerie yellow irises of a wolf. As the Chaos worshippers charged toward him, the wizard raised his hands, the hungry smile of a predator spreading across his features. He snarled a string of syllables, and suddenly a howling blizzard exploded before him. It engulfed the front¬runners of the horde, flash-freezing them into ice-bound statues. A thunderous clap of Martak’s hands, and his victims shattered into a storm of razor-sharp shards. Hundreds died in that icy maelstrom; beastmen, skaven and Chaos warriors alike torn to ribbons in the blast. The Manndredstrasse was instantly blocked by a vast wall of jagged ice, more of the foe perishing as they were pressed screaming into its serrated mass by those behind.


  Yet miraculous though Ulric’s intervention was, it was a reprieve, not a victory. Martak, the power and confidence of a god swirling through him, turned to his awestruck troops and ordered a retreat. They would reunite with Valten and the rest of the city’s defenders before the Temple of Ulric. There, he swore, they would drive these invaders from the City of the White Wolf once and for all.
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  Middenheim's Last Stand
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  The Temple of Ulric was a towering edifice of granite and pale winterstone, graven with countless images of wolves and winter. The building was further decorated with carvings and statues depicting Ulric’s defeat of the bloodwyrm, his breach of the stormvault and countless other mythical deeds.


  Looming over the surrounding districts, the temple made for an easily located and inspirational rallying point. Certainly the men who followed Martak into the temple’s shadow seemed to draw strength from the building’s size and calm solidity, a fact for which the wizard was thankful. The temple’s central structure bore a lofty stone dome upon its broad shoulders, while its east and west wings swept out to either side of a wide cobbled square. Valten had secured these structures against the foe, garrisoning the cloisters and processionals with bands of state troops. The building was no fortress, but Martak could see that by defending the temple in this manner, Valten had ensured that his army had their flanks and rear well protected.


  A flight of broad stone steps led up to the temple’s great arched front entrance, and before these were massed the main strength of Middenheim’s surviving defenders. Deep ranks of state troops stretched across the northern edge of the square, their line anchored by the building’s wings. To the east stood men of Averland, Ostermark and the Reikland. To the west, Talabheimers stood shoulder to shoulder with men of Altdorf and Stirland. Meanwhile, the centre was defended by the companies of Middenheim itself, halberds and crossbows held ready for battle. Behind them waited the surviving Knights of the White Wolf, their belligerent Grand Master Axel Weissberg proudly at their head.


  Further back, deployed atop the steps of the temple itself, Martak could see the last guns of Middenheim’s grand battery. As the soldiers he had brought with him hurried to join the Empire lines, Martak himself took his place alongside Valten, at the heart of the Middenheim companies. The Herald of Sigmar regarded his ally askance, aware of a change in him, but did not enquire further. Instead, he hurried to impart his battle plan, a scheme that turned out to be as simple as it was desperate.


  The defenders had counted upon their position high atop the Ulricsberg, coupled with their mighty walls and gatehouses, to deny the foe for weeks or even months. Such a delay for Archaon might have given the Emperor and his allies time to rally their forces at Averheim and attempt once more to go on the offensive. Perhaps they might even have been able to relieve the siege of Middenheim. Yet the foe had breached the walls faster than even the most pessimistic officer could have guessed. Now, surrounded, outnumbered, and with little chance of escape, the defence of Middenheim had become an altogether more desperate proposition.


  Yet Valten believed absolutely in the strength of Sigmar and Ulric to aid their people. If Archaon himself could be brought to battle beneath the gaze of the Empire’s greatest gods then Valten was sure that he, as the Herald of Sigmar, could meet the Everchosen and strike him down. Such a victory would shatter the Chaos horde, leaving them a leaderless rabble that would quickly tear itself apart. Even if Valten, Martak and every last one of their followers fell this day, the death of Archaon would justify their sacrifice and give the Emperor a fighting chance to reclaim his realm. And so, drawn up in a determined battle line with the Temple of Ulricrising behind them, the defenders of Middenheim stood and waited for their enemies to come to them.


  The foe did not take long to oblige. First in piecemeal warbands, then in a flood, Archaon’s horde began to gather along the square’s southern edge. Black armoured northlanders chanted and bellowed, beating their weapons against their shields to raise a terrible clangour. Drums boomed. Daemons gabbled gleeful threats in unnatural tongues. Beastmen threw back their heads and uttered bloodthirsty warcries. Still, although their numbers grew greater by the moment, Archaon’s followers did not attack.


  Runners pushed through the Empire lines, bringing Valten word from within the temple. Ratmen were scurrying in the streets beyond, feinting and retreating once again.


  The sergeants commanding the temple’s improvised garrison were confident they could handle this foe, yet Valten’s suspicions deepened.


  It was as though the enemy were holding back, waiting for something.


  Suddenly, a deeper black against the darkling sky, a fractured presence, swirled over the Chaos battle line.


  The beating of many wings heralded the arrival of Malagor. Swept up in the madness of the moment, the Crowfather dived toward the Empire lines. All along the front of the Chaos horde, beastmen broke ranks and charged in his wake. They brayed wildly and brandished their axes as they charged, in a scattered mass, toward the Empire army.


  It was as though a spell had been broken. Orders rang out along the Empire battle line. Drums rattled and horns blared. With a roar, the artillery opened fire, drowning out the clatter of the Middenheimer crossbows.


  The beastmen made for a mighty warherd, yet they had charged alone. Behind them, the rest of the horde held their place, bound by a will greater than their own. Unsupported, and caught in the open, the beastman charge was cut to ribbons. Volleys of crossbow bolts struck the beasts at the forefront of the charge, sending twisted half-men spinning from their feet with howls of pain. Mortar shells and rockets burst amongst the disordered mass, ferocious blasts hurling broken corpses through the air. A whistling cannonball arced down to tear the head from a looming ghorgon. The four-armed horror stumbled on for several steps, blood gushing from its neck in a dirty fountain. Finally, its body crashed to the ground, squashing several hapless ungor as it fell.


  Malagor was dimly aware that his kin were being slaughtered by the foe, but cared little. The Dark Omen had wasted too much time planning and scheming. Now he wished only to kill, for the swirling energies that roiled above Middenheim had driven his basest nature to the fore. Still, he could not fight an army by himself. Malagor cast his gaze across the foe, his attention swiftly captured by the Empire artillery. There was a worthy target for his ire.


  The shaman poured himself from the skies in the form of a swirling murder of crows, all sharp talons and blood- red eyes. The gunners cried out in fear as Malagor swept among them, plucking eyes and raking flesh. A clap of thunder filled the heavens, and the Crowfather retook his form upon the top of the temple stair. Malagor raised one hand, weaving arcane signs in the air. Dark tendrils leapt forth, spilling from the shaman’s outstretched fingers to transform the nearest crewmen into withered corpses.


  Even as the crumbling bodies tumbled down the temple’s steps, Malagor was gone again, the thunder of wings echoing in his wake. Now the


  Crowfather appeared behind the Knights of the White Wolf, and a darkness pooled beneath their steeds. With a sucking roar, a pit yawned wide, devouring those too slow to scatter to safety. Already the shaman was aloft once more.


  For a third time, Malagor’s form solidified, perched like some grotesque gargoyle on the lintel above the temple arch. The Crowfather could see the disruption his attacks had caused, the slackened fire of the battery allowing the beastman charge to crash home at last. To the west, the centigor of the Red Revel traded blows with swordsmen and spearmen. To the east, the Savagers and the Kine of Ruin had made it into battle as well. Meanwhile, in the centre, the minotaurs were smashing a path of ruin through the white- and-blue clad men of Middenheim. The warherd were still outnumbered, almost ridiculously so. Yet the glee of slaughter was upon them, and they stood a better chance in close quarters than they had at range.


  The shaman sought another target, settling upon a band of militia who were rushing to reinforce the companies to the east. Yet suddenly Malagor sensed a surge of power below, a gathering source of arcane might. The Crowfather attempted to disperse once more, but too late. Something streaked up from below, a great lance of sharpened amber encased in jagged ice. It ripped into the centre of his flock-form, and Malagor shrieked in pain from ahundred throats. He felt a horrible, sucking lurch as he was dragged back into his original shape. Black blood bubbled over Malagor’s lips, and his hands pawed uselessly at the magical spear that had punched through his chest. The Crowfather looked down, his hateful gaze locking with the triumphant stare of Gregor Martak. Then, flesh blackening with frostbite and blood turning to frozen slush, Malagor toppled from his perch. He hit the cobbles below with a sickening smack, his blood splattering out like the wings of a grotesque crow.


  Meanwhile, the beastman herds were fighting frantically for their lives. Axes hacked and chopped, horned heads butted in to shatter teeth and break skulls, hooves stamped down and smashed knees and feet. In return, the Empire soldiery pressed forward, halberds hacking through tough flesh as sword blades lopped heads or opened bellies. To east and west the beastmen were all but done, the impetus of their charge spent and the state troops’ numbers beginning to tell. In the centre, however, the minotaurs wrought havoc. Their weapons chopped men apart, or flung them through the air like broken dolls. Driven mad by bloodlust, the hulking monsters were pushing deep into the Empire line, threatening to break right through and into the reserves behind.


  Suddenly, Valten was upon them.


  His steed carried him hard into the minotaurs’ flank at the head of Peltzer’s Polearms, the halberdiers yelling out a defiant warcry as they charged. The minotaurs, fixed upon their butchery, did not recognise the threat until Ghal Maraz had crushed the first beast’s skull. At that, the others turned to meet this new foe, but the Herald of Sigmar was unstoppable. Weaving easily aside from the next axe swing, Valten brought his hammer around again. It smashed the jaw from his opponent, spinning the minotaur off its feet in a spray of blood and broken teeth. Two more beasts fell in swift succession.


  One crashed to its knees, its hide hacked and torn by halberd blades. The other caught Ghal Maraz’s thunderous upswing to its jaw, its head bouncing to the cobbles dozens of yards away.


  With that, the last beastmen turned and fled. None got more than twenty paces before crossbow bolts slammed into their backs, pitching them dead to the cobbles. Calmly, Valten resumed his place at Martak’s side. As he did so he raised his voice, his inspiring words carrying along the Empire line. Backs straightened, shields were locked defiantly once more, and men’s hearts swelled with pride. Across the square the legions of Chaos howled and roared, but the message was clear. It would take far more than savagery and dark magic to break the defenders of Middenheim this day.


  The horde across the square had now reached vast proportions, forming a seething tide of black armour and ragged banners that stretched back into the gloom. Their chanting had reached a fever pitch, a crashing wave of tortured syllables pervading the air. Their booming voices merged with the sky-splitting thunder to create an apocalyptic cacophony. Men of the Empire glanced at one another, white knuckled hands flexing on sweat-slick weapons. The men of the Winterbite Brigade and the Greygate Guard gave yells of their own, bravado masking their fear.


  Lightning flared across the sky, and Archaon’s army fell suddenly silent. Valten’s men watched in fear as the great host parted like an ocean. Armoured warriors, tattooed tribesmen and squabbling daemons were thrust aside, pushing back into their fellows to create a wide corridor. Down that space, riding at an unhurried pace, came the Swords of Chaos. At their head came a figure of absolute dread, the fears of every man of the Empire given physical form.


  The ground beneath Dorghar’s hooves writhed, sparks curling lazily up from cracks that split the stone. The beast’s eyes burned blood red, and its fanged maw champed hungrily at its iron bit. Yet the menace of the steed was as nothing compared to that of the rider. The Everchosen was taller and broader even than the hulking armoured warriors that rode at his side, yet he seemed more than merely physically imposing. The air shimmered around him, the weight of his presence enough to cause even the warriors of Chaos to bow their heads. Meanwhile, the men of the Empire quailed in fear.


  The Everchosen halted in a clatter of hooves, sweeping his withering gaze across the army that opposed him. In that moment, it felt to the defenders of Middenheim that all hope was lost. The clouds darkened further, forming an oppressive ceiling of darkness that grew lower by the second. The shadows lengthened, writhing with half-hidden menace. The defenders around the temple felt their weapons grow heavy in their hands as dark despair swelled in their hearts to choke hope and steal strength away. The Lord of the End Times was here to take their lives. What sense was there in resisting?


  Martak felt despair crush his spirit. Ulric’s godspark railed within his breast, but what was the fury of winter when set against a hatred so powerful it could unmake the world?


  For a moment, the wizard’s grip loosened, and his staff almost slipped from his fingers. Then Valten’s voice rang out strong and clear.


  ‘Men of the Empire. The foe have taken much from you. Your homes. Your loved ones. Yet they cannot take your hope, and they cannot take your faith. You stand beneath the gaze of Ulric and Sigmar, and I tell you that in this hour, in this place, we can still win. Here before you is the architect of all your woes, hoping you will despair at his coming. But now is not the time for despair, my brothers. Now is the time for anger! Now is the time for hate! Now, men of the Empire, now is the time for revenge!’


  As Valten’s voice rose to a shout, it seemed to Martak that the clouds parted for a moment, and that a halo of golden sunlight played about the man’s head. The Supreme Patriarch felt hope and anger surge through him, stoking the fires of his courage into a raging inferno. He raised his voice in a roar of defiance, and around him the defenders of Middenheim did the same. The shout rose to the storm-wracked skies above, and Martak felt Ulric’s savage joy at the sound.


  In the next moment, the cheer of the Empire army was drowned out by another furious barrage of thunder and lightning. The Everchosen drew his daemonsword and raised it high, Dorghar rearing toward the sundered sky. Then the Everchosen’s blade swept down. With a roar to shake the very Fauschlag itself, Archaon’s army charged forward.


  The Swords of Chaos surged on, the rest of the Chaos horde flowing around their flanks. Black armoured warriors pounded toward the foe, wild, yelling tribesmen running alongside them. Packs of hounds bayed madly as they loped across the cobbles, daemons dancing in their wake. On the host’s eastern flank a massive slaughterbrute ploughed forward, gibbering spawn flailing madly around its mighty form. Behind the front wave came more northmen, and yet more, an avalanche meant to bury the defenders in bodies.


  The moment the barbarous horde came within range, the Empire guns opened fire. Mortars thumped, cannons boomed and helblasters let out a staccato roar. A bombardment of helstorm rockets fell amid a regiment of Chaos warriors, explosions tearing their armoured bodies to pieces. Tribesmen were slaughtered as cannonballs ploughed through the press. Volley after volley of crossbow bolts thudded into flesh, or sent screaming steeds stumbling beneath the charge. Pink horrors split into moaning blues amid sprays of magical motes. Still, these were merely drops in an ocean.


  The Chaos horde swept on, and the men of the Winterbite Brigade and the Ironarms gritted their teeth as they prepared for the charge to crash home. From amid the lines, Gregor Martak twinned his might with that of Ulric. Rising from the ground amid a whirling white vortex, the Supreme Patriarch roared jagged words of power. A blizzard of shimmering ice-forms exploded from his hands, white-feathered crows with beaks and talons of enchanted ice. The spell was aimed straight for Archaon himself, battering the Swords of Chaos with its fury. Though many rune-marked knights were torn from their saddles, the Everchosen rode on unharmed.


  Kairos Fateweaver watched with satisfaction as the Swords of Chaos hit the centre of the Empire battle line with a resounding crash. Screaming soldiers were smashed off their feet by the impact, while ensorcelled blades punched through breastplates and hacked off heads. As the carnage intensified, the daemon turned his twinned gaze toward the western flank. Here his mystical sight, so often a swirling tapestry of potential images, had solidified into a vision of near-certain victory. He had told the Everchosen as much, and had been given orders to crush the western end of the Empire line while Archaon smashed his way through the centre.


  With a shriek, the Lord of Change sent his daemonic host whirling madly into battle. Pink horrors gestured wildly, words of power babbling from their mouths as each attempted to outdo the next with the intricacy of its spellwork. Magic boiled in the air, tearing men apart or setting them ablaze from within. Each flare of sorcery painted the walls of the temple of Ulric with lurid sprays of coloured light. With a whooshing roar and a foul reek of brimstone, a firestorm exploded above the Empire army’s western flank. Men screamed as their skin caught alight and ran like tallow. Weapons warped and curled, transmuted into lumpen lead or howling flesh.


  Eager to get into the fight, packs of flamers bounded clean over the horrors’ heads. The men of the Stirland Deathjacks shot several of the freakish daemons full of arrows, yet still the survivors leapt closer. Gouts of fire poured from spout-like arms and yawning, daemonic mouths. The fiery jets stabbed through the Empire ranks, twisting men into gibbering spawn, or burning them to ash. Down swept the screamers of Tzeentch, swooping over the spearmen of the Cratercrag Brigade to slice off heads with bladed wings. Through the mayhem strode Kairos, blasts of power leaping from his staff. The Vengeful Blades of Talabheim stood their ground against the sorcerous flames, shouting encouragement to the men around them. Drums pounded. Orders rang out. Yet the beleaguered state troops were losing ground fast.


  In the centre, all was madness.


  The charge of the Swords of Chaos had crushed the front ranks, yet beneath Valten’s watchful eye the men of Middenheim held. Valten’s devoted band of flagellants, the Last Faithful Men, charged into the fight, driving the enemy back. Yet more northlanders were pushing forward all the time, blades swinging and flails whirling. In the midst of this terrible cauldron of violence, everything was close-pressed bodies, stabbing swords, foul breath, splashing sweat and blood.


  There was no time to take stock of the wider battle, yet Gregor Martak sensed the sudden tide of magic set loose to the west. Gathering his power, he blasted the northlanders that faced him with a flurry of sorcerous ice-crows. The barbarians were forced back, giving Martak the seconds he needed to back away from the fight. State troops closed ranks to his fore, and suddenly the wizard had a moment to breathe. Peering west, Martak’s eyes widened in horror at the sight of the daemon- conjured inferno. He would have to intervene, before it was too late. It meant leaving Valten to lead the fight against Archaon alone, but if anyone could win that battle, it was surely the Herald of Sigmar.


  As Martak forged away westward, Valten fought like a hero of legend. Ghal Maraz was a hurtling comet, its golden head sweeping in circles to strike Chaos knights from their saddles. Yet try as he might, he could not reach Archaon. The Everchosen was visible across the press of battle, cutting a bloody swathe through the men of the Winterbite Brigade. However, every time Valten tried to spur his steed in Archaon’s direction, new foes hurled themselves into his path, determined to win glory by claiming his skull.


  Behind the lines, Grand Master Weissberg spat on the cobbles and hefted his hammer. This was what happened if you left the City of the White Wolf in the hands of some puffed-up southern milksop, he thought sourly. Well, it ended here. There were infantry falling back from the fight, spilling into the path of his Knights of the White Wolf, but the Middenheimers stood firm. They didn’t balk at necessary sacrifice.


  Horns rang out and a mournful howl was raised to the sky as the Fellwolf Brotherhood charged. Crossbowmen who had broken from the fighting yelled in panic. They raised their hands in futile gestures before being ridden down, unable to get out of the way in time. The Knights of the White Wolf howled again as their charge crashed home. The Chaos battle line shuddered as the Fellwolf Brotherhood drove the Swords of Chaos back. Hammers pounded into breastplates and caved in helms. Ensorcelled blades hacked through plate armour, or were driven point first into howling faces. Armoured steeds slammed together, rearing in panic, crushing limbs and trampling the fallen. Grand Master Weissberg swung his own weighty hammer, cracking bones and smashing skulls with each ferocious blow.


  Any other foe would have broken and scattered in the face of that sudden counter-charge. Yet Archaon’s will was absolute, and the Swords of Chaos held their ground.


  To the west, Martak had finally reached the daemon-threatened stretch of the line. Wasting no time, he bulled his way through the ranks of state troops, reaching deep into the winds of magic as he went. He could feel Ulric’s energies waning, and urged the godspark to hold on a little longer. This spurred another surge of bitter indignation, and Martak grinned involuntarily as the furious winter god gathered his strength. Suddenly, he was amid the front rank of the Vengeful Blades and faced with an inferno. Men screamed in terror around him, flames of change consuming their bodies and souls. Daemons leapt and shimmered beyond the flames, like a scene from some dreadful sermon.


  Martak swept his arms left and right. A wall of icy cold rolled out along the battle line, extinguishing the Tzeentchian fires in an instant. The Supreme Patriarch snarled as the wrath of the wild swept through him. His body swelled with power as the changeling spells of Wyssan took hold. Martak bellowed an incantation, lips splitting and bleeding at the power of the words. Spears of ice- encrusted amber shot forth, splitting whole files of daemons and freezing fungoid bodies solid. Around Martak, the men of the Vengeful Blades cheered wildly as they saw so many of the foe banished in an instant. Martak threw back his head, and he and Ulric howled as one. The sound reverberated from the walls of the temple, rising even above the clamour of battle. His men howled with him, and as one they charged. The remaining horrors howled in return, the ululating chorus a weird mockery of the Empire battle cry, and then hurled themselves into the fight.


  Weapons hacked into flesh, monsters roared with fury and men yelled their defiance. Blood slicked the ground in such quantities that warriors slipped and fell, trampled to death in an instant. The Empire forces were resurging to the west, forcing the daemons back by the second.


  To the east, the men of Averland and Ostermark were giving ground, facing the roaring slaughterbrute and the chosen of the Glorysworn. Meanwhile, the last Empire artillery crews still maintained their barrage, lobbing their shots over the fighting into the hordes beyond.


  And then, above the booming report of their guns, the artillerymen heard snatches of new sounds that filled them with dread. From behind, within the confines of the temple, came the scream of voices and the clash of weapons. These were mingled with the chatter of rapid gunfire, and a terrible chittering.


  Frantic, the artillerymen tried to pivot their weapons. They were hindered by a sudden stampede of blackened and bloodied soldiers as the survivors of the garrison spilled out from the temple’s entrance. Jostled and cursing, the gunners were helpless as hulking, armoured rat ogres strode from within the temple. Forming a crude line on the steps, the stormfiends raised their many-barrelled ratling cannons. For a moment the air was filled with a rising whine as the barrels spun up to speed. One artilleryman had time to whimper a prayer to Sigmar, heart pounding in his ears. Then a storm of bullets swept the steps, slaughtering fleeing men and artillery crews alike.


  Blood sprayed, and bodies twitched and danced amid the hail of fire.


  Gun carriages were shattered into matchwood. Bullet holes stitched their way along Nuln-forged gun barrels. Powder kegs were perforated, exploding in a string of thudding roars that tore the Empire battery apart. The rat ogres were slaughtered too, caught in the concussive blasts. Yet it mattered little, for over the blazing wreckage swept a fresh tide of ratmen. Stormvermin and clanrats poured down the steps, with Grand Warlord Skrazslik screeching exhortations in their midst.


  Valten turned at the sound of the explosions, eyes widening as he saw this new foe sweeping towards the undefended rear of his force. For precious seconds he wavered, feeling like the callow blacksmith he had once been. The Everchosen wrought ruin to his front, intent on breaking the men of Middenheim and tearing the Empire army in two. At the same moment, the skaven plunged like a knife into his back. If left unchecked they could hurl themselves against the undefended rear of any part of Valten’s battle line. There was no right choice in such desperate straits.


  Coming to a decision, Valten wheeled his steed and ploughed back through the melee. He judged the skaven a far quicker threat to deal with, but one that could cause havoc if left unchecked. He would crush them swiftly, and hope that his followers could hold the Chaos horde just long enough for him to return and defeat the Everchosen in person. As he went, he bellowed at Grand Master Weissberg to hold the line, not even waiting for the man’s surly response.


  In the same moment, on the western flank, Gregor Martak came face to face with Kairos Fateweaver. The two-headed daemon laughed madly, and hurled a blast of magical flame straight at Martak’s face. The wizard responded, forming a counterspell to smash the flames aside. He hurled a blast of Ulric’s power at the daemon, a flock of icy wings beating amid the blizzard. The daemon’s laughter died as it worked a frantic enchantment, shattering the wintery spell apart. Cawing angrily, Kairos tried to rend reality, intending to hurl his foe into the Realm of Chaos. Martak countered again, the godspark within him unmaking Kairos’ spell with a violent surge of power. Now Kairos shrieked, the sound veering close to panic.


  Martak lunged forward and raked sorcerous claws across the daemon’s chest. Bleeding clouds of magic, Kairos swung his staff in a furious arc, realising too late that Ulric’s intervention had twisted the path of fate out of true. Martak grabbed the weapon mid swing. Ulric’s power surged down it to blacken the flesh of Kairos’ arms, its bitter cold beginning to unmake the daemon’s unnatural flesh. With a thumping beat of his wings, Kairos took to the air, tearing free of this savage foe, before disappearing from the battle in a scintillating cloud of sparks.


  Cheers rang out from those soldiers who saw Kairos’ departure, and Martak’s followers redoubled their efforts against the daemonic host. However, in the centre the Middenheimers’ line was on the verge of collapse. The halberdiers still hacked and bludgeoned their foes, yet they were close to exhaustion.


  Sensing that one last woe would tip his foe past the breaking point, Archaon cut down the soldiers that barred his path and made straight for Axel Weissberg. The Grand Master saw the Everchosen coming, and his expression set in a determined scowl. As Archaon pounded towards him, Weissberg urged his steed into a swift sidestep. He put his whole body behind his hammer swing, as though he were a woodsman trying to chop down a tree.


  The blow was a mighty one, fit to unseat any foe. Yet Archaon’s monstrous strength allowed him to catch the strike against his shield with ease, the dull clang of the impact almost shaking the hammer from Weissberg’s hands. The Grand Master recoiled, seeking to gather himself for another swing. The Everchosen did not give him the chance. Archaon swung round in the saddle and the Slayer of Kings sliced through the air. The blade cut plate mail, flesh and bone, severing Weissberg’s arm at the elbow. The old warrior roared with pain and shock, but only for a moment. Archaon’s second blow punched through Weissberg’s breastplate, into his guts and out through his lower back. Both hands clasped around his weapon’s hilt, Archaon tore the Slayer of Kings upward, opening Axel Weissberg’s torso in a shower of viscera.


  The death was horrific, as had been Archaon’s intent. Men cried out in dismay as they were drenched in Weissberg’s blood. Panic spread like wildfire through the Middenheim companies, fanned by the bludgeoning advance of the Swords of Chaos. Men were hacked down and trampled like helpless cattle, Middenheimer banners falling from nerveless fingers. One moment the centre of the defenders’ line was a desperate wall of hard- pressed soldiers. The next it collapsed into a howling mass of terrified men. Archaon spurred through the madness, ignoring the fleeing foe. He had broken the enemy army. Now to humble their leader, this so-called Herald of Sigmar.


  Valten, meanwhile, was smashing his way through the skaven that threatened his rear lines. The Herald’s swift assault halted the ratmen at the base of the temple steps. Yelling state troops spitted clanrats on lowered spears, and halberds hacked through stormvermin breastplates. The skaven fought back tooth and claw, biting and stabbing madly. Valten ploughed through the skaven lines like a battering ram. He shrugged off the panicked blows of Skrazslik’s bodyguard and, with a ferocious roar, brought Ghal Maraz crashing down towards the warlord’s head. The warlord cast about desperately for an escape route, but it was too late. Bone cracked and blood sprayed as the great and powerful Skrazslik was reduced to a gory smear.


  As their casualties mounted, the skaven lines buckled, and then collapsed. The Everchosen had guaranteed them an easy part in the fighting: wait until the foe was distracted, overrun the temple garrison, then tear out the defenders’ underbelly. Leaderless, bloodied and facing a desperate, furious foe, the skaven opted for the better part of valour. Yet even as the ratmen broke and scattered up the temple steps, they had already served their true purpose. Archaon had always expected them to die, and had spent their lives simply to ensure that his own forces prevailed a little more quickly, and with a little greater ease.


  Valten wheeled his steed in time to witness the butchery of his men. Knots of defenders still fought on, and to the east and west the flank forces were holding - but the line was broken. Only one hope for victory remained, and as he saw Archaon spurring through the mayhem toward him, Valten’s jaw clenched tight. Here was the one he had been raised up to defeat, this gold-helmed brute with his baroque armour and blood-drenched blade. Now was his moment, and he gripped Ghal Maraz firmly as he prepared to battle the Three-Eyed King.


  Archaon bellowed threats and insults as he bore down on Valten. He had smashed the Herald of Sigmar’s army, proved him as unworthy of rule as the Emperor he served. Now he would complete the humbling of this jumped-up fool. U’zuhl, the daemon bound to Archaon’s blade, snarled to be released, but the Everchosen forced it back. This was a battle he would win with his own strength, not the borrowed might of another.


  Yet the momentary contest of wills had given Valten a second’s opening, and he exploited it to the full.


  Spurring his horse forward, Valten swung Ghal Maraz with all his might. Archaon caught the blow on his shield as he had against Weissberg. This time his brass-banded shield dented under the impact, and the Everchosen was rocked in his saddle. Valten followed up with another swing that plunged toward Archaon's helm. The Everchosen parried with the Slayer of Kings, and sparks exploded as the two weapons clashed. The sound of the impact rang across the madness of a battlefield turned to slaughter. It cut through the screams of the dying and the bellow of thunder as Sigmar’s power collided with that of the Chaos Gods.


  Valten made to swing a third time, determined to press his advantage.


  Yet he had reckoned without Dorghar. The daemon steed lunged forward, jagged fangs sinking into the throat of Valten’s steed, and with a wrench, Dorghar tore out the horse’s gullet. Valten cursed as his steed stumbled, the poor beast’s eyes rolling up into its head. The Herald of Sigmar had but a second to throw himself clear.


  He landed hard on the steps of the temple as his horse collapsed, its corpse trampled beneath Dorghar’s flaming hooves.


  Archaon spurred his steed forward once again, leaning out to stab his blade down at the fallen Valten. The daemonsword met Ghal Maraz’s haft, and the Herald of Sigmar surged back to his feet. Valten’s return swing caught Dorghar full in the flank, leaving a bloody dent in its ribs and causing the daemon beast to cry in pain. With a roar of outrage, Archaon hacked down at Valten again and again. The Herald of Sigmar blocked the first blow, then sidestepped the second. Archaon’s next strike cut a bloody rent in his shoulder. Valten rallied, another blow clanging from the Everchosen’s shield, but Archaon’s riposte opened a bloody slash across Valten’s breastplate.


  For a moment, Valten stumbled and seemed about to fall. Yet once again, those who watched the desperate fight seemed to see a golden light blossom about him. Fresh energy flooded Valten’s limbs, and he rallied, planting his feet and determinedly hefting his hammer as he awaited the Everchosen’s next assault. Archaon, for his part, raised the Slayer of Kings high, preparing to end Valten’s defiance for good.


  Gregor Martak could feel something terrible gathering upon the winds of magic, a malignant presence that grew stronger by the second. Fighting his way back through the scrum of panicking soldiers toward its source, he saw Archaon looming over Valten.


  For a moment he stared at the frozen tableaux - the Herald of Sigmar standing resolute upon the steps of Ulric’s temple, the Lord of the End Times raising his blade to strike him down. A part of Martak’s mind was still hunting for the sorcerous threat. Yet now his rational thoughts were buried beneath Ulric’s avalanche of fury as the godspark beheld the Everchosen before the very steps of his temple.


  ‘Stay your hand, servant of ruin!’ roared Martak, Ulric’s booming voice interwoven with his own. ‘This is my city. You will despoil it with your foul presence no longer!’


  Ignoring the wizard, Archaon aimed another ferocious cut at his foe, the Herald of Sigmar knocked sprawling back onto the step.


  At that moment, from the corner of his eye, Martak saw the shadows in the temple doorway solidify. The sense of wrongness focussed upon that point, an ancient evil bursting through the weave of the world itself. Where before had been empty space, now there was something vast and verminous. Martak’s eyes widened at the glint of a wicked blade.


  ‘Valten! At your back!’ His warning seemed to roll from his tongue with the treacle-slow speed of a nightmare. The Herald of Sigmar, still hauling himself back to his feet, began to turn. Martak grasped for a spell. Both moved too slowly, far too slowly.


  The Verminlord’s triple blade hissed as it whipped through the air and struck Valten cleanly in the neck.


  The Herald of Sigmar’s noble head tumbled from his shoulders, eyes wide with shock.


  Martak’s cry of horror mingled with Archaon’s roar of outrage as Valten’s lifeless body crumpled to the steps. From the shadows came a hissing voice, its sound like the scurrying of myriad rats.


  ‘So die all who defy the will of the Horned Rat!’


  Whatever else the Verminlord had to say for itself was lost in a barrage of icy winds and amber shards. It took Martak a moment to realise it was he who had unleashed the spell, as a howling gale coated the temple steps in ice. Yet the rat daemon was already gone, vanishing in a swirl of shadow and leaving nothing but mocking laughter on the wind.


  Martak reeled as the scale of his failure crashed down upon him.


  Valten had been slain, and he, Supreme Patriarch of the Colleges of Magic, host to the last spark of Ulric’s godly power, had been unable to prevent it. Around him, Middenheim’s defenders were being slaughtered, beset by enemies from every side. Chaos warriors in heavy plate hacked down terrified men, lopping off limbs and heads as they chanted praise to the Dark Gods. Hideous spawn lurched through the carnage, flailing appendages snatching up uniformed men and tearing them apart, or stuffing them screaming into fang- filled mouths. Heavy northlander javelins thudded into the backs of fleeing soldiers, pitching them off their feet. The sky buckled and the clouds tore as sorcerous lightning lashed out again and again, called down by gleeful convocations of daemons. It caved in a portion of the temple dome with an explosive boom, and set fire to roofs all across the stricken city.


  Amid all this horror, Martak had eyes only for Archaon. The city might be lost, but if he could kill the Lord of the End Times then all this sacrifice might yet be worth it. Gathering the last reserves of Ulric’s strength, Martak hurled a great bolt of amber and ice at Archaon’s chest. The Eye of Sheerian flared on the Everchosen’s brow, and with shocking speed he smashed the spear from the air with his sword.


  Already Martak was hurling another spear, and another. As he flung the magical projectiles he howled a wordless, wrenching sound of grief and denial. Yet Archaon rode steadily closer, Martak’s spells shattering off his shield or smashing to shards against his baroque armour. Dorghar’s hooves scraped sparks from stone as each impact threatened to push the beast back. Still Archaon advanced, shrugging off the worst that Martak could hurl at him.


  The Everchosen loomed over Martak, and the Supreme Patriarch felt the hungry regard of the gods themselves settle upon him. It was crushing, a terrible weight that bore him to his knees. Yet still the godspark fought and raged. Martak raised one shaking hand, conjuring the beginnings of a whirling storm of ice-shards. The power of Ulric howled through him one last time, a sharp, cold ache. He embraced it with the desperation of a drowning man clutching at driftwood. Shuddering, eyes shining white and hoarfrost crackling across his skin, Gregor Martak forced himself to his feet. As he did, the whirling ice storm gathered strength, building before his outstretched hands. Ice-crows shrieked and cawed amongst the growing vortex, whirling around one another in a mad storm of frost-talons and jagged white wings.


  Dorghar reared back, pawing the air frantically as the wizard’s power surged. Yet Archaon simply readied his blade to strike. With a shuddering cry, Martak unleashed his last, greatest spell. All of Ulric’s fading strength drove the blizzard forward to eviscerate the Everchosen with a million razor shards. The roaring ^ blizzard engulfed Archaon, battering his armoured body and tearing at his cloak. The Everchosen vanished altogether amid the maelstrom, his form wreathed in a maddened whirlwind of cawing shapes and ice- shard blades that would have torn a whole regiment of lesser warriors to shreds. Yet Archaon bore the mantle of four mighty gods, ascendant beings of infinite power. Martak had only the last embittered spark of one. Martak felt a moment of elation, before the Everchosen rode out of the whirling storm as it died away to nothing in his wake.


  Archaon laughed, a hard, mocking boom that drowned Martak’s howl of frustration. Too exhausted to attempt another spell, Gregor Martak dragged a dagger from his belt and hurled himself at the Everchosen. Dorghar kicked out and struck the weapon from his hand, breaking the wizard’s wrist with a dry crack.


  As Martak stumbled back, Archaon leant forward and rammed his sword straight through his opponent’s chest. Almost casually, he twisted the blade and dragged it free, hot blood spilling from the wound as the Supreme Patriarch fell to his knees. Gregor Martak bubbled a final, defiant curse, staring up at the Everchosen with hate-filled eyes. In response, Archaon swept his blade down once more, lopping the wizard’s head from his shoulders with a single blow. Martak’s headless corpse slumped forward, one more carcass amongst countless others. Archaon brandished the Slayer of Kings high, roaring with savage triumph as a barrage of lightning exploded overhead.


  The army that had stood with Valten against the Everchosen’s horde was no more, overrun or else fleeing into the streets in disordered bands. The heroes who had led the valiant defence were slain to a man, their hopes of victory naught but ash on, the breeze. Middenheim, the ancient City of the White Wolf, had fallen.


  At the heart of Sylvania, looming above a bleak and blasted landscape, stood the Black Pyramid of Nagash. It rose from amid a dark morass of death magic, the energies of Shyish swirling about the pyramid’s flanks in a great lake. Down within the structure’s depths, cloth whispered against stone as Arkhan the Black paced solemnly through the darkness. He approached his slumbering master with a care that owed more to reverence than trepidation.


  The liche felt the surging death magic rippling along the chamber walls, flowing in icy waves into Nagash’s towering sarcophagus. From amid that nexus of power, green witchfires flared in the darkness, fixing Arkhan with a cold stare.


  ‘My lord,’ the liche began, ‘word comes from the north. The Everchosen is on the march. Middenheim has fallen.’


  The silence drew out, the echoes of Arkhan’s words swallowed by the shifting darkness. Nagash’s reply, when it came, rolled like thunder.


  I HAVE SENSED THIS. THE WINTER GOD IS SLAIN, HIS ESSENCE GONE BEYOND EVEN MY REACH.


  Arkhan bowed his head solemnly. ‘Then one god fewer remains to challenge your supremacy, my lord.’


  Once again, silence settled upon Arkhan like dust, stretching out for long minutes. The liche’s patience was infinite, and he would happily have waited on his knees forever if his master willed it thus. However, after a time he began to suspect that he may have been dismissed. Yet as Arkhan stirred himself to withdraw, Nagash’s stentorian tones shook the chamber once more.


  MATTERS MOVE SWIFTLY. THE GODS OF CHAOS FEAR MY POWER. GO. RAISE MORE WARRIORS FOR MY HOSTS. THE FINAL BATTLE APPROACHES, ARKHAN.


  So commanded, the liche hurried from his master’s chamber. A battle like no other was coming, he knew, but when all was done it would be Nagash that remained, the last god ruling over a world of the dead.


  The City of the White Wolf lay in ruins. Word of the tragedy spread via wizards’ familiars, word of mouth or desperate messengers. In Averheim, outriders brought word of Middenheim’s fall directly to the Emperor, who swore the men to secrecy there and then. Only a few loyal advisers were entrusted with this information, for if the tale were to become public knowledge on the streets of Averheim it would likely kill what little hope remained.


  Beneath the boughs of Athel Loren, the news of Middenheim’s fall broke with little fanfare. Naieth the Prophetess had witnessed the city’s last, desperate hours. Yet the problems of men were not the problems of the elves, not when matters had become so desperate. Only Lileath saw a deeper significance in Middenheim’s destruction, and even then she cared only for Teclis’ involvement in the matter. The dwarfs, meanwhile, remained almost entirely ignorant of the city’s fall. Even if the news could have reached them within their shrinking enclaves, they would have cared little. The destruction of a human city, even one so great as Middenheim, was nothing when set against the fall of their own ancient karaks. Regardless, none who heard the tidings had the power to visit retribution upon Middenheim’s despoilers. The city’s loss was beyond the strength of any to avenge.


  In the wake of the slaughter wrought by Archaon and his army, the last defenders of Middenheim had scattered. Some had been cut off from the muster before the temple, fighting their own battles with the reaving bands that ran wild through the streets. Others had survived the battle, escaping into the surrounding streets. Some disappeared into the caves, or tried to fight their way out along the viaducts. Others holed themselves up in the most defensible of the city’s remaining structures, garrisons fortifying locations such as the House of Coin, the Tower of Wolves and the Middenheim Brewery.


  These choices had availed them naught. The state troops who tried to fight their way out had found themselves battling upriver through a flood tide of foes. Most had been hacked apart, or had leapt screaming from the viaducts’ heights, falling to their deaths upon the rocks far below. Those who sought safety in the tunnels had been cut off below ground, swiftly becoming lost in the cold darkness of the Fauschlag. Their fate had been a horrible one, devoured by the swarms of skaven that still haunted the subterranean maze. Those who sought to hold out within the city’s bounds suffered worst, surrounded and besieged in ill-provisioned prisons of their own making. The few who were not rooted out or burned alive fell soon enough to sickness or simple despair.


  Middenheim now belonged to the Dark Gods. The skies still boiled with madness, a perpetual storm tearing the heavens asunder. The fury of the maelstrom above was matched by the destruction unleashed below. Corpses were piled high into gory mountains of carrion that rivalled the city walls in height and, with no ceremony, were set alight. Northlanders looted freely, and brawls broke out over the choicest spoils. In the first days after the city’s fall, all-out war had loomed between the greatest Chaos warbands.


  Archaon had allowed hostilities to rage for a time, permitting his subjects to winnow out the weakest of their number. On the third day, and in the full knowledge that some would ignore his commands, the Everchosen issued an edict for the infighting to cease. On the fourth he loosed the Swords of Chaos into the streets, with orders to crush those who had ignored his commands. Few dared defy Archaon’s will after that.


  The symbols of the Dark Gods were everywhere. They were daubed on walls, painted in blood and sorcerous pigments. They were scorched into ritual circles adorning courtyards, or the stone flags of public buildings. They were carved into the rotting flesh of the myriad dead. Middenheim had not simply been sacked, it had been defiled. Centuries of order were overturned in a matter of days, replaced with howling Chaos. What once had been a bastion of hope was now a symbol of the horrors that lay in wait for the rest of the Empire.


  Above the city’s gatehouses, the crow-pecked corpses of the Fellwolf Brotherhood adorned black iron spikes. Kairos’ daemons had infested several of the city’s outer districts, their presence warping streets and buildings into twisted and impossible shapes. Many other structures had been torn down by the invaders, or transformed into shrines dedicated to the Dark Gods. Others still had been claimed by northlander chieftains. Ragged standards flapped above shattered roofs, leaving none in doubt as to the owners of these lairs.


  Archaon’s army was so vast that the conquered city could contain but a fraction of its true numbers. Outside lay the main encampment, a heaving ocean of anarchy that spread out for miles around the feet of the Fauschlag. The Drakwald’s eaves had retreated still further, countless trees axe-hewn or simply torn up by their roots. Bonfires burned throughout the camp, scattered infernos that filled the air with stinging sparks, and the acrid stink of wood smoke and burning flesh. Northlanders and beastmen beyond count made up the encamped host, and their numbers swelled daily. Every few hours another warband would emerge from the forest fringes, beastmen or northlander tribesmen drawn to the dark beacon of Archaon’s power.


  Skaven, too, moved among the masses. Although the last of Grand Warlord Skrazslik’s clawpack had been scattered by Valten’s hammer, many more ratmen had found their way north to join the horde. These reinforcements had been sent by order of the Council of Thirteen and at the suggestion of none other than Grey Seer Thanquol himself, a gesture of apparent goodwill and solidity.


  Amongst the sea of warriors were islands of iron spikes and rusted chains. Here were the slave pens - vast enclosures that contained thousands. The majority of the slaves were human, captured during the sack of Middenheim, or else taken from the towns and villages of the surrounding countryside. Yet more luckless captives were herded into the pens every day, brought as tribute by newly arrived warbands. Huddled in the mud, whipped and beaten, many captives sobbed and shivered. Some simply stared, glassy-eyed, into the middle distance. Most wondered why they had not simply been killed already, while simultaneously dreading the answer to their question.


  All across Middenheim, underpinning the celebrations of the victors and the misery of the defeated, was a sense of taut anticipation. The Emperor yet lived, or so rumour had it. While he survived, the Empire survived with him. Moreover, none knew precisely the nature of Archaon’s next move. Middenheim was but a step upon a longer road, one that the Everchosen must surely tread very soon, or else face the anger of the Dark Gods. Yet days passed, and Archaon made no move to leave the shattered city. Instead, he claimed the Temple of Ulric as his kingly hall, and brooded within its silent walls.
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  Archaon Everchosen sat upon a throne of skulls at the heart of a desecrated temple, and contemplated the ruin he had wrought.


  He had replaced prayers and hymns with the screams of the damned. He had doused the flame of hope with shadow and blood. Statues had been hurled down and smashed to ruin, daubed with profane symbols. Mosaic floors had vanished beneath a thick layer of gore and skulls. Archaon had ordered the vaulted ceiling of the temple’s central chamber hung with hooked iron chains. From many of these hung the bodies of Middenheim’s defenders. Most were long dead. Some, the truly unlucky ones, were not.


  A great pit dominated the chamber’s floor, where once had stood rows of pews. This pit was full to the brim with bubbling blood, and a foul vapour rose from it in billowing clouds. Archaon’s throne overlooked the pit, sat upon the dais where once had burned the flame of Ulric itself. Set into one armrest was the freshly flensed skull of Valten. Atop the throne, clasped in brass daemon claws, Ghal Maraz was displayed as a trophy for all to see.


  The Swords of Chaos stood in silent rows around the dais. They lined the approach from the temple’s arched entrance, up to Archaon’s macabre throne. The sheer physical presence of the assembled knights was palpable. Archaon knew that, should the need arise, he could best any of these mighty warriors, yet still the fear they evoked in others was gratifying.


  The Swords turned their heads toward the temple entrance as Vilitch the Curseling strode up the steps. He cut a distinctive figure.


  The brawny warrior, armoured in baroque plate emblazoned with the mark of Tzeentch. The hideous, maggot-like conjoined twin sprouting from one shoulder, eyeless head darting as he directed his mindless brother’s muscled form.


  Beneath his helm, Archaon’s lip curled in distaste. The gifts of the gods were often strange, but this worm-like sorcerer and his golem brother offended Archaon’s warrior sensibilities. It was clear that the dislike was mutual; the Curseling had answered Archaon’s summons, though just slowly enough to imply insult. Still, Vilitch appeared to wilt somewhat beneath the steady regard of Archaon’s bodyguards.


  The Curseling hesitated at the edge of the fire-lit gloom. Archaon left him there for long moments before acknowledging his presence.


  Finally, the Everchosen’s voice rolled through the cavernous space, clear and hard as the clash of blade on armour.


  ‘Approach, Curseling’.


  Posture submissive, hands well away from his weapons, Vilitch the Curseling walked between the menacing rows of Chaos knights.


  He dropped to one knee before Archaon’s throne. While his helmeted head remained lowered in deference, the Curseling’s eyeless cranium tilted up toward Archaon. Its lips parted in an obsequious, fang-filled smile. Vilitch’s voice was a whine that echoed weirdly and grated upon Archaon’s nerves.


  ‘Hail Archaon, Lord of the End Times, Three-Eyed King, Everchosen of the very Gods themselves! Oh almighty master, what would you have of this humble servant?’


  To Vilitch’s evident surprise, it was not Archaon that answered.


  A huge, wiry shape unfolded itself from the scant shadows behind the Everchosen’s throne. Kairos Fateweaver shuffled forth to stand beside Archaon’s throne.


  ‘You are a loyal servant of mighty Tzeentch, are you not, Vilitch?’ The daemon’s voice was a warped croak, yet Vilitch heard the symphony of subtle chords that resonated behind it. Here was a creature of immortal cunning, and Vilitch paused before giving his answer. Archaon thought the twisted sorcerer seemed suddenly more cautious, as though only now realising the depths of the waters in which he swam.


  ‘I am a loyal servant of the ruinous powers, great Fateweaver, surely unworthy of your divine notice. It was Tzeentch who saw fit to bless me with power. Thus do I owe him my first and most binding allegiance. Yet, so too do I pay homage to the Everchosen, for what are the words of mighty Archaon but the utterances of the gods?’


  Kairos’ heads nodded slowly.


  ‘You see, Everchosen? Here is one whose loyalty is absolute, yet whose mind is as sharp as a blade. It is as I said. The Curseling will carry Averheim in your name. You need not trouble yourself with a long march south. Not when you have... other duties.’


  Kairos’ words carried a hint of menace, yet Archaon’s response was coldly amused.


  ‘I do not question this creature’s loyalty for a second, Fateweaver. It is to himself. Are not all the lackeys of Tzeentch schemers at heart?’ Kairos’ feathers ruffled at this, and his shoulders hunched.


  ‘Have a care, Everchosen. The gods hear all.’


  ‘You wish me to send the Curseling south to root the Emperor from his rat-hole?’ continued Archaon, as though Kairos had not spoken. ‘In whose name would he do this deed? Mine? Or yours?’


  Kairos croaked angrily, but Archaon cut him off.


  ‘You take every chance to remind me of my debt to the gods, daemon. It is as though you believe I have forgotten it. Perhaps you do not think me worthy?’


  The daemon returned Archaon’s stare, gaze inscrutable. ‘You are the Everchosen of the Gods, o Three-Eyed King. It does not matter what I think. So long as you fulfil your sworn purpose.’


  For a long moment, the silence spun out. Screams and moans echoed from the city without. The storm rumbled and roared overhead. Then the Everchosen rose, pacing across the dais to loom directly over Vilitch’s kneeling form.


  ‘The gods will have their due, Fateweaver, just as I will have mine. Stand, Curseling.’


  Vilitch rose slowly. Archaon felt the winds of magic surging around the Curseling’s staff, held in abeyance in case the sorcerer should be forced to fight. Yet the Slayer of Kings remained firmly in its scabbard. Archaon had other plans for this one.


  ‘You will gather a force from those camped without, Curseling,’ commanded Archaon. ‘With this army at your back, march south. Lay Averheim’s walls low. Shatter the city’s gates and slaughter its defenders. But do not slay the Emperor. His life is mine to take, and mine alone. You will bring him to me in chains upon my arrival.’


  Vilitch nodded briskly, his puppet brother’s head twitching in a grotesque echo of the gesture.


  ‘I understand, great Everchosen. It shall be as you command.’


  As Vilitch turned to leave,Archaon reached down and caught him by the shoulder. The Curseling squirmed at the touch, Archaon’s power searing his blue-veined flesh like a brand.


  ‘If the Emperor dies before I arrive, your fate will be more terrible than anything you can imagine, Curseling. Do I make myself clear?’ Vilitch nodded again, shuddering beneath Archaon’s burning touch for a long moment more before the Everchosen released him. Shoulders hunched, Vilitch hurried from the temple, clearly eager to be away from the Three-Eyed King as swiftly as possible.


  Archaon watched the lurching figure retreat through the temple’s arched entrance, then turned his gaze upon Kairos.


  ‘He is your creature, Fateweaver. Will you follow him? Or has your brush with the wolf-wizard dimmed your enthusiasm for battle?’


  Kairos bridled at Archaon’s mocking tone. ‘Do not think you have won some victory here, Everchosen. The gods expect their due, and they will not be kept waiting forever.’


  So saying, the daemon broke into a shimmering cloud of polychromatic motes that flickered swiftly away into nothingness. Archaon watched the shimmering cloud dissipate, then turned and paced slowly back to his throne.


  He reached out a gauntleted hand, running it across the flayed hide of Gregor Martak, before plucking the bare skull of Valten from its setting. He stared into its empty eye sockets. No challenge remained in those hollow orbits. The finality of death, Archaon reflected, was the only reasonable punishment for defying his will.


  The Everchosen stood like that for long minutes, still as a statue, lost in thought. Overhead, the storm raged, a fitting match for the ceaseless machinations of the Everchosen's keen intellect.


  Amid the deepest shadows at the back of the cavernous hall, something vast stirred on the cusp of reality. Fires flickered in the darkness. A furnace-hot wind blew through the temple, rattling the dangling chains. A voice growled from the gloom, hot and angry and vast.


  ‘They are weak, these sorcerous cowards you send south. They will fail you.’


  Archaon did not turn. His gaze remained fixed on Valten’s fleshless skull. Slowly, his grip tightened until hairline cracks spread across the bone. Finally, with a crack, the skull shattered.


  ‘I know,’ he replied, letting the bone dust run through his fingers like grains of sand, ‘but their presence will keep Karl Franz from fleeing any further. The Emperor’s life belongs to me.’


  In answer, an approving growl rumbled from the shadows.


  ‘Indeed. And his skull belongs to Khorne…’
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  The day Karak Kadrin fell was emblazoned into the mind of Ungrim Ironfist.


  It began when the slayer led his throng out of the front gates and onto Peak Pass. They had made short work of the skaven construction site - wrecking whatever fiendish devices the ratmen had attempted to build. It seemed pure arrogance to try such a manoeuvre under Ungrim’s very nose. The dwarfs may have been besieged, but they were far from beaten.


  Despite many skaven attempts, the inner sanctum of Karak Kadrin had not yet been penetrated. The hold’s defences remained strong, and its halls were filled with warrior and mining clans. Ever a realist, Ungrim surmised that the greatest danger was his own aggressive nature.


  He was well aware that he might be walking into a trap. The slayers he led did not care whether it was an ambush or not, but precautions had been taken nonetheless. The force would march under the guns of the cliffside fortifications, and they would not stray far. While the king made his foray, the rest of Karak Kadrin was on high alert - although in truth, they were always in such a state during these darksome days.


  Ungrim was several miles from the front gates when he called for his throng to regroup. Even as the dwarfs began their return trek, a trio of Hell Pit abominations burst forth from new tunnels excavated across from the main gates. Assuming this was the forerunner of some larger attack, the dwarfs double-timed it back towards their mountain fastness. Long before they could reach the gates, horror unfolded before them.


  Despite being bombarded with the full might of Karak Kadrin’s guns, which was as impressive an arsenal as could be found anywhere in the world, the Hell Pit abominations lurched on. The batteries had unleashed a ground¬ shaking barrage, and its din echoed down the pass. The dwarf throng had crossed half the distance when the loathsome creatures reached the gate. They were equipped with warp brazier gauntlets - hellish wrecking balls that battered upon the nigh-impenetrable gate. It dented. It bent. A shivering rent was torn into the gromril gates, and with each furious blow it grew larger. One of the creatures wriggled obscenely, its grotesque body slithering through what seemed to be an impossibly small gap.


  At that point a blast blew apart what remained of the gates. Thick clouds of green-tinted gas rolled outwards. The dwarfs had fought ratmen too many times not to recognise the deathly mists of Clan Skryre’s poisoned gas. Even at more than a mile away, half of Ungrim’s throng fell, twitching in agony, gasping out their last.


  The remaining dwarfs retreated to the mountain slopes, choking and coughing blood.


  Realising there would be no return through that gate for some time, Ungrim and the survivors followed the trail picked out by Rordak, the old ranger captain. If they headed up and around the peak of Karag Sunter, the ranger knew of a remote footpath. By following that steep-sided way, the dwarfs would eventually descend near a side gate back into their stronghold. All was quiet in the valley below, and the dwarfs were surprised that the skaven had not launched further attacks on Karak Kadrin. They little dreamt of the scale of the disaster that was even then unfolding within the mountain. There was scant time to worry about others, however.


  Many skaven had marked the Slayer King's escape from the gas-swept vale of Peak Pass. An entire Clan Rictus clawpack was soon on their trail. Their chieftain, Glzik, knew that promotion was assured if he could present Ikit with Ungrim’s head. Battle and poison had depleted Ungrim’s force, and with the exception of the slayers, the dwarfs were more concerned with returning to their fortress than continuing the fight.


  What followed was a running battle along narrow tracks. The dwarfs fought a rearguard action, leaving elements of their dwindling throng to hold some constricted place. The Axes of Grimnir held back the skaven along Echo Ridge for three hours before a stormfiend sent its cone of fire to engulf them. On that narrow ledge, none could avoid the blast. Several of the dwarfs - their flesh dripping off their bodies like candle wax - made one last flaming charge. The still smouldering slayers ruptured the fuel storage and the resultant explosion shook the mountainside.


  By then, however, more clawpacks were in the high peaks. Ungrim’s throng - really only a warband now - had been forced to take long detours amongst the peaks. After a few days of running battles, they at last found Hunter’s Gate, which would lead them back into Karak Kadrin.


  Walking down the long access tunnels to reach the inner gates that would allow them entrance, Ungrim assumed the gas had long since dissipated. Ungrim and some fifty dwarfs that remained from the throng expected to find the stronghold heavy-hearted, but busy with activity. Doubtless there had been casualties, for the front gates were heavily guarded.


  In typical dwarf fashion the repairs would already be underway. The first sign that they were wrong lay before the Bar-Zundak fortress gate. The ironbreakers still stood guard in the narrow passage before the fortified gate, but theirs was now a silent vigil. They were dead, gassed, all of them.


  Only the narrow passageway and their heavy suits of armour kept the dead dwarfs still standing, although perhaps this was also their innate stubbornness - simply refusing to fall, even in death. In ominous silence a path was cleared. Their fear growing, Ungrim’s throng waited for a response to their coded knocking. When no answer came, they retraced their steps to attempt another path. The results were similar at the next three fortified gates.


  Without speaking, Ungrim headed for the main gate, a sickness growing in him. By the time the dwarfs passed through the wrecked doorway the fumes had grown so strong that they had to wrap their mouths and noses with torn rags. They entered a waking nightmare. Their appearance drove off scavenging packs of gas-mask wearing skaven. The sound of their scurrying feet was the only noise. Aside from that, all was grimly quiet.


  The halls were as silent as a tomb, for that was all Karak Kadrin now was.


  The tale of what happened could be recreated from the corpses. Gas bombs of vast potency had been secreted inside the abominations. The bomb had gone off just as the first creature pulled itself into the grand entrance hall. The gas cascaded out in unbelievable volumes, filling the enormous chambers and blasting down tunnels. The dwarf defenders, the mighty strength of Karak Kadrin, had fallen where they stood.


  The next abomination, itself choking to death upon the noxious cloud, had dragged itself further down the halls before its own bomb had detonated. Yet from the slime trail it left behind, it could only be surmised that the unnatural beast had regenerated back to life. Still trailing a fuming canister of toxic poisoned gas, the horrific thing had crawled onwards, dragging itself down to seek the darkness of the undermines.


  By the time its meandering death throes finally left it, the beast had crawled, died, and re-awoken to drag itself yet further. Some five miles down they found it, a faint hiss of gas still leaking from its foul carcass.


  For days on end the king walked the despoiled halls, witnessing the horrors that had befallen those beneath his protection. There were too many to bury. Too many even for grief, for what Ungrim felt was something beyond that.


  Amongst the survivors of his original throng, now there were only slayers. Those that had not previously been part of that strange cult had since taken the oath. With newly shorn crests, they awaited their king.


  It happened on the day they were to depart. Alone at the Shrine of Grimnir, Ungrim ran his hands over the sacred runes struck into that shrine of stone, steel and iron. It was a ritual performed by every slayer before launching himself onto his doom quest. But this time was different.


  The runes glowed. In a burst of light, they left the metal that bound them and entered into Ungrim himself.


  He felt the extreme heat bond to his swelling rage. Filled with red-hot anger, the Slayer King was sure he had just experienced his ancestors’ spirits entering his body, granting him the godly power of Grimnir himself.


  Flames curled and danced around Ungrim’s body, his hair a fiery crest of living flame. The air about him shimmered and the Axe of Dargo glowed molten.


  Ungrim’s followers were amazed at this startling transformation. Their shock turned to awe when they watched their leader cleanse the halls with purifying fire - his anguished warcry a sheet of flame. Only when Karak Kadrin itself was a funeral pyre did Ungrim lead his followers out.


  When he left the halls of his forefathers for the last time, Ungrim did not look back.


  Besieged and battered, Karaz-a-Karak was an island in a sea of foes. The dwarfs had been attacked from below, on the surface, and on the mountain stronghold’s lower slopes. The skaven were relentless, their numbers inexhaustible. One line of defence after another had been defeated - the tunnels caving in or the dwarfs driven back or overwhelmed. Despite giving ground, the dwarfs had exacted immense casualties upon the ratmen, yet the attack waves kept rolling in. The steep price of their advancement was one the skaven could afford. Grimly the defenders of Karaz-a-Karak fell back and shored up the next level of fortifications in their ever-shrinking realm.


  Karaz-a-Karak had never fallen to an invader, and it would not do so now. So said Thorgrim, swearing by stone and steel, axe and oath. They would hold out. Somehow they would wear down the enemy’s numberless hordes.


  The dwarf capital was the stony heart of the Karaz Ankor, the mountain realm of the dwarfs. It had endured through ages past and would endure forever. So was the promise of its name, for the dwarf word for mountain was no different from their word for ultimate durability. Thorgrim also took grim comfort from Azamar - the rune of Eternity.


  Struck into the Throne of Power, this rune was the work of Grungni himself. The Rune of Eternity was so powerful only one of its kind had ever been wrought, and it could never be duplicated. Bound within that single rune was all the craftsmanship, all the tenacity and all the iron will of the greatest of the Ancestor Gods of the dwarfs. As the legends tell it, when Grungni was done with his creation, he stepped back to assess his work.


  He was a harsh and exacting judge, always demanding perfection, and never finding it. In Azamar, however, Grungni was wholly satisfied. Still, being thrifty in praise, Grungni made only this promise: while the Rune of Azamar endured, so too would the race he fathered.


  It was this legendary tale that High King Thorgrim was musing upon alone in the cavernous Great Hall.


  He had demanded that all leave - including even his Thronebearers. A single glare from beneath his thick eyebrows had silenced any protests. Only when the echoes of the distant door closing had died did he move.


  High King Thorgrim edged off his throne and took a faltering step down the great dais upon which it sat. Slowly he crouched down to examine the gold-laden carvings, the slightest groan involuntarily escaping him as he did so. The faint grunt was not a sign of great girth or the onset of old age - although both of these factors were in evidence - but rather excruciating pain. It had only been a week since the battle of Granite Gates, when Thorgrim had taken a blow from a doom glaive. It had penetrated the Armour of Skaldour, the warpmetal glancing off his ribs. The posturing, red-armoured Verminlord who dealt the injury had paid with its life, struck down by the Axe of Grimnir. At the time Thorgrim was more concerned with his armour - it was of ancient make and the skills to repair it were lost. Only later, after the battle, would he realise how deep the blade had cut him. Worse, the injury was not healing. Moving was agony.


  It was for this reason that Thorgrim had banished all from the Great Hall. Stoic to the extreme, he was loath to show pain before others - yet there was something different about the Throne of Power, and he wanted to examine it personally.


  During the fight to retake the Granite Gates, soon after the High King had struck down the Verminlord, he had felt something unusual. For a moment everything had gleamed in golden radiance. Thorgrim’s armour - both the plates and the finely linked mail - had repaired itself somehow. Since then, the runes had continued to glow and the gold lustre of the throne itself seemed to shine more intently. What Thorgrim had felt was arcane, an old and mighty aura, as if some powerful force had somehow bonded to the throne. Now, as he examined it, the Rune of Eternity pulsed, the metal vibrant and alive beneath his fingers.


  Once again Thorgrim regretted the absence of his most knowledgeable runesmiths. The venerable Kragg the Grimm had died during the Battle of the Undermines some months ago, and Karak Azul’s Thorek Ironbrow had fallen at the beginning of the uprisings. They had been the two most learned scholars of the ancient runes, and their understanding perhaps could have explained the strange changes to the throne.


  From far away came the distinctive sound of the karak-horns, alerting all to another major attack. With some effort Thorgrim arose and got back into his throne. He was waiting there when his guard returned, bearing the news.


  The skaven had launched another assault - the largest yet. Gyrocopters reported that hordes were pouring forth from newly gnawed tunnels.


  The Silver Road Pass was filled with a tide of mangy bodies. High up in the mountain, engineers using telescopes had confirmed what the rangers had already noted - the totems of Clan Mors were present, and leading the attack was the infamous Queek Headtaker himself. The ratmen’s infernal war engines were being wheeled behind the oncoming swarms. The scaffold towers numbered in the hundreds.


  The miners and cavern-patrols reported great movements in the undertunnels. The sounds of their carefully laid traps gave forewarning of approaching foes. Only along the upper slopes of Karaz-a-Karak was there no sign of the encroaching foe, but the dwarfs knew not to trust such early observations. They had defended their mountain fastness for thousands of years, and there was no trick or tactic they had not seen and learnt how to counter. Countless invading armies had broken upon their mountain, from daemonic hordes and Chaos-worshipping northmen to the elves of Ulthuan.


  Despite his wounds and the growing heaviness he felt, Thorgrim Grudgebearer called for his axe and the Dammaz Kron - the Great Book of Grudges. At his signal, thronebearers hoisted up the weighty Throne of Power. The Everguard formed up in ranks around the throne, marching out of the grandiose vault, chanting the hammer-blessing as they went.


  Thorgrim sat upon the Throne of Power, atop a sea of armoured bodies. As if sensing the rising tide of war, the Axe of Grimnir emitted a radiance, a glow that could be seen far down the pillared hall. As he travelled, Thorgrim barked orders. This was the largest army yet hurled against Karaz-a- Karak, and Thorgrim wished to cast open the citadel’s gates and meet the foe head on.


  Thorgrim’s advisors called him foolhardy. They were now too aged for battle, their beards grown ponderously long - the surest sign of wisdom to any dwarf. Thorgrim cursed their caution. He sent them instead to open up more of the armoury and hand out the relic weapons from the locked vaults.


  It was an unusual place for a meeting, thought Thanquol, but he supposed the symbolism was hard to miss.


  Even with its head blasted to rubble, the statue of an ancient dwarf- thing was enormous. Once this great stone king would have watched over the Silver Road Pass, an icon of the strength of the dwarf kingdom. Now, in its ruin, the statue made rather the opposite statement.


  Clouds of shadows blossomed all around Thanquol and Verminking, and soon eleven more Verminlords towered over him, gazing down, their ancient eyes gleaming with malice.


  ‘Why-tell is the little horned one here?’ asked one, a diseased looking Verminlord Corruptor.


  Not knowing what to do, Thanquol gave the sign of the Great Horned Rat and bowed low before each. This seemed well received by the entities before him. Only the foulest-looking of them gave tail-flicks of displeasure.


  ‘You know, Throxstraggle,’ answered Verminking, his own twin-tails flicking menacingly. He glared intently at the greasy rat daemon for a long moment before continuing, addressing the circle of Verminlords. ‘We asked-bid you here so that we can all agree. The Council of Thirteen decrees that the clan that delivers the dwarf-king’s head name-picks the last Lord of Decay. We are as one on this agreement, yes-yes?’


  This was news to Thanquol, who was at Verminking’s feet, trying to gauge the reaction around the circle. Most of the Verminlords bowed their heads in assent. It was with some pride that he noticed that none of them had horns as twisted or magnificent as did Skreech Verminking. ‘We are but eleven in number - where-tell is Lurklox?’ asked one. ‘Here,’ said a voice from behind them. Thanquol started, instantly pleased not to have leaked out anything regrettable.


  A black-shaded Verminlord Deceiver stood there, having arrived silently by unknown means. 'As we anticipated,’ it said in a whispering voice, ‘the Skryre-Mors attack has begun.’
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  Queek sniffed the air.


  The whole cursed pass smelled like dwarf-thing. It was cold. The Clan Mors warlord had been cold since the strange rings appeared in the skies.


  All his life Queek had been known as the warlord that could crack the toughest dwarf holds. When others had tried and failed to storm a mountain fastness, they would summon Queek. No skaven had razed as many strongholds or feasted on more dwarf-flesh than the Headtaker.


  Queek, and through him Clan Mors, had grown rich on the plunder. Scavenge-rights went to those who sacked the hold, and as such Queek had claimed a great deal of Dwarf flesh. For the second wave of attackers, there would be only gnawed bones to pick over. They said that in Karak Kadrin the flesh of the slain was inedible - that not even trolls could digest the poisoned meat. That was not the Headtaker’s way. Mountain outposts, fortified mines, even the Great Holds, all had eventually been cracked open. Yet Queek knew that just ahead loomed his largest challenge.


  The most powerful of Clan Mors warlords, Queek had seen Karaz-a- Karak many times before, albeit never so close. As the Red Guard crested a rise upon the Silver Road Pass, they could see it before them. The mountain was colossal, stretching above the pass and up into the clouds themselves. If it was daunting, the sight in the opposite direction filled them with swelling confidence. Behind Queek stretched more clawpacks than he had ever led or even seen. Lord Gnawdwell had unleashed the whole might of Clan Mors, along with all its thralls and allies. He had sent forth clawpacks from Skavenblight and the Grey Mountains. Karak Eight Peaks had been emptied: a somewhat bitter irony, for after fighting for so long to capture it from the dwarfs and greenskins, it was now abandoned.


  Now that it belonged to the skaven, it was no longer as desirable.


  By now the underground forces should have begun their assaults.


  The slaves would be dying in droves, finding the dwarf traps the hard way. Their suffering would present a useful distraction. If those assaults kept steady pressure upon the myriad mine openings, the dwarfs would not be able to shift their reserves. Guarding all the gates, tunnels, weak spots, air shafts and more would tie down a huge portion of the dwarfs’ force. This would allow the armies Queek led to batter down the front gates.


  The attack plan was not the most complicated - but to Queek’s mind, the more straightforward the better. After listening to Ikit Claw’s overly elaborate schemes and assurances that the new weapons would work, he was more convinced than ever that his simple strategy would succeed.


  He loathed ikit - the warlock was as arrogant as a grey seer, yet even more grasping. Queek cursed the day that Lord Gnawdwell made the claw-pacts with Clan Skryre. It did, however, have an upside.


  Although Queek hated to admit it, the massed war machine batteries that were being pushed in staggered order with his clawpacks were imposing.


  Ikit was leading that portion of the army, and if he could not destroy the front gates with that arsenal, then it could not be done.


  Queek had heard in war-council that many of the rival Warlord Clans were complaining that their access to Clan Skryre weaponry had dried up the moment it had been announced that the empty seat upon the Council could be chosen by the clan that presented the dwarf-king’s head. This was not quite true, however, for they had dried up before the rival clans had even heard of the Council’s decision. This was part of a scheme Clan Skryre had been working on for some time.


  With their claw-pact, Clan Mors and Clan Skryre had steered events masterfully so far, and it was their belief that soon the covetous Council seat would be within their clutches, sounding a final death knell to the power of the grey seers.


  Many attempts and overtures - both subtle and obvious - had been made to curry favour with Clan Eshin and Clan Moulder. As always, Clan Eshin had proven unreadable - perhaps they would grant their support, and perhaps they were already working to undermine each and every scheme. Either way, the mysterious clan gave no clue as to their real intentions.


  Clan Moulder had been lukewarm in their agreement, but word was that they were still selling beast-packs to rival Warlord Clans. This upset Clan Skryre, perhaps because they felt that selling arms to both sides in a conflict was their right alone.


  Now was not the time to unravel the plots of the clans, however, for the slave legions had begun to draw fire from the mountainside. Queek could see the light flashes from cannonshot long before the sound reached him. Soon a rolling thunder filled the great valley. Despite their numbers, the skaven looked puny before the great arches of the main dwarf gates, mere specks before the mountain. They were a sea that could surround and rage against the rocky island, but could but never rise above to drown its vast height altogether.


  They would drive the thrall legions forward for a few hours - simply occupying the defenders’ time. There was no need to test the range or strength of the defences, for they were well known from countless previous assaults. In answer to those failed attempts to storm Karaz-a-Karak, they had brought in Queek.


  Ikit Claw was already shrieking orders. The counter-battery fire was going to be impressive. A warlord of one of the rabble clans might wring his followers for all they were worth, trading and stealing at a frenetic pace - then, if he was lucky, and made pact-promises and shrewd slave-deals, he might save enough warptokens to purchase a single warp-lightning cannon from Clan Skryre. The more powerful Warlord Clans - such as Clan Mors or Clan Rictus - could perhaps afford handfuls of the devices. Now, being wheeled and pushed into position were hundreds of them. The labour and resources needed to achieve such a thing must have been immense.


  How long had Clan Skryre waited for this moment? How long had they been hoarding their machines for such a time as this?


  Their ancient rivals, the grey seers, had been manoeuvred into becoming political pariahs. Their nemesis - Clan Pestilens - had been largely destroyed along with the lizard-things. Through alliances and pact-marks, they had bonded with the two most powerful of Warlord Clans. Queek had no doubt that when he took off the head of the dwarf-king, it would find its way quickly into the claws of some Clan Skryre representative.


  Queek Headtaker had fought and killed just about every type of creature that walked the Worlds Edge Mountains, but it was against dwarfs that he had the most experience. Although he disdained the bearded- things, he understood them. Having fought and killed them in numbers beyond count, Queek could readily anticipate their actions. As dwarfs were conservative, defensive and predictable, he was rarely surprised by them. However, what happened next did make the Clan Mors warlord take notice.


  With a blaring of horns, the gates of Karaz-a-Karak swung open. As the doors parted the verminous host could see the gleam of the dwarf- king’s throne front and centre. The dwarfs were coming out to fight, and even as they did so, fire erupted across the mountain. Every weapon port was opened, every battery voiced its thunder. The open space before the main gates became a killing field - explosions blossoming, cannonballs bludgeoning past and cones of liquid flame splashing from above. Further back on the Silver Road Pass, a series of explosions started an avalanche. The stoneslide crushed thousands of skaven, sending clouds of debris over the battlefield.


  From out of the gates the dwarfs marched, Thorgrim and his Everguard at the fore. This was the armoured fist of the last of the great dwarf realms.


  Thorgrim’s advisors had counselled against the move. All looked upon their king, searching his lined face for signs of madness. The enemy worked in strange ways, after all. Perhaps he was under a spell?


  In response to the doubters and naysayers, Thorgrim read aloud from the Book of Grudges. He spoke of Karak Azul, of Karak Eight Peaks, of Karak Kadrin, and of the horrors of Zhufbar. Karaz-a-Karak was mightiest of them all, but what good were defences against such numbers? Against such hatred? Against such reckless technology? Against a race so willing to throw away thousands, millions of their own kind simply to exhaust the defenders’ ammunition? Thorgrim declared that if the dwarf realm were to end, it would do so on his terms. He did not intend to sit and wait while fate crept up on him. Instead, he would meet that fate on his terms: with his axe in hand, fighting for all that he had ever cared about.


  Silence greeted this speech, for the time of raised voices and warsongs was over. Now was the time for axes to speak. As one, the dwarfs marched out to war behind their High King.
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  The Battle For Karaz-a-Karak
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  Within moments of the gates swinging open, Ikit Claw’s war engines opened fire. The dwarfs had been prepared for this, and aimed their batteries, which had been raining death upon the leading slave legions, further back at the ratmen siege engines. Cannonballs burst apart support beams, causing rickety scaffold towers to topple. Unstable warp generators exploded into fireballs ringed with lightning.


  As many artillery pieces as Clan Skryre had lugged, dragged and pushed through the underways, they could not match the might of Karaz-a- Karak. They had been brought to blast open the front gates, not duel against a mountainside’s worth of guns. It was an artillery war of attrition that they ultimately could not win.


  Beneath the strangely streaked skies, the great mountain fastness bore witness to an apocalyptic scene. The ongoing war machine battle sent black-green lightnings arcing across the battlefield, while explosions rocked the Silver Road Pass. Streaks of fire blazed outwards to light the murky air as the battle lines charged to meet. For an instant hoarse warcries echoed off the peaks, and then, as the front ranks crashed together, the great valley rang to the clash of metal.


  When the gates had opened and the dwarfs first saw the hordes that filled the Silver Road Pass, many of them regretted their haste. For a moment they were sure that their grim king would lead them to ruin. These were not slayers, seeking repentance through their own death in battle, but warriors and craft workers defending their home. They knew well the unmatched strength of their walls, the depth of their defence. Now they were leaving those behind, to meet the seething mass on the open field. Before them stretched an endless vista of rat warriors and their warbeasts.


  Yet they were dwarfs - steady in deed and war. They did not waver because the deed looked impossible, but instead raised their shields higher and gripped their axes more tightly.


  As their High King shouted further entries from the Book of Grudges, his voice rising above thunderous explosions, the dwarfs were swept up in furore. They were a proud and war-like people, and once they set their minds to something, very little could cause their iron will to falter. They had marched out to battle, and they would see the task done. Like a gromril-forged edge slicing through flesh, the dwarfs clove through the slave legions. Well-forged armour and tightly locked shields turned back spearpoints and denied purchase to raking claws, while dwarf axes reaped a terrible toll.


  Against such an onslaught, the slave legions could not stand for long. Shrieking in panic, they sought to escape the steel-clad vengeance that was amongst them, killing at will. Behind the slaves stood the merciless clans of their own kind. No quarter was expected there. For the slaves, in that valley there was only death, and it was inescapable. This was when the half-starved legions were at their most dangerous, for in their panic, the slaves tore anything apart in a last desperate bid for freedom. With a maniacal burst of energy they sought to escape, to flee back to tunnels where they could hide and continue their miserable existence. In their desperation, the skavenslaves would gnaw through each other to escape, or even bite themselves in their stampeding frenzy.


  Through the bloody turmoil came the dwarfs. Thorgrim Grudgebearer led them. From afar it was as if the Throne of Power were some dragon- prowed craft sailing upon a verminous sea. With feet firmly braced upon the throne’s platform, the High King brandished his axe - no foe could stand before him. The Everguard, Thorgrim’s bodyguard, and the stout throne bearers, all matched the violence of their leader - their heavy hammers breaking shields and the ratmen that held them. Although the whole world seemed wrapped in eternal twilight, the weapons of the dwarfs gleamed, shining brightly in that gloom.


  The great armouries of Karaz-a-Karak had been opened. Axes and hammers forged by runesmith masters of old had been taken reverently from their places of honour. The skill to make such weapons had been lost and none now possessed the hammercraft to bind such magical power. There had been no need to clean, polish or sharpen those weapons, for the energy of their runes kept them always pristine and keen-edged.


  Entire regiments of clan warriors and longbeards were equipped with weapons borne by the heroes of old. Not since the days of the War of Vengeance, in the golden age of their people, had so many dwarf formations marched to battle bearing potent runic axes and hammers. Now the fury of those weapons was once more released, and the skaven died in droves.


  For the dwarfs, swept up in the madness of battle, the slaughter was not enough. Onwards they pressed, crashing through another skaven formation, trampling underfoot Clan Mors and Clan Rictus banners by the dozen. Such was the dwarfs’ driving hatred, that any initial plans to stay near the gates were forgotten. There had been talk of not advancing beyond the distance of their supporting bombardments, but such cautions were forgotten in the joys of battle. Again and again the axes of the dwarfs rose and chopped, hewing ragged ruin into their foe.


  With the practiced eye of a dwarf- killer and smasher of armies, Queek Headtaker watched his foe. Too far, too fast the dwarf-things came. Very soon they would foolishly leave behind the advantage of their superior artillery. The Clan Mors warlord was surprised to see the dwarfs’ counter¬attack at the stage. Sallying forth out of an unbroken fortification was normally only the last bid of some desperate dwarf clan.


  Queek well knew that dwarfs that had been hemmed into an ever-shrinking realm would often flail out one last time - launch one final bid to go down fighting on their own terms. Queek had seen it hundreds of times. The fury of their charge was terrifying to witness - truly no skaven claw could stop them in their vindictive rage. However, with their lack of numbers, sooner or later, they would tire.


  When the dwarfs were panting and exhausted, when their shields dropped low and their axe arms were numb from chopping, when at last they expended their rage, where would they find themselves? Queek already knew. The dwarfs would be in the middle of the Silver Road Pass, beyond the range of even their fine-barrelled cannons. Let them kill the slaves. Let them smash apart a few claws, or even entire clawpacks, thought Queek. They would be like a cannonball once its impetus was spent - a heavy lead weight sinking into the snow.


  The Clan Mors Warlord could wait. He had the numbers. Queek ordered up the next clawpack, holding back his Red Guard and best clanrats for the final assault. When the dwarfs showed signs of flagging, Queek would unleash his own attack. It would be a great satisfaction to drive the king’s head onto the spikes of his back-banner - even if he had to give it away later.


  In the meantime, much to Queek’s satisfaction, part of the dwarf advance had crashed into the Clan Skryre contingent upon the left flank. Several well-armoured regiments from the gateguard had pushed forward so that they were amongst the Skryre war engines. The Drakewardens used searing blasts to drive off the warlock engineer crew. Such was the molten fury of the drakeguns that their shots ignited several of the machines, their warp-generators exploding. Black- green mushroom clouds rose, tinting the battlefield with an eerie light.


  Ikit Claw himself led the countercharge. The black-furred stormvermin of Clan Rictus were vicious fighters, and would normally have given a good account of themselves. However, they faced the ironbreakers of the Karazgate Guardians, each of whom bore a runic axe and a shield from a lost age. Against them, the stormvermin could inflict little damage, while their own armour was shredded. Only the Chief Warlock himself saved the skaven from a massacre. Ikit Claw sent forth bolts of lightning and jets of warpflame. Not even runic shields could save the dwarfs from being engulfed within a cone of unnatural flames, or torn apart by fell magics.


  The Drakewardens, however, were another story. Their armour was forge-proved, struck with runes that allowed them to withstand even the extreme heat from the blast-furnaces of Karaz-a-Karak. To Ikit’s great consternation, the irondrakes walked straight through his warpfire blasts and began to send forth their own volleys. A stormvermin directly beside Ikit was blown into the back ranks, a fist-sized hole seared through his armour and chest. As he was thinking that turning tail was in order, Ikit looked up to see the Doomwheel Brigade whirring by.


  The warp-lightnings that arced forth from that trio of doomwheels stung the eyes. The Drakewardens attempted to concentrate their fire upon the approaching war machines, but the doomwheels had too much speed. With a crunch of armour, bones and wood, the maniacal contraptions ran over the dwarfs, hardly slowing down at all. They left behind only a trail of blood and twitching bodies.


  Queek thought of himself as patient, but his aggressive nature always led him to action sooner rather than later. The dwarfs had pushed out far from their gates, and none was further than their king. The bearded ones had made no attempt to protect their flanks - simply relying upon their own impetus, armour and skill as they hacked forward. Now the Clan Mors warlord intended to make them pay.


  The clawpack Queek had been holding back on the fringes were released at last. Beneath the trophy banner of Clan Mors, Queek and his Red Guard led the charge. Cutting a path straight towards the dwarf-king, Queek intended to end this battle quickly. Marching beside his own stormvermin bodyguard were the Scartorn - hulking stormfiends. In place of the brutes’ hands were doom- flayers - motorized iron balls that could grind stone to dust. Their heavy armour whirred with rotating blades.


  The impact of Queek’s battle line into the dwarf flank could be heard even above the din of the artillery barrage. Hasty shieldwalls were battered down by heavy halberds or the wrecking ball fists of the stormfiends. Queek scythed through the foe - no armour, no matter how finely wrought, was proof against Dwarf Gouger. The pick punctured helms and stove in shields as the Clan Mors Warlord unleashed a flurry of blows that opened up holes for his followers to pour forth.


  Although Queek had not quite been able to wait long enough for the optimal time to countercharge, the skaven attack was well-timed nonetheless. Already the High King and his bodyguard were wholly cut off - a tide of Clan Mors warriors surrounding them. It would take some time for the other dwarfs to reach their king, and by then, thought Queek, it would be too late.


  Even in the midst of his bloody vengeance, it dawned upon Thorgrim that the tides of battle had changed.


  In his fury, the High King had allowed himself to be outmanoeuvred. Now, cut off and isolated, the dwarfs were less a functioning army, and more separate islands of defence amidst a sea of skaven. They would have to fight their way back. But even as these thoughts flashed within the dwarf king’s mind, he saw Queek Headtaker and the Clan Mors battle standard. The red-armoured stormvermin were heading straight for the Everguard.


  A sudden blaring of horns announced a new force entering the fray. Bugman had come. On the far side of the pass the dwarf ranger could be seen, leading troops down from a narrow game trail. Although not many in number, Bugman’s rangers were a force to be reckoned with. They felled foes with crossbow shots, hurled


  throwing axes to split skulls, and chopped down any enemies that dared close the gap. But there was more - pushing through the weather- stained rangers were Ungrim Ironfist and the last slayers of Karak Kadrin.


  The vengeful slayers were even less numerous, yet they fell upon the skaven like a thunderbolt. None could match the savagery of Ungrim. In that unnatural gloaming, the Slayer King blazed like a beacon. Flames curled upwards from his bright crest and his battlecry was a firestorm. With each swing, the Axe of Dargo trailed fiery streaks. The skaven died whether they stood to fight, or panicked, clambering over one and other in their frenetic haste to flee. All were slain by the incandescent rage of Ungrim.


  Although Queek could not follow what was happening on the Silver Road behind him, he knew the sound of shrieking only too well. Once again his troops were letting him down.


  His Red Guard, even with aid from a black-garbed claw of night runners, were no match for the hammer-carrying bodyguard of the dwarf king. Queek knew that he had to end the fight quickly, for he could hear the retreat gaining momentum. If it was not stopped soon, there might be no stopping it at all.


  Barking stern orders to his guard, Thorgrim heaved himself from his Throne of Power. Brandishing his rune-glowing axe, the dwarf High King strode towards Queek in an open challenge.


  With a flick of his wrist, Queek spun Dwarf Gouger, striking a pose and inviting the dwarf king on. As the lumbering High King closed, Queek launched his infamous dual-weapons- windmilling attack, which had laid low so many other bearded-things.


  But not this time.


  As Queek descended, the Axe of Grimnir met Dwarf Gouger and broke it asunder. Thorgrim’s gauntleted hand smashed aside Queek’s other blade and then caught the warlord by the throat. With his feet flailing helplessly, Queek found himself lifted directly above the dwarf king’s head. Another axe blow detached the Headtaker’s backbanner. Squirming and thrashing, the skaven warlord tried to pull himself free.


  He attempted to brace his feet and flip backwards. But his world was beginning to go black around the edges. Queek scrabbled with his claws, scraping, gouging, prying.


  Iron-fisted, Thorgrim merely tightened his grip and pulled Queek level with his own bearded face. The last thing Queek ever saw was the hatred reflected in that steely gaze.


  After hearing the snapping of Queek’s neck, Thorgrim continued to squeeze for long moments before letting the armoured body crumple lifeless at his feet. Still not satisfied, Thorgrim stepped with his ironshod boot and ground. There was snapping and crunching. As a last thought, the High King spat with disdain upon the broken corpse, before turning away.


  As Thorgrim strode back to his Thronebearers, a black shadow slipped away from the nearby night runners. Throwing back its cloak, the masked skaven drew forth a pair of venom-dripping blades and bounded. With all the momentum of its leap, the assassin drove both blades towards Thorgrim’s back. One of the Thronebearers let go of the throne, rushing forward to help his High King. But there it was a futile gesture, he was too late...


  Protected by his matchless armour, Thorgrim turned and gave a single, quick chop with the Axe of Grimnir.


  Its blade split the assassin from collarbone to groin, the skaven’s insides dropping with a wet splat. Remounting the Throne of Power to the hoarse cheers of his Everguard, Thorgrim looked to rejoin the fight, but there was little of it left.


  All across the Silver Road Pass, the skaven were in full retreat. They still outnumbered their foe many times over, but the panic and fear was upon them. Someone needed to rally them, but of all the warleaders, only the Clan Mors warlord could have checked that retreat.


  As the skaven scurried away, each knot that attempted to reform was blasted apart by Ungrim’s fire, or the swooping runs of the sky squadrons of Karaz-a-Karak. The gyrobombers made dozens of bombing runs - blasting the retreating masses until they were driven into the safety of the distant tunnels.


  Elsewhere, the grim task of reclaiming the fallen dwarfs and securing the great store of runic items began. It would not do to let their dead brethren be picked over by scavengers, nor would it be right to leave behind a great store of powerful arms and armour.


  Before taking full toll of the butcher’s bill, Thorgrim examined the Throne of Power. Whatever strange power had filled it had slipped away during the battle. The High King no longer felt its strange aura. A large crack had appeared upon the throne - a seam running straight through the Rune of Azamar. Before he could muse on what this might mean, his bearers brought him before the fiery Slayer King that Thorgrim knew of old.


  The last of the dwarf kings had much to discuss.


  ‘That is my flesh, you fool!’ shrieked Ikit. Unbidden, a ball of living lightning formed around the Chief Warlock’s clawed hand.


  The warlock engineer who had been attempting to pry off Ikit’s armour dropped his tools and fled. He got no more than a few paces before arcing bolts shrivelled his flesh, filling the cavern with the acrid stink of charred meat.


  ‘You there,’ scowled Ikit, pointing with his still crackling claw. ‘Try-try to prise off this plating,’ he commanded.


  The next warlock engineer looked stunned - as if debating whether to attempt to do as he was ordered, or simply to run away now. Neither seemed like much of a good bet. Already, five or six charred piles surrounded the Chief Warlock.


  Ikit was still in a rage. It had all happened so quickly. One moment he had been sure Queek was about to slay the dwarf- thing, and the next he had been caught up in a rout. Sheets of flame had scorched over his new bodyguard. Only Ikit’s armour had saved him, although it had since fused itself to his blackened body.


  Looking up to see why the engineer hadn’t begun yet, Ikit saw the terror and confusion his tirade was causing. The dozen warlock engineers in the cavern looked on fearfully, as if wondering whether to help or simply to look for hiding spaces.


  With a single shriek, Ikit summoned enough warp¬lighting to fry them many times over. When it finally dissipated, the Chief Warlock was alone. He fumbled with the metal bar and began prying the armour away himself. The coveted seat on the Council of Thirteen had been so close...
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  ‘What should I see?' asked Thanquol, as he stared into the swirling scry-orb Verminking produced out of nowhere.


  ‘Doom. Yes-yes. Doom which will lead to your ascension,’ said Verminking.


  This did not exactly answer Thanquol’s question.


  He had no idea how the swirling clouds within the orb amounted to doom or, indeed, his ascension. The grey seer was about to question the Verminlord further when the thick mists of the globe coalesced into an image. The image of a dwarf-thing...


  Thorgrim Grudgebearer was bone-tired. Weary to his soul. He suspected his whole body ached, but all he could feel was the throb of pain front his wounded side. With his jaw set in unrelenting determination, the High King began the arduous journey up the spiral stair. Although he longed for sleep, this climb was a necessary ritual for Thorgrim - it was his way to both commemorate the fallen, and to rid his mind of the tumult of battle.


  Despite the victory, his thoughts were awhirl. Ungrim - grown stranger than ever - had given the High King much to muse over, but that would have to wait. The stairs demanded his attention. Up and up he wound, each step bringing pain.


  These stone-carved steps were the King’s Stairs. They led upwards to the highest lookout, a porch upon the peak of Karaz-a-Karak. It was High King Alriksson, Thorgrim’s predecessor, who had shown Thorgrim this place - the King’s View. These were known as the Stairs of Remembrance. With each step, Thorgrim remembered one of the slain from the day’s battle. He recalled each fallen dwarf, his name and clan. The journey took hours, yet Thorgrim always ran out of stairs before he ran out of names. The rest of the dead must await his return trip.


  Opening the rune-marked door, Thorgrim felt the whipping wind of the peaks. He advanced onto the balcony-like cleft, the mountain’s peak behind him. The air this high was crisp and thin. There were no stars visible - it had been that way since Morrslieb had been broken.


  From the top of the world Thorgrim looked down upon the lesser peaks. Only now, in this private spot, did the High King begin to examine the events of the day. Ungrim - possessed of some fire spirit - had not wished to stay within Karaz-a- Karak. More hot-tempered than ever, Ungrim had already marched out, intending to lend aid to the Empire. By the few accounts Thorgrim had received, the Emperor was alive, but his nation was a ravaged ruin.


  Deep in thought, Thorgrim never saw the black shadow unfold from the rocky peak. Spider-like, it crawled down a cliff-face before letting go.


  In mid-air, the darksome shape somersaulted and drew forth its blades - one in each claw and a third in its tail.


  It had taken Deathmaster Snikch - greatest of all assassins - huge efforts to reach the peak of Karaz-a-Karak undetected. The blades he clutched were warpforged, each triple blessed by the retchings of the Verminlord Lurklox.


  They could slice through gromril as easily as incisors could sink into a corpse. With all the momentum of his fall, Snikch drove the three blades into his target.


  Thorgrim staggered forward, great stabs of pain coursing through him. As he fell to his knees he could see three blades jutting out of his chest. His last thoughts came in a rush, of the open door behind him, of so many grudges left unanswered. Then, finally: of course the hateful cowards had stabbed him in the back.


  Tail lashing with excitement, Thanquol watched Snikch do the grisly deed, the assassin sawing with his tailblade. The runic door stood open behind him.


  ‘That head will come to you, little horned one,’ purred Skreech over his shoulder. ‘You must take-show it before the Council of Thirteen. Reclaim the grey seers’ rightful place.’


  Thanquol, who had long anticipated himself on the Council of Thirteen, let his mind race with possibilities.


  In the orb, Snikch was scrawling runes upon the stone.


  As if guessing Thanquol’s thoughts, Verminking explained, ‘He is summoning Lurklox. Dwarf defences prevent skitterleaping, but his scratch-markings will overcome them. Soon an army of gutter runners will be inside Karaz-a-Karak. They will open the gates for our rabble army - the lesser Warlord Clans will be inside before the dwarf-things know. The dwarf realm will be utterly broken.’


  ‘Then we have won, yes-yes?' asked Thanquol.


  Verminking shook his head, his majestic horns swaying. ‘We have won... much. But not all. The lizard-things and their lands are dead-gone - but Clan Pestilens is broken. We sense Vermalanx’s fury. Don’t forget Skrolk, or the seventh plaguelord - for he is hidden amongst the Under-Empire. Hidden even from our eyes. Clan Skryre has been humbled, but will return even more dangerous. And more goes on behind Clan Moulder’s doors than you know.’


  Skreech looked down upon the grey seer, his enormous clawhand patting Thanquol like a pet.


  ‘And our new allies - the Everchosen, Chaos. They are most powerful of all. Yes-yes. We need-must not tell you. Yet we - you and us,’ said the Verminlord, his myriad features shifting minutely, ‘we will bide our time. One day it will all be ours... The Children of the Horned Rat Shall Inherit.’
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  So soon the hour of fate comes around.

  The Everchosen stirs from his dark

  throne, and prepares the blow that shall

  split the world asunder. Realms of old

  are fallen, lost beneath the fury of the

  northlands, or smothered by the vermin

  from below. Some heroes battle on, too

  stubborn to recognise that all hope is lost.

  Their time is past, a new age of Chaos

  and dismay beckons. Perhaps I am foolish

  also, for I fight with no hope of victory.

  I seek only to weaken the Dark Gods,

  to shake their hold upon the future.

  No other course remains; not to mortals,

  nor to the divine.


  These are the End Times.
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  The Brink of Doom


  The world is ending. Civilisation collapses, assailed by creatures of madness and decay. Ancient cities have been cast down, their defenders slaughtered or driven to live like beasts in the wild. The dead cannot be counted. Those who survive stare into a future bereft of hope, and curse the fate that led them here. And everywhere, crude tongues chant praise to the Chaos Gods, whose victory is at last nigh.


  Across the world, the skaven have risen. The ratmen come in their uncounted millions, a tide of writhing vermin that consumes all in its path.


  No land is safe from the swarm. Petty kingdoms are consumed overnight; ancient realms are shattered. The temple-cities of Lustria have fallen, the fate of their masters unknown.


  The holds of the dwarfs are all but overrun, those that remain sealed shut in an act of desperate defiance.


  The hordes of Archaon Everchosen have marched from the wild north, have drowned the Old World in blood and fire. The Empire is all but vanquished, its cities cast down, its greatest fortresses torn asunder. Altdorf is a festering ruin, Talabheim a scorched waste. Even Middenheim, famed City of the White Wolf, has fallen to the Everchosen’s hordes. Middenheim is Archaon’s proudest conquest, for its capture is a humiliation to Sigmar, the warrior- god of the Empire. Yet Archaon’s victory is not complete. It will only be so when the fugitive Emperor is slain and Averheim, last of the Old World’s great cities, is cast down.


  The Emperor knows this and prepares Averheim for what may be its final stand. What remains of the Empire’s strength shelters behind the city’s sturdy walls.


  The men of the Empire do not fight alone. The remaining knights of Bretonnia gladly lend their lances to the Empire’s defence, for their own realm is long past salvation. Alongside the Bretonnians fight Ungrim Ironfist and an army of dispossessed dwarfs, driven from the Worlds Edge Mountains by the skaven onslaught. Alone amongst their kind, these dwarfs forsake safety in favour of honouring the age-old alliance with the Empire. Thorgrim, High King of Karaz-a-Karak, could perhaps have brought unity to the dwarfs and salvation to men, but he has been dead these many months, slain by an assassin’s blade. Those who fight beneath Ungrim Ironfist’s banner do not do so out of expectation of victory. They seek only a glorious death before the last darkness falls. And death, glorious or otherwise, is the only guarantee.


  There will be no help from the elves. Naggaroth has fallen to Khorne’s rage, its blood-slicked stones now little more than the haunt of cannibals. Ulthuan is gone, shattered by magic and lost to the swirling waters of the Great Ocean. Those elves who remain now dwell in Athel Loren, ruled by Malekith, the Eternity King, and the Everqueen Alarielle. The elves do not doubt that the Rhana Dandra - the Last War Against Chaos - is upon them, and make what preparations they can.


  Prophecy tells that the Rhana Dandra cannot be won, but the elves dare to challenge their destiny. Teclis, their greatest loremaster, unmade the Great Vortex. He sought to bind each of the winds of magic to a mortal host and thus create Incarnates - mortal champions infused with magical power fit to challenge the gods themselves. Alas, treachery and ill fortune soured Teclis’ plan. Only two Incarnates arose amongst the elves. Malekith became the Incarnate of Shadow, and Alarielle the Incarnate of Life.


  The other winds, lost to Teclis’ grasp, sought hosts amongst other races. Shyish, the Wind of Death, had been stolen by Nagash long before Teclis broke the vortex. With its power, the Great Necromancer has transformed the land of Sylvania into a true kingdom of the dead, as much a land of myth as mortal reality.


  In his arrogance, Nagash believes himself mighty enough to outlive the End Times, to challenge the Chaos Gods alone if need be. The power of heavens gave fresh strength to Karl Franz during the fall of Altdorf, just as the wild magics of fire lent Ungrim Ironfist the resolve to survive the ruin of the dwarfs. The power of Chamon - gold magic - could perhaps have saved the life of Thorgrim Grudgebearer, but the old king was too stubborn to embrace its changing form. Chamon was set loose by his death, and remains masterless to this day. The fate of Ghur - the Wind of Beasts - is unknown, save that it travelled far into the east.


  Yet Teclis has not abandoned hope. Thought dead by his people, he wanders the world, seeking a suitable champion to bear the power of Light he carries within his staff. That champion, or so Teclis believes, will unite the other Incarnates - even Nagash - and repel the forces of the Chaos Gods once and for all. Teclis alone believes that the Rhana Dandra can be won. It remains to be seen if he is correct.


  


  


  [image: LotET-symbol1_opt]


  [image: 14_Warriors-of-Chaos-s_opt]



  ‘Salutations, Everchosen.’


  The two-headed daemon’s tone was laden with mockery, his pronunciation as stilted and uneven as his how. Kairos Fateweaver aped the mannerisms of a supplicant, but Archaon knew that the daemon believed himself the master.


  Armoured plates scraped upon bone as the warlord stirred from contemplation and settled his gaze upon the intruder. Archaon’s throne was built upon the shattered ruin of Ulric’s high altar, and fashioned from the bones of its priests.


  The granite chamber lay heavily in shadow, but not so much so that Archaon could not make out the shapes of his knights standing in silent attendance. The Swords of Chaos’ pitch-black armour drank in the light, leaving patches of darkness deeper than a man’s innermost fears. Not that Archaon had feared anything for several lifetimes of lesser men.


  Once, the chamber had been given warmth and light by Ulric’s sacred fire. That callow flame had been no more divine than the acrid torches set about the chamber’s perimeter. Ulric was a lie, just as Sigmar was a lie. By seizing Middenheim, Archaon had proven the former. When the Empire was naught but ashes, he would prove the latter.


  The daemon shuffled his gangling form towards the throne, heedless of the warriors standing guard, and careful that his feathered wings didn’t trail in the pool of blood dug into the chamber’s centre.


  The blood spat and bubbled as if heated from below - which it was not - and gore-steam eddied and flowed inches above the surface. Above, hung from the ancient rafters like poultry in a poacher’s hovel, were scores of blackened corpses, whose blood had long since poured into the pool below. Every one of the bodies was headless, and their naked skulls had been added to the Everchosen’s throne.


  ‘What business have you here, daemon?’ Archaon rumbled as Fateweaver drew closer.


  The creature cackled. ‘My master wishes to know why the Lord of the End Times takes his ease when victory is so near.’


  Archaon rose to his feet. Not hurriedly, for that would have been a subtle betrayal of weakness, but with a regal and ominous steadiness. ‘You question my commitment?’ he asked darkly.


  The daemon’s heads twitched briefly from side to side before answering. ‘Not I. It is my master, the Changer of the Ways, Weaver of All Fates who questions. He perceives all the swirling colours of your innermost thoughts. You do not fight for the gods, but to avenge wounded pride.’


  ‘And this offends him?’


  ‘My master is content to wait. You will bow before him, ere long. I have seen it.’


  ‘And your prophecies are never wrong.’


  ‘This is no prophecy. It is water already flowed. The river of fate is not altered simply because you have not felt its ripples. Would you have me reveal how your battles end?’ Fateweaver continued slyly. ‘There are many yet to come, and they do not all unfold according to your wishes.’


  ‘That is the fate of all warriors. I accept it. But you did not truly answer my question: is your master offended by my course?’


  ‘He remains content, though I cannot speak for his brothers.’ The daemon’s tone became hushed, conspiratorial. ‘However, a wise man would strive to keep them entertained.’


  ‘Then entertainment they shall have.’ Archaon intoned. ‘The hour of deception is past. Now is the time for murder.’


  Archaon let loose a mighty cry, ripping the Slayer of Kings free from its scabbard as he did so. The Everchosen took satisfaction from the momentary confusion in Fateweaver’s eyes, heard the panicked squawk of alarm.


  The Slayer of Kings’ jagged edge sliced deep into one of the daemon’s twin skulls. Thick, sickly blood sprayed from the wound, and Fateweaver screeched in pain. The screech deepened into a scream of anger, and squealing light began to coalesce around the daemon’s hands as he prepared a spell.


  The response was too slow, as Archaon had known it would be. His backswing severed the daemon’s remaining head. It bounced once on the gore-slicked flagstones, and fell into the pool behind. At once, the blood began to froth and seethe.


  Archaon smiled beneath his three-eyed helm and planted the sole of an armoured boot against the headless body tottering in front of him. Then, with a mighty heave, he kicked the remains of Kairos Fateweaver into the blood pool.


  The frothing fluid rose to meet the corpse, hissing and spitting like a vile caldera. Fateweaver’s body vanished, and thick steam rose up from the bubbling liquid. A shadow, black against scarlet, gathered beneath the pool’s surface. It rose quickly, blood streaming from its vast, leathery wings and hunched, slab-muscled hide.


  The Bloodthirster stepped from the pool, the chamber’s torches guttering as it unfurled its mighty wings. Archaon felt the hot, angry wind of the creature’s breath as it loomed over him, felt the undeniable aura of power that it exuded. Yes, he thought, this one would do well indeed.


  ‘The Lord of Skulls is pleased by your sacrifice,’ the daemon growled in a voice like thunder. ‘Ka’Bandha of the third host serves you. Whom do we slay?’


  Archaon did not reply at first, savouring his mastery over the Bloodthirster. This was his hour. He would not be rushed by some thrall of the gods.


  ‘Everyone,’ he said at last. ‘We will slaughter them all.’
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  Averheim stood alone.


  Of a once-mighty Empire, it was the only city that remained. True, there were isolated villages as yet unravaged by the tide of Chaos or the predations of skaven, but these were scattered, their inhabitants scarcely able to defend themselves. Amidst the ruins of a nation shattered by war, only Averheim remained defiant.


  A lesser fortress would have fallen long ago - indeed, many had - but Averheim was a city forged by war. The settlement itself dated back to before the time of Sigmar. It had endured the intervening centuries with honour, and bore its scars with pride. Though Averheim had been sacked many times, by orcs, undead and worse, the Averburg at its heart had never fallen. Even Gorbad Ironclaw had failed to humble the Averburg, and the pillar of skulls raised in testament to that failure still stood in the centre of the Plenzerplatz. Moreover, with each defeat, the shrewd engineers of Averheim built their walls a little taller, a little stronger. Before the fall of Altdorf, the city had been as impenetrable as the artifice of Sigmar’s heirs could make it. Now it was an obstacle many times more fearsome, for it owed as much to dwarf-work as mannish.


  The Averburg, the fortress that loomed above the city like a wrathful taskmaster, was more modern than the city it defended. Its foundations had been laid by Siggurd, Averland’s first elector count, and it too had been expanded and improved as the centuries flowed by. Now the Averburg was a city unto itself, its battlements bristling with outrigger towers, artillery batteries and fiendishly designed breastworks that channelled attackers into a hail of lead shot and cannon-fire.


  These defences had been tested many times in the preceding weeks. Averheim had been besieged for a little more than two moons. A seething tide of ratmen and chanting northlanders ebbed and flowed about its walls, testing the defences at every opportunity, careless of the lives they lost. Once, the walls had been girdled by a series of concentric moats, but no more. Now the ditches were so clogged with rotting dead that not even the sharpest eye could spy their vanished contours.


  Most of the crow-pecked dead were skaven. For centuries, they had been the stuff of legend and rumour, their existence seldom believed by the common folk of the Empire, but now the ratmen had risen in force. They attacked almost every day, a rippling and chittering sea that hurled itself across the field of rotting dead. Ramshackle war machines sparked and flared as the swarm advanced, flinging sorcerous lightning and plague-infused shot against the walls as they searched for a weakness that they could exploit.


  Day after day, no weakness was found. Handguns coughed and helblasters roared, the fortress of Averheim bellowing defiance at its tormentors. Cannonballs carved bloody furrows in the advancing ranks, shells tossed broken corpses high into the air. Imperial marksmen searched for the lacquered armour and drab palanquins of warlords, the whip-crack of their bullets clear even over the tumult of battle.


  Perhaps half of the assaults ended in a skaven retreat long before ratmen even reached the walls, the attackers’ bravado broken by the slaughter heaped upon them. At other times, grapnels of rope, chain and knotted skin brought the verminous tide against the ramparts, and bitter melees erupted amongst the bulwarks of pale stone.


  Yet those skaven who reached the broad fire steps of the city walls found their situation little improved from the blood-sodden morass below.


  The ratmen had achieved many victories in the preceding months, had dominated or destroyed lesser realms to the Empire’s south and west. Even in the Empire itself they had met with vicious success - until they had come to Averheim, at least.


  Averheim’s garrison were veterans. Most had marched hundreds of leagues, had fought dozens of battles just to reach the city’s tenuous safety. They were not about to yield without a fight. Men of ten provinces fought upon its ramparts, their rivalries and hatreds forgotten out of a desperate need for survival. Stirland huntsmen loosed their shots alongside the famed marksmen of Nuln, militiamen of Talabecland and Ostermark put aside their territorial differences and fought as brothers. But it was not only the men of the Empire who held Averheim: old enemies and older allies battled upon those walls with as much fervour as Sigmar’s heirs.


  On the north wall, where the battlement was almost as broad as the River Aver, the skaven emerged onto what seemed an empty stretch of wall, until trumpetsong split the air and Duke Jerrod led the surviving knights of Bretonnia into the fray. These knights knew that their homeland was lost, ravaged beyond redemption by plague, treason and rampaging hordes. Nonetheless, they fought on as the lady demanded, determined to make Bretonnia’s last strength count for something.


  To the east, where the tide of skaven was ever at its thickest, the stark banners of dwarfs hung stiffly alongside those of men. Though the dwarfs spoke little of the fate that had driven them to Averheim’s walls, their mannish allies understood that the holds of the Worlds Edge had suffered a great tragedy. Like Duke Jerrod’s knights, the dwarfs fought at Averheim more out of defiance than from any hope of restoring their own kingdoms. Most had taken the oath of the slayer, their dyed hair vivid eventhrough the battle’s smoke, and many of them met the glorious deaths they longed for.


  Assault by assault, the skaven were hurled from the walls, but never without cost. In ones and twos, dozens and scores, the defenders died. No matter that each was but a mote compared to the heinous losses inflicted upon the foe, for Averheim had little hope of reinforcement, and the besieging horde grew daily. Worse, when the skaven withdrew - indeed, sometimes even before they had done so - the bombardment began once again.


  Since the very first, Averheim had been ringed by batteries of hellcannons. Day after day, night after night, they belched tainted fire against the city walls, reducing buildings to rubble, granaries to worthless char and packed garrisons to charnels of scorched meat. White stone blistered and blackened where the unholy shot struck the walls, flesh twisted and writhed. Averheim’s cannons duelled with the vile machines, sending roundshot after roundshot thundering towards the city’s tormentors, gouging great seeping wounds in the machine- beasts’ flanks. Yet few of the siege engines were slain. Brilliant pink fires glowed against the sky as northlander sorcerers fed the monstrosities with magic. Screams erupted as stunted handlers goaded columns of slaves - sometimes ratmen, mostly humans captured from beleaguered Averland - into the hellcannons’ gaping maws. Stoked with sorcery and flesh, the daemons’ wounds swiftly healed, and before long Averheim’s cannoneers were forbidden from wasting shot against them.


  Every few days, the hellcannon bombardment brought down a section of Averheim’s outer wall, and at these times the city’s fate rested on a knife’s edge. As the white stones tumbled, the skaven came again, squealing and chittering at the thought of plunder. Worse, the northlanders surged forward in the ratmen’s wake. Their warmaster was a shrewd foe. He cared nothing for skaven lives, but he refused to waste his own forces in a doomed assault against an unbreached wall. When Averheim’s stones were opened even a chink, however, that was another matter. Before the dust had settled, the grim-armoured warbands of the Chaos Wastes were on the march, their bleak war-songs echoing against the beleaguered walls.


  One such attack levelled a great stretch of the city’s eastern wall. Hundreds of men and dwarfs perished amidst the tumbling stones. Thousands more shed blood at the resulting breach, driving back the skaven and holding the Chaos horde in abeyance. That had been the closest battle to date, for the Chaos warmaster himself marched in the forefront. He was a brute of a man in brilliant azure armour, his mutated twin-bodied form ever-lit by a flickering flame. This was Vilitch the Curseling, and from the very first he had been determined to seize Averheim as his prize.


  Daemonfire flowed from Vilitch’s fingers like water from a mountain spring. None could stand before him, and those who tried to do so ended their days in agony as mutation rippled through their blazing bodies. The last surviving Knights of the Everlasting Light perished on that breach, near four-score battle-hardened warriors reduced to mewling and blood-weeping wretches at Vilitch’s twisted hand. The dwarfs fared little better, and the banners of Zhufbar flickered into ash as the heavy blades of Vilitch’s vanguard hacked through gromril armour. As the black-armoured northlanders crunched over the rubble and into Averheim’s streets, three regiments of Talabheimer militia - who until that moment had thought themselves the reserve - came forward with Sigmar’s name upon their lips, even knowing they had little chance of victory.


  The hour was rescued from disaster only by the arrival of Averheim’s greatest champions. The Emperor’s coming was heralded by Deathclaw’s deafening screech. The griffon dove from the skies at terrifying speed, talons scything through the northlanders’ shield wall.


  Lightning arced from the Emperor’s outstretched fingers, a hammer blazing glorious cerulean in his hand as he smote Vilitch’s minions. The Emperor’s intervention had bought the Talabheimers respite, and they came forward behind him, ignoring their mounting dead.


  All knew that Karl Franz had emerged from the ruins of Altdorf a changed man, though few knew the cause or form of his transformation. The defenders of Averheim cared not.


  They saw only the power of Sigmar mantled upon his shoulders, and with it the answer to their desperate prayers. Left and right he struck, and northlander plate shattered under every blow. Lightning crackled and spat wherever the hammer struck home, each blow a foe’s death knell. Before Altdorf’s fall, many had thought Karl Franz only a statesman, not a true warrior. They did not think so now.


  It was too broad a span for the Emperor to hold alone, but there was no need for him to do so. Ungrim Ironfist, commander of Averheim’s dwarf contingent, had marked the assault and moved to counter it. Slayers flooded into the streets, their death songs drowning out the northlanders’ harsh chants. Then there were dwarfen axes cleaving Chaos plate, and the defenders began to reclaim lost ground.


  Ungrim had endured a transformation not dissimilar to that which had swept over Karl Franz. Months ago, he had laid hands upon the runes carved into the Shrine of Grimnir, and welcomed his ancestor’s spirit into his soul. At the same time, he had unknowingly embraced Aqshy - the Wind of Fire which had anchored itself within those same runes. Ungrim was now a living force of destruction, his blood ever hot for battle. Fire danced across the Axe of Dargo with every disembowelling swing, and his battle cry was a torrent of living flame. Long had Ungrim yearned to be free of his king’s oath, that he might embrace the slayer’s calling. Karak Kadrin had fallen, but Ungrim was yet bound by duty. The alliance between Empire and dwarfs was an ancient one, and the Slayer King could not put his own desires ahead of an ally’s needs. Whilst one corner of the Empire yet stood, Ungrim Ironfist was sworn to defend it. There was glory of a sort in that purpose, but still the ranklement of destiny denied added extra weight to every blow.


  Caught between fire and lightning - between the rekindled hope of man and the unbridled rage of the dwarfs


  Vilitch’s assault crumbled. A few score northlanders fought on, lost in the vicious joy of battle, but most cast aside sword and shield and fled to the brooding safety of the siege camps. Vilitch ran with them. His personal champion, the bearer of the glorious moon-crested standard, had been reduced to a blackened husk by a bolt of lightning, and Vilitch had no desire to share his fate.


  As the northlanders retreated, the skaven came forward again. The Verminlord who led them was brazen in the belief that the ratmen could triumph where Vilitch’s warriors had failed. Averheim could still have fallen, there and then, were it not for the combined ingenuity of dwarf engineers and wizards of the Light College. As the skaven pressed close, the wizards harnessed the wind Hysh to their service. Guided by canny dwarf eyes, the wizards swept up the fallen stones of the eastern wall, and fused them into a formidable bastion once again. The new wall was not so strong, nor so fiendishly wrought as the one that had stood in its place before, but it served to check the skaven rush - though not before the Axe of Dargo had shivered the Verminlord’s monstrous spine.


  Thus ended one tale of Averheim’s defiance against fearsome odds. Yet there would be many more before the siege was done, each one inked in the defenders’ blood.


  The battle of the eastern wall was the first time Vilitch had caught sight of the Emperor since his rebirth. In the weeks that followed, the warmaster was careful never to risk himself so recklessly as he had done that day. Mighty though Vilitch was, he recognised that the Emperor and Ungrim now commanded power far superior to his own, and had no intention of losing his life by confronting them directly - not when he had the lives of worthless minions yet to expend.


  Daemons were summoned by sacrifice and set loose against the walls, but warrior priests came forth to banish them. The Changeling, who not so very long ago had nearly ended Karl Franz’s life, was torn from the Forge of Souls by Vilitch’s magic, and directed to infiltrate the city and complete the task. However, the Emperor was keener of sight and wisdom than he had been before. The Changeling’s shape-shifting could no longer conceal his purpose, and the daemon was pulped by a blow from the Emperor’s hammer mere moments after the Emperor set eyes upon him.


  Day by day, week by week, the stalemate continued. Each morn, the Emperor and Deathclaw flew far and wide about Averheim, hoping for sight of allies come to break the siege, but there were none to be seen. No other could have braved those skies, for flocks of daemonic furies constantly soared upon the thermals, searching for prey. The cowardly creatures would have torn other foes to shreds, but they dared not challenge the living lightning, and so left the Emperor and his mount unassailed.


  Within Averheim, rations were halved, and halved again in an effort to make the supplies go further. Hunger became a constant companion, though the dwarfs never seemed to want for ale. A score of Middenlanders, driven mad by privation, turned to feasting upon the bodies of their slain comrades. The Emperor ordered the wretches put to death when he learned of it, for he knew that no trace of physical or mental corruption could be tolerated if the city were to endure.


  Ammunition was seldom in short supply. Famously mad though Marius Leitdorf may have been, he had learned to place his faith in black powder; the Averburg was nothing less than a single vast magazine of shells and bullets. Indeed, he had often declared that there were sufficient reserves within the Averburg to hold out until the end of the world. That boast had been on many other lips when the siege began, though few repeated it now the end of the world seemed a lot closer than it had before. Nevertheless, each assault was met by hails of shot and shellfire that scarcely dipped into the seemingly bottomless reserves. The dwarfs might have grumbled about the inferior quality of manling powder, and the poor calibre of the cannonballs, but they employed both to wicked effect all the same.


  Incredibly, morale within the walls remained high. The men of the Empire took faith that Karl Franz, Sigmar’s true heir, fought at their side. It could only be a matter of time, they said, before he led them to victory and vengeance. For their part, the dwarfs battled on with quiet stoicism, each ever ready to weave a tale of worse privations if a comrade complained about his lot. Duke Jerrod and his knights retreated into a spiritual asceticism, eating little and spending the lulls between fighting in fervent prayer. Some amongst the Imperial soldiery mocked their strangeness, but never after witnessing the Bretonnians in battle. They were wholly unlike the flagellants of the Empire, who overcame their foes with rampant zeal. Instead, the knights became ever more focused in battle, a locus of eerie silence amongst the tumult which in no way lessened the tithe of unclean creatures they reaped for their blessed Lady.


  Then, one chill spring morning, everything changed. As Karl Franz made his dawn flight into the fury- infested skies, he saw the outriders of a vast army snaking their way down the old dwarf road. For a moment, he entertained the possibility that these might at last be allies, come to rescue Averheim from its plight. But as he drew closer, nothing could disguise the army’s true nature. Daemons shuffled and leapt amongst its ranks, sonorous drums boomed in time to the snatches of war-song carried on the breeze, and on every banner and shield was the eight-pointed star of Chaos. Northward the Emperor flew, urging Deathclaw skyward to avoid searching eyes. The oncoming army stretched for leagues along the dwarf road. It was a nation on the march, aimed like a spear against beset Averheim. In the horde’s centre, a column of knights rode beneath a many-coloured banner, a gold-helmed warlord at their head. The Emperor knew at once that this was no mere chieftain, but the self-declared Lord of the End Times, of whom rumour had spoken so often.


  Thus, on his return to Averheim, the Emperor summoned a council of war, and unveiled a desperate plan. Archaon’s horde would be at the walls before the week was out, and Averheim’s defences would soon after be swept aside. But, the Emperor told his allies, he had seen no hellcannons amongst oncoming horde. If the defenders could sally forth and destroy the siege engines that yet ringed the city, then there was still a chance that the walls would hold.
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  The greatest concentration of hellcannons lay on the Aver’s far bank, amongst the hillside ruins of Bolgen. Near a dozen batteries of the daemon engines lay concealed amongst the remains of what had once been a prosperous Averland village. Bolgen’s inhabitants were all long dead. Their bones were strung up around the siege camp’s perimeter, or else dangled as trophies from the northlanders’ tents and the unholy totem before the ruined village hall. Even at this hour, the night air was alive with rough song. Every few seconds the arrhythmic screaming of hellcannon fire split the air, occasionally followed by desperate cries as one of the machines slipped its chains and feasted upon its crew.


  Some hours after midnight, every hound in the ruins of Bolgen sat up on its haunches and howled. Fur-clad northlander sentries, roused from their fires, swore as they peered out into the night, and wondered what scent had caught the beasts’ interest. Many stared across the River Aver and the corpse-strewn killing fields to Averheim’s scarred walls, wary of some sortie by the defenders. They saw that the gates were closed, that the watchfires still blazed upon the battlements, and kicked the hounds into silence. Or rather, they tried to. The beasts would not cease their clamour, which grew more raw and desperate with every passing minute.


  At the centre of the desolate village, in the heart of the ruined Sigmarite shrine, Vilitch the Curseling hissed orders at his sorcerer cabal. Half were sent to still the sudden racket by whatever means they could; the remainder continued their labours at the eight-pointed ritual circle. Vilitch had scried Archaon’s approach many days earlier, and had sworn to take Averheim before the Everchosen arrived. The two were rivals of old, and that rivalry had driven Vilitch to attempt a summoning greater than any he had performed before. Vilitch would summon daemons enough not only to take the defiant city, but also to allow challenge of Archaon - at least, if the howling of the hounds did not so disrupt Vilitch’s conjurations that he instead found himself whisked into the Realm of Chaos.


  Yet the clamour of the hounds grew ever louder. By now, some of the northlanders - those not heavy with mead and rough ale - had some sense of the beasts’ discomfort. The air had a bittersweet taste to it, like the calm before a thunderstorm. The wind, until then a gentle northerly breeze, began to swirl and howl amidst Bolgen’s fire-blacked stones. Sparks danced across weapons, crackling from sword point to sword point.


  Suddenly, there was a blinding flash and a colossal, sizzling roar. The besiegers’ totem exploded, pelting those nearby with fragments of bone, weapons and other foul trophies of conquest. When the light had faded, a shimmering portal of azure light stood amidst the ruins, its edges crackling and indistinct. The northlanders peered in confusion for a moment. Then, cries of warning rippled across Bolgen as a plate-armoured chieftain tried to rally his tribesmen.


  The attempt came too late. With a mighty screech, a shadow leapt clear of the portal’s depths. With a sweep of its mighty wings, the creature pounced, bowling the chieftain to the ground. The northlander hacked at his assailant, but Deathclaw gouged downward with his savage beak, stabbing clean through his breastplate’s rough steel and disembowelling the brute before his axe-blow could land.


  As their chieftain’s heart pulsed its last, the northlanders found their courage. They pressed close about the griffon with flail and axe, bellowing vile curses to dull their fear. Deathclaw’s wings spread wide, sweeping the nearest attackers from their feet, broken and battered by a strength that allowed the griffon to soar upon the breeze.


  Other northlanders were flooding into the square, many of them clad in the grim plate of champions.


  Again Deathclaw pounced, this time bearing a half-dozen northlanders to the ground. Horses screamed as the knights thundered into the square, their lances aimed for Deathclaw’s sleek flank. But the griffon did not fight alone. There was a sudden flare upon Deathclaw’s shoulders as the Emperor sent lightning coursing into the oncoming knights. Flesh sizzled and armour fused. Horses screamed and spasmed, hurling riders from their saddles before hearts gave out from the strain. The charge was thrown into tumult, momentum utterly spent, yards before it reached the interlopers. Deathclaw was already moving. Before the surviving knights could recover their order, the Emperor’s hammer was blazing amongst the confusion. Armour buckled and blood flowed with each strike, and the threat of the knights was ended. But still the northlanders came, pressing close to trap Deathclaw and his master in a prison of flesh and steel.


  Mere seconds had passed, but such had been the fury of the Emperor’s onslaught that all eyes were upon his rampage, and every blade raised against it. The portal, still shining at the square’s heart, was unguarded and unwatched, save for by the fitful glances of the dying. This proved to be a mistake. With a blare of trumpets, the remainder of the Emperor’s sortie charged out into ruined Bolgen, eager for recompense against their tormentors of the past gruelling months.


  From the moment he had drawn his plans, the Emperor had known that a conventional sortie would have been impossible. The siege camp was simply too far from Averheim’s walls, the Aver too wide for a sortie to be safely made. But as the weeks had passed, his command over the magic of the heavens had grown to a point where he had been confident to attempt more than lightning-calling. The bridge of storms had sapped much of the Emperor’s strength, but it had served its purpose well. Now an army of his hand-picked soldiers was loose amongst the northlander siege camp, and would remain so whilst the bridge lasted.


  The Emperor had chosen only his most disciplined troops for the attack. The zealous, the wavering and the foolhardy had remained behind Averheim’s walls, there to be commanded by Ungrim Ironfist if another assault loomed whilst the sortie was underway. No, those who now followed the Emperor into battle were the elite of Sigmar’s scions; greatswords from Carroburg, templars of the Reiksguard and the Knights Griffon, veterans forged in the battles for the Ostland-Kislev border, and the surviving regiments of the Griffon Legion, the Emperor’s personal guard.


  Each of the sortie’s formations was led by a captain who knew both his business and his orders. As the knights and outriders emerged from the bridge of storms, they set their spurs back against their steeds’ flanks, and galloped hard for one of the hellcannon batteries blazing away on the village edge. Northlanders, at last aware of another danger within their midst, peeled away from the beleaguered Emperor, and hastily formed ranks against the new onslaught. It availed them naught. Lances dipped, pistols blazed, and the horsemen tore through the threadbare line and on towards their targets.


  The Emperor’s infantry, too slow to keep pace with the knights, took up position about the bridge of storms. Their determination to hold the position was bolstered by the certainty that all would perish if the escape route was cut. However, their true purpose was to cause a distraction, to present an opponent so tempting that no red-blooded warrior of the northlands could resist its lure. Spears were braced and handguns levelled, just as the first snarling hounds threw themselves at the attackers’ throats. Only the greatswords of the Griffon Legion did not hold position with the rest. They came forward at Ludwig Schwarzhelm’s bellowed command, keen steel flashing in the firelight as they hacked their way to the Emperor’s side.


  Surprise had carried the Imperial sortie far already, and it would continue to work in their favour for some time to come. In Bolgen’s west, Matthias Corber’s pistoliers drove a warband of ale-fuddled marauders and stunted crewers from amongst the rubble of the ‘Drunken Giant’ tavern. As half of Corber’s men harried the fleeing northlanders, tongues of flame lit the ruined tavern’s timbers as repeated volley of pistols and handguns tore a hellcannon apart. A few streets over, the Knights Griffon tore their way through a thin shield wall, then pressed onward to destroy another of the daemon engines. Two of the knights leant in too close as they thrust their lances home. The dying hellcannon gave a final bellow, and spat a virulent gobbet of daemonfire, reducing the knights and their demigryph steeds to twisted skeletons.


  Elsewhere, the hunt did not go so well. Egrig Schuler’s Reiksguard crossed the path of one of Vilitch’s cabal of sorcerers. Before the knights could react to the dire threat, a blaze of pink fire arced across their leading ranks, slaying Schuler instantly and reducing a half-dozen of his knights to lumps of pitifully squealing and mutating flesh.


  Before Schuler’s lieutenant could take control, a bellowed war cry came from further uphill as the Doomblade knights charged home. There was a thunder of hooves, the chime of steel upon steel, and more of the Reiksguard fell dead into the mud.


  From his position in the ruined shrine, Vilitch heard the battle unfolding through his brother’s ears, and the cries of ‘Sigmar!’ bellowing through the night. As yet, he could do little about it. The summoning was underway, and could not be interrupted without terrible risk. Better to take a lesser chance, Vilitch deemed, and speed the ritual along to its conclusion. Whatever successes the weaklings of the Empire gained in the meantime would surely be stripped away once the daemons were loosed to battle. Vilitch hunched closer to his twin’s immobile form, taking more of Thomin’s power into himself. All around the circle, the sorcerers of his coven shuddered and screamed as the wave of unleashed magic swept over them.


  In the square, a brief lull had overtaken the battle. Caught between the Emperor and Schwarzhelm’s greatswords, the square’s defenders had possessed little chance of victory. Deathclaw’s flanks were streaked with blood, little of which was his own, and the flagstones could scarcely be seen beneath the ravaged corpses of the northlanders and their hounds.


  As the last of the northlanders fled, the Emperor formed his once- divided forces anew into a rough square. Already, he could see dark - shapes moving in the light of the middle-distant campfires, of banners gathering. It was one thing to defeat disordered and unready northlanders, quite another to withstand a determined assault from the plate- armoured killers of the Chaos Wastes.


  The Emperor’s warriors did not have to wait long for the next assault.


  The enemy came from all sides, shields held high and dark oaths thick upon their tongues. Sorcerers sent all-changing fire sweeping ahead of the advancing shields. The flames flickered and died where they reached the Emperor, and again on the square’s opposite face where the astromancer Falstrom muttered counterspells into his precious scrying orb. Nonetheless, the fire soon took root elsewhere, and many an Ostlander perished in its embrace, or was otherwise slain by comrades who feared the twisted and mutated creature he had become. In response, the Emperor thrust his hammer forward, shouting in the old tongue of the Unberogens as he did so. Lightning flared from the weapon’s glowing head, hurling one of the sorcerers away, slamming him into a pile of stone with a sickening crack.


  Handguns flamed as the looming shields drew nearer. It was too dark, the northlanders moving too swift for accurate aim, but the Ostlanders didn’t care. Sergeants and captains exhorted their men to aim low and where the attackers were densest. There would be no time to reload, so every bullet was now more precious than gold. Metallic clangs rang out as shots caromed off shields or punched through armour.


  The northlander advance barely slowed. The booming war chant swelled and deepened through the acrid powder smoke, the armoured warriors leaping their dead and wounded, or kicking them aside.


  Then, with a last glorious exultation to Tzeentch, the northlander charge crashed home.


  Braced though it was, the Empire square almost crumpled beneath that charge’s sheer brute force. Spears shattered as they hit daemon-forged armour, Nuln-wrought swords wasted their force on shields or thick-furred cloaks. In return, the axes and maces of the northlanders cut deep into flesh, battered aside sword and shield to hack and pulp the flesh beyond. Most of the Chaos warriors fought with little thought to their own defence, casting aside their shields to bring a second blade to bear, or even to strike the foe with a mighty, gauntleted fist. They were disdainful of the weak men of the south, and little wonder, for it took two such men to hold a single northlander at bay. and at least one other to have any chance of slaying the brute.


  Whilst Deathclaw still lived, the Emperor knew little danger, even from these new foes. He was ever in the thickest of the fray, smiting with hammer and lightning. Elsewhere, it was only where the greatswords fought that the men of the Empire knew true success. One strike from those artisan-forged zweihanders could split a Chaos warrior in twain, were the wielder allowed sufficient time to land his blow. The quicker- witted of the sergeants quickly realised this. At their order, spears, halberds and shields ceased to be weapons in the truest sense - they were now simply tools by which the foe could be caged, pinioned or blunted long enough for a greatsword to split his skull.


  Such tactics could only work whilst the Emperor’s forces had the advantage of numbers; for the moment at least, that advantage remained. Yet with each second that passed, the danger grew. All across the camp, chains were struck and cages unlatched as the northlanders sent more of their savage pets down into the square. Rabid hounds and shambling spawn were goaded against the Imperial formation, though in truth few needed much spurring once their senses tasted blood. A slab-muscled and ruddy-skinned slaughterbrute, many times the height of a man, slammed into the Carroburg Greatswords. Ignoring the sword- strokes that scattered from its hide, the creature pounded and stomped its way into the formation’s heart, the impact of each armoured limb crushing the valiant men of Carroburg two or three at a time.


  Before the beast could tear the greatswords entirely to ruin, Falstrom took command of the winds swirling around the bridge of storms, and drove them full against it. Corpses were flung across the square as the gust grew, but still the armoured monster came on, sweeping aside the remaining greatswords in its path, its hooves smashing through flagstones to seek purchase. Step by step, the creature trudged into the squall, recognising its tormentor by some brutish instinct. Falstrom held his ground, taking not so much as a backward step, for he had glimpsed something that the creature’s yellow eyes had not. With a sharp gesture, Falstrom released the winds.


  With no wind to fight any longer, the slaughterbrute staggered forward. It was still off-balance when Deathclaw struck its flank an instant later, the force of the impact driving his talons deep into the beast’s thick hide.


  The slaughterbrute slewed away under the momentum of the griffon’s strike, one claw clamping around Deathclaw’s throat, the other thrust away to brace against the ground. The Emperor’s hammer flared once, and the slaughterbrute bellowed in pain as the impact shattered the claws about Deathclaw’s throat. Thus freed, the griffon darted forward, and lanced his beak between the armoured plates of the monster’s neck. A slew of black blood gushed forth as Deathclaw tore out the slaughterbrute’s throat.


  A great cheer went up from the men of the Empire as the creature finally fell, a sound that redoubled in volume as Schwarzhelm hoisted the Imperial Standard high. Despite his bravado, the Emperor’s Champion was troubled. Time was against them: the sky was growing ever brighter. Certainly, there was dread in the darkness, but it also concealed hopelessness. In dawn’s light, too many of the men who had followed the Emperor to war would see the true scope of the odds arrayed against them. Schwarzhelm acknowledged that fear, but refused to succumb to it - his place was at the Emperor’s side in all things.


  Though none who fought in the square yet knew it, the Emperor’s plan was succeeding beyond all hope. Drawn by the flaring lightning and bold Imperial banners, the northlanders had practically trampled one another in their determination to reach the square. The upper reaches of the village, from which vantage points the hellcannons belched daemonfire at Averheim’s walls, were thronged only with warriors too sozzled or too slow to join their fellows. Such men were run down with all speed, their death screams lost beneath the far louder clamour that came from further downhill.


  By the time of the slaughterbrute’s fall, thirteen hellcannons had been destroyed and another half-dozen set loose from their chains to rampage hungrily about the siege camp. Two had even come to blows with one another, a contest that had wreathed the sky over Bolgen in glorious multicoloured flame before one of the daemon engines had emerged wounded, but triumphant.


  The cost had been high. Nearly half of the Reiksguard had been slain in their battle with the Doomblade Knights. That they had emerged victorious at all was thanks to a troop of Matthias Corber’s pistoliers, who had beset the Chaos knights’ flank with shot and sabre, scant moments after Schuler’s death. Too many of the Ostlanders had fallen in that clash and in the subsequent running battles with steed-borne marauders, but for now the glory of battle was heavy upon them, and Corber’s riders counted only their kills, not their losses. Now, with dawn threatening the sky, the raiders knew it was time to make good their retreat. Hauling upon their steeds’ reins, they turned back towards the portal crackling in the centre of the village, and the salvation it offered.


  Roiling clouds gathered over Bolgen’s Sigmarite shrine as Vilitch at last reached the end of his hastened ritual. As the sorcerer completed the final syllable, his words were repeated by a deeper voice than his own, the harsh words booming through the ruins like thunder. With a dull roar, the centre of the ritual circle fell away into many-coloured darkness, and the daemon horde spilled forth. Seeing the fruits of his labour through Thomin’s eyes, Vilitch scowled away his disappointment. The summoning had been concluded without mishap, but the scale was nowhere near as grand as the sorcerer had wished. Hundreds of daemons - not the thousands he had striven for - boiled free from the circle’s bindings. Haste had unmade Vilitch’s schemes - haste, and the unforeseen sortie from Averheim. Nonetheless, he felt victory could yet be secured.


  Thus was the next wave to assault the Emperor’s position nearly four times as large as the one that had preceded it. The daemons, wild with excitement, came in a shrieking and capering rush, insane cackles spilling forth from their mouths and tongues of flickering fire bursting from their fingers. When one was slain, it split into two smaller blue abominations, each surlier than its ‘parent’, but just as determined to squeeze the life out of his foes. Gangling fungoids came behind the capering horrors, flame oozing and spurting from continually shifting orifices. And behind these, but gaining fast: razor-quick screamers, the hunting beasts of the daemonic realm. Swift they were, too swift for bullets, and they swooped low through the Imperial ranks, horns and spines slashing through both armour and flesh.


  Behind the daemons at last came Vilitch, with his chosen warriors thick about him. The Fireborne advanced relentlessly, driven on by their master’s will. Such sturdy resolve was nowhere to be seen in the dregs that surged forward in the Fireborne’s wake. These were the survivors of earlier attacks, and they were wild with the need for vengeance, to unmake the slight upon their manhood that failure had wrought.


  The Griffon Legion bore the brunt of that daemon assault, just as they had borne the worst burdens of those long hours. Men quailed as the writhing tide crashed against their line, then found fresh bravery in the sight of the Imperial Standard fluttering overhead. Schwarzhelm himself knew no fear.


  Or rather, if he did, he buried it so deep that none could guess it from the expression upon his face. The Sword of justice had already reaped its share of northlanders that night, and now the Emperor’s Champion spurred forward to slay daemons. Left and right he hacked, losing count of how many strange and twisting corpses he left in his passing.


  To the west, the daemons fared poorly. It was there that the Emperor and Deathclaw fought, and their might alone was sufficient to keep much of the onslaught at bay. Moreover, the daemons seemed to grow turgid and slow in the Emperor’s presence, rendering them easy prey to those who fought in the Emperor’s shadow. To many of those who fought to the west, this was the final proof that Karl Franz was no longer truly a mortal man, but had been touched by Sigmar’s divinity, for surely only the holiest of powers could have weakened the daemons so?


  Alas, Schwarzhelm’s example and the Emperor’s deeds were not enough to rescue a worsening situation. The eastern face of the square, where the slaughterbrute had wrought such destruction, was barely holding firm. Once more, the men of Carroburg proved their worth. They stood


  their ground spitting and cursing at the horrors come to assail them, but they died all the same. Captain Corber saw the danger from his relatively untouched southern front, and sent Ostlanders to buttress the Carroburgers’ fading strength. For a few moments, the eastern front steadied and pushed back their foes. Then pink fire scorched across the corpse-strewn flagstones, and the recaptured ground was lost.


  The Emperor was on the brink of ordering the retreat through the bridge of storms, abandoning those he had sent into the dark, when a new war cry sounded. From the northern slopes came a motley warband of knights and pistoliers. They were bloodstained and battle-worn, and there were too many empty saddles amongst their ranks, but the men fighting in the square had seldom seen a sweeter sight.


  The newcomers scattered the northlanders milling at Vilitch’s rear, and then crashed into the Fireborne’s ranks. Pistols flared and men screamed defiance as they thrust sword and lance forward, but the Fireborne line did not break. Indeed, it scarcely shuddered. Fear and pain had no grasp upon their enthralled minds - they heard only the command to fight. And fight they did, with strength and skill undimmed by their thraldom. The Fireborne clove riders from their saddles, severed limbs and skulls with murderous ease. They fought on through wounds that would have left lesser men sobbing, never shying away from a blade if doing so would deny their own killing strike.


  The Emperor’s steely voice rang out, ordering his men to retreat through the bridge of storms. In that same moment, he urged Deathclaw into the fight against the Fireborne. Though wounded and weary, the griffon launched itself forwards once more.


  As Deathclaw slammed into Vilitch’s thralls, the men of the Empire began their fighting withdrawal.


  The wounded went first, the able- bodied dragging those who could no longer stand; the hale clustering ever tighter against the press of gibbering daemons. Only Schwarzhelm and the Griffon Legion went forward, determined to aid the Emperor in his rescue of the knights.


  Vilitch’s Fireborne were now pressed close on three fronts, and the sorcerer was growing desperate. He had thrown daemons and spellfire at the southlanders, assailed them with overwhelming numbers and the unstoppable force of his Fireborne. Would they not die? Vilitch twisted Thomin’s body towards Schwarzhelm’s comrades, and sent fire crackling out from his own twisted hands. He cackled with glee as the heart of the Griffon Legion exploded into choking ash, and the Imperial Standard set ablaze. But still the greatswords came on. Shifting his brother’s stance once again, Vilitch hurled bolts of writhing lightning against the roaring Deathclaw, but the seal upon the Emperor’s breast flared white and the bolts dissipated like smoke on the breeze. A demigryph slammed into Vilitch, then screeched its last as Thomin’s blade hacked into its throat. The knight, thrown from his saddle by the steed’s demise, roared once in challenge, then gurgled and died as Thomin’s morning star crushed his skull. Vilitch had no time to gloat. Deathclaw’s next swooping leap took him to the sorcerer’s side. One mighty swipe from the griffon’s paw sent Vilitch flying clean across the square to slam into the ruins of an old militia barracks.


  Vilitch regained his senses to see Schwarzhelm and the last of the Griffon Legion retreating into the bridge of storms. Deathclaw and the Emperor guarded their retreat, lightning rippling and crackling across the daemonic horde. Hissing with frustration, Vilitch goaded Thomin to his feet and set him charging towards the portal, barging daemons and marauders aside in his determination to avenge indignities. He was too late. With a final sweep of his wings, Deathclaw buffeted the daemons away and sprang into the portal.


  Blinded by rage and humiliation, Vilitch entered the bridge of storms at a run, changing flame flickering from his outstretched fingers. It was only when the sorcerer had crossed the threshold that he realised that the egress, wherever it had lain, had closed with the Emperor’s passage.


  He turned back the way he had came, in time only to see the shimmering gate to Bolgen drown in encroaching darkness. The Emperor had escaped, and he was trapped.


  Vilitch had no idea how long he had wandered in the darkness. Failure rankled at him, and the darkness brought unease. He would have given much for the ability to summon flame, but he had not felt the winds of magic since the portal had closed. Now he goaded his brother’s meaty form through the inky black, ever- searching for a means of escape.


  It had been Thomin’s fault that he had become trapped, of that the sorcerer was sure. His conjoined brother had been too slow, and the enemy had escaped as a direct result.


  ‘Stupid oaf,’ Vilitch hissed, as he had many times since Bolgen. ‘What use is brawn if it cannot function when required? You were turgid, clumsy. I curse the fate that shackled me to you.’


  Thomin remained silent, as he had in the face of every whispered insult since the twins had first been fused. Instead, he trudged tirelessly into the darkness. His heavy footfalls thudded across unseen footing, their rhythmic pounding unbroken by Vilitch’s constant stream of invective.


  By and by, Thomin could walk no more. Not for lack of strength, for his enthralled body was as unwearied as ever. Rather, Vilitch’s path was blocked by a smooth expanse of rock that would not shatter, no matter how hard Thomin’s fists pummelled it. Worse, when Vilitch turned about, he discovered a similar obstacle behind, though how it had come there, he could not say.


  Panic rose in the sorcerer’s gullet, but faded as he made a new discovery. There was magic in that place, magic he could use.


  Flame burst from Vilitch’s staff. In its light, the sorcerer saw through Thomin’s eyes that what he had taken for stone was in fact shining crystal. Their images reflected on and on, doubling and redoubling in the chamber’s fractal splendour.


  ‘Where am I?’ the sorcerer hissed aloud.


  ‘In the domain of the Great Sorcerer,’ came the response, whispered by a thousand mirthful voices. ‘He has heard your prayer, loyal champion, and is pleased to fulfil it.’


  ‘What prayer?’ Vilitch demanded of the voices. ‘I made no supplication.’


  ‘But I did,’ said Thomin, his voice dry and parched from decades of silence. ‘It is my turn now.’


  No! thought Vilitch. He struggled to speak, but found he could no longer recall any words. Cantrips and spells, the studies and schemes of a lifetime, faded from his mind like spent candleflame. Vilitch did not miss them. Indeed, in moments, he had forgotten that they had ever existed; he had even forgotten his own name.


  By the time the crystal labyrinth shifted again, and Thomin strode out beneath the Realm of Chaos’ violent skies, the thing that had been Vilitch the Curseling hung mute from his shoulder, eagerly awaiting his brother’s wise instruction.
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  For glorious days after the battle in the ruins of Bolgen, the bombardment of Averheim all but ceased. For the first time in long months, hope was reborn.


  On the northern wall, engineers used spyglasses to peer across the Aver, to the remains of Vilitch’s siege camp. The plunder-thirsty skaven, never the most reliable of allies, had stripped the siege camp’s remains bare. That betrayal left the northern portion of the siegeworks badly weakened, and the Emperor would have considered a breakout, had he not known that Archaon’s horde would sweep through those same lands.


  The Emperor did not speak of this new danger to any save his council. Thus, as far as Averheim’s beleaguered defenders were concerned, Karl Franz had delivered their first serious victory - the first of many more to come, for it seemed that the tide of the war had turned. Many celebrated, but a few looked upon the ragged survivors of the night’s sortie, and realised that triumph had come with a terrible price. Nonetheless, whispers spread through the squalid barracks and tenements that help would come soon. The Empire was not so broken as had previously been thought. Armies were converging on Averheim, the rumours said, armies that would break the siege once and for all. Yet these rumours were lies. That they were lies born of hope made them all the crueller. A favourite tale was of how Valten, herald of Sigmar, was yet free in the north, and was gathering to him all men who had the strength and will to fight. Only the Emperor knew that Valten was dead. In a dream too vivid to be mere fantasy, he had felt the blow that had taken the lad’s head. Valten was not coming. No one was coming.


  Though wearied by his burdens, the Emperor did not rest. Indeed, he hardly slept at all any longer. Together with Ungrim and Jerrod, he oversaw what preparations could be made for Archaon’s arrival. In between the increasingly intermittent attacks, engineers and light wizards laboured to buttress the battered walls. Black powder mines were set amongst the rubble and fitted with cunning dwarfen fuses that could not be set alight by chance. Where the walls were weakest, barricades were dragged into the streets beyond, huge mounds of rubble and timber that could funnel the attackers into carefully prepared ambuscades.


  The Emperor had heard the rumours of friendly armies on the march. He recognised the need they spoke to, even if he knew them to be untrue.


  The Empire had no other armies, just the battered and doomed host within Averheim’s walls. However, as the hours ticked by, and Archaon’s horde drew nearer, the Emperor at last admitted there was yet an army within the Empire’s bounds, and a mighty one at that. He had not wanted to call upon their aid, for some allies were scarcely less horrific than the enemy at the gates. It no longer mattered. Averheim needed aid if it were to survive, regardless of whence the aid came.


  That night, Karl Franz led another sortie from Averheim’s walls, borne into the skies by Deathclaw’s mighty wings. Behind him came a dozen of Jerrod’s knights, each astride a swift pegasus. The swirling furies parted as the Emperor’s lightning hammered through the clouds. Screeching with dismay, the daemons banked clear of the crackling bolts, then swooped back around to assail the lesser prey that followed in the Emperor’s wake. It availed them naught. Though the knights of Bretonnia had eaten meagre rations since the siege began, their steeds had wanted for little. Few daemons of the immortal realms could match a pegasus for swiftness, in moments of need. Though the knights felt the lure of combat, the desire to strike the daemon-crows from the skies, duty won out over pride. Even as a second torrent of lightning split the swarm of furies apart once more, the knights were already a league to the east, drawing further from Averheim with each passing moment. In the panniers of their leader, Aubric of Bastonne, nestled a scroll bearing the Imperial seal.


  Thus did the Emperor propose a military alliance with the Great Necromancer, Nagash. Common purpose with the undead was not entirely unheard of. During the Glottkin invasion, the vampire Vlad von Carstein had drawn swords alongside the living, had even been made an elector count in exchange for his oath to stand ready in the Empire’s defence.


  Ungrim and lerrod had both argued against the Emperor’s chosen course.


  It was one thing to make an accord with a von Carstein, quite another to treat with his undying master. But the Emperor had brooked no argument.


  Aid could come from no other quarter. Ulthuan was gone. Those dwarfs not already within Averheim’s walls had sealed themselves away so deep that messengers could not reach them. Allies of old were in short supply, and the only respite lay with an ancient enemy. Neither the dwarf nor the Bretonnian had much liked the Emperor’s logic, but they had acceded nonetheless. All knew that Nagash would attempt to twist any victory to his own dark purposes, but that battle could be fought when and if any survived the coming weeks.


  Aubric’s knights were taken captive soon after they broached night-shrouded Sylvania, seized by Mannfred von Carstein’s vampiric minions. The self-styled Lord of Sylvania had fallen in Nagash’s sight of late, condemned through his own double-dealing and a feud with the vampiress Neferata. The Queen of Mysteries had only ever served Nagash under sufferance. With the Great Necromancer seldom stirring from the Black Pyramid, she had taken the opportunity to retreat to her fortress at the Silver Pinnacle, where she would not have to endure the company of creatures such as the Mortarch of Night.


  Sensible of his waning fortunes, Mannfred did not put the knights to death himself, but delivered them - largely intact - to the Black Pyramid. There, Aubric was permitted to deliver his message, but was then put to death without ever receiving a reply.


  There was one fatal miscalculation in the Emperor’s plan: it all hinged on Nagash’s willingness to accept an alliance, and the Great Necromancer saw no reason why he should do so.


  In the time since he had returned to Sylvania, Nagash had lain recumbent within the Black Pyramid, drawing the death magic of Sylvania into his own undead form. When complete, Nagash was certain he would have power enough to challenge the Chaos Gods themselves. As yet, the process was but half-finished. Nagash had no desire to draw the attention of the Chaos Gods until he was ready, and none at all to risk his grand plan to save a relative handful of mortals who would serve him better dead than they would alive.


  But the proposed alliance was not forgotten by all. Alone of Nagash’s surviving Mortarchs, Vlad von Carstein yet felt a passing loyalty to the Empire. Moreover, he recognised the Great Necromancer’s deluded arrogance. Vlad knew that Averheim’s fate would soon be Sylvania’s also if action were not taken, and resolved to defy his master.


  ‘Fools! All of them, fools!


  Vlad von Carstein’s voice drowned out the sound of the door slamming behind him. Balthasar Gelt was careful to keep his gaze on one of the wax- encrusted chandeliers.


  ‘Have you nothing to say?’


  Vlad demanded ‘Have...’ He broke off in a fit of coughing that spattered drops of stinking, green-red fluid across the polished wooden floor. The sores and lesions had faded, but Otto Glott’s ‘gift’ still raged within him. Gelt did not know the seriousness of his master’s plight. Vlad von Carstein was not one to admit weakness.


  ‘What is it?’ Gelt asked.


  Vlad wiped his lips clean.


  ‘Karl Franz has at last asked for aid, but Nagash has refused. My peers haven’t the courage to defy him. They do not realise what is at stake.’


  Defiance kindled in Gelt’s soul. ‘Then all this has been for nothing. I should never have listened to you.’


  Vlad gave a sharp smile - his first since entering the ballroom. ‘You still blame me for what you have become?’


  ‘It is an unholy power.’


  ‘You brought this fate upon yourself,’ Vlad said airily. ‘I merely ensured that your ‘fall’ counted for something.’


  ‘I’ll never believe that.'


  Vlad staggered as a coughing fit wracked his body. ‘Then believe this,’ he said at last.


  ‘You and I shall go to Averheim, even if no other in this land will. Nagash promised to restore Isabella to me, and has not done so. I owe him nothing in return.’ He paused, thoughtful. ‘And then there is the matter of my oath.’


  ‘It means that much to you?’ asked Gelt, wary of some trap.


  ‘It shouldn’t,’ Vlad conceded. ‘Though perhaps it is not you alone who has been changed by our partnership.’


  [image: 12_VAmpire-Counts-sm_fmt10]



  Vlad departed Sylvania in secrecy, with only Gelt and a bodyguard of Drakenhof Templars. He doubted that Nagash had attention to spare for trivial surveillance, but the same could not be said of his fellow Mortarchs. Of the original nine, only four others remained at Nagash’s side, and Vlad trusted none of them. Arkhan and Krell scarcely existed as beings in their own right any longer, so closely tied were they to their dread master. Luthor Harkon was mad, and Mannfred... Mannfred was the most treacherous of all, always reaching for a prize ever out of his reach, and far beyond anything that he had earned. Mannfred would have betrayed Vlad to Nagash in a moment, and so Vlad gathered his bodyguard away from prying eyes.


  They rode with all speed, urged by all the dark magic at Vlad’s command, but still Gelt deemed their progress too slow. The decision made, he longed to return to his people, even if all he achieved was to die at their side. With each passing hour, he felt more his old self, more like the Gelt of years ago, before Vlad had tempted him onto the path of necromancy. His thoughts were clearer, his purpose sharper. Vlad’s influence was falling away, though whether this was the vampire’s own choice, or some side effect of the Glottkin poison, Gelt could not be sure. He certainly made no attempt to speak of it with Vlad.


  Instead, Gelt spent long hours ranging ahead of the templars’ march, and put from his mind the spells and incantations he had learnt as Vlad’s pupil. This was no easy task, and temptation ever whispered through Gelt’s mind, but the wizard was determined to become the man he had once been, in thought as well as deed. He held out no hope that he would ever be welcomed by his fellow men - his fall had done much to bring about the Empire’s current cataclysmic state - but hope of personal redemption still lingered. If Vlad knew what was at play within his acolyte’s mind, he gave no sign, and certainly made no effort to prevent Gelt from roaming.


  Meanwhile, far to the west, the vanguard of Archaon’s army at last reached Averheim. They spilled from the Old Dwarf Road into the village of Bolgen, driving out the skaven who had squatted in the ruins since Vilitch’s defeat. By the time dusk fell, the northern skyline was choked with black banners, with more streaming in at every moment. The following morning, the land between Bolgen and the Aver was thick with tents and campfires, yet still more northlanders came. They spread east and west along the riverbanks, displacing warbands and tribes who had been part of the siege from the very start.


  Even from the distance of Averheim’s walls, it was plain that the newcomers were of a different mettle to those they replaced. Their banner poles were hung with naked skulls, their armour was the colour of spilt blood, and their war songs little more than discordant shrieking. Where they marched, the skies shone a wrathful and brooding red, and the waters of the Aver ran thick with gore. These were the tribes of the Skaramor, and amongst their number marched the skullreapers, murderous champions of the Blood God.


  Up until that point, the skullreapers had been the stuff of bleak rumour. Seldom had their warbands crossed into the Empire. The skullreapers deemed the men of the south to be weaklings, their severed heads poor trophies of battles that had never been in doubt. Instead, they had roamed the northern wastes, preying upon the territory of mighty warriors: the Kurgan, the Hung, the Kvelligs and a dozen more. Now, with the weaklings at last purged from the Empire at other hands, the Skaramor came south in their thousands and tens of thousands to slay the survivors. Their lords had pledged allegiance to Archaon’s war, but in truth they served only the Blood God. They would drown Averheim in its defenders’ gore, and pile the skulls high in testament to their wrathful patron. This they would do at Archaon’s direction, but only because Khorne had decreed it.


  There were many warlords amongst the Skaramor, but one bore Khorne’s favour more visibly than most. Skarr Bloodwrath had roamed the wastes for centuries. He had slaughtered enemies beyond counting, and been laid low himself on many occasions, only to be reborn from the blood of those he had slain. Skarr was a champion well on the way to daemonhood - at least, insofar as such things could ever be certain - and he was a terror to his own followers as much as he was a blight upon the foe.


  Amongst all the warriors of the Skaramor, only the Gorequeen Valkia dared oppose Skarr. She too was held high in Khorne’s regard, and the Blood God’s blessings had redoubled following her slaughter of the Naggarothi. The survivors of that campaign marched to Averheim beneath Valkia’s skull-laden banner. They were fewer in number than Skarr’s followers, but had a war- honed savagery that more than made up for their relative lack of warriors.


  Both Skarr and Valkia had grown mighty with Khorne’s favour, but there was one amongst the host whose mind and body had buckled beneath divine gifts. Scyla Anfingrimm had been one of the Skaramor since he had joined them in obliterating his old tribe. Scyla had once been a great champion, a terror upon the coastlines of the world, but he was a leader no longer; he was no longer even a man. His mind was that of a raging beast, his only desire to kill and destroy. Nevertheless, Scyla’s instinct for slaughter was undimmed. Many amongst the Skaramor believed him high in Khorne’s favour even now, and that to follow him into battle was to court the Blood God’s favour. Where the ground shook to Scyla’s monstrous stride, the Skaramor were close behind.


  Clashes broke out amongst the besiegers that night as the Skaramor bloodily seized control. Battle cries and the clash of steel upon steel rolled across the wide Aver valley as a new hierarchy was forged. Chieftains who would not pledge loyalty to the newcomers were decapitated, and thrown into the river. Many of those who did swear allegiance to Valkia or Skarr were slain also, their blood dedicated to the Lord of Skulls, their heads added to the grim totems set just beyond the range of cannon-fire.


  The last of the skaven scurried away that night, having no desire to continue the siege alongside such allies. Their absence was scarcely missed. The defenders had eyes only for the blood-mad horde newly come to their lands, and the Skaramor cared not that the callow, treacherous vermin had departed.


  Still the Skaramor flooded into the Aver valley. They made no move to assault the walls, content to war amongst themselves as they awaited the arrival of he who had set them to the march. Thousands amongst the horde perished as axes grew restless, but thousands more arrived under the red and angry sun. At night, Averheim shook to drumbeat and war-song, its defenders’ fevered dreams disturbed by the chant and death-bellow of blood sacrifice.


  At last, days after the first of the Skaramor set foot in the Aver valley, Archaon came to Averheim. He rode at the head of his Swords of Chaos, and Ka’Bandha’s great winged shadow loomed close behind. All at once, thick black clouds began to swirl overhead, and red lightning split the sky. The chanting Skaramor fell silent for a moment, but then their song began again, wilder and more wrathful than before.


  ‘What is your will, Everchosen?’ Ka’Bandha rumbled from behind Archaon.


  The Everchosen marked the daemon’s impatience, and swept his gaze across fire- scorched ground and the circle of kneeling champions. Amongst the Everchosen’s warlords, only Ka’Bandha stood tall; only Ka’Bandha chafed at servitude. The mortals were no better than dogs, desperate to please the Lord of Skulls and, by extension, his emissary. So long as blood flowed, they would obey, but Ka’Bandha wished to be more than simply a tool of slaughter.


  Archaon did not answer straight away, but stared silently out across the Aver valley, towards the last Imperial fortress. The Imperials hid behind walls, never learning that to do so was to declare your cause already lost.


  One last battle, and the Empire would be erased from history.


  It was a journey of centuries almost done. A lesser man might feel exultation or apprehension at a life’s work so nearly complete, but the Everchosen felt nothing in the yawning abyss that was his soul.


  ‘What is your will?’ the Bloodthirster growled again, each word laden with threat.


  Archaon knew that the daemon would kill him the moment he lost Khorne’s favour, but not before. Pathetic. The Bloodthirster possessed might enough to crush a small army, but was reluctant to hack down his mortal liege, lest it offend his divine master. Fortunately, the Blood God was easiest of the four Dark Brothers to keep amused. Ka’Bandha would wait forever.


  Turning his back on Averheim, Archaon at last addressed his champions. ‘They have fought well. We shall grant them the gift of a glorious death. But remember, Karl Franz is mine.’
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  The defenders of Averheim had expected the new-come horde to spend several days reinforcing their siege lines. The city’s walls still stood tall, and the skaven had proven time and again that assault by escalade led to little other than the slaughter of the attackers.


  A breach would be needed to carry Archaon’s forces beyond the city walls, and breaches took time to carve in thick stone. Averheim had days of bombardment to endure before steel clashed upon steel. So did the defenders believe.


  They were wrong.


  The assault along the northern wall began scant hours after Archaon’s banner had crested the skyline. The Skaramor came under dark clouds and blood-red skies, howling like madmen and chanting in harsh tongues. At first, the watchmen on the northern wall held their fire, fearing that the attack was intended to lure the defenders into betraying their positions with weapons fire. Then they counted the number of torches blazing in the crimson dark, and knew that this was no mere test of the defences. Orders rang out across the battlement, linstocks were pressed to touch-holes, and the first cannons unleashed their fury.


  For a brief, glorious moment, the roar and scream of roundshot drowned out the bellowing of the Skaramor. That moment passed all too soon, and the cries of the dying were quickly masked by the renewed war- fervour of those below. Explosions shook the rotting boneyard that was Averheim’s northern approach, the brief flames revealing tattooed bodies flung aside and mangled corpses hurled skywards in pieces. Aiming was almost impossible in that light, but it was of little consequence. The Skaramor were as thick as beetles upon the approach, and it was an unlucky shell indeed that missed its mark entirely.


  The horde swept closer, the chanting became more ragged as all attempt at formation was abandoned. Oil-soaked bundles of straw were set alight and heaved from the ramparts, their dirty yellow flames illuminating the closest attackers clear enough for proper aim. Handguns blazed across the rampart, the dirty cough of Imperial arms punctuated by the deeper, sharper report of the rifled dwarfen guns. Skaramor fell by the score, the dead and wounded trampled by those who came behind. Handguns flamed for a second time. Across the wall’s foot, chains fell from lifeless hands, but plenty of brass grapnels bit home upon the wall. Within moments, each chain was heavy with straining Skaramor, hauling themselves hand over hand toward the battlement.


  Cannons and mortars continued to pound the Skaramor flooding to the base of the wall, but the handgunners now targeted the foes ascending the outer face. Bullets cracked and whined, ricocheting from dark plate and thudding into flesh. Dozens of northlanders plummeted from their chains, bones smashed or muscles torn beyond use. Others were hauled clear by the unwounded who came behind, no longer willing to be delayed by a comrade’s dying flesh.


  As gunners continued to fire, other defenders hacked at the grapnels. Their slim swords could not split the chains, so dwarfs brought up hammers and axes. They battered at the brass until the tortured metal gave way, and even smote the parapet’s facing stones until the attackers’ own weight tore them loose. But for every grapnel dislodged in this manner, another three found purchase upon the walls.


  So it raged for hours. The approach to the walls became choked with the newly slain, as the Skaramor were hurled from the stones by arrow, bolt and bullet. Yet still the northlanders came. As midnight approached, the wind died. Stinking powder smoke hung lifeless about the walls, concealing the bellowing mass below. Still the defenders loaded and fired, loaded and fired, trusting that the horde was so vast that no shot would be wasted.


  Thousands of Skaramor perished before reaching the walls, hundreds more fell wounded and were trampled by their own kind, but the defenders felt no triumph. All were desperately thirsty from the bitter powder smoke that lingered thickly about the walls. All were weary, for those without bows or handguns had busied themselves by heaving rocks - and even their own dead - over the walls, relying on the plunge to add lethal force to the improvised missiles.


  And dead there were upon the walls, too many dead by far. Throughout the assault, Skaramor hurled axes, dirks and other crude blades at the ramparts. Most were cheated by the stone, but enough found their mark. Marksmen died mid-shot as the blades thudded home, coarse insults fell ashen on troll slayers’ tongues. Each body that toppled from the ramparts or slid back from the parapet was greeted with a chorus of jeers from the horde below. The northlanders did not care that their losses were a thousandfold those of their foes. Their assault culled the weak, and made an offering of slaughter to the Blood God.


  In the early hours of the morning, the assault thickened. Grapnels were hurled against the eastern and western walls. Rain-sodden troops who had been sent to reinforce Duke Jerrod’s northern garrison were hurriedly recalled to give battle on other quarters. Ungrim Ironfist led the defence of the east. Again and again, the fire in his blood boiled loose to scour the Skaramor from the wall’s foot, but each time unwounded northlanders surged over the blackened dead. It was little better to the west. There, the Emperor’s lightning reduced scores of northlanders to charred and stinking flesh, but still the Skaramor hurled themselves on.


  To make matters worse, the remaining hellcannons - silent for long days at Archaon’s order - now recommenced their bombardment. As the sky brightened, the air was full of trailing fire, screaming towards Averheim.


  The barrage was thinner than in previous weeks, but far more tightly targeted. Every shot slammed home against the ancient masonry of the north gate, each impact shuddering the battlements and showering the Skaramor with fragments of pulverised stone.


  It was not just the Skaramor who died in the shadow of the north gate. Archaon had loosed his army’s behemoths against the battered steel and timber portal, intending them to pry the ancient gates apart. Two giants and a slaughterbrute lay unmoving between the great stone arches, their guts shot away by helblaster volley guns cunningly concealed within the walls. But the Everchosen had such brutes to spare, and he sent them unhesitatingly into the killing ground.


  Dawn came, and the heavens burst, thunder rumbling about Averheim’s walls like the booming laughter of a cruel god. Heavy rain swept across the Aver valley, transforming the already muddy ground into a bloody quagmire. Defenders who had moments before prayed for water to quench the acrid powder stench in their throats, now shuddered as their garb grew heavy with water, and the chill of the rain crept into their bones. Still they loaded and fired, loaded and fired, glad for the wan daylight that aided their aim.


  There was a brief and unexpected lull in the fighting, as the next wave of Skaramor dragged their way through the valley’s sucking morass. But the light brought despair as well as hope. As the defenders peered out through the rain and across the Aver valley, they saw that they had done their work too well. The dead of the northern assault had lain where they had fallen, each new wave of attackers trampling down the fallen who had come before. In many places along the northern wall, the mound of the dead was so high that its crest lay but feet below the crenelations. It would be a steep climb, and a macabre one, but the compacted dead offered a route to the battlements as sure as any siege tower. The attackers had seen it too. When they began anew, the northlanders hurled themselves up the mounds of their own dead, scrabbling and clawing at the still warm flesh in their desperation to reach the summit.


  At the north gate, the situation was far worse. The hellcannon bombardment had shattered the arched bastions that stood guard over the gate, and had unseated many of the helblasters and cannons that had so far kept Archaon’s monstrous host at bay. Now the roar of smoke and flame was reduced to mere pinpricks of light and fury, drowned out by the crude battle-oaths of the giants who battered at the gate with boulders and meaty fists.


  Helstorm rockets were stripped from their launchers by frantic defenders. Fuses were lit, and the blazing missiles tossed into the space before the gate. The flash and roar of the explosions rocked the gateway. One giant toppled over, his chest blown apart by a rogue rocket’s strike. Another roared in pain, his eyes burnt out by the fires rippling across his body, but continued to pummel the gate until life left him.


  A short distance to the cast, Skarr Bloodwrath was first on the rampart, his chained axes whirling through the downpour. Already, a dozen bodies lay at his feet, the bold colours of Ostland and Talabecland glistening with fresh blood. An Ostlander captain bellowed a challenge, his greatsword already swinging before


  the words were fully uttered. Skarr’s next strike split the tempered steel as if it were a twig, and the backswing clove the captain’s head from his body. Roaring with triumph, Skarr heaved the ruined corpse to one side and stepped into the newly created space. Behind him, bellowing Skaramor warriors hauled their way onto the wall.


  Oaths to Sigmar, Grimnir and the blessed Lady rang out across the wall as the defenders strove to clear the rampart, but the enemy were too many. Now it was the turn of the northlanders to wreak slaughter, for few amongst the defenders could match a skullreaper’s battle-fury.


  Only where the dwarfish slayers and Jerrod’s knights fought did the onslaught even slow. With each moment that passed, however, more of the northern wall fell into the northlanders’ grasp. The trickle of Skaramor upon the walls became a flood. Duke Jerrod, his sword already slick with the invaders’ blood, cursed at his ill fate, and ordered the retreat from the walls.


  Ungrim and the Emperor needed no warning of Jerrod’s plight. For long minutes now, routed defenders had been fleeing east and west, desperate to escape the doom that waited to the north. These were peasants of Bretonnia and militiamen of the Imperial provinces - men who had fought well against terrible odds, but whose courage had at last deserted them. Nary a dwarf fled with them. Valaya’s children died without turning their backs upon the foe.


  The Emperor urged Deathclaw into the air, to better judge the plight of the northern wall. At once he saw Jerrod’s men boiling down the broad ramps and into the Plenzerplatz beyond. He saw also that no amount of reinforcement could alter the situation, even had he any to give. Then came a dark flash from the northern gatehouse, and the Emperor knew that the city was lost.


  Archaon urged Dorghar towards the north gates, uncaring of the shots whining around him and rebounding off his armour. This was his hour of destiny - no peasant’s bullet could prevent that.


  Behind Archaon rode the Swords of Chaos. Ahead of him, the gates’ wooden facings loomed high. They were torn and dented, the steel core showing through in many places. The Everchosen gave a small grunt of surprise. He had not believed the gates would have lasted so long against the creatures he had loosed against them. Yet still the gates stood, battered but unbroken whilst their assailants were nought but scraps of flesh and bone scattered at their feet.


  ‘U’zuhl, come forth!’ the Everchosen commanded, holding the Slayer of Kings high. ‘Lend me your strength!’


  In response, dark light rippled along the outstretched blade, and Archaon felt the haft grow cold. The daemon within the cursed steel had obeyed - this time, at least.


  Archaon brought the Slayer of Kings about in a single, smooth motion, the tip of the blade striking the centre of the gates. There was a flash of ashen light as a deafening explosion ripped the mighty gates from their archway, and hurled the blasted remains deep into the city beyond.


  Beneath his three-eyed helm, Archaon smiled. The city of Averheim was in his grasp. Karl Franz would be next.


  Weary and bloodied though Averheim’s defenders might have been, they were not yet done. Contingencies for the city’s fall were almost as old as the siege itself, and were now put into desperate effect. Cannons and helblasters were abandoned on the walls, too cumbersome to be salvaged. The injured were loaded onto gun limbers, or hauled away by their comrades.


  As the Emperor marshalled his sodden knights to reinforce the retreat from the north wall, the west wall’s defenders fell back through Averheim’s streets in good order. At every crossway, captains and thanes brought their soldiers to a halt and fired volleys through the deluge, clearing the attackers from the streets behind. It was slow and steady work, but the regiments kept their nerve, no matter what howling horrors threw themselves into their path.


  To the east there would be no withdrawal. There, the Skaramor had burst swiftly through the rout, cutting Ungrim Ironfist’s line of retreat. Deeming the burning streets a poor place to make his final stand, the Slayer King had instead marshalled his dwarfs about the bastions of the eastern wall. Fire licked the eastern sky, marking where Ungrim stood and, as the wind shifted, the death-songs of the slayer host billowed across the beleaguered city. Whatever followed, the scions of Karak Kadrin would face it alone.


  From the south wall, the runesmith Gotri Hammerson witnessed the blood-mad horde flow about Ungrim’s position. Ordering the dwarfs of Zhufbar to abandon defences that would soon be overcome, he hurried north along the ramparts. The steel of Zhufbar would fight alongside the fire of Karak Kadrin.


  Flames blossomed through Averheim’s northern quarter as the invaders sacked and pillaged everything in their path. Screams echoed through the rain as fleeing defenders were cut off from safety. Khornate axes hacked down, severed heads were piled amongst the ruins, and the northlanders pressed on, eager for more victims.


  The Steilstrasse - the main route between the north gate and the Plenzerplatz - was kept clear, and this only because it was the roadway by which the Emperor and Duke Jerrod made their withdrawal. Infantry double-timed towards the Plenzerplatz, and the safety of the Averburg beyond, their retreat shielded by the knights of two realms. This rearguard repeatedly harried the northlanders, holding the horde back with steel and lightning. Each charge cost them dear. Knights were dragged from their saddles and hacked apart. Jerrod was unhorsed twice, saved once by the sacrifice of his old comrade, Taurin the Wanderer, and a second time when Deathclaw’s talons raked through a warband of skull- helmed knights. Little by little, the shrinking band inched back towards the Plenzerplatz, knowing that to give in to panic was to invite death.


  Further south, officers barked orders at the troops flooding into the Plenzerplatz, bringing order to the retreat. Behind them, a smoothly arching roadway led up to the Averburg, the open gates beckoning the defenders to safety. The first regiments were heading towards the causeway when a vast shadow swooped overhead, circled once, and alighted atop the pillar of skulls raised in commemoration of Gorbad Ironclaw’s long-ago invasion.


  Handguns sparked and arrows whistled through the air as the assembled troops sought to fell the monster in their midst. Ka’Bandha bellowed brief laughter as the arrowheads and bullets nicked at his flesh. Then the grim sound abruptly ceased, replaced by a thunderous intonation of harsh and writhing words. Black blood spilled across Ka’Bandha’s limbs, running in rivulets down the pillar of skulls. The fluid gathered in eye sockets and the hollows of brainpans, then spilled over the calcified ridges to gather at the pillar’s base.


  The soldiers in the square below redoubled their efforts, some noting in horror that there was too much blood, far more than could have spilled from the daemon’s veins. Still Ka’Bandha chanted, and the pool of blood expanded across the cobbles, lapping at feet and ankles.


  The first screams broke out moments later. Wiry arms lunged out of the blood, their dark talons latching onto thighs and arms. Soldiers were yanked from their feet, dragged beneath the surface of a pool that could not possibly be deep enough to conceal their bodies. Panic reigned as the militiamen backed desperately away. A warrior priest shouted castigations, and struck at fleeing soldiers with the butt of his hammer. As he railed at the fleeing men, a horned daemon, hunched and wiry, burst clear of the pool. Springing to the priest’s side, the bloodletter beheaded the luckless mortal with a single blow, then bounded to find another victim. As the priest’s headless body fell into the spreading pool, hundreds more daemons breached the surface. With one last guttural syllable, Ka’Bandha spread his wings once more, and swooped to join the slaughter.


  There was no halting the rout from the Plenzerplatz. The men of the Empire had given their all in the siege of Averheim. They had endured daemonfire, had held firm against warriors who marched into death without flinching, but the emergence of daemons at the heart of the city had finally broken their will. The dwarfs alone held their ground, forming crude shield walls and rally squares in the heart of the rout. Ragged militia streamed and swirled past, bloodletters howling in pursuit. Then the militiamen were gone, or fled up the roadway to the Averburg. The dwarfs were alone, islands in the daemonic tide. For a time, axes hacked and pistols blazed across the Plenzerplatz but, one by one, the shield walls were breached and the dwarfs overwhelmed.


  Even with all that had happened, the Averburg could still have held. Alas, its gates, opened to admit the retreating defenders, were too slow. Before the heavy barricades could close, Ka’Bandha was between them, a mighty claw braced against each. For a dozen heartbeats, daemonic brawn fought the steam-powered dwarfen mechanisms that drove the gate. With each passing moment, more bloodletters streamed beneath the greater daemon’s outstretched arms and into the Averburg’s courtyard. Helblasters flamed, and the leading daemons vanished, torn apart by the hail of shot. More bloodletters flooded in behind, hacking down the gunnery crews before they could reload. Worse yet for the Averburg’s defenders, a series of clanging booms sounded somewhere in the walls as piston-seals blew and scalding steam vented into the gatehouse. The gates gave one last shudder and went still. With a bellow of victory, Ka’Bandha passed beneath the crest of Siggurd, and into the last remaining fortress of the Empire.


  By the time the Emperor’s weary rearguard reached the Plenzerplatz, they found it strewn with dead.


  The pool about the pillar of skulls hissed and bubbled. High above, the Averburg’s walls ran with blood, and the screams of the garrison danced like daemons upon the air. There was to be no refuge.


  Jerrod looked out across the ruin of the Plenzerplatz and swore softly. All around him, Averheim burned. Defeat had come so quickly, so completely.


  Jerrod sensed motion to his left, and turned in his saddle to see Deathclaw land beside him. Karl Franz’s face was no less stricken than his own, but then Averheim had been his city, and the last bastion of his people.


  ‘Your knights fought well,’ said the Emperor, at last. ‘We couldn’t have held as long as we did without them.’


  ‘For all the good it has done.’


  ‘Every day of defiance was a victory,’ the Emperor corrected. ‘And my defiance, at least, is not yet done.’


  He flung out an arm in the direction of the Steilstrasse, where black banners and a golden helm could be seen through the shifting smoke.


  ‘At the head of this horde rides the one they name the Everchosen. He is the Dark Gods’ chief emissary upon this world. Kill him, and we may yet thwart their purpose. We will at least make an ending worthy of the telling.’ He paused. ‘I would reckon our chances better if a few good knights of Bretonnia rode with us. Perhaps your Lady will see fit to bless our cause?’


  ‘Is Sigmar’s blessing not enough?’ Jerrod asked, his spirits peculiarly lifted by the Emperor’s words.


  ‘He will ride with us, sure enough,’ the Emperor replied. ‘But in these dark days I will take the aid of any god who will offer it.’


  Neither man said anything for a moment. In the middle- distance, the black banners drew steadily nearer.


  ‘One last charge, then?’ Jerrod asked at last.


  ‘One last charge,’ the Emperor agreed. ‘Let us make an end they will remember.’
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  One Last Charge
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  No trumpet sounded the Emperor’s final charge, no strident notes beneath the rain-lashed sky. There was just a bellowed prayer beneath the glorious colours of the Imperial Standard, a plea to the heavens that Sigmar and the blessed Lady might look favourably upon this last sacrifice.


  And perhaps it worked. Every man who rode alongside the Emperor that day knew a portion of Sigmar’s strength. As Jerrod’s knights set their spurs, a ghostly figure was silhouetted against the weeping clouds, her arms spread in shelter about the bold knights of the sunward realm. Then the prayer faded, drowned by the thunder of hooves upon cobbles. Lances were lowered, swords were drawn, and the killing began.


  The Skaramor were little more than a wild mob by the time they reached the end of the Steilstrasse. Drunk on slaughter, and caked in the foul offal of those they had slain, they gave no thought to the fact that some defiance might yet remain amongst Averheim’s ruins. This blind arrogance cost the Khornate tribesmen dear.


  The leading warbands met their fate where the Steilstrasse and the Plenzerplatz met. Unformed and unready, the northlanders broke apart as the lances tore into their flesh, and battered swords clove down through their helms. Survivors reeled away, mangled stumps and ragged wounds gushing blood onto a roadway already slick with gore.


  The ground shook as a bellowing northlander champion, his steed a thing of cursed metal and daemonic fury, barrelled forward to meet the knightly charge. His rune-axe swung in a great arc, beheading one Reiksguard and striking another from his saddle. Then there was a piercing screech, and the axe-wielder vanished beneath a mass of blood-matted feathers. The Emperor’s hammer struck once, staving in the champion’s helm. In the same heartbeat, Deathclaw tore the juggernaut apart, and flung the ichor-flecked fragments into the disordered mass.


  On the Emperor’s knights drove, on towards the grim blazon of Archaon’s banner. They made no attempt to slay all who stood their path. It was enough to drive the Skaramor aside, to use the impetus of that reckless, near-impossible charge to clear a path. Had the knights halted, or even slowed, it would have seen them overwhelmed. Besides, the slaughter of those left behind could be trusted to other hands.


  What little infantry remained to the Emperor charged home behind the knights. Most were the veterans of the assault on Vilitch’s siege camp, and the memory of their unlikely victory amongst Bolgen’s ruins now stirred them to glory. Thus, the northlanders fortunate enough to have survived the initial charge now found themselves assailed for a second time. Greatswords hewed northland plate, halberds hacked down, blood flowed in rivers, and then the roadway was cleared. The soldiery of the Empire, tasting their first victory in days, ran on through the rain, eager for more.


  Jerrod lost all track of the lives he took in those wild minutes. No matter how many warbands of northlanders were scattered by the headlong charge, there was always another between the knights and their foe. Worse, the deeper into the Steilstrasse the knights rode, the more alleyways and side streets opened up to their flanks - arteries of the dying city that now spurted wild foes onto the Steilstrasse’s broad stones.


  Ahead and to his right, Jerrod saw a monstrous spawn - all flailing tentacles and gnashing teeth - come reeling out of one such crossway.


  Fortunately, the beast was too slow, its uneven gait leaving it easy prey for the lances that converged upon its leathery hide. At the same moment, smoke billowed from a burning alleyway on jerrod’s left, a savage war-cry echoing close behind.


  Crimson-armoured northlanders thundered out of the darkness, their lances and the sheer brute force of the daemonic steeds’ impact spilling Bretonnian knights from their saddles. Jerrod hauled on his reins with one hand, yanking his horse clear even as he brought his sword around in a shining arc. The blessed blade shone white as it bit down through a skull-runed shield, then blazed with fire as the duke leaned forward in his saddle to drive the point deep into the armoured warrior beyond. The rider bellowed once, and then slid sideways from his saddle, but his daemon- steed came on, snarling and goring at Jerrod’s horse.


  Staccato coughs sounded to Duke Jerrod’s left as Matthias Corber’s bordermen joined the fight. Lacking heavy swords and lances, they had ridden in the knights’ wake, guns primed for firing, and wrapped up tight to protect the black powder from the torrential rain. Corber’s first volley was likely his last - there could have been no chance to reload in that deluge - but he had timed it to perfection all the same.


  Flame lanced across the alleyway’s mouth, and bullets thudded and clanged into the skullcrushers. A dozen shots struck the juggernaut to Jerrod’s front. Most were deflected, cheated by the beast’s brass hide, but enough hammered through the plates and into its barrel chest. The juggernaut reared up, steaming blood pulsing from its wounds, then slammed down onto the roadway with enough force to shatter the cobblestones. Caught between the fury of Imperial gunnery and stalwart Bretonnian steel, the remainder of the knights fared no better. Before the limp smoke had cleared, Jerrod was spurring onward through the rain.


  High above, Balthasar Gelt had at last come to Averheim, and what he saw made him sick to his very stomach.


  The rain hid much, but it could not conceal the fact that the city had fallen. Northlanders surged about the walls and through the streets.


  They were as multitudinous and as implacable as a swarm of ants, the red and black of their armour sinister in the midday gloom.


  The wizard deftly guided Quicksilver down through the plumes of choking smoke, his eyes frantically searching for survivors, or any sign that battle yet raged. Too late, he saw the flock of furies swooping down upon him, their harsh voices screeching hungrily at the prospect of a feast.


  Gelt’s instinct was to reach for the necromantic magics he had relied on of late. With an effort, he crushed the urge, immersing himself instead in the half-forgotten alchemical spells he had once relied upon. Casting his hands wide, the wizard sent beams of searing golden light into the ruddy-winged flock. The spell was fitful at first, the energies hissing and sparking through the rain, but grew in strength as Gelt’s confidence grew. The wizard realised that Chamon, the Wind of Metal, was gusting stronger across Averheim with every passing moment. He did not know why, nor at that moment did he particularly care. Golden light sizzled and spat as it touched daemonic flesh, burning a dozen furies to ash in an eye-blink, and sending the rest to flight.


  For a long moment thereafter, Gelt gave Quicksilver no orders, but circled silent amongst the smoke and the rain. He was breathing hard, but felt more like himself than he had for many long months. He could feel a darkness caged at the back of his mind, begging to be unleashed. For now, however, the wizard knew he had the strength to resist. With a sharp word of command, he urged Quicksilver down towards Averheim.


  On the east wall, many of Ungrim’s slayers met the deaths they had desired for so long. They had done so gloriously, felling wave after wave of maddened Skaramor, with a skill that even the most battle-hardened of the northlanders would never have possessed. The dwarfs fought upon the rampart of the Magnusspitze. Their ring of axes had begun ten deep, but now was a mere three or four at its thickest point. Crimson- clad corpses lay scattered across the Magnusspitze’s stones, proof that the fallen slayers had died well, but they lay never so thick as where Ungrim lronfist’s ancestral axe swung its wicked arcs.


  Long had the dwarfs held out, but now it seemed that their doom was at last come. Scyla Anfingrimm had followed his slaughterer’s instinct to the Magnusspitze, and the truest savages of Archaon’s host had come in his wake. There were axe-wielding warriors neither fully man nor wholly beast; mutated giants, who sought to silence their own eternal agonies in the death-screams of their foes; forsaken warriors, cast adrift from the gods’ shifting gaze and onto the path of spawndom. And there were scores of mindless spawn, come leaping, slithering, running and crawling across Averheim’s stones, drawn to Scyla by some unknown instinct.


  While the Skaramor had been held upon the Magnusspitze’s stairs and fought a few dozen at a time, there was no way to contain Scyla’s howling host. With gangling limbs and snapping maws, the wretches hauled their way up the tower’s flanks, bursting onto the ramparts.


  The Sons of Kazakrendum fought back-to-back, death-songs swelling into low and beautiful harmony as the brutes came on.


  Axes hacked down into twisted flesh and were wrenched free. Even so, the slayers died, crushed beneath the dying monsters, or torn apart by talons and snapping maws.


  Ungrim Ironfist held his ground at the top of the Magnusspitze’s stairway. The Slayer King’s arms were weary, and the Axe of Dargo notched in many places. Yet still Ungrim fought on, his inviolate will buttressed by a power he did not truly understand. The fury of Aqshy, the Wind of Fire, bubbled and raged in Ungrim’s flesh. Flame spun around him like a living cloak, burning unclean beasts to ash, but leaving nearby slayers unmarked. Fire burst from his lips with every battle cry, flooding down the worn steps to sweep them clean of the brutes who gathered there.


  A giant lurched out of the flames, flesh crackling and ablaze. Its club, a gnarled tree trunk, smashed down towards the Slayer King’s helm. Ungrim dove aside, the strike intended to crush him flat instead pulverising the stones upon which he had stood. The Axe of Dargo swept out, fire rippling along its blade, and the giant fell forward, hamstrung and roaring in pain. A moment later, the brute fell silent, for Ungrim’s second strike had buried the axe-blade in the giant’s brain.


  It was then that Scyla struck. The monstrous spawn came bounding up the Magnusspitze’s stair on all fours, knuckling the ground with every leap. His scaled shoulders barged through the knot of mutated warriors gathered at the stairway’s head, uncaring that the impact sent his allies tumbling to their deaths far below. Ungrim saw the danger, tried to wrench his axe- blade free of the giant’s skull, but the steel was caught fast in a prison of dead flesh.


  Scyla was on top of the Slayer King a heartbeat later. Flames licked at the spawn’s black-furred arms, but he forged on, insensate to the pain. One massive knuckled fist slammed full into the Slayer King’s face, buckling his gromril helm and pulverising his oft-broken nose. The other closed about the cloak of ruddy dragon scales that hung from Ungrim’s shoulders. The dwarf was yanked from his feet, the Axe of Dargo slipping from his fingers. Once, twice, three times, Scyla brandished the king as an improvised flail, scattering slayers left and right with each swing. On the third swing, Ungrim’s straining fingers closed upon the haft of a runic axe. As Scyla drew back his arm for a fourth time, the king let fly.


  Flames trailed behind the axe as it travelled the short distance to its target. Ungrim had aimed for the centre of Scyla’s forehead, but his corkscrewing motion made his aim less than steady. Scyla’s sudden howl of pain echoed across the Magnusspitze as the axe-blade bit deep into the brow above the spawn’s right eye, shattering the bone and pulping the beady orb beneath. Clapping a massive hand to his face, Scyla instinctively released Ungrim from his grasp.


  The Slayer King bounced twice, then landed heavily alongside the corpse of the giant he had slain. Half-blind and wild with fury, Scyla leapt towards Ungrim once more. Rising to his full height, Ungrim twisted the smouldering Axe of Dargo free from the giant’s corpse. As a clubbing fist came about to strike the king’s head from his shoulders, Ungrim ducked low under the brute’s swing and back-cut his axe across the spawn’s muscled belly. Thick blood spilled from the sudden wound, drenching Ungrim’s right side. Scyla gave a second anguished howl. His hindquarters scrabbled uselessly upon the bloody stones, but could not halt the momentum of his charge. The spawn struck the edge of the Magnusspitze’s parapet with a sickening crunch, then plunged over the edge into the smoked-wreathed sky beyond.


  Ungrim could not know whether his foe had survived the plunge, but he saw plainly that the tide of aberrations had slackened. Peering through the rain and the smoke to the east wall below, he saw why.


  Even through the murk, he could see tight gromril-clad ranks marching along the rampart, the dull blaze of drakeguns hissing through the rain and the thunder of gyrocopter blades in the skies above. The Zhufbarak had come, and Ungrim’s fulfilment of the slayer’s oath would have to wait.


  Far across the city, the Emperor’s company were losing momentum, but their goal was in sight. Perhaps half the knights who had begun the charge still rode beneath the Imperial Standard - the rest were dead, or had fallen behind to battle the Skaramor who still poured from the alleys along the Steilstrasse. Their weapons were dulled with use, their arms heavy with exhaustion, but not one amongst them considered flight.


  Jerrod’s arms ached, and his skull pounded, his body beset by the weariness of battling without rest. Each sword-blow came harder and harder, driven home as much by determination as by physical might alone. The duke was amazed at how Karl Franz seemingly felt no weariness. He found himself praying that whatever power sustained the Emperor would not expend itself before the battle was done and the gold-helmed Everchosen slain.


  Ahead of Jerrod, Ludwig Schwarzhelm felt no such weariness, but could not tell whether his strength sprang from desperation, or because Sigmar’s blessing was truly upon him. A jagged lance lunged for Schwarzhelm’s belly. He struck the point aside with the Imperial Standard, then swung the Sword of Justice to open his attacker’s throat to the bone. Through the driving rain, he could see black-clad knights waiting in attendance around their gold-helmed king, and wondered why they did not join the battle.


  More northlanders charged into the press of combat, and their axes threw two Reiksguard from their saddles.


  For a moment, Schwarzhelm was alone amidst a knot of enemies, his sword battering against grotesque shields. A lance point, too swift to parry, took him high in the shoulder, thrusting clean through the pauldron and driving deep into the flesh behind. Biting back a shout of pain, the Emperor’s Champion twisted off the blade, then thrust his own through his opponent’s visor. There was a brief roar, then the weight upon his sword vanished, and the knight collapsed onto the cobbles.


  A chorus of screeches sounded as the Knights Griffon pounced into the battle alongside Schwarzhelm, their mounts biting and clawing. Moments later, the Emperor was alongside, his lightning arcing across the packed ranks. Never had Schwarzhelm felt less of a bodyguard. Whatever transformation the Emperor had undergone amidst the ruins of Altdorf, it had left him stronger and hardier than any warrior Schwarzhelm had ever known. Was that why the Everchosen did not join the battle? he wondered. Was Karl Franz now so mighty that even the famed Lord of the End Times feared to meet him without first taking his measure? If that were so, then seemingly the Everchosen had waited enough, for at that moment a baleful horn sounded and the Swords of Chaos spurred into the fray.


  The Chaos knights struck with all the force of a landslide, their impact spilling Reiksguard and Knights Griffon bloodily to the cobbles. Archaon rode in the first rank, his dark blade gleaming as it clove armour and flesh asunder. In that same moment, blood-mad howls sounded from the alleyways to either side. Skaramor flooded into the Steilstrasse, in numbers greater than any since the charge had begun. Schwarzhelm realised that the Everchosen had not been taking Karl Franz’s measure at all, but had


  been waiting for other forces to converge before he launched his own attack. Despite the sudden ill turn in fortunes, the Emperor’s Champion felt his spirits soar. If the Everchosen still believed he could be defeated, then by Sigmar’s will perhaps he could.


  The defenders’ chances of victory had never been great, but now they began to slide further into ruin. Even well-rested, it would have taken three Reiksguard to match a single one of Archaon’s knights, and the warriors of the Empire were weary beyond words. The Swords of Chaos’ counter¬charge had robbed all momentum from the Emperor’s assault. What had been a spear of righteous vengeance, aimed at the Everchosen’s head, was now a stymied and shrinking ring of desperate soldiers.


  Skarr Bloodwrath led the charge from the Steilstrasse’s north side.


  He had already claimed many skulls for Khorne that day, but thirsted for greater glory. He found it at once, his warband’s blades falling first upon a lance of Jerrod’s knights. The champion’s axes bit down, cleaving sons of vanished Bretonnia from their saddles, and then the Skaramor were streaming past him, searching for their own skull-trophies in the chaos of the Steilstrasse.


  Jerrod saw his brothers fall, and spurred his steed towards their murderers. Bretonnians rode to his side, and Reiksguard too, lances and swords levelled. The distance was too short and the blood-slicked cobbles too treacherous for the charge to gain its full crushing momentum, but Jerrod’s knights made it count all the same. Lances punched through breastplates, skulls shattered beneath blessed steel, and Skaramor were ground beneath purebred hooves. Jerrod hacked down at Skarr’s head, the blade of his sword a silver flame in the crimson dark. The strike bit deep into an axe-haft, and then the charge’s momentum carried Jerrod further along the road.


  Skarr bellowed with laughter at the duke’s sudden curse, then flung his axes into the press of knights.


  The daemon-wrought metal arced wide, then reversed direction as the champion yanked hard upon the chains. One axe-blade sliced through gorget and spine, beheading a knight at the charge’s rear. The other’s chain snagged upon an upright lance. It whirled once around the wielder, the chain biting tight. Before the knight could spur away, Skarr hauled hard on the chain. The struggling victim was dragged from his saddle, across the stones to the Skarr’s feet. Before the knight could roll clear, the champion’s first axe smacked back into his meaty palm, then hissed down to cleave the Bretonnian’s head from his shoulders.


  Throwing back his head, Skarr bellowed his offering to the Lord of Skulls. The harsh cry choked off as lerrod, closing on the champion from behind, hacked down through Skarr’s armoured shoulder. The blessed blade sliced through the champion’s knotted sinews, and deep into his ribcage. Bloodwrath was dead before he hit the ground.


  Corber’s bordermen fought alongside the knights now, and paid for their temerity in blood. Skullcrushers hacked apart the Carroburg Greatswords’ left flank, only to be driven back themselves as Schwarzhelm led a charge of Knights Griffon into the fray. With every passing moment, the last defenders of Averheim grew fewer, and the Skaramor grew more numerous.


  Schwarzhelm was riding back to the Emperor’s side when Valkia attacked. Archaon might have prior claim on the weakling Emperor, but there were other trophies to be had in Averheim that day. Valkia sought to claim the Imperial Standard - and the skull of he who bore it - as tokens to lay at Khorne’s feet. Schwarzhelm was still turning to face the Gorequeen when the spear Slaupnir lunged towards his ribs. He brought up his sword to parry the thrust, but weariness and the surprise of Valkia’s assault worked against him. The spear-tip scraped across his breastplate, then shivered a thick splinter from the Imperial Standard’s banner pole.


  Hissing at her thwarted strike, Valkia took wing. Swooping down on Schwarzhelm, she stabbed her spear towards his open helm. The Emperor’s Champion was ready for the attack, and the Sword of Justice struck Slaupnir’s spear-tip halfway along its length, deflecting the Gorequeen’s thrust wide of his helm. With a deftness that few others in the Empire could match, Schwarzhelm’s parry turned into an effortless riposte. The point of his blade tore through Valkia’s steel-clad forearm, tracing a bloody line halfway to her elbow.


  The Gorequeen shrieked and soared away, hooves lashing out wildly. One struck the side of Schwarzhelm’s head, the other tore the Sword of justice from his hand. The steel spun across the roadway, lost in the melee between the Reiksguard and the Swords of Chaos, and Schwarzhelm was defenceless.


  Valkia swooped again, her spear swinging round in a two-handed grip. Schwarzhelm’s armour held under the impact, but he was thrown sideways from the saddle, the Imperial Standard still clasped tight in his gauntleted hands. Over and over he rolled, hooves thudding all around as the Swords of Chaos vied with the bold knights of the Reiksguard. Planting the jagged tip of his banner against the cobbles, Schwarzhelm heaved himself upright, then went sprawling once more as a black-barded steed slammed into his back. The Chaos knight rode on, sword swinging to split a Bretonnian’s skull.


  Before Schwarzhelm could right himself a second time, Valkia was on him once more. She came with a blood-curdling scream, wings furling


  and unfurling as she flew above and around the battling knights. Slaupnir was cradled like a lance against her unwounded arm, her eyes gleaming with anticipation. She knew that her prey would not escape her a third time. What was more, Schwarzhelm knew it also.


  With a last burst of strength, the Emperor’s Champion grasped tight upon the Imperial Standard with both hands, bringing the splintered end of the banner pole up like a spear. Slaupnir’s tip tore through Schwarzhelm’s breastplate, piercing his valiant heart and killing him instantly. He did not die alone.


  Valkia’s momentum drove her onto the Emperor’s Champion’s impromptu spear, the heartwood shaft punching through her armour and shattering her spine. For a long moment, the two corpses were frozen in a grisly tableau, the dead locked in battle amongst the living. Then a skullcrusher’s juggernaut thundered over the pair, its brass hooves trampling their ruined flesh into the muddy ground.


  In the same moment that Schwarzhelm fell, the tides of battle at last brought the Emperor before the Lord of the End Times. A strange silence fell upon the battlefield as Archaon’s eyes locked with those of his foe. The sense of destiny defied was electric in the air, the sense of fate sheering loose of the path set for it. Then the Everchosen swept the Slayer of Kings forward, and the moment was lost.


  Archaon did not ride to face the Emperor at once. Rather, his sword- stroke had been a signal to the knights who rode at his side. Closing their heavy visors, they spurred towards Deathclaw, lances braced and axes ready in their hands. Not one of the Swords of Chaos reached their target. Those who were not reduced to cinders by the Emperor’s lightning were torn from their steeds by the griffon’s talons.


  Archaon remained motionless as his knights were slaughtered. Only when the brief battle was done did he offer the Emperor a small nod, which could have been the barest of salutes, or could equally have been satisfied foresight of the contest to come.


  Then the Everchosen barked a harsh command, and Dorghar surged across the offal-strewn cobbles.


  The bloody brawl in the Steilstrasse might have been sliding towards disaster for the Empire, but the contest for the Magnusspitze was another matter. Whilst Ungrim’s forces were still heavily beset, the arrival of the Zhufbarak had shifted the battle from a losing proposition to a grinding stalemate.


  The slayers’ rune-axes had flared into fresh life with Gotri Hammerson’s arrival, their ancient magic waking at the runesmith’s command. Moreover, the cunning mechanisms of the dwarfen guns had yielded little to the rain, and their clockwork volleys had done much to keep the Skaramor at bay. Yet the warriors of Chaos still recklessly hurled themselves into the teeth of the leaden gale, uncaring of the lives lost in the striving. Even the unrelenting fury of a pair of organ guns, hauled nearly a mile along battered and crumbling battlements, had done little to demoralise the blood-crazed attackers. Axe-work was still the currency of survival on the Magnusspitze.


  It was into this slaughter that Quicksilver bore his master. The surviving furies had managed to regain their courage, and harried Gelt during his descent. Dozens of the winged daemons had paid dearly for their pursuit, seared from the sky by burning light or transmuted into harmless golden statues that had plunged to the ground far below. But hunger held the survivors in its merciless grip, and the feast at the end of the chase loomed far larger in their tiny minds than the danger that lay in-between.


  All but blinded by the hissing rain, Gelt urged Quicksilver downwards. Dead ahead, a Zhufbarak gun line loomed out of the murk, their barrels aimed directly at Gelt’s approach. An Imperial company might have been startled into firing by the wizard’s sudden arrival, but not the stoic warriors of Zhufbar. A deep voice bellowed at the thunderers to hold, giving Gelt time to bank clear of the firing zone. As Quicksilver’s hooves cleared the runic banner-top, the elder’s voice split the air again, closely followed by the rippling report of two-score handguns. The furies, their minds still bent upon the hunt, had no time to get clear. Lead shot hammered through the air, ripping the daemons to shreds.


  Gelt found Ungrim and Hammerson shortly thereafter, and learned from them the full horror of Averheim’s fall Reviled though the alchemist’s name might have become in the Empire, no word of his slide into damnation had reached the dwarfs. Gelt found some relief in this, but knew that it merely deferred the debt he had yet to repay.


  Peering out to the west, the wizard saw lightning streaming from the clouds - proof, to his mind at least, that the Emperor still lived. He urged the dwarfs to march west, to aid his beleaguered countrymen, but met with stark refusal. It wasn’t that the mountain folk were unwilling. Indeed, their ancient oaths of alliance practically insisted they do as much. But even Ungrim, his spirit filled with Grimnir’s fire, could see no purpose in marching from the Magnusspitze to perish in the streets without ever gaining sight of the Emperor.


  As another Skaramor attack crashed against the fortified summit, Gelt took his place in the battle line. The whole of his conscious mind was taken up by need for redemption. Had he come so far only to fail at the last? The old cantrips and conjurations flowed back into his mind like water reclaiming a dusty riverbed. His spells became instinctive, his harnessing of Chamon unthinking reflex. The Wind of Metal was thick about him, singing to him, urging him to seize control and wield its power. Even so, Gelt resisted. So soon freed from one glamour, he did not wish to risk abandoning his spirit to another. Instead, he drew slivers of power from the wind’s trailing edge, fashioning them into gleaming spears and scalding vapours.


  As the blood of northlanders and dwarfs mingled on the stones, Gelt cast about for another solution to the Emperor’s plight. If the dwarfs could not march, another way would have to be found. Unbidden, his mind drifted back to the pale girl in the shadowed tavern, back before he had fallen into damnation. Magic is rising, she had said. Much is now possible that was not before. Somehow he had forgotten those words, had blamed them for his descent into the forbidden, but there was truth there nonetheless. He remembered the books of lore from the college vaults, recalled one spell - the Crucible - whose power was so great that no wizard had been able to harness it since the founding of the college. But Gelt could feel Chamon thick about him, begging to be harnessed to great works. Much was now possible that was not before.


  When the next Skaramor assault broke apart, Gelt spoke hurriedly of his intention to Ungrim and Hammerson. The dwarfs were suspicious, but willing. Neither of them had any desire to perish battling the horde’s leavings whilst the real fight lay elsewhere, and if the manling could deliver them to another fate, then so be it.


  As gunfire again rocked the Magnusspitze, Gelt took wing to the tower’s centre and thrust the Staff of Volans deep between its stones. Closing his eyes, the wizard flung out his arms, opening his spirit wide to Chamon. And the Wind of Metal, which had searched for a mortal vessel since the Great Vortex had been unmade, rushed to embrace him. There was a blinding flash, and a pulse of heat swept over the remustering Skaramor. All across the Magnusspitze’s summit, molten gold flowed into the cracks in the stonework. Of Gelt and the dwarfs, there was no sign.


  Battle still raged along the Steilstrasse. Pockets of Imperial soldiers fought back-to-back as skullreapers hacked through their ranks. The men of Carroburg and Quenelles, of Ostland and Altdorf felt despair rise up like bile. Yet each time hopelessness threatened to overwhelm them, they recalled friends and comrades lost, families slaughtered by the northlander horde, and these memories held them firm. Better to fight on as long as possible, to make the foe labour and bleed for victory. They dug deep into reserves of strength and courage never before known, spat and clawed at the northlanders even as death took them. At no time in the Empire’s glorious history had so many fought so bravely with so little hope of victory, and that their deaths would go unremembered only added to the tragedy.


  In the centre of the street, where the statue of Heinrich Leitdorf had once stood, Emperor and Everchosen fought a private battle. The Swords of Chaos formed a ring of swords, a wall of blades to prevent the Reiksguard - or indeed any other - from interfering in the Everchosen’s duel.


  The power of Azyr made the Emperor Archaon’s physical equal, and the desperation of the moment spurred him to match the Everchosen blow for blow. Metallic clamour rang out as U’zuhl and the hammer of light clashed, daemonfire and lightning sparking with every blow. As their masters strove, Deathclaw and Dorghar clawed and bit, red wounds opening up on the griffon’s flanks, and steaming blood welling up through the daemon-steed’s thick hide.


  The Emperor called lightning from the skies, the bolts breaking apart and crackling across Archaon’s black armour. The Everchosen countered with sorceries of his own, sending multicoloured fire to embrace his foe. Each time the flames licked close, the seal upon the Emperor’s armour glowed white, and the fires shimmered into harmless smoke. Back and forth the magics strove, their light and fury counterpoint to the clash of sword and hammer.


  Again and again the blows rang out, weaving a dance so swift and perfect that it seemed rehearsed. All around, northlanders and Imperials collapsed amongst the rain-sodden dead as their skill failed them, but still Everchosen and Emperor fought. Daemonfire rained down amongst the duelling circle, setting light to the dead trampled underfoot, but still the battle raged.


  At last, the hammer of light bashed Archaon’s shield aside. The next blow struck home against the Everchosen’s armour with a dull clang, the sound almost muffled by Archaon’s bellow of pain. But that small victory had left the Emperor’s own defences dangerously weakened, and the Slayer of Kings flashed out to take advantage of the opening.


  Deathclaw saw the blow coming before his master did. The griffon reared away from the attack, but too slow. Instead of the blade striking the Emperor’s neck, as Archaon had intended, it slammed home against Deathclaw’s skull. Had that blow found its intended mark, it would have sent the Emperor’s head tumbling from his shoulders. As it was, the griffon slumped sideways with a muffled screech, blood oozing from a deep wound in his scalp, senses struck clean away by force of the impact. Deathclaw might live, if any survived that day, but the Emperor had lost his firmest ally upon that bloody field.


  Thrown from his saddle by Deathclaw’s collapse, the Emperor rode the momentum of his fall and rolled first to his knees, and then rose to his feet just as Dorghar crashed home. The Slayer of Kings arced down as the daemon-steed hurtled past, tearing a bloody rent through the Emperor’s armoured back. The hammer of light swung out in exchange, but the Emperor was tiring, and Dorghar too fast. The blow missed, and Archaon laughed at a foe so nearly humbled.


  The Everchosen did not urge Dorghar to the charge for a second time. Instead, he walked his steed to the Emperor’s side. As the Swords of Chaos pressed closer, shrinking the duelling-ground, Archaon readied his blade to strike the look of defiance from the other’s brow.


  ‘For years, I have heard tell of Karl Franz, greatest Emperor since Sigmar himself.’


  Archaon hacked down, the Slayer of Kings blazing with fire. The Emperor’s hammer came up. There was a clang of metal upon metal. The hammer shuddered, but held. Archaon ripped the blade back, and swung again.


  ‘The power mantled upon your shoulders is not your own. I will strip it from you, and return it to its true master, the Changer of Ways.’


  Again the Slayer of Kings swept out, and again the Emperor’s hammer of light came about to block the blow. This time, however, there was no metallic chime. Instead, there was a brittle sound, as of glass shattering beneath a boot heel, and the hammer of light exploded into fragments.


  At once, lightning coursed from the sky. This time, it did not arc out towards Archaon, but struck the Emperor with its full fury. He stood defiant beneath the onslaught for a heartbeat, then bent double, and at last fell to his knees. In the skies above, the flow of lightning suddenly


  reversed, running back into the roiling clouds like water somehow drawn up into a faucet.


  To Archaon’s surprise, the Emperor was on his feet before the last of the lightning had faded, gauntleted fist swinging. The Everchosen laughed and swung his shield wide. The heavy steel caught the Emperor across the face and chest, knocking him to the ground once more, blood streaming from his face.


  Archaon advanced a pace, his blade ready in his hand. ‘Pathetic. The lightning has fled, and you are scarcely worth the effort of killing. You have no army, no Empire. No god favours you. No god cares if you live or die.’


  ‘Perhaps,’ the Emperor said, ‘but I possess something that you will never have.’


  Archaon snorted with amusement. ‘Really? Enlighten me. What could you possibly have that I lack?’


  Too late, he detected the build-up of magic, and knew that Karl Franz had somehow sensed it first.


  The Emperor wiped blood from his broken mouth, and smiled. ‘Hope.’


  The golden glow that suddenly flared across the Steilstrasse could be seen all across Averheim. Before the flash had faded, molten gold came running up through the cracks in the cobblestones. It rose over the dead and wounded, reforming into hundreds of statues that stood silent amongst the raging battle. A second flash followed a heartbeat later, and the statues were statues no more, but dwarfs ready and eager for battle.


  This was the magic of the Crucible: the ability to turn living flesh to biddable metal, and back again without harm. Gelt had toyed with such magics for decades, but the results had never been less than fatal. Only that day, with Chamon’s voice sharp and clear in his mind, and its power streaming through his blood, could the wizard have achieved such a feat - much less been able to have the transmuted ore flow like a river through the bedrock. Even so, the casting had been imperfect, and not all the transmuted had been restored. Scores of dwarfs would never fight again, would last until the end of the world in their new, auric forms, but counting the cost would have to wait. For now, there was a battle to fight.


  Under Hammerson’s steady gaze, the Zhufbarak fought to relieve the embattled humans. They hacked the Skaramor apart even as the northlanders attempted to do the same to those who remained from the Emperor’s charge. Ungrim Ironfist was moving before the golden light had fully faded from his body, the Axe of Dargo cleaving true through a Skaramor chieftain. The slayerkin came behind their king, a blur of axes, foreheads and fists that swept over the northlanders.


  Without a word, Archaon’s warband shifted to face the new danger. The ring of swords was abandoned as thick shields clanged together. They need not have bothered. Ungrim Ironfist had fought in more shield walls than he could remember, and could spot their weaknesses as plain as gromril ore in worthless rock. The Slayer King’s axe came down. It clove apart two shields that were a fraction less steady than those to either side, and left one of Archaon’s warriors in two meaty halves upon the ground. Another northlander waited beyond, swinging for Ungrim’s head, but the blade glanced off his crown, and its owner fell lifeless a moment after.


  Slayers burst in through the gap their king had made, and the shield wall began to collapse from the inside. Ahead of them, Ungrim reached Archaon just as the Everchosen brought his sword around to end the Emperor’s life. The axe blade bit into the Slayer of King’s daemon-steel inches above its guard, throwing the killing strike wide and sending Archaon staggering back. Ungrim pressed on, fire trailing in his wake, but the Everchosen’s shield stood as a bulwark against every attack.


  Balthasar Gelt stood amidst a widening circle of dwarfen shields. Even with Chamon bound within his blood, the Crucible had taken much out of the wizard. For a time, he had been vulnerable, unable to defend even himself, but now his strength was returning. He saw the Zhufbarak had made good on their attempt to rescue the survivors of the Emperor's charge, and also that Ungrim’s slayerkin held the Swords of Chaos in abeyance. And yet he also saw that his allies were still outnumbered into infinity. Time had to be bought if there were to be any chance of survival.


  Gelt called out the magic shackled to his soul, and again it responded.


  All across the Steilstrasse, the weapons and armour of the dead answered Gelt’s call. At first, the metal shifted and writhed. Then it flowed in streams and rivulets across the Steilstrasse, rippling past the battle’s outer edge. There, urged by Gelt’s will, it surged skyward, hardening and thickening as more of the molten ore reached the chosen perimeter. Inch by inch, a towering wall of steel grew to surround the heart of the street, severing those who fought at Archaon’s side from the teeming horde in the city beyond.


  No longer surrounded by the foe, the men of the Empire and of Bretonnia found their last dregs of strength.


  They sounded no battle cries, for they had no breath with which to offer them, but came forward all the same, trapping the frothing northlanders between their blades and the axes of the Zhufbarak.


  Only to the north, where Everchosen and Ironfist clashed, was Gelt’s wall slow to form. Neither Archaon nor his foe had eyes for the miracle working all about them. Each knew that to tear his gaze from the other was to invite death. Archaon’s black armour was battered and dented in many places, whilst Ungrim’s dragon cloak hung in tatters, but neither had yet truly gained mastery of the other, and nor would they at that hour. As Archaon drew back his sword for another mighty blow, Gelt’s molten wall flowed silently up between the Slayer King and the Everchosen, separating them. Ungrim’s roar of frustration was echoed from the other side of the barricade - Archaon was no less sanguine about a battle denied than was his foe.


  For a span, silence reigned within the metal wall, a deep breath before the plunge. Then the sound of chiming metal carried clear through the rain as the northlanders battered at Gelt’s barricade. Knowing that the wall would not hold for long, the wizard hastened to his fallen Emperor’s side.


  The Emperor was still on one knee as Gelt approached. The wizard slid from Quicksilver’s saddle, and offered a hand to his liege.


  ‘You found your way home?’ the Emperor asked, and Gelt knew he wasn’t talking about the journey from Sylvania to Averheim.


  ‘Eventually,’ the wizard replied, grunting with effort as he hauled the other to his feet. ‘I will atone, if you will allow it.’


  ‘Today was a good start, I think.’ The Emperor’s face was inscrutable, but Gelt felt a part of his burden slip away. ‘Whether any of us will see another dawn, however...’


  Across the refuge, wounded moaned. Able-bodied men and dwarfs walked amongst them, tending what harms they could, and ending the misery of those who were beyond salvation. To the north, the slayerkin, denied battle by the wall of steel, slaughtered the northlanders cornered on their side of the wall. Then, they brought forth whetstones and honed their axes. They knew, as Gelt did, that the battle was not yet ended.


  The Emperor walked the four paces to where Schwarzhelm’s mangled body lay, recognisable only because of the tattered yellows of the Imperial Standard. Gelt saw his lips move, but heard none of the words. This was partly because they were so softly spoken, but mostly because the greater part of his concentration was given over to keeping his wall of steel hale under the northlanders’ blows. Time was running out.


  ‘What did you do that for, lad?’ Ungrim’s angry voice cut across Gelt’s thoughts. ‘I was about to cleave his gilded helm from his shoulders.’


  ‘You were not, Lord King,’ the Emperor corrected, looking up at last from Schwarzhelm’s body. ‘I thought as you did, but the gods have lavished their power upon him. He has grown too mighty. None of us can match him alone.’


  ‘Then we’ll face him together, you and I!’ Ungrim growled.


  Gelt saw Karl Franz shake his head. ‘My power is lost to me. We can die, or we can flee.’ The Emperor shifted his gaze to Gelt. ‘Assuming the option of flight is open to us.’


  Gelt looked around the refuge he had created, trying to ignore the pounding in his head whose timing matched precisely with the sword- and axe-blows on the wall of steel.


  ‘I cannot take us all,’ he said at last, ‘and I cannot take us far.’


  ‘Then leave me and mine behind,’ Ungrim commanded. ‘The Sons of Kazakrendum will make these dufkrak regret they came to Averheim.’


  ‘Out of the question,’ said the Emperor. ‘We will not abandon you.’


  A deafening bellow sounded from the south-east, drawing Gelt’s gaze, and the gaze of every warrior yet alive within the refuge. High above and far distant, a Bloodthirster’s monstrous form was silhouetted upon the Averburg’s outer wall. Harsh horn-cries and thousands of cruel voices rose up from the fortress in answer, and the clanging against the refuge wall grew louder.


  Ungrim took a step forward, his voice low. ‘Listen lad, we’re dealt what we’re dealt: either some of us die, or all of us do. Take your manlings, take the lads from Zhufbar, and go.’


  The Emperor hesitated, then gave a slow nod. Away to the south, a second bellow announced that the Bloodthirster had left his eyrie.


  Gelt wasted no more time, but reached into Chamon once again, savouring the strange metallic taste that came with it. His vision swam beneath golden light as the magic took over. His last glimpse before the transmutation was of Karl Franz offering Ungrim an old dwarfen salute, and the last sound he heard was the Slayer King addressing the Sons of Kazakrendum one last time.


  ‘Axes up, lads. We’ll give these krinkaz a fight they’ll not soon forget!’
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  Away to the east, Vlad von Carstein rode to within sight of Averheim, and knew that he had come too late. The rain had eased, and the vampire could plainly see the baying horde loose upon the walls, and the smoke rising from the ruined buildings within. He could sense the slaughter on the wind, smell the proof that the last of the Empire’s great cities had not fallen without a fight. But fallen it had, all the same.


  With Averheim’s destruction, Vlad’s oath was spent. His failure to uphold the promise chafed at him. Indeed, a lesser creature might have been tempted to make one last pointless stand, to reclaim something of the lost honour, but Vlad saw little point in such futile gestures. Sylvania would need him, if it were to endure. As shafts of sunlight at last pierced the clouds, Vlad saw a flash of gold upon the hills to the west. Gelt at least had reached Averheim, or so the vampire deemed. Briefly, he wondered at the wizard’s fate, but then dismissed it as an irrelevance.


  Vlad ordered the Drakenhof Templars eastward once more, but could not resist one final look at Averheim’s corpse. As he was about to turn away, a curious thing occurred. In the city’s north-west corner a column of fire sprung up, the fury of its birth deafening even at that distance. The orange flames rose up like a fountain, brilliant tongues flickering skyward.


  For a moment, Vlad thought he saw a shape amongst the fire, a bearded face, mouth bellowing a challenge. There was a presence in the flames, Vlad could tell, a valiant soul striking one last blow before it passed into oblivion. Another vampire might have sought to snare that essence, shackle it to his will, but Vlad merely watched as the features dissolved amongst the thermals, and the flames smashed down upon the city below.


  Roaring, black-wreathed flames tore hungrily through the streets. The buildings in their path collapsed like trees before a hurricane, their fall casting up clouds of dust and soot. This choking mass welled up over the city walls and spilled across the Aver valley, leaving the suffocated dead in its wake. Then the fires were gone, the soul scattered to the winds, and silence reigned across the valley. Turning his steed, Vlad began the long ride home.
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  Long ago, Mannfred von Carstein had wrought a veil of darkness and apostasy over Sylvania that had kept the sunlight dimmed, and the faith of outsiders muted. Skilled though the vampire lord had been in the dark arts, his works had been but the fumblings of an apprentice compared to the darkness that now smothered that land, and they had been weakened near to unmaking on too many occasions. It was not so now.


  Nagash, the Great Necromancer of old, had made Sylvania his new lair, and had rebuilt Mannfred’s enchantments with a deftness and audacity that had impressed even their proud creator. Nagash’s Black Pyramid now rested in the very centre of Sylvania, upon the ragged island where the ritual circle of the Nine Daemons had once stood. A lake of death magic lapped upon the isle’s shores, its level slowly receding as Nagash absorbed the energies of Shyish and harnessed them to his own selfish purposes.


  Hour by hour - for day and night no longer had any meaning in that forsaken place - the violet hues of forbidden magic washed out across the desolate shoreline, both courier and enforcer of the Great Necromancer’s will. Now, Sylvania was truly a land of the undead. It was a realm of stillness and shadow, of absolute order, protected by armies numerous beyond counting.


  Everything that moved beneath Sylvania’s hollow trees was granted life only by Nagash’s magics, and everything that did not was bound to his will. In the early days of Archaon’s invasion - before Middenheim had fallen to the horde - northlander chieftains, desperate for glory, had led their warriors over the walls of bone and into the silent forests and empty fields. None had returned.


  The dead of Sylvania were buried in numbers beyond counting, and each one of those corpses was a dagger in the hand of the Great Necromancer. Those who had come to Sylvania to earn their gods’ favour found only unwilling servitude in death.


  There were still those in Sylvania who possessed their own vigour and drive, but most made sure not to draw their new monarch’s attention. Nagash’s rule chafed upon the vampires most of all. At first, they had rejoiced at his arrival, for the sweet magics of death that hung about him left the parasites stronger than ever before. Yet the vampires were also well-used to suiting their own pleasures, not obeying the dictates of another. They had quickly come to resent Nagash’s presence, their godless spirits welling up with bitterness and envy. But not one amongst them dared defy the Great Necromancer in any but the smallest of ways, for they had marked well the fate of those who had.


  Even Mannfred, who hated Nagash for the effortless theft of his kingdom, made no overt challenge. Proud Mannfred may have been, but he was also fiercely clever. From the very first, he could conceive of no scenario in which he confronted Nagash and survived, and had thus chosen to serve as the right hand of darkness, rather than be scattered to the winds as a handful of unremembered dust. So had he resolved for now, at least.


  Thus it was Mannfred who had marked Vlad’s departure for Averheim, and he too who brought word of his sire’s defiance to Nagash’s ear. He did not speak directly to the Great Necromancer, who spent much of those days convalescing in the Black Pyramid, preparing for the inevitable confrontation with the Dark Gods. Rather, his words of betrayal were whispered to Arkhan the Black, Nagash’s voice in all things. Mannfred had promised himself that he would see the ancient liche scattered and broken one day soon, in payment for past deceptions. But the opportunity to dethrone Vlad as head of his cursed family took precedence over all other ambitions. Arkhan would be Mannfred’s weapon against Vlad. Then, his usefulness spent, the liche would be destroyed, and Mannfred would enjoy Nagash’s full favour.


  Mannfred had expected orders to pursue his errant ‘father’, to drag Vlad back by his heels in order that he might suffer Nagash’s wrath. In this, he was disappointed. Arkhan simply conveyed Nagash’s orders that Mannfred was to assume Vlad’s command of the northern borders.


  The forces of Chaos would not settle for the destruction of the Empire alone - especially if their jealous gods had predicted Nagash’s strategy. An attack was anticipated, and now it was Mannfred - rather than Vlad - who was expected to repulse it.


  Though disappointed with the fruits of his betrayal, Mannfred drew solace from the fact that he had displaced Vlad, even if he had not completely done away with him. It never for a moment occurred to him that Nagash would favour the sire over the bastard child, but this was in fact the case. Vlad’s stubbornness and peculiar sense of honour made him far more trustworthy to Nagash than Mannfred would ever be. Nagash deemed that Vlad lived for something greater than himself, even if the elder vampire did not truly understand what it was he strove for. The Great Necromancer believed that Vlad would one day serve willingly, if only he could be convinced - or broken. Mannfred, on the other hand, existed only to slake his own needs and ambitions, and always would. Distil Mannfred down to his merest essence, flay every scrap of flesh and intellect from his carcass, and still his serpent’s instinct would remain whole.


  Archaon had cared nothing for Sylvania, his obsession lying only with the Empire, but there were those amongst the Chaos host who saw the threat Nagash posed. Indeed, mighty Nurgle himself, so often distracted by his creative urges, had taken particular offence at a land where his blights found little purchase, and had thus set plans in motion.


  So it was that Sylvania found itself assailed by a daemonic host, dispatched at the Plaguefather’s own order. It was a shambling and rotting cavalcade, all seeping sores and gangling limbs, hidden beneath a thrumming, buzzing cloud of flies that stretched for leagues. This host was nothing less than a walking blight. Where it travelled, fields and forests collapsed into decay, animals sickened and died. And always, the air about was filled with the monotonous, grinding drone of daemonic tallymen taking measure of the horrors they had wrought.


  Two beings led this host, but neither was entirely what they seemed. The veiled countess spoke little, but it was her will that gave the host its purpose - or rather, it was the will of the daemon Bolorog, who great Nurgle had shackled to her soul. She was dressed in the faded finery of palaces long since destroyed, her pale beauty a stark contrast to the suppurating ranks in which she marched.


  The countess was the Plaguefather’s most recent and greatest weapon against the undead, a vessel of entropy and renewal whose touch spurred the stale dead into twisted life. Where she trod, the graves and charnel pits of Sylvania bloomed with strange plants, the inert bones decaying into fluids teeming with microscopic forms of life. The Plaguefather had ever been a creature of fulsome humour, and saw great mirth in choosing one of the undead to transform barren Sylvania into a teeming garden.


  The countess’ spirit had been drawn willingly from the void of death, restored to vigour by Nurgle’s almighty will, but she did not serve altogether without question. At the turning of the day, when one bleak night flowed into another and her strength was at its height, she could be heard arguing in two voices. In these debates, the countess’ spirit ever strove to slip its shackles, and the daemon fought desperately to maintain its grip upon her mind and body. Each time thus far, the daemon had won, but a new battle followed soon enough.


  The woman was a strange counterpoint indeed to the rotting host, but her companion was more incongruous by far. His was the shaven pate and firm brow of a Sigmarite warrior priest, his two- handed hammer an echo of mighty Ghal Maraz. Little wonder, then, that the hapless Luthor Huss was even less a master of his own destiny than she whom he served.


  The mind at work behind the warrior priest’s eyes was not his own, but that of a spirit who had served as one of Nagash’s Mortarchs. The Nameless had possessed no love for the Great Necromancer, and had served only for the promise of having his identity restored. He had helped Vlad von Carstein defend the Empire’s northern border for a time, but when that defence had broken apart he had taken to amusing himself with whomsoever crossed his path. The spirit was a powerful and malicious thing, given to cruelty and torment, and had slaked those appetites well before Luthor Huss had crossed his path. To his credit, the warrior priest had hurt the Nameless more deeply than had any for many an age of the world. The priest’s punishment for that effrontery was to serve ever after as the vessel by which the spirit indulged his cruelties.


  The Plaguefather had won the spirit to his cause by the simplest of methods. Like Vlad, the Nameless resented Nagash’s failure to keep his side of the bargain; unlike Vlad, he had been prepared to change allegiance in order to repay that affront. The Nameless doubted that Nurgle had any intention of granting the knowledge he sought, but the Plaguefather had at least bestowed sufficient power upon him to make a formless and pastless existence more tolerable. None of this was known to Luthor Huss, whose mind was locked tight in a prison of the Nameless’ making, the power of his faith bent to an unholy will.


  Mannfred sensed his opponents as soon as they breached the walls of bone that bordered the River Stir. He was aware, at once, that one of his fellow Mortarchs was amongst the daemon host, but it was hardly a surprise. Others had turned against Nagash before, and doubtless others would do so in future - the Great Necromancer had a peculiar talent for fanning the flames of resentment in those who served him. Mannfred also recognised the woman as familiar, although her identity danced maddeningly across his senses without resolution. It mattered little. Mannfred von Carstein reluctantly admitted that Nagash was his superior, for the moment at least. He had nothing to fear from any other.


  Mannfred made no attempt to defend the fortifications along the River Stir, nor the crumbling fortress at Eisigfurt. At either place, the vampire could easily have found himself in a trap of his own making, had the battle gone ill. Defeat would have surely followed; defeat, or the unbearable indignity of rescue by another of his fellow Mortarchs. Instead, the vampire chose to harry his opponents as they marched south, their course arrow- straight for the Nine Daemons and the Black Pyramid.


  Early clashes filled Mannfred with confidence. Though he had not taken to the battlefield himself, his thralls reported that the daemonic column was a slow and ponderous thing, scarcely able to react to the wolves and spirits that assailed their flanks. Moreover, so supreme was Nagash’s power, that even Nurgle’s magics of rot and ruin could find little root in the bleak soil of Sylvania. By the time the invaders had reached the town of Templehof, Mannfred believed he had taken their measure, and resolved to crush them in a single overwhelming display of force.


  Slowly but surely, Mannfred built up his forces on the edge of Grim Moor. He reanimated the worm- eaten dead of that bleak expanse, buttressing their numbers with wights from Drakenhof, Templestadt and Vorengheist, each regiment lead by vampiric thralls loyal only to him. Beneath Nachtrecht, ghouls struck open stone coffins, dragging the enchained vampire- kin within to Mannfred’s presence.


  The unquiet spirits of moor and fen were summoned and bound, lesser vampires rousted from their bloody lairs. Tattered banners grew thick along the moorland, and still the daemonic host trudged south, the drone of their counting the only herald to their coming.


  So fixed was Mannfred’s attention on the army drawing nigh that he entirely missed Vlad’s return to Sylvania.


  The elder von Carstein had ridden day and night since he had observed the fall of Averheim. He had clung to shadows where he could, and endured the harsh light of the sun where concealment was impossible. Such was the pace he had set that many of his templars had fallen behind, abandoned at the roadside as bloodthirst or sunlight brought them to weakness.


  ‘Do you ride so swiftly to your death?’


  The girl’s voice was scarcely audible over the nightmare’s thundering hooves, but Vlad heard it all the same, and hauled hard on his reins.


  She stood in the lee of a black oak, a pace or so back from the roadway. The hem of her white dress was stained with mud, an open parasol resting carelessly on her right shoulder. She was a picture of innocence in a dark realm, seemingly possessing as much life expectancy as a candle at the bottom of the sea. Nevertheless, Vlad would have known better, even had he not known her face.


  ‘I have no time for your games,’ said the von Carstein, ‘or those of your mistress. Speak your piece, and leave me be.’


  ‘I have no mistress,’ the girl retorted, her accent thickening with irritation. ‘I carry this message because I choose to, not because she compels me.’


  ‘Then deliver it, and begone. My patience is not what it once was.’


  The girl’s eyes narrowed. ‘The Queen of Mysteries has been graced by a vision. Both death and heart’s desire await you at the end of this road. She did not wish for them to find you unprepared.’


  ‘Why?’ Vlad demanded, suspicious of some deceit.


  The girl shrugged. ‘Perhaps she feels fondly towards you, even now. I neither know, nor care. As I told you, I am simply the messenger.’


  ‘Will you not ride with me, so you can report my fate?’


  ‘I think not. I have no desire to encounter what lies ahead of you.’ She offered a sad smile. ‘My time in this world is coming to an end, just as yours is, and I think I would rather meet it in my homeland.’


  The girl offered Vlad a curtsy then slipped back through the trees, leaving the vampire with much to think upon.


  Vlad had little idea of what would await him in Sylvania, but he had sense enough to know that his realm was threatened. Moreover, he knew that the greatest threat came not from without, from the sorceries and blades that Chaos could muster, but from the colossal hubris of the realm’s rulers. That Neferata had already fled was proof enough. She and Vlad had been many things to one another across the millennia, but the Sylvanian count had never known the Queen of Mysteries to long endure allegiance to the losing side. What Chaos did not destroy, Mannfred, Arkhan and Nagash would deliver unto them through blind arrogance. In his cold, still heart, Vlad did not truly know what he could do to alter the situation - indeed, he was no longer certain Sylvania was a prize worth defending - but he had pride enough to not relinquish his old realm without a fight.


  Atop Grim Moor, Mannfred von Carstein’s gathering host had grown larger still, though the reason was little to his liking. Luthor Harkon, the vampire reaver lately of the Lustrian coast, had learned of the looming battle. Never one to avoid a fight if one was in the offing, he had brought his own zombie hordes down from their haunts in Sylvania’s eastern marches, and now joined them to Mannfred’s army with neither welcome nor permission.


  Mannfred held only contempt for his fellow Monarch, whose grasp on sanity was seldom anything other than tenuous. However, he consoled himself that the coming battle would surely provide ample opportunities for Harkon to meet with his long- overdue oblivion - and if somehow none arose by themselves, Mannfred would gladly fashion one that would not fail. Moreover, what Harkon’s hordes lacked in vigour, they more than compensated for through sheer, unassailable numbers.


  As the droning, buzzing procession drew closer along the Eisigfurt road, Mannfred assembled his minions for battle. Harkon’s shambling hordes lay a short distance away upon the southern hills. A long-abandoned coaching inn, the Dead and Buried - a relic of Sylvania’s Imperial past - marked the southern extent of the pirate’s line, whilst the charred ruins of a Sigmarite shrine served as the northern boundary.


  Mannfred would neither rely on Harkon’s troops for his victory, nor entirely ignore their presence. The Lord of Sylvania was confident that his will was stronger than his rival’s, and would not hesitate to wrench command of the pirate’s hordes from Harkon if need arose. Mannfred’s own zombies would head the attack, driven quickly onto the foe by the necromancers whose carrion carts were spread throughout the unbreathing mass. Only when the daemons were pinned beneath the rotting dead would Mannfred unleash his true thrust: his wights and the coffin-mad vampires.


  When the foe at last shambled into sight, it was all Mannfred could do not to laugh at the paucity of the forces arrayed against him. It was almost insulting - there were thousands of daemons, but the vampire had tens of thousands of undead at his command, and could muster even more at a whim. The battle was as good as won.


  The Nameless looked out upon the moor through Luthor Huss’ borrowed eyes. The crest of the far hill was blotted out by rotting bodies and tattered banners, but the Nameless felt no concern. Indeed, it was gratifying that his enemies still feared him enough to assemble such a force. More puppets to dance to his tune, if only he could find the strings.


  ‘Are you prepared?’ asked the nearby countess, guttural tones running through her soft voice.


  The Nameless could not tell if it was truly she who spoke, or the daemon wedded to her soul. It hardly mattered for the moment, but he had promised himself that he would unpick their binding, when the time came. The daemon was of no interest - he had bested hundreds of such creatures in the past. But the countess? She stank of self-hatred and desire, of vengeance and regret. She would make for a delicious toy.


  For a moment. Huss’ face twisted into a most uncharacteristic leer as the Nameless considered pleasures to come. He entertained thoughts of teasing apart his companion’s contradictions, of weaving them into new and interesting patterns. Her tortured spirit would be his first new familiar, he decided, her torments the music that would accompany every victory to come.


  ‘I asked if you were prepared?’ The countess’ voice, more guttural now than soft, brought the Nameless out of his reverie.


  The leer faded from Huss’ face as the Nameless fought to contain his wrath. Patience, he chided himself. His current body was able to contain only of portion of his full might. He would need another, stronger vessel, and soon. Perhaps one of the vampires arrayed against him? The Nameless loathed inhabiting dead flesh, but he hated subservience even more.


  ‘Indeed, countess,’ the spirit replied. ‘Let us begin.’


  No battle cry marked the daemons’ advance, just a whispered command from the lips of their veiled commander. The plaguebearers’ world-weary trudge became perhaps a touch quicker, that was all. They lurched from the road with the general air of beings who would rather be doing something - anything - else, then formed a line of battle that sought to match the one arrayed against them.


  With discipline heavily at odds with their gangrenous appearance, plaguebearers shuffled into formation beneath bell-hung banners, nurglings chittering and chortling underfoot. The buzzing swarm parted as vast flies climbed skyward. And everywhere upon the flanks, betentacled beasts bounded and lolloped excitedly, impatiently covering the same ground many times over as they waited for their masters to keep pace. Deep within the host, three corpulent Great Unclean Ones chivvied and chided the other daemons on, the burble of their orders strangely peaceable and soothing.


  Mannfred sent his zombies to meet the daemons as they crossed the line of black gorse that was Grim Moor’s boundary. The walking dead paid no heed to the thorns that tore their rotting flesh, but hacked and cudgelled the suppurating hellspawn with rusted blades and mattocks. Fresh welts opened up on the plaguebearers’ waxy skin, stinking brown blood and wriggling maggots oozing from the wounds. Plagueswords hacked down, and flies burrowed into the zombies’ flesh, glad to feast upon something more palatable than daemonic gristle. Corpses spilled into the tangled scrub, jagged, greenish wounds already frothing with unspeakable fluids.


  Silently, the zombies ground on, driven onto the daemons’ blades by a will not their own. Scores lay lifeless and broken already, the tally of the fallen heavily in the plaguebearers’ favour. Yet it did not remain so.


  Mannfred von Carstein’s mind was already set to the replenishment of his losses. Calling upon the death magic that permeated Sylvania’s every mote, the vampire breathed fresh life into his fallen slaves, driving them into the fray once more.


  Of the daemons’ commanders, Mannfred could see only the Nameless’ host body. There were heralds and harbingers amongst the host, sure enough, and the wallowing silhouettes of the three Great Unclean Ones, but the vampire quickly dismissed these as mere lackeys, unworthy of his attention. The Nameless was another matter. Huss’ armour shone even in the darkness, its wearer sat proudly on horseback, defiant and mocking. Mannfred recognised the spirit at once, was grimly pleased that he had taken command of Huss’ body, for it would make the slaying of that flesh doubly sweet. But even Mannfred’s keen eyes could not spy the countess hidden amongst the plaguebearers’ ranks.


  Even so, Mannfred should have been wary that something was afoot. Though the pock-marked heralds amongst the daemon host called upon all manner of magics to rain corrosive filth and rot down upon the zombie horde, the Nameless made no attempt to wield his own formidable power, and was content to merely contest Mannfred’s enchantments.


  Away to the south, Harkon’s horde pressed onto the daemons’ flank. Already heavily engaged to their front, the plaguebearers could spare few blades for this secondary threat, but still the pirate’s forces fared far less well than Mannfred’s. Harkon had never been a true adept of the necromancer’s art, and his conjurings were sparse and fragile, easily disrupted by the two seeming mortals at the heart of the daemonic host.


  The zombie pirates’ lines were not so tightly packed as Mannfred’s. This weakness was soon - if unwittingly - exploited by the beasts of Nurgle, who bounded through the gaps looking for fresh playmates. Never so spry as they thought, the creatures all too often slammed into knots of zombies. The beasts’ confusion was quickly swamped by a desire to play with as many zombies as possible. Their affectionate flailing ripped the heart from many a formation, and Harkon’s attack began to stall.


  Mannfred had attention enough to spare that he took note of his fellow Mortarch’s plight, but he paid it no mind. Where his forces fought, the daemons were held at bay - nothing else mattered. Once the plague drones in the skies committed themselves to the battle, it would be time to unleash the wights who waited patiently, witlessly, at his side. The vampire wanted the battle done, for it was thus far most unworthy of his presence. He found the ceaseless drone of counting tedious, the buzzing of the daemon- flies supremely distracting.


  Away to the south, Mannfred saw a frustrated Harkon draw his bone- hilted sabre and join the next charge. The sight brought a thin smile to the Lord of Sylvania’s face. With a muttered cantrip, he weakened the magics binding the pirate’s vanguard together. His interference was rewarded almost at once. A pair of slavering beasts burst through the crumbling ranks and pounced joyfully on the pirate, bearing him to the ground. Mannfred’s smile grew broader. The daemons wouldn’t be enough to kill him, but the indignity of their embrace was amusing.


  A clangour of bells from darkened skies signalled that the plague drones had at last joined the battle.


  A swarm of blades and stingers took Mannfred’s zombies in their flank, jagged proboscises groping blindly for mouldering brains. Mannfred had been prepared for the attack, had gathered magics ready to reinvigorate his witless minions, but the losses were horrendous, even so. Zombies were gored by gleaming stingers, cloven by rusting swords or simply crushed by the creatures’ impact.


  Yet there was no joy to be seen on the riders’ faces, no cheer upon their sore-laden lips. There was only the crushing burden of unending ennui, and the muttered tally of the slain.


  At Mannfred’s wordless command, the wights at last came forward. There were five columns in all, each led by a half-dozen vampiric lieutenants. Cursed steel was ready in their hands, the tramp of their deathless feet in perfect step. Few of the plaguebearers noticed, so enrapt were they in the fight. Ancient glaives sliced through daemonic flesh and shattered gnarled bone. Lances tore through ribcages and spines, spilling pestilent offal across the moor. Bestial vampire-kin came behind the wights, their howls fit to freeze any mortal’s blood, their talons savage and unrelenting.


  Mannfred rode at the fore, his dread abyssal growling with hunger as it pounced. The black banners of Sylvania streamed at the vampire’s back, and the caress of his enchanted sword was deadly to all who felt it. With a dozen viper-quick strokes, he cut down a bloated greater daemon before it could bring its flail to bear. Mannfred’s next swing split the skull of a plaguebearer, the seething black matter inside distasteful even to him.


  The momentum of Mannfred’s charge carried him far past the tidemark of corpses that marked where zombies had held the plaguebearers. His columns of silent dead were like five great claws, slicing into a mass of daemonic flesh and tearing it apart. Already the heart of the plaguebearer’s formation was thinning before him, unable to stand before the discipline of his wights and the fury of his vargheists. All of a sudden, there was a space before him, a gap in the rotting ranks. The plaguebearers made no move to block Mannfred as he spurred forward, but enemies awaited him all the same.


  Mannfred saw the Nameless grin from behind Huss’ blank eyes, but it was not the puppeteered priest that seized his attention. That honour, dubious as it was, went to the shrouded vampiress who stood at Huss’s side. Mannfred knew her identity even before she tore the lace aside.


  ‘What grieves you so, that you have no kind words for your family?’ asked Isabella von Carstein, cruel laughter rippling beneath the words. For the first time in many long years, Mannfred was overcome by surprise, the battle raging around him all but forgotten. He had even less regard for Isabella than for Vlad, would have cut her down in a heartbeat, had he not found himself momentarily bereft of speech and action. He could sense the power radiating off Isabella as an almost physical force, a potency that defied his memories of a being he had always dismissed as Vlad’s mistress. At once, Mannfred knew that he had erred badly, and unaccustomed self¬doubt overtook him.


  Not so the three vargheists who followed in Mannfred’s wake. With a blur of wings and claws they barrelled past their master, rapturous at the prospect of tasting flesh not already gone to the rot. They were swift, but Isabella was swifter still. Her sword swept out, and one vargheist fell headless amongst the gorse.


  The second screeched into death a moment later as Isabella whipped her blade around and buried it hilt-deep in the creature’s chest. The third, seeing his prey’s weapon trapped, roared in triumph and pounced. Isabella made no attempt to free her blade, but instead side-stepped the lunge with courtly grace, her slender fingers brushing lightly against the vargheist’s pale flank as she did so. Mannfred had recovered from his fugue by this time and hurriedly urged Ashigaroth forward, but he halted just as the remaining vargheist suddenly emitted an agonised screech.


  Mannfred hauled Ashigaroth back. His eyes flicked from Isabella’s thin smile, to the open mockery on the Nameless’ borrowed face, and at last to the vargheist. The creature was writhing uncontrollably, the grinding and cracking of bones clearly audible as its wiry muscles spasmed. The black lines left by Isabella’s touch widened and spread as the taint took hold, skin, muscle and bone decomposing into a sickly slime. With a final gurgling screech, the vargheist liquefied entirely, its once-mighty flesh falling like rain upon the gorse. Where the stinking droplets landed, the black thorns twisted into new shapes, strange daemonic growths bursting from root and stem. The whole, horrible process had taken mere seconds.


  Isabella at last ripped her sword free of the second vargheist’s corpse. All around, the plaguebearers pressed in, sore-laden hands grasping at Ashigaroth’s limbs, pinning the dread abyssal in place. Mannfred hacked down, severing arms and fingers, but more came forward to take their place. Isabella smiled, and took a step towards Mannfred, opening her arms wide in the precursor to an embrace. Twin-throated laughter echoed across the moor as the countess and the daemon within her exulted at the vampire’s plight.


  Still struggling against his captors, Mannfred sent his will upon the winds, urging all undead upon the moor to come to his aide. There was a buzzing in his mind, as if the Wind of Death itself had become infested by Nurgle’s pestilent swarms. Nevertheless, Mannfred refused to be beaten, and pushed his fierce will on past the droning sound.


  As one, the zombies and wights lurched towards their master, their previous orders overridden by sudden need. The numberless hordes of the dead and the remaining four talons of Mannfred’s assault converged upon their beleaguered lord.


  Isabella was speaking now, her mocking tone shifting between her own and Bolorog’s as she delivered Nurgle’s long list of grievances against the undead. Mannfred scarcely heard the words, so intent on escape was he. The nearer Isabella drew, the louder the buzzing became, and the vampire knew that her touch would be the end of him. All about Mannfred, zombies and wights tore and hacked at daemons. The vampire felt the press about him slacken as the daemons were forced to defend themselves against the undead converging upon his location.


  Mannfred swept the tip of his blade across a herald’s bulging stomach, foul-smelling fluid spraying in an arc behind the steel. At last the press about him slackened, as relentless undead overwhelmed unyielding daemons. Overcoming the droning in his mind, the vampire sent pulses of withering light bursting from his bladed staff. Daemons crumbled all about him, and Ashigaroth at last wrenched free.


  Escape was now a tempting option, and Mannfred would have embraced it unhesitatingly had his pride allowed it. But he could not bear for it to be known that he, Mannfred von Carstein, had been driven to flight by Isabella, whatever patronage she now enjoyed. For her part, the vampiress marked the change that had come over her foe, and gave the slightest of nods. At her side, the thing that had once been Luthor Huss smiled.


  The Nameless lacked the sweeping breadth of Mannfred’s sorcerous knowledge, but in his own field of obsession there were few who could have matched his will. Ever had the spirit sought control over those around him, be they living, daemon or undead, and in that he surrendered expertise to no one. The Nameless reached out from his mortal vessel, his spirit surging and roiling as it sought new hosts. He could not touch the wights in Mannfred’s army. They possessed enough rudimentary awareness of their own to raise a challenge, however pitiful. The Nameless could have won one such contest without effort, his own dark will easily crushing the speck of black that was a wight’s. To win the hundreds and thousands of such struggles required would have stretched the Nameless thin. He had no appetite for that risk, not when there were better options. Zombies had no will of their own, and any contest there would be fought purely between the Nameless and Mannfred von Carstein.


  Unsettled and distracted as he was by Isabella’s presence upon the Winds of Magic, Mannfred did not feel the Nameless’ intrusion until it was too late: ten thousand dark sparks bursting across his consciousness as control of the zombie horde was wrenched from him. Mannfred fought back, but the black cloud of the Nameless’ will was dense and suffocating, growing stronger with each body he dominated.


  Submit. The ragged whisper echoed across the moor, croaked from ten thousand ragged throats at the direction of a single terrible mind.


  Submit. Not satisfied with stealing Mannfred’s minions, the Nameless swept on, extinguishing Harkon’s mad will, and seizing control of the pirate’s forces also.


  Submit. Mannfred clutched at his skull as the Nameless, gorged with success, chanced his will against the vampire’s. Flies swarmed about Mannfred, drawn to a feast to come.


  Submit. Grasping fingers tore at the wights’ armour. Verdigrised plates were wrenched away from ancient bones, and then the bones were ripped free in turn. Banners fell as zombies and daemons ground mercilessly through the undying ranks, the tallymen’s drone swelling as the count grew higher.


  Submit. Vargheists, too lost to beasthood to properly resist the Nameless’ will, reeled and roared as his mind pressed against theirs. Disoriented and agonised, the creatures were easy prey for the Plagueswords that came to claim their undead lives.


  Submit. Across the moor, Mannfred’s lieutenants struggled to hack their way clear of the turncoat undead.


  Most were dragged down by the horde and torn apart, hacking wildly and desperately as mindless fingers tore open their bellies and throats. However, some succeeded, breaking southwards to the Eisigfurt road to the deceptive shelter of the Dead and Buried. Luthor Harkon escaped


  with them, his pirate finery slicked with daemon blood and pestilent fluid, daemons trudging after him in disinterested pursuit.


  Submit. This time the voice was Isabella’s, slender and precise where the others were raucous. The zombies and plaguebearers parted before her as she strode across a field of shattered bone and mangled armour, the gorse mutating and writhing with her passing.


  Submit. The countess stepped closer, her outstretched fingers reaching for Mannfred’s undead flesh. Thunderous laughter shook the sky as Nurgle looked down upon the mortal world, well-pleased by his emissary’s work.


  Summoning his last reserves, Mannfred drove the Nameless from his mind, the effort almost more than he could bear. As the pressure vanished from his thoughts, Mannfred veered away from Isabella’s grasp, her fingers instead brushing against one of Ashigaroth’s forelimbs. Withering light blazed once more from Mannfred’s staff. The nearby daemons were snatched to dust and Mannfred, at last, realised that his arrogance had cost him the battle.


  Before the backwash of his spell had faded, Mannfred had urged Ashigaroth into the sky. Far below, he heard Isabella’s frustrated snarl, and took some small pleasure in it. However, the spark of satisfaction quickly faded. Ashigaroth was a creature of myth as much as necromancy. This heritage slowed Isabella’s entropic touch, but that was all - Mannfred knew soon it would meet with the vargheist’s fate.


  Kinship with a servant was wholly alien to Mannfred’s nature, but survival wasn’t. Already, Isabella's plague drones were thrumming in pursuit. The vampire knew that they were sure to overtake him if he journeyed on foot, and he was too weakened from the Nameless’ assault to attempt a sorcerous escape. Shelter was needed whilst he undid Isabella’s necrotic poisons. Shelter, and others to sacrifice in his stead.


  Ashigaroth made it to the Dead and Buried’s walled courtyard before Isabella’s curse took its toll.


  The dread abyssal’s forelegs and part of its ribcage disintegrated into slime as it touched down, spilling half-digested souls across the compacted dirt, and an undignified Mannfred von Carstein from its back.


  Regaining his composure and his footing, Mannfred turned back to face his stricken steed. The curse was unravelling it faster now; there were but moments to save the beast. With a gesture, the vampire bound the spill of souls and then tore them apart, using their dying essence to halt Ashigaroth’s affliction. The curse slowed, but did not stop, and Mannfred swore at length in seldom-used Reikspiel. More would be needed, but from where?


  ‘Come to see where your treachery has landed us?’


  A scarred vampire - one of Harkon’s captains, Mannfred recalled - had emerged from the inn’s ruined doorway. Mannfred made no rejoinder. Instead, he took three brisk steps to the vampire’s side, slammed his skull against the wall with one hand, and tore his heart clean from his ribcage with the other.


  That was better, thought Mannfred, as the vampire’s dying spirit gave up its power. Shredding his challenger’s soul as he had the others, the Lord of Sylvania fed the scraps to Ashigaroth. This time, the influx of magic was enough to set the curse into remission. It would be a while yet before the dread abyssal could fly, but it would do.


  ‘That the only answer you have, bilge-slime?’ Luthor Harkon, always quicker than his appearance suggested, had slipped silently from the inn’s interior, and had his blade at Mannfred’s throat before he could react. ‘Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t tear out your heart, and throw it to that she-devil.’


  Mannfred had no chance to reply, save by means of a disdainful look. There was a clatter of hooves as a band of Drakenhof Templars rode into the courtyard, daemon- ichor slicked on their armour and a midnight banner at their head.


  ‘Leave the worm be, Harkon. He’ll serve well enough if his own interests are at stake, won’t you?’


  Mannfred’s mood soured further. He knew that voice as well as he did his own, and hated it like no other.


  ‘I see you’ve made a mess of things, Mannfred,’ said Vlad. ‘Let’s see what’s to be done about it, shall we?’
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  The first attack against the inn came shortly after Vlad’s arrival. The horde of zombies to the east began the long, slow shuffle up the eastern slope, their feet churning through the mud. The ‘survivors’ of Grim Moor, they had missing limbs and chunks of torn flesh to show for their striving. This advance was the signal to the zombies milling on the Dead and Buried’s other fronts. With a breathless hiss, the cage of dead flesh began to close.


  Vlad had prepared the inn for the onslaught as best he could, though there was little enough he could do. The courtyard walls to the east offered the strongest defence, but were also closest to the body of the horde. He had nevertheless chosen to make his stand there, along with a handful of his Drakenhof Templars. Bastarno - one of the coven of Mannfred’s lieutenants known as the Nosantra - had chosen to take his place beside them. Vlad suspected that he had been sent as an assassin, but had no fear of a vampire who had settled for an existence in Mannfred’s thin shadow.


  The inn itself was empty, for the roof was on the brink of collapsing, but the southern watchtower was still relatively strong. Zaphaniah - another of Mannfred’s lieutenants - had elected to serve as lookout from atop the moss-encrusted stones. Already, he had reported that the majority of the daemon host had continued marching south, a message that had filled Vlad with mixed feelings. It irked him greatly that invaders would have such freedom within Sylvania.


  On the other hand, he was well aware that the fewer the foes that came to assail the Dead and Buried, the better the chances of any of the defenders surviving. Whatever befell, Vlad was glad that Zaphaniah had chosen high ground. He was brittle and cadaverous, having spent too many hours in pursuit of sorcerous knowledge, rather than strength.


  Better that he remain out of reach.


  The western courtyard of the Dead and Buried was little more than churned mud. It was bounded by wooden fences which would serve as only brief obstacles to the horde.


  Vlad, Mannfred and Luthor had agreed on very little since their ascension to the rank of Mortarch, but had swiftly concurred that their strongest fighters would be required to hold that filthy yard.


  Thus, the remainder of the vampires had taken up position behind the fences. Not all had done so willingly. The varghulf, Brachanasta, was used to being a predator, not prey. Similarly, the ghoul king Karkanoth had lived long on the flesh of those he had trapped in his dank network of caves - he did not relish waiting in a trap to be devoured. However, neither had dared defy Mannfred, and had subsided readily enough before his cold gaze.


  Luthor Harkon and Captain Drekla had supposedly elected to help Mannfred hold the western courtyard, but neither had any real desire to fight at the Lord of Sylvania’s side. Accordingly, they stood ready on the courtyard’s north edge, as far from Mannfred as possible. Of the Nosantra, only Igorin seemed unaware of the hostility between Mannfred and the pirates, but Luthor knew a dull-witted brute when he saw one, and was hardly surprised at his lack of perception.


  Vlad’s courtyard came under attack first. The zombies reached the wall, fingers searching for purchase amongst the cracks and worn mortar. Vlad stood atop the stones, slashing Blood Drinker down to mulch rotting flesh and scatter dry bones. Grasping hands reached upwards, clawing at Vlad’s feet, but the vampire was swifter than the eye could follow, always moving away before the straining fingers could find purchase. Vlad could feel Otto Glott’s poison wracking his system with each exertion, but he bit back the unsteadiness, tried to ignore the boiling in his blood, and fought on.


  The Drakenhof Templars were just as efficient, if considerably less prone to displays of bravado. They remained mounted, using the height of their steeds to reach across the wall’s uneven coping stones and thrust down at the horde. As for Bastarno, he forsook the wall’s defences altogether. Instead, he hauled zombies into the courtyard in ones and twos, before hacking them apart with his paired, dragon-hilted swords. Little by little, a wall of unmoving flesh began to form alongside the stone bulwark, but there were always more zombies to take the place of the fallen.


  The slaughter was even more pronounced in the western courtyard. Ashigaroth might not have been recovered enough to fly, but the beast was more than capable of shredding the Nameless’ unthinking thralls. Wherever the horde threatened to break through, the dread abyssal’s claws raked across the fence-top, rending zombies by the score. The varghulf, Brachanasta, gave a blood¬curdling roar and leapt across the fence to fight on the slope below. He pounced from one cluster of zombies to the next, seemingly insensate to the impact of rusty blades upon his hide, bellowing challenges that reverberated in the bones of his foe.


  Still the zombies came on, mindless puppets hurled into oblivion by an uncaring master. Luthor Harkon’s madness had returned as soon as the battle had been joined. He strutted along the north wall, bellowing orders to followers he did not have, his cutlass scabbarded more often than it swung free. He would have perished many times over had not loyal Drekla been ever in his wake, hacking apart those zombies who came too close to the Pirate King.


  The zombies were too many. Four Drakenhof Templars perished as the battle went on, dragged from their steeds and trampled beneath the horde. Igorin attempted to match Brachanasta’s efforts on the western slope, but a hulking zombie wrestled his sword from his grip, and he too vanished beneath the surging tide of dead. Karkanoth had crested the wall, wiry muscles propelling him towards where Igorin had vanished, but reversed his course at Mannfred’s barked command. The Lord of Sylvania had already lost much to arrogance that day - he was ill- inclined to see the mistakes of Grim Moor repeated. Yet no amount of shouting could draw Brachanasta from the hill below. The varghulf was lost in his element, to which the mound of mangled flesh and bone upon which he fought could attest.


  To the south, the defenders were in danger of being overrun. The zombies were scaling the watchtower as a heaving mass of bodies, and though Zaphaniah’s crackling sorceries sent scores tumbling broken to the ground below, there were always more to replace them. Vlad marked the danger, and moved to assist the Nosantra. He ran to the tower’s nearest flank, hauling himself up hand over hand, shouldering zombies aside until he reached the platform from which Zaphaniah fought.


  Blood Drinker flashed out, sweeping the grasping dead from the watchtower. Vlad cursed silently.


  The world before him had taken on a crimson hue - blood was welling up through the vampire’s eye sockets as the Glott’s plague gained a greater foothold in his body. He thrust again, running through three zombies with a single stroke, but Vlad marked the slight tremor in his arm, the echo of weariness heavy in his undead flesh. For the merest of moments, Vlad von Carstein knew uncertainty - he did not doubt that the unnatural plague would run its course only with his death. Then Vlad’s resolve returned, his brief despair locked behind the iron cage of his will, and he joined the fight once more.


  Vlad’s intercession had bought Zaphaniah a reprieve, and now the withered vampire used it well. A howling spectral wind built up around Zaphaniah’s outstretched claws, the spirits trapped within screeching and swooping as he fed more power into his conjuration. Zombies were swept up by the gusting winds, or plunged from the tower as stones split away from the wall. The watchtower rocked to its foundations as the wind built up in speed, but still Zaphaniah chanted. The tower’s entire southern face collapsed, the windswept rubble bludgeoning the mass of zombies caught in its path.


  At last, Zaphaniah released his sorcerous wind, the cyclone ripping southwards through the mustering horde. Those caught directly before it were torn apart, their limbs and organs falling like rain across the Dead and Buried. Others were hurled end over end from the cyclone’s path, slamming into other members of the horde with sickening force. When Zaphaniah’s conjuration at last gusted itself out some distance away, the southern approach was little more than a tangle of churned body parts. But more zombies lurked in the dark beyond, and now they came forward over their comrades’ mangled forms.


  It was all too much for the watchtower, which shuddered one last time and then collapsed. Vlad heard the mournful shifting and creaking of the stones and hurled himself clear, landing heavily - but largely upright - upon the inn’s roof. He slid down the eastern slope, cracked tiles scattering around him to smash on the ground below, then leapt a second time to land in the walled courtyard. Zaphaniah was not so swift. With a thin wail, he vanished amongst the rumbling cascade of stone - the tower upon which he had fought becoming his burial cairn.


  Mannfred felt the Wind of Death’s magical backdraught, heard the rumble of the collapsing watchtower. Wrenching round on Ashigaroth’s back, he saw Vlad’s ignominious descent across the inn’s roof, and smiled. Then Mannfred realised something that should have occurred to him long before: the Nameless was yet distant from the fight, his grasp on the horde far weaker that it had been on Grim Moor.


  With a broader smile, Mannfred reached out across the hillside, and began to wrest back control of what was rightfully his. The zombies resisted at first, the Nameless’ residual influence too strong, but Mannfred was in no mood to suffer opposition. Gathering death magic around him like a cloak, the Lord of Sylvania burrowed through the enchantments of his foe.


  Instantly, the zombies nearest the Dead and Buried ceased their advance, arms falling slackly to their sides as Mannfred took control. Even then, the Nameless’ will refused to loose its grasp. Dozens of the dead were torn away from Mannfred, but the vampire cared little. Perhaps half of the zombies around the Dead and Buried were now within the Lord of Sylvania’s control, and he gleefully set them loose upon the other half. To both the east and west, the pressure on the vampires’ defences slackenedas the zombie horde began to tear itself apart. Of the defenders, only Brachanasta did not take advantage of the change in fortunes. The varghulf was capable of recognising little through his bloodlust, and so continued to rip, gore and tear with savage abandon.


  In the eastern courtyard, Vlad took the opportunity to regather his fading strength. The Glottkin plague was growing stronger with every moment, called to wakefulness by one of the daemonkin lurking in the dark. The elder von Carstein’s pores were seeping blood, his pale skin reddened by lesions. Thus, as Mannfred channelled death magic to take control of the horde, Vlad employed it to rebind his own undead flesh. Gradually, the lesions faded, but the fire in the vampire’s veins remained no matter what he did. For the first time, Vlad realised the depth of his predicament, that exertion only encouraged the plague to spread. He knew that he would soon perish if victory did not come swiftly.


  Unfortunately for the defenders of the Dead and Buried, victory was at best a distant proposition. Neither the Nameless nor Isabella had wished to leave the battle to other hands, and had come to the besieged inn whilst the bulk of their army continued south. With them came the Great Unclean One, Pusregnant. The daemon was determined to repay his brother’s banishment on Grim Moor, and had brought a great tithe of plaguebearers and their minions to ensure that the debt could be claimed.


  Mannfred lost his grip upon the horde once again as the Nameless drew near, the bleak and hateful will effortlessly shattering the vampire’s control. Mannfred flinched as if struck, but swiftly regained his composure, aware that several of the Drakcnhof Templars were watching him closely. All around the Dead and Buried, the horde regained its unity of purpose and lumbered forward.


  Submit. The Nameless’ voice, breathed through his minions’ ruined throats carried clearly though the limp air. It was meant to bring despair, but the reminder of his defeat on Grim Moor just made Mannfred all the angrier.


  Zombies poured over the ruins of the watchtower, threatening to spill into both courtyards. Vlad and Mannfred moved to fill the gap, enmity forgotten in the face of mutual need. No words passed between the von Carsteins as they fought. Ashigaroth was a coiled spring beneath Mannfred as the two vampires fought side by side. Rivals though they were, each vampire knew the other almost as well as he knew himself, and the same instincts that each had often used to stymie the other were now harnessed to ensure their mutual survival.


  Not all of the vampires were so capable. One of the Drakenhof Templars in the western courtyard was dragged from his steed by unfeeling hands. Pinned beneath a suffocating mass of dead flesh, his gurgling body was torn apart, organ by organ, the wet chunks strewn across the hillside.


  To the north, plaguebearers at last reached the Dead and Buried. Harkon’s cutlass hacked down the first, the daemon collapsing with an accusatory look in its eye, but dozens more came behind, thick black flies swarming all around.


  A beast of Nurgle, boisterous in its approach, smashed through the eastern wall. Bastarno tried to dive clear, but too slowly, and was pinned beneath the creature's slobbering bulk. The vampire stabbed at his assailant with short, efficient jabs, but the daemon paid the wounds no heed. Instead, it looked fondly down at the struggling vampire, dipped its head and ran a rough and slimy tongue across Bastarno’s head and upper torso. Where it passed, the vampire’s face and armour bubbled and blistered, his screams of agony as excruciating as they were brief. Feeling his playmate go still, the beast looked down in momentary confusion, then bounced away in search of another friend.


  Nurglings burst out of the Dead and Buried’s septic pipes and into the western courtyard. Karkanoth hissed as the swarm flooded beneath the legs of the zombies he was fighting, and stamped down hard whenever a grinning midget head presented itself. Each footfall was greeted by a soggy crunch and an indignant squeak.


  After a dozen such protests, the nurglings fled in a bickering swarm to the shadow of an upturned cart, and began pelting Karkanoth with their own frothing dung.


  A corpulent shadow loomed on the western hill as Pusregnant led tallybands of plaguebearers up the slope. Brachanasta, tiring of the poor sport offered by the zombies, was on the greater daemon in moments.


  A swipe of the varghulf’s claws tore open the Great Unclean One’s foetid guts. The daemon simply laughed, and swung his sword in a blow that pulverised Brachanasta’s monstrous left arm. The wizened face at the tip of Pusregnant’s tongue chortled in laughter as the varghulf roared in pain and anger, then fell silent as Brachanasta’s ruined muscles quickly reknitted themselves around the splintered bone. The varghulf’s bestial lips twisted into a wolfish grin, and he leapt at Pusregnant once more, his huge fangs bared.


  Plaguebearers pushed through the toppled wall, and across Bastarno’s liquefying corpse. Drakenhof Templars charged to repulse them, thrusting their lances forward into daemonic flesh. Handfuls of Plaguebearers fell, thick black fluid bubbling from their wounds. Others glanced morosely at the lances trapped in their distended flesh, then swung their plagueswords regardless to strike the offending vampires from their saddles.


  A huge herald, his status marked by his magnificent horns, lurched through the splintered fence. His sword was crusted with filth, but no less deadly for all that. Shrugging off a templar’s sword-blow, the herald’s return strike hacked the vampire in half. Then he lurched on, his thrust gouging a deep wound in Karkanoth’s belly. Hissing with pain, the ghoul king sprang and bore the herald to the ground, his long talons fastening tight about the daemon’s skull. With a snarl, Karkanoth ripped the herald’s head clear of his body, and hurled the remains back across the fence.


  The buzzing over the eastern courtyard rose in pitch and volume as a swarm of plague drones swooped low enough for the flies’ legs to scrape the Dead and Buried’s ruined roof. The riders’ plagueswords crunched effortlessly through the Drakenhof Templars’ helms, while distended proboscises latched around Karkanoth’s shoulders, hauling him into the skies, never to be seen again.


  To the south, Vlad at last beheld the armoured form of Luthor Huss on the slope, and saw also the vile spirit who held the warrior priest in his sway.


  The vampire’s gaze flared with dark energies. Withering bolts leapt from his eyes and blasted a dozen zombies to dust, opening a path deeper into the horde. Ignoring the burning in his blood, Vlad leapt into the space, widening the gap with short, methodical strokes. He knew that if the Nameless was destroyed, half the battle would be ended. Hoping that his unspoken pact with Mannfred would endure until that goal could be achieved, Vlad hacked deeper into the enemy ranks.


  Huss’ lips twitched into an empty smile. As one, the zombies in the south turned their attention from Mannfred and closed in on Vlad.


  Blood Drinker stabbed and cut, sending limbs and rotting guts spilling to the ground, but the ring of dead flesh grew tighter and tighter.


  Mannfred saw Vlad vanish from sight beneath the zombies’ flailing arms, and was torn by choice. On the one hand, it warmed his cold heart to see Vlad so ignominiously slain. On the other, he knew his own chances of survival were greatly diminished without his sire’s aid. Coming to a decision, he held Huss’ gaze long enough to sneer, then urged Ashigaroth back up the slope, and into the battle raging in the western courtyard. Vlad was abandoned.


  Further to the west, Brachanasta’s claws and fangs had shredded Pusregnant’s warty skin in a dozen places. The varghulf pounced again, too swift for the daemon’s lumbering sword, heavy claws latching onto the daemon’s shoulders as his fangs lunged to tear out Pusregnant’s throat. Unfortunately for the varghulf, the daemon’s flaccid jowls made locating his throat a very chancy proposition indeed, and his teeth succeeded only in tearing away a gobbet of festering fat.


  Brachanasta spat the vile mouthful away, then drew back in preparation for another bite. As he did so, the Great Unclean One opened his mouth wide. Heaving once, Pusregnant vomited a stream of maggots, bile and seething corruption out over rotting teeth and into the vampire’s face and mouth. Blinded, Brachanasta tore his talons free from the daemon’s flesh and reeled away, his maddened swipes scattering zombies and plaguebearers from his path. He could already feel his innards dissolving, as the rapacious organisms teeming in Pusregnant’s bile multiplied within his flesh. The varghulf tried to roar in defiance, but no sound issued from his open mouth, only a spill of thick, brownish slime. As Brachanasta collapsed onto one knee, the brackish fluid dripping from between his fangs, Pusregnant brought his notched and rusted sword about and struck the varghulf’s head from his body.


  Mannfred reached the western courtyard to see that he had abandoned one impossible situation to join another. In the centre, Harkon and Drekla fought alongside the last of the Drakenhof Templars, a shrinking ring of defiance that Mannfred knew would scarcely last. Zombies and plaguebearers pressed close all about, the former echoing the Nameless’ whispered chant, the latter droning their never-ending count.


  Harkon’s insanity had grown deeper as the battle had raged. He hurled nautical insults with every thrust, the tangle of words so obscure as to be unintelligible. Drekla, by contrast, fought without speaking, his heavy cutlass rising and falling like an executioner’s axe, ichor and slime spattering his barnacle-encrusted coat. The captain used his hook to pinion his foes in place, trapping them beneath the brutal impact of his blade. From time to time he had to forgo this tactic in order to latch hold of Harkon’s crossbelt, to stop his master’s madness carrying him deeper into the horde.


  A sudden buzzing from above drew Mannfred’s attention, and he rolled sideways in the saddle just quickly enough to avoid a plague drone’s grasping proboscis. With a snarl, the vampire thrust his staff high, withering bolts blazing from its tip. The grasping daemon burst into dust, as did the two either side of it, and those who remained veered away, buzzing suddenly angry. A beast of Nurgle bounced towards Mannfred, eager tongue lolling. Ashigaroth’s talons lashed out, tearing the daemon apart in mid air. The two halves landed beneath the dread abyssal’s feet with a wet thud, the creature’s eyes staring skyward in puzzlement.


  With a booming laugh that shook the Dead and Buried’s timbers, Pusregnant charged through the splintered fence and into the western courtyard. Three plaguebearers and two Drakenhof Templars were crushed beneath the greater daemon’s massive bulk, but the impediment barely slowed Pusregnant. He whirled his massive rusty blade in a slow but implacable arc, scything down a dozen zombies and the last of the midnight-armoured warriors.


  Harkon saw the beast approach. Spitting an oath that would have made the hoariest of merchantmen blush, he hurled himself at Pusregnant. Roaring with mirth, the Great Unclean One swung his flail, the linked skulls chattering as they hurtled through the air. The impact would have pulped Harkon’s flesh to ruin had they struck, but once again Drekla hauled his master clear. This time, however, the captain did so at the cost of his own miserable existence. The cluster of laughing skulls missed their intended target, but struck Drekla across the chest and tore him apart.


  For a vital second, Pusregnant’s attention was fixed on the chunks of meat that had once been Drekla. It was in that moment that Mannfred struck, goading Ashigaroth into a leap that carried them high over the zombies and daemons that milled in-between. Pusregnant bellowed in fury as Ashigaroth’s talons sank into the putrid skin of his back, and again as withering bolts of magic stripped his left shoulder to the bone. Sinew unravelled, and the flail fell from the daemon’s grasp, but Pusregnant was blessed with flesh in abundance, and would not fall so easily.


  The daemon heaved and twisted, trying to dislodge the dread abyssal from his back. As he did so, Harkon lunged forward, his cutlass spearing deep into the Great Unclean One’s seeping guts. Stinking fluid splashed across Harkon’s sword arm, and crowing nurglings tumbled forth from Pusregnant’s bowels, scratching and biting at the vampire who had disturbed their slumber. Harkon ignored them, and ripped his blade free of the daemon’s guts with a sound like tearing cloth.


  Pusregnant bellowed again, his heavy sword plunging down to split the vampire admiral in twain. At that very moment, Mannfred lunged down with all his strength, the tip of Gheistvor piercing the folds of flesh about the Great Unclean One’s skull, and then splitting the thick, crusted ridge of bone beneath.


  Pusregnant’s dying roar cut off as Gheistvor’s steel passed through the base of his festering brain and into his warped spine. Ashigaroth leapt clear as the Great Unclean One’s corpse slumped forward, almost crushing Harkon beneath its bulk.


  Mannfred felt the daemon’s vile spirit rise out of the dead heap of flesh, and moved quickly to snare its power as his own. Much of it escaped, streaming past the vampire and into the Realm of Chaos. Nevertheless, the greater daemon’s essence was many times more potent than any other being upon the battlefield, and even the scraps Gheistvor stole were sufficient to heal the last of Ashigaroth’s pestilent wounds.


  So absorbed was he in capitalising upon Pusregnant’s destruction that it took the von Carstein a moment to realise that everything around him had gone suddenly still. Plaguebearers stood in serried lines around him, glaring resentfully from beneath beetled brows, but making no move to draw closer. Even the swarms of squalling nurglings had scurried away to hide beneath the stinking flesh of their late father.


  A slow handclap drew Mannfred’s attention. Isabella sat atop one of the few unsplintered fence posts, skirts gathered delicately around her. With a laugh, she jumped down into the corpse-strewn yard, her hand outstretched. Plaguebearers pressed in close around her, the flies swelling and billowing as they came.


  Mannfred had little desire to risk another encounter with Isabella, but he no longer had the need to do so. Giving the countess a mocking wave, he directed Ashigaroth skyward. Harkon, mad though he was, saw the sense in the Lord of Sylvania’s departure. Too spent for flight, he ran up the mound that was Pusregnant’s corpse, then flung himself upward, grasping for a handhold on Ashigaroth’s flank. Harkon’s straining fingers locked around a nodule of bone, and he too was borne clear of the swirling flies below.


  However, Mannfred had neither the desire nor need to save Harkon’s wretched existence. With a snarl, the Lord of Sylvania lashed out. Gheistvor’s enchanted blade hacked through Harkon’s arm, severing it at the elbow. As Mannfred sped south to report his failure, a piece of Harkon still clinging to his mount, the vampire admiral plunged back into the fate he had sought to escape.


  Harkon’s fall was cushioned by the thick carpet of dead in the courtyard, but not sufficiently. There was a sound like a rotten bough breaking as he landed, his lower left leg twisting sideways at a sickening angle and pitching him face-first into the mounds of the slain. Still the Lord of the Vampire Coast did not give up. Shouting with madness and with pain, he pushed himself up onto his knees by jamming the point of his cutlass downward into the trampled dead.


  As the daemons crowded close, Harkon sent the heavy blade sweeping out in an arc before him, slitting the flesh of plaguebearers’ bellies and groins. He shouted a fresh challenge with each foe that fell, daring the daemons to face his cutlass, to finish what Mannfred had begun.


  A dozen daemons had sunk lifeless to join the mass of corpses when their ranks parted to allow Isabella’s passage. She regarded the crippled Harkon for a moment, a slight smile playing across her face, ignoring the vile torrent of curses that spilled from the other’s lips. Then, without giving voice to a single word, she stepped inside the arc of Harkon’s flailing cutlass. Isabella’s own blade parried the admiral’s strike. Before Harkon could attempt another, Isabella stamped hard on the flat of his blade, trapping it against the soft flesh of his victims. The countess’ own sword blurred once, and Harkon's weapon- hand fell twitching from his wrist.


  As Harkon’s fresh stream of agonised vitriol split the air, Isabella gestured to the plaguebearers. They came forward, seizing Harkon by his ruined arms and holding him fast. Ignoring the spittle that flecked her face, she knelt before Harkon. Murmuring calming words utterly at odds with the cruel smile upon her lips, she took the vampire’s head in her hands as might a lover, and held him tight. Isabella watched with rapt delight as her curse took hold. In moments, Harkon’s undead body had collapsed into foetid liquid.


  Getting to her feet once more, Isabella flicked slime from her fingers with an air of distaste. It was unfortunate that Mannfred had escaped, but she could sense that the present battle was not yet done.


  On the southern slopes, Vlad at last emerged from beneath the choking folds of dead flesh in a shower of limbs, the effort costing him dearly in both strength and will. Blood Drinker cleared a path for him as Vlad struggled back up the slope, but the lesions had returned, and infected blood trickled from the joints in his armour. The vampire knew that his time was swiftly running out. Not knowing that his allies were now all slain or fled, he staggered back up the slope towards the Dead and Buried, hacking zombies to pieces as he went.


  Seeing Vlad begin his retreat, the Nameless bade Huss spur his steed forward. As he rode, the warrior priest hefted his blessed hammer, and readied a strike to take the von Carstein’s head from his shoulders. Warned by the thud and squelch of hooves upon soft, dead flesh, Vlad swung around to face his foe, and searched desperately for a means to reverse his fortunes.


  The hammer swung down. Vlad parried, the shock of the impact running up his arm and eliciting a hiss of pain.


  ‘Priest! I know you can hear me,’ Vlad shouted, throwing himself aside from a blow that would have cracked granite. ‘You’re a puppet, a plaything to the same manner of creature you’ve dedicated your life to destroying.’


  Huss made no reply, but the Nameless did, the words issuing forth not only from the warrior priest’s mouth, but also from the zombies who crowded in on Vlad.


  ‘He cannot hear you. He is mine.’


  Vlad ignored the taunt and ducked back, his sword splitting a pair of zombies in two. Despite the Nameless’ words, he felt a spark of defiance flare within Huss’ mind. The vampire bent his own will upon the warrior priest, prying at the dark fog around Huss’ mind.


  ‘This is how you uphold Sigmar’s memory, priest?’ Vlad mocked. ‘By doing the Dark Gods’ work?’


  Huss gave a pained grimace. This time, the hammer came down a little faster than before - or perhaps Vlad was slower, weakened by the Glott’s plague. Either way, it slammed into Vlad’s shoulder, sending him spinning into a dozen grasping hands. Vlad hacked and cut, severed hands and forearms, but more came forward to hold him fast.


  ‘I told you, he cannot hear,’ the Nameless repeated, urging Huss forward. The great hammer came up once again, the warrior priest’s lips twisting into a smile not his own.


  ‘Then perhaps he is a coward,’ Vlad replied, trying in vain to pull free of the zombies surrounding him. ‘Too weak of spirit to defend his faith.’ Again Huss’ face twisted. ‘Or perhaps he needs only the opportunity to prove his worth?’


  The hammer smashed down again. Vlad sent his will on a foray into the Wind of Death, hoping beyond hope that his gamble would succeed.


  As the hammer swept down, Vlad threw all but the last of his strength into a single, desperate conjuring. The Wind of Death responded to him as it always had, and in an instant the von Carstein’s will sped around the Dead and Buried.


  Through Huss, the Nameless laughed, the sudden amusement causing him to check the hammer-blow. Hundreds of broken and lifeless corpses hauled themselves upright once more, given fresh vigour by Vlad’s spell, but it did not end there. The ground rumbled, the damp sod crumbling apart as long-buried dead hauled themselves to the surface. The Nameless laughed again, and bent his fearsome will to take for himself the puppets that his foe had so kindly provided. Just as Vlad had hoped.


  As the Nameless took control over his new minions, the tiniest crack appeared in the cage about Huss’ mind. It was the tiniest of chinks, caused by the sudden strain on the Nameless’ will, but it was what Vlad had been waiting for. The vampire focussed on that crack, hammered it. Alone, he could never have managed it, not in his weakened state, but Vlad was not alone.


  Golden light flared in the darkness as Luthor Huss at last broke free of the Nameless’ control. The warrior priest bellowed with humiliation and rage, the power of his faith transforming the wordless shout into a raging column of holy fire. Even from a lance’s length away, Vlad felt the heat of Huss’s wrath blister his skin.


  For the Nameless, with the better part of his spirit still lodged in the warrior priest’s flesh, the consequences were far, far worse. The spirit evaporated like a shadow suddenly caught in the noon-day sun, his scream choked off as the power of Huss’ faith blazed bright. The spirit gave a last, tremulous wail, then was consumed utterly by the fire.


  Across the battlefield, zombies shackled to the spirit’s will screamed once in echo of their former master, then slumped, slack-jawed. Huss did not notice, or if he did, he didn’t care. He spurred along the slope, holy fire coursing forth from his hammer to consume reanimated flesh. Soon there was a ring of blackened and flaming flesh all about the warrior priest.


  Only Vlad was left untouched. Huss recalled everything the Nameless had seen through his eyes. He loathed the thought of fighting alongside Vlad as an ally - even though the vampire had been titled as an elector count. Nevertheless, the warrior priest realised that they shared a foe at that moment, and so spared Vlad from the blessed flames.


  As Huss raged through the foe, Vlad sank to his knees and unbound his earlier enchantments, sending the greater part of the zombie horde collapsing into lifelessness.


  He could not risk controlling them, for his will was fading fast, and he knew that he would need what remained to hold his own decomposing form together. What power he could regain from the banishing, Vlad once more used to check the advance of the Glott’s plague. The reprieve was less than before, for the affliction had burrowed deep during his confrontation with the Nameless, but the reclaimed magic gave Vlad the strength to continue.


  As the nearby zombies collapsed, Huss grimaced at vengeance denied, then felt his wrath deepen as plaguebearers began to shamble out of the darkness. At once, he saw that he was surrounded, that there were too many for him to fight alone. A second, blacker scowl grew out of the first. Riding back to where Vlad still knelt, the warrior priest hesitated, then reached low, his outstretched hand raising the vampire to his feet.


  For a long moment, the vampire and the priest stood motionless as the daemons grew closer, and their sonorous drone grew ever louder. They exchanged no words, just a brief look that expressed their shared disbelief at the situation more clearly than mere speech ever could. Then Huss raised his hammer high, and bellowed the name of his warrior god. Wreathed in fire, he charged without fear into the fly-wreathed mass, his hammer striking defiance with every blow. Vlad shrugged, as if at some joke only he understood, then followed wordlessly in the warrior priest’s wake.


  It was a great pity no chronicler witnessed the fight that ensued. The world would never see the like again, and the two allies would surely have denied that it had ever happened, had anyone spoken of it. Both Vlad and Huss knew that escape was impossible, but that knowledge only fed their determination.


  Huss was weary from months of the Nameless’ abuse, but his faith was an endless reservoir of strength. His flames reduced plaguebearers to ash, the thick smoke of their passing smothering and scattering the fly swarms. His hammer glowed with golden light, a beacon of hope in the darkness. Plagueswords shattered beneath its impact, daemonic flesh shrivelled and burned.


  Vlad, ailing once more from the Glott’s disease, nevertheless refused to be found wanting in comparison to his mortal ally. Blood Drinker matched Huss’ hammer kill for kill, the blows more ragged and less precise than Vlad was accustomed to delivering, but serviceable enough.


  Huss fought for holy vengeance, to seek absolution for the deeds he had performed when under the Nameless’ control, but the vampire fought only so that he might catch sight of Isabella one last time.


  Vlad’s wish was granted at last in the moon-cast shadow of the Dead and Buried’s ruined tower. At one moment, Huss was tall in his stirrups, his hammer staving in the skull of a corpulent herald. At the next, a shadow dropped onto the haunches of his steed from high amongst the rubble, and blood sprayed into the darkness as Isabella slit his throat from ear to ear.


  Vlad heard Huss’ last gurgling cry, and turned to see his beloved Isabella tip the warrior priest’s body from the saddle. With fluid grace, she then slid to the ground herself, and planted one foot upon Huss’ breastplate like a hunter posing with a trophy.


  At once, the plaguebearers went still in anticipation of what was to come. Vlad strode towards Isabella, sword drawn. The daemons parted before him, their endless drone muted, and Vlad von Carstein, first of the vampire counts, went to meet his destiny.


  ‘Hiding behind a priest,’ Isabella tutted as Vlad approached. ‘Have you truly become so weak?’


  Vlad halted two paces from her, fighting back elation and dismay. The plaguebearers that encircled the vampire were so distant from his thoughts that they might as well have not existed.


  ‘I hide behind no one,’ he replied, taking a step to his left. Isabella matched the motion, and the two began to circle one another. ‘And I find my recent allies - however they might fly in the face of tradition - far more palatable than those you’ve chosen. But then, you’re not truly who you appear, are you? The stench of the daemon is not easily hidden.’


  Isabella smiled thinly. ‘Oh, it is I, my beloved. The daemon you sense merely grants me the power to indulge my wishes. Great Nurgle has yielded what you always withheld: the chance to seize my own destiny, and the ability to shape it.’


  ‘You were my wife. I denied you nothing.’


  ‘I was your pet, forever in your shadow,’ she retorted. ‘The daemon is twisting your memories. We were always equals.’


  Vlad came to a halt and doubled over as a fit of coughing wracked his body, infected blood welling across his face.


  ‘Then prove it,’ said Isabella. ‘Join me in the Plaguefather’s service. You cannot escape the blessing in your blood this side of death, so embrace it. Be reborn a vessel of decay.’


  ‘Then that is what all this was about?’ Vlad asked, his poise mostly recovered. ‘Recruiting me to the cause of your master?’


  ‘No,’ she said. ‘My labours in Sylvania have only just begun. But Great Nurgle will accept you, if I wish it. He has told me so.’


  Vlad did not even have to consider his response. Every day since Nagash had resurrected him, he had sought to restore his beloved Isabella, had compromised and bargained for her return. Now she stood before him, there could be only one answer.


  ‘No,’ he said sadly. ‘What you ask, I cannot give.’ He dropped his sword. ‘I once thought I would have passed into any darkness to be at your side, but I was wrong.’


  Isabella looked at him sharply. ‘Reconsider, beloved. There is no escape for you here. Refusal means death.’


  Vlad snorted. ‘I came back from the void for who you once were, not to be taunted by the creature you have become. I return there gladly - this world has nothing else to offer me.’


  Vlad did not move as Isabella raised her hands to his face. For a moment, he thought he saw a flicker of remorse in her dark eyes. Then, cold fingers brushed his skin, and the boiling in his blood grew swiftly to a raging crescendo.


  In the last moment before death claimed him, Vlad von Carstein swore revenge upon a god.
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  The Verminlord’s stench was foul, a mix of putrefying flesh and mange-ridden fur. The creature’s head twitched constantly from side to side as it towered over the Everchosen’s throne, warpstone-flecked spittle oozing from beneath its chisel-teeth. Despite the Verminlord’s hunched posture, it was tall - so tall that it dwarfed the Everchosen’s skull throne and cast a long shadow over Archaon himself. Fleas crawled through the creature’s greasy hide, swarming across the sores and boils that marred the patches of naked flesh. Its posture was at once obsequious and opportunist, declaring its intention to serve only until its master turned his back.


  Just standing in the same room as the creature filled Archaon with contempt. Allies they might be, but the Everchosen knew he would never feel kinship with the vermin who had the audacity to walk like men.


  ‘You wish us to delve-dig beneath the city?’ the Verminlord asked, peering down at Archaon’s throne, its eyes lingering where Ghal Maraz protruded from the cluster of bone. The Hammer of Sigmar was Archaon’s prize, taken from the dead hand of the whelp Valten.


  It served both as a trophy, and as a warning to all who approached the throne. ‘Is dangerous work. Expensive work. Require many slaves.’


  ‘I understood that the Children of the Horned Rat had pledged themselves to the Dark Gods’ cause.’ Archaon let the accusation linger, unasked.


  The Verminlord tilted its head to one side, and changed tack, seeking advantage in the situation. ‘What do you seek-find that is so important?’


  ‘Something very old. It will deliver the world into the Dark Gods’ hands.’


  A gleam crept across the creature’s beady eyes.


  ‘Is precious?’


  Archaon did not doubt that the creature’s mind was already awhirl with schemes to seize the Everchosen’s prize. Did the Verminlord know how transparent its desires were? It didn’t matter. If anything, it made the creature easier to control. Greed and fear were the twin lashes that drove the skaven soul, and Archaon knew how to wield them both.


  ‘It is without price,’ the Everchosen said.


  ‘Then we will seek-find it, as you ask. I shall see to it personally.’


  The creature turned to leave. Archaon raised a gauntleted fist, and four black-armoured Swords of Chaos moved to bar its path. The lash of greed had done its work. Now it was time to let the lash of fear bite deep.


  ‘It is so precious, and so important,’ said Archaon, ‘that he who stole it would be pursued to the ends of the world. He would find no safe harbour in this realm or that which lies beyond, for neither god nor mortal would dare shelter him. One day, sooner than he would think possible, the daemons of the four powers would find him. Every inch of skin would be flayed from his body, his soul quartered and shredded. And only then would his true torment begin.’


  The Everchosen’s words hung on the air for a time.


  The Verminlord did not turn to face Archaon, but its scabbed tail twitched restlessly as the daemon considered its response.


  ‘We will seek-find it,’ the creature repeated, half turning to shoot Archaon a look that was part plea, part venom. ‘For the glory of the gods.’


  Satisfied, the Everchosen lowered his fist and the Swords of Chaos parted. Without another word, the Verminlord heaved aside the heavy door, and vanished into the night.


  ‘For the glory of the gods,’ Archaon echoed, reaching up to run his fingers along Ghal Maraz’s rune-carven steel. ‘Those that truly exist.’
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  When Mannfred returned to the Nine Daemons, he found a vast army of the dead mustering around the Black Pyramid. Legion upon legion of skeleton warriors stood unmoving beneath their banners - not just the graveborn dead of Sylvania, but the golden hosts of broken Nehekhara. Ghoul packs nested in the hills around the Lake of Death, fighting over old bones and worshipping Nagash from a prudent distance. Bat-winged monstrosities lurked beneath the eaves of the dead forests, and spirits flickered across the lake’s amethyst waters. Towering over all were necrotectural constructs of stone and polished metal, patiently awaiting the order that would send them striding into battle.


  Here and there, Nehekharan royal standards gleamed in the darkness, but not as many as had begun the long march from the south. Too many of the desert kings had given offence - unwitting or otherwise - to Arkhan the Black, and had thus forfeited their right to exist. To offend Arkhan was to offend his accursed master, and both bore insults poorly, to say the least.


  It was plain to Mannfred that Nagash had already learnt of his defeat. It was therefore with some trepidation that the Lord of Sylvania arrived at the Black Pyramid, for he knew that failure was rewarded in much the same generous vein as insult. Seldom did a sunless day pass in Sylvania where the vampire did not curse the fact that he himself had made it possible for Nagash to return and thus blight his existence.


  As matters transpired, it was Arkhan, not Nagash, who received Mannfred in the Black Pyramid’s golden throne room. The Great Necromancer still slumbered in the depths of the structure, drawing the hoarded death magic into his skeletal form. The Liche King knew better than to disturb his master for anything save the most apocalyptic tidings.


  So it was that Mannfred recounted his dire tidings to Arkhan, rather than their master. The Lord of Sylvania was careful to recast the arrogance and missteps - and therefore the blame for the defeat - as belonging solely to the unlamented Luthor Harkon. He would dearly liked to have held Vlad accountable for what had transpired at Grim Moor. However, he did not yet know if his sire had been slain at the Dead and Buried, and did not wish to risk his tale on such an unknown.


  Arkhan listened impassively to the Lord of Sylvania’s words, giving the other no clue as to his thoughts. He suspected that the vampire was lying about much of what had occurred on Grim Moor, but cared little. In truth, neither Arkhan or Nagash overly lamented the possibility of failure in the north - the vampire had been despatched as much to test the invaders’ strength as anything else, though he realised it not. It was unfortunate that the battle had also cost Nagash the services of Luthor Harkon, but not desperately so. The pirate admiral had time and again betrayed himself as the weakest card in Nagash’s hand, and his services were easily dispensed with. Each of the surviving Nehekharan kings commanded might equal to Harkon’s, and moreover they were motivated by duty, rather than madness. Arkhan knew that replacement Mortarchs would be appointed from within their ranks when Nagash arose from his slumbers, a new brotherhood of the dead for him to shepherd in service to his dark majesty.


  Mannfred’s account of the battle did at least confirm the scale of the invasion. In truth, one census legion - no matter how vast - did not trouble Arkhan, not when set against the forces mustered in the Black Pyramid’s shadow. Even if others followed after, the Liche King was confident that they could be destroyed without troubling the Great Necromancer. After all, the Mortarchs had faced greater odds in Nehekhara and yet emerged victorious. It was not complacency that guided Arkhan’s strategy, but grim, relentless certainty. He knew absolutely and in exacting detail the capabilities of Nagash’s forces, and saw, at worst, a bruising stalemate upon the shores of the lake surrounding the pyramid.


  Nevertheless, Arkhan was nothing if not cautious - additional forces could only improve the chances of ultimate victory. Besides, Mannfred had failed in his responsibilities, however ambivalent Nagash had felt about his success. Such laxness required a punishment, even if it was only one crafted to humiliate, rather than leave a more lasting brand of failure. Thus was Mannfred permitted to linger at the Nine Daemons for only the shortest of times. Within hours, he was flying east to the mountains, with instructions to offer Neferata anything she wished in exchange for her return to the Great Necromancer’s side.


  Mannfred was less than pleased to be playing the role of a courier, but consoled himself with the fact that the depth of his failure had been concealed from Nagash’s sight.


  Even so, the vampire fought against the command, until Arkhan implied greater knowledge of the events on Grim Moor. Unwilling to call the inscrutable liche’s bluff, and thus risk the wrath of Nagash, Mannfred had at last agreed.


  The Lord of Sylvania took no companions upon the journey, save perhaps his blossoming resentment. With every hour that passed, he was less the master of his own land, and more an ill-used servant. Something would have to be done.


  The Neferata that Mannfred found at the Silver Pinnacle was not the one he recalled parting company with months before. The Queen of Mysteries’ legendary composure was but a distant memory, her manner wild and her temper ever close to breaking point.


  Part of the reason for this was immediately obvious. The once- luxurious chambers of her stronghold had been ransacked during her long absence, first by dwarfs, then by skaven, and at last by goblins. The most recent invaders had been in residence upon Neferata’s return, and their corpses still lay littered about the place, their bodies bearing evidence of the most terrible wounds. Of the trinkets and fineries, the precious treasures Neferata had spent several lifetimes accumulating, nothing remained - all had been stolen or destroyed.


  ‘My commiserations on your loss, your majesty.’ Mannfred could not quite conceal his amusement. The once-glorious chamber was in ruins, its fineries looted and its walls daubed in goblin graffiti.


  Neferata turned and shot him a look of pure poison. ‘Your words do not interest me.’


  Mannfred shook his head. ‘It ill becomes one of your stature to lie so transparently. Had you not desired to speak with me, you would have had me turned back at what is left of the gate.’


  ‘Am I to imagine that would have stopped you?’


  ‘Probably not, but a token effort could have been made. Besides, the words I bring are not my own. Arkhan requests that you return to Sylvania.’


  ‘Arkhan does not make requests. He gives instructions.’ ‘Indeed so, but he instructed that you should be offered whatever you wished.’


  'I’m not interested in the liche’s petty favours.’


  ‘And, in truth, nor am I. He and his master have stolen my realm, and I see little prospect of regaining it. Not until they are destroyed.’


  ‘Then destroy them,’ said Neferata, disdain dripping from her tongue.


  ‘Such a thing is not easily done,’ said Mannfred. ‘Besides, I reckon my chances of survival to be far better in Nagash’s shadow than out of it, at least for now. An opportunity will present itself. In the meantime, it would behove me - behove us - to take our pleasures where we can, whilst we are able.’


  He shot a sly look at Neferata. ‘Now, I think we both know that there is in fact something within Arkhan’s gift that you might dearly want?’


  The Queen of Mysteries’ lips parted in a thin smile.


  ‘Khalida.’


  Yet the heaviest blow had fallen not against Neferata’s possessions, but against her true passion: information. The tumult that had wracked the Old World since Nagash’s return had wrought ruin upon her network of spies and contacts. Hundreds of her handmaidens had perished during the skaven uprisings, or as Chaos overtook the Empire. Mannfred suspected a good many had simply abandoned their loyalty to the Queen of Mysteries, instead choosing to vanish beneath the cover of the unfolding anarchy. Not that he said as much to Neferata, of course.


  Thus, much to Mannfred’s surprise, Neferata swiftly acceded to his request. The life she had spent centuries building was gone forever, and the Queen of Mysteries longed to make someone pay for the loss. So quickly did she agree that Mannfred did not initially trust the decision, and expected to receive a silver dagger in his back the moment it was turned. But then Neferata made one small, almost trivial request, one which Mannfred knew Arkhan would be happy to meet. The bargain was struck, the battered gates of Silver Pinnacle were flung open one last time, and the Queen of Mysteries rode to war.


  Meanwhile, Isabella’s army continued its march across Sylvania, her path straight as an arrow towards the Black Pyramid. She made no attempt to raise the dead to fight in her cause - driving Arkhan to speculate as to whether the countess was any longer able to do so - but she did not want for reinforcements all the same. As Arkhan had anticipated, two other census legions joined the advance, their shambling ranks drawn into the mortal world by the plague blossoming in Isabella’s footsteps.


  Krell was given the task of slowing the daemons’ advance where he could, and the wight king dutifully threw the most savage and bestial of Sylvania’s denizens into the daemons’ path. Such battles invariably ended in a one-sided slaughter, but Arkhan cared not. The Liche King placed little trust in vampires, and none at all in those who were driven by ravenous hunger. Thus, he ordered Krell to spend their lives carelessly. Better that as many varghulfs and vargheists as possible perish far away from the Black Pyramid, somewhere where their ill discipline would not endanger a carefully crafted battle plan.


  Wasteful though Krell’s tactics might have been, they nonetheless left the daemonic host battered and bloodied. The wight king made no attempt to engage Isabella directly. The countess always travelled at the host’s heart, and had taken no interest in personal combat since the siege of the Dead and Buried. Mannfred’s presence would perhaps have drawn her out, but the Lord of Sylvania was yet many leagues away, and would surely not have risked a second confrontation.


  As news of each skirmish reached him, Arkhan became ever more convinced that Isabella was more than merely the daemons’ leader: she was their anchor. Nurgle’s corruption spread only where she walked, and the invaders’ grip upon the mortal world was far stronger when she was near. Whatever Nurgle planned, Isabella was surely the key, and Arkhan grew increasingly convinced that she sought entrance to the Black Pyramid, to claim its power for her own. This sacrilege could not be permitted. Thus, by the time the daemons at last drew nigh to the Black Pyramid, their approach driving the ghoulkin from their hilltop nests, Arkhan had arrayed his forces with the intention of destroying Isabella and rooting out the daemonic corruption at its source.


  Though the Black Pyramid’s foundations lay deep in the lake of death magic, it was connected to the shore by a narrow isthmus of stone - the remains of the old roadway leading to its gates. Few creatures - daemon, mortal or undead - could touch the amethyst waters of the lake and survive the contact. The isthmus, then, would be Isabella’s only point of approach, and Arkhan drew his battle plans accordingly.


  Arkhan was ancient, his tactics founded in the formalised battles of the Nehekharan kingdoms, and he now put them to good use. He assembled the hosts of Sylvania in an east-west line in opposition to the daemons’ advance; wide enough so that his armies would overlap the foe’s, and deep enough to withstand their charge. Skeletal archers were set amongst the Black Pyramid’s towers, their arrows nocked ready to bring down any daemon that sought to cross the Lake of Death on tattered wings. The tomb king legions, with their bristling spears and towering statue-constructs, guarded the far flanks. Their orders were to hold, to draw off what they could of the foe’s strength. Arkhan gifted Mannfred and Neferata command of the near flanks. Save for Krell, these were his greatest generals, and he wanted them near at hand. But it was in the centre of the battle line, arrayed across the isthmus, that Arkhan placed his true strength. Krell would hold the bridge: Krell and the Doomed Legion. They would not do so alone.


  Hidden beneath the swirling waters of the lake were hundreds upon hundreds of morghasts. They could endure in the raw death magic where other beings could not, protected as they were by divine heritage - however corrupted it had become.


  The morghasts were Arkhan’s trap. All that remained was to see if Isabella would spring it.


  Isabella’s army was slow to attack. It assembled almost lazily along the northern hills, expending time without care. Tallyband by tallyband, it shuffled into a line of battle a league away from the Black Pyramid. Bell- hung banners chimed mournfully in the wind, and the low drone of the plaguebearers’ endless counting was like thunder on distant mountains. Ranks parted as nurglings dragged palanquins to the fore, so that their masters might better survey the field of battle. Great Unclean Ones lumbered through the ranks, offering fond words of encouragement that went just as unappreciated as their foul-mouthed jokes.


  Hours passed, and some of the tomb kings sent messengers to Arkhan, begging leave to march forth and attack. The Liche King refused each request. With the Lake of Death and the battlements of the Black Pyramid at his back, his was the superior position, and one he would not abandon. The banners of the daemon host grew thicker upon the hills, its accompanying swarm of flies rivalling the clouds above, and again messengers sought Arkhan’s permission to sally forth. This time, the Liche King sent Krell to deliver his response. Some time later, the deathless wight brought Arkhan the severed head of King Pharak as proof of a message delivered.


  For the better part of a day, the two hosts gazed implacably at each other across the rock-strewn valley with a patience no mere mortal could have possessed. Then, for no reason that Arkhan could detect, there was a discordant clamour of bells, and the plague daemons marched down from the hillside.


  The catapults began firing as soon as the Chaos host came in range, flinging flaming skulls across the blackened sky. Soul-wrenching screams accompanied each payload, but the plaguebearers cared not.


  They trudged straight ahead, paying no attention to the fireballs bursting amongst their ranks, or the mangled bodies of their comrades left twitching in the missiles’ wake. Arrows followed soon after, the feathered shafts swarming through the skies like insects of singular mind and purpose. The volleys plunged down into the packed formations, punching deep into diseased flesh. Ragged holes began to open up in the leading tallybands, holes soon exploited by the precisely timed charges of skeletal horsemen ranging far ahead of the undead phalanxes.


  Still the daemons came onwards, untouched tallybands pressing unenthusiastically in behind those ravaged by arrow and artillery.


  Beasts of Nurgle were loosed from corroded iron chains by handlers worn almost to distraction by their exuberance, and bounded across the battlefield, easily outpacing the trudging plaguebearers. Nurglings darted forward in fits and starts.


  At one moment, a cluster of the plaguemites stopped to squabble over a severed limb or shiny arrowhead. At the next, they waddled forward for all they were worth, high-pitched voices squealing with excitement.


  Another volley of screaming skulls smashed home, their fiery impacts hurling daemon corpses skyward.


  In response, Great Unclean Ones raised their voices, singing Nurgle’s praises in the garbled argot of the plaguelands. Overhead, the sky heaved as the fecund grandfather responded to the pleas of his offspring. Meteors of frothing and gangrenous matter hurtled out of the clouds, slamming into Arkhan’s battle line. Bones snapped like rotten twigs, or were pulverised to dust; golden sphinxes and ushabti were crushed flat, or dissolved by the missiles’ voracious secretions.


  Beasts of Nurgle had reached the Nehekharan phalanxes now, bouncing unconcernedly onto levelled spears, their wide, floppy grins turning to offended scowls as the spears’ barbs dug deep. Before the creatures were slain, their flailing tentacles battered aside the front ranks’ shields, scattering bones and weapons far and wide. The dry voices of liche priests recited ancient incantations, and the bones bound themselves together to fight anew.


  Plague drones buzzed overhead, their riders hurling death’s heads that crawled with contagion. Bone rotted into dust where the shrunken missiles hit home, unmade beyond a liche priest’s ability to rebind them. To the west of Neferata, King Kantep directed his forces from a gilded sphinx- howdah, until he was struck by three such missiles. His ancient bones and bindings unravelled within seconds of the strike. Angry voices split the air as the king passed into true death, dry curses spitting from the mouths of Kantep’s princes as they ordered their archers to scythe the fly-riders from the skies. This their warriors obediently did, the gold-tipped arrows punching through carapace and waxy skin to send the daemons spiralling groundwards. But these arrows were needed badly elsewhere. As the plague drones perished, the plaguebearers advancing beneath them at last pushed forward into Kantep’s legions.


  Neferata saw the phalanxes to the west begin to buckle, cursed Nehekharan stupidity and led the Lahmian Guard hard onto the daemons’ left flank. Beneath her, Nagadron tore at the putrid flesh with voracious glee, and its mistress lashed and spat at the plaguebearers in fury. Neferata had learned enough of the Empire’s fall to know that Nurgle’s followers had been the architects of its demise. Whilst she cared nothing for the cattle who had lost their miserable lives amongst the ruins, the Queen of Mysteries deplored the senseless destruction of the bloodlines and spy networks she had so carefully shaped. Each blow she struck was a tiny repayment for that wasted effort, but the satisfaction it brought was fleeting.


  Further to the east, Mannfred von Carstein had no desire to enter the fight in person. The last thing he wished to do was risk happening upon Isabella for a second time. Instead, he battled only through his undead minions, raising up hordes of skeletons and hurling them thoughtlessly at the foe. The mindless were no match for the daemons they faced, but it mattered little to Mannfred. So close to the lake of death magic, the vampire’s spells were all but unstoppable, and he could replenish his minions far more swiftly than the plaguebearers could hack them down.


  The battle lines buckled and shifted as the fickle fortunes of war began to favour one warlord or another. On the extreme east of the undead line, a Great Unclean One led a sudden surge of plaguebearers so deep into the tomb kings’ line that they almost reached the lake’s shores. Then a necrosphinx’s claws scissored through the greater daemon’s throat, and the attack lost all of its momentum. As the corpulent daemon gurgled into stillness, a rumble of gongs propelled a phalanx of ushabti into a counter-attack. Heavy golden blades clove plaguebearers by the dozen, then graven feet stomped forward across rock slippery with tangled gizzards. In the west, nurglings swarmed over towering statue-constructs, squeezing beneath armoured plates to pick and pry at weakened mortar. And in the centre, Isabella at last emerged from ranks of her army, an ornate chalice clasped in one hand, a thin blade in the other.


  Three Great Unclean Ones advanced alongside the fallen countess, nurglings bickering and squeaking about their feet, and plaguebearer tallybands marched in step alongside. The greater daemons’ countenances were unusually stony, the customary humour of the plaguelords held in abeyance, for the moment at least. Theirs was a sacred duty, handed down from great Nurgle himself: to see that the countess reached the Black Pyramid unharmed.


  As for Isabella, she shared none of her escorts’ grimness, but advanced on the isthmus with the manner of a wronged queen reclaiming her birthright. Krell sent half-rotten wolves against her, but Isabella waved the creatures into dust mid-pounce. Terrorgheists slipped their roosts upon the Black Pyramid’s flanks, and dove screeching against the countess. At once, the Great Unclean Ones pressed close, shielding Isabella with a wall of their own festering flesh. One had half of its ribcage torn away by skeletal claws and slumped lifelessly forward, but not before its flail had crushed its killer’s skull. Another scooped up a handful of nurglings and hurled them skyward. The mites squeaked in momentary terror before bursting against a terrorgheist’s leathery wing in a smear of virulent fluids. The desiccated membrane rotted in seconds, pitching the monster into a dive from which it would never recover. It ploughed deep into a tallyband’s midst, and plagueswords hacked it apart before any sorcery could reknit its wounds. Abandoning her mortally wounded bodyguard, Isabella pressed on, throwing her tallybands onto the Doomed Legion’s corroded spears.


  From the midpoint of the isthmus, Arkhan surveyed the battlefield with satisfaction. He watched Krell lead the Doomed Legion into their prepared retreat, and readied the magical summons that would unleash the lurking morghasts. The enemy were stronger and more numerous than the Liche King had expected, but his preparations had served him well. Isabella’s whole force was committed, and the turncoat witch was about to walk straight into his trap. With her destruction, the daemons’ anchor would be severed, and victory won - all without rousing Nagash. However, what the Liche King did not - could not - know, was that a third army had come to the Black Pyramid.


  Far below, a deep-throated whine echoed through Sylvania’s ancient foundations. Sparks spat and hissed as warpstone drills bored at the living rock, bringing their skaven bearers ever closer to their destination. Dozens of teams laboured across three separate borings, three tunnels that would deliver the army of ratmen up beneath the Lake of Death and directly into the bowels of Nagash’s Black Pyramid.


  The expedition had started many weeks ago, and with hundreds more excavating machines, but the approach had been treacherous.


  The tectonic shifts that had created the lake had made a mockery of the skaven’s knowledge of that part of Sylvania. Every whine and hiss of a drill risked flooding the tunnels with seething death magic, as hundreds of the burrowers had - briefly - learned to their cost. Even now, with time running short, the expedition’s leader, Ikit Claw, hung far back from the exploratory boreholes, and ordered that his tunnellers carved caissons and overflow chambers as they advanced. In this way, the warlock hoped that their accidents would not claim the lives of the assault party that followed close behind. More importantly, he hoped it would not claim his life.


  The Verminlords had given Ikit Claw his mission long before Isabella von Carstein had set foot in Sylvania. The warlock had not wished to accept the charge, had done all he could to avoid leaving the safety of his workshops, but now he took a measure of pride in the work. The warpgrinders and burrowing machines were Claw’s own designs, and he doubted that another could have provided the necessary tools, or made such timely progress.


  The tunnel ahead suddenly glowed with violet light, the brief, panicked shrieks of a dying tunnelling team echoing along the walls. Claw skittered smartly aside as a spill of roiling death magic bubbled past him and out into an overflow. The chief warlock checked his clattering timepiece. It had been impressed upon him to arrive neither too late, nor too early, but the timing mattered little if his bones were stripped bare by a flood of raw magic.


  Meanwhile, in a darkened chamber far closer than Ikit Claw realised, Nagash awakened from his slumbers. He could sense the Army of Blight upon the lake’s shores, could feel the power of Chaos wedded to Isabella’s undead bones. Hissing with frustration at plans disturbed, the Great Necromancer rose from his tomb, and prepared to join the battle for the Black Pyramid.
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  The battle began in earnest when the Army of Blight’s leading tallybands had pushed halfway down the isthmus. Krell uttered a wordless hiss, more the exhalation of a departing spirit than an identifiable command, and the trap was sprung.


  With a bellow as deep as the roots of the mountains, the morghasts emerged from the Lake of Death. Magic streamed from their wings, the violet light casting inverted shadows in the darkness. Wailing souls crackled and writhed around the morghasts’ weapons, victims of old bound to the fate and will of their slayers. Arkhan watched the host swoop into the fight and felt a rare moment of satisfaction. The invaders had experienced much success in the weeks leading to this point. It was time at last for them to pay the price of challenging Nagash.


  The daemons’ vanguard - a vast plaguebearer tallyband - were the first to suffer the morghasts’ onset. Without slowing, the winged harbingers struck the daemons from either side. Soul-wreathed weapons hacked down, ripping through flaccid skin and rotting muscle, spilling limbs and innards as a sickly mess upon the stone. The plaguebearers responded sluggishly, turning to face the threat on their flanks, but those flanks were rapidly disintegrating under an implacable onslaught. By the time the Doomed Legion’s horns sounded, their barrow-spears carried into the slaughter, the tallyband was nothing more than a pile of festering and dismembered bodies.


  Without a moment’s hesitation, the morghasts swooped away once again. This time, the legions divided, each group of harbingers and archai seeking their own target amongst the daemons’ second line. Their orders, imposed by Krell’s silent will, were simple: clear the way to the thing that had once been Isabella von Carstein, so that the Doomed Legion could make an end of her.


  It was one thing for Krell to have such a plan. However, it was something else entirely for the daemons to permit its consummation. Scrofulox’s ebullient voice rang out across the isthmus, bawling at his minions to counter the morghasts’ attack. Plague drones swarmed to blockade the oncoming harbingers. The first wave perished, cut down by the morghasts’ fearsome blows, but the second slowed them and the third halted their advance entirely. Bone shards and fragments of daemonic carapace rained from the skies as the winged opponents banked and dove. The daemons were more numerous than their foes, but the morghasts were stronger, and nimbler upon the wing.


  On the isthmus below, the plaguebearers were still adapting to the altered circumstances. It didn’t help that several nurglings - possessing both an unsuspected ability to mimic Scrofulox’s stentorian tone, and a complete lack of concern about the battle’s outcome - had begun to utter confusing, and oftentimes contradictory, orders.


  It didn’t take long for the army’s heralds to root out and squash the offenders, but even that was too much. Thus, tallybands that should have been formed and ready were still disordered when the Doomed Legion struck them. Cursed barrow-blades thrust deep into daemonic flesh, and scores more plaguebearers joined the ranks of the banished.


  Even as the morghasts started to prevail in the battle for the skies, the beasts of Nurgle joined the fight. They struck the Doomed Legion’s grave guard like bouncing, slobbering battering rams, their vile spittle gnawing away at armour and bone, their tentacles waving with delight.


  Dozens of wights were bowled from their feet, or had their skulls struck from their shoulders by a tentacle’s playful caress.


  Three of the beasts caught sight of the legion’s black banner twitching in the dark. Deciding that the ancient rag had all the makings of an excellent toy, they lumbered joyfully towards it, ungainly mouths salivating in anticipation. It was doubtful that the daemons even saw most of the dozen wights they trampled, so fixed was their attention on their dubious prize.


  Of the undead warriors clustered around the legion’s banner, only Krell stood firm. As a beast bounced towards him, the Mortarch of Despair braced his legs and leaned into the impact. The pauldron of Krell’s armour slammed into the creature’s capacious gut, causing the daemon to draw back, an expression of puzzlement on its drooling face. The confusion did not last long. Krell’s gauntleted hands shifted on the Black Axe’s grips, and the enchanted blade came around to sever the beast’s fleshy head. The other two daemons, startled out of their playful fug by their fellow’s demise, burbled angrily and romped towards Krell.


  But the Black Axe was still in motion. It whirled around in a brutal arc to scythe through both beasts, leaving them twitching upon the ground. Ignoring the thick ichor splattered across his armour, Krell gave a small - almost imperceptible - nod, and drove the Doomed Legion on towards their target.


  Towards the southern end of the isthmus, Arkhan was far from pleased by events. He had counted on the morghasts seizing mastery of the skies, but the daemons had proven surprisingly resilient. Hissing in irritation, the Liche King spread his arms wide and reached out, not into the winds of magic, but into the pure sorcerous essence of the Lake of Death. It came at his command, boiling skyward on each side of the isthmus and crystallising into razor- sharp amethyst shards. There was a thunderclap as Arkhan brought his hands together, and a sudden flare of light as the shards whipped across the approach to the pyramid.


  The plague drones disintegrated in a heartbeat, torn to soggy scraps by Arkhan’s sorcery. The plaguebearers directly below fared scarcely better, for only those shielded by the corpses of their comrades survived the barrage. Nurglings gurgled and pitched to the ground, their bellies and skulls slit open by the shards. Beasts whined and collapsed. Only Isabella went utterly unharmed, and that only because Scrofulox had seized her in the moment of the spell’s manifestation, and pressed her deep within the leathery folds of his paunch. The Great Unclean One had suffered for his selflessness, his skin torn ragged by the shards. Nevertheless, Isabella had no words of thanks, just a frozen expression of revulsion and a pallor somehow paler than was normal.


  But Arkhan was not yet done. With the death magic’s captive souls wailing around him, the Liche King uttered a second great enchantment hard upon the heels of the first. All across the isthmus, the cracked and ruined bones of fallen undead twitched into life once more. The magic flooded through morghasts, skeletons and wights, rebinding their broken bodies and instilling the undamaged with renewed vigour.


  As his spell reached completion, Arkhan sent his mind out east and west beyond the isthmus, seeking tidings. What the Liche King saw pleased him greatly. To his immediate flanks, Mannfred and Neferata were driving back the invaders with all the vented frustration at their command. Further afield, even the tomb kings were holding their own. Arkhan had possessed few expectations concerning the kings of Nehekhara. Nagash had long since slain the cleverest of their number, leaving what the Liche King - not entirely unfairly - regarded as inbred half¬wits. Only Khalida, late of Lybaras, was considered to be something approaching an equal. The rest had earned nothing but Arkhan’s scorn, although they fought well enough. Drawing his attention back to his own battle, Arkhan raised his arms skyward once more, and ushered the re-bound dead to crush those daemons who remained.


  The battle could well have ended there and then. No matter how Scrofulox and Isabella harangued their minions, there were simply too many of the undead. The morghasts, freed from their contest in the skies, flew freely about the battlefield, preying on plaguebearers still reeling from Arkhan’s sorcerous onslaught. Plagueswords and corroded gongs clattered onto rock as their bearers were hacked down, and the odour of mangled and decaying flesh was rank upon the air.


  Perhaps it was the stench that drew Nurgle’s wandering attention. Or perhaps the Plaguefather had watched Isabella’s progress from the start, determined that the Glottkin’s failure would not be echoed by his newest emissary. Perhaps Nurgle was simply bored, his eye wandering between his eternal hobbies of concoction and libation. In any event, the Plaguefather’s gaze was upon the Black Pyramid in that moment, and he decided to bequeath his gifts to those who fought below. Leaning hard against his cauldron, Nurgle heaved the pitted and rusted pot onto its side, spilling the contents through the cracks in reality and thus upon the mortal world below.


  For Isabella and Scrofulox, Nurgle’s gift was most welcome, if not entirely pleasant. A thick and greasy rain fell from the skies, its slimy waters pooling wherever the daemons had suffered their greatest losses. The daemons who fought amongst those waters were untouched, but the undead were dragged beneath the surface by grasping hands that were invisible through the murk. As the undead were forced back, the sickly broth bubbled. Plaguebearers lurched from the depths, the wounded and slain of the fighting restored to life by their god’s beneficent elixir. For Arkhan and Krell, Nurgle’s gift was a bitter reminder that there was no artifice of mortals that the gods could not match.


  Sensing the battle slipping away from him, Krell redoubled his already prodigious efforts. The wight king splashed on through the frothing slime-pools, ignoring the gangrenous hands that clutched at his greaves, and scarcely noticing the plaguesword-strikes that clanged off his armour. The Black Axe was a blur as it wove and spun, the endpoint of each motion simultaneous with a plaguebearer’s death. Behind Krell came the Doomed Legion’s infantry, bound to his will as they had been for long centuries. Although their losses mounted with every step, still the skeletons and wights trudged on into the foe, stabbing and thrusting as they advanced.


  From his vantage point, Arkhan saw Scrofulox bully the nearest plaguebearers into some semblance of a battle line. The sluggish daemons were easy targets for Krell’s vicious strikes, and the liche deemed that most were still disoriented by their recent resurrection. Even so, Nurgle’s intervention had massively shifted the battle’s course, and the odds facing the Doomed Legion were enormous. Quickly discarding as an option the indignity of requesting aid from either Mannfred or Neferata, Arkhan took the only other course open to him. Summoning the morghasts to his side, the Liche King urged his mount, Razarak, into the skies, and flew to join his might to Krell’s.


  As he travelled, Arkhan looked upon the isthmus with distaste. Beneath him, the battle had become a brawl, a disorganised mess that was deeply offensive to the Liche King’s mind. Clusters of plaguebearers had forced their way amongst the Doomed Legion’s line, spoiling the careful order of battle that Arkhan had decreed. To the west, the Doomed Legion’s knights were bogged down amidst a seething swarm of nurglings. For every one of the mites that was slain, another half-dozen came chortling and giggling to the fight. It took six or seven nurglings to pull a wight from his steed, and cost the lives of as many diminutive daemons in the attempt, but the nurglings never grew bored with the game. To the east, plague drones harried the right flank of Krell’s advance. The bloated daemon-flies buzzed in close, darting clear of the spear- and sword-thrusts aimed their way. Then, snatching up victims, they climbed cloudward, before hurling the corpses into the Lake of Death’s ethereal waters.


  Thus had Krell’s advance left a trailing mangle of broken skeletal remains. Arkhan drew from the Lake of Death to restore these scattered bones, forming them into disjointed and ragtag regiments that could follow in Krell’s wake. The liche was disgusted to find himself adding to the battle’s disorder, but hated the possibility of failure even more. Even as that unwelcome thought threatened to smother Arkhan’s mind, a cloud of furies and plague drones gathered in the skies before him. The Liche King did not so much as hesitate. The thought of Nagash’s displeasure was a painful spur, and it drove Arkhan onwards into the screeching, buzzing swarm, bolts of amethyst fire blazing from his staff.


  Far below, Krell at last drew nigh to his target. The plaguebearers that had stood in his path were now churned offal, their ichor wet upon his axe. Scrofulox was now all that lay between the wight and Isabella, but the sight of the daemon’s looming bulk gave him not so much as a moment’s pause.


  The skulls that tipped the Great Unclean One’s flail cackled as they hurtled through the air. The blow was aimed to take Krell’s own weathered skull. However, the wight had expected the strike, and raised his own weapon to meet it. A dull chime sounded as the Black Axe’s blade bit deep into the flail’s corroded chain, severing the links and sending the skulls spinning away into the Doomed Legion’s ranks. But Scrofulox had not placed his faith in the flail alone. Scarcely had the chains split when the daemon’s massive plaguesword slammed into Krell’s exposed left side, buckling armour plates and smashing three ribs to powder.


  Krell staggered into a tallyband of plaguebearers, his splintered bones grinding against the inner face of his armour. Their plagueswords thrust and cut at the wight’s armour as the daemons sought a weakness perhaps exposed by Scrofulox’s strike. Before they could find one, the Doomed Legion pressed in behind their lord, driving back the daemons long enough for Krell to regain his balance. Scrofulox was close behind, surprisingly quick and already swinging his sword to finish the impertinent wight king.


  This time, Krell made no attempt to block the Great Unclean One’s strike. He simply ducked beneath the ponderous blade’s arc, then rose up, axe swinging underarm up towards the daemon’s belly. Scrofulox was heavier on his feet than the wight, and had no chance to get clear. The ebony blade cut deep into the blistered and shard-flecked folds of the daemon’s gut, spilling forth diseased organs and a terrible stench. Scrofulox roared, more in humiliation than pain, and lashed out a second time. Again, Krell gave ground before the clumsy swing, and buried a second strike in the daemon’s gut.


  This time, however, the Black Axe caught fast in Scrofulox’s sucking flesh. No matter how the wight king hauled upon the weapon’s grips, he could not tug it free. Then, the greater daemon lashed out with a meaty fist, and Krell was sent sprawling away, his axe still embedded in the other’s body. Isabella, watching the duel from behind Scrofulox’s corpulent bulk, clapped once and laughed at Krell’s predicament, her amusement only growing as the wight’s witchfires blazed with anger.


  Once again, the Doomed Legion pressed forward to Krell’s side, this time keeping Scrofulox at bay with their press of blades. Isabella, however, was no longer prepared to stand idly by. Stepping briskly forward she ripped her chalice’s lid clear and held the golden vessel aloft. At once, the vile fluid within began to bubble and churn, birthing a thick, dense spore-cloud whose greenish folds gusted away south across the Doomed Legion. Where the spores settled, armour and bone crumbled away, consumed by the hungry bacteria within the cloud. In a matter of moments, the front rank of the Doomed Legion was naught but liquefying spoil, and still the spores swept southwards, bringing the same fate to the skeletons marching behind.


  Protected as he was by stronger magics, Krell endured the spores, but even he did not emerge from the cloud unharmed. His armour was left little more than a rusted mass, and his entire right side was pitted and slicked with seeping green fluid. Still the wight did not yield, and lurched towards where his axe was still buried in Scrofulox’s gut. Alas for Krell, each step was but a stagger, and the Great Unclean One had little difficulty in seizing the wight’s decaying bones. Hauling Krell up high by his shins, the daemon regarded him for a moment, watching as Nurgle’s tiny children feasted. Then, with booming laughter swiftly muffled, Scrofulox lowered Krell’s disintegrating corpse into his rotten-toothed mouth, and swallowed the Mortarch of Despair whole. Plaguebearers shuffled over the ruin of the Doomed Legion, Isabella’s shrill laughter echoing about them.


  It was then that Arkhan struck. The Mortarch of Sacrament plunged from the skies, tatter-winged morghasts in his wake. The surviving plague drones streamed after them, the air abuzz with their resentment, but the daemons were too slow. Morghasts swept over the plaguebearers, spirit- blades raking the tallybands from above. Morghast archai converged on Scrofulox who, still heavy with a meal that was sitting ill upon him, strove in vain to swat them from the skies.


  As for Arkhan, he came straight for Isabella, plunging out of the skies like an amethyst comet.


  Caught by surprise, Isabella threw up her arms, instinctively shielding herself from Arkhan’s attack, but the flames came on all the same. Her flesh and hair caught light, burning and blackening as the fires took hold. Laughter turned to screams, charred flesh flaked away on the wind, and at last Isabella uttered the counterspell. At once, the fires died, snuffed out like a candle at curfew, leaving the countess a twisted char of flesh that, in places, still glowed an angry red. Yet still Isabella stood, golden chalice glinting in an ash-black hand, sunken eyes peering hatefully out as the Liche King alighted before her.


  Arkhan saw little challenge in the grotesque ash-thing that stood before him. The same fires that had ravaged Isabella had also repaired his own small wounds, draining her essence to strengthen his own.


  Still, he was cautious. Rashness was no more in Arkhan’s nature than was compassion, and the Liche King took care to protect himself before approaching further. The stones of the Black Pyramid were bound together with fragments of tortured souls as much as mortar, and the Liche King now wrenched many of them free, forging himself a shield of spirits as he bore down upon his foe.


  Even now, Isabella was faster than she appeared. As the armies battled all around her, the countess let go her chalice and sprang at Arkhan. Fragments of her blackened flesh fell away as she moved, but these were paid no heed. All that concerned Isabella was that her cursed touch should fall upon Arkhan. She was bitterly close to failure, and dared not pay the price that would follow.


  On she forged, ignoring the pain of her wounds, leaping high above Razarak’s head. She landed heavily, both feet balanced precariously upon the dread abyssal’s spine. Arkhan’s sword swept out, was struck from his hand by the countess’ slender blade, and then Isabella was grasping at the Liche King’s throat with her free hand.


  Arkhan felt his shield-spirits screaming pitifully as Isabella’s curse consumed them. He cared not for their demise, of course, save for the unfortunate fact that it likely also heralded his own. Again he sent his soul-fire washing across the countess’ body, and again she blazed like a torch. But Arkhan felt his soul shield giving way before Isabella’s curse, and was forced to throw his efforts into reinforcing it. Isabella sensed the Iiche’s flow of magics shift. Casting aside her sword, she locked that hand alongside the other, tight about Arkhan’s throat. The curse tore at the liche more ferociously than ever before. In his desperation, he reached out to the magics sustaining his army, sapping the morghasts’ energies in order to stave off oblivion. The liche felt the curse’s grasp fade, driven back by the magics he had stolen.


  It was then that Isabella shifted tactics. Though she had made no attempt to wield them, she had not forgotten the magics of her former life. Now, with Arkhan’s concentration solely fixed on the curse, she called forth the same soul-fire with which the liche had assailed her, and focussed it upon her foe.


  The flames in Isabella’s flesh flowed down her arms and into the liche, extinguishing the witch fires in his skull and setting his heavy robes alight. At the same time, the countess’ own blackened skin healed, restored to its alabaster sheen as the soul-fire scorched Arkhan from inside to out. Isabella held on a moment longer, laughter again rising from her throat. Then she leaned down through the flames, kissed the brow of the liche’s naked skull, and vaulted away.


  Arkhan remained in Razarak’s saddle for a moment longer, searching desperately for a way to consolidate his waning power, but he was too weak. The Liche King’s blackened and lifeless bones hit the ground only a heartbeat after Isabella.


  ENOUGH!


  The voice was dark and majestic, every nightmare and horror infused into one word. Nagash had at last come forth from the Black Pyramid, and the battlefield fell still. Even the daemons were momentarily cowed as the looming shadow of black and bone emerged from the pyramid's colossal gateway and swept down the isthmus. The Great Necromancer’s progress was slow - almost serene - but utterly implacable, and as inevitable as night following day.


  Where Nagash travelled, amethyst sparks flared across the rock, ushering his fallen minions to new life and new purpose. A tallyband of plague drones, however, were the first to recover, and buzzed furiously to confront Nagash. They didn’t even make it to within a blade’s length.


  The Great Necromancer’s eyes blazed brilliant green, and withering bolts burst forth, reducing the daemons to dust. Other plaguebearers followed their fellows’ example, and they suffered the same fate. All who fell beneath the wrathful shadow had the fury of Nagash’s magic loosed against them. Swirling vortices swept across the isthmus, leaving crystal statues in their wake. Amethyst fire and writhing tendrils of violet energy swept the causeway, burning daemons to ash, or crushing them to pulp.


  So it was that before the Great Necromancer had passed halfway along the isthmus, most of the surviving daemons had chosen to continue the battle against his minions, cleaving true to the underling’s time-honoured belief that some burdens were the responsibility of generals and gods, not mere foot soldiers. Thus, with the obstacles blasted or withdrawn from his path, the Great Necromancer soon towered over the upstart countess who had forced him to abandon his slumbers.


  Isabella stood in silence as Nagash approached, her blade and chalice once more ready in her hands.


  Razarak snarled and prowled about her, forbidden from attacking by Nagash’s will. If the countess felt any fear, she did not show it, but stood proud and erect as the Great Necromancer drew near. Scrofulox, already regretting the impulse that had led him to swallow Krell, lumbered swiftly enough out of Nagash’s path. His orders had been to see Isabella safe until the self-styled God of the Dead arose. His duty was done, and he had no desire to perish in the countess’ stead now that Nagash had arisen.


  ‘UPSTART VAMPIRE, DISTAFF OF A DIMINISHING LINE.'


  The voice was the finality of death given form, the slam of a tomb lid in the cold and empty dark.


  ‘I LOOKED LONG FOR YOUR SPIRIT AMONGST THE DEAD, AND I AT LAST UNDERSTAND WHY I MET WITHOUT SUCCESS. DO YOU FORSAKE YOUR HERITAGE SO EASILY THAT YOU SEEK TO PIT YOUR BORROWED MIGHT AGAINST MY OWN?’


  Isabella felt her posture slip as momentary fear overtook her. Nagash was correct. Her curse could not unmake so mighty a being, and her magics were but trickeries compared to his ancient and evil knowledge. With an effort, she regained her composure, trying to ignore the chastisement of the daemon in her blood.


  ‘No, mighty Nagash,’ she said, trying in vain to make eye contact with the wrathful shadow. ‘You misunderstand my intentions. I make no challenge.’


  'YOU HAVE PIERCED MY REALM UNINVITED; DESTROYED MY SERVANTS. WHAT IS THAT, IF NOT A CHALLENGE?'


  Isabella lowered her eyes. He should have destroyed her already, she knew that, but deep in Nagash’s soul lay a loathing of unanswered puzzles. Isabella presented a conundrum, and the Great Necromancer had been unable to resist seeking its answer before destroying her.


  Isabella felt a strange gratitude. Humbling Mannfred had been a delight, destroying Vlad had been a bittersweet repayment of a life stolen away. But this? This moment had a flavour all of its own, and she was giddy with the joy of it.


  ‘A distraction,' she whispered, with a sharp smile.


  As if on cue, the first muffled explosion sounded away to the south. Isabella looked up to see a handful of monolithic black stones crack away from the pyramid’s flank and slide into the Lake of Death.


  Nagash uttered a thunderous roar of anger, and Isabella knew that no matter what followed, she had already won.
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  By chance more than design, Ikit Claw’s drilling teams had breached the foundations of the Black Pyramid in the moment that Arkhan’s charred bones struck the ground. The chief warlock had driven his skaven bloody for the last hours of the approach, increasingly aware that he was some way past the agreed time of arrival. Claw had already been preparing his excuses for failure when the first warpstone-tipped drill burrowed into the Black Pyramid’s underbelly.


  The clanrats had not waited for Claw’s orders, but had surged past the sweating drilling team and into the gloom beyond. All were glad to escape the treacherous confines of an increasingly unstable tunnel network, though they would have undoubtedly been less eager had they known what awaited them within. Claw had shared the particulars of the mission with no one, and with good reason. Few skaven were cast in a heroic mould, and delving into the Great Necromancer’s sanctum required heroes - or, at the least, ample promise of reward.


  Ikit Claw was neither ignorant, nor a hero, so it was with great relief that he discovered Nagash had departed.


  It had always been the plan for the tunnelling party to arrive only after the Great Necromancer had been drawn into the battle, and it had worked. Claw contemplated how his delays might even have ended up being crucial to the timing, but then he remembered that Nagash would likely dispose of the Army of Blight before long. Success was success, but that outcome was still in doubt. Claw had six warpbombs at his disposal - twice as many as he thought necessary to bring down the Black Pyramid - but no amount of redundancy would matter if he was slain before they could be placed, and the time-delay fuses set to allow the army’s escape. Rasping orders, Claw returned some semblance of order to his tunnelling party, and headed deeper into the tombs.


  Nagash might have been absent, venting his unbridled fury upon the daemonic host, but the Black Pyramid was still far from unguarded. Spirit-bound statues were scattered throughout the tomb, not sentient enough to act upon their own cognisance, but sufficiently aware of the mortal realm that others could use their eyes to witness who came and went. In the long months of Nagash’s repose, this duty had fallen to Varisoth the Keeper, a Sylvanian necromancer whose loyalty and utter lack of ambition perfectly suited Nagash’s needs.


  Varisoth had not slept in all the months of his watch, for Nagash had seen to it that such mortal needs were beyond him. Now, gazing through an ushabti’s eyes, he caught sight of the skaven. Varisoth was unburdened by pride, and had no hesitation in casting his mind upon the winds of magic so that he might alert his master. However, so deep and abiding was Nagash’s rage that Varisoth could sense that his voice had gone unheard. Rising to his feet, the necromancer muttered the seven harsh words of awakening. Long- dead spirits burst from the chamber’s walls, writhing and swirling about Varisoth’s throne, lifting it from the gilt-edged flagstones and bearing it away towards the intruders. The necromancer’s mind was already far afield, rousing the pyramid’s guardians from their slumbers.


  The attack came just as the first warpbomb was placed, in a wide, galleried chamber directly below Nagash’s sanctum of repose. In Claw’s triple-checked calculations, this was the structural heart of the Black Pyramid - here, a detonation of sufficient force would bring down the entire structure. At Varisoth’s urging, newly awakened ushabti lurched down from their plinths with no other sound save a creak of ancient stone, easily lost beneath hundreds of scurrying footfalls.


  Claw was overseeing the placement of the first warpbomb when a chorus of terrified squeals cut through the air. Turning, he saw a tidal wave of panicked clanrats stampeding towards him. Behind them came expressionless ushabti, their great golden blades rising and falling murderously with every step. Already the living statues were spattered with skaven blood.


  Bracing himself against the tide of fleeing underlings, Claw levelled Storm Daemon and sent a bolt of warp lightning into the advancing war-constructs. It struck one of the statues dead-centre with a deafening report, blasting a hole clear through its chest and sending gilded rubble flying in all directions. Again, Claw smote the ushabti, and this time other fire joined his own. The sharp crack and whine of jezzails echoed around the chamber. Claw saw one ushabti collapse as a heavy bullet smashed its right leg.


  Warp lightning sizzled as Claw’s apprentices joined the battle, then fell silent as the chief warlock’s metallic snarls bade them continue fusing the bombs. By the time Claw returned his attention to the battle, the ushabti had been smashed apart, but the echo of heavy feet upon stone told the warlock that the fighting wasn’t yet over. Confirmation swiftly followed.


  A burst of warpflame, brilliant green in the darkness, showed enemies converging from all sides. Tomb guard were emerging from alcoves and cross-corridors around the chamber’s perimeter. Whirling clouds of spirits spiralled in from openings let into the chamber’s roof. Other ushabti, summoned from elsewhere in the pyramid, converged remorselessly.


  Claw was torn. He didn’t trust his engineers to fuse the warpbombs correctly, but then nor could he rely on his clanrats to fight the undead without his leadership. Reluctantly, he left his engineers to their work and squealed orders at the wavering clanrats. Those that had fled the first attack were long gone, scurried away into the shadows, striking for the entrance tunnel. However, victory over the ushabti had helped others find their courage, and their resolve grew firmer when a burst of warpflame fell plumb-centre in an approaching tomb guard cohort. So loud were the discordant cheers that no one paid any heed to the fate of the warpfire thrower team. Their weapon's feed-lines had split, and the leaking fuel quickly caught light, dooming the pair to a fiery death.


  Capitalising on his warriors’ rising morale, Claw hurled them forward. Time was needed, time for the warpbombs to be fused, and clanrats were easily replaced. Chief warlocks, however, were another matter, and Claw was careful to remain at the rear with the weapon teams, the better to supervise and make a swift retreat if circumstances required it.


  The battle’s pace quickened as more of the pyramid’s guardians joined the fight. Spirits ebbed and swirled across the chamber, chill fingers reaching through flesh and bone to squeeze the life from fearful hearts. One clawband, realising that their weapons were useless against their ethereal foes, lost all heart. Screeching in maddened panic, they streamed away from the fight, the spirits hungrily close behind. Ikit Claw saw the rout begin, and ordered his remaining warpfire throwers to fire along the path of retreat. Desperate squeals turned more raw, more frantic as the green flames overtook the fleeing skaven, but Claw didn’t care. All that mattered to him was that the pursuing spirit hosts had been caught in the same torrent, consumed by the same magical fire as those they had set to rout.


  The jezzails continued their punishing volleys, pounding shot after shot into the ushabti. The duel was not all in the skaven’s favour, however.


  A handful of the constructs had bows, which they shot without breaking step. Arrows the size of saplings hissed across the chamber, smashing aside jezzail pavises and skewering both shieldrat and gunner with the same shaft. But it was in the grind of shield upon shield, where clanrat strove with skeletal guard that the skaven made their superior numbers count. Blind to all but the foe immediately before them, given courage by the sickly bursts of light that told of weapon teams still firing, the clanrats thrust and bit and gnawed at their foe, almost berserk in their determination.


  Varisoth had waited in the shadows whilst the battle raged, allowing the unholy relic upon his throne to feast upon the death and destruction.


  Now, as the mortis engine glided forward, the necromancer cracked the reliquary seals, and reverently lifted the blackened skull high. At once, pale spectral energy blazed from the skull’s eye sockets, crazed streamers of death magic that sought living essence. Where they struck, clanrats fell dead, their lives instantly extinguished. Worse for the ratmen, the magic empowered the skeletal guardians, reknitting broken bones and driving them into the fight with renewed vigour.


  Ikit Claw saw all this, saw the black skull held high by the scarecrow necromancer. Warp lightning arced out from Storm Daemon, punching through the roiling spirit cloud at the mortis engine’s base, and making the throne heave with sudden instability. Atop the throne, Varisoth staggered, slipped and finally fell into the reliquary’s iron railings, nearly losing his grip on the black skull as he did so. Still the pale magic blazed and writhed, sucking the life from nearby skaven and strengthening the dead warriors they fought. Not even the ratmen’s battle-madness could blind them to this threat. In ones and twos, but soon by the dozen, the clanrats broke from the fight.


  Realising that the situation could only be rescued if the necromancer were slain, Ikit Claw readied another bolt from Storm Daemon. Before he could release it, however, a guilty screech of alarm made him turn. An engineer was holding one of the warpbombs, arms clasped tight around it in an attempt to conceal from the chief warlock the green glow pulsing through the bomb casing.


  Smothering his frustration, Claw made a tally of the fused bombs. Two had been readied - two, plus the one cradled in his foolish apprentice’s arms. Perhaps sympathetic explosions would do the rest. In any case, there was nothing to be done. Claw knew that the pulsing sphere’s detonation could not be arrested, that he could either abandon his army with the Black Pyramid and hope for success, or perish in that chamber. The chief warlock didn’t hesitate. Spooling up his warp compensators, Ikit Claw rasped a series of arcane syllables. There was a puff of greasy green- tinged smoke and a sudden stench of rot. When they cleared, the chief warlock had gone, abandoning the rest of his army to their fate.


  A moment later, the pulsing warpbomb detonated, and searing light swept the chamber.


  The Black Pyramid was older than any of the Old World’s civilisations, and it did not lightly yield its grip on existence, but yield it did all the same.


  In the first heartbeat after detonation, brilliant green energy tore through its inner chambers, the fantastic temperatures causing the gold of the bas-reliefs first to run like water, then boil into a gilded steam. For those skaven who remained, death was instantaneous, so swift that none amongst them even glimpsed their fate. For Varisoth and others amongst the temple guardians, salvation came only from the reliquary’s black skull. Supercharged by the torrent of death unleashed by the bomb’s detonation, the skull’s power shielded those undead clustered nearby, rebuffing the storm of warpfire that raged about it.


  In the second heartbeat, a wave of massive, concussive force ripped through the ancient black stones. Those closest to the detonation were battered into inert dust. Others were flung outward by the blast, smashing through walls and ceilings that had barely survived the explosion’s onset. The Black Pyramid’s outer flanks shuddered beneath these hammer blows, but they held.


  A third heartbeat heralded a second detonation as the casings of the unprimed warpbombs finally melted under the onslaught. Chunks of masonry the size of buildings howled loose from the pyramid’s outer slopes, crashing down upon the isthmus, upon the Lake of Death - even as far away as the ruins of Castle Drakenhof, those many leagues distant. Fire blazed from balconies and gateways, incinerating untold thousands of undead. Still shielded by the black skull, Varisoth was propelled from the pyramid’s innards like a shot from cannon, slamming into the Lake of Death’s rocky shores.


  In the fourth heartbeat, what remained of the pyramid began to collapse, the walls falling in upon themselves, or toppling outward into the lake’s amethyst waters. It would take nearly an hour for the last of the rubble to finally settle.


  From the isthmus, Nagash watched the only constant in his long unlife disintegrate before his eyes, and went berserk. He rounded on Isabella, but found her gone, fled in the moment of the pyramid’s conflagration.


  Giving voice to a bellow of rage that shook the distant mountains, Nagash sent magic sweeping outward. There was no shape to the spell he called down, no logic or goal. It was but a tidal wave of punishing force, his wrath given sorcerous form. The magic howled like a gale across the isthmus, and where it touched, daemonic flesh withered to dust. Scrofulox, too slow to escape as Isabella had, was torn apart by the magic, leaving only dust and Krell’s mangled remains behind.


  Isabella, swift enough to escape Nagash’s sight, but an eternity too slow to outpace his magic, was swept up by the torrent. The countess was hurled a full furlong, coming to a stop only when she struck the remains of an old Ulrican shrine with a sickening thud. Her flesh endured where the daemons’ had not, but as Isabella lay broken and tangled, she felt Bolorog shriek in her mind. The daemon within her blood was in agony, and through their link she shared every moment of his terrible pain.


  The bow wave swept further east and west, rolling across the battlefields where Mannfred and Neferata fought, before continuing on, fading steadily with every league travelled. It was only then that exhaustion overtook Nagash. As the wave of magic faded at last, he sank heavily onto his staff, and realised his terrible mistake.


  With the Black Pyramid’s destruction, Nagash’s tether to the Lake of Death was irrevocably destroyed. The Wind of Death was still his to command, was still anchored to him. However, he could no longer draw upon the vast reservoir of power that he had jealously hoarded and grounded in Sylvania’s bedrock in the wake of his rebirth. Worse, in a moment of fury, the Great Necromancer had just expended much of what he had spent months absorbing. Nagash had known the power of a god. Now he was mortal once more, no more mighty than any of the other Incarnates.


  All along the isthmus, skeletons and wights stood motionless. Lacking either a foe to fight, or any command from their master, they stared blankly across the ruin of their enemies, waiting patiently for a change in circumstance. The morghasts knelt before their creator, their tattered wings gathered tight.


  Nagash was still kneeling in the dust when Mannfred and Neferata arrived at the isthmus. Nothing could have concealed the Black Pyramid’s demise, and it had struck both vampires - almost in the same moment - that the Great Necromancer could well have been destroyed in the explosion, leaving opportunity for another to ascend in his stead. Thus had they left the dying battle in other hands, and flown south. Neither vampire dared address Nagash, for fear of betraying a disappointment so massive as to deny concealment. Instead, they simply attended in silence.


  Nagash scarcely noticed their arrival, so lost was he in contemplating his sparse options. There was no calculating the enormity of the blow that Chaos had struck against him, nor did he see how his original plan was to be recovered. Years ago, when Teclis had first sought him out in the void between life and death, seeking to forge an alliance against the growing power of Chaos, Nagash had refused. Nonetheless, he had seen in the mage’s plan something he could use for his own schemes. Though it irked him, he had never considered making himself the master of death magic, and had grudgingly accepted that Teclis’ mind might almost be on par with his own. Yet subverting Teclis’ plan, taking the power of death to drive his own ascension, had failed.


  Two possibilities now presented themselves, both equally distasteful to proud Nagash. One was to succumb to the Chaos Gods, to become their servant, as so many of his own vassals had done in recent years. The other was to stand with the living against the forces of Chaos - for the Great Necromancer to treat with ephemeral mortals as if they were his equals. It mattered not that he could sense that other beings had been infused with magic’s raw essence just as he had. Other beings - mortals especially - would always be inferior.


  Neither course held much attraction. To take either was an admission of failure, to accede that Nagash was not so mighty as he proclaimed. Moreover, he suspected that Teclis had interfered with his chosen course nearly as much as the Dark Gods had, for that alone could explain how his meticulously planned resurrection had nearly ended in absolute disaster.


  Coming to a decision, the Great Necromancer stood tall again. The skeletons and wights formed beneath their banners once more as his will fell upon them. The morghasts rose, weapons held in salute. Neferata at last knelt before her master. Mannfred made no move to match the gesture, though he averted his eyes as Nagash’s gaze swept over him.


  Turning away from his mostly subservient Mortarchs, Nagash surveyed the remnants of battle. His eyes rested a long time on Arkhan’s blackened bones. The liche could not be truly destroyed whilst his master walked the mortal world - their fates were too closely bound for that. Certainly, Arkhan had failed once again - neither he, nor Krell, deserved resurrection. On the other hand, Nagash knew that he was about to enter into a den of enemies, and whatever Arkhan and Krell’s failures, disloyalty was not amongst them. Striding to each in turn, Nagash touched the tip of his staff to their remains, giving of his own essence in order to restore his servants.


  Then the Great Necromancer made the long walk to the Black Pyramid’s shattered remains, raising up all those capable of holding a blade. Against all odds, Varisoth was amongst these, shielded by the Black Skull of Morghane and thrown clear by the explosion. The necromancer clearly believed he had been raised again only to be struck down for his failure, but Nagash had forgiven greater failures that day.


  Soon after, the army of the dead was on the march. Much to Mannfred’s anger, Nagash had appointed Neferata as ruler of the realm in his stead, had bidden her to hold Sylvania in his absence. In many ways, the decision was inevitable. There were now more Nehekharan nobles than vampires in Sylvania. Their customs were alien to Mannfred, and revolt a certainty if he tried to impose his will upon them - even if it were Nagash’s by proxy. Nevertheless, Mannfred had to struggle to quell his anger. He had no doubt that it would be days before any challenge to Nagash’s will would end in aught save his own destruction.


  By contrast, Neferata was greatly pleased by the edict. She cared little for ruling Sylvania - a fact she was certain to impress upon Mannfred before his departure - but the Queen of Mysteries rejoiced that her new position would place the hated Khalida wholly within her power.


  Yet more than the loss of Sylvania, it was Nagash’s destination that troubled Mannfred. Given the choice between an alliance with mortals, or with the servants of the Dark Gods, the Great Necromancer had chosen the former. With each step, the army of the dead moved steadily westward, towards the realm of undeath’s antithesis. Towards Athel Loren.
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  Hope Reborn


  Spring 2526 - Summer 2528
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  For a short span following Malekith’s crowning as the Eternity King, Athel Loren had known a period of stability. With the refugees from Ulthuan and Naggaroth supplementing the wood elves’ own warriors, the beastmen of Athel Loren had stood little chance. Warherds had been slaughtered or driven out of most of the realm’s twelve kingdoms. In their wake, the waystone-marked boundaries were secured against further intrusion from the wasteland that had once been Bretonnia. Thousands of lives were lost in the trying, and many ancient groves were left scorched and bare. Nonetheless, a victory of sorts had been achieved. Most elves reckoned the cost worth paying, and cast their eyes forward to a future of reclamation.


  Yet amongst the triumphs, the wider war was being lost. The Weave - the natural balance that the wood elves had laboured so long to protect - was shifting badly as Chaos grew dominant. This was not solely due to the travails facing Athel Loren. The Dark Gods’ triumphs affected the Weave there more than in any other land, but every assault they made upon the natural order pushed the world closer to its unmaking.


  Such a change would not happen overnight. Indeed, without an explosion of Chaos energy not seen since the fall of the Old Ones, it would take centuries for the Weave to be upset so gravely for the world to be torn apart. However, a tipping point was approaching, a point of no return that would herald an inexorable slide into timeless and formless Chaos. Already its precursors could be felt.


  As the balance shifted, madness began to overtake Athel Loren itself. Ever more forest spirits were driven to Coeddil’s cause, and an uprising that had begun in Cythral spread across the woodland realm. This stretched the forest’s defenders all the more gravely, allowing the corruption to spread further, in a self-perpetuating loop of destruction. The areas of Athel Loren most heavily suffused with magic suffered the worst, and soon the paths of Fyr Darric and Argwylon were unsafe for even the elves to travel. Stories abounded of dryads running with daemons, and of enraged treemen smashing apart the hidden shrines.


  Fortunately for the elves, those forest spirits who kept their sanity still outnumbered those who had been corrupted by Chaos. Durthu, ever the stalwart of Athel Loren, remained rational, and laboured long at Alarielle’s side, trying to undo the spreading corruption. Progress was slow, and easily reversed. Athel Loren’s spirits were creatures of magic, like - and yet unlike - the daemonic servants of the Chaos Gods. That kinship alone should not have been enough to sway them to the Dark Gods’ cause, but the sad truth was that too many forest spirits resented the presence of the elves, or longed to return to a simpler time, though they remembered it but dimly.


  Malekith and Alarielle had always known that the situation would grow more dire - though they had shared the information with but few of their subjects. They were soon proven correct. Even as Archaon travelled south to the Empire city of Middenheim, the forces of Chaos had revealed themselves to be quiescent, rather than defeated. When they came forth a second time, they did so in numbers so vast as to defy belief.


  The first blow fell in Arranoc, the glorious Summerstrand, where the sun never went dark. Daemons spilled forth from the Vaults of Winter, the cold of the accursed caverns spreading before them. Glades and fields that had never known aught save the most glorious of summers vanished beneath thick hoarfrost. Those who survived the icy onset were numbed and disoriented by the sudden change, none more so than the forest spirits, who plunged instantly into a slumber so deep that they would never again waken to the living world. Even Amadri Ironbark, the spirit king of Arranoc, fell prey.


  Without Amadri’s leadership, and bereft of their forest spirit allies, the elves were able to mount but a token defence. The Summerstrand was once the brightest and most beautiful of the woodland realms, but it soon became a haunt of madness and horror, where lithe daemonettes flitted from tree to tree, searching for fresh playthings to torment. Nonetheless, the elves of Arranoc refused to abandon their home. They fought and died amidst the frozen rivers and frost-wreathed glades, their arrows and spears but pinpricks against the hide of an otherworldly leviathan.


  Help came from other realms as the Summerstrand slipped deeper into eternal winter. The elves of Atylwyth, whose groves were permanently locked in winter, were well-used to fighting beneath rime-clad boughs, and their arrival served to slow the Slaaneshi advance. Yet Arranoc’s salvation came from what would have once been considered an impossible source. Many of the exiled dark elves had made new homes in Atylwyth, finding reminders of Naggaroth’s bitter chill beneath its bare boughs. A few dreadlords voluntarily mustered their forces northwards, and more marched on Malekith’s order.


  Thus reinforced, the elves of Arranoc at last reclaimed their home, or nearly so. Though the daemons were driven back into the Vaults of Winter, the Summerstrand remained locked in ice. Worse, new gates to the Dreaming Wood - the Realm of Chaos - had burst open upon the sites of the greatest battles. These needed guarding ever after, lest other daemons stray into Athel Loren from the world beyond. Though it remained in elven hands, Arranoc was lost as surely as sunken Ulthuan, and a cursed land forevermore.


  Arranoc was only the beginning. Scarcely after the Vaults of Winter had been sealed once again, myriad new assaults were launched against Athel Loren. In Anmyr, the Witherhold, the Tree of Woe collapsed into rot. Morghur, accursed Cyanathair of legend, was reborn from the stinking mulch, and rejoicing bray-cries thickened on the wind as beastmen hurled themselves upon Anmyr’s borders. Lady Delynna of Anmyr was the first of hundreds to perish that day, her flesh mutating into something unspeakable before her blade could end the threat. Morghur escaped in the anarchy that followed, as elves set spear and bow upon the twisted remains of those kinsmen twisted by Morghur’s touch. Other elves hurried to defend the waystones upon the realm’s boundaries. They were an age too late. By the time Lady Tevaril’s spear slew the creature that had once been Delynna, the waystones had been toppled, and the warherds were rampaging across the border.


  Arranoc had endured only through help from the other kingdoms. There would be no such aid for Anmyr, for the other realms too were under assault. In the depths of the Vaults, northlander sorcerers shackled the dead of ages to their will, and hurled them against the borders of Atylwyth, Cavaroc and Modryn. Horsemasters and hawklords met the dead upon Cavaroc’s wide plains, the thunder of hooves echoing beneath skies thick with arrows. Yet the dead of the mountains were a rich resource, and the sorcerers who drove them on were always careful not to expose themselves to the keen eyes of Modryn’s scouts.


  In the east, the briarmaven Drycha at last shattered the binding stones of the Wildwood, Cythral, after years of striving, loosing the corrupt treeman Coeddil and his cruel spirit army from their age-old prison. Lady Draya the Nighthawk held them for a time, her rangers reinforced by the aesanar of twice-broken Nagarythe. However, Coeddil’s followers were too many, the treeman’s rage too unyielding.


  The halls of Tyr Vanna and Tyr Edrell soon fell to the spirit army's advance, and the Nighthawk’s army found itself trapped against the bastion of Cullodinen Edge. That battle left the elves of Cythral scattered, and their maid-queen dead amongst the ashes of a burnt grove. That Coeddil did not push deeper into Athel Loren was thanks entirely to the leadership of Alith Anar. The Shadow King rallied the weary Cythrali and harried the treeman’s host, blunting their every advance through stealth and guile.


  In Torgovann, where blind Daith’s funeral pyre still raged, gates to the Dreaming Wood ran with blood, and baying daemon-hounds hunted beneath starlight skies. As the blood flowed, the gates grew wider, and the daemons were so numerous that there were scarcely enough arrows in Torgovann to see them slain. Yet they were held, barely, once again with the assistance of asur and druchii blades.


  In Wydrioth and Argwylon, in Fyr Darric and Talsyn, the tale was the same, and Athel Loren rescued from destruction by those its own defenders had saved scant months before. Just as the forest itself had been preserved millennia earlier by the arrival of the first elves, the newcomers ensured that it endured against the rising tide of Chaos.


  Yet it would have been a mistake to view the elves as a truly united force, even then, for resentments and hatreds of old could not fade in so short a span. Many a defeat was visited upon Athel Loren’s defenders through the refusal of asur to cooperate with druchii, or asrai to place their trust in any save their own kin. Sadly, this was an example set from the apex of the realm.


  It was a truth poorly hidden that there was little fondness between Malekith and Alarielle, and no intimacy whatsoever. Theirs was a marriage of state, forged to bring a divided people together. Trust - ever an elusive commodity in those dark days - existed but tenuously between the king and queen. Malekith watched ceaselessly for betrayal, the suspicion of the past a hard habit to break. For her part, Alarielle remained always alert to the possibility of her husband lapsing into familiar ways, of him becoming anew the tyrant of old. The tragedy lay in the fact that neither had any true grounds for their suspicion.


  It was pride, and history’s inexorable weight, that drove Malekith and Alarielle apart, and their distance was plain to far too many of their subjects.


  Nonetheless, the Eternity King and his Everqueen fought readily in Athel Loren’s defence. The forest was a true home to neither, and had been bequeathed to their rule by dying gods, but they strove to prove worthy of it, all the same.


  Malekith was ever at war, wielding the shadow-power once held captive in the Great Vortex. By his hand, armies traversed vast distances in an eye- blink, marching in the spaces between the shadows, and often attacking a flank that their enemies had thought secure. Wreaking destruction had always been Malekith’s greatest talent - that it was now loosed in a righteous cause did nothing to stifle his joy.


  Alarielle was seldom more measured in her deeds. She was the Incarnate of Life, and many of the elves - especially those high elves who had not fought beside her during Ulthuan’s dying days - had assumed her transformation would render her more akin to the spiritual Everqueens of old than the war-queen she had so lately been. They could not have been more wrong. They had forgot that life was a force of destruction as well as healing - especially in a land such as Athel Loren, where the trees themselves were willingly roused to war. Indeed, in those early days no greater slaughter was wrought than at Tal Merion, where those beast-kin whom Alarielle did not drown beneath the waters of the Grismerie she tore apart with writhing thorns.


  None of this went unnoticed by Lileath, Goddess of the Moon and last of the elven pantheon to remain in that age of the world. From the very start, Lileath had not believed that Chaos could be defeated. Where others sought to win the war at hand, she had drawn her plans for the future. She was little more than mortal now, her power almost spent in the fashioning of a haven designed to allow her daughter to ride out the storm of Chaos. What little remained, she wielded to delay the inevitable tipping of the Weave, for every moment of delay would ensure that the Chaos Gods would be weaker in whatever world came to pass.


  As yet, none of the elves had guessed at Lileath’s despair - they saw only a goddess who fought at their side, heedless of the cost to herself. The creation of the Incarnates had been her idea, though brought to fruition by Teclis, and all believed that the goddess could yet change their fortunes. All, perhaps, save Malekith, who was little given to placing trust in any other creature, be they mortal or goddess. Even Teclis, whose labours brought him secretly to Athel Loren shortly before Averheim’s fall, did not suspect Lileath’s deception, and still worked to complete her plan.


  ‘You should rest.’


  Teclis brought Malhandir to a halt, and tore his attention from the overgrown path. As ever, he couldn’t be sure whether the shadowy figure had actually uttered the words, or whether his mind was playing tricks. Perhaps he was going mad, he thought.


  Certainly, the casket’s four bearers were little more than elementals, woven from strands of life, shadow and memory. The casket’s front was carried by a rugged, lion-cloaked warrior, and a slender, more refined noble of the southern courts. The rear was borne by elementals in the forms of a robed loremaster, and a tall, eagle-helmed lord whose face lay ever in shadow. In theory, they had no will - and therefore no opinions - of their own. In theory.


  ‘I cannot afford to rest,’ Teclis said. ‘Time is short enough as it is. The forest is changing around us. If the corruption reaches Yn Edri Eternos before we – before I - do, then all of this will have been for nothing.’


  ‘Haste will do no good at all if exhaustion leads you down the wrong path,’ cautioned the lion-pelted shade.


  ‘How long is it since you last slept?’ asked the southern noble.


  ‘Too long,’ said the shadowy loremaster, not giving Teclis time to respond.


  ‘I thought I taught you better than that.’


  ‘You did,’ said the final shade, the words spoken gruffly, ‘but he never listens. He does what he will, no matter the cost to himself, or to others.’


  Those words were knives in Teclis’ soul, even though he knew them to be but a reflection of his own thoughts. It was too late to make amends for the decisions of the past. There was only the future, and the hope of salvation for all.


  ‘We continue,’ he said, urging Malhandir on once again. ‘We have no other choice.’


  Even with Lileath’s deceit concealed, it was not long before the elves too began to experience severe division. Hellebron, rescued by chance from the ruin of Ulthuan, had become the godhead of her murderous cult following Khaine’s destruction.


  She had fought as keenly as any in Athel Loren’s defence. Indeed, some said too keenly, for she gladly expended the lives of her followers if their deaths would bring victory. Hellebron’s were the bloodiest triumphs of those days, and it was not always the foe who paid the steepest price for her success. Nonetheless, her cult had continued to grow, drawing worshippers from all three elven races.


  Many lords and ladies pleaded with Malekith, begged him to rein in Hellebron’s worst excesses, but the Eternity King judged her actions but one of many sane responses to surviving those insane times. If blood were the coin of Hellebron’s victories, then Malekith was glad for her to spend it as she wished. However, not all were so sanguine. Alarielle, in particular, was greatly worried by the Crone Queen’s excesses, but her authority alone was insufficient to bring about censure.


  It was at the Battle of Cerura Carn that matters came to a head. There, Imrik of Caledor, first of the asur princes to support Malekith, did battle with a truly vast beastmen warherd.


  So great was the danger that even the proud dragon prince was forced to call for reinforcements. Lord Arias of Modryn was first to answer the call, his midnight-clad warriors falling hard upon the beastmen’s western flank whilst the iron-disciplined Caledorians held them in the centre. But Hellebron too had answered the call - though more out of desire for slaughter than to aid Imrik.


  The witch elves and executioners assailed the warherd from behind, tearing the embattled beasts apart in an orgy of blood and blades. But so swept up in slaughter were the warriors of Har Ganeth that they did not slow when their lines met those of Lord Arias. Over half of the Modryn host was slain at Cerura Carn, a good part of it by Hellebron’s followers.


  Furious, Imrik petitioned Alarielle. Soon after that, the two of them then confronted Malekith in private, and at last persuaded the Eternity King to check Hellebron’s power. Thus was the Cult of the Blood Queen outlawed in Athel Loren. In a rare moment of reluctance, Malekith did not issue the decree himself, but left the matter to Alarielle. The Everqueen could not divine the reason for her husband’s reticence, but it mattered little. The Cult of the Blood Queen was outlawed at Alarielle’s order, and Hellebron was stripped of all duties and titles.


  Humiliated and embittered, Hellebron fled with her followers to the Shrine of Khaine on the Wydrioth-Talsyn border. From its tallest tower, she stared westward across the burning forest, and brooded upon her fate.


  It was there that the daemon Be’lakor, architect of the elves’ woes, found Hellebron one moonless night, and stole into her dreams like a thief. The daemon sought to twist the unwitting Crone Queen to his purposes but, to his great consternation, Hellebron recognised his nature from the first. This hardly mattered, however, for Hellebron considered herself too many times betrayed. Her feet, then, were already set upon temptation’s path. Nonetheless, Be’lakor took great enjoyment in sharing with the Crone Queen what he claimed was a vision of the future, in which Alarielle flung her bloodied corpse from atop a pinnacle of stone. Already receptive to the daemon’s promises, Hellebron was swift to embrace the Dark Gods, in exchange for a promise of revenge against those who had wronged her.


  That same night, Aqshy, the Wind of Fire, swept masterless through the skies far away across the Grey Mountains. Loosed from mortal form by the death of Ungrim Ironfist, it sought another host, but could find none to its liking. Many sorcerers sensed its power upon the breeze and sought to chain it, to imprison its essence within themselves, but Aqshy was a primal force of magic, and even the most powerful could not overcome its fiery independence. In the tunnels beneath ruined Altdorf, Egrimm van Horstmann made endless sacrifices, buttressing his own might with stolen souls, but still dominance over the Wind of Fire eluded him. No sooner had the sorcerer taken Aqshy into his body than it burst free once more, the force of the separation burning his body to a blackened and lifeless crisp. Others tried and failed, with similarly gruesome results, but still Aqshy blazed and wheeled in the sky, as it sought its destiny.


  As the elves battled for survival, two armies marched on Athel Loren from the east. The first was the Emperor’s motley assemblage of humans and dwarfs - the scant survivors of Averheim. They made painfully slow progress through the mountains, for they were burdened by too many wounded. That they could proceed at all was only thanks to Gotri Hammerson’s knowledge of the Grey Mountains, of hidden dwarf roads seldom seen by outsiders.


  Nevertheless, every day of the march brought fresh challenges. Mindless undead clustered in those high places, their only motivation to slay the living. Pockets of wild magic had birthed daemons amongst the peaks, and chimerae were ever-ready to stir from their lairs. Worse, that stretch of the Grey Mountains was home to a dozen orc and ogre tribes, and none of them bore intrusion lightly. Some of the dangers could be bypassed, but not all. Time and again, the loose column of men and dwarfs shook itself into a rally square as howling greenskins came charging down the slopes, or a chimera came roaring from its nest.


  There would likely have been no victories at all but for Gelt’s magic and dwarfen firepower, as the passes were too confined for the knights. None felt this frustration more fully than Duke Jerrod. He had now witnessed the destruction of two realms, and he longed to steep his blade in righteous retribution. Instead, however, he had to watch as the ignoble weapons of th'e dwarfs wrought his salvation.


  For their part, the Zhufbarak had become more accepting of Gelt during the march. At first, they had resented his magics no less than the Bretonnians resented the dwarfs’ own firearms. However, where Gelt walked, runes flared into vigorous life - not just those whose power Hammerson knew well, but simple naming runes whose true power had long lain forgotten. In Gelt’s presence, gromril armour became hardier still, and weapons gained a killing edge that no whetstone could replicate. As the days passed, ironbreakers whispered of the spirit of Grungni, and wondered if his power had come to rest in the man who hid behind a mask of metal. These voices were never raised within earshot of a human, for the dwarfs found it deeply discomfiting that one of their ancestor gods might bless an outsider so.


  Gelt was wholly unaware of the consternation that he had provoked, but then he was aware of little during that march. Gelt’s days were spent in battle, his nights in sombre meditation as he attempted to understand the power that had become shackled within his bones. He was all too aware how easily curiosity had led him astray in recent years, and he was determined that he would not make the same mistake again.


  The Emperor was still bereft of magic, stripped of Azyr’s might at Archaon’s hand. Nevertheless, he did not shirk from his duty in the line of battle. Though Hammerson chose the route, it was the Emperor who had set the destination, even though it met with little approval. To Jerrod, Athel Loren was a haunted and spiteful place, its denizens responsible for the deaths of too many of his friends and subjects. To Hammerson, it was a wellspring of grudges, ranging from the time of Grungni Goldfinder all the way up to the present day.


  And for Gelt, whose life hereto had been grounded in the Empire’s great metropolises, Athel Loren was a realm of barbarians. Nonetheless, all allowed the Emperor’s will to guide them, though they could not have explained why. Thus, battle by battle, the refugees of Averheim gradually drew closer to the woodland realm. Behind them, growing closer every day, came a far larger host. This too had come from Averheim, but it was possessed of a far darker purpose than the one that preceded it. If the brass totems they bore had not betrayed their allegiance, the trail of carnage left behind surely would have done so. Where the Emperor’s army had avoided all but inevitable confrontation, this army sought out bloodshed, leaving shattered corpses and piled skulls in their wake to attract Khorne’s favour.


  This Army of Skulls was led by a dead man: Skarr Bloodwrath, slain by Duke Jerrod, but restored to life by slaughter, as he had been so many times before. Skarr knew he had failed his dark patron, and yearned to claim the skulls of those who had escaped his wrath as penance. Skarr had long transcended the need for any sustenance save battle itself, and brooked no delay caused by the human frailties that still beset the Skaramor who followed him. Those who could not keep to their warlord’s pace were abandoned on the trail, their skulls oftentimes added to those of their victims.


  As the Emperor’s army reached the boundary of Wydrioth, the fabled Pine Crags of Athel Loren, the wind at last shifted, carrying the berserk howls of the skullreapers westward. At once, weary men and dwarfs redoubled their pace, preferring to make their stand in the dubious safety of Athel Loren rather than in the daemon- haunted mountains.


  Their intrusion was noted at once. Swift Wydriothi scouts scattered unseen from the Emperor’s path, carrying word to the king and queen of Athel Loren. Dryads shadowed their approach, glinting eyes alert for any misstep. Alarielle had long expected that others of her fellow Incarnates would make their way to Athel Loren. With Durthu’s aid, the Everqueen had impressed the need for restraint upon those forest spirits who had not been lost to madness. Athel Loren, not ordinarily a realm much given to friendliness, was quick to welcome allies in those dark times. Nevertheless, had so much as a single bough been split for firewood, the dryads would have gladly torn the newcomers limb from limb. Hammerson had learned the lesson of Goldfinder’s doomed expedition where many of his kin had not, and forbade that any axe be set against living wood. Pleased and disappointed in equal measure, the dryads held their peace.


  But there was another who bore witness to the Emperor’s arrival in Athel Loren. Be’lakor disliked the turn that events had taken. Gelt’s power shone like a beacon to the daemon, a brilliant gold light that could pierce the shadows of his very being. Moreover, Be’lakor could sense the touch of Azyr in the Emperor’s mortal flesh, and feared that these two could tip the battle for Athel Loren if allowed to reach Malekith and Alarielle.


  Be’lakor knew that any battle would likely bring the king or queen to Pine Crags all the sooner. Therefore, if one was to be fought at all, victory would have to be guaranteed so that they would not find the allies they sought. Unfortunately for the daemon, Wydrioth had resisted his minions with an efficiency seldom matched. What armies Be’lakor had there were too small to guarantee victory, at least alone. Skarr presented another problem. The Army of Skulls was within a day’s march of the forest boundary, and their presence would surely draw the attention that Be’lakor sought to avoid.


  Stepping through the shadows, Be’lakor flew to Skarr’s side. Utilising every iota of guile, the daemon tried to convince the warlord to stay his advance, not to breach Athel Loren’s bounds before his own forces could converge, and thus guarantee a swift victory. Another northlander, awed by the power and glory of the First-damned, might have acceded to Be’lakor’s request, but not Skarr.


  His loyalty was given to Khorne, his heart to slaughter and his mind to vengeance. Heedless of Be'lakor’s growing wrath, he refused the daemon’s petition, instead driving his army harder than ever before.


  Just as Be’lakor had predicted, Athel Loren went wild as soon as the Skaramor trod beneath its eaves.


  At once, the dryads who had been shadowing the Emperor peeled away eastward, and fell upon Khorne’s devotees with all the shrill fury of their kind. The sounds of battle rang out across the glades, alerting elves and spirits for leagues around. Glade lords marshalled their households, slumbering dragons awoke to rage and treeman ancients roused entire groves of forest spirits to war. Cursing Skarr’s stubbornness, Be’lakor withdrew to his fastness in the ruins of Tal Esth, and began to draw his plans anew.


  Thousands of skullreapers and wrathmongers perished in the hours that followed, but Skarr would not be slowed. Every axe-blow, every cloven treeman and beheaded elf, brought him closer to his quarry - and vengeance. Even now, he made better time than the Emperor’s army. The dense forest impeded the humans and dwarfs as much as it did their Chaos- touched pursuers, and they dared not offer violence or offence so freely as did Skarr. Steadily, the Army of Skulls’ bloodied vanguard drew closer.


  At last, as the refugees made their way through Esdari Corrin - the Chasm of Echoes - Gelt came to a decision. Turning Quicksilver back to face the oncoming host, he bade the others continue, to seek help whilst he kept the Skaramor at bay between the steep-sided walls. All knew what Gelt was offering - that the wizard intended to sacrifice himself to buy the others time to escape. It was a logical and noble sentiment, but alas one entirely wasted, for the Zhufbarak refused to leave his side. Instead, they calmly took position where the pass was narrowest, and no entreaty on the wizard’s part would move them.


  The Emperor and Duke Jerrod knew that their column of exhausted knights would be of little use in that chasm and, following a brief farewell, rode hard. Despite Gelt’s parting wishes, abandonment could not have been further from their minds. At Jerrod’s suggestion, the force was divided.


  Each company took a different path, the boldest and swiftest of their number riding ahead, braving the forest’s dangers in their desperation to make contact with Athel Loren’s hidden defenders.


  As the humans sought aid further west, Skarr Bloodwrath reached the Chasm of Echoes. At Hammerson’s order, thunderous volleys rippled across the boulders, shots screaming through the air and the first blood shining red beneath the forest canopy. The Battle of the Chasm had begun.
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  Battle For The Chasm


  [image: 14_Warriors-of-Chaos-s_opt]



  Few warlords would have wished to attack the Zhufbarak position in the Chasm of Echoes. The slope was steep, thick with undergrowth and roots, split by shallow streams and jagged outcrops. The dwarfs had spent their time well, and had entrenched themselves amongst the crags and boulders. Moreover, there had been many dead trees on the chasm floor, dry husks which dwarfen axes had refashioned into crude barricades. Live trees, as ever, had been carefully left untouched, for the Zhufbarak recognised that there was no sense inviting trouble from the forest’s spirits.


  Skarr saw it all as soon as he rounded the last spire into the chasm’s eastern mouth. The sun was blazing bright far above the canopy, shafts of golden light piercing the leaves to illuminate the warriors below. He saw the thunderers and war engines clustered at the chasm’s narrowest point, the gleaming blocks of rune-armour upon the flanks. Overhead, Skarr could see the gyrocopters bobbing like corks upon a wave, waiting for the signal to attack. Between the chasm’s treacherous confines and the waiting Zhufbarak, he knew that hundreds of Skaramor would perish before even coming to within blade’s length of the enemy. Skarr was unconcerned. Khorne was with him, and the Lord of Skulls cared not from whence the blood flowed.


  Bellowing more like a beast than a man, Skarr charged into the chasm’s depths. His shout was taken up by the warriors who came behind, and the Skaramor attack began.


  The Zhufbarak did not match the northlanders’ war cry with one of their own. Instead, their war machines spoke for them. There was a colossal roar, and the dwarfs vanished from sight, hidden at once by seething cannon smoke. The first shot was high, whining far over Skarr’s head to impact with the mountainside.


  The second shot ploughed into the skullreapers on Skarr’s left, taking down a dozen blood-mad warriors in a single smear.


  On the Skaramor charged, boots thudding through briar and fern, careless of the uneven footing. The scent of blood - the blood of their tribe - was thick in their nostrils, and the heady tang brought with it a divine battle rage. Ankles snapped like broken boughs as warriors missed their footing amidst the tangle, brief shouts of pain echoing up the chasm walls. Still the Skaramor came on, their slavering war hounds running free amongst them, the wounded dragging their twisted legs behind, or else trampled by their fellows.


  Further down the slope, the cannons roared again, their voices joined this time by the staccato cracks of the Zhufbarak’s organ gun, and the thunderers’ volley. At Hammerson’s command, the gyrocopters of the Blackwater Squadron at last opened their throttles. Skimming as low as they dared, the pilots strafed the skullreapers, jinking deftly to evade the heavy axes thrown their way in return. The leading edge of the Skaramor charge all but evaporated under that assault. One moment there was a bellowing mass of northlanders, axes whirling in anticipation of the fight to come. The next, the chasm floor was painted red with their blood, the undergrowth littered with corpses and body-parts.


  Skarr was suddenly alone, his vanguard snatched to ruin by the Zhufbarak, the nearest reinforcements a dozen paces and more behind. Yet the champion did not slow his pace, did not balk at the odds before him.


  He merely bellowed fresh praise to Khorne, set his chained axes whirling, and redoubled his pace. Bullets whined around Skarr as he charged home. Most of the shots weren’t aimed for him, but rather at the skullreapers thundering in his wake. The dwarfs of Zhufbar were well-practised at this way of war, and Hammerson knew better to waste bullets on a single foe when hundreds more clustered close behind. Even so, Skarr was struck many times, the heavy lead punching bloodily through his flesh and bone. The champion didn’t feel the wounds. He had been slain so many times that pain no longer had any purchase upon him, was naught but a spur to slaughter.


  He gave his blood freely as an offering to the Lord of Skulls, a votive to seize Khorne’s attention so that he might see the deeds wrought in his name.


  The Zhufbarak saw the bleeding and shot-ravaged northlander continue his mad charge, and dismissed him as a berserker whose strength would fade long before he reached their lines. Gelt suspected otherwise. The wizard’s senses had been widened since his joining with Chamon, and he could feel a dark and oppressive presence drawing across the battlefield. He had no name for it, nor even a true feeling of its shape. He knew it was monstrous beyond description, as dark and unknowable as the abyss between the distant stars.


  Up to that point, Gelt had drawn but little upon his magic. He had lain enchantments upon the dwarfs’ weaponry, rousing runes to brilliance with a gesture, but had kept the greater part of his power shrouded, held back for a crucial moment.


  As Skarr drew nearer, Gelt deemed the time had come. Urging Quicksilver forward, the wizard supped deep of Chamon. A filigree orb of gold began to form between Gelt’s outstretched hands, growing larger and more solid as magic flooded into it. When the orb was about the size of a man’s head, the wizard breathed gently upon it, sending it rolling serenely uphill, directly into Skarr’s path. On the orb travelled, through the crash and thunder of artillery, through the smoke that clogged the chasm floor.


  The orb grew larger with every moment, quickly surpassing an ogre’s girth, and then a dragon’s wingspan. The Blackwater gyrocopters aborted their attack run, and banked hurriedly aside from the orb’s path. Rotor blades skirted the rocky walls as they put their craft through evasive manoeuvres that danced on the very edge of suicide. Still the orb rolled on. Gold glittered in its wake, the rock and flora of the chasm transmuted into a king’s ransom in precious metal. And still the orb continued.


  By the time Skarr realised his danger, it was too late. The glimmering orb loomed large before him. The champion could not run past it, for it now filled the space between the chasm walls. Retreat was Skarr's only course, but it was also an unthinkable one. Refusing to admit defeat, the champion hurled himself into the orb’s golden depths, roaring defiance as he did so. A heartbeat later, his wrathful cries fell silent. The orb continued its journey, leaving Skarr as a perfect golden statue in its wake. Immediately after, the next wave of Skaramor met the same fate as their warlord, as the orb’s transmuting touch stilled their fury into golden silence.


  Despite their best efforts and natural cynicism, many of the dwarfs were awestruck by what they had just witnessed. Their fire slackened and almost stopped, until Hammerson’s gruff voice stirred them to action once again. Hundreds of the foe had been vanquished, but hundreds more remained. Armoured warriors with tall shields and stamping juggernaut steeds could be seen entering the chasm’s eastern end. Even with this respite the battle was far from done, and there was nothing, save for defeat, to be gained from lollygagging.


  Gelt first realised that something was wrong just as the dwarfen fire thickened once more. He had intended to keep the orb in motion until it reached the far end of the chasm. However, it had not even covered a third of that distance when the sky went suddenly dark, and a wrathful thunderclap rolled overhead. At once, Gelt felt the orb unravel, the magics of its creation dissipating like smoke in a sudden breeze. Pain followed, a thousand red hot needles stabbing deep into his mind, the sudden agony of it causing him to fall from Quicksilver’s saddle. Hammerson saw the wizard collapse, ordered the Ironclads to his side, but he could not have been prepared for what followed.


  What happened next took many forms in the minds of those who saw it.


  For some, a wall of dark fire sprang up along the chasm, enveloping the dwarf line and the transmuted remains of the Skaramor, and setting the canopy ablaze. Others recalled a gale sweeping down from the east, its winds striking armour and flesh with the force of an axe. More witnessed the rock floor of the chasm buck and heave, sending boulders and wicked shards tearing across the Zhufbarak lines. Gelt saw all this through eyes half-lidded with pain. However, he bore witness as much through Chamon’s senses as his own, and so perceived something the others did not, something that sent black fear worming its way through his guts.


  Gelt saw the tip of a colossal sword - so vast that its breadth was scarcely less than the chasm’s width - plunge through the forest canopy behind the dwarf lines and deep into the rock floor. As its unseen wielder twisted the blade, the sword’s tip scraped eastward through the chasm. The ground trembled and split, and great slabs of rock broke off from the chasm walls, crushing one of the Zhufbarak cannon. Fire sprang up and rock shattered wherever the god-steel touched, thick black smoke billowing behind it.


  The dwarfs unfortunate enough to be caught in the blade’s path were pulped instantly, those lucky enough to avoid its strike were cast from their feet, choking from the fumes. This was all bad enough for the dwarfs, but where the god-steel touched those ’Skaramor transmuted by Gelt’s spell, it unmade the enchantment. The gold exploded into glittering dust soon lost amidst the smoke, and then the sword was gone as quickly as it had struck, it bearer’s gaze drawn elsewhere.


  In that moment, the Zhufbarak lines were thrown into disarray. Scores of dwarfs had perished in the sword’s strike, whether immolated by the flames, crushed beneath falling rock or pulverised by the blade itself.


  Shield walls and gun lines had been split apart, the survivors lost in the choking black smoke. Voices carried through the murk as Hammerson and his veterans tried to restore some order to the battered Zhufbarak. They were far too late.


  Skarr understood little of what had just happened. However, he had heard Khorne’s voice in his mind as the enchantment fell away from his flesh, felt new strength flood into limbs that had last felt leaden and heavy. For one such as he, understanding mattered little. All he craved was another chance to wreak slaughter, and the Lord of Skulls had granted that to him. Skarr scarcely noticed the acrid smoke, or the fire still raging fitfully across the chasm floor. All he knew of were the axes heavy in his hands, and the promise of hundreds of skulls ripe for the taking.


  The hammerers of the Holzengard were the first to feel Skarr’s reborn fury. Twin axes parted the smoke, and hacked deep into the Zhufbarak front rank. Skullreapers came screaming 'behind their warlord. Some were those who had been restored by Khorne’s intervention. Others had come from further east, bloodied by the dwarf artillery, but untouched by Gelt’s magics. All had felt Khorne’s gaze upon them that day, and it drove them forward with a savagery that even gromril armour could not thwart.


  The Holzengard’s banner fell as a skullreaper’s blade clove the bearer’s head from his shoulders. Another hammerer snatched up the metal pole as it toppled, determined that Zhufbar’s last royal banner should not be dishonoured. He too fell dead, hacked apart by frenzied blades, but the fire of battle was in the dwarfs’ bellies now. Giving voice to a booming challenge in Khazalid, the Holzengard’s survivors surged forward like a battering ram of gromril and flesh. They heaved the northlanders back from their banner, their great hammers crunching flesh and bone. Screams of the dying echoed through the smoke, merging with dwarfen oaths and the northlanders’ guttural roars.


  Back and forth that battle heaved. Fresh Skaramor came constantly to the fight, the sheer weight of their charge driving the dwarfs back over the tidemark of dead. In response, the dwarfs shrank back, letting the northlanders expend their momentum, then forging resolutely into the fray once more.


  The dwarfs had been staggered, but now they came back strong. Tongues of flame licked the Skaramor’s right flank as drakeguns were brought to bear, whilst the northlanders’ left shrank steadily back as the locked shields of the Ironclads slammed home. Runes blazed as hammers and axes crashed down, splitting armour and flesh. Though his skull still throbbed, Gelt had recovered enough to play his part, and his enchantments rendered gromril armour harder than diamond, proof against even the most frenzied of axe-blows.


  What had begun as a battle now devolved into little more than a brawl. Zhufbarak and Skaramor banners were little more than markers that roughly showed zones of dominance.


  Dwarfs and northlanders swirled through the smoke’s confusion, navigating by the sound of clashing metal more than sight.


  Only the Ironclads kept their order, their shield wall grinding remorselessly through the enemy ranks. However, as another group of Skaramor disintegrated under the Ironclads’ assault, a new northlander warband came to the fight, one whose shields were tall and whose armour was a close match for Zhufbar- wrought gromril. These were the Bloodshields, and they had marched far in the hope of finding worthy victims. Giving voice to a raucous cry, the northlanders rammed their shield wall forward. The Ironclads’ response was automatic, as instinctive as breathing. Without a word, the dwarfs shrank their line and locked their shields tight together. The two shield walls met with a crash that could be heard a dozen leagues away, but not one dwarf took a step back.


  At last, the smoke was clearing. Rays of sunlight penetrated the ravaged canopy once more, revealing the battle’s true shape. From his position amidst the Firebores’ clansdwarfs, Gotri Hammerson could see that the Zhufbarak line had been fractured, and the Skaramor had poured in through the gaps; everywhere, the dwarfs were surrounded. Hammerson had not expected to survive the battle, had no faith that the elves of Athel Loren could be convinced to effect a rescue. He was gravely disappointed all the same, for he had hoped to pass into his ancestors’ halls with tales of a battle worthy of legend. There was no glory here, just a squalid slaughter.


  That the Zhufbarak had not been swept away by the onslaught was testament to their resolve. Hammerson doubted that any mannish army would have held under similar circumstances, although Gelt’s determination was scarcely less than that of the dwarfs he fought alongside. As the runesmith watched, the wizard plucked a vial from beneath his robes and sent it arcing towards the foe. The strange missile shattered against a northlander’s helm, sending seething liquid in all directions. At once, the warrior began to scream as the liquid ate away at his armour and flesh. A heartbeat later, he collapsed, the metal of his helm still hissing and bubbling.


  Skarr Bloodwrath fought all but alone atop a pile of human and dwarf corpses, the few skullreapers at his side drenched head to toe in blood. There was no technique to Skarr’s blows, just the brutal instincts of a born warrior. He hacked through shields and helms, throttled dwarfs with his axes’ chains - even tore out their throats with his teeth, if the opportunity presented itself.


  Skullcrushers thundered down the chasm, their daemonic steeds trampling friend and foe alike. The gyrocopters banked around to engage, engines running fitfully as they sucked in smoke-clogged air. Bomb-clamps snapped open, payloads arcing lazily downward to explode amongst the armoured daemon-cavalry, and muffled explosions kicked more smoke into the air. A dozen of the brutes went down, the riders broken and bloody, the juggernauts slumped motionless with ichor seeping from great rents in their brass hides. But more came on, the survivors splitting left and right around the Bloodshields. Lances punched through the Ironclads’ shield wall, sending dwarfs hurtling. The ironbreakers staggered, but held.


  Gelt saw the ironbreakers’ shield wall buckle.


  Muttering an incantation so familiar that it needed no conscious recollection, he sent a searing golden beam into the nearest cluster of skullcrushers. Gelt saw the pressure on the shield wall slacken, saw the Ironclads reclaim lost ground. Another respite had been earned, but Gelt knew he could not be everywhere.


  As if in confirmation, another wave of Skaramor swept through the clearing smoke, crashing against Hammerson’s clansdwarfs. Gelt urged Quicksilver into the air, reaching for another enchantment that turned the northlanders’ axes to rusty scrap. With their blades rendered useless, the Khornate tribesmen hammered at the dwarfs with feet and fists, but such weapons were hardly a match for dwarf steel.


  As Quicksilver carried Gelt into the thicket of dwarf axes, Hammerson felled his immediate opponent - a burly northlander whose skin was more scarred than not - and pressed back through the Firebores’ ranks to greet the wizard.


  ‘You’ll be wanting thanks, I suppose,’ the runesmith muttered gruffly.


  ‘If you have any to offer,’ Gelt replied, wondering if he’d correctly guessed the dwarf’s mood.


  ‘As much as you like,’ said Hammerson. ‘Not that I reckon it’ll change our situation. We’re not going to last much longer. If it’d just been the barbarians, we’d have been able to hold for hours, but when their bloody god got involved...’


  ‘You saw that?’ Gelt interrupted, surprised.


  Hammerson snorted. ‘Of course I did. Don’t be mistaking me for a fool, just because I don’t have your flashy magics. I have the sight, though I’d rather have been blind, all told.’


  ‘I’ve never seen anything like that before,’ Gelt told him. ‘The walls between the mortal and immortal realms must be thinner than ever.’


  ‘Then it doesn’t much matter if we die today, does it?’ Hammerson said dourly. ‘Seems like time’s running out for everyone, not just us.’


  Another, larger wave of Skaramor rounded the spire and charged headlong into the fire-scorched chasm, but help had finally arrived.


  For a second time that day, flames wreathed the skies. These were not the unnatural fires of Chaos, but the contrails of phoenixes. Screeching with fury, they blazed down into the chasm like meteors.


  The attack was coordinated to perfection. The firebirds swept low across the Skaramor horde, unconsciously mirroring the god- steel’s earlier path. Fire followed in their wake, setting light to flesh and fur. Hounds howled as the flames consumed them, northlanders collapsed mid-swing, but not so much as a single dwarf was scorched.


  Halfway along the chasm, the phoenixes suddenly split away at right angles to their previous course, each heading towards one of the chasm walls. Within moments, the chasm was split in half, with the bulk of the Skaramor horde trapped behind a towering wall of flame. Back and forth the phoenixes flew, weaving their blazing trails like spiders weaving webs, ensuring that the fires did not fade. Those northlanders closest to the barrier attempted to cross it, heedless of the fellows’ earlier fate.


  But the fires were too hot, and those who tried to breach them were dead before they had covered even half the distance. Even the juggernauts could not endure the fearsome heat without their joints fusing and their brass hides blistering.


  Whilst the firebirds had struck to deny the northlanders their reinforcements, Caradryan’s frost phoenix swept back its wings and ploughed straight into the battle. Ashtari’s icy talons slammed into the Skaramor, scattering the tribesmen’s bodies like windswept leaves. The survivors hurled themselves forward undismayed, their cursed blades hacking shards of frost from the phoenix’s wings.


  Few survived to land a second strike.


  Caradryan’s halberd was a blur of steel, handled with a grace more befitting a duelling rapier. On the ground, Ashtari fought with huge buffeting blows from his wings, each sweep dashing a half-dozen broken northlanders to the chasm floor.


  Scarcely had the Zhufbarak registered the newcomers’ arrival when horns sounded from the chasm’s western end. Trees parted to reveal a column of tail-helmed elf warriors, lion-pelts draped across their shoulders and keen axes ready in their hands. They came forward at a run, armoured boots unerringly finding safe footing amongst the chasm floor’s tangled undergrowth. Behind came yet more elves, their flame-marked cloaks and shields bright against the chasm’s fire-blackened walls.


  Now it was the turn of the Skaramor to be outmatched. However, their change in fortunes did nothing to quench the northlanders’ ardour. Indeed, the arrival of fresh enemies only seemed to drive them into a deeper and more abiding rage. They fought like beasts in a trap, howling and lashing out at any who came close. Their reason was lost to berserk madness, their savage lusts a foreshadowing of what Khorne wished for the world. The cornered Skaramor were a blood-curdling sight, yet Caradryan’s elves had lately fought Khaine-lost kinsmen captured by a similar rage. The elves’ hearts were unmoved, and they hacked the northlanders down like the beasts they had become, though it cost them many lives to do so.


  From that point on, the fate of the Skaramor to the flame-wall’s west grew steadily more dire. The Zhufbarak, though secretly glad that they would not join their ancestors that day, refused to be outdone by elves - no matter how timely their arrival. Indignation and stubborn pride redoubled within the dwarfs’ doughty hearts, lending strength to arms wearied by battle. All at once, shield walls that had been on the point of collapse locked tight once again. They drove forward over dead and dying northlanders, Khazalid war songs booming.


  Even through his berserk haze, Skarr could sense victory slipping away.


  He swept his axes in a reverse- arc, beheading three dwarfs, and sending a fourth reeling back with half his chest torn away, but the sense of triumph was fleeting. A great slaughter had been wrought, but defeat was still defeat. The Blood God might have prized skulls more than any other token, but Skarr - like all mortal champions - sought glory as well, and there was little glory without victory. But there was glory in felling the mightiest foeman, and Skarr at once knew what he had to do.


  Skarr leapt from his cairn of dead and dying, the momentum carrying him clear over the Firebores’ shield wall and deep into their ranks. On he forged, axes clearing a path through the stocky warriors, every step, every hack and cut, bringing him closer to his chosen target. Skarr did not feel the axes that bit into his own flesh, or the hammers that pummelled at his armour - there was only his prey. At last, Skarr Bloodwrath hacked his way clear of the Firebores and into the press of Skaramor on the far side. Gathering himself, he leapt high in the air, axes already swinging.


  With his attention fully focused upon the northlanders swarming about him, Ashtari did not mark Skarr’s approach, but Caradryan did. The Phoenix Blade swept up, parrying one of the warlord’s axes with a dull chime. The other cut down hard on Ashtari’s neck. The phoenix shrieked in pain. Shards of razor-sharp ice crackled across Caradryan’s armour and gouged deep into Skarr’s flesh. The northlander landed heavily on Ashtari’s wing, rolling away down the rime-laced feathers as the phoenix tried to shake him loose.


  Skarr’s axe bit down hungrily into the wing, its blade glowing a dull red as it lodged deep in the phoenix’s frozen flesh. For a heartbeat, Skarr hung ignominiously from the axe’s grip as Ashtari shifted beneath him. Then he hauled him self upright, regained his footing and charged along the shifting wing once more.


  Caradryan’s blade arced out to sweep Skarr’s legs from beneath him, but the warlord was prepared for such an attack. One axe blurred as it left his hand. The chain snagged on Caradryan’s halberd, the axe’s momentum yanking the captain half- out of his saddle, and the weapon back and out of his hands. Skarr struck before Caradryan recovered his balance, his remaining axe hissing to cleave the captain’s skull. With no other option save death, Caradryan rode the momentum of the initial blow, falling clear from Ashtari’s back and feeling the wind of Skarr’s axe pass above his head.


  Ashtari bucked hard, but Skarr would not be denied. Taking his remaining axe in both hands, he brought the blade down on the phoenix’s neck a second time. There was a sound like breaking glass, and a chill blast that sent the warlord sprawling to the ground. With a last wailing screech, Ashtari shuddered once, and slumped dead. Skarr roared in triumph, and the sound was taken up by the Skaramor, spreading and growing in volume as other voices took up the cry.


  Caradryan uttered no word as he regained his feet, but the rage on his face was plain to see. Freeing his halberd from the tangle of chains, the captain ran at Skarr, the sound of his footsteps lost beneath the bellows of victory. Flames flickered along the Phoenix Blade as it struck, the killing edge hacking deep into the warlord’s spine, killing him instantly. Yet Caradryan was given no time to take satisfaction in his vengeance - other northlanders were upon him before Skarr’s corpse had hit the ground. Caradryan had time to whisper a silent prayer to a god who no longer existed, and then the Skaramor were upon him.


  Gotri Hammerson saw Ashtari perish, saw Caradryan all but vanish beneath a swarm of red-armoured northlanders. He knew that the elf’s arrogance had led him to that fate, though honour insisted that he not be abandoned. But there was little the runesmith could do. The elves’ arrival had bought the Zhufbarak a temporary respite, but there was still a sea of raging northlanders between Ashtari’s corpse and the nearest dwarfen shield wall. Fortunately, others were able to act where Hammerson could not. With a clatter of engines, the Blackwater gyrocopters hurtled towards Caradryan’s last position, nose-guns thinning the horde.


  Asuryan had not heard Caradryan’s prayer. The Creator had passed from the mortal world, his fire lost forever. Leagues away to the north, however, another force took note of the plea. Though near-mindless, Aqshy felt the desperation of a kindred spirit, and blazed south towards the Chasm of Echoes. The Wind of Fire picked up speed as it travelled, leaving a shining flame-trail stretching briefly across the skies. It reached its destination within moments, slamming down into the thick of the battle, through the press of Skaramor, and claiming Caradryan as its own.


  Heavenly fire slammed into the chasm. A heartbeat later, a nova of flame spilled out from the impact site, incinerating scores of Skaramor and engulfing the Bloodshields’ rear ranks. And rising from out of the plume of fire, blazing like a meteor, came Ashtari, reborn to the flames of his youth by Aqshy’s touch. Atop the phoenix’s back rode Caradryan, eyes blazing with fire, his soul melded to the flame-wind. Ignoring the northlanders howling beneath him, the new Incarnate raised his hands to the sky. At his command, the flame-wall began to move, inexorably flowing up into the eastern hills and consuming all in its path.


  A few chieftains held their ground at the chasm’s eastern end, but the tide of fire made ashes of them soon enough, and their followers fled back into the mountains. To the west, pockets of skullreapers battled on, snarling defiance, but Caradryan sent Aqshy’s fury flowing through the allies marshalled against them. As one, the dwarfs and elves surged forward, the fire kindled in their hearts spilling forth and rippling across their blades. Blinded by desperate rage, the skullreapers fought on, but their hour had now passed, and their victory had fallen to ashes. By the time Ashtari wheeled to join the other phoenixes, and swooped down into the battle trailing fire, the outcome was no longer in doubt.


  Be’lakor had not stood idly by as Skarr roused the Pine Crags to furore. Though the First-damned would have preferred better timing, he appreciated the value of a good distraction. The elves had responded in far greater force than he had anticipated. Aside from Malekith and Alarielle, there were perhaps a dozen commanders of note within Athel Loren, and no fewer than six of those had been drawn into containing the Skaramor invasion. With most of the others engaged fighting Morghur’s warherds in the west of the forest, there was a small - but adequate - window of opportunity.


  Be’lakor feared that time was running out. He knew full well the task that the Dark Gods had set Archaon, and was determined to do what he could to upstage the Everchosen.


  Let Archaon delve into the rock of Middenheim if he wished. Be’lakor would destroy the Oak of Ages. He would rend the very Weave itself asunder, and thus upstage the mortal who had stolen the gods’ favour.


  As the first blood was spilt in Esdari Corrin, Be’lakor cloaked himself in shadow. Unseen save by the insane, he ghosted along the secret paths of Athel Loren, drawing together allies long-cultivated. Hellebron was the daemon prince’s most recent acquisition, and the most eager to join his cause, for humiliation still clung to her like a waterlogged cloak. Others were more difficult. The daemons of the Vaults of Winter knew Be’lakor of old, and remembered the ill favour with which the Dark Gods regarded him. Nevertheless, they had long coveted the Oak of Ages, had sought to devour its sweet magics, and greed soon drove them into the First- damned’s clutches.


  Drycha and Coeddil were the most reluctant of all those whom Be’lakor sought out. Daemons and the spirits of Athel Loren had ever been the greatest of enemies, and at first the briarmaven and the fallen ancient rejected his approaches. But Be’lakor was a prince of lies, and Drycha and Coeddil too resentful of the elves.


  Too readily, they believed his tale of merely wanting to humble the elves, to claim their souls as an offering to thirsting Slaanesh. Drycha and Coeddil did not see the deeper and darker desire lurking in the First- damned’s mind, for they would surely have opposed him had they done so. Instead, they pledged themselves to Be’lakor’s plan, and rallied the fallen forest spirits to his cause.


  Yet it was no simple matter to approach the Oak of Ages. The secret paths surrounding that ancient tree were the most heavily defended in all Athel Loren. Hidden eyes watched every spur, and way-fortresses overlooked every junction. Even Drycha could not approach by that route - she would already have done so were she able. Be’lakor, shrouded as he was in primeval shadow, could tread those paths, but he could take no other upon the journey. A few weeks before, Hellebron could have marched her supporters along more mundane paths, coming to within striking distance of the Eternal Glade, and the Oak within entirely unopposed. However, with her recent disgrace, it was doubtful that the Crone Queen would be regarded with anything but the utmost scrutiny - especially if she brought an army at her back.


  Another distraction was needed, and Be’lakor already knew how it could be done. Binding himself in shadow once more, the First-damned sped to the halls of Naieth the Prophetess, and trod lightly into her dreams. For one such as Naieth, there was little difference between dream and vision, and it was simplicity itself for Be’lakor to redirect her path.


  Naieth the Prophetess was dreaming of Middenheim, or rather, what remained of it. The City of the White Wolf had been gutted. Where the houses and taverns, barracks and merchantrooms had once stood there was a colossal pit, an excavation carved deep into the Fauschlag rock. What buildings remained lay in ruins. The Temple of Ulric was the only structure of any size that still possessed a roof, and it was daubed with blood and filth, the corpses of its priests hung from the walls by their own entrails.


  Northlander campfires were clustered throughout the devastation, the totems of the Dark Gods raised upon skull-draped poles. Hounds howled, and roaring monsters pulled uselessly at chains set into the rock. Magic screamed and swirled through the devastated city, channelled to blood-spattered ritual circles by chanting acolytes and horned sorcerers.


  As her dream-self flew closer to the pit, Naieth saw toiling chain-gangs haul rock up from the depths. The slaves were mostly humans, captives taken during Archaon’s assault on the Empire, but there were dwarfs and even ogres as well - the latter held captive by far bulkier chains than the rest. All were stained by the sweat and dirt of heavy labour, their sagging skin betraying the hunger gnawing at them. Skaven overseers stood guard over the slaves, chivvying them with lashes and spear butts, standing guard from rickety towers fashioned from Middenheim’s collapsed houses.


  Down flew Naieth’s dream-self, down through the excavation’s winding tunnels. Soon she was deeper than the humans had ever explored, but still the shuffling, grimy slaves trudged steadily upward, clutching torn baskets, or pushing handcarts laden with rocks. The dead lay where they had fallen, misshapen rats gnawing at their pale corpses.


  Deeper still, and the rough tunnels became a memory, yielding to vast chambers. Though lined with moss and strange lichens, there was no hiding the regular, geometric design of these new tunnels. Shining stones lined the wall, half-hidden by the cave-flora and millennia of calcification, and Naieth knew at once that these tunnels far predated the time of the elves.


  At last, Naieth’s dream-self passed into a half- excavated and stalactite-encrusted chamber. The floor was thick with fragments of stalagmites, the ancient formations presumably shattered to allow easier access to the chamber’s heart. There, held in place by two perfect hemispheres of gold, Naieth at last saw what the northlanders had delved so deep to find.


  The globe was as black as night, its surface pulsing and rippling like liquid. Each pulse caused a dull burst of light that travelled lazily across the rocky walls.


  The light was colourless, and yet somehow all colours at once. Even in her dream state, Naieth could sense the magic emanating from the globe, could taste the corruption on the stale air. Her dream-self drew near, longed to reach out and touch it, but Naieth knew that to do so would destroy her, dream or no.


  Circling the orb, Naieth took note of a tall, black-armoured figure standing silently upon its far side. A coven of sorcerers stood in silent attendance, heads bowed as their gold-helmed master communed with his treasure. Naieth’s dream-self could hear the lord addressing his minions, but the sounds were too distant, too muffled for the prophetess to make any sense of them. She drifted closer, trying to get some sense of what was said.


  The golden helm snapped suddenly up, its hollow eyes staring directly at the prophetess’ dream-self.


  He could see her.


  Naieth reeled away in panic, desperate to flee, but she already knew she was too late. The third eye on the lord’s helm glowed a searing white, and suddenly all Naieth could hear were her own screams.


  Naieth’s screams did not linger. Through Be’lakor’s manipulations, her spirit-form had crossed the Eye of Sheerian’s gaze, revealing her to Archaon, and to the Dark Gods. The prophetess was one of Athel Loren’s foremost mages, but the spark of her power was as nothing before the all-consuming flame of the Chaos Gods. Caught in their unblinking and terrible gaze, her fragile soul was smothered in an instant, the scraps hungrily devoured by Slaanesh. The fury of the Dark Gods’ assault - far exceeding that required to vanquish a mortal foe - flooded back through the boundaries between the mortal and immortal realms. The pulse of wild magic tore Naicth’s halls apart, leaving a crater whose slopes gleamed like glass, and a jagged tear in the fabric of reality. Moments later, otherworldly screams split the glades as the daemons of the Vaults of Winter forced their way through.


  At once, Talsyn awoke to fury. Those who had not jolted from slumber at the sound of Naieth’s dying shriek were roused as the forest shuddered in pain. Desperation reigned. Naieth’s halls were less than a league from the Eternal Glade, and to have daemons so close to the ancient tree was unthinkable. Many elves - too many - lost their lives by attacking the daemons piecemeal, without waiting for reinforcements. The defences of the hidden paths were abandoned as elves flooded to defend the Eternal Glade. It was only when Malekith and Alarielle arrived that any semblance of strategy began to form. By then, however, it was too late. As the daemons forced their way into the Eternal Glade, Hellebron’s and Drycha’s followers overwhelmed the remaining defenders of the hidden paths and launched their own assault on the Oak of Ages. Athel Loren stood on the brink of destruction.
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  Defence of The Eternal Glade


  [image: 17_Elves-small-i_fmt1]



  Hellebron’s cultists came upon the Eternal Glade from the east. They were a mass of chanting, howling murderers eager for victims, keen to avenge the slight upon their priestess. Be’lakor’s daemons came from the north, springing from the Chaos rift birthed by Naieth’s subverted flesh. Coeddil and Drycha struck from the south-west, accompanied by a host of the Wildwood’s mad spirits.


  There was little coordination between the three forces. Each party considered the others to be nothing more than a means to an end, distractions whose deaths would speed victory along. Slaughter was their only goal. Only Be’lakor, whose manipulations had brought them all to the Eternal Glade, had any semblance of a plan, and he would no more have shared it with his allies than with a rotting dog.


  Malekith and Alarielle had marshalled what forces they could, and deployed them as a wall of blades around the Oak of Ages. Had it been the daemons alone who had attacked, the Eternity King and Everqueen would have been confident in victory. Alas, the presence of Drycha and Hellebron changed the odds considerably. Nevertheless, those who observed Malekith noted that their sardonic monarch was of good cheer. Since his crowning as Eternity King, Malekith had yearned to prove the rightness of his ascension in the fires of battle. A great victory at the Oak of Ages would forever cement him as the ruler of Athel Loren - the greater the victory, the more unassailable his rule. Not for a moment did Malekith consider that he might lose the battle. The Eternity King was prepared for the fact that he would almost certainly perish in the Rhana Dandra, but to fall before such an assemblage of traitors and lackeys was unthinkable to him.


  Arahan and Naestra led the defence to the east, although to express it thus did poor justice to what really entailed. Seeing Hellebron’s forces lost in blood-madness, Arahan announced her intent to counter-attack the Crone Queen’s lines. Naestra disagreed with the strategy, deeming it too risky with so much at stake. However, their dragon, Ceithin-Har, clearly agreed with Arahan, for he flew full tilt at the foe before Naestra was able to articulate her fears. As the mighty beast struck the cultists’ lines, horns rang out as wild riders and archers came behind.


  Arrows thudded amongst the cultists’ ranks, and the wild riders’ spears thrust home. The howling prayers of the cultists melded with their death- screams, but the blood of comrades served only to drive Hellebron’s worshippers into a deeper and more abiding frenzy. Green-skinned knights were dragged from their steeds. Harsh voices cut across the din, and skull- helmed executioners forced their way through the cultists, eager to test their skills against the chosen of Kurnous.


  With a deafening roar, Ceithin-Har slammed into the fray, crumpled bodies spiralling away from his impact. Executioners’ draichs cracked against his thick scales, or jabbed high to strike at the twins upon his back. The dragon’s head lunged forward, snatching up an executioner in his jaws. Arahan and Naestra darted lithely back and forth upon Ceithin-Har’s back, spears jabbing down through the eye sockets of the executioners’ skull helms.


  Naestra braced her feet on Ceithin-Har’s neck and hauled upward on her spear-staff. Blood fountained from the cultist’s skull helm as the point came free.


  ‘This is madness!’ Naestra shouted.


  ‘I know!’ Arahan replied with a grin, her eyes as wild as an autumn wind. ‘It’s marvellous, isn’t it?’


  Naestra didn’t reply. A wholly alien bloodlust was scratching at the edges of her mind - it was all she could do to keep control. The smell of blood was intoxicating; she longed to run her tongue along her spear’s blade, to taste the fruits of her kill.


  NO! Naestra screamed silently. The madness of the Blood Queen’s cultists was infecting her, and she thought she knew why.


  Sliding her spear back into the leather loops on her back, Naestra ran further up Ceithin-Har’s back, fingers reaching for an arrow and drawing back her bowstring as she did so. Turning back to the cast, she saw it - a dark and jagged silhouette against the trees, thick steam rising from the cauldron at its front.


  Naestra loosed the shot without a conscious thought. She saw it blaze towards the cauldron of blood, flying true for the masked priestess cavorting and chanting beneath the statue of a dead god.


  At the last moment, the priestess darted aside, her chanting stilled for the moment. The arrow struck one of her acolytes, snatching her up and smashing her through the jagged pillars at the shrine’s rear.


  Naestra felt the bloodlust recede, relief flooding in to take its place. She looked down to see the wild riders, freed from the cauldron’s spell, retreating at last.


  ‘We need to go,’ she shouted.


  For a moment, Naestra thought Arahan was going to deny her. Then her sister gave a curt nod, and Naestra at last saw an echo of her own concern in her twin’s face.


  Their reprieve thus bought, the wild riders fell back, riding hard towards their lines of archers. Arahan and Naestra lingered a moment longer, the former laughing only a touch less cruelly than those she slew. Then Ceithin-Har’s wings beat once, the downdraft sending executioners and cultists reeling, and the dragon went skyward once more. Thinking the retreat evidence of victory, Hellebron screamed at her cultists to pursue. This they gladly did, singing their Blood Queen’s praises in raucous tones. Then a great volley of arrows sliced through the leading ranks, and the pursuit’s momentum stumbled and failed.


  Hellebron was all but lost to battle- madness. From the top of her cauldron-throne, she saw the charge and retreat of the wood elves, but scarcely realised the grim tally it had cost her own forces. Perhaps a third of the Cult of the Blood Queen was dead or dying, but the Crone Queen hardly noticed. She saw only that the enemy had fallen back, that the first victory of many was hers. She screamed orders at her followers, promising an eternity of slaughter to those who survived the day. As one, the survivors forgot their wounds, and ran headlong after Arahan and Naestra’s forces.


  Further to the south, Alarielle’s forces were already locked in conflict with Drycha’s Wildkin. These were the bitterest of battles. Much of the briarmaven’s army was drawn from the resentful spirits of the Wildwood; they offered and received no quarter from the elves they had hated for so long. They tore at Alarielle’s warriors with thorn, branch and briar, shredding, choking and slashing - anything to rid the forest of the despised usurpers.


  However, not all the forest spirits supported Drycha. Many dryads and tree kin remained true to their friendship with the elves, fought their own kind in the name of that ancient alliance. Dryads shrieked as they tore at their sisters, treemen boomed in languages of old as they exchanged blows that would have staggered mountains. It was nothing less than a battle for Athel Loren’s soul, with the fate of the Weave - and indeed, the world - hanging in the balance.


  To the north, the Carnival of Silence covered the ground to Malekith’s lines with swift strides, each step part of a dance that had begun when the world was young. The daemonettes sang as they advanced, though none of the notes reached the ears of their foes, for their pitch was beyond the conscious mortal mind. Snake-bodied steeds and horned fiends hooted and trilled as they outpaced the running daemonettes, and behind came the four-armed Keepers, each moving with a smooth grace that was neither fast nor slow.


  Malekith could sense the fear building in his army. Not in the Black Guard, of course, for past experience had taught them to fear him above all other things. However, the high elves and wood elves under his command had not fought beneath the Witch King of old, had not been forged in the fire of his mercurial temper. As the daemons closed, Malekith urged Seraphon forward at a brisk walk, and ordered the Black Guard to advance at his side. To the Eternity King’s approval, the Phoenix Guard came also, mirroring their dark brethren on Malekith’s right.


  A heartbeat later, the first seekers crashed home against the wall of levelled halberds. The daemons were swift beyond most mortals, but not the elves. Claw thrusts were parried, halberd blades hacked down and pale, otherworldly flesh was stained with black ichor. A trio of fiends charged straight for Malekith, chittering and clicking as they came. The Eternity King was disappointed - he had hoped to draw the ire of one of the Keepers, but the upset didn’t slow him in the slightest.


  As Seraphon belched a gout of choking black cloud, Malekith drew upon the shadow-power of Ulgu.


  His first spell blinded the chittering daemons, dulling their senses and their reactions; his second sent a great shadowy blade sweeping across the fiends’ line of advance, and cut all three in half.


  Daemonettes had come in behind the seekers now, and the first elves started to fall. They perished in silence, the Phoenix Guard because of their oath to a departed god, the Black Guard out of a desire to show no weakness. Thus was the battle fought in an eerie near-silence, with the occasional death-hoots of Slaaneshi steeds and the wet thud of blades in yielding flesh.


  The daemonettes were much more numerous than the elves of Malekith’s guard, and soon began to spill past the wall of halberds, but such had been the Eternity King’s plan. Those daemons who flooded past his flanks were disorganised and anarchic, their attention focussed more on encircling and overwhelming the immediate foe than engaging the entirety of Malekith’s force.


  This quickly proved a mistake. As the wave of daemonettes split apart on the Eternity King’s breakwater, Malekith ordered the rest of his army to engage. Crossbows rattled and glowing javelins hissed through the air, thinning the numbers of those daemons who thought to overwhelm the Eternity Guard. At once, the mass of daemonettes shuddered and shrank inward. As they did so, a chorus of roars split the air as Malekith’s war hydras were driven against the foe’s recoiling flanks.


  Be’lakor, ever a careful custodian of his own skin, hung back throughout. From the glade’s edge, he watched the ebb and flow of the fight, drinking in the carnage he had so effortlessly orchestrated, taking stock of Malekith and Alarielle. The daemon was careful not even to utilise his magics, for he deemed that such an act would be as good as unfurling a banner to announce his presence. Instead, he watched Hellebron’s cultists hack and tear at their kinsmen, witnessed Drycha’s maddened dryads work to purge the hated elves from the Oak of Ages. It occurred to Be’lakor that both the crone and the briarmaven intended to slaughter the other once the battle was won, and it amused the daemon that they believed he would allow them the chance.


  Yet though the First-damned took no personal part in that battle, he did not stand entirely idle. The daemons of the Vaults of Winter were anarchic in the extreme, adhering to little in the way of strategy. As a result, Be’lakor often had to force his will upon one troupe or another. He instructed daemonettes to abandon doomed attacks against enraged treemen, directed hellflaycrs and seekers in coordinated strikes, and wove a constant bewildering pattern from the daemons’ dances.


  The Vaults’ Keepers were reluctant to be commanded - even by a creature so powerful as Be’lakor. However, the First-damned was in little mood to be defied and he ruthlessly smothered their resistance. Be’lakor felt no fondness for his half-kin. Indeed, they were no less his tools than the elves and forest spirits under his command. However, the battle was too close to risk wastefulness. Be’lakor was determined that those who died that day would do so to forward his goals, rather than out of laxness or stupidity on their part.


  Be’lakor’s web of manipulation was far from undetectable. Had all things been equal, Alarielle or Malekith would have sensed his voice upon the winds. However, neither had attention to spare.


  Hellebron’s insanity was a living thing, wine-dark and infectious. All who fought in the Eternal Glade felt its presence, and none more strongly than those elves who strove with the cultists blade upon blade. Without Alarielle’s presence, hundreds of elves would surely have been overcome by Hellebron’s seductive madness. As it was, the power of life blossoming through the Everqueen healed minds as well as bodies, casting back the tide of insanity from all who fought at her side as surely as it drove away their physical harms. Not all could be saved. Some elves rounded suddenly on their fellows, hacking and slashing, tongues spewing hatred and horror. But these were few, a warning of the full terror that would have unfolded without the Everqueen’s presence.


  Malekith, too, found his powers tested to the limit. As the battle had worn on, Drycha’s dryads had abandoned their attempt to strike solely at Alarielle’s lines. Instead, they shifted and faded through the trees, employing paths long-hidden from the elves to strike at vulnerable sections of the elven lines. Again and again, the Eternity King had to bend the shadows to his bidding, enfolding a kinband or legion and transporting them to a distant corner of the glade to counter the latest threat. Only he had the slightest inkling of Be’lakor’s presence. Each time Malekith reached out into the shadows, he heard echoes of a sibilant voice - near, yet far- distant. But each time he considered investigating, another burgeoning crisis stole his attention away, and Be’lakor went undiscovered. It helped not at all that a part of Malekith’s attention was given to seeking a particular presence amongst the enemy ranks, one that he was determined not to overlook.


  Deep beneath the Oak of Ages, Teclis looked down at the withered corpse as Malhandir waited restlessly at his side. The body was clad in a robe of green and gold, and lay upon a bed of leaf and briar. For all the world, it looked like it had lain there for centuries, although he knew not more than a few years had gone since Ariel had passed away.


  ‘Time is running short,’ said the shadowy loremaster at Teclis’ shoulder.


  ‘It is almost spent,’ agreed the southern noble.


  The elementals lowered the casket to the ground, but Teclis hardly noticed. He couldn’t tear his eyes from the corpse, was not sure he could bring himself to act now that the time had come. What if Lileath had been wrong? What if he had been wrong?


  ‘Am I not allowed a moment’s doubt?’ he asked, forgetting again the futility of arguing with splinters of his own subconscious.


  ‘No,’ the eagle-helmed shade said bluntly. ‘The time for doubts was long ago.’


  ‘Now you must finish the journey you began,’ the lion-cloaked figure concurred.


  ‘That journey led to your deaths,’ Teclis protested.


  The eagle-helmed shade shook his head. ‘We did not die by your hand.’


  ‘We chose our own paths,’ the loremaster agreed.


  ‘We trusted you,’ the southern noble assured him.


  ‘And we would do so again,’ said the rugged warrior.


  Teclis sighed, his eyes drawn to the casket. So many sacrifices. So many betrayals.


  ‘Ah, but will he trust me?’ he asked aloud. ‘Will he understand?’ He looked again at Ariel’s desiccated body, then up at the four shades. ‘You’re right. Doubt is a luxury I cannot afford. What will be, must be.’ He gave a sad smile. ‘Thank you for sharing this burden, but now we must part.’


  Teclis spoke the words of unmaking, watched as the shadowy likenesses of Belannaer, Finubar, Eltharion and Korhil vanished into nothing.


  And then he was alone with the dead.


  With a bellow that shook the leaves overhead, Coeddil came straight for Alarielle. In his madness, the ancient perceived the Everqueen to be her predecessor, Ariel - she who had caged him, all those centuries ago. Eternal guardsmen and warriors of the Everguard held firm before Coeddil, and paid for this bravery with their lives. Bones snapped like twigs as Coeddil trampled forward, crushing elves underfoot or bludgeoning them aside with his gnarled fists. Spears and arrows rebounded off the treeman’s thick hide, with only the luckiest of strikes penetrating the bark and drawing forth streams of sap.


  Coeddil scarcely noticed. Vengeance drove him, and hatred numbed his wounds. A hundred elves could not have held him at bay, and twice that number would have done little more than slow him down. Karann - a treeman less than half Coeddil’s age - moved to bar the ancient’s path.


  He was knocked away spinning by a two-fisted blow that left his face pulverised, and his torso running with sap. Alarielle called thorns to cage Coeddil. He tore free, snapped and twisted tendrils trailing from his shoulders and legs. Wildwood treekin and dryads followed their elder's path of destruction, the former falling upon the scattered elves with rumbling sighs at the prospect of vengeance, the latter with shrill cries of delight.


  Far to the east, Naestra and Arahan at last recognised Alarielle’s peril. With a mighty roar, Ceithin-Har banked sharply towards the Everqueen, but knew that he would be too late. The Everqueen’s lines had been shattered by Coeddil’s charge, and those elves not desperately fighting for their lives were separated from their queen by a tide of forest spirits. Yet Alarielle stood her ground, refusing to flee before Coeddil’s rampage. Again she called thorns to bind him, used magic to smite him with enchanted deadwood. Even when a vast, thorn- scarred fist reached down for her, the Everqueen did not flinch.


  Coeddil’s fist never touched Alarielle. In the moment before the blow landed, a thunderous impact struck the ancient’s shoulder, hurling him aside. Dryads screeched as Coeddil stomped them flat in a desperate attempt to find his footing, the survivors scattering as the ancient’s assailant lumbered close for another blow.


  Durthu’s voice boomed out as his sword swept down, the Daith-forged steel sending splinters of iron-hard bark spraying in all directions. His words were too ancient for the elves to comprehend, but Coeddil understood their challenge, and met his brother’s blow with one of his own. Durthu staggered back as Coeddil’s fist slammed into his chest, buckling the bark across his midriff. Durthu swung again, but Coeddil stepped inside the arc, and locked one massive hand around the other treeman’s wrist. For a moment, nothing happened as the two mighty beings strove silently against one another. Then there was a twisting, cracking sound as Coeddil tore Durthu’s weapon hand free.


  Durthu loosed a cracking bellow of pain as Coeddil dropped the severed forearm - and the sword it still held - to the ground. But Durthu did not waver. Lurching forward, he butted Coeddil hard in the face, the impact shearing off several antlers. Coeddil staggered under the impact and Durthu struck once more, the forepart of his undamaged arm smashing down into his brother’s shoulder and driving Coeddil to one knee.


  Far below, elves and dryads scattered like ants, knowing that to tarry was to be crushed by these battling giants. Only Alarielle held fast, her lips moving soundlessly and the magics of life flowing from her fingertips as she sought to reknit Durthu’s wounds. Already, green tendrils were bursting through the ruin of Durthu’s right arm, winding and flailing as they formed a new limb.


  Realising that he could not defeat Alarielle and Durthu together, Coeddil reached out for the Everqueen a second time. Again, Durthu interceded, snaring his brother’s straining hand with his own fingers. Using Coeddil’s momentum, Durthu hauled him to his knees. Before Coeddil could twist free, Durthu shifted his grasp. Moving with a grace entirely at odds with his appearance, Durthu locked his forearm across Coeddil’s throat, and stepped behind him. At the same time, the fingers of Durthu’s new-grown right hand fastened around the hilt of his fallen sword, and plucked it up. Coeddil tore and scraped at the forearm holding him prisoner, but Durthu's grip did not slacken.


  With a last bellow, that was half triumph and half sorrow, Durthu drove the point of his sword through Coeddil’s back and out through his breast. The blighted treeman lurched hard against his brother’s grip, but the reaction was only reflex. Durthu had pierced the web of knotted fibres of Coeddil’s heart, and his brother was already dying. Orange sap turned black as it pulsed across the elf-forged steel. Drawing his sword free, Durthu let Coeddil fall. The vast corpse hit the ground with dull thud.


  To the west, Drycha knew that her master was dead, and let cry a shriek of rage and grief so pure that it chilled the blood of all who heard it. The ululating wail was taken up by other Wildkin dryads, and they threw themselves back into the fight with renewed ferocity.


  To the east, Hellebron at last realised that her true foe - the Everqueen - was not present in the forces arrayed against her. Slighted that her banisher would choose to face any foe other than herself, the crone ordered her army to march south and confront Alarielle directly.


  This decision cost the Cult of the Blood Queen dearly. Neither they, nor their mistress, gave any thought to the danger of leaving Naestra and Arahan’s forces unengaged upon their flank. For their part, the daughters of Ariel were bewildered that their foe should embrace such a self¬destructive tactic, but this did not prevent them from taking advantage of the strange opportunity. As Hellebron’s cauldron rumbled south, her right flank was torn increasingly ragged by bow and spear. Another army might have broken and fled, but the blood-madness still lay thick upon Hellebron’s followers.


  Nevertheless, for all that Hellebron’s decision pushed her own forces closer to destruction, it proved equally dangerous for Alarielle’s army. The Wildkin had become even more savage following Coeddil’s death, and it was all the Everqueen could do to hold them back. When the first of Hellebron’s cultists crashed against Alarielle’s eastern flank, it became clear to the Everqueen that she would have to fall back closer to the Oak of Ages or be overwhelmed.


  Elsewhere, Malekith had eyes only for the battle against the daemons - a battle that was going well. To the north of the Oak, the ground was strewn with cairns of pale, daemonic flesh. Elves had perished too, but the tally was well in their favour. Daemonettes had been slain by the hundred, and their beasts of war had fared little better. One of the Keepers was already dead, its strange, silken hide pierced by more than a hundred crossbow bolts. The other at last bore down on Malekith, scented magic dripping from its long, slender fingers. Elves fell numb as the Keeper advanced, weapons dropping slackly to their sides, eyes staring vacantly ahead until a sweep from the monster’s sword ended their lives.


  Malekith alone was unaffected by the creature’s wiles. He had faced N’kari, the greatest of their kind, many times before. On each occasion, he had emerged the victor, and he was not about to fall before some lesser Keeper. The Eternity King drew upon his own magics as the daemon approached, sending swirling phantoms of long-dead elves to dog the creature’s steps. Slowed by the elemental effigies, the daemon had no chance to evade Seraphon’s sudden pounce. The dragon’s talons struck the Keeper of Secrets high in the chest, bearing it to the ground.


  Though pinned beneath the dragon’s weight, the daemon did not give in.


  It hammered and tore at Seraphon’s flanks, ripping free great chunks of scaled flesh. Seraphon roared in pain, but she had known far worse wounds in her long life, and fought back all the harder. Iron-hard teeth tore a huge gobbet of flesh from the Keeper’s shoulder. Taloned foreclaws scored tracks along the daemon’s face.


  Atop Seraphon’s shoulders, Malekith unmade his phantoms with a gesture, transmuting their remains into a cloud of razor-sharp darts that burrowed into the Keeper’s flesh, worming their way deep into its unnatural organs. The daemon screamed. It gave a final shudder that might have been pleasure or pain, and then lay still. Seraphon gave a roar of triumph, then dipped her dripping maw to tear out the creature’s throat.


  Despite their horrendous losses, the Carnival of Silence pressed on, but now Malekith deemed that corner of the battle to have been won, and at last spared a thought for his beleaguered queen. Leaving the northern quarter in Fleetmaster Mezekar’s command, he ordered the Eternity Guard to march southward, to reinforce Alarielle’s lines. Malekith intended to follow them. However, in the moment Seraphon took wing, a shadow dropped from the trees above, a curved dagger arcing towards the Eternity King’s back.


  At another time, or another place, Shadowblade might have succeeded. However, Malekith had expected the assassination attempt from the moment that Hellebron’s cult had been outlawed - the Blood Queen’s presence on the battlefield had made it a certainty. Throughout the battle, even during the clash with the Keeper of Secrets, the Eternity King had kept a portion of his mind fixed upon the shadows around him. The Malekith of old could perhaps have been taken by surprise by a blade in the dark, but not Malekith, Incarnate of Shadow. There was little that moved in the darkness that he could not sense, and thus he was aware of his would- be killer’s approach almost in the moment it began.


  Even then, Shadowblade was nearly too swift. Malekith twisted aside in the saddle, but could not evade the blade entirely. Sparks flew as it ripped deep into the Armour of Midnight. Blood pulsed through the rent. There was poison on the blade - Malekith felt its sting at once. However, the Eternity King had taken precautions since Shadowblade’s last attempt on his life, ingesting minute amounts of the toxins he knew the assassin favoured, in order to build up a resistance. This precaution did nothing to numb the poison’s searing pain, but Malekith was well accustomed to agony, and it slowed him not in the slightest.


  Shadowblade’s next strike came a split second after the first, a lightning- fast cut intended to slit the armour at Malekith’s throat. But the Eternity King ducked under the blow and out of his saddle. Effortlessly finding a foothold on Seraphon’s back, he turned to face his assailant, blade at the ready.


  Thus did the assassin and the king fight their battle, not on firm ground, but upon the back of the speeding dragon. Wind whipped at the duellists, threatening to pluck them from the skies at any moment, but still they fought on. They were evenly matched, blades blurring with each parry and thrust. Shadowblade had the advantage of speed, but Malekith had the greater reach. Neither of them could land a blow. A dozen times, Malekith swept out his sword, only for it to hiss through empty air as Shadowblade darted back. But just as often, the assassin had to turn his own strike into a desperate parry, lest the Eternity King strike his head from his shoulders.


  Seraphon passed beneath one of the Oak of Ages’ vast boughs, and all three were swamped in shadow. The assassin saw Malekith turn, his guard suddenly down. Shadowblade gave a growl of delight and sprang forward, dagger aimed to slam into the Eternity King’s throat. He missed. Malekith was gone without trace, and the blade thrust through empty air. The assassin was thrown into rare confusion, then gave a brief cry as Malekith emerged from the shadows behind him and hacked deep into his ribs. As Seraphon emerged into the light once more, Shadowblade slipped sideways across the dragon’s back, dagger falling from unresponsive hands. Malekith looked briefly down at his would-be assassin, then lashed out with an armoured foot to send him on his way. Unable to anchor himself, Shadowblade tumbled from Seraphon’s back and vanished into the battle far below.


  Drycha’s cruel handmaidens had wrought terrible ruin on Alarielle’s forces. The briarmaven had wielded her sisters like claws, ferociously raking the grove-covens still loyal to the Everqueen. The broken bodies of dryads littered the approach to the Everguard, and only Durthu’s indefatigable presence had kept the elves from being overwhelmed.


  Malekith saw all this as he retook his saddle, and urged Seraphon to where Drycha hissed orders at the other Wildkin. The dragon’s mouth gaped wide as she descended, and a choking spume swept over the darting dryads. It could not choke the forest spirits, for they did not breathe as mortals did. Nonetheless, its thick, toxic fumes ate away at the dryads’ bodies, poisoning the sap within their veins. Dozens perished in agony, eaten away both outside and in by Seraphon’s black breath. Those that survived were scattered a heartbeat later, when Seraphon slammed down like a thunderbolt, crunching the delicate dryads like twigs.


  Drycha saw her sisters perish, and sprang towards Malekith. As the briarmaven did so, she reached out to the magics of the forest, breathing new life into the fallen. Green shoots burst forth from crushed and soot- black bodies. Seasons of growth passed in an eye-blink as shoots grew into vines which wound and wended about Seraphon’s limbs. The dragon tore free, but more tendrils whipped out to snare her, then slithered further up to seize Malekith.


  The Eternity King hacked left and right, severing tendrils with each stroke, but more came to restrain him. Beneath him, Seraphon was dragged lower to the ground as roots burst from the glade floor to aid the vines. Still hacking, Malekith sought to counter Drycha’s magics. However, Shadowblade’s poison was at last beginning to numb his senses. This, taken alongside the fact that the briarmaven’s fulsome wrath lay behind every cantrip of her spell, meant that Malekith could find no crack to exploit within it. A moment later, Drycha was upon him, slashing and stabbing at the trammelled Eternity King.


  With Malekith occupied by Drycha’s fury, and Alarielle falling back before Hellebron, Be’lakor at last joined the battle. Stepping through the shadows on the glade’s boundary, he swooped low across the battle, rejoicing in the terror his appearance instilled. Some elves reacted quicker than others, sending arrows and bolts speeding across the sky towards the First-damned. However, Be’lakor was a creature of shadow, his form uncertain even under the noon-day sun. Only a single lucky arrow hit its mark, and this Be’lakor tore free without slowing his advance. As the daemon landed before the oak, cloaked rangers threw themselves at him, glaives gleaming. Be’lakor left them twitching in a heap with a single sweep of his shadow-sword, and pressed on to claim his prize.


  For Be’lakor, it was a moment of triumph. He could feel the power of the Oak of Ages pulsing before him, could see how it could be twisted and unmade. At last, the Dark Gods would have to pay him heed once more. Even if they did not, the plan of Archaon the pretender would be pre¬empted, his moment of glory usurped. With a sibilant cackle of victory, the First-damned sank his talons deep into the tree’s venerable flesh. Tiny spiderwebs of darkness spread out from the wounds, worming their way deeper into the Oak of Ages.


  At once, the Weave screamed, and the world shuddered in response. The sky darkened, and the ground rumbled in pain. All across the Eternal Glade, the forest spirits’ strength ebbed, and those not already insane from the Weave’s imbalance felt madness crowd close about their minds.


  Drycha tore her attention away from her duel, saw Be’lakor clutching like a leech at the Oak of Ages. At last, the bitterness of millennia gave way to the realisation of how she had been used. Malekith forgotten, the briarmaven launched herself towards the Oak of Ages, the cage of vines and roots that held the Eternity King collapsing as her concentration was bent elsewhere. She made it two steps before the Eternity King’s sword took her head. As Seraphon tore free of the remaining vines and took wing towards Be’lakor, Malekith snorted. Drycha’s intent had been plain enough, but he had no desire to embrace such an unreliable ally, even in so dark an hour.


  Be’lakor’s laughter grew louder as the Weave trembled. Already, he could feel the gaze of the gods drawing towards him, lured by the corruption he wrought. Hungrily, he burrowed deeper, spreading his foul shadow further and faster - too fast, for had the First-damned been about his work more cautiously, he might not have been taken unawares by what happened next.


  Suddenly, a brilliant light shone through the Oak of Ages’ flesh, a light so powerful that Be’lakor’s shadow tendrils withered before it. At once, the Weave fought to rebalance itself, the tremors faded and the skies began to clear.


  With a scream, Be’lakor ripped his talons free of the bark, but the light did not fade. Rather, it grew brighter. Steam rose from the First-damned’s skin as the light fell upon it, tiny fires raging across his unholy flesh. As the daemon reeled away, the Oak of Ages’ trunk unfurled like a blossoming flower. Through slitted eyes, Be’lakor saw a tail-helmed knight framed against the blinding light. For a moment, they stared at one another, the silhouette and the shadow daemon. Then a sword of rippling fire blazed forth against the light, there was a thunder of hooves, and Prince Tyrion charged headlong at Be’lakor.


  Many an eye turned to witness what occurred at the Oak of Ages, but few knew exactly what they beheld. The remaining daemonettes sensed, rather than saw, the cleansing light that had come to the battlefield, and felt an unfamiliar fear. At once, they turned and fled, leaving Be’lakor to stand alone. Most others saw a blaze of light surging towards Be’lakor’s retreating form. Where it passed, madness fled from the minds of forest spirits and elves, from Wildkin and cultist alike. The former shrank away into the forest, thoughts awhirl with the catastrophe that they had so nearly unleashed. The cultists fell to their knees, begging forgiveness from those they had fought. Alas, repentance was a coin of poor currency that day, and most perished all the same. Hellebron alone felt no remorse. However, seeing only defeat in the moments that followed, she abandoned her throne, fleeing the sacred glade with a vow of revenge upon her lips.


  Be’lakor would have fled then and there, had he not heard the laughter of the gods in his mind. Their mockery, and the wrath it awoke within him, drove him to stand his ground against Tyrion. Shadow- magic streamed from the First- damned’s fingers, summoning blades to tear at his opponent’s flesh, and illusions to assail his mind. It was a fearsome assault, one that would have staggered the Tyrion of old, but the Dragon of Cothique was far more than he had once been.


  Before he had died, Tyrion had been consumed by the curse of his bloodline. Now, through the latent magics of Ariel’s divine bones and the Heart of Avelorn’s magic, he had been reborn - had been reunited with his old sword, and his faithful steed Malhandir. The Flame of Ulric, which Teclis had stolen from Middenheim, gave Tyrion strength. The Wind of Light, whose power Teclis had husbanded until this moment, had transformed him into something more than a mere warrior. Tyrion was now the Incarnate of Light, and his very being was anathema to the servants of the Chaos Gods.


  Sunfang blazed bright, tearing through Be’lakor’s enchantments, and deep into the First-damned’s flesh. Be’lakor caught the second stroke on his shadow-blade, but he knew that the battle was lost. His allies were routed or slain, and he could feel his skin smouldering simply from Tyrion’s presence. Spitting a curse that owed as much to humiliation as to pain, the First-damned fled into the shadows, trying to ignore the laughter of the gods as it echoed through his mind.


  Victory had been won, but few felt it a triumph. The defenders had suffered greatly. Fully half of those who had taken up arms alongside Malekith and Alarielle had fallen. More would have perished had the Everqueen not walked amongst the wounded for long hours afterwards, giving of her own life-power to restore others. Few of the survivors took satisfaction in the slaughter they had wrought. Save for the vile daemons, the dead had all been kin, either sons and daughters of Aenarion, or children of the great forest. That they had fallen into madness was the greatest tragedy, for their strength would be sorely missed in the days to come.


  Prince Imrik led reinforcements to the Eternal Glade soon after Be’lakor had fled. Malekith would have gladly led them in pursuit of the surviving daemons. However, he was amongst those in need of the Everqueen’s touch - even his will could not keep the effects of Shadowblade’s poison at bay forever. Thus did Imrik harry the daemonettes back to the rift they had used to reach the Eternal Glade. The prince fought as one possessed, furious at himself for having been delayed elsewhere whilst his monarchs had stood on the precipice of defeat. Those who fought at Imrik’s side would thereafter tell how the prince’s wrath had only deepened when he saw the twisted flesh-gate that had once been Naieth. The daemons were brought to one last furious battle amidst the glade that had been the prophetess’ home, and Naieth’s remains were burned amongst the ashes of the trees.


  There was, however, reason for joy amongst the sorrow. The Weave had stabilised in the wake of Be’lakor’s defeat. It was not wholly recovered, or even nearly so, but the tipping point was now further away than it had been for many days. The Oak of Ages too was somewhat recovered from Be’lakor’s grasp. The light of Tyrion’s rebirth had done much to purge the tree’s corruption, and spellweavers laboured long after to cure what remained. As was too often the case in those dark days, they could not entirely undo what had been done, and this small failure sat ill alongside the good they had achieved.


  As night fell, Tyrion remained apart from the other elves, and sat alone in a clearing to the Eternal Glade’s north. His light had dimmed once the battle had ended, its power drawn once more into his soul until it was needed again. No cheers had greeted Tyrion’s return, no welcome for a hero long lost - the wounds he had caused as the Avatar of Khaine went too deep for that. In truth, Tyrion could remember little of the weeks before his death. Every memory was clouded in blood and shadow, leaving only vague and horrible recollections.


  Tyrion knew there were hooded figures upon the edge of the clearing, could see the glint of arrows trained on his heart. Once, he would have taken furious offence at being treated thus, but death and resurrection had brought him a calm he had never before known. There was nothing to be gained by conflict with his own kind. So it was that Tyrion waited in silence as his destiny unfolded.


  As for Be’lakor, he had vanished into the shadows of the forest, his cunning mind already working to retrieve something from the disaster. Archaon’s plan was growing near to fruition, but there was still time for the First-damned to pre-empt the arrogant mortal.


  Archaon entered the gloomy chamber for the fifth time in as many days. As ever, a coven of robed cultists were gathered around the warp-artefact. They were muttering incantations that the Everchosen knew to be more theatrical than mystic. Not one of them had noted Archaon’s arrival.


  ‘Can we proceed?’ Archaon asked, his deep voice echoing from the polished walls.


  The cult’s sorcerer, his status betrayed by his golden mask, hastened across the carpet of broken stone. Upon reaching Archaon’s side, he bowed obsequiously, the hooked nose of his mask almost scraping the rocky floor.


  ‘It stirs to life.’ Without looking up, the sorcerer extended an arm towards the centre of the chamber. ‘See how it shines.’


  Archaon stared directly at the warp-artefact, seeking some change. His mortal eyes saw nothing out of the ordinary, merely a glistening black globe hung between two golden hemispheres. But when he looked with the Eye of Sheerian, he saw colours pulsing across its


  surface, and strange lightning earthing through the golden metal.


  ‘Can we proceed?’ Archaon asked again, allowing a hint of menace to creep into his tone.


  The sorcerer jerked his body upright in order to meet Archaon’s gaze. ‘If the Dark Gods will it.’


  Beneath his helm, Archaon’s lips twisted into a sneer. The sorcerer was a devout believer, as narrow and blinkered as the Ulricans who had called Middenheim their home. Pathetic.


  ‘Wake it,’ Archaon commanded. ‘The gods grow impatient, and so do I.’


  ‘An offering of souls will be needed,’ the sorcerer warned him.


  ‘Then make it. The excavation is complete, but the slaves can still serve the gods.'


  ‘As can we all,’ the sorcerer put in, earning another unseen sneer.


  Archaon strode from the chamber without another word. The end was near.


  Whilst Tyrion waited beyond the Eternal Glade’s bounds, what remained of Malekith’s inner council gathered beneath the Oak of Ages. War had taken its toll on the council, just as it had on the forest as a whole. Many had been slain in Athel Loren’s defence, but those who remained were amongst the mightiest heroes of Athel Loren. Malekith, Alarielle and Durthu had already been present in the Eternal Glade. As midnight approached, Imrik, Lileath and Alith Anar joined them.


  Malekith also instructed Teclis to join the gathering, though there was less honour in the invitation than there was distrust. The mage had emerged soon after Be’lakor had fled - much to Alarielle’s obvious delight and Malekith’s equally obvious suspicion. Both had thought Teclis lost in the ruin of Ulthuan, but where the Everqueen interpreted his return as a portent of good fortune, the Eternity King saw only confirmation that he had been manipulated by the mage.


  As soon as the council had convened, the Eternity King demanded an explanation from Teclis.


  Malekith’s concerns were assuaged only somewhat by Teclis’ assertion that Tyrion would make no attempt to claim kingship of the elves, that his brother desired only to fight to preserve his people from the Rhana Dandra. The Eternity King trusted Tyrion’s motives even less than he did Teclis’, and deemed such assurances to be worthless. In this, he was far from alone. Imrik and Durthu remembered all too well the war fought against the Avatar of Khaine, recounted sins that far outweighed the good that Tyrion had done that day. Even Alarielle, whose beloved consort Tyrion had once been, could bring herself to say little in his defence. She had gifted him the Heart of Avelorn out of love, even knowing that same love would be consumed if the gem’s magic were ever called upon. The feelings the Everqueen had once possessed for Tyrion were now naught but dust, and the memories of his deeds in Ulthuan hung heavy on her mind.


  Teclis still had his own doubts about the path he had followed, but buried them deep. He explained that it had always been Tyrion’s destiny to become the Incarnate of Light. However, had that fate come to pass whilst the Curse of Aenarion was in Tyrion’s blood, the power would have been slaved to the will of Khaine, or to even darker gods. Thus it had been necessary to set Tyrion on a path that would allow the curse to exhaust itself. Without the Incarnates, Teclis argued, there could be no chance of victory in the Rhana Dandra.


  Those who heard Teclis speak were appalled - all save two. Malekith was quietly impressed that the mage had enacted such a ruthless plan, that Teclis had sacrificed thousands of his kinsfolk - his own niece amongst them - in order to fulfil his goals. It was so audacious as to garner the mage a newfound - and wholly alien - respect from the Eternity King, though Teclis would have been little pleased to learn of it.


  Lileath too remained unmoved by Teclis’ account, chiefly because the plan he had enacted was hers. Moreover, she knew what Teclis did not: the Rhana Dandra could not be won - the Incarnates existed only to distract and weaken the Chaos Gods so that the Haven might survive. She could still feel its presence beyond the veil of the mortal world, a realm of magic in which her daughter could grow into her divine power, and one day create an existence beyond the reach of Chaos. It was a dream worth dying for - worth sacrificing for - and Lileath would see that those sacrifices were made. The countless thousands who had perished to this point were as nothing to those who would die in the hopeless wars to come. She said none of this, of course, but spoke quietly and calmly of unity. Whatever Tyrion had done in the past, she reminded the council, he would surely be needed again as he had been needed today.


  Only Alith Anar said nothing, as was his wont. His presence on the council was neither to advise, nor to serve.


  He attended only to watch for signs of Malekith returning to his old ways. Tyrion’s fate was nothing to him.


  Mortal though she now was, Lileath’s word still carried weight, even with Malekith. In the end, Tyrion was brought before the inner council and humbly bent his knee to the king and queen. However, even a blind man would have seen the tension that remained. To Imrik, it was obvious enough. Malekith feared that Alarielle and Tyrion would soon conspire to steal his crown, whilst to Alarielle, Tyrion’s hands were indelibly stained with the blood of too many friends. Most notable of all, in Imrik’s mind, was how few words passed between Tyrion and Teclis. Once the closest of kin, it seemed that the prince had not forgiven his brother’s manipulations. For his part, Imrik didn’t much care. The dragon prince had long ago placed the defence of his people above all other concerns. The suspicions and wounded feelings of his allies were of little concern.


  Neither feasting nor celebration followed the council’s conclusion, just a night of fitful slumber. Not all sought rest. Tyrion and Alarielle strayed far from their Eternal Glade, conversing in whispered tones until dawn lightened the eastern skies.


  No one ever learned of the words that passed between them that night, although those that encountered the queen soon after their parting marked the tightness about her eyes, and the coldness of her expression.


  The next morning, Caradryan led a weary column - the survivors of Esdari Corrin - into the Eternal Grove. Blades were unsheathed and protests uttered at the captain’s temerity.


  To allow humans - and worse yet, dwarfs - into the most sanctified corner of Athel Loren was sacrilegious in the extreme. Dryads crowded close about the intruders, alert for any betrayal that would justify an attack. Arrows were nocked, ready to fly.


  It would have taken little for a costly and calamitous battle to erupt. Though not given overmuch to speech, even with his oath to Asuryan lifted, Caradryan had tersely impressed the need for caution upon the Averheim refugees - a sentiment that the Emperor, Gelt and Hammerson had all been quick to reinforce. Jerrod and his knights required no warning. Athel Loren was the stuff of legend to the Bretonnians, and few of those tales ended well for intruders. Thus, despite provocation, swords stayed sheathed and axes shouldered as Caradryan spoke of the battle at Esdari Corrin.


  In truth, little needed to be said. Alarielle, Malekith and Tyrion all felt that Caradryan and Gelt now each commanded power not dissimilar to their own. Moreover, they could sense the lingering essence of Azyr mantled upon the Emperor’s shoulders. These were three of the four winds that had escaped Teclis’ grasp during the Great Vortex’s unmaking. That their Incarnates had come to Athel Loren - and so soon after Tyrion’s return - lent credence to Teclis’ and Lileath’s talk of destiny.


  For what seemed an age, the elves stared in silence at the dwarfs and humans in their midst. Malekith, sensing events slipping out of his grasp, was gripped by a rare moment of indecision. It was therefore at Alarielle’s order that the dryads slunk back into the trees, and the elves lowered their weapons. In a cold and clear voice, the Everqueen spoke of a world greatly changed in a short time, of how old distrusts and enmities would have to be abandoned. She bade that the intruders be welcomed as guests and valued allies, and thanked Caradryan for bringing them to the Eternal Glade. Many of the elves looked to Malekith for confirmation of the Everqueen’s words. At first, they saw none. Then the Eternity King, his mood unreadable, gave a stiff nod and affirmed his queen’s decision. So enrapt were all at this sight, that none saw the brief nod of understanding that passed between Tyrion and the Emperor. None, that is, save ever- watchful Alith Anar, who wondered what it portended.


  Thus was a second council soon held upon the site of the first, one that lasted long into dusk. The Emperor spoke of Averheim’s fall, and of the despoiling of the Empire that had preceded it. As shrewd a diplomat as ever, he was most generous in his praise of Jerrod and Hammerson, and spoke at length of the sacrifice made by Ungrim Ironfist and his slayers.


  In return, Alarielle spoke of the war that had shattered Ulthuan, and of the perils that beset Athel Loren and the Weave. All of this she recounted in careful terms, never once resorting to falsehood, but sparing all present from certain details. She did not mention Tyrion’s role in Ulthuan’s downfall, only of the Avatar of Khaine as if he were a separate being. No account was given of the myriad betrayals that had dogged the elves, of which Hellebron’s was the most recent. Such matters Alarielle judged too shameful to share with outsiders, and it seemed no other member of the council disagreed with her, for none sought to offer correction.


  At Alarielle’s instruction, Teclis then explained once again how he had broken the Great Vortex, had sought to create Incarnates mighty enough to oppose the Chaos Gods. Gelt nodded silently at this, as if a long wrestled- with puzzle had suddenly found its solution. The wizard interrupted, asking what had become of the Wind of Death and the Wind of Beasts. Teclis hesitated before answering, then explained that Shyish had been stolen long before he had destroyed the Great Vortex, and admitted that Ghur was lost to his sight. Until they were recovered, or their bearers convinced of the need to oppose Chaos, the power of the Incarnates would remain scattered.


  Duke Jerrod heard little of what was said at the council. His attention was given solely to Lileath, whose likeness had struck a chord within him that he could not identify. He did not know that she had once also been Ladrielle, the blessed Lady of Bretonnia. For her part, Lileath made no attempt to enlighten him. Of all those she had used to ensure the Haven’s creation, the Bretonnians had suffered the worst, with their entire society fashioned into a weapon to be wielded or discarded at will. As a goddess, Lileath had thought nothing of such manipulations. As a mortal, she was discomfited by what she had done, despite its necessity.


  It was one thing, however, to understand the events that had led them all to that point, and quite another to determine what was to be done next. And it seemed that there was to be little opportunity for such discussion. As dusk drew night, swift¬winged warhawk riders came from the mountains. They carried word of an unnatural darkness sweeping down from the east, of an army of the dead approaching Athel Loren’s borders.


  The elves reacted at once. The Weave of the great forest was already imbalanced - were unnatural undead to tread beneath its boughs, the victory over Be’lakor would have been for nothing. The inner council departed within minutes of the messengers’ arrival, taking with them whatever troops were fit to march. Though weary, the Emperor and Gelt accompanied them, and the Zhufbarak, disliking the idea of being abandoned in the heart of an elven stronghold, went also.


  Led down hidden paths by silent waywatchers, the six Incarnates arrived on the edge of Wydrioth as the army of the dead approached. Hurriedly, battle lines were drawn. Banners of all colours and designs were raised together, as for the first time in who knew how many generations, elves, dwarfs and men prepared to fight as one.


  Before them advanced a bleak host, an army of worm-picked bone and tattered wings, of baleful witchfires gleaming like will-o’-the-wisps in the dark. The dead spilled down the mountainside in silence, every step precise and guided by the same suffocating will that had drowned the mountainside. Nagash had come to Athel Loren.


  Mannfred von Carstein made no attempt at concealment as he guided Ashigaroth towards the motley battle line that had formed on the forest’s edge. Though he was loathe to admit it, his spells of shrouding would have done little to fool the mages and wizards waiting below. Instead, he would have to trust to his opponents’ curiosity, and misplaced sense of decency, to keep him from harm.


  It seemed the vampire’s faith had not been in vain. Neither arrow, bullet nor spell assailed him as Ashigaroth’s talons fixed upon a boulder in front of the line of shields. For a moment, Mannfred revelled in the sensation of hundreds of eyes watching him, of the poorly-concealed fear of the living.


  ‘Speak your piece, abomination, and begone... or be destroyed.’ It was Malekith who had spoken, the words rendered strangely metallic by his armour’s death mask. There was no fear in the elf-king’s voice, no apprehension - there was no prey here, after all.


  Mannfred’s disappointment mixed with relief. To treat with the living was distasteful enough - to have bargained with prey would have been unacceptable. Even so, when he next spoke, Mannfred could barely keep the distaste from his voice.


  ‘Great Nagash, Eternal Sovereign of all Nehekhara, Lord of the Underworld and Supreme Lord of the Undead...’ he paused, the next words sour on his tongue, ‘...wishes to parley.’
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  A week after Nagash’s arrival, a council of the Incarnates was held in King’s Glade. It was an uneasy affair, to say the least. However much they might have striven to conceal it from the outsiders, the ill faith that lay between the elven Incarnates still remained. Moreover, none of the elves truly trusted Gelt, or the Emperor. And, of course, no one trusted Nagash.


  During that first encounter on the bleak mountainside seven days earlier, it had been obvious that Nagash’s army, whilst vast, was no match for the Incarnates and their allies. The banners of the dead had been thick amongst the crags, but by no means thick enough. Furthermore, the Great Necromancer was no longer a preeminent being - too much of his might had been lost with the Black Pyramid. Though the power of death had magnified his might, his was still no match for the six Incarnates arrayed against him. Even taking into account that the Emperor no longer commanded the power of Azyr, it was plain that Nagash would lose the battle, if one occurred.


  Of course, Nagash’s weakness had been taken by many not as an opportunity for alliance, but as a chance to scour him from the face of the world. Malekith had been forcefully of this opinion, with Gelt scarcely less vocal. Caradryan remained silent throughout, though this surprised no one. Alarielle and Tyrion seemed undecided at first - certainly the latter had learnt much about the relative value of evil in recent years - though neither made any effort to still Malekith’s diatribe. Both the Everqueen and her estranged lover knew only too well that Nagash’s return had been brought about through the death of their daughter, Aliathra. Only the Emperor had dared interrupt the Eternity King to argue that Nagash’s aid was vital to their survival. The last bastions of the uncorrupted world were crumbling, he reminded them all, and there was precious little time to squander through infighting.


  Malekith had lapsed into a dangerous silence following the Emperor’s words. Teclis, fearing the collapse of his grand design, took the opportunity to remind his allies that it had only been Nagash’s theft of death magic that had made the creation of the other Incarnates possible. He stated a belief that the Great Necromancer was as necessary now as he had been then. Yet even Teclis could see that his words had done little to convince the others. The memories of his own betrayals were too recent.


  Malekith had countered with the notion that the Wind of Death was all that was truly needed. Nagash could be slain, he suggested, and Shyish bound to another, more tractable creature. Gotri Hammerson, who knew a good many of the grudges the dwarfs held against Nagash, had nodded in slow concord. That was, until he caught himself displaying agreement with Malekith, whose own transgressions could have filled whole libraries.


  Teclis countered by saying that no being capable of containing so much death magic would be any more trustworthy than Nagash. Malekith then suggested that Duke Jerrod, as de facto ruler of an obliterated realm, was a more than suitable candidate to mantle the power of death. Jerrod could have struck Malekith down at that moment - or more likely died in the attempt - had not Lileath intervened. The goddess-made-mortal defused the duke’s anger with a few simple words, though afterward Jerrod could not recall exactly what she had said.


  Lileath too had argued that those assembled should at least allow Nagash the opportunity to prove his trustworthiness. Her words had little more impact than Teclis’, but the goddess did not give up. The Haven was an ever-present echo in Lileath’s mind, a reminder of what she had fought and sacrificed for. She knew that if the Incarnates did not unite, the Chaos Gods would consume the world all the sooner, then turn their attentions to the Haven. Desperate to gain sway, Lileath invoked her divine heritage as both Lileath of the Moon, and as Ladrielle of the Veil. However, it achieved little, save from a garnering a sharp look from Mannfred von Carstein. A chance study long ago had taught him a secret about Ladrielle, and thus, with Lileath’s declaration, one about her also.


  Nagash remained silent as the mortals argued over his fate. He found it nothing short of amusing that the elves chose to bicker amongst themselves whilst their armies stood arrayed for war, but made no attempt to speed matters along. None sought to address him, and he made no argument of his own. Nor did he allow either Arkhan or Mannfred to speak for him. The Great Necromancer’s pride still chafed that he had needed to seek an alliance at all, but the wound was ameliorated somewhat by the consternation provoked by his arrival. Nagash had possessed every confidence that the living would reluctantly agree to an alliance. It was unthinkable to Nagash that the mortals’ own petty principles could possibly be a barrier where his own deathless pride had not. Thus had the Great Necromancer found no reason to argue for his fate. Inevitability had no need for an advocate.


  In his arrogance, it did not occur to Nagash that his aloof superiority only made his opponents more determined to see him humbled. As the long minutes crept by, it became clear that Malekith’s unstoppable rhetoric was winning over the other Incarnates. Nagash felt a flicker of frustration, but it soon passed. This possibility had been foreseen, and a contingency prepared. Stirring from his silence, the Great Necromancer addressed his fellow Incarnates, and offered them a gift they could not refuse.


  'YOUR FEAR IS WITHOUT CAUSE. THE WORD OF NAGASH IS INVIOLATE.'


  Mannfred watched as the other Incarnates fell silent at the Great Necromancer’s words.


  Predictably, Malekith was first to speak. ‘Any betrayer would say the same, if it suited his purpose.’


  'INDEED. AND SO I OFFER A GIFT, A TOKEN OF MY INTENT.'


  The Eternity King laughed without humour. ‘A gift granted by one such as you or I can hardly be considered proof of anything.’


  Mannfred frowned. Nagash had not spoken of offering a gift. The vampire shot a look at Arkhan, but the liche’s expressionless face gave up no secrets.


  ‘INDEED,’ Nagash repeated, but this time Mannfred fancied there was a touch of dark humour in the tone. ‘I HAVE WRONGED YOU. YET THE INITIAL OFFENCE WAS NOT AT MY INSTIGATION.'


  Mannfred saw Malekith move to speak, then fall silent as Alarielle pressed forward. ‘You speak of my daughter?’ the Everqueen asked, the stridency of her tone failing to disguise the fragility beneath.


  ‘We will not bargain for Aliathra’s soul,’ Tyrion stated, his voice laden with threat.


  'I DO NOT SEEK TO DO SO. SHE IS ALREADY FODDER FOR THE DARK PRINCE.’


  That particular twist of the knife was skilfully done, thought Mannfred.


  ‘INSTEAD, I OFFER YOU THE ARCHITECT OF HER DEATH, TO DO WITH AS YOU WILL.'


  Mannfred felt his spirits rise. Arkhan had slain the Everchild in order to bring about Nagash’s rebirth. Now he understood why Neferata had been granted rule of Sylvania. Nagash had known that he would have to offer Arkhan to the elves, and intended for Mannfred to become his new right hand.


  A moment later, Mannfred felt a sharp pain as Ashigaroth flung him from his saddle. Before he could rise, Nagash uttered a single doleful word, and a glowing amethyst cocoon encased the vampire. Mannfred von Carstein’s last thought was to curse himself for a fool.


  Nagash’s sacrifice of Mannfred had been carefully judged. None of the elves were aware that it had been Arkhan who had actually slain Aliathra, but they all knew that Mannfred had captured and tortured the Everchild. As Nagash had expected, the gift of the cocooned vampire shifted the balance of opinion. Tyrion and Alarielle, glad to gain a measure of justice for their daughter’s demise, decreed that they were prepared to give Nagash some small benefit of the doubt. Their decision marked the turning point. Malekith and Gelt reluctantly agreed to consider an alliance of necessity.


  Thus was Nagash permitted to walk beneath the eaves of Athel Loren. Only Arkhan was permitted to accompany Nagash - Arkhan, and one other who arrived, hooded and cloaked, a day later. Krell and the remainder of the Great Necromancer’s army were forbidden from passing the forest’s bounds, and were instructed to wait upon the mountainside where they remained under heavy watch day and night. To do otherwise would have only brought another potentially hostile force into a realm already beset by them.


  Nagash was kept on a short leash throughout. Two of the other Incarnates and a heavy escort of sisters of the thorn accompanied him wherever he travelled. However, he made no attempt to break the restrictions placed upon him, and seldom so much as spoke. On one occasion, he rendered a roving beastman warherd to ashen dust before his escort could even raise the hue and cry. Alarielle had offered her reluctant thanks for this deed, but Nagash made no acknowledgement.


  It had been less a gesture of goodwill, and more a reminder that even the powers of life and death could unite against an enemy that threatened them both.


  As for Mannfred, when his cocoon at last faded away, he had found himself held fast in a cage of living roots deep beneath the Eternal Glade. Such were the enchantments placed upon the prison that the vampire could not even muster the smallest of spells. Worse, Mannfred could feel his power draining away as the Oak of Ages fed upon his undead bones, siphoning the magics that sustained him, and transmuting them into new and vibrant growth in the forest above.


  The process was as gradual as it was agonising, and Mannfred realised it would take many hundreds of years to drain him to a withered husk. Even through his rage at his predicament, the vampire had to admit the cruel ingenuity of Alarielle’s revenge.


  To Mannfred’s surprise, no elf came to gloat over his torment - certainly he would have done so had positions been reversed. He thus had no opportunity to lay the blame for Aliathra’s murder on Arkhan - not that anyone would have believed him. He did not spend his days entirely alone, however.


  On the second day of Mannfred’s confinement, a tall and haughty shadow stole into his root-bound chamber. Vlad offered no word. Instead, he merely held up his right hand so that Mannfred could plainly see the grave-gold of the Carstein Ring, which had restored the elder vampire to life as it had many times before. With a brief smile of satisfaction, Vlad left as swiftly as he had come. Mannfred’s howls of rage could be heard in the glade above for many hours afterwards.


  Be’lakor was still licking his wounds in the shadows of the deepwoods when he heard Mannfred’s wrath upon the wind. The First-damned had recognised that Athel Loren was fast becoming a locus for great events, though what they were, he still hadn’t fathomed. Be’lakor was certain that there was something upon the breeze that he could turn to his advantage.


  The heavy oaken doors of Middenheim’s defiled temple burst open. The sound of splintering wood boomed through the chamber, only to be drowned out by a thunderous voice.


  ‘What callow mockery is this?’ Ka’Bandha roared.


  One of the Swords of Chaos, trapped at the Bloodthirster’s feet by the door’s inward swing, tried to crawl free from the timber’s dead weight. Ka’Bandha saw the movement and, with a growling sneer, slammed a hoof down, pulping the knight’s helm and the skull beneath.


  The scrape of steel upon steel rang out across the chamber as black- armoured figures bore down upon the Bloodthirster.


  Archaon uttered no word, but simply raised a gauntleted fist. At once, the Swords of Chaos retreated to their positions around the chamber’s perimeter, but their weapons remained ready.


  ‘You forget your place, daemon,’ Archaon intoned, rising from his throne. He had expected this confrontation. Indeed, it was vital to his plans. ‘I am the Everchosen, and your lord’s instrument upon this world. Would you approach his throne thus?’


  ‘You are but a mortal speck,’ Ka’Bandha snarled. ‘I serve you only so long as you lead us to slaughter. I do not stand as overseer to slaves.’


  ‘Those wretches toil in the gods’ cause. What is hidden beneath this city will spill more blood than all the axes ever forged. For that, we need slaves, many slaves; unless the great Ka’Bandha fancies the task of excavation for himself?’


  ‘I WILL NOT BE MOCKED!’


  The Bloodthirster’s axe flashed out, splitting a pillar in two. Stone and dust cascaded down as part of the ceiling collapsed. Archaon stood his ground as Ka’Bandha advanced to the throne, the daemon’s rumbling breath rank in his nostrils.


  ‘I am fulfilling your lord’s wishes,’ Archaon said, driving his full force of will behind every word. ‘If you doubt that, then strike me down. We shall see if Khorne rewards or punishes you.’


  Ka’Bandha snarled and took a step backwards. He would not kneel, Archaon knew the daemon to be too proud for that, but the Everchosen cared little for such displays. Only obedience mattered - obedience, and victory. ‘Blood must flow,’ Ka’Bandha growled.


  ‘And so it does. Only the elven forest-realm yet stands, and that matters little.’


  ‘The Emperor escaped you.’


  Archaon shook his head, disdain creeping in his voice. ‘As a ruler of a realm, he was a threat. As an embodiment of the heavens, he was certainly a worthy foe. Now he is but a man. His power is gone, his armies are gone. He is beaten. The Dark Gods have given me the victory I craved, and now I shall deliver theirs, as I promised.’


  ‘It is a mistake to think him defeated,’ Ka’Bandha rumbled. ‘His skull belongs to Khorne.’


  Archaon laughed, drawing satisfaction from how the daemon’s eyes narrowed at the sound. The Bloodthirster suspected mockery, but he doubted that the brute sensed how he was being manipulated. Archaon wanted Karl Franz slain, but he dared not test the Dark Gods’ patience by delaying any further. But now Ka’Bandha had broached the topic...


  ‘Very well,’ the Everchosen said at last. ‘The Emperor’s life is yours to take. Khorne may have his skull, but I shall have his flayed skin for my throne. Promise me this, and I will release you from your duties in Middenheim.’


  ‘Your pact is agreed,’ Ka’Bandha bit out. Archaon wondered briefly if the other suspected how he had been used. ‘The Blood Hunt will ride out.’


  Far to the west of Mannfred’s prison, the council of the Incarnates continued. After long consideration - and no small amount of persuasion by Alarielle - Malekith had permitted a select number of non-Incarnates to enter the verdant brilliance of King’s Glade. Alarielle had argued that power would serve them poorly without wisdom to guide it, and that wisdom was not the exclusive province of the Incarnates. Malekith was growing weary of his every decision being open to question, but acceded nonetheless.


  The elves still held greatest sway over that council. In addition to the four elven Incarnates, Teclis, Lileath, Naestra and Arahan were all present, imrik had also been invited. Indeed, his presence was one of the few that Malekith would have welcomed. However, the dragon prince had curtly pointed out that someone would have to defend the world of today, whilst others discussed the fate of tomorrow, and had departed to do just that. For several days thereafter, the sounds of battle could be heard to the west as Imrik marshalled the elven armies against marauding beastmen.


  Other than the elves, there were four non-Incarnates at the council, not counting the denuded Emperor. Arkhan sat at Nagash’s right hand, and Vlad von Carstein at his left.


  Gotri Hammerson represented the Zhufbarak, and thus the dwarfs, whilst Duke Jerrod served as emissary for the handful of surviving Bretonnians. Of these, only Hammerson and the vampire ever had much to contribute.


  To a degree, Vlad appeared distinctly out of place in King’s Glade, his dead flesh surrounded by the lush and verdant splendour of Athel Loren. However peculiar the vampire might have looked in that setting, he flourished, nonetheless. Vlad’s sudden death and resurrection had purged his body of Otto Glott’s blight. As a result, the vampire was once more at the pinnacle of his physical and mental acuity, and comported himself in so courteous and elegant a manner that few believed the evidence of their eyes and ears. However, Vlad had always been a creature of the civilised world, and those who were surprised at his refinement had forgotten - or did not know - the life and unlife that had brought him to Athel Loren.


  Hammerson, by contrast, was ever gruff and plain-spoken - direct, even to the point of rudeness. The dwarf had readily allied himself with the Emperor and Gelt, but had thrown his lot in with the elves far less readily.


  To fight alongside the undead? That was a step he was ill-prepared to take. Under other circumstances, the dwarf’s manner would have been unacceptable, but he was far from alone in his opinions.


  Thus, it was one thing to forge such an assemblage, and quite another to have it agree on a course of action. Teclis and Lileath argued that the fate of the eighth wind should be sought out before any action was taken, but could get no other to concur. Gelt and Hammerson argued that the council’s first task should be to make contact with those dwarf holds that had sealed themselves beneath the mountains - an idea that met with Tyrion’s open scorn. Time was short enough, the prince said, to waste it on seeking the aid of those who had already abandoned the rest of the world to its fate. Tyrion’s own desire - to ride out and challenge Archaon’s hordes, and retake the Old World - was soundly dismissed as impractical by Gelt and the Emperor. They alone had witnessed the true scale of the Everchosen’s armies, and were certain that such a thing could not be done.


  Alarielle advocated infusing Athel Loren itself with the Incarnates’ power, so that it might once again echo the splendour of ancient days. Such a course, she argued, would make Athel Loren itself a power equal to the Dark Gods, and one which could be harnessed to forever end the threat of Chaos. Unsurprisingly, Nagash refused to involve himself in any strategy that would leave him powerless, and life more rampant than ever. However, his counter-proposal, of harnessing the power of the six winds to seize control of the mindless dead that had walked the earth since his resurrection, was quickly refused. Malekith favoured attempting to free forever the mortal world from the Realm of Chaos. However, the others saw too much risk in such an endeavour, to say nothing of the catastrophe that would likely occur if magic was removed from the world entirely.


  Back and forth the arguments raged, with none of the Incarnates ready to yield to their fellows. In truth, the council’s disagreements were grounded in more than strategy.


  Each Incarnate knew that whatever course of action was taken would tacitly declare which amongst them would lead from that moment on, and not one amongst them was ready to cede that power. Even Caradryan, loyal servant that he was, could not offer his support to one of Malekith, Alarielle or Tyrion, knowing that to do so was to defy the others.


  The arguments raged for days, with only the barest recesses to attend to other needs. Sometimes, the Incarnates strove in polite terms, though more often with scarcely- concealed anger. Weary from the cyclical debates, Jerrod excused himself after the second day, leaving a promise that his knights would serve in whatever way they could, once a decision had been reached. The duke walked alone through Athel Loren’s glades, uncaring of the danger he placed himself in. He knew that the Lady was with him still, though her voice spoke seldom to him these days.


  Meanwhile, Be’lakor journeyed beneath the Eternal Glade. The shadows lay heavy in Mannfred’s prison, and it was a simple enough for the First-damned to evade the guards that had been set about the vampire’s cage. Mannfred, who had by now lapsed into a wary silence, recognised the first daemon prince at once. Their paths had crossed before, and they had seldom parted without a wary regard for one another.


  Mannfred demanded that the daemon free him from the cage - even now, the vampire would not resort to begging - but Be’lakor merely enquired what reward he could expect for doing such a thing. The First- damned hoped to acquire Mannfred’s service, but the vampire was too canny to make a slave of himself, no matter what blandishments and gewgaws the daemon offered. He did, however, have a fragment of knowledge to bargain with - one that he had only learned on his arrival at Athel Loren.


  The vampire spoke of a goddess, the last of the elven pantheon, mortal and vulnerable in Athel Loren. Mannfred saw at once that he had piqued the daemon’s interest, though Be’lakor tried to conceal it. Despite his time in Athel Loren, the First-damned had not recognised Lileath for what she was, and it was a small, sardonic comfort to Mannfred that his own gaze had proved clearer than the daemon’s. This, then, was the information Mannfred traded for his freedom.


  The roots that held him were proof against their captive’s magics, but had no defence against a creature outside their thrall. Lashing out with his shadow-sword, Be’lakor cut the vampire free. Then, leaving Mannfred to find his own way out of the sunken halls, the daemon departed to claim his prize.


  So hungry and desperate had Mannfred become in captivity that it would have taken a small army to prevent his escape. Soon he stood in the open air once more, glutted on the blood of the kinband that had been set to guard him, and eager to repay his humiliation. Nagash was beyond his reach - at least for now. But Be’lakor, who had thought to make him squirm and beg... Be’lakor was another matter. Taking care to stay hidden from the eyes of spites and spirits, Mannfred made his way through the great forest.


  Unaware of Mannfred’s intent, Be’lakor all but drooled at the prospect of capturing Lileath.


  The blood of a goddess, mortal or otherwise, contained no small amount of power, and the First-damned intended to claim it for his own. Moreover, he knew that thirsting Slaanesh would offer a great reward for the delicacy of Lileath’s soul.


  Unfortunately for the daemon, he soon learned that Lileath seldom left the council of the Incarnates, and he did not dare try to seize her in the presence of so many beings whose power rivalled his own. Thus did he wait for a lull in the council’s ^ arguments, and an opportunity.


  Whilst Be’lakor waited, Mannfred acted on knowledge that he had kept concealed from the daemon. Some years ago, a brief alliance with Drycha had yielded up the information that the Lady of Bretonnia was actually little more than the elf goddess Ladrielle in disguise. When combined with the more recent knowledge that Ladrielle and Lileath were one and the same, it offered up a chance for one last malevolence.


  Thus did Mannfred seek out jerrod as he roamed the forest, and came unarmed before him. The duke drew his sword as soon as the vampire revealed himself, but Mannfred was at his most calculating and persuasive. With blessed steel at his throat, the vampire imparted to jerrod the truth that the Lady - the whole foundation of Bretonnia - was nothing more or less than an elf goddess amusing herself at the expense of mortal men; that, in essence, everything that Jerrod had ever valued was little more than a lie.


  The duke had not believed Mannfred at first, had accused him of being a serpent, a liar and worse. Nevertheless, something prevented him from ramming his blade home into the vampire’s throat. Mannfred was undoubtedly all the things jerrod had said of him, and very much more besides. However, on this occasion, his words were honest, and that truth resonated with a feeling that had been growing in Jerrod’s soul. Lowering his sword, he bade Mannfred flee and never to cross his path again.


  The vampire, who could in truth have slain Jerrod and escaped at any time, did as he was instructed, careful to keep a smile from his face until he was far distant. He had divulged Lileath’s deception with little concern for the specific consequences - he simply wanted to prevent Be’lakor from claiming his prize. Jerrod was sure to lure Lileath from the council, in order to seek confirmation of Mannfred’s words. It was inevitable that Be’lakor would make his attempt to claim the goddess - if, of course, Jerrod didn’t kill her first. Mannfred didn’t think that terribly likely - the duke was too infected with honour for that - but it would make Be’lakor’s attempt more... interesting.


  Even Mannfred recognised the pettiness of the events he had set in motion, but he was content that even this small act of malice would hurt those who had believed themselves his superiors. Deeming there to be no profit in remaining within Athel Loren, Mannfred fled the forest, employing stealth where he could and savagery when subtlety would not serve. On the mountains west of Wydrioth, he passed unnoticed amongst the ranks of Nagash’s waiting army, reclaiming Ashigaroth and heading further westward still. The vampire’s destiny had strayed far from the course he had set it. Betrayed by Nagash, and with Sylvania lost to him, Mannfred could see only one possible chance for survival, though he was loath to take it. Cursing the day he had ever thought to resurrect Nagash, the vampire veered northwest, towards despoiled Middenheim.


  No sooner had Mannfred departed, than Jerrod went directly to King’s Glade, and demanded to speak with Lileath. His intrusion provoked outrage amongst the elves, but Lileath quickly defused the anger by quietly agreeing to speak with the duke away from the council. For a moment, Jerrod was humbled by the goddess-made-mortal’s grace in the face of his rudeness. Then he remembered the reason he had come, and his embarrassment was quickly swamped by rage.


  Be’lakor, who had eyes wherever a shadow fell, knew at once that Lileath had at last left the council, though he did not know why. The First- damned was wary of a trap, and did not immediately take the opportunity. In many ways, he was wise to be circumspect. Though neither Jerrod nor Lileath had guessed at Be’lakor’s presence, it was indeed a snare, if a subtle one. So it was that the First-damned came to hear much of what passed between Lileath and Duke Jerrod of lost Quenelles.


  As he reached the shadows of the glade, Be’lakor silently congratulated himself on his patience. The place was empty, save for the knight and the goddess. Easier by far to steal her away from one mortal than from a group of demigods.


  Even without the drawn sword, the knight’s anger would have been obvious. His posture was that of an animal ready to pounce. From deep within the shadows, Be’lakor could taste the sweet aromas of the Bretonnian’s anger and despair. By contrast, Lileath’s poise was as cold as ice; calm, collected, and thoroughly unrepentant.


  ‘I do not deny it,’ the goddess’ icy voice matched her chill expression. ‘I am proud of what I made of your primitive forebears.’


  ‘You used us,’ Jerrod snarled. ‘You pushed us around like pieces on a gaming board, then sent the best of us to our deaths. We thought you were our guiding light, but you were a swamp wisp, luring my people to our doom.’


  ‘There was no other choice,’ Lileath replied, shaking her head. ‘Prophecy was once my gift. I knew of the End Times almost from the first. I needed an army to keep the dark at bay. Asuryan would never have countenanced the forging of a new race, not after what was provoked by the creation of the elves.’ Be’lakor watched her turn away briefly, then snap back to face the knight again. ‘I chose your forefathers to serve a greater goal. I gave them purpose. Was that so wrong? Without the codes and laws that I gave them, your ancestors would have wiped each other out, or else been trampled into the mud by greenskins. You all owe me your lives, everything you are. I make no apology for collecting on that debt.’


  The knight gave a low, animal shout that was a mix of anger and sorrow. He looked at the sword in his grasp, and at the woman before him, plainly tempted to strike her down. Be’lakor’s lips parted in a needle-toothed smile. The human’s despair was sweet on his tongue.


  Not so for Lileath, if her sudden shift of expression were to be believed.


  ‘The world we know is doomed,’ the goddess said, her voice sorrowful, pleading, ‘but that does not mean that hope is entirely lost. There is a world - a Haven - where life may yet continue. Without Bretonnia’s sacrifices, I could not have created it. Surely you acknowledge that is worth something?’


  Be’lakor hissed with satisfaction. His bargain with Mannfred had served him well. Not only had it delivered a goddess into his grasp, it had revealed the existence of new world - one he would rule in the name of the gods.


  ‘Listen to me,’ Lileath continued, stepping towards the knight. ‘This war was never something that could have been won. Your brothers - those who died for the Empire - a part of them lives on in the Haven. After all, what is a knight, but one who makes sacrifices for others?’


  Be’lakor saw the knight’s empty hand clench and unclench. When the human spoke, it was in a voice summoned from a long way off, and taut with emotion.


  ‘That might be a consolation, had you not been the author of that creed,’ he growled.


  Lileath knelt, her skirts pooling on the thick bed of leaves behind her. ‘If you do not believe me, then kill me for what I have done. I only ask that you hold true to your promise, and fight alongside the Incarnates when the time comes.


  In answer, Jerrod took his sword in a two-handed grip, and levelled the point at Lileath’s neck.


  Jerrod never truly knew whether he would have gone through with his act of murder. Certainly the fury and the sense of betrayal rushing through his blood urged him to do so, but some semblance of honour held him back. The sword wavered, then steadied. It was at that moment that Be’lakor - fearing that his prize was about to be slaughtered before him - burst from the shadows. The sight of the daemon at last forced ]errod to a decision - or at the very least drove the duke’s instincts to take over.


  Be’lakor bore down upon Lileath, writhing darkness trailing behind him. Jerrod took a long step to stand between them, dropping his sword down into a guard pose as he did so. Be’lakor did not slow, but lashed out with his shadow-sword, thinking to cut down the arrogant mortal who stood before him. Jerrod’s blessed blade gleamed as it intercepted the stroke, shining steel clanging home against a sword of misery and deception. The First-damned swept his wings back, climbing briefly away. Then he dove back down with a sibilant hiss, his shadow-sword outstretched like a spear.


  Lileath had regained her feet now, and raised her staff to send bolts of light lancing towards the First-damned. They passed through Be’lakor’s form like arrows punching through fog, the daemon’s body swirling apart and back together where they passed.


  Ignoring the goddess, Be’lakor swept towards her protector. Again, Jerrod parried, turning aside the strike before it could pierce his heart. This time, however, Be’lakor lashed out with his free hand. The talons raked across Jerrod’s exposed face, ripping three bloody lines across his skin. The duke slammed into the ground, skidding through the mud. Blood streamed from his wounds, and from an eye that would never see again. Jerrod moaned with pain and tried to stand, but his arms had lost their strength and he collapsed into the leaves.


  Be’lakor dropped to the ground beside the twitching duke. The First-damned regarded him for a moment, then brought a clawed heel down upon Jerrod’s left calf. The duke screamed as the force of the blow buckled his armour, pulverising the flesh beneath and snapping the bones. Satisfied with his work, Be’lakor swept around and closed once more on Lileath.


  The goddess-made-mortal sensed, rather than saw, the daemon bear down upon her. Lileath’s eyes were closed, her lips moving silently as she wove a spell of banishment. Spirals of glowing white energy plucked at Be’lakor’s charging form, and wisps of his shadow diffused into nothing. But the First-damned was older than any exorcism, and could not be so easily cast into the Realm of Chaos by the young magics of the elves. He came on, his pace scarcely slowed.


  The shadow-sword lashed out, cutting deep into Lileath’s forearm, and striking the staff from her hands. Be’lakor hissed as droplets of the goddess’ blood spattered across his arm, and steam began to rise from where it had touched. Mortal though Lileath now was, traces of her divine power still lingered in her blood.


  Defenceless now before the daemon, Lileath backed away. Be’lakor kept pace, and lunged forward to seize her. The First-damned’s claws brushed her arm, but did not close, for at that moment Be’lakor lurched forward with a terrible scream of agony. Behind the daemon, Jerrod released his grip on the sword he had thrust deep into the daemon’s back, and collapsed once again, this time lapsing into fevered unconsciousness. Be’lakor gave another bellow of pain as he twisted the Bretonnian’s sword free, a spill of dark blood flowing from the wound.


  He turned back to his intended victim, but Jerrod had bought much-needed time. An ear-splitting roar sounded from high above as Seraphon plunged through the canopy and knocked Be’lakor sprawling.


  Little went entirely unnoticed beneath the eaves of Athel Loren. Most sights were overlooked, as the spirits of the forest misinterpreted what they had seen. However, Be’lakor’s attack was something not easily ignored by even the most obtuse spirit. Even as Jerrod and Lileath battled the First- damned, spites had flitted through the undergrowth, carrying word to Alarielle. The Everqueen knew she could not cover the distance swiftly enough to intervene, but others had come in her stead.


  Be’lakor regained his footing, Lileath briefly forgotten as he judged his next move. Arrogant to a fault, the First- damned believed that he could still triumph over one Incarnate and yet escape with his prize. Yet even before the daemon could act on his decision, there was a blur of brilliant white light and a thunder of hooves as Malhandir bore Tyrion into the glade.


  At last, Be’lakor realised that he had lost. Two of the Incarnates he had sought to evade were already at Lileath’s side, and others would surely be close behind. Accepting his failure for the second time in as many weeks, the First-damned melted back into the shadows, and fled the glade. Or rather, he tried to. With a triumphant snort, Malekith stretched forth his power and tore the First-damned free from his shrouded sanctuary.


  Be’lakor gave a snarl of confusion as he realised that his escape route was closed. Before the daemon could recover, Malekith shifted his attention from the shadows of the glade to those that made up the daemon’s body. Before Be’lakor realised what had occurred, the Eternity King held him fast, unable even to move. Malekith could have not held the daemon forever - even the Eternity King’s will was finite. Yet it was long enough. With Be’lakor thus held immobile, Tyrion wove a net of pure light to shackle the First-damned. Be’lakor, who had thought to seize a goddess, was now himself a prisoner.


  Jerrod lived, though without the skill of Athel Loren’s healers, he would have surely died. With his immediate hurts tended, the duke was borne like a hero back to the vast glade where his knights and the other refugees from Averheim were encamped. At first, there were voices raised in exultation at Jerrod’s deeds. No truer test of chivalry could there be than to stand against a daemon in a damsel’s defence - even if that damsel were an elf. However, those voices were quickly stilled as the one-eyed duke recounted what he had learnt of Lileath, and the truth of Bretonnia’s founding. As the evening passed into night, the dwarfs and the warriors of the Empire noted a shift in their allies’ demeanour, though they did not know what had caused it.


  Her own wounds treated, Lileath returned to the council shortly after. Her mind was far afield. In her haste to assuage Jerrod’s guilt, she had spoken too freely of the Haven. She did not know whether or not Be’lakor had heard her words, but had to assume that he had done so. With that assumption, a rare paralysis had crept into the goddess-made-mortal’s mind. If the daemon escaped, he would act upon what he had heard.


  If he was slain, his immortal essence would flee to the Realm of Chaos, and there surely parley his knowledge to some advantage. Either way, the Chaos Gods would become aware of the Haven’s existence, and all she had sacrificed would amount to nothing. Caught in a dilemma created by her own carelessness, Lileath spoke little.


  Had it been left to Tyrion and Malekith, Be’lakor would have been destroyed in the moment of his capture. However, Gelt had suggested that the daemon, if seized, could be interrogated. The wizard had been aware that much of the Incarnates’ inability to decide upon a course of action was due to their lack of knowledge concerning Archaon’s intent. Despite the good sense of Gelt’s suggestion, the elves would have ignored him. They didn’t account the wizard to be their equal, despite the power he wielded. However, the Emperor had raised his voice in support of Gelt’s idea. This, in turn, had won over Tyrion, and through Tyrion, Alarielle. With his Everqueen thus swayed, Malekith had reluctantly agreed to temporarily spare the daemon from banishment.


  However, the Eternity King had made no promise that the daemon’s captivity would be without pain.


  Thus, when an escort of Black Guard dragged Be’lakor before the council of the Incarnates, he was battered and bloodied. The tip of one horn had been sheared off by a sword’s strike, and both wings hung limp at his back. Tyrion’s net of light had faded, but had been replaced by shackles of silver and starlight, and the First-damned was helpless in their grasp. Alarielle exchanged a long look with Malekith, and then with Tyrion, both of which were indecipherable to most of the council. Gelt took it as a reprimand for the captive’s harms, but he was wrong. The wounds had been inflicted at Alarielle’s command, as proof of what awaited any lack of cooperation. The Everqueen had no sympathy for the daemon - what compassion she possessed did not extend to the servants of Chaos. Only Nagash recognised the truth, and he relished the fact that so perfect a soul as Alarielle’s yet harboured a fragment of darkness.


  The interrogation went more easily than any could have expected. Be’lakor had little reason to remain silent. In truth, the First-damned’s wounds hurt him little - he was too old a fiend to be overly troubled by physical pain. However, Be’lakor did not doubt that the likes of Malekith and Nagash could conjure up torments that even a daemon could not withstand. Moreover, the First- damned cared little if Archaon’s plan became known to his enemies. Indeed, he practically welcomed the opportunity for indiscretion. Twice now, the daemon had sought to pre¬empt Archaon’s success with his own, and both times he had failed. Be’lakor therefore saw little profit in remaining silent - especially if the inevitable outcome was to be banished to the Realm of Chaos in time to see the Dark Gods raise Archaon up in his rightful place. Better by far, or so the First-damned reckoned, to betray the Everchosen’s goal.


  Thus did Be’lakor weave a tale that horrified all who heard it. The daemon made no attempt to lie, for no falsehood could have appalled more readily than the truth. With sibilant tongue, the First-damned spoke of how the Chaos Gods were not so directionless as many mortal scholars believed them to be. Archaon did not seek victory through the Empire’s destruction. After all, much as the Empire reckoned itself a mighty power in the world, Be’lakor crowed, it was trivial compared to those that had come before it. The First-damned leered at the Emperor, seeking a reaction, but the other simply returned the daemon’s gaze in silence.


  The gods cared little for the fall of nations, though they dined well enough on the slaughter provoked by such. Middenheim was the goal. Indeed, it had always been the goal. Far beneath the city, deep within the Fauschlag rock, lay an artefact from an earlier age. It was so old that its original purpose had been forgotten long ago. However, this mattered little, as the gods did not covet the artefact for its created function - they cared only for the power it contained. If the proper rituals were performed, the artefact would detonate, creating a rift to rival those found at the world’s poles. This revelation was horrendous enough, for it meant the destruction of not only the Empire, but most of the Old World also. Yet the gods were not content merely with the Old World’s destruction. These were the End Times, the Rhana Dandra of elven myth, and their designs went much further than that.


  Nagash recognised the implications first, but made no move to speak of them. Instead, it was left to Teclis to explain. He did so in hushed tones, horrified at the meaning of his words. The loremasters of Hoeth, he said, had theorised that the world had survived the coming of Chaos only because the polar rifts had formed a sort of equilibrium between the tremendous forces at play. If a new rift burst into being in Middenheim, with none to balance it on the far side of the globe, the world would be torn apart and dragged into the Realm of Chaos. Were the new rift to be birthed, the end was inevitable. The cataclysm might happen all at once, or it could take years, but the world that all had known up to that point would exist no more.


  Teclis fell silent, perhaps contemplating how his theft of Ulric’s flame had caused Middenheim to fall swifter than it should. No one sought to fill the void. All trusted the truth of what they had heard, but no one knew precisely what was to be done about it. Middenheim was a long march away, through territory overrun by Archaon’s horde. In the past, the elves could have used the worldroots - the conduits that bound Athel Loren to many other forests - to come within striking distance of the city. However, those that led into the Empire had withered and died as Chaos had swept over those lands. Any army attempting to reach the city – let alone capture it in a siege - would have to be many times larger than the forces the council could bring to bear.


  It was Lilcath who at last broke the silence. The goddess was shaking as she stood to address the council, her face so immobile that it could only be so in order to contain some wellspring of desperate emotion.


  Her voice hard and cold, she argued that the impossible would have to be accomplished - the Incarnates would have to go to Middenheim and either seize the artefact, or destroy it, before Archaon could bring about the Dark Gods’ plan. When Malekith protested that such a campaign would take too long to prosecute, Lileath spoke of using magic to cover the distance. Gelt, who had lately used such sorceries to escape Averheim, pointed out that to transport so many, so far, could not be done - it would require so much magic as to risk opening the very rift they all feared. Nonetheless, Lileath would not be swayed - and no other could conceive a better plan. Reluctantly, the council entered recess, so that proper consideration could be given.


  However, one last act was performed before the council dissolved. Be’lakor had wrought great harm upon Athel Loren, had sought to deliver the last of the elven pantheon into the grip of his dark masters. As punishment, the First-damned was imprisoned in a perfect ruby, plucked from Alarielle’s crown. There he would languish, unable to escape to the Realm of Chaos until the ending of the world.


  Of course, unless the Incarnates could find a way to forestall Archaon’s plan, that time would not be so far off.


  Teclis found Lileath on the northern border of King’s Glade. The air was thick with the dry smell of changing seasons, the flowers withering as winter prepared to overtake that part of the forest.


  ‘Will you not tell me what troubles you?’ the mage asked, moving to the goddess’ side.


  Lileath answered without turning. ‘I told you that we could win, and we cannot.’


  ‘You did not know.’


  She laughed, the notes bitter in the still air. ‘I knew from the first. What manner of prophet would I be if I had not?’


  Teclis felt a sudden chill. ‘Then you lied to me. Why?’


  ‘For the same reason that you lied: it was necessary. You told me once that you could not fight without hope. I gave you that hope, because I needed you.’


  ‘Then... everything I have done - the friends and allies I have doomed - was it for nothing?’ Nausea settled in Teclis’ gut.


  For months, he had tried to tell himself it had all been in service of a greater good, and to find out that it had not...


  Lileath turned to face him at last. ‘No. Not at first,’ she was speaking hurriedly, the words clipped and sorrowful. ‘By their sacrifice, I wrought a Haven that would have seen the elves continue when all else fell into darkness. And I succeeded.’ She blinked away a sudden tear. ‘But I cannot feel the Haven any longer. The Dark Gods have found it... My beloved, my daughter, my hope for the future - all have been lost.’


  Teclis backed away, horrified.


  ‘I am sorry,’ Lileath said, turning away. ‘I should have been honest from the first. I only hope that you can forgive me.’


  ‘Perhaps,’ croaked Teclis. ‘...but not today.’


  Then he fled, before despair could overwhelm him.


  Athel Loren was shrouded in a sombre mood that night, but nowhere was it bleaker than where Lileath trod. Even as Be’lakor had confessed Archaon’s plan, she had felt the Haven’s presence slip from her mind. For a time, she had clung to the hope that it had merely been her fatigue that had hidden it from her thoughts, but each passing moment had proved that hope a delusion. The Haven was gone, snuffed out like a guttering candle by the all-pervasive dark of Chaos.


  The goddess laid the blame for the Haven’s destruction at the First-damned’s feet - and at Jerrod’s. All of her precautions, all of her plans, had been rendered into ash through misplaced guilt. She had raised the Bretonnians up out of barbarism, had given them a purpose and a cause.


  The mortal knight had no place questioning her.


  Yet no matter how she rationalised what had come to pass, Lileath knew that only she was to blame for the evil Be’lakor had wrought. Arrogance had ever been the failing of god and elf alike, so it was of little surprise that it had corrupted her also. Still it was a hard burden to bear.


  Besides Jerrod, Teclis was the only other Lileath had told of the Haven, and then only after it had been lost. The mage’s bitterness was equal to Lileath’s own, his sense of betrayal every bit as deep as Jerrod’s. Through blind adherence to the goddess’ schemes, he had become as cold and calculating as she, seeing only the destination, and not thinking of those harmed along the way. Had the Haven not been lost, it would still have been a heavy burden to bear. As matters stood, his hopes were dashed, and his mind teetered on the brink of despair.


  Elsewhere, a bandaged and scarred Duke Jerrod led the Bretonnians westward through the forest. The Emperor had tried to convince him to remain, but to no avail. Nonetheless, the two had parted as friends, bound together by their similar burdens and the many battles that they had fought and bled in together.


  Every heart in the knightly column was full of anger and sorrow, unable to forgive Lileath for her manipulations. Bretonnian society had been founded upon worship of the Lady, upon the tales of Gilles and other chivalric champions. With the lie callously exposed, they were lost, rudderless in the roiling tides of the End Times. The knights were unsure of their purpose - they knew only that they would no longer battle alongside the elves and the goddess who had used them so.


  Alarielle could have prevented Jerrod from leaving, could have twisted the paths of the forest back upon themselves, but she did not. The Everqueen did not know what had transpired to alter the Bretonnians’ outlook, but knew too well the danger posed by reluctant allies.


  Tyrion found the Emperor on the edge of the Winterglade. The other was gazing up through the bare branches, watching the stars as they wheeled their stately way across the heavens.


  ‘They are so certain in their course,’ the Emperor said, without turning. ‘I wish that I was.’


  ‘Jerrod has gone,’ Tyrion said heavily, ‘and my brother will talk to no one, not even I. Everything is happening as you said it would. How did you know?’


  The Emperor at last tore his gaze away from the skies. ‘I didn’t, not in detail. But dark days have a way of causing long-buried poisons to seep out, and your race has always been too deeply mired in manipulation.’


  Tyrion scowled. ‘Those are bold words, for a man wearing a skin not his own.’


  ‘I make no apology,’ the Emperor replied evenly. ‘We have few enough advantages, and I shall not yield this one - slender though it is - without good cause. My intent is as I claimed - otherwise you would not keep my secret, would you?’


  Tyrion said nothing, and the Emperor nodded. ‘Good. I spent many lifetimes sealed within that vortex; I would hate to think it was for nothing. At least we know the shape of the Dark Gods’ plans. We shall have to hope that we are equal to defeating them.’


  ‘I see little cause for that hope.’


  ‘Meekly spoken, for an elf recently returned from the dead,’ the Emperor rejoined.


  With an effort, Tyrion brought his temper under control. ‘It will take more than clever words to survive the coming doom.’


  ‘Indeed it will. That is why you and I must persuade the others to go to Middenheim.’


  ‘That city lies many weeks’ march away, through territory swarming with foes. Do you honestly believe that we can prevail against such odds?’


  ‘I will not sit back and wait for death.’


  ‘Nor shall I,’ Tyrion reluctantly allowed. ‘To Middenheim, then?’


  The Emperor nodded. ‘There is no other way.’


  When the council of Incarnates reconvened at dawn the next day, Lileath again made the argument that Middenheim was the key, but this time she did so to an assemblage already won over to her point of view. In the still watches of the night, each of the Incarnates had reached the inescapable conclusion that the Fauschlag artefact would have to be neutralised or destroyed somehow - even if it cost the lives of all who made the attempt.


  Gotri Hammerson, who had anticipated another day of acrimonious indecision, let out a sardonic cheer, uncaring of the chill expressions this provoked on the faces of the elves. Teclis greeted the decision with a wintery smile. Vlad von Carstein did so with a raised eyebrow, as if the matter was neither here nor there to him. Arkhan, as ever, gave little sign he had even heard any of what had been said.


  Durthu, Naestra and Arahan had left before first light, in order to aid Imrik in repelling the beastman warherds that moved closer to King’s Glade by the day. Less than a league to the north, he fought his bloodiest battle yet against the encroaching warherds. It seemed that no matter how many of the corrupted creatures the prince slew, there were always thousands more ready to throw themselves onto elven steel. It was less a clash of armies, and more a battle of two nations locked in a doomed embrace. The Silvale Glade stank of blood, and of the smoke from bonfires lit to burn the tainted flesh.


  The beastmen were wild with madness, the frenzied bloodlust of the minotaurs spread to every gor and ungor that prowled beneath the eaves of Athel Loren. The elves were weary, but could not - and would not - retreat for the rest they sorely needed. To do so was to surrender King’s Glade to the Children of Chaos, and that was too steep a price for a few hours’ respite.


  For days, the beastmen had hurled themselves into death, a sacrifice of blood and bone meant to attract the favour of wrathful Khorne. Alas for the Children of Chaos, the Lord of Skulls’ gaze was fixed ever on Middenheim. However, another had seen their deeds and found a way to bind them to his own purpose. Ka’Bandha, despatched to claim the Emperor’s skull, had searched for a path that would carry his Blood Hunt into the heart of Athel Loren. At last, he had found one.


  With a deafening thunderclap, a rift burst into being, and the blood- soaked meadows of Silvale Glade ran like water drawn into a whirlpool. Beastmen exulted in crude tongues as they were swept away by the unseen tide, rejoicing at their gods’ embrace. Elves attempted to scramble away as the ground plucked and grasped at their feet. Thousands perished in those moments, dragged down into the whirl of blood and darkness than had sprung up at the glade’s heart.


  The beastman assault was ended in that moment, but now another sprang forth. Horned figures burst from the roiling firmament, hissing crude challenges as they threw themselves at the survivors of Imrik’s army. Baying daemon-hounds prowled alongside, snarling and slavering as their powerful strides ate up the distance between them and their prey. And behind all of them came the murderous, winged silhouettes of Ka’Bandha and his lieutenants.


  Imrik bellowed orders as the daemons advanced, but his lines were too rent, too disordered to offer meaningful resistance. The Blood Hunt smashed through Imrik’s lines like a red wind, leaving savaged dead in their wake. Had they so chosen, they could have torn the dragon prince’s forces to ruin in that moment, but they were hunting greater prey. With a triumphant roar, Ka’Bandha urged the Blood Hunt on to King’s Glade, and towards the council of Incarnates.
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  The Blood Hunt Unleashed
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  A ring of elven warriors stood sentinel upon the perimeter of King’s Glade, but it was a thin guard, appointed more out of ceremonial need than to meet any other. The fury of the daemon onslaught swept it away in an eye-blink. The leading bloodletters tore through the outer guardians without slowing, leaving beheaded and blood-sodden corpses strewn through the ferns and brambles. Howling their victory, the daemons loped on, hungry for greater foes. Ka’Bandha had warned that no other than he should claim the Emperor’s head, but his hunters could smell prey in the glade beyond. There were skulls aplenty to be had. Howling with murderous anticipation, the daemons sprang out of the shadows and into the council glade...


  ...and hissed their last as Tyrion’s cleansing fire burnt them to ash.


  The daemons’ arrival in Silvale had been accompanied by a rippling wave through the winds of magic.


  For most, this had manifested as a sudden pressure in their minds. However, Alarielle, tied as she was to the forest’s agony, had been overwhelmed. Tyrion had reached the Everqueen’s side the moment she collapsed. Though the warning came too late for the sentinels on the glade’s perimeter, the council of Incarnates would not be taken so ill prepared. Shouts rang out as the Incarnates called for their steeds, or issued orders to their companions - orders that went largely unacknowledged. Allies though they might have been, none amongst the Incarnates was yet prepared to accept another’s authority.


  Even before the ashes of Tyrion’s victims had settled, a chorus of howls announced the arrival of a second, larger wave of daemons in the undergrowth beyond. This time, the creatures came from all sides, their strides eating up the distance between them and their prey. Black blades glistened as the bloodletters hurled themselves forward, hisses turning to death-screams as the magics of the Incarnates rose to greet them.


  Tyrion made his stand next to the Everqueen’s unconscious form.


  A nimbus of searing light played about his head and rippled from his outstretched blade, scouring blood- red horrors from the mortal world wherever it touched. Beside Tyrion, lightning crackled from Teclis’ staff. Where it touched daemonic flesh, the smouldering victims were hurled back into the press of their fellows. But still the daemons came. Back to back the brothers fought, their differences of recent years temporarily forgotten, the old instincts as sharp as ever.


  To his north, a wall of fire sprang up at Caradryan’s call, catching a score of bloodletters mid-leap, and burning them to cinders. Four of the daemons survived their passage. Though their skin was afire, they bore down on Caradryan, swords glinting. The captain held his ground, and the Phoenix Blade swept out, beheading one daemon and hacking deep into another’s chest. The surviving pair sprang together, bearing Caradryan to the ground, teeth snapping for his throat. There was a sudden screech from above as Ashtari entered the fray, plunging from the skies like a flaming comet. The firebird’s talons locked around both of Caradryan’s attackers, tearing them away from their intended victim before pinwheeling them across the glade. Caradryan sprang to his feet as Ashtari swept back around towards him, and he vaulted into the phoenix’s saddle a moment later.


  Few would have blamed the Emperor and Gotri Hammerson for holding back from that fight. With the power of Azyr stripped from him, the Emperor’s might was but a shadow of the godlike beings who battled around him. Hammerson was arguably even more outclassed, never having possessed an Incarnate’s power. Nevertheless, the two made no attempt to shelter behind their allies, but fought together in the glade’s heart. Hammerson had taken a deep hellblade-wound to the shoulder in the early moments of the fight, but the runesmith fought gruffly on, repaying that injury with every sweep of his staff. Already the Reikland runefang’s steel was caked in daemon ichor, the hammerhead of the runesmith’s staff flecked with daemonic matter. Deathclaw’s plumage was stained black almost to his shoulders; gobbets of unnatural flesh trailed from his talons and beak.


  A short distance away, Arkhan the Black watched impassively as another howling pack of bloodletters hurled themselves at the Emperor and the runesmith. Thus far, the Liche King had been relatively untroubled by the daemonic assault. His master, Nagash, had no need of assistance, and if a daemon strayed too close, Arkhan simply urged Razarak skyward, beyond the zenith of even the most desperate leap. The Liche King did not much care for the mortals his master feigned alliance with. He therefore saw little reason to expend his strength in their defence, save for the fact it might otherwise earn Nagash’s disfavour. With a ghost of a sigh, Arkhan drew upon the death magic that clustered close around his master, and prepared to intervene.


  A knot of howling bloodletters sprang forward, tongues darting as they came. Hammerson knew there were too many for him to fight alone.


  There was a screech from somewhere above, and the runesmith felt a sudden breeze as Deathclaw swept out a massive wing to scatter the daemons like broken dolls.


  Still more daemons charged forward, undismayed by their fellows’ fall.


  As they sprang towards him, Hammerson’s gaze drifted up to where the cadaverous liche sat motionless upon his hovering mount.


  Hammerson bellowed for Arkhan’s assistance, already knowing his words were futile. The undead sorcerer had done nothing to help so far - there was no reason to expect him to act otherwise now. As the runesmith had predicted, the Liche King gave no response. Deathclaw’s screeching and the bloodletters’ snarls were the only sound. Shaking a fist, the runesmith hurled curses at the liche for his apparent indifference to the dwarf’s situation.


  Then the daemons were upon him, and what little breath he had was needed for fighting. Hammerson smashed two to the ground before being slammed back himself. The runesmith fell heavily onto the glade’s floor, his staff slipping from his grasp. He tried to right himself, but the bloodletters swarmed over him.


  A blow from a bunched fist sent one of the daemons reeling, but others pinned him down, tongues flicking in anticipation of the blood soon to flow.


  Suddenly, there was a brilliant green flash, and a stink of old and musty caverns. Hammerson heard a bloodletter hiss in pain, and felt the weight that was pinning him down vanish. Scrambling to his feet, the runesmith kicked a dying daemon clear, feeling its strangely brittle skin crumble beneath his boot. Hammerson looked up, and found his stare matched by one from Arkhan the Black. The inscrutable liche held his gaze for a moment, then looked away without comment.


  Elsewhere, snarling daemon- hounds burst from the undergrowth. They passed effortlessly through the searing shard-blizzard Gelt summoned in their path, their brass collars glowing a dull red, sapping the magic from the air around them. Lileath joined her magics to Gelt’s, and the molten storm intensified, overcoming the flesh hounds’ defences. Ear-splitting howls rang out as dozens of the beasts were torn apart, but more surged on, flanks streaked with ichor.


  One flesh hound burst clear of the shard-storm with a triumphant howl, and loped towards Gelt. The wizard reached desperately into Quicksilver’s saddlebags, his straining fingers settling on a small glass vial. The throw that followed was guided more by luck than by aim. The stoppered tube shattered against the flesh hound’s forehead as the daemon sprang forward. At once the daemon’s triumphant roar changed into a howl of pain, as the corrosive liquid within splashed across its brow. Gelt flung himself across Quicksilver’s neck, and the blinded, dying flesh hound passed above him, its lifeless claws tearing his cloak to ribbons, but leaving no mark upon his flesh.


  Lileath was faring worse. With Gelt distracted, the shard-storm had ebbed, and the flesh hounds were pressing through. For the goddess Lileath had once been, defeat would have been unthinkable. She could have confronted a hundred such creatures and swept them aside with but the merest of thoughts. However, that time was long past. Even one flesh hound was a dire threat for the mortal Lileath now was. The closest daemon was within moments of pouncing, and dozens more pressed close behind. The goddess swept her staff out, its head slamming into a flesh hound’s slavering maw. Splinters of black teeth sprayed from the beast's ruined mouth. Still it came forward, its movements growing slower and more deliberate as it gathered to pounce. Others came behind, glistening from scores of small wounds. As the lead hound’s muscles coiled for it to lunge, Lileath tightened her grip on her staff, and prepared for a fight she knew she could not win.


  Salvation came from an unlikely source. In the moment the flesh hound pounced, there was a blur of motion to Lileath’s right. A clawed hand snatched the daemon out of the air, and dashed it to the ground in one smooth motion. A heartbeat later, Vlad von Carstein’s thin blade rammed home through the flesh hound’s throat, then ripped clear to cut another leaping daemon in two. At once, a howl rose up as the rest of the pack converged on the vampire, but he was a prey beyond them, as elusive as smoke on the wind. Six more hounds fell to Blood Drinker’s precise strikes before Gelt was able to breathe new life into his shard-storm. Not one of the beasts had managed to mark Vlad in return.


  Lileath shot the vampire a questioning look, uncertain as to why was he fighting at her side, rather than in his master’s defence. Vlad shrugged, and cocked his head backwards. Lileath followed the motion, and she saw Nagash standing alone at the heart of a writhing, amethyst vortex. Withered daemon corpses were strewn around the Great Necromancer’s swirling robes; fragments of broken bone and desiccated skin danced upon the unnatural winds he had called into being. Despite herself, Lileath shuddered. Alone of the Incarnates, Nagash needed no assistance from his allies. In that moment, the goddess-made-mortal wondered at the wisdom of allowing the Great Necromancer to seize greater power.


  Through it all, Malekith ranted and railed like a madman. Seraphon swooped through the glade, and the Eternity King sent dark fire coursing wherever the daemons clustered. These spells bore as much of Malekith’s rage as his voice. Blackfire constructs of the Eternity King’s likeness howled across the glade, immolating everything they touched. Two elven realms had been destroyed from beneath his imperious rule, and Malekith was determined not to lose a third. He scarcely noted the fate of his allies, did not even glance at the fallen Everqueen. A bottomless abyss of rage had opened up beneath him, and the Eternity King teetered dangerously on the brink.


  On the Incarnates and their allies fought, undaunted by the savagery of their foes. Mere minutes had passed since the Blood Hunt had first attacked, but already the battle for survival had taken its toll in a myriad of small wounds. The daemons cared nothing for their own battered flesh. Flesh hounds snapped and lunged because they knew no other way. The fury of battle was upon them, and could only be stilled by their deaths, or those of their foes.


  The Bloodletters of the Hunt fought because fury was in their nature, and because they knew that to slay one of the champions within the glade was to earn favour with Ka’Bandha - and if not with him, then with mighty Khorne himself.


  As battle raged, Ka’Bandha and his skaradrim approached. Already, the Bloodthirster knew that he had erred. So focussed had he been on following the Emperor’s blood-spoor to Athel Loren, that he had not realised the full extent of the power veiled beneath the forest’s eaves. The Blood Hunt had the ferocity to lay low any fortress in the mortal realm, but the presence of the Incarnates made Athel Loren no ordinary bastion.


  In truth, Ka’Bandha was not greatly concerned. It had been many centuries since the Blood Hunt had failed to claim a quarry. Not since Magnus the Pious had evaded their grasp at the gates of Kislev had a chosen skull gone unclaimed. Karl Franz would fall, and his head would be taken as a token to Middenheim.


  If it cost Ka’Bandha hundreds - or even thousands - of his hunters, then so be it. There were other skulls within King’s Glade that would more than compensate him for their loss.


  It was however troublesome that fully half the Blood Hunt still fought along the shoulders of the blood rift, a wall of murderous blades that held the remains of the elf army at bay. Ka’Bandha would gladly turn and slaughter the elves at his back, but only once Karl Franz’s severed skull was clasped in his hands.


  The Lord of the Hunt held his skaradrim back as his daemons snarled and died at the hands of the Incarnates and their allies. Such was the tradition of the Blood Hunt, to allow the huntsmen and trackers the chance to claim a worthy kill before the huntsmasters took the field. It was not in Ka’Bandha’s nature to stand idly by whilst there was blood to be spilt. Every fibre of the Bloodthirster’s being yearned to spread his wings wide, bellow praised to his master and slake his growing battle-lust upon the quarry. Yet the Blood Hunt was sacred, its traditions inviolate, and Ka’Bandha contained his fury. He was a Bloodthirster of the third host, not one of the mindless berserkers of the sixth, and he knew that a slaughter deferred could make the blood taste all the sweeter.


  The depth of Ka’Bandha’s sight went far beyond that of mortals. Even from a distance, he could see the power swirling through and around the Incarnates’ bodies. Yet he also saw that they were more akin to mortals than truly divine beings. He had fought such creatures before, and thirsted for the opportunity to do so again. At last, as another wave of bloodcrushers crashed into the glade, the Lord of the Hunt could restrain himself no longer. With a bellow that shook the trees, he took wing towards King’s Glade, and the skaradrim came with him.


  The skaradrim arrived in the glade like the End Times made manifest.


  The beating of their wings was thunder, and their fury scorched the very air around them. Lesser beings - whole armies of them - would have quailed before their arrival, but not the Incarnates.


  Caradryan met the Bloodthirsters’ charge with one of his own. Ashtari plunged forward in a screeching dive that saw the firebird fly true for Khorax Doomhand. Khorne-forged steel lashed out, the heavy-bladed axe slicing down fit to cleave the phoenix and its rider from the air. Swift as the blow was, Caradryan was faster. The Phoenix Blade blurred to deflect the axe. At the same time, Ashtari twisted away from the Bloodthirster and climbed skyward once more. Khorax roared, the sound a mix of fury denied and searing pain as Ashtari’s trailing wake of fire washed over him.


  The Incarnate and his mount had underestimated their foe’s reach, however, and Khorax’s monstrous axe slashed into the air after them, catching Ashtari’s outstretched wing. The firebird beat his wings furiously, trying to continue his climb, but Khorax was too fast, and struck the phoenix another glancing blow. Ashtari plunged into the glade floor, gouging a fiery furrow through the corpse-choked ground. The impact flung Caradryan from his saddle, the captain a blazing meteor in his own right as he tumbled end over end before slamming into the glade floor. Ashtari’s plunge also finally took him beyond reach of Khorax’s axe, but it was too late. The firebird skidded to halt, and lay motionless amongst the slaughter. A short distance away, Caradryan hauled his bloodied body upright by bracing his halberd’s staff amongst the piled dead. With a roar of triumph that reverberated in the bones of all who heard it, Khorax threw back his wings and dove towards the Incarnate of Fire.


  Gelt witnessed Caradryan’s plight. He urged Quicksilver towards the fallen elf, then hauled back on the reins, torn by hesitation. The Blood Hunt’s lesser daemons pressed close around Vlad and Lileath, and the wizard was loath to abandon them, even for another’s benefit. He needn’t have worried however - the Mortarch of Shadow was in his element.


  The daemons reminded Vlad of the more feral of his own kind, due to their artless fighting style that relied more on brute force than what could be regarded as true skill. The vampire stood amongst a growing pile of corpses, his blade thrusting and darting past the daemons’ clumsy guard. None of this dismayed his foes - each body that slumped forward in a spray of ichor only redoubled the survivors’ intent. Lileath, too, had found her balance after the initial attack. Cold moonlight shone from her outstretched palm, the purity of its caress causing daemonic flesh to smoulder and flare where it touched. Though surrounded by hissing bloodletters, Vlad somehow marked Gelt’s indecision and yelled at the other to be on his way. With one last, backwards glance, Gelt urged Quicksilver onwards.


  On Gelt flew, determined to reach Caradryan’s side before Khorax could claim his life. More flesh hounds burst from the undergrowth as the wizard travelled. They leapt high, fanged maws gaping wide, but Gelt was ready for them. Scarcely had the daemons’ hindquarters left the ground when the Staff of Volans flared in the wizard’s hands. With a brittle shout, Gelt loosed a glittering wave that transformed the leaping hounds into motionless gold. Before the lifeless brutes could hit the ground, the wizard uttered a charm of transformation that reshaped the metal into heavy chains. At the wizard’s gesture, the manacles flew through the air and fastened tight around Khorax’s arms and wings. Overburdened by the weighty metal, the Bloodthirster plunged from the skies, slamming into the glade floor with sickening force.


  The intervention had bought Caradryan the time he needed. Kindling the fires of Aqshy, he coaxed new life into Ashtari’s battered body. With a screech that set the air ablaze, the phoenix took to the air once more, returning to its master’s side at speed.


  But Khorax was not yet done. Rising up out of his impact crater, the Bloodthirster bellowed and flexed against the auric chains, the gold warping as the daemon brought his fearsome strength to bear. There was a dull snap as the metal gave way, the ruined and mangled scraps falling beneath the Bloodthirster’s hooves. The daemon’s wings were mangled, for they had borne the brunt of his impact, but Khorax gave no sign of pain. Whirling his axe, he thundered towards Caradryan once again.


  Gelt hammered at the Bloodthirster with gleaming metal shards that tore deep into the brute’s thick flesh. Khorax should have retreated at that point, or sought another way to assail his foes, but he was too far gone to battle-rage. With a roar, he charged into the storm, shoulders braced against the fusillade of magic. Ichor dripped from his wounds, but he paid it no heed and forged on. Caradryan called a wall of flame into being in the daemon’s path. As the fire took root, the Bloodthirster’s strength at last faded. With a final baleful roar, Khorax collapsed into the flames.


  Away to the south, two more of the skaradrim converged on Tyrion and Teclis as they stood guard over Alarielle. The first took scant notice of the daemon-corpses strewn around the twins, seeing only two fragile mortals ripe for cleaving. Its bellowing dive turned into an uncontrolled plummet as Tyrion’s blast of cleansing light reduced its left wing to ash. The daemon slammed into the glade floor as a bellowing meteor, the sound of its breaking bones like shattering stone. Swift Malhandir was in motion before the beast could rise, and Sunfang’s gleaming blade split the Bloodthirster’s spine.


  The second Bloodthirster fared little better. Slamming his staff into the ground, Teclis drew upon the deep sea of his magical lore, and assailed the daemon with sorceries drawn from the eight winds. Fire and lightning struck from above, whilst thorns and shards of rocks pummelled it from below. Pure starlight and amber spears seared the Bloodthirster’s flesh, whilst shadows and ghostly spirits smothered it. Blinded, bleeding and burnt, the daemon crashed to the ground, and did not move. Tyrion saw the creature’s fall, and gave Teclis a curt nod of approval. Then, the prince hauled upon Malhandir’s reins and sped to the east, where more winged shadows converged on Hammerson and the Emperor.


  No sooner had Tyrion departed, than there was another bellow as a third Bloodthirster made its presence know. Perhaps Tyrion had not seen the third daemon, or maybe he deemed his brother able to manage a single assailant. But as Teclis reached into the winds of magic once again, he realised how hastily he had spent his strength in order to regain the approval of a brother he had wronged. Nevertheless, as the daemon drew near to Alarielle’s unconscious form, the mage smothered his doubts and rose up to face the new foe.


  Uttering a sibilant word of power, Teclis smote the daemon with a bolt of cerulean lightning, hurling it away from the Everqueen. The Bloodthirster regained its balance with a sweep of its smouldering wings, then dove straight for the mage a second time. Again Teclis sent lightning hammering towards the monster. This time the Bloodthirster was prepared, and deflected the crackling energy with the blade of its axe. The daemon slammed to the ground with enough force to knock the mage from his feet, then hacked down to cut Teclis in half.


  That would have been the end of Teclis, had the axe landed. Even the mage’s protective enchantments would have been hard-pressed to preserve him from an axe-blow driven by a Bloodthirster’s fury. However, the blade halted, inches from Teclis’ body. The Bloodthirster roared again, this time in frustration. In the moment before his blow had landed, thick roots had burst from the glade’s rich soil, wending their way around his forearm and binding it fast.


  Surprised at the sudden reprieve, Teclis rolled wearily away from the axe-blade and searched for the source of his sudden salvation. He did not have to look far. A short distance away, he saw Alarielle risen to her knees, one palm pressed hard against the glade floor, the other outstretched towards the creature that had so nearly been Teclis’ doom. The Everqueen’s face was lined and pale, the strain of Athel Loren’s pain still heavy upon her, but her expression was as unflinching as oak.


  With a guttural snarl, the Bloodthirster tore his arm free, but more roots burst from the sod, ensnaring both arms and one of his legs. Muscles bulging, the daemon tore his axe-hand free, then hacked down to free his other limbs. Teclis heard Alarielle utter a curse so vile that he could hardly believe she knew it, then clench her outstretched hand. Before the Bloodthirster could pull free, dozens more roots joined those that already entangled him.


  The daemon roared in pain as the roots burrowed deep into his flesh. Ichor spurted in all directions as his massive frame violently convulsed. Teclis moved to Alarielle’s side, trying to help her regain her feet, but she shook him away. As the Bloodthirster’s roars reached a crescendo, the Everqueen splayed her clenched fingers wide. At once, the roots ripped free of the daemon’s flesh, the sudden movement tearing the creature apart. The roots flailed for a moment as chunks of daemon rained down, then they collapsed lifeless to the ground.


  Alarielle was not yet done. With one swift look, she took in the full horror sweeping King’s Glade. Then, closing her eyes, she reached deep into the grove’s living heart.


  King’s Glade was sacred not only to the elves. In ancient times, it had been the meeting place of the forest’s elders. It was here that their councils were held, the silent communion of immeasurably old minds seeking out the best way to guide the forest. Such reckonings had ceased with the coming of the elves, and many of the ancients had slipped away into dream-tossed slumber. They had not awakened in all the long years since, but never before had Athel Loren come so close to destruction. Alarielle could not have torn these ancient guardians from their dreams by herself. However, she did not call them forth alone. The shared mind of Athel Loren, reeling from the horrendous psychic scar of the Blood Hunt’s arrival, lent its urgency to hers, forming a summons that only the dead could ignore. Alarielle allowed herself a grim smile, and then sagged, exhausted. Teclis again tried to help the Everqueen to her feet; this time, she allowed him to do so.


  A battle cry sounded, one not heard for long centuries. It was deep and sonorous, the rumble of a distant avalanche magnified ten-thousandfold. All around the glade, trees began to move, their roots tearing free of the clammy ground, their bark flexing into half- remembered shapes. In ones and twos, the ancient guardians jarred awake, sleep falling from their sedentary minds. Again the battle cry sounded, and this time more voices took up the call until the ground shook with its fury. The sound faded, but the tremors did not. In a moment of sudden clarity, Teclis realised that it was not the battle cry that caused the quake; rather, it was the result of a forest on the move.


  Another foe might have fled in that hour, but not the Blood Hunt. They feared little save the wrath of Khorne himself, and met the onrushing treemen with as much savage gusto as they had every foe so far. It cost them dearly. The ancient guardians converged from all sides, ponderously at first, but faster and faster as their gnarled feet thudded home into the sod. Bloodletters scattered like deadwood in the teeth of a gale, their wiry bodies flung through the air by the bone-crushing impact of the charge. Flesh hounds were kicked aside or trampled underfoot, and juggernauts crumpled like tin.


  Only where the treemen met the Bloodthirsters did their onslaught slow. Each of the greater daemons was a shard of Khorne’s limitless wrath made flesh. They were mighty beyond mortal ken, and possessed of a determination as endless as Chaos itself. It was a battle not seen since the first Chaos incursion - immortal giants from a distant age fighting for the fate of the mortal world. As the battle raged, bloodletters and flesh hounds were crushed by the score, their fate of no concern to their monstrous masters. The Incarnates and their allies fared little better. Twice, Arkhan was nearly swatted from the sky by the backdraught of a Bloodthirster’s wing, and only Malhandir’s speed saved Tyrion from being stomped flat by a treeman’s mournful collapse.


  The Bloodthirsters hacked and hewed at the guardians’ thick hides, the daemon-forged weapons searing the treemen’s flesh wherever they cut. In return, the guardians smashed at the daemons with massive, haymaking punches, buckling armour and pulverising ruddy flesh with each strike. The ground trembled and shook as each weighty blow crashed home. Treemen toppled as their limbs were hacked apart, bloodletters swarming over their dying forms to claim the kill. Bloodthirsters spat thick black ichor and fell dying, their ribs stove in or skulls fractured by a guardian’s hammer-blow.


  At last, Ka’Bandha joined the battle. The thunder of his wings was the beat of doom, his roar of challenge the fury of the mountains. He bore down on where Teclis and Alarielle sheltered, his axe raised high, poised for the killing blow. One of the ancient guardians moved to confront the daemon, interposing itself between the Incarnates and their attacker. Ka’Bandha’s whirling hammer-flail smashed down with a whistling crack, and the treeman’s left arm exploded in a storm of charred splinters. Before the ancient could react, Ka’Bandha’s axe hacked deep into the thick bark of its neck, all but severing its head. The treeman uttered a hollow, hooting moan, and toppled sideways, like an oak felled by a lumberjack’s axe.


  Alarielle reach forth with her healing magics, but she was too weak from her recent exertions. The ancient’s mighty soul slipped away into oblivion before she could mend its terrible wounds. So intent was the Everqueen on her task that she would have perished in that moment, had Teclis not hauled her clear of the treeman’s falling corpse. As it was, the shock wave of the guardian’s fall knocked both elves sprawling. A moment later, Ka’Bandha’s hooves slammed down mere feet away.


  Teclis called forth the lightning once more. Jagged bolts split the sky, smiting Ka’Bandha across the wings and brow. Hissing magic crackled across the Bloodthirster’s armour, and sparks played across his runic crown. However, the daemon did not so much as slow. Flames poured from his nostrils and fanged maw as he strode towards his prey, giving voice to a black and terrible laughter that promised only death.


  Two more guardians bore down upon Ka’Bandha from his left and right. Without slowing, Ka’Bandha hammered his axe deep into the leftmost treeman’s moss-clad torso, then severed its leg with a second, punishing blow. Fast as he was, the daemon could not turn swiftly enough to face the second guardian. With a deep and foreboding rumble, the treeman locked the fingers of both hands together, and slammed them down onto the corded muscle of Ka’Bandha’s neck.


  Ka’Bandha staggered beneath the blow, but did not fall. With a rippling growl, the Bloodthirster span around to face this second foe, paying no heed to the bolts of lightning that Teclis still called down upon him. Again, the daemon’s axe lashed out, but this time his opponent was too swift. Vine-laced fingers latched around the Bloodthirster’s axe arm as the blow scythed home, binding it fast. Ka’Bandha roared with fury, and lashed out with his hammer-flail. But the guardian had expected that too, and pinioned the daemon’s second arm much as he had the first.


  For a long moment, Ka’Bandha and the guardian stood almost motionless, each bringing the full fury of their formidable strength to bear against the other. The Bloodthirster growled like storm-torn skies, steam rising from his snout. The treeman uttered no sound, but its heaving limbs creaked and cracked like a forest in the teeth of a gale. At their feet, Teclis shifted tactics. Abandoning his storm-summons, he called out to the Wind of Beasts, imploring it to lend its wild power to the embattled guardian. Compared to the other winds, Ghur blew weakly across Athel Loren that day, but Teclis seized what little there was and bound it to his will. At once, new strength poured into the guardian’s limbs and the titanic battle between treeman and daemon began to shift. Ka’Bandha’s straining arms were forced back inch by inch. The Bloodthirster’s hooves gouged at the ground beneath his feet as he sought fresh purchase.


  A low-pitched rumble began somewhere deep in Ka’Bandha’s chest. It grew rapidly, and then burst from his fanged maw as a torrent of deep and ruddy flame that washed hungrily over his opponent’s torso and limbs. No ordinary fires were these. They were birthed from the dark and wrathful heat of Khorne’s forge, and the guardian's flesh instantly set alight wherever they touched. The vines binding Ka’Bandha’s arms withered and shrank beneath that fury; the thick bark of the guardian’s skin blackened and caught light. With a flame-etched howl of triumph, the Bloodthirster at last wrenched his arms free, the treeman’s limbs exploding into charred cinder as he did so.


  This time, it was Alarielle who pulled Teclis clear as the fragments of a once-mighty treeman rained down around them. Small fires broke out in the grass where the blazing wreckage landed, the fumes rising from them thick and somehow metallic. Ka’Bandha was a black shadow against the smoke. With a rumbling roar, the Bloodthirster turned towards the elves once more, and sprang forward, wings outstretched.


  Teclis froze as the Bloodthirster swept towards him, the wiry shadows of bloodletters running close behind. The mage had fought countless daemons over the course of his long life, but never one so utterly unfazed by his magics. What more was there to do? the mage wondered.


  ‘Run!’ Teclis heard Alarielle shout from behind him, but the mage made no move.


  What was the point, if there was no hope?


  Suddenly, he was staggering backwards as the Everqueen hauled hard on his robes. The downdraught of the Bloodthirster’s wings was a baleful wind. Alarielle’s staff flared. Jagged roots burst from the glade floor, impaling the daemon in a dozen places.


  The Bloodthirster uttered a sound that was more sneer than pain. He hacked at the makeshift spears and tore himself free, ignoring the ichor that burst from the ragged wounds.


  Something shifted in Teclis’ mind as the daemon’s hammer-flail smashed down towards them, and he at last resurfaced from his fugue. There was a discordant chime as the hammer-blow glanced off the mage’s hastily summoned shield. The enchantment shattered in the same moment, leaving Teclis and Alarielle defenceless once more.


  The Bloodthirster raised his hammer for a second blow, then paused as a new voice rang out.


  ‘Let them be, abomination! Mine is the skull you’ve come to claim!’ Then there was an ear-splitting screech and a blur of feathers, as Deathclaw slammed into the Bloodthirster and bore him bodily away into the smoke.


  Alarielle and Teclis would have surely perished had it not been for the Emperor’s intervention. So intent had Ka’Bandha been on the elves, that he scarcely saw Deathclaw until it was too late. Back the Bloodthirster skidded through the ruin of his victims. The griffon’s talons were sunk deep in his chest, and its powerful beak gouged and snapped at his neck. The Emperor leaned low in his saddle, the Reikland runefang stabbing through Ka’Bandha’s armour and into the thick muscle beyond.


  The Everqueen silently cursed the Emperor’s brashness, even as she whispered thanks for his intervention. Robbed of Azyr’s power, the human was no match for the Bloodthirster.


  Yet Alarielle was determined to ensure his bravery was not wasted. Calling out to the surviving guardians, she bade them retreat to the centre of the glade. The Incarnates alone could not defeat a daemonic host of this size unprepared, but there were armies of elves, men and even dwarfs in Athel Loren. She could feel Durthu’s presence less than a league hence, and growing closer all the time, and he was surely not coming alone. The Incarnates merely had to hold out until help arrived - if, indeed, they were able to do so.


  All across the glade, the treemen heard Alarielle’s call, and moved to obey. Those nearest to the glade’s heart locked their limbs together and set their roots deep, forming a living fortress behind whose walls the Everqueen and her allies could shelter. Meanwhile, other treemen bent their efforts to rescuing those who could not rely on the swift wings of dragon, griffon or phoenix. To the north, an indignant Vlad was hoisted into the air as a gnarled fist closed about his cloak. Flesh hounds snapped briefly at the vampire’s heels, and then their quarry was gone, carried southwards by a guardian’s long strides. Lileath and Hammerson were rescued in similar fashion - the former with rather more grace than the latter.


  Only Teclis and Alarielle were left to make their way on foot, and then only because Ka’Bandha had slain all the guardians close by.


  Elsewhere, Alarielle’s fear for the Emperor was swiftly justified. Ka’Bandha soon recovered from the initial surprise of Deathclaw’s onslaught. His daemon-axe lashed out, tearing a bloody wound along the griffon’s flank. With a screech of pain, Deathclaw let go his grasp on the Bloodthirster’s flesh, wings beating frantically as he tried to get clear. The sudden motion hurled the Emperor forward in his saddle. It was well it did so. At the same moment, Ka’Bandha’s hammer-flail arced through the space the Emperor had lately occupied, the force of its passage threatening to spill him from the griffon’s back entirely.


  Ka’Bandha was on his feet once more, laughter rumbling from his cracked and ichor-stained lips. He had weathered the worst of the human’s assault, and now the Emperor’s skull would be his.


  Suddenly, a cloud of roiling shadow enveloped Ka’Bandha. It took the form of a vast, crowned face with eyes that glowed like the winter sun. Each mote of darkness stabbed at the Bloodthirster’s flesh like a barbed needle, but that was nothing to the pain that followed a heartbeat later. Even as the billowing apparition swallowed Ka’Bandha, a searing brightness burst into life from the Bloodthirster’s right. Through half- blinded eyes, the daemon glimpsed a figure on horseback, closing in on him with impossible speed.


  Caught between light and shadow, Ka’Bandha sank to one knee, roaring in frustration and fury.


  The Emperor experienced a rare moment of hesitation as he saw Malekith and Tyrion transfix the Bloodthirster. He knew he had taken a dangerous chance by engaging Ka’Bandha in battle, but it was not in his nature to let others risk their lives in his stead. Only Alarielle’s urgent calls prevented him from the joining the fight once more. Guiding Deathclaw to the south, the Emperor swooped low, the griffon’s talons closing around Teclis and bearing him away towards the fortress of trees at the glade’s heart. Gelt and Caradryan were there already, borne to safety on their steeds’ swift wings. Of Arkhan and Nagash, the Emperor saw nothing. Alarielle, he left behind at her own insistence. As the griffon sped away, the Emperor saw the Everqueen advance on the Bloodthirster, jade light flaring from her hands as she brought her own magics to bear.


  A crash of timber in the north heralded the arrival of the last of Ka’Bandha’s Blood Hunt. These were no ordinary daemons, but engines of brass and shimmering heat, of thumping pistons and fang-muzzled cannons. The war engines opened fire upon entering the glade. Skulls screamed and whined through the air, contrails of molten metal and immortal fire rippling behind. They crashed home against the living fortress of treemen, tearing deep into their flesh. But it was outside the wall of guardians that the sudden bombardment took the heaviest toll.


  Vlad’s treeman was struck by six skulls at once. It disintegrated in a storm of thick splinters that cast the vampire to the ground, his undead flesh shredded. Cursing, Vlad lurched to his feet. He was almost crushed flat as Hammerson’s treeman, its leg sheared off by a cackling skull, collapsed a hand’s breadth away.


  As the dwarf struggled free of his saviour’s ruin, a shadow fell across him. As one, the vampire and the runesmith looked up as a roaring Bloodthirster swooped towards them.


  Further east, Arkhan the Black saw his fellow Monarch’s plight, but made no attempt to assist him. Instead, he turned Razarak towards the glowing column of amethyst magic that marked where his master fought, and abandoned the vampire to his fate.


  Lileath too saw Vlad and Hammerson’s plight as she reached the living fortress, and sent her treeman back to aid them. Yet she could see it would arrive too late. Caradryan and Gelt were faster, turning their winged steeds to the north once more. Another volley of skulls met their charge. Ashtari was swift enough to evade the salvo, picking a path through the blazing wakes. Quicksilver was not so fortunate - a glancing blow shattered his outstretched wing. With a supreme effort, the pegasus managed to glide groundward without suffering further injury, but he would fly no more that day.


  When the Emperor and Teclis reached the living fortress moments later, defeat was sliding swiftly into disaster. The Incarnates and their allies were more scattered than ever, with neither sight nor sound of friendly warriors to offer hope. Nagash still refused to accept or lend aid. Worst of all, Ka’Bandha now had the measure of his foes. The magics of light, shadow and life stung at his flesh, but mere pain could not him at bay forever.


  Nothing less than a miracle could rescue the situation now. Gritting his teeth, the Emperor sought out Teclis in order to demand one.
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  ‘We’re out of time’ the Emperor shouted over the roar and whine of daemonic cannons. Without waiting for a reply, he swung from Deathclaw’s saddle and ran to stand between Teclis and Lileath.


  ‘Use your magic’ he implored. ‘We must attempt to reach Middenheim whilst enough of us are still whole enough to fight’


  Teclis scowled. ‘I told you before. It cannot be done. Magic springs from Chaos. Even if I could draw upon that much power, the resulting rift would bring about the very doom we seek to prevent.’


  ‘Then what do you suggest?’ the Emperor demanded. ‘The daemons will keep coming until all of us are dead, and the world will fall soon after!’


  Teclis had no answer for that. After years of planning, events were moving too swiftly. Too late, he was realising that not everything could be anticipated.


  ‘There is a way’ Lileath said softly. ‘My body may be mortal, but my blood and spirit are still divine. These contain the power you require.’


  ‘Innocent blood...’ the Emperor muttered, his face lost in recollection.


  Lileath shook her head. ‘I am no innocent. Though I did only what the times demanded, I have betrayed those who trusted me. I could not carry those evils into the Haven - it is only fitting that I atone for them now.’


  ‘But you will die’ Teclis objected.


  ‘This is the Rhana Dandra. We are all fated to die. Does the order of our passing matter so very much?’


  ‘You are the last of our gods. You have been my guide, my light. You cannot ask this of me.’


  Lileath reached out a hand, and touched the tips of her fingers to the mage’s cheek. ‘Dear Teclis, you have served me so well, though I have not deserved it. Grant me this last boon.’


  Teclis, lost in a world of his own private sorrow, made no answer.


  ‘He’ll do it’ said the Emperor.


  Teclis rounded on him, furious. ‘You do not speak for me, and know not what you ask.’


  The Emperor held his ground, unflinching. ‘If there’s a chance, we have to take it. Like she says, all of us will be dead soon enough, whatever happens.’


  As if to confirm his words, one of the ancients that formed their shelter was struck by skull cannon-fire.


  The giant’s torso was blown apart, scattering blazing bark across those who sheltered beneath him.


  Teclis’ thoughts were racing, but the wisdom of the Emperor’s words closed about him like a vice. Numbly, he accepted the dagger that Lileath pressed into his hands. The goddess sank to her knees, and beckoned Teclis to face her.


  ‘It cannot be a swift death’ Lileath said. ‘When my spirit passes, my divinity will pass with it, and your moment will be lost.’ She placed both of her hands around Teclis’, guiding the dagger’s point until it rested a little to the left of her breastbone. ‘There’ she said, with a wan smile. ‘The perfect spot. Are you prepared?’


  ‘No’ Teclis replied. Then he thrust the dagger home before his nerve could fail him.


  Lileath’s back arched as the blade slid between her ribs. She gave a strangled, gasping cry. Teclis let go of the dagger’s hilt, and the dying goddess fell forward against him. Her breaths, shallow and rasping, were loud in his ears; her blood pulsed over his hands.


  Teclis closed his eyes, and tried to ignore Lileath’s small, choked sounds. Blood ran down the mage’s arms, seeped through his robes, warm and slick against his skin. The goddess’ fading divinity danced across the landscape of Teclis’ thoughts like a brisk wind, begging to be unleashed. Teclis tried to seize that power, but it slipped from his grasp like smoke. Again and again he tried, as Lileath’s breathing grew slower and more erratic. Fear of failure thickened like bile in the mage’s throat, and desperation threatened to overwhelm him.


  Then a voice whispered in Teclis’ mind, calming and confident. At first he thought it was Lileath’s spirit, but then he realised the voice was deeper, stronger. A golden light shone suddenly in the darkness of the mage’s mind, and this time Lileath’s divinity did not evade his grasp. Teclis heard the goddess-made-mortal utter one last, croaking cry, felt her body convulse one final, terrible time, and then fall still.


  Lileath was dead, but Teclis had her last divine spark in his grasp. The mage was overwhelmed. His mind soared high above Athel Loren. Far below, he saw the embattled mortals as bright pinpricks of light against a dark tide, the Incarnates almost blinding in their brilliance. He witnessed the battles raging across King’s Glade, their details clear even from that seemingly incredible distance.


  The guardian ancients had been almost overrun, the strewn wreckage of bark and tree-flesh testament to their opponents’ savagery. Gelt was trapped beyond the safety of the living fortress by Quicksilver’s mangled wing, sheltering beneath a golden dome. The wizard’s arms were spread wide in effort, and shuddered with each axe- and hammer-blow upon the glittering shield.


  Ka’Bandha snarled and raged as he forced his way free from the combined magics of Tyrion, Malekith and Alarielle. Hammerson and Vlad held their ground against another Bloodthirster’s berserk charge, the vampire’s strikes as swift and precise as the dwarf’s were heavy. Nagash, who alone amongst the Incarnates shone almost as darkly as the daemons he fought, seized another Bloodthirster in an amethyst grasp, and crushed the creature’s bones to powder.


  Teclis saw his own blood-soaked body, deep within the ring of surviving ancients. It was still, almost as lifeless as the corpse he held in his hands. He saw the Emperor kneeling behind him. The man too was almost as motionless. One of his gauntleted hands rested on Teclis’ shoulder. At first, the mage took it as a gesture of support. Then he remembered the golden light that had come to his aid, and he suddenly knew much that had been hidden from his sight.


  Even as Teclis took in his allies’ plight, his mind danced across the winds of magic with a deftness he had never before known. With Lileath’s divinity serving as his loom, he wove the threads of magic into a spell far greater than any he had thought possible. Even Teclis, as its creator, did not understand the full scope of his labours. Each step was driven by an instinct he had never before possessed.


  Then, as swiftly as it had arrived, the last spark of Lileath began to fade, and Teclis’ certainty dissipated with it. The mage’s thoughts began to throb with a sudden pain, as the magics he had harnessed threatened to overwhelm him. He worked feverishly, trying to complete his work before the knowledge left him entirely. There was no time for delay. The spell was unravelling faster than it had been woven.


  Teclis reached out for pinpricks of light that were the Incarnates, gathering them up in the tapestry’s folds.


  He knew that they would not be enough, not against the forces that awaited them. Even though the spell was slipping from his grasp, the mage reached out a second time, gathering up as many of Athel Loren's defenders as he could. Then, in the moment that the last skeins of the spell tore loose, Teclis flung all those he had gathered towards Middenheim, and whispered a prayer to the goddess he had slain. Only then did he succumb to the pressure in his mind, and collapse into darkness.


  Teclis awoke face-down against cold stone, his head throbbing with pain. The only light came from guttering torches somewhere above his head, and the metallic tang of blood was thick upon the air.


  Teclis tried to stand, but iron manacles bit into his wrists. The best he could do was to hunch into a kneeling position. The mage felt no fear - his heart was too heavy with the bitterness of failure to accomodate any other emotion.


  ‘He stirs, lord.’ A hooded figure loomed out of the shadows, the twisted metal of his mask gleaming in the feeble torchlight. His voice was obsequious, his posture locked in a permanent half-bow. As his weary eyes grew used to the darkness, Teclis saw that the sorcerer bore his own stolen staff and sword.


  Teclis followed the sorcerer’s gaze through the shadows, past the pit of seething, hissing blood to the throne of skulls that lay at the chamber’s far end. A heavily armoured figure, more imagined than seen in the darkness, rose from the throne, the empty eyes of his golden helm unreadable.


  ‘You have journeyed a long way to die, elf,’ intoned Archaon. ‘But do not despair. The world shall not long outlast you.’
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  Teclis’ spell had been more successful than he first realised. In the last moments before Lileath’s divinity had faded, he had indeed transported the Incarnates - and many of their followers - to storm- lashed Middenheim. Unfortunately, the spell had slipped from the mage’s control in the last moments, and the magical vortices had scattered his allies all across the Chaos-held city. None amongst the Incarnates knew for certain that the others had survived. This was ill-fortune indeed, but it was leavened by two factors. Firstly, even whilst the energies of the spell collapsed, Teclis had maintained enough control to ensure that each Incarnate arrived alongside allies.


  In some cases, these were potent warbands - in others, full-fledged armies. Furthermore, the Incarnates’ sudden arrival in the Chaos-held city was something that none within its walls could have foreseen - save perhaps Kairos Fateweaver, slain at Archaon’s hand some weeks before.


  There was little time for the Incarnates to bring order to their forces, and none at all for explanations. Each led through example of courage and purpose, and trusted to their warriors to follow. All save Nagash, that was. As ever, the Great Necromancer’s command over his minions was absolute. From the fire-blistered ruins of Westgate to the Neumarkt slave pens, the invaders fell mercilessly upon Archaon’s horde. Surprise was theirs for the moment, but all knew that the Everchosen’s superior numbers would quickly tell.


  Thus, as an angry red dusk fell upon the Fauschlag, and lightning seared the sky, Middenheim erupted into slaughter. Each of the Incarnates fought with the same goal. All had glimpsed the scar of the great excavation, or else the spoil heaps and death-pits that marked its perimeter. All knew that the battle for Middenheim - the battle for the world - could not be won in the ruined streets. Thus they drove their followers hard for the centre of the city, to the chasm that Archaon had torn in the Fauschlag rock.


  Of all the Incarnates, Caradryan was pitched into the direst of situations. His army had emerged upon what remained of the Ulricsmund, on the very edge of the great excavation. There was no time for words, even if the Incarnate had been much given to uttering them. Scarcely had the storm of magic ebbed when Caradryan’s elves found themselves assailed by axe-wielding Skaramor, and black-armoured Kurgan tribesmen. The yawning chasm of the great excavation lay to their back. There could be no retreat, and if help did not arrive soon, Caradryan knew that even the power caged in his body would be no guarantor of survival.


  In that moment, the burden of Aqshy felt even heavier than it had before, and Caradryan realised that therein lay his salvation. Unlike the other elemental powers of magic, fire did not diminish as it was divided, but grew stronger as it spread. As the black banners pressed in against his lines, the Incarnate of Fire reached into his soul and split the power of Aqshy a thousand fold. The largest part he kept for himself, and the rest he cast like seeds across his host. At once, flickering flame burst into life along keen blades of ithilmar steel; bodies blazed with new strength and spirits rose with purpose renewed.


  Kurgan chieftains - many of whom had been surprised out of sleep - bellowed orders, driving their warriors to the excavation’s edge. The northlanders made a ragged attempt to trap the new Host of Fire against the edge of the abyss, to crush them like the weaklings they believed them to be. But the advantage of surprise remained with Caradryan. He did not wait for his foes upon the cliff face, and instead loosed the Host of Fire in a headlong charge against the heart of the onrushing horde.


  The elves struck the leading Kurgan warbands like a searing wind. A tidal wave of flame was their herald, roaring and angry. Flesh blistered and armour fused where it struck, the screams of the dying melding with the sizzle and crack of burning skin. Flames streamed behind the axes and halberds that hacked the northlanders apart. The leading warbands were swept away in moments, consigned to oblivion by elves seemingly made more of fire than mortal flesh. Other northmen threw down their weapons and fled, ready - in that moment, at least - to risk the Dark Gods’ disfavour in place of the wrath of the flame-wreathed elves. Further down the slope, however, the Skaramor saw the Kurgan break apart and sneered at their weakness. Let the elves invoke whatever power they wished, so long as they bled.


  Malekith saw the fires leap into the sky, but spared little thought for what they portended. The Eternity King’s host fought southeast of the Ulricsmund, where the skaven had made a squalid nest of the Wynd’s tangled streets. Shadows billowed like smoke on the wind, and frenzied chittering split the air as the elves fell upon the unprepared skaven. In the streets’ tight confines, the ratmen could not easily bring their advantage of numbers to bear, and few amongst the swarm wished to face the Eternity King’s fell-handed warriors without a claw-band of spears at his back. Only one warlord, drunk on warpstone snuff and ambition, had dared face Malekith blade-to-blade. His mangled remains now languished in Seraphon’s gullet, and the horror of his dying moments - rather than his courage - dictated his survivors’ behaviour.


  Further to the north, Nagash brought his gift of death to the northlanders encamped in Neumarkt. Teclis’ spell had reached to Athel Loren’s eastern border - and even beyond, though few yet knew it - and dragged the Great Necromancer’s army to his side. The fur-clad northmen had thought themselves safe in Archaon’s new fortress. They were heavy with sleep and ale, and thus died swiftly. Krell and the Doomed Legion showed no mercy to those who had once been their kinsmen. Cursed grave-steel chopped down through greasy fur and crude armour, and the Host of Death marched on.


  Arkhan and Nagash advanced in the Doomed Legion’s wake, their sorceries breathing new life into the slain. Few buildings stood in this region of the city, and those that did had been repurposed to serve as slave pens.


  The captives were clad in the ragged and faded uniforms of a dozen states, their fate to have survived whilst more fortunate companions had perished beneath northland axes. Now the slaves saw desperate northlanders flooding past their cages’ ramshackle gates, and felt a long-forgotten hope. They shouted and cheered as their fear-stricken captors poured towards the city’s heart, believing that their moment of freedom was nigh. But cries of hope turned to screams of abject terror as the slaves saw that the northlanders fled not from an army of the Empire, but a vast tide of the undead.


  Malekith would have ignored the slaves, had chance brought him to Neumarkt. He would have seen only miserable wretches, fit for nothing save the lash. Gelt, Caradryan and Alarielle would have taken pity and set the captives free. Tyrion and the Emperor would have looked upon the slaves as an army, ready to seek their vengeance against those who had trampled their land and slain their kin. Nagash, however, gazed across the stinking slave pens, and saw only raw materials. The Great Necromancer reached out a hand, and amethyst fire washed across Neumarkt, choking the life from all it touched. The screams reached a fever pitch, then died away to nothing.


  Nagash’s army had doubled in size at a stroke, and it pressed on through Neumarkt, into the fire-scorched wasteland that had once been the Great Park. There, amongst the burnt- out trees, the Great Necromancer met the first serious challenge to his advance. Thick ranks of steel shields lined the park’s eastern overlook, the close-helmed warriors chanting and singing to drown their fear of the undead. Sorcerers traced forbidden sigils in the air. The shapes glowed and sparked for a heartbeat before bursting into sudden fire that seared through the oncoming dead. Nagash’s recently-resurrected zombies burned and blistered beneath the sorcerous assault. Neither Arkhan nor the Great Necromancer spared even a fragment of concern for their fate. All who marched in the Host of Death were expendable, and the zombies were more so than most.


  Shuffling corpses collapsed as the flames overtook them. From the overlook, it seemed as if the greater part of the undead army was ablaze, and so it was. But Arkhan laboured to ensure that the magic driving the fires was smothered before the flames took root in the morghast host, or the wights of the Doomed Legion. In the meantime, Nagash’s cold gaze swept across the overlook. He sought out each of the northlander sorcerers in turn, snuffing out their souls with twists of his bony fingers.


  These subtleties were missed by many of the northlanders who mustered on the overlook. They saw only the undead horde consumed by Chaos- fire. Horns and war-cries rang out as chieftains grew resentful that the sorcerers were claiming all the battle’s glory. Clouds of ash were hurled skyward as thousands of running feet pounded down through the fire-twisted trees, the noise of their footfalls lost beneath bellowed oaths and battle cries. Knights put spurs to the flanks of their murderous steeds. Great mutated beasts of the north were loosed from their chains and charged roaring down the slope. Northlanders crashed into the charred and fleshy mass, barging zombies aside. Axes swung and hacked, felling the fire-marred dead by the score. Soon, the last of the zombies had been cut down, or else trampled underfoot. With a thunderous clang, the northlanders’ shields met those of the Doomed Legion, and the true battle began.


  Whilst Nagash strove in the ruins of the Great Park, Vlad walked unseen to the north. The vampire had been separated from his master through some caprice of Teclis’ desperate spell, and had been cast into the Palast District. Vlad knew Middenheim well, had walked its streets many times under night’s cool veil. Nevertheless, little remained for him to recognise. The gardens and mansions of the Palast, once the finest in Middenheim, were now lost beneath charnel and torture.


  The fugitive Blood Queen, Hellebron, had made the Palast her new temple. Many of the Skaramor amongst Archaon’s horde had recognised her madness as a gift from Khorne, and worshipped her as they had once worshipped the Gorequeen, Valkia.


  The blood of allies and enemies had flowed in these gardens as nowhere else. Lacerated offerings hung from gore-slicked trees, or lay chained in pools of bubbling blood. Bodies hung from gibbets and crows-cages, or were impaled on fire-blackened spikes. Some of the victims still lived, mewling pitifully. Their eyes had been taken for sport by Hellebron’s worshippers, their myriad wounds crafted to prolong their sweet agony. Others had been dead for days, their skulls claimed for Khorne and their hearts devoured by the Blood Queen or her handmaidens. Even Vlad, steeped in blood though he was, found the sight distasteful. There was no artistry, no discernible purpose to the slaughter, which made it wasteful in his eyes.


  The vampire passed through the blood-sodden gardens like a ghost, cloaking himself in shadow so as not to be glimpsed. Sounds of battle were echoing through the ruddy skies, and every figure the vampire observed - be it plate-armoured northlander, or feral witch elf - was running south through the gardens. So fixed were the cultists on joining the slaughter, that few had eyes for the shadows beneath the blood-smeared walls. It therefore took Vlad little effort to conceal himself, which was all to the good, as far as the vampire was concerned. Confident in his skills though he was, Vlad was little inclined to confront an army all by himself. With no other option at hand, he followed the tide of berserkers and cultists south, sure that he would find allies - even if he was uncertain that they would be in any state to aid him.


  Vlad’s assumption was correct - allies did await him south of the Palast District. In the heart of the Middenplatz, Alarielle’s Host of Life was beset by a howling tide of beastmen and blood cultists. The Host of Life was badly overmatched, surrounded on every side by roaring beasts. Treemen traded booming blows with four-armed giants.


  Braying gor-bands hewed at dryads with crude-edged axes. Whistling arrow volleys arced across the ruddy skies, thudding into horned skulls and mutated flesh. Hellebron’s forces too had joined the fight. Witch elves darted through whatever spaces showed themselves, eager to carry their wicked blades against the Everqueen’s forces. The skullreapers were more direct, hacking down their own bestial allies to reach the enemy beyond. And in the thick of the seething, blood-slicked bodies, Hellebron herself screeched and screamed her hatred at the Everqueen who had slighted her.


  Alarielle stood at the battle’s heart, jade life-magics flowed from her hands, reknitting wounds and restoring her fallen warriors to fight anew. She had given much of herself during the battle for King’s Glade, and that sacrifice now cost both Alarielle and her followers dearly.


  It was plain to Vlad that Alarielle’s power was fading fast. Even from his perch atop the Middenplatz’s northern gatehouse, the vampire could see how pale and drawn the Everqueen appeared. She would have fallen long ago, or so Vlad suspected, had not the indomitable Durthu stood like a breakwater against the howling tide that lapped around her. The freeman’s mighty fists and gleaming sword brought death upon any who sought to cause the Everqueen harm, but his fury dissuaded none amongst the foe.


  Vlad had fought many battles, and witnessed many more. He knew a forlorn cause when he saw one, and saw little reason to throw his life away in service of the one playing out before him. An army was needed to alter Alarielle’s fate. One warrior alone - even one of Vlad’s skill - would change nothing.


  No sooner had the thought formed in Vlad’s mind, than there was a roar of cannons, and the entire eastern wall of the Middenplatz blew apart. Jagged boulders flew across the square, trailing dust and shards of stone. Beastmen brayed and screamed as they were crushed beneath falling masonry, or pulverised by defaced statues of Ulric that had graced the summit. Before the stones had come to rest, sharp cracks of gunfire cut through the tumult. Bullets spat through the spiralling dust, and gromril armour gleamed in the murk. New voices sounded beyond the wall’s ruins, their Khazalid battle cries dour and dolorous.


  Vlad watched as the dwarfs began their charge, saw the golden gleam of Gelt’s mask amongst the runic banners. An army had been needed, and now an army there was.


  Shrugging his acceptance, the vampire prepared to slip from the gatehouse to join the battle that was raging below, unaware of the eyes that tracked his every movement.


  Mannfred von Carstein had arrived in Middenheim a few days earlier, all but recovered from his trials in Athel Loren. Archaon had accepted the vampire’s allegiance readily, but had since then missed few opportunities to remind the vampire of his place. Mannfred’s comfort in his new station would have been shaken further had he realised that Archaon’s plan was not merely the world’s domination, but its destruction. However, the Everchosen had shared his true intentions with few beyond his inner circle, and had been in no hurry to speak of his goals with a turncoat such as Mannfred.


  All told, Mannfred was already regretting his decision. He had no use for the Chaos Gods - no star shone brighter in the vampire’s personal firmament than his own - and servitude to a northlander warlord was little better than labouring beneath Nagash’s ungrateful gaze. However, catching sight of Vlad amongst Middenheim’s ruins had reminded the vampire of the true architect of his woes. His sire had always cast a long shadow, and Mannfred was tired of dwelling in it. Before, the Great Necromancer’s patronage had caused the younger von Carstein to hesitate over plans to eliminate his elder. Now, Mannfred had no such qualms.


  Elsewhere, fate - or at least, the vagaries of Teclis’ spell - had brought Tyrion and the Emperor beneath the shadow of the western wall. The two Incarnates materialised almost within sight of one another, and certainly close enough for the Emperor to recognise the proud banners of Caledor and Lothern flying at Tyrion’s side. Between them, squealing skaven boiled forth from their filthy nests in the wall’s barrack rooms and magazine tunnels. Lumbering, armoured rat ogres towered over scurrying slaves, vile oils seeping across lank fur as their prosthetic weapons began to whine and spark.


  The Emperor had seen such twisted beasts before, had fought them altogether too many times upon the walls of conquered Averheim. Tyrion had not, but he recognised at once the evils the weaponised rat ogres could wreak. As one, the Incarnates hurled their knights against the disordered mass of skaven.


  As yet, the ratmen didn’t fully appreciate their plight. As far as they were concerned, they were deep in safe territory, with many thousands of allies within the immediate vicinity. The converging hosts of knights were no great threat; they were massively outnumbered, destined for the bone- pot and scavenge-pile. Just as it ever had, the thought of plunder brought the skaven courage, and they levelled their spears as they scurried to meet the charge.


  However, from the centre of the anarchic spear-wall, Visretch, the Verminlord whose opportunist will held sway over that motley collection of clanrats, recognised a danger beyond that of steel and fury. It was not simply that he had felt the pressure of Teclis’ spell upon the winds of magic. He had, and it had caused the rat-daemon a moment of blinding pain. It was the taste of something more than mortal amongst the galloping ranks of the foe that seized his attention.


  Too late, the Verminlord recognised Tyrion for what he was. Visretch realised the Incarnate’s nature only in the instant before a brilliant white light swept out from the elf’s upraised blade. At once, skaven war cries collapsed into screeches of panic and pain as clanrats clapped their paws to sightless eyes. The ratmen nearest the oncoming knights tore at the clawbands behind them, desperately trying to escape the terrible thunder of hooves. Rat ogres, their handlers struggling with the sudden sensory overload, fired wildly into the dusk.


  Warpstone bullets and great gouts of sickly emerald flame tore through the air. A few found their targets amongst Tyrion’s knights, and princes of Caledor were hurled from their steeds, or vanished in clouds of warpfire. However, by far the greater part of the barrage wasted itself on empty air, or spent its fury within the skaven ranks. Huge gaps opened up between the ragged banners, and Tyrion - who had somehow been untouched even though he rode at the charge’s forefront - ordered his knights to strike against those weak points.


  On the far side of the skaven swarm, the Emperor’s knights had not fared nearly so well as Tyrion’s. Here, the ratmen had mostly kept their nerve. Rat ogres and jezzail teams poured their fire into the Imperial knights. Their efforts were marred only by occasional - and spectacular - failures within firing mechanisms, and their own thick gunsmoke which the thermals gusted to hide the targets. Thus was the Emperor’s charge marked by empty saddles, and slewing, screaming horses, but the losses served only to fuel the survivors’ determination. Alone of the warriors Teclis had brought to Middenheim that eve, they fought to avenge the city as much as to any other purpose. Slain fellows and the slighted buildings were all the spur they needed to crush their fears and charge home through the stinking powder smoke.


  On the battles raged, and on the Incarnates fought, through odds heavily stacked against them. Fresh northlanders came screaming to the fight, reinforcing shield walls that already outnumbered the foe several times over. Skaven poured from their lairs in the Fauschlag’s depths, sensing victory and plunder. Daemons were drawn through the thin veil of reality, and brought fire and death to a night already heavy with both.


  Heroes were forged in those twilit hours, their legends carved in a moment of supreme need, and then forgotten forever as their deeds were surpassed. The champions of the north earned glory as never before, their forms rippling and changing as the Chaos Gods favoured them with new gifts. The Dark Brothers of the void had seen no finer entertainment in many a millennia. They drank in its heady brew, unconcerned that their plan of ages would stand or fall with the battle’s outcome.


  As night fell, and the solitary moon rose, the Emperor looked up to see the stars shining brightly overhead.


  He was wearier than the other Incarnates, for he no longer had the power of Azyr to lean upon, but sight of those ancient, enduring celestial bodies gave him fresh strength.


  In truth, the battle was going far better than he had expected. He and Tyrion were making slow and bloody progress towards the Temple of Ulric and the great excavation, but any progress was welcome.


  Each step, each crossroad, was won only at great cost, but the resistance was somehow weaker than he had expected. The Emperor took heart from this, assuming that it could only be because other Incarnates still fought within Middenheim’s walls. In this, he was correct, but even he did not yet understand the full meaning behind his assumption.


  The Emperor had forgotten that eight winds had been freed from the vortex, eight winds that had sought mortal hosts to contain their power. No one in Middenheim had guessed what had happened to Ghur, the Wind of Beasts. They knew only what Teclis had told them, that it had escaped far to the east during the great vortex’s collapse, and that it was too distant to be recovered. But there was nonetheless an eighth Incarnate in Middenheim, and an eighth army - unwittingly gathered up by Teclis’ desperate enchantment - and the rubble of the Merchant District shook to its fury.


  The eighth army, the Beast-Waaagh!, did not know what had brought it to Middenheim, nor how the world teetered on the brink of oblivion. It did not fight for a material purpose, for honour, or even in defiance of an encroaching doom. It hacked, thumped and butted its way through the city’s ruin out of no cause other than the joy of the fight. With every foe that fell beneath its onslaught, the eighth army’s battle cry grew louder. It began in the pit of the stomach, a deep and feral rumble that rose to echo from the half- collapsed buildings. It snuffed out the northlanders’ war cries as if they were nothing, and drowned out the maddened screeching of the skaven.


  WAAAGH!


  Orcs spilled through the streets of the merchant district like a green tide, and northlanders beyond counting drowned beneath them. Nowhere in that night of blades was the slaughter deeper than where the Beast-Waaagh! surged. Crude blades hacked down through fur-draped shields and steel helms, the spittle-flecked furore of the northmen met and overwhelmed by greenskin war-lust. Orcs hacked at their foes until their choppas broke, and then hammered at them with bunched fists.


  The greenskins’ warlord fought at their head, a massive broken-toothed black orc whose axe danced a bloody whirlwind through the foe. Where he strode, shield-walls split apart, northlander champions collapsed headless, and the monstrous beasts of the north fell dismembered amongst their own stinking fluids. He was tireless, and as wild as the mountains. The warlord was furious at having been snatched unceremoniously from his granite throne, and that wrath lent further weight to his already punishing blows. He did not truly understand the power flowing through him, believed only that Gork’s favour was upon him. In truth, the source of the power - and indeed, its very presence - mattered little. Grimgor Ironhide never walked away from a fight.


  The power of Ghur rippled outwards with Grimgor’s every axe-stroke, a portion of his earth-shaking might shared with those who fought with him. There were not just greenskins in Grimgor’s ranks, but ogres too. Their tribes had been conquered months before, and they now fought for the orc as readily as they had ever battled for their overtyrant. Food and fighting were the twin spurs set against every ogre’s uncomplicated soul, and Grimgor had provided both in ever- increasing amounts.


  Hundreds upon hundreds of northlanders and skaven flooded into the merchant district, but still the orcs could not be contained.


  Where the armies of the other Incarnates fought with desperation, there was something boisterous, even joyous, in the Beast-Waaaghl’s war. Their confidence doubled and redoubled with every enemy banner that toppled, and every northlander chieftain hacked down beneath Grimgor’s axe. Their own casualties mounted just as a swiftly as those of their foes, but neither orc nor ogre paid the dead any heed.


  Thus did the Beast-Waaagh! draw the attention of a vastly disproportionate amount of the Chaos horde. To begin with, none of Archaon’s lieutenants recognised the aimless manner of


  Grimgor’s advance. Not realising that greater threats to their master’s plan fought elsewhere, they met its fury with whatever they could muster. Only Darkh’dwel, sly Verminlord of the shadows, recognised the opportunity at hand. He correctly guessed that the orcs were not yet of common purpose with the other invaders, and would fight them with as much gusto as they battled the Chaos horde.


  Mustering several skaven warlords whose naked ambition or snivelling failure had displeased him, Darkh’dwel ordered an assault on the Beast-Waaaghl’s eastern flank.


  As Grimgor’s ragged advance shifted to meet the new threat, so too did its course through the city veer towards the Wynd, and the Host of Shadow. Darkh’dwel watched the battle shift from atop a temple-spire, pleased with his machinations. It was well worth the sacrifice of a few hundred clanrats to set the elves and orcs at one another’s throats. With a chittering laugh, the Verminlord decamped from the spire, and went in search of biddable troops. He would let the invaders tear and gouge each other to the point of mutual destruction. Only then would he seize victory in the Horned Rat’s name.


  Grimgor was not the only being to have been unintentionally drawn into Teclis’ enchantment. The Bloodthirster Ka’Bandha, bound by the triple¬magics of life, shadow and light, had been borne up into the ether by the same spell that had claimed his aptors. For what had seemed like an age, the daemon had been buffeted through the roiling winds of magic, tossed dizzyingly between the mortal and immortal realms.


  As Darkh’dwel began to draw off the Beast-Waaagh! in Malekith’s direction, Ka’Bandha at last tore free from the sorcerous hurricane. The Bloodthirster blazed through the air like a falling star, his impact bringing fresh ruin to the shattered dwellings of the Grafsmund. Northlanders, expecting some new assault in that night of harsh surprises, charged towards the crater with weapons drawn, only to fall forward onto their knees in worship as Ka’Bandha rose from the broken ground.


  Rubble spilled from the Bloodthirster’s fire-scorched flesh as he dragged himself upright. Ka’Bandha was grievously wounded from the Incarnate’s magics and the crushing impact of his fall, but the pain troubled him not. The shame of failure, of a skull unclaimed, burned within the daemon’s black heart.


  Only the Emperor’s blood could wash that stain away; only his skull could forestall Archaon’s dark mockery and Khorne’s unbridled rage.


  Roaring with frustration, Ka’Bandha lashed out with his hammer-flail, pulverising a score of the kneeling northlanders. As if in response to that wrathful offering, the wind shifted. Amidst the reek of smoke, of filth and of death, the Bloodthirster caught the scent of the Emperor’s blood. Ka’Bandha roared again, a gut-wrenching bellow that shook the unseated stones about him.


  The kneeling northlanders felt the daemon’s bloodlust flood thick and hot through their veins. Throwing back their heads, they howled in response, the cries ragged in the dark as their humanity slipped away. As Ka’Bandha strode away, the northlanders followed, running on all fours as often as upon two legs. The Blood Hunt was not yet over.


  Archaon knew his city was under assault - such was the clamour, it would have been impossible for things to be otherwise. Yet the Lord of the End Times made no move to join the fighting. Middenheim had all but served its purpose, and its defenders, if they did but know it, were close to outlasting their usefulness also. The Empire was done, its childish creeds and make-believe gods proven as the lies they were. All that remained was the ritual, and the final glory of the Chaos Gods.


  Yet Archaon was not so foolish as to take victory for granted. He had no desire to answer for the ritual’s failure if the invaders somehow breached the chambers beneath the Fauschlag. Nor, it seemed, did the Chaos Gods want to see their plans fail, for they gathered champions to reinforce the Everchosen’s horde.


  These newcomers mustered at the Temple of Ulric, awaiting the Everchosen’s order. Preening Sigvald and brutish Throgg had been plucked from distant lands at the gods’ whims. Isabella von Carstein had no choice. With the daemon Bolorog bound to her soul, she was a slave to Nurgle’s commands, though there was little sign that this concerned her in the slightest. As midnight approached, these champions of Chaos spread out across the city at Archaon’s command. Daemonic legions followed close behind the new arrivals - numbers would overwhelm the invaders, if skill did not.


  Archaon rose from his throne of skulls, the Swords of Chaos silently gathering to his side. With a last sneer at Ghal Maraz, the Everchosen left the Temple of Ulric behind, and marched out into the battle-wracked city.


  The final hours were nigh.


  The manacles were heavy, and Teclis’ wrists were already chafed raw by their rusted loops. As the mage staggered up the slope of the Ulricsmund, a sudden sharp tug on the chain’s distant end made him stumble forward, all but losing his footing on the hill’s broken cobblestones.


  Around Teclis, mocking laughter echoed out from black-visored helms as the knights took amusement from his humiliation. With either his staff or sword to hand, the mage would have stilled their laughter, even at the price of his own life, but both were far away, stolen by the magister who led the ceremony in the caverns beneath the Fauschlag.


  Another sharp tug brought Teclis staggering to Archaon’s side. The Everchosen was staring out into the night, watching the blaze of light and shadow playing out across the stolen city.


  ‘Come, mage,’ Archaon said, winding the loops of chain tight about the pommel of his saddle. ‘Tell me what you see.’


  Teclis’ gaze followed the arc of the Everchosen’s outstretched hand. In truth, he could glean little from the sight that his captor did not already know. Even without his staff, the mage could sense the ebb and flow of magics, could read the winds well enough to know that his conjuration had worked - albeit in a more haphazard manner than he would have wished. Grimgor Ironhide was a particular surprise, though in hindsight Teclis realised how inevitable his arrival had been. However much they might have disliked it, the Incarnates were tied together by bonds of magic. Fate, as much as Teclis, had delivered them here, but the rest would be up to them.


  However, Teclis sensed that Archaon wasn’t truly interested in the answer. The warlord’s tone had carried the dryness of rhetoric - he was making a heavy-handed point, nothing more. Not that Teclis had to play the Everchosen’s game.


  ‘I see the end of all you have planned,’ Teclis replied, ‘and the fall of your Dark Gods.’


  Archaon laughed, a heavy and hollow sound. ‘Such defiance, even now. Have you truly no fear of me?’


  Any other would have made a threat of those words, thought Teclis, but the Everchosen’s voice contained only honest enquiry. The man was an enigma. He cloaked himself in unyielding brutality, but there was a facet to his soul that reminded Teclis of his own twin brother’s. Archaon made no gesture without cause and uttered no words without purpose. He was a black fire blazing at the heart of a world-consuming inferno, and yet Teclis could not shake the feeling that the man who had become the Everchosen would have been one of the mortal realm’s greatest heroes, had his path been but a little different.


  ‘What would it matter?’ Teclis said. ‘My life and death are irrelevant now.’


  How easily those words came, he thought. Was this the same calm that Lileath had felt as she guided the dagger between her own ribs?


  Archaon stared down at Teclis. The eyelets of the Everchosen’s helmet were as black as the night, limpid pools of darkness that laid the mage’s soul bare.


  ‘Let me tell you what I see,’ Archaon said. ‘I see a battle already won, and the dying spasms of an age that is already ended.’


  He hauled on the chain once again. This time, Teclis was unable to keep his balance, and fell heavily onto his knees before the Everchosen.


  ‘But maybe I am mistaken,’ Archaon mocked. ‘Does one of your allies have the power to defeat all my armies? For that is what shall be needed.’ He leaned low in his saddle, his voice suddenly low, conspiratorial. ‘Your brother, perhaps?’


  ‘Armies are not the only expression of strength,’ Teclis said, shaking his head. ‘And it will be the Emperor, not my brother, who brings about your doom.’


  Archaon laughed at that, the booming tones soon taken up by his entourage. The Everchosen let the sound ring out for a few moments, then cut it short with a chop of his hand.


  ‘Karl Franz is a weakling,’ he said dismissively, and turned his steed away.


  Teclis lurched to his feet as the chain between them went tight once more. ‘He is not Karl Franz,’ he said, the words strangely clear above the distant din of battle.


  Archaon swung around, his voice low and dangerous. ‘What did you say?’


  Teclis met the Everchosen’s empty stare without flinching, his thoughts drifting back to the golden presence at his side in King’s Glade. ‘He is not Karl Franz, not any longer - he is Sigmar. Did you really believe that the Heldenhammer would do nothing as you razed his Empire?’


  ‘SIGMAR IS A LIE!’ roared Archaon.


  Teclis staggered as the back of the Everchosen’s gauntlet smashed into the side of his mouth. He would have fallen had not the chain suddenly gone taut.


  ‘We shall see,’ Teclis said calmly, recovering his balance. He spat a broken tooth onto the cobbles, and wished that he felt as confident as he sounded. He spoke no other word as the column of knights descended into the blackness of the great excavation.
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  The Fall Of Shadow
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  On the edge of the Wynd, the skaven horde was in full retreat, the slow trampled by the swift as they sought to escape the Host of Shadow’s vengeance. Clawed and murderous shadow-things, called into being by Malekith’s wrath, swept over those who lagged behind. The blackfire constructs left only bloody and lacerated flesh in their passing, and the Eternity King’s mortal vanguard advanced unopposed over skaven corpses. The ratmen spilled over the rubble of the looted and half- collapsed engineer’s guildhall, and out onto the wasteland that bordered the great excavation. Only there did a line of stormvermin hold their ground, more afraid of the looming shadow in their own ranks than those that howled upon the wind.


  The Eternity Guard bore the brunt of what little fighting there was. Malekith’s cavalry was at its most vulnerable in the tightly-packed streets of the Wynd, and had been ordered to hang back until the Host of Shadow breached Middenheim’s broader thoroughfares. Their absence had made little difference thus far. Casualties had been light, and each victory had come swifter than the last. There were those in Malekith’s ranks who believed this their just due, for were they not the finest warriors of elfdom, come to war in righteous cause? However, the Eternity King knew disquiet. Arrogance had led Malekith astray many times over the course of his long and wayward existence. With the fate of the very world at stake, he was minded to be more cautious. The battle for the Wynd had been too easy. A trap was brewing - Malekith could feel it pricking at his skin.


  Thus, as the Host of Shadow approached the guildhall ruins, and the dull red stormvermin shield wall, the Eternity King gave orders that his increasingly strung-out army should gather itself tight once more. Ignoring the sling-shots and throwing stars that flickered out of the darkness, and with a swiftness and poise that only elves could have managed in that corpse-choked rubble, the Host of Shadow reformed into the elcroi, the hunter’s spear. The infantry formed the spearhead; the other forces, Malekith included, served as the elcroi’s staff - all save the sisters of slaughter, who roamed freely as they had since the battle’s start. The gladiatrixes submitted to no other will not even their king’s.


  From within a pall of shadow at the centre of the stormvermin, the Verminlord Darkh’dwel sneered. The elves had been so predictable. Even now, weapon teams were moving into position amongst the soot- stained buildings to the east of the advancing column. Utterly taken in by Darkh’dwel’s feigned retreat, the elves had not even thought to search the ruins, and instead marched blindly against the only obvious threat.


  Not for the first time, Darkh’dwel pondered why the elf realms had proven so resistant to domination over the millennia. For a moment, the Verminlord was tempted to undo the second little surprise he had prepared. Then his sensitive ears picked up the sound of panicked scurrying - and, more importantly, bellowed cries of Waaagh! - to the west. Darkh’dwel shrugged, the gesture invisible to those outside the pall of shadow. It was too late now.


  The elves heard the commotion to the west a heartbeat after Darkh’dwel.


  At first, they missed the significance. All of Middenheim was in uproarious battle, and one chorus of desperate skaven sounded much like another. A few of the elves - Malekith included - heard the booming orc voices, but these sounds too had fallen and risen with the squalling wind, and none thought them at all remarkable.


  Moments later, a swarm of shrieking skaven burst through the ruins of the guildhall’s western workshops. They scurried just as desperately as those who had fled the elves’ advance - even more so, in fact. Malekith marked the danger at once and shouted orders through the sudden uproar. None needed them. The elcroi was not merely an assault column, but one employed if an ambush threatened. Horns blared, and the western half of the elcroi’s haft made a half-turn, spears and halberds steadying against the charge.


  As the elves snapped into position, the first greenskins charged into view amongst the workshop ruins. They came over the rubble at a lumbering run, crude totems of bone and ragged cloth flying high above, their armour and shields already stained red with skaven blood. They thundered forward with battle-mad abandon, the already indistinct lines of the mobs blurring and shifting as orcs vied with one another to reach the fight first. Only where the black orcs marched was there any sense of discipline. Those thickly-armoured warriors did not so much as break step as they advanced. They strode on in perfect order, somehow keeping pace with the other rampaging greenskins, who got in one another’s way as often as not.


  Trapped between greenskin brutes and the shining blades of the elves, the skaven went berserk. In their doomed ferocity, the ratmen tore at one another, at the orcs and at the elves. They howled and screeched, mouths foaming and eyes wild. Elves collapsed as chisel-teeth tore their throats away. orcs roared and died as a dozen gouging, thrusting blades tore them apart. But for the most part, it was the skaven who did the dying. Their desperation could never match the icy discipline of the elves, or the battle-lust of the orcs. For every foe the ratmen brought down, a score of their own number fell dead.


  Grimgor Ironhide was lost in the thick of battle. He ignored those skaven who fled, instead, shouldering his way through to those rare areas of resistance where a skaven warlord had succeeded in rallying a desperate band of spears against the rout. One such challenge loomed now - a motley band of clanrats and stormvermin sheltered amongst the three remaining walls of an ammunition store. orc and skaven dead lay ringed upon the cracked flagstones, the coughs of ratling guns betraying that bullets, not blades, held the greenskins at bay. As Grimgor advanced, he saw dirty green smoke blossom from amongst the wattle and brick, heard the crack and thud as the warpstone slugs tore through shields and into the greenskin flesh beyond.


  With a roar of challenge, Grimgor hurled himself forwards, his heavy footfalls thudding down amongst the dead. The Immortulz, each a black orc almost as fearsome as the warlord, picked up the Waaagh!-cry and barrelled in behind him. Bullets cracked and whined as Grimgor charged through the smoke, but the warlord had chosen his approach well, and one of the storehouse’s remaining walls shielded him from the worst of the fire. Even so, several bullets ricocheted from Grimgor’s lucky armour, and another creased his already battle-scarred scalp. Behind him, an Immortul gurgled and died as a salvo shot his guts away. Ahead, the storehouse was lit with a sudden green fire as one of the ratling guns jammed at an inopportune moment. Emerald lightning sparked from within the storehouse, scorching Grimgor’s left side, and leaving two more Immortulz dead. But the warlord was almost at the wall, and nothing short of death could have slowed him.


  Grimgor gave a last bellowed shout, felt the fury of the wild rise, and rammed his shoulder against the storehouse’s battered brick. The wall, already weakened by fire, collapsed in a shower of dust. Two massive slabs of bonded brickwork hinged open where the black orc’s shoulder struck, then slammed down, crushing the skaven who had used the wall as shelter moments before. Ignoring the sounds of desperate squeals and crunching bone, Grimgor charged on through the dust, dislodged tiles clattering off his armour. He thudded across one of the fallen brickwork slabs, his trusty axe Gitsnik whirling in bloody arcs as he travelled. A skaven fell dead with every hack and cut of that massive blade, slaughtered by an instinct honed on more battlefields than Grimgor could count.


  The skaven were quickly finding that their haven had become a tomb. A ragged wall of shields disintegrated beneath Gitsnik’s brutal edge, their bearers hurled bleeding and dying into the skaven that came behind. The skaven warlord shrieked a command, and a second, tighter wall pressed forward, but the Immortulz had reached their warboss’ side, and this wall disintegrated beneath the black orcs’ heavy blades.


  Grimgor bore down on the warlord, but the skaven had one last trick to play. As Gitsnik arced down, a sudden shrieking howl sounded from the warboss’ right, and a rat ogre’s massive, knuckled fist slammed into the side of his head. Grimgor staggered under the blow, and the rat ogre lashed out again. The skaven warlord - seeing his opening - lunged his saw-toothed blade at the black orc’s belly.


  Neither blow landed. With a savage bellow, Grimgor butted the rat ogre full in the face. The beast’s teeth splintered under the impact, and it reeled back in sudden pain. In the same moment, the black orc’s gauntleted fingers closed around the warlord’s weapon hand. Grimgor wrenched the skaven off his feet, whirled the ratman through the air, and slammed him down onto the rubble in front of him. Before the warlord could regain his footing, a heavy boot crashed down onto his skull. There was a sharp crack, a brief squeal and then the warlord lay still. With a roar, the rat ogre hurled itself forward to avenge its master, then fell dead as an underarm blow from Gitsnik split the hulking beast from crotch to sternum.


  Grimgor! Grimgor! The Immortulz saw their warboss’ triumph and bellowed his name as they slaughtered the remaining skaven. The shout echoed through the guildhouse ruins, and was then taken up by hundreds of other voices. As the chant grew in volume, the orcs barrelled forward with redoubled strength, hacking apart and stomping flat the last bastions of skaven resistance. Most were disappointed - the ratmen had died too easily. Then the leading greenskins caught sight of the Host of Shadow, and they bared their fangs in anticipatory grins.


  Grimgor! Grimgor! Malekith heard the chant rise, and knew it boded only trouble. The Eternity King had allowed himself a moment of self- congratulation as the new threat swept out of the west, but only a moment. The skaven were of little threat - those that were not already dead would perish soon enough, he had no doubt about that. However, the orcs were another matter. The Eternity King had no idea what had brought the greenskins to Middenheim, but the why of things hardly mattered. Malekith perceived the power of Ghur flowing amongst them, but he had fought greenskins often enough to know that their belligerence would easily overcome any form of common cause - if indeed the orcs even recognised that one existed.


  Deeming that a wasteful battle was nigh, Malekith ordered the eastern formations of the elcroi to turn westwards. The Eternity King would meet the inevitable greenskin charge with every blade at his command.


  To the north, Darkh’dwel’s ominous presence held the line of stormvermin in check. The Verminlord knew that the orcs would likely need no further encouragement to carry their battle on into the elves, but he was not the kind to leave anything to chance.


  At a gesture from Darkh’dwel, nightrunners slipped through the shadows of the eastern buildings, and concealed weapon teams opened fire.


  The skaven artillery fire began haphazardly at first, as different teams received their instructions at different times. Some didn’t even wait for their orders, but simply began firing as soon as they heard their neighbours do so. The torrent of fire soon thickened, with the angry sizzle of warp lightning joining the bass thud of Skryre mortars and the sharp cracks of jezzails.


  Those first shots could have torn the elves bloody, had they been aimed into Malekith’s ranks. However, Darkh’dwel’s orders had been quite specific, and none of his gunners had the courage to disobey. Thus, the bolts of lightning, gas shells and warpstone bullets whistled over the Host of Shadow, and struck home in Grimgor’s anarchic ranks.


  Crackling bolts of energy gouged through the greenskins, flinging charred corpses high in the air. Murky green smoke burst from shattered globes, orcs gasping their last as the vapours liquefied their innards. Heavy bullets punched through armour, flesh and bone. Almost as one, the orcs looked up to see where the shots had come from. In the middle-distance, they saw the muzzle-flares of jezzails and warp lightning cannons, and before them, the line of elves. There could be only one response. With a bellow that shook the ruins, the leading edge of Grimgor’s horde surged towards the elves.


  WAAAGH!


  Had Malekith not reinforced the eastern half of the elcroi with regiments from the west, the elves would have been swept away by the ferocity of the greenskin assault. As it was, the line held, if just barely. Choppas hacked down, splintering shields and driving aside halberd blades. Helms split asunder beneath the punishing blows, severed limbs flopped to the ground, but the Host of Shadow held. Their response was no less fearsome. Spears punched through thick leather or penetrated the weak-points in steel armour. Woodland glaives clashed with choppas and knocked them aside. Gouts of reddish-black flame seared the air as Malekith’s two hydras entered the battle. Spurred on by the lashes of their masters, the scaly beasts lumbered into a press of orc boyz. Fin-crested heads snapped and darted, plucking greenskins skywards, sometimes fighting amongst one another for the spoils, and tearing the screaming brutes apart in the process.


  Seeing his infantry overmatched, Malekith ordered his cavalry into the battle. The Eternity King would have given an eye for some knights of Hag Graef or Caledor, but Teclis’ spell had denied him such things. He had only light cavalry - dark cloaked raiders from northern Naggaroth, and cold-hearted huntresses from Athel Loren. These were no shock troops, and could not hope to break the greenskin horde, but they served well enough. Enchanted javelins and crossbow bolts rained down on the orcs’ southern flank, each guided by a keen eye and a sure hand. Many a greenskin roared his last and fell dead as the whickering missiles struck home. With each salvo, sharp elven voices accused the orcs of being weakling cowards.


  The greenskins instinctively recognised the insults for what they were, and these struck home within even more force than the javelin and bolt volleys. Soon, several warbands broke off from the assault on the main elven battle line to run the jeering cavalry down. However, no orc alive could match the pace of an elven steed - even in the tangled confines of the Wynd - and the greenskins were quickly outpaced by their tormentors. Again and again, the elves spurred away, halting only to taunt the greenskins with barbed words and barbed javelins anew.


  Only then, with the greenskins and elves fully engaged, did the concealed weapon teams shift their fire, raining shot after shot indiscriminately into the close-fought melee. For the elves, the sudden shift was almost disastrous. Jezzail rounds thudded into their ranks, gouging bloody trails of dead and wounded at the very moment when every blade was sorely needed. Phoenix Guardsmen shuddered and collapsed as bullets struck home, and bursts of lightning seared through tightly packed ranks of darkshards and corsairs, leaving them smouldering corpses.


  Two poisoned wind mortar shells were all it took to bring about the Krakensides’ doom. Already beset by roaring black orcs, their formation collapsed when clouds of poison gas burst into its heart. Sea dragon scale was of no defence against that vile weapon. Dozens of the corsairs quickly succumbed, and those who did not were overwhelmed and hacked apart. That alone could have brought Malekith’s host to ruin, had not the Revenants of Khaine pressed forward into the gap, braving the thinning clouds of toxic gas to stall the black orcs’ offensive.


  With his battle line so thickly beset by the greenskins, Malekith had few troops he could spare to clear the weapon teams from the eastern buildings. Taking to the skies, he urged Seraphon against the nearest cluster of ruins.


  Lightning spat out from a collapsed archway and crackled across the dragon’s mighty chest. Seraphon roared in pain, but she was a harder foe to fell than the elves and greenskins that had been the skaven gunners’ intended victims. Diving hard, she struck the ruins with enough force to send debris raining onto the streets below. Quick as a snake, Seraphon’s head darted through the collapsed archway, thick black smoke spewing from her jaws. Dozens of skaven collapsed as the noxious fumes flooded their lungs, their arcane weapons falling from their dying hands. Others attempted to flee, but Seraphon’s snapping mouth caught them before they made the safety of the street beyond.


  One ruin had been cleared of weapon teams, but fire rained down from at least a dozen more. Abruptly, the southmost ruin went silent. Malekith caught a glimpse of golden murder- masks amongst the darkness, and a sudden fever-pitch of shrieks that rang out even over the bellowing of the orcs. The Eternity King gave a cruel smile beneath his helm, and silently wished the chaindancers the joy of their hunt. Let the sisters of slaughter practise their skills upon the skaven weaponeers - there was work enough for Malekith elsewhere.


  Turning Seraphon about once more, the Eternity King dove back towards his embattled army. The dragon’s talons raked a mob of black orcs. Malekith’s blackfire constructs tore in close behind, great shadowy pendulum blades that swept through those greenskins too slow to escape.


  On the ground below, Grimgor marked the Eternity King’s arrival into the fray, and knew at once that this was the foe he had to defeat. The warboss wasn’t sure where the elves had come from, nor did he particularly care. All he knew was that there was a fight, and where there was a fight, there was a need to prove that Grimgor was the best! The warboss bellowed insults at the sky, daring the elf to face him, but the winged shadow remained airborne, unwilling - or unable - to face him. Grimgor decided to seek the elf’s attention in a manner that could not be ignored.


  Grimgor stomped across the battlefield with his retinue of Immortulz close behind. Malekith’s refusal to meet his challenge had left the warboss in a black mood, and it was woe for anyone - friend or foe - who stood in his way. Word of Grimgor’s temper spread rapidly after he cut down a dozen of his own lads for the crime of barring his way, and the greenskin lines quickly parted to allow their warboss into the very heart of the battle.


  The warboss’ arrival was dramatic, to say the least. A vast hydra, its flanks stained with orc blood, issued a booming hoot and lurched towards Grimgor. Gitsnik flashed out, and two of the beast’s heads fell severed to the ground. The rest roared once in rage and pain, then lunged for the black orc, but too slow. Gitsnik came down in an overhead arc, crunching deep through the monster’s ribs and splitting its heart in two. The remaining heads thrashed briefly and then fell limp, one crushing an Immortul to Grimgor’s right. Spitting on the hydra’s corpse, the warboss charged past the two beastmasters - who had been stunned witless by the swiftness of their pet’s demise - and flung himself headlong into the ranks of Phoenix Guard beyond.


  Gitsnik’s first blow slew three of the Phoenix Guard. The heavy axe blade razored through the air, hacking through three necks, and a halberd staff raised to fend off the blow.


  Grimgor’s next strike severed an elf’s arm, and his iron-shod boot lashed out to kick the unfortunate back into his fellows. The Immortulz crashed in behind their warboss, their weighty choppas crunching through elven plate. Still the Phoenix Guard held their ground, firm of heart and strong of arm, despite the crushing odds piled in against them.


  On the edge of the great excavation, Darkh’dwel snickered foully as the two invaders slaughtered each other. Though the fire from his weapon teams had become increasingly sporadic - a sure sign that not all was well in the eastern ruins -not so much as a single elf had yet approached the line of stormvermin.


  At every minute the Verminlord had to resist the temptation to send his own forces down into the fight, to lead the warriors of the Under-Empire to a victory over both elves and orcs. This was what the Horned Rat demanded, and it was therefore Darkh’dwel’s dream, but the reality of the situation was not lost on him. His few hundred stormvermin could not crush both armies - better to let the fools whittle each other down further before he claimed a glorious victory.


  Malekith could see that the battle was not going well for the Host of Shadow. The greenskins were simply too many, and the elves too few. Furthermore, it was plain that the orcs were infused by the power of Ghur, making an already ferocious and hardy breed all the more formidable. The Eternity King saw the skaven lurking to the north, but he could do nothing about them - not yet. First, he would have to make an example of the orc warlord. Malekith had fought greenskins many times, and he knew that if he humbled the warboss, the Waaagh! would flee or splinter. Either would suit his purposes now.


  Warned by some primal instinct, Grimgor flung himself aside as Seraphon roared overhead. Even then, he had almost been too late – the dragon’s talons scored deep grooves in his armour. The Immortulz were neither so swift nor so fortunate. Nearly a dozen went down in a bloody smear from the talon-strike alone, and as many again perished to the dragon’s fangs, or the chill blade of her rider.


  At once, Grimgor lost all interest in the surviving Phoenix Guard. He had finally drawn the elves’ warlord into the fight. Seraphon turned to face him, and Grimgor ran directly at her. Thick black smoke issued from the dragon’s maw. All around Grimgor, black orcs choked and died, but the warboss came on, his one good eye closed and his lungs pounding as the smoke swirled about him. Only at the last moment, when the snorting of the dragon’s nostrils was loud in his ears, did Grimgor open his eye, and his final lumbering step became a mighty leap. A moment later, the black orc’s armoured boots crashed down on Seraphon’s horned head. Grimgor skidded, but momentum carried him up the spined ridges of the dragon’s neck and face-to-face with his foe.


  So surprised was Malekith at the orc’s audacious approach that he barely brought his own swords up to block Gitsnik’s murderous arc. There was a flare of light as the two blades clashed, and such was the force of the impact that the Eternity King was nearly toppled from his saddle. Yet Malekith lashed out, the talons of his clawed gauntlet sinking deep into the thick muscle of Grimgor’s upper arm. The black orc bellowed in pain, then slammed his heavy brow forward into the Eternity King’s face.


  The Armour of Midnight’s faceplate buckled beneath the blow. Malekith slumped back, dazed, his grip on Grimgor’s arm torn free. The black orc raised his axe high again for a killing blow, bellowing in triumph.


  As if in response, Seraphon bucked hard. Malekith recovered enough of his wits to grasp hold of his saddle. Grimgor, with both fists locked about Gitsnik’s haft, had no chance to find a handhold. With a roar of frustration, the black orc plunged from the dragon’s back, and into a thicket of Phoenix Guard halberds.


  To the north, Darkh’dwel saw the warboss and the king come away bloody from their clash. The elves and orcs had fought one another to a standstill, and now was the Verminlord’s time for glory. With a chittering cry, Darkh’dwel hurled his stormvermin through the guildhouse ruins and onto the elves’ northern flank. Those first to the fray perished in a heartbeat - they faced Malekith’s Black Guard, and there were few foes more murderously efficient than they. Yet even the murderous could be overcome by sheer numbers, and Darkh’dwel’s stormvermin far outnumbered their elven foes. Trapped between orcs to the west and skaven to the north, the Black Guard began to crumple.


  Elsewhere, the shrieking of skaven and his own growing rage dragged Malekith from his daze. The greenskin brute had dented his armour! The Eternity King was dimly aware that his northern flank was in severe danger, but his focus remained on the black orc Incarnate. At Malekith’s command, Seraphon lunged for Grimgor. The black orc was laying about himself with gusto, hacking down any elf who stood between him and Malekith. Seraphon darted forward, thinking to seize Grimgor in her jaws, but Gitsnik’s wild blade tore through the scales of her neck, forcing the dragon to shy away. Seeing his triumph, the black orc bared his fangs and loosed an echoing Waaagh!.


  The shout was taken up by those greenskins nearby, causing the air to glow a lambent amber. In response, a second cry of Waaagh! sounded from the west.


  Hundreds more orcs came spilling through the rubble of the storehouses, choppas waving wildly. Behind them lumbered raucous giants, their booming voices and heavy footfalls shaking stones from the ruins. Boar riders forced their way up from the southwest, the groink and squeal of their mad-eyed steeds adding to the cacophony. And behind them all came the slab-muscled ogres. They alone did not give voice to the Waaagh!-cry, and instead bellowed out their own coarse feast songs.


  His heart sinking, Malekith gazed westward, and saw his army’s doom. The Eternity King was nothing if not a confident general, but he knew that he could not defeat the orcs, the ogres and the skaven at the same time. Nor could he win through by harnessing his own shadow-power. Though the one-eyed warboss made no conscious attempt to harness the power of Ghur, the wind of beasts more than made the orc Incarnate the Eternity King’s physical equal.


  The Malekith of old, the Witch King of Naggaroth, would have fled the field at that moment, would have retreated to lick his wounds with no thought of the cost to others. It was the only ending that pride would have allowed. But Malekith was no longer quite the selfish creature he had so recently been - or more accurately, that part of his nature was buried deeper than before. As Grimgor charged for him once more, the Eternity King had a sudden flash of inspiration. The situation could perhaps be rescued, though at the cost of his pride.


  Malekith dropped from Seraphon’s back. The orc warboss was less than a dozen paces away, his axe hacking down through the last of the Phoenix Guard. Steeling himself, the Eternity King strode directly towards his foe, sword raised.


  An orc burst from the brawl to Malekith’s left. He roared an unintelligible challenge, his spittle flecking the Eternity King’s armour. Then he collapsed senseless as the warboss’ fist smashed him aside. Clearly the black orc would allow no other to claim his victory. Malekith would have had it no other way, and quickened his pace towards the warboss. This was the moment in which he would discover whether he had read the other’s character true. If he had not, then he would perish.


  The orc roared again as Malekith approached, but the Eternity King ignored the brutish display. Swiftly and elegantly, the Eternity King sank down onto one knee, his head bowed and his sword proffered - pommel first - in the orc’s direction.


  ‘I yield,’ he announced, the necessity of the words doing nothing to soften their bitterness.


  The hulking orc froze mid-blow, and Malekith wondered at the thoughts racing through the brute’s meagre mind.


  ‘I yield,’ he repeated. ‘In my name, and in that of the elven race.’


  The black orc gave no answer, at first. Then his lips hooked into a snarling smile, and he raised his axe high above his head.


  ‘GRIMGOR IS DA BEST!’ he bellowed, turning his back on Malekith and pounding a gauntleted fist against his armoured chest. The cry was taken up across the ruins of the guildhouse, a thousand greenskin voices shouting the declaration as one.


  ‘No,’ Malekith’s voice, hard and steady, cut through the din.


  Grimgor stiffened. He lowered his axe and turned, slowly - dangerously - to face the kneeling Malekith.


  The Eternity King matched the warboss’ one-eyed stare with his own. ‘I came to this city to defeat a servant of the Dark Gods. The ratmen and the northlanders all serve him, this Everchosen. He seeks to destroy this world and everything on it.’


  Grimgor growled threateningly, but his axe remained lowered.


  ‘How can Grimgor be the best, if the world dies by another’s hand?’ Malekith asked slyly.


  The warboss’ frown deepened in an expression Malekith took for unaccustomed thought. ‘Where is he?’ rumbled the orc.


  Malekith extended a thin finger northwards. ‘At the bottom of that pit,’ he guessed, then pressed on. ‘I will show you, if you will permit us to fight at your side.’


  ‘Pointy-ears are weak,’ Grimgor growled.


  ‘Then we have no chance of stealing your glory,’ Malekith pointed out, ‘and every opportunity to prove ourselves worthy of your rule.’


  After a lengthy pause, a savage grin crossed the black orc’s scarred features. Then, Grimgor beckoned Malekith to his feet. ‘Come.’


  Unseen beneath his mask, Malekith’s lips twisted into a smile. He had sacrificed his pride, but a hope of victory yet remained. In any case, promises to lesser creatures had no meaning. If the orc survived the coming hours, then there would be a reckoning between them.


  To the north, Darkh’dwel was realising how badly he had underestimated the might of the greenskin horde, but his forces were so committed to the battle that he could see no way of extracting them. Already, his stormvermin had pushed the Black Guard so far back that his own western flank had come under assault from bellowing orcs. A short distance ahead, the Verminlord could see occasional glimpses of both Malekith and Grimgor, but the press of bodies between them cheated his gaze as often as not.


  With a chittering shriek, the Verminlord summoned the seething rats of Middcnheim’s sewers. They emerged from grates and outlet pipes; from amongst the rubble of the guildhouse’s buildings. The squealing tide flooded beneath the embattled stormvermin, and swept across the orcs and elves. Razor-sharp claws tore at pale elven flesh and thick orcish hide; chisel teeth sank deep into throats and pulsing arteries.


  As his enemies vanished beneath writhing bodies and twitching tails, Darkh’dwel pressed southwards, clouds of shadow billowing about him. The stormvermin advanced behind their master, driven to a killing frenzy by the Verminlord’s enchantments.


  Had he been less certain of his own success, Darkh’dwel might have noticed that there were fewer and fewer elves amongst the dead, or that the banners of Naggaroth and Ulthuan had retreated further south. Similarly, he might also have realised that the sounds of battle to the south were no longer so strident as they had been. Instead, the Verminlord pressed on to where he had last seen Grimgor, his confidence growing with every greenskin that fell dead at his feet.


  At last, the bellowing mass of greenskins parted, and Grimgor charged towards Verminlord’s patch of shadow. Darkh’dwel chittered in anticipation of victory, and hurled his Doomstar at the oncoming warboss.


  Poison spattered from the blade as it span through the night air. It was the weapon that had felled the so-called Herald of Sigmar during Middenheim’s capture, and now it flew true to claim an orc warlord’s head.


  A moment later, there was a dull chink of metal. The two halves of the oversized throwing star clattered down against the armour of the dead, split by a swing of Grimgor’s axe. The warboss had not slowed to deliver the blow, but charged on over the corpses. Stormvermin pressed forward, eyes gleaming with madness. Gitsnik swung again, and their lifeless bodies were hurled back in a spray of blood. Others came shrieking behind them, but the Immortulz crashed forward behind their warboss, choppas slamming down in great two-handed blows.


  Unwelcome uncertainty arose in Darkh’dwel’s gullet, but he crushed it down. Was he not an emissary of the Horned Rat, a master of fearsome sorceries? Warp lightning arced out from the Verminlord’s claws, crackling through the air to broil the black orc alive in his own armour. Yet scarcely had the bolts left Darkh’dwel’s fingertips, when they dissipated into nothing, dispelled by another sorcerer’s will. Too late, the Verminlord heard the slow beating of Seraphon’s wings overhead; felt Malekith’s vengeful presence upon the winds of magic.


  At last admitting his peril, Darkh’dwel grasped at the Wind of Ulgu, seeking to spread his concealing gloom.


  Again, his sorceries failed, ripped apart by the Incarnate of Shadow in the skies above. The Verminlord fled deeper into the mass of stormvermin, his mind reaching desperately for the power that would enable him to skitterleap to safety.


  Grimgor caught the Verminlord three steps later. Gitsnik chopped down, severing Darkh’dwel’s left leg at the ankle. The Verminlord lashed out as he fell, his talons gouging bloody wounds across the black orc’s face. Grimgor just grinned, and brought Gitsnik’s blade down on the Verminlord’s neck. In all, it took eight strikes to sever Darkh’dwel’s head, although his struggles ceased after three. On the seventh blow, the sorcerous frenzy within the stormvermin faded away as quickly as it had come, and the skaven fled shrieking into the night. Few made it very far. The boar boyz had come late to the fight, and were determined to wet their spears.


  Malekith and his few surviving elves were spared from slaughter at Grimgor’s decree. It seemed that the warboss was now quite taken with the idea that the warriors of an elder race had joined his Waaagh!.


  Not all of Grimgor’s bosses were of like mind, but their objections were soon muted after the warboss several times reinforced his decision in the bloodiest way possible.


  As for Malekith, he felt only the burden of bitter failure. His army was all but destroyed, and it was scant consolation that only his quick thinking had rescued it from total defeat. Ignoring the accusing stares of his surviving warriors, the Eternity King pledged anew that Archaon would pay for that day’s indignities, and followed Grimgor’s host onto the shoulders of the great excavation. He only hoped that the other Incarnates were faring better than he.
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  Death On The Overlook
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  Sigvald the Magnificent arrived at the Great Park’s overlook just as the Doomed Legion and the warriors of the Kurgan began their bloody contest. The scream-wracked air stank of burning flesh, and witchfires gleamed sickly green amongst the fire-twisted trees. Overhead, morghasts did battle with swarms of furies and roaring chimerae.


  The prince was none too pleased to have been whisked from his pleasure- halls amidst the ruins of Parravon, and less so to find himself under orders from Archaon Everchosen.


  As far as Sigvald was concerned, the wars of the End Times could be left to others. If the world was coming to a close, then he had no desire other than to pass its final hours in a feast of depravity. His worshippers had spent days preparing such a celebration, and the thought that it would now go to waste many hundreds of leagues distant was a further grievance on a night already laden with them. Yet the prince knew better than to oppose Slaanesh’s will, and grudgingly accepted his charge.


  Far below Sigvald, the centre of the Kurgan lines broke apart. Black- armoured warriors fled up the slope like scurrying beetles, glory forgotten in the face of the overwhelming ranks of undead. Sigvald sniffed. He had always thought the Kurgan to be unreliable brutes, brave enough whilst the battle flowed in their favour, but always ready to leave the real work to others. Once again, victory rested on the genius and skill of Prince Sigvald the Magnificent. With a touch more flourish than was necessary, Sigvald drew Sliverslash from its scabbard. Pausing only to admire his reflection in the blade, the Geld-Prince strode down into the fight.


  Behind Sigvald came a host of lithe- limbed daemonettes - a gift from ever-generous Slaanesh. The daemons were perfection in motion. Each graceful step blended effortlessly into the next, as if they were naught but the choreographed steps of some mesmeric dance. Their lilting song danced across the deeper notes of the battle like mayflies flitting above a brook. It began softly, sweet and seductive to all who heard it. Then, as the dancers picked up speed, the harmonies became discordant and jagged. Yet somehow the song remained as intoxicating as before.


  Those touched by those notes heard every lost love and forbidden desire calling their name. Fleeing Kurgan halted dumbfounded, their minds numbed and senses set afire by the siren song. Some reached out to touch the dancers. The daemonettes laughed, a sound that made the heart sing and the flesh crawl. Then claws flashed out, and the besotted northlanders gurgled their last through ruined throats. All this the dancers did without missing a step, and without slowing their pace.


  Far below, the wights of the Doomed Legion marched in lockstep through the charred forest. Blood and bone rained down upon them from high above, as the morghasts fought their vicious skyborne battle. As the wights advanced, a dying chimera spiralled out of the skies, its ruined body slamming into the Doomed Legion’s ranks. A score of Krell’s warriors were crushed flat by the beast’s impact, but the Doomed Legion marched on.


  Krell heard the lilting voices of the daemonettes, but their song was cold in his ears. Whatever desires the wight had once possessed had departed with his flesh - only Nagash’s will any longer had a purchase upon his black soul. Yet as Krell laid eyes upon the golden figure who strutted at the daemonettes’ head, he felt an old hatred stirring. Echoes of long-ago battles stormed through the wight’s mind, of wars fought between the warriors of Khorne and Slaanesh’s effete champions. Guided by an instinct older than the Empire, Krell altered his line of advance to bring him into confrontation with the golden figure.


  The centre of the Kurgan line had broken apart, but the flanking warbands fought on. To the north, barrow-steel clashed with ensorcelled iron as the knights of the Doomed Legion fought the murderous black- armoured reavers of the wastes. The chaos knights were stronger and faster than their undead foes, and their swords and axes hacked through the bronzed grave armour to shatter the bones within.


  Only Arkhan’s sorceries prevented this conflict disintegrating. Drawing upon the death magic that swirled about his shadowy master, the liche reknitted broken bones, and rebound the wights’ wicked spirits to their long-dead bodies. The northlanders were not so fortunate, and those who fell to the undead knights’ cursed blades did not rise to fight again. Worse, there were no sorcerers or shamans to unravel the liche’s necromancy, for Nagash had slain them all within moments of battle being joined.


  On the Great Park’s southern edge, isolated Kurgan warbands fought beneath their skull-topped banners. Wailing spirits streaked through the ashen forest, clawing at the northlanders with icy fingers. Hordes of charred and blistered zombies lurched between the walls of spiked shields, mindless save for Nagash’s controlling will. The living dead tore at shields and flesh, insensate to the blows that thudded into them in return. Here, as in the north of the ravaged park, the dead did not rest easily. Only by hacking their foes entirely to pieces could the northlanders achieve a measure of respite. Even then, it lasted only until Nagash stretched forth his will once again. The Great Necromancer sent bleak pulses of amethyst magic into the risen dead, lending them vigour and strength. Kurgan shields were torn from their wielders’ grasps. Northlanders were dragged down into the blood-sodden ash where the risen corpses of slaves and former shieldmates stamped and tore them to death.


  Sigvald reached the wights of the Doomed Legion just as the first of the southern Kurgan warbands broke.


  The prince did not enter the fight in a wild charge, as was the custom for his rival warlords, but at a calculating, measured pace. He thrust Sliverslash forward at eye level, the rapier’s point sliding over a wight’s shield and punching through the creature’s skull before it could react. A heartbeat later, Sigvald swung the blade to his right, the silvered sword-tip ripping through a second wight’s iron gorget. A third wight thrust a barrow blade at Sigvald’s armoured belly. The prince turned effortlessly away from the lunge, not even deigning to catch the strike on his shield. With a disdainful laugh, Sigvald swept Sliverslash back across the shield wall’s face, severing the arm that had dared to strike at him. With a rattle, the wights pressed forward against their gaudy foe.


  It was then that the daemonettes struck. The daemons didn’t so much as slow as they hit the line of shields. Rather, the tempo of their dance increased, becoming a quicksilver display of balletic murder. Every pirouette ended with a lunging claw; every cabriole with a shatter of bone. They fought with the same grace that Sigvald believed he possessed, each fluid motion as inevitable as the rising of the sun, and yet somehow impossible to predict.


  For the wights of the Doomed Legion, whose wits were but a shadow of those they had possessed whilst alive, the daemonettes were an untouchable foe. What wounds the wights inflicted upon the dancers’ alabaster flesh owed more to blind chance than precision, and the magic binding the revenants to the world of the living steadily began to dissipate.


  Sigvald, his earlier ill mood dispelled, fought on amongst the whirling daemonettes, laughing with the joy of the fight. The prince’s only disappointment was that his foes did not scream as he cut them down.


  To him, slaughter without voiced agony was like a meal without wine - palatable enough, but lacking a feeling of true fulfilment. Yet he knew that Slaanesh would shower him with rewards for the deeds he performed that day, and lost himself for a moment in dreams of depravities beyond the ken of lesser mortals.


  In that moment, the killing edge of Krell’s gleaming axe nearly took Sigvald’s head. The prince broke out of his reverie a heartbeat before the ragged blade struck home, and only a desperate upward swing of his shield prevented his head tumbling from his shoulders. There was a shrieking sound as the axe-blade scraped across the shield’s front, and Sigvald saw that the wight’s strike had torn a jagged scar across the silver skin.


  At that sight, the Geld-Prince forgot his dreams of indulgence and threw himself at the Mortarch of Despair.


  Thus began a contest of champions, well-matched in ability even though their fighting styles could not have been more different. Sigvald was lighter on his feet, his blade fast and precise. Krell was a brute, ponderous in motion but his axe unstoppable in its swing. Sigvald quickly learned that Krell’s great haymaking blows could not be parried - his first attempt to do so nearly resulted in Sliverslash being ripped from his hands - and threw his efforts into evading the Black Axe’s brutal arcs. This was more easily said than done. Each of Krell’s whirling blows led seamlessly into the next, a sight that would have been strangely graceful were it not for the murderous intent that lay beneath.


  For the first time that night, Sigvald fell back before a foe. Krell moved with him, the great blade whistling closer with every step. A daemonette, not realising her danger until it was too late, darted away from the Doomed Legion’s swords and into the Black Axe’s path. The heavy blade scythed through her without slowing, the ichor-stained halves of her corpse thudding onto the ashen ground a moment later.


  Again and again Sigvald lunged at Krell, always timing his strikes to match the openings in the wight’s whirling guard. As often as not, Sliverslash’s tip skittered across Krell’s ancient armour. Even when it did penetrate the barrow-iron, Krell did not so much as slow. Indeed, the only sign that the wight had felt the blow at all was a momentary flare of the witchfires in his eyes.


  Sigvald ducked. Krell’s axe whistled over the prince’s head and smashed through a scorched tree. Cinders rained down upon them both, leaving ashen streaks across Sigvald’s golden armour. Krell reversed his strike, looping the blade up and over his head, and swept it down towards the stooped prince. Sigvald twisted aside. The axe slammed down - cleaving a few strands of the prince’s blonde hair as it fell - and thudded deep into the thick soil.


  For a split second, the blade was lodged fast, and in that moment Sigvald struck. The prince rose up triumphantly, Sliverslash thrusting forward. With a screech of metal and a puff of grave dust, the blade’s tip punched through Krell’s breastplate and into his chest. For a moment, the two champions stood silent and still as the battle raged about them. Then to Sigvald’s horror Krell’s witchfires blazed anew, and a dry, deathless laugh echoed from his hollow helm. The wight twisted heavily to one side, wrenching both his axe blade from the ground and Sliverslash’s hilt from Sigvald’s hand. Suddenly weaponless, the Geld-Prince backed away in dismay as Krell advanced once more, the silvered blade still lodged deep in the wight’s torso.


  Elsewhere the tide of battle began to shift. Arkhan the Black felt his master’s displeasure rippling through his mind, and summoned the surviving morghasts from the angry skies. The osseous heralds descended upon the embattled Kurgan and daemonettes, their spirit- bound blades cleaving mortal and immortal flesh alike. The daemons were unfazed by their plight, seeing only fresh foes to inveigle into their otherworldly dance. For the Kurgan, however, this sudden terror from the dark shattered what battle-spirit they had left. Giving in to despair, the northlanders broke apart and fled towards the overlook.


  Suddenly, the overlook shook to a throaty roar. A new silhouette appeared atop the crest, vast and lumpen. A tattered red cloak hung from his monstrous shoulders, and a glimmer of gold gleamed about a mighty fang. Throgg, the Wintertooth, the King of Trolls, had come. Larger shadows gathered upon the overlook; the trolls, giants and mutants of the northlands, the feral minotaurs and ghorgons of the Drakwald. They had come from across the city at Throgg’s call, bound to his will by the magic in his tarnished crown.


  It had been Archaon’s desire for Sigvald and Throgg to defend the overlook together. Yet Sigvald had found only insult in being compared to a troll, and had dealt Throgg what he had thought to be a killing blow shortly after they had left the despoiled Temple of Ulric. Throgg, however, was tougher than the princeling had reckoned, and his gnarled flesh had soon repaired itself. Now the Troll King had come to the overlook not only to crush the undead, but also to slay Sigvald for his treachery.


  Throgg’s army of monsters made no distinction between friend and foe as they stampeded into the burnt- out gardens. Fleeing Kurgans were smacked aside by makeshift clubs, or trampled underfoot. Some were scooped up to serve as makeshift missiles, and flung down the slope to crash into the mass of undead. Many of the daemonettes - their attention on the foe ahead, not the allies behind - fared little better. But for all of that, the undead suffered worse, and scores of the Doomed Legion’s reanimated warriors were stomped flat.


  At Nagash’s command, the morghasts flocked towards the new threat. At first, the advantage lay with the undead. None amongst Throgg’s horde could fly, and this allowed the morghasts to strike wherever opportunity lay. Spirit-wreathed halberds hacked through troll-flesh and slaughterbrutes’ armoured hides; enchanted falchions thudded home through minotaurs’ thick fur. Unfortunately for the undead, the beasts were too many and their dull minds scarcely noted the pain. Armoured claws swatted the morghasts from the skies, or wiry knuckled hands seized their legs and dragged them downwards, to be hacked apart by blunt-edged cleavers.


  Sigvald and Krell fought on through it all. Twisting aside as the Black Axe hacked down, Sigvald leaned forward, grasping Sliverslash’s grips. He gave a shout of triumph as his fingers closed around the handle of flayed skin, then let go his shield and fell backwards with an altogether sharper cry. Sigvald had one hand upon his reclaimed sword, the other clapped across his bleeding face. Krell had predicted the prince’s actions, had lured him in and then reversed his stroke to catch his foe off guard.


  As the wight king came forward once again, the Geld-Prince caught his reflection in his abandoned shield. His hand barely concealed the wound’s extent, for it ran from his chin to above his brow. Tearing his fingers away, Sigvald saw the bloody ruin of his left eye, and puckered, discoloured flesh that he knew at once would never heal.


  In that moment, Sigvald went berserk, overcome by a rage more befitting of a Khornate champion. Scooping up his shield, he threw himself at Krell, thrusting, punching and kicking.


  Fury gave the Geld-Prince the advantage that finesse had so far denied him, and this time it was Krell who fell back in retreat, his laughter at last silenced. Again and again the Black Axe smashed down, its baleful blade hacking deep into Sigvald’s silvered shield. By the fourth stroke, the shield was but a tattered mass of metal and boarding, which the Geld- Prince hurled into Krell’s face. The wight, temporarily blinded, didn’t see the Sigvald’s next blow, which sliced cleanly through his left arm just below the shoulder.


  Krell gave an angry hiss at the sight of his severed limb, and swung the Black Axe down against the blade that had dared to wound him. There was a dull chink as the heavy axe-head struck the slender steel, and Sliverslash’s blade snapped in two. Yet before the wight could capitalise on his sudden advantage, Sigvald sprang forward and bore him to the ground. As Krell’s helm struck the ashen ground, Sigvald slammed Sliverslash’s broken spike into the wight’s glowering left eye socket. Then, with his armoured knee braced against Krell’s remaining arm, pinning the Black Axe to the ground, the prince laid about the wight’s head with his bare fists.


  Sigvald pounded the wight again and again, shouting incoherent hate at his expressionless foe. He was heedless of the blood running down his face, and streaming from his swollen hands. He felt the cheek-piece of Krell’s helm give under the onslaught, and flung the twisted scrap of metal clear, not noticing that the blow that had warped the metal had also sheared off one of his fingers. The prince relished the sound of fracturing bone that accompanied each frenzied punch, not realising that it came as often from his own breaking fingers as it did the wight’s skull.


  Only when the witchfires finally faded from Krell’s eyes did Sigvald slump back, his breathing ragged. At last, the Geld-Prince glanced down at his crushed and bloody fingers, at hands that would never again wield a weapon. Throwing back his head, Sigvald screamed at the sky, the sound fuelled as much by his anger as by despair.


  He did not scream long. As the shout turned into a broken, rasping sob, the head of a stone maul crashed into the side of Sigvald’s head, splitting his skull open and splattering brain-matter across Krell’s corpse. As the Geld-Prince fell lifeless across the wight’s body, brutish Throgg scowled down at the pair, and then emptied his bladder across Sigvald’s golden armour. Insult and treachery repaid, the Troll King descended deeper into the charred trees and went to claim victory for the Chaos Gods.


  Nagash felt the departure of Krell’s evil spirit, but could spare no more attention for his servant’s fate. The arrival of Throgg’s monstrous horde had shifted the battle’s fortunes.


  In the centre and to the north, the Doomed Legion had been all but swept away by the brutish press of bodies, and more bellowing creatures spilled down the slope at every moment. Only to the south, where the flame-scarred zombies had broken the Kurgan shieldsmen, was the battlefield yet in undead hands.


  The Great Necromancer was monstrously proud, and ill-inclined to retreat. However, he recognised at once that defeat was his only alternative. He could raise his fallen army from the dead once more - he could even restore Krell to existence - but the effort would leave him badly drained, and it would do no good if he reached the heart of the great excavation as a spent force. Calling to his side those morghasts that remained, the Great Necromancer bade Arkhan to cover his retreat, and headed south.


  ‘MY SERVANT.’ Nagash’s heavy voice echoed through Arkhan’s thoughts.


  The Liche tore his attention from the battle and gazed respectfully up at his master’s dread form. Arkhan could see that the battle was going poorly, but he was certain that Nagash had a plan. His master always had a plan.


  ‘What would you have me do?’ Arkhan asked.


  'TAKE TWO HOSTS OF THE MORGHASTS. HOLD THE ENEMY HERE, UNTIL YOUR LAST STRENGTH IS GONE. DO NOT FAIL ME.'


  The liche accepted the death sentence unflinchingly.


  He had perished before in Nagash’s service, and would gladly do so again. Loyalty had its price, as well as its rewards. His master would restore him, as he had done so many times before.


  ‘Yes, master. Do you have any further commands?’


  Nagash paused for a moment, seemingly frozen by indecision. For the first time Arkhan felt a spark of unaccustomed dread in his withered heart. If his master did not truly know how events would unfold - was not confident of ultimate victory...


  'DIE WELL, MY SERVANT,’ Nagash commanded.


  Arkhan watched his master depart, his doubts redoubling. Then, the monstrous horde was upon him, and there was no longer any time for aught save his impossible battle.
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  A Clash Of Life And Death
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  The dwarfs’ arrival at the Middenplatz had bought Alarielle’s Host of Life a much-needed reprieve. Their first salvo - as much stone from the eastern wall as iron shot - did little to Hellebron’s witch elf and Skaramor followers, but it tore the howling warherds into bloody ruin. A few beastmen fought on beneath crude and tattered banners, inspired by the brutal examples of their chieftains, or simply too lost to battle-lust to care. Most reeled in disarray - easy prey for elves and forest spirits who had suddenly found hope amidst defeat, and for the dwarfs whose axes rose and fell with grim certainty.


  Soon, the eastern half of the Middenplatz was awash with a panicked stampede of horn and hoof, the tide steadily slackening as axe, arrow and shot did their deadly work. However, those beastkin that did fight on died hard. Braying their coarse- tongued battle-prayers, they hacked at flesh and armour with frenzied abandon, ceasing only when the last spark of life left their bodies. The minotaurs were the worst, stamping and goring their foes whilst ignoring wounds that should have long ago seen them slain. It was against these brutes that Gelt and Hammerson sent their ironbreakers, trusting to rune-bound gromril armour to defend against the minotaurs’ mangling blows. For the most part, this trust was not misplaced, but too many brave sons of the mountains perished even so.


  After what seemed like hours, but what in reality had been the most fleeting of minutes, the last of the beastmen fled. But the danger was far from over. Hellebron’s witch elves and Skaramor had been all but untouched by the dwarfs’ explosive entrance, unwittingly shielded by the bodies of their feral allies. These blood- mad warriors alone outnumbered Alarielle’s dwindling host, and the odds worsened with every clash of blades. Little by little, the ring of elves and forest spirits shrank in upon itself, leaving behind a tidemark of bodies to mark every desperate struggle.


  The witch elves could match even the swiftest dryad blow for blow, and the thick armour of the northlanders cheated all but the weightiest. Only where Durthu and the treemen fought did the ring of elves stand firm. The witch elves’ slender knives could do little to these elders of the forest, and a single whack from their thorny fists could pulp any of the Skaramor, no matter how thick his armour.


  Alarielle fought on in Durthu’s shadow, lending her life-giving magics to restore the wounded and the dying, but her fading strength was plain to all who saw her. The Everqueen was radiant no more. She had aged centuries since her arrival in Middenheim, her body ravaged by the magics she had drawn so heavily upon. Alarielle’s skin was lined, and her once brilliant hair no longer shone, yet her will to fight remained as strong as ever.


  Hellebron was one of many who recognised the Everqueen’s fading fortunes, and the sight brought her nothing but cruel cheer. What little sanity the Blood Queen had once possessed had long since been washed away after her arrival at Middenheim, replaced by a portion of Khorne’s godly rage. From the top of her cauldron-shrine she spat and railed, issuing orders and threats in a voice twisted by madness. Yet still Hellebron remembered the vision Be’lakor had shown her, a vision that had promised that she would die at Alarielle’s hands, if the Everqueen was not slain first. The Blood Queen’s blades were ready in her hands as the shrine ground on.


  Thus did Hellebron hack a trail of carnage directly towards where her enemy fought, the heavy wheels of her cauldron-shrine crunching over the broken dead. Laughing witch elves came leaping in the shrine’s wake. They were as lost to the Blood God’s will as their mad mistress, but this served only to hone their murderous skills further. Determined to prove themselves queens of murder, the witch-warriors forsook opportunities to inflict lesser wounds, their slender blades lunging always for the throats and hearts of their besieged kinsmen.


  Further north, between Hellebron’s cauldron and the Middenplatz’s wall, the Bloodthirster Karan’gar led his own charge. Skaramor fought fearlessly in his shadow, certain that the daemon’s hulking presence was Khorne’s blessing upon them all. Karan’gar’s axe smashed down into a press of eternal guard, slaying half a dozen with a single stroke. Chanting skullreapers crashed through the gap, their own axes adding to the slaughter. The treeman Skarana, seeing the northlanders loose within the huddled formation, lumbered forward to fill the gap with his own body. Tribesmen gave brief, agonised screams as Skarana’s feet stomped down, and the strike of his heavy staff crumpled their armour. Seeing at last a foe worthy of his strength, Karan’gar flexed his whip, and strode forth to slay the treeman.


  For the second time that night, the dwarfs proved to be Alarielle’s salvation. A low growl echoed across the Middenplatz as they advanced on the witch elves and Skaramor assailing the Host of Life’s southern flank. Hammerson and his kin had lost much in recent months, and had many grudges to repay. Moreover, none amongst the Throng of Metal would have denied that there was some small satisfaction in proving that the arrogant wood elves needed their aid.


  Drakeguns roared a torrent of alchemical fire that tore apart Hellebron’s howling horde. The salvo flung armoured bodies across the Blood Queen’s approach, throwing already anarchic ranks into complete disorder. Before the echoes of the blast had faded away, the deep- throated war horns of Zhufbar sounded, and the dwarfs hurled themselves into the fight.


  Hammerson’s throng was as unstoppable as a glacier’s advance. They came as a great, relentless wedge of axes and shields that split Hellebron’s host in two. Golden light danced across the dwarfs’ weapons as Gelt’s magic awoke the full power of ancestral runes. Axes trailed glittering light through the night sky, and hacked apart northland plate as easily as the witch elves’ bare flesh. Gromril armour flared and shone with each return blow, proof against all but the most savage of strikes.


  Through it all, the dwarfs kept perfect order. At Hammerson’s command, the slopes of the wedge turned outward, forming shield walls to the east and west. Hammerson commanded the east, and Gelt the west. Leaving their dead behind, the Zhufbarak advanced, the two lines hinging around the wedge’s point to prevent the Skaramor to the north breaking into the dead space between the walls.


  The dwarfs’ intervention had brought Hellebron’s momentum to a shuddering halt. Moreover, it had divided her host into two disordered forces. The smaller of the two - which included the Blood Queen herself - was now trapped between a line of Hammerson’s shields and the Host of Life. Where before Hellebron had drawn upon on a tide of enraged Skaramor to reinforce her witch elves’ numbers, now she had to face a battle on a more even footing. Had the Blood Queen yet possessed her wits, she might have balked at that prospect.


  As it was, she was too far gone into Khorne’s madness to care. Disdaining the dwarfen shields that pressed hard upon her, she exhorted her cultists to greater effort, and hurled them towards the Everqueen.


  As Hammerson’s dwarfs ground hard upon Hellebron’s forces in the east, Gelt’s held firm to the west. Theirs was the harder task by far: to hold the greater part of the northlander horde at bay whilst the smaller was crushed between Hammerson’s shields and the surviving elves. Gelt laboured from behind the Zhufbarak banners, drawing upon the runic power of the ironbreakers’ armour to bind their shields tighter than mere mortal might would ever allow. The wizard felt strangely vulnerable. It had been a long time since he had been forced to fight a battle from the ground, but the wounds Quicksilver had taken in King’s Glade meant the pegasus could not fly, and could thus only bear him as a horse would. Not that it otherwise mattered much. Gelt had no intention of breaking faith with his dwarf allies - they would triumph, or they would perish together.


  Sparks flew and shields shuddered as the northlanders hurled themselves at Gelt’s wall, but the line held true. Northlander axe-blades hooked over dwarfen shield rims many times, weakening the wall enough for other weapons to crash home against the Zhufbarak beyond. No Skaramor lived long enough to strike a second blow. Rune axes carved wicked, efficient arcs above the locked shields, the magically honed blades slicing through the thick northland steel and opening flesh to the bone. Gelt’s wall buckled repeatedly, but always held. The dwarfs would have died many times over rather than bear the shame of failure. Thus they bound their wounds with dirty rags, swigged their last dregs of Bugman’s XXXXXX, and battled on.


  Further north, Karan’gar’s whip lashed tight around Skarana’s upper torso, pinning his arms close about his chest. Sap welled up beneath the barbs as the treeman struggled vainly against the coils. One arm ripped free, but the daemon’s axe hacked down before Skarana could pull away. Splinters of bark rained down on the dryads and Skaramor battling at the giants’ feet, and at last Skarana tore free of the lash, sap streaming down his ravaged body.


  The ancient’s staff thrust forward, striking the Bloodthirster full in the chest. Karan’gar staggered back, his hooves kicking northlanders aside as he sought purchase. The end of the staff glowed a brilliant green, and thorns whipped out from its tip, clawing blindly for the daemon’s flesh. But Karan’gar had found his balance now, and his great axe swept out again, severing the thorn clusters and splitting Skarana’s staff part way down its length. The Bloodthirster came forward again, his axe once more hewing deep into the dying treeman’s flesh. This time, the damage was too great. With a creaking wail, Skarana toppled sideways, his valiant spirit fleeing before his cloven corpse hit the ground.


  At once, the treeman’s dryad handmaidens let out a shrill cry of mourning, and fell upon the Skaramor with renewed ferocity. But hatred and grief were no match for the battle- hardened fury of the northlanders, and many of the dryads soon joined their master in death.


  Durthu saw Skarana fall, and heard the Bloodthirster’s savage cry of victory. He would have challenged Karan’gar, were it not for the fact that to have done so would have left the ailing Everqueen unguarded. Only a thin wall of spears now stood between Alarielle and Hellebron’s wild cultists, and the treeman did not trust the dwarfs to reach his mistress before the foe did. Alarielle, however, was more ready to place her faith in the Zhufbarak. Moreover, she knew that now only Durthu could match the Bloodthirster’s terrible strength. The ancient treeman commanded the might of all the ancients who had perished before him, and no daemon could endure against such power.


  In taut tones, she bade the treeman leave her side. When he made no move to do so, the Everqueen’s tone hardened, and the request became an order. Reluctantly, Durthu obeyed. Entrusting his queen’s care to the few remaining sisters of Avelorn, he bore down upon the greater daemon.


  With a Bloodthirster fighting at their fore, the Skaramor would have driven aside what was left of Skarana’s handmaidens. However, as the northlanders charged in behind Karan’gar, a chill wind blew through the fire-blackened defences beneath the wall. Dark magic filled the broken bodies of the elves and northlanders who had died there, the corpses lurching awkwardly to their feet at the command of a will not their own. Khornate tribesmen perished in droves as the dead arose, for their eyes were upon the living, not the slain. More died soon after, as Vlad von Carstein dropped lightly from the wall, and forced his way to the head of his resurrected army.


  War-forged though the Skaramor were, there was not one amongst them who could match Vlad’s immortal skill. The vampire employed finesse and brutality in equal measure, deftly parrying in one moment and overpowering through unholy strength in the next. The same could not be said of the zombies, but Vlad used them only to shield himself from the northlanders’ blows, and trusted to his own blade, Blood Drinker, for the killing.


  Thus, by fortune rather than design, the Skaramor attack stalled long enough for Durthu to reach the fray. The Eldest of Ancients struck Karan’gar at a lumbering run, smashing the Bloodthirster sideways into the Middenplatz wall. There was a crackle of snapping bones as the Bloodthirster’s wing folded back on itself, but this was quickly drowned beneath Karan’gar’s bellow of pain as Durthu’s Daith-forged blade punched through his breastplate and deep into his monstrous flesh.


  Even mortally wounded, the daemon fought on. Pushing himself away from the wall with a meaty hand, he hacked at Durthu, each blow sending splintered shards of bark flying from the ancient’s hide. But Durthu was an altogether different prey to Skarana. He weathered those fearsome blows without uttering a sound, then twisted his blade free of the Bloodthirster’s chest, tearing the daemon almost in half and casting his vile spirit back into the Realm of Chaos.


  Durthu’s absence was hard-felt in the brutal melee around the Everqueen. Without the treeman at their side, the dryads and eternal guard were being overwhelmed by Khorne-pledged blades. The Skaramor and witch elves fought on ferociously, unaware of the dwarfs that steadily chopped their rear ranks to offal.


  Hellebron gave a triumphant shriek as her cauldron-shrine crashed through the thin asrai shield wall, and bore down upon the fading Everqueen. Dryads flung themselves up the shrine’s iron stairs, their wicked claws tearing and slicing deep into the Blood Queen’s flesh. Hellebron paid the wounds no heed. Laughing, she hacked the spirits apart, then vaulted down to the foot of the shrine to claim Alarielle’s life.


  Even at the height of her strength, the Everqueen would have been sorely put to defeat Hellebron. Though she had learned blade-craft from the finest warriors in Ulthuan, Alarielle was a creature of peace more than war, and even the most skilful of her tutors would have been beaten down by the Blood Queen’s initial flurry of blows. As it was, the first strike carved a great splinter from the Everqueen’s staff, and the second screamed past her head. Had Alarielle been a fraction slower in twisting aside, that blow would have split her skull in two. It was only a short reprieve. Hellebron’s vicious kick caught the Everqueen full in the stomach, sending her staggering backwards.


  A pair of eternal guardsmen threw themselves at Hellebron from either side. The Blood Queen’s twin blades arced out in perfect synchronicity, and her assailants fell headless. Alarielle made the most of the distraction, and conjured a wall of thorns in Hellebron’s path. The Blood Queen didn’t even slow her pace, but dove into the tangle, hate driving her through the flesh-tearing spikes. Before Alarielle could conjure another defence, Hellebron rammed her sword deep into the Everqueen’s belly.


  Alarielle screamed as Hellebron ripped the sword away. The Everqueen fell to her knees, one hand pressed tight across her wound, the other losing its grip on her alabaster staff. She could feel her lifeblood pulsing away. Ghyran was trying to mend the wound, but the black magics of the Blood Queen’s blade fought it. Briefly, Alarielle bent her magics to hasten the healing, then saw Hellebron’s crackling blade coming about once more, this time to claim her head.


  Even Alarielle didn’t know what spurred her next action. Perhaps it was Ghyran whispering through her thoughts, or maybe it was merely the instinct of desperation. As Hellebron’s sword cut towards her neck, the Everqueen lashed out with a half- gathered spell - the healing magics swept not over her own wounds, but into the Blood Queen’s crazed mind.


  In that instant, the renewing power of Ghyran flooded across Hellebron’s fractured psyche, a cleansing gale that swept away the clouds of madness that had dominated her being for thousands of years. The insanity was too entrenched to be banished for long. For a split second, however, Hellebron perceived the world - and her own place in it - with sane eyes. At once, the Blood Queen was paralysed, visions of a lifetime of malice pouring through her. Her strike faltered, her sword fell to the ground.


  Even though her vision was clouded with agony, Alarielle saw the change overcome her foe. The Everqueen urged her leaden limbs into action, and cast about for a weapon. Numbed fingers closed on an eternal guard’s broken spear. Ignoring the desperate pain as her half-healed wounds opened anew, Alarielle thrust the weapon upwards. The steel tip took Hellebron beneath the ribs, and pierced her heart. A heartbeat later, the two queens collapsed - one dead, the other nearly so.


  Hellebron’s cultists were undismayed by their queen’s fall - if anything, it drove them only to greater frenzy. Roaring and shrieking, they hurled themselves anew at the surviving band of elves, to complete what their mistress had begun. But the moment had been lost. Durthu, returned from his battle with Karan’gar moments too late to save Alarielle, struck the leading ranks of the northlanders like an avalanche.


  Armoured bodies scattered left and right before the treeman's onslaught. With a roar that shook the Middenplatz, Durthu tore Hellebron’s cauldron free of its moorings and hurled it into the Skaramor horde. Fresh screams broke out as boiling blood spilled across armour and flesh, but Durthu was not yet done. Bracing one massive fist against each of the shrine’s twin staircases, he tore it apart with a screech of tortured metal. Given heart by the treeman’s deeds, the last of Alarielle’s host dug deep into their failing strength and made one final effort.


  Trapped between Vlad’s undead, Hammerson’s dwarfs and the remnant of the Host of Life, the eastern half of Hellebron’s horde was at last crushed. Durthu was the hammer, his Daith- wrought blade wielded in one hand, and a mangled shard of the cauldron- shrine in the other. The Zhufbarak were the anvil, their overlapped shields unflinching. The Skaramor and the witch elves did not perish easily, and many hundreds more skulls were claimed for Khorne before they were at last defeated, but defeated they were. As healers clustered around the Everqueen’s fallen form, the last tribesman fell dead, his head split by a blow from Hammerson’s runic staff.


  That left only the western half of Hellebron’s army, held at bay thus far by dwarfen resolve and Gelt’s magics. Twice, Gelt had ordered a fighting retreat. Each time, the Zhufbarak shield walls backed away from mounds of bloodied dead, the wings of the line folding back on themselves as their numbers were gradually whittled down. Now, Gelt’s dwarfs were themselves on the brink of being overwhelmed. Yet Vlad’s undead came down from the north to thicken their right flank, and weary elves looped around to strengthen their left. Hammerson’s Zhufbarak reinforced the centre, for it was there that the fighting was thickest. At last, the tide of skaramor slackened, and victory .seemed possible.


  It was then, with a clamour of gongs and a mournful drone, that a new army made its presence known in the Middenplatz. In truth, it had been advancing for some time, but its shuffling approach through the western gate had been lost beneath the war cries of Skaramor and the shrieking of dryads. Even then, had the wind been blowing from the west, rather than the north, none could have ignored the reek of diseased flesh that hung about the newcomers as thick as the swarms of buzzing flies. As it was, the last of the Skaramor had scarcely fallen beneath Zhufbarak axes when the Nurgle host trudged home against the increasingly ragtag shield wall.


  The dwarfs allowed themselves but a moment of quiet weariness at the sight of their foes. Then they raised their axes, bellowed their oaths of battle, and met this new onslaught with the same fortitude they had brought to every battle since Averheim’s fall.


  To the south, the wood elves’ plight was even worse. Weapons and shields had to be cast aside as they disintegrated into maggots and filth, leaving their bearers defenceless against the glistening plagueswords. But the direst straits were in the north, where Vlad’s risen army held the Zhufbarak right flank. There advanced Isabella von Carstein, walking through the clashing blades with as much concern as a noblewoman out for a summer stroll. Where she passed, the gift of Nurgle in her veins unravelled Vlad’s unbreathing horde, allowing the plaguebearers to advance unopposed. Soon Vlad had no choice but to retreat through the fire-blackened stakes at the foot of the Middenplatz wall, and up onto the ramparts high above. Isabella followed, a thin smile dancing across her lips.


  The dread abyssal made no sound as it approached, but its dark magic stench betrayed its presence. Vlad turned to face the creature’s rider with weary resolve. Whatever joy he had taken in their earlier confrontations had now left him. The rivalries between father-in-darkness and thankless offspring seemed so trivial now.


  ‘Have you come to kill me, or to help?’ Vlad demanded.


  Mannfred crooked a lip into a sneer, as Razarak alighted on the rampart. ‘I’ll waste my time on neither, if it’s all the same to you.’


  Vlad shook his head. ‘You don’t change. Sooner or later, you’ll have to decide whose side you’re on.’


  ‘I did that long ago. I fight for myself.’


  Vlad shook his head. ‘Then you are more like Nagash than you think. Whether just or cruel, a true ruler believes in something greater than himself. A tyrant believes only in himself.’


  ‘Am I to believe that everything you have done, you have done out of largesse?’


  ‘Not in the beginning, perhaps,’ Vlad shrugged. ‘In any case, you may believe what you wish. Just remember: fate is not kind to tyrants.’


  ‘Nor is it kind to fools,’ Mannfred spat. ‘And I know in whose ranks I would rather be counted.’


  ‘Why are you here, boy?’ Vlad asked, not bothering to disguise his weariness.


  ‘To bask in the conviviality of the family reunion, of course.’


  Vlad became aware of another presence on the rampart. Slowly, he turned back towards the gatehouse door, and saw Isabella standing there.


  ‘Greetings, husband,’ she said, her musical voice overlaid with her possessor’s guttural tones. ‘Will you not embrace me, one last time?’


  Behind Vlad, Mannfred laughed and withdrew from the rampart. At once, Vlad knew that the younger vampire had sought only to delay him.


  ‘Very well,’ Vlad said at last, as much to himself as to Isabella. ‘One final embrace, before the end.'


  Once again, Isabella’s speed surprised Vlad. As their blades cut and parried, it took every drop of Vlad’s battle- honed skill to match her. Matters were made worse by the fact that Vlad knew he could not allow Isabella to touch him - he had seen too often what Nurgle’s ‘gift’ did to undead flesh. Moreover, Vlad could not, even now, bring himself to harm Isabella - no matter what evil now had possession of her body and soul. Alas, he knew that nothing, save death, could drive the daemon from his beloved’s soul.


  Back and forth along the rampart they fought. Gradually, Vlad’s parries became slower, his ripostes more reckless. Then, as the battle once more returned to the gatehouse where it had begun, Isabella scored her first, meaningful blow. The tip of the countess’ sword tore through the cold flesh of Vlad’s sword arm, and Blood Drinker clanged on the ground. With a cold smile that was more Bolorog’s than her own, Isabella advanced upon her weaponless opponent, hand outstretched to bless him with Nurgle’s gift. Yet despite all appearances, Vlad was not done. Unable to bring himself to end his beloved’s existence, the vampire had settled on an altogether more desperate plan.


  Already the Carstein Ring was reknitting Vlad’s severed muscles, restoring motion to his wounded hand, but he made no attempt to pick up his fallen blade. Instead, he darted forward, swifter than thought, and slipped under and around Isabella’s grasping fingers. Such was the suddenness of his move that the countess had no chance to react. As he ducked past, Vlad seized Isabella’s outstretched arm at the wrist, and twisted it up and behind her back.


  The countess hissed in pain, and struggled to pull free, but her strength was no match for Vlad’s. He tore the blade from her free hand, careless that the deed cost him two fingers, and held her close.


  Already, Vlad could feel Isabella’s curse gnawing at his flesh. He closed his mind to the pain it caused, and urged his disintegrating body to one last effort. Shucking off the Carstein Ring, Vlad forced it onto one of Isabella’s fingers. Then, before his last strength failed, the eldest of the von Carsteins flung his arms about the struggling countess, and heaved them both off the rampart’s outer edge. For a long moment, the air was filled with Vlad’s bitter laughter, and Isabella’s desperate scream. Both sounds cut off suddenly as the plummeting vampires struck one of the fire-seared stakes at the wall’s foot, the point punching through Vlad’s heart an instant before it pierced Isabella’s.


  No one marked Vlad’s passing, not then, for those that remained were too intent on their own survival. Slowly but surely, the surviving Zhufbarak and wood elves were forced back, their wall of shields refashioned as a ragged ring that sheltered the convalescing Everqueen. Durthu alone felt no weariness, just a rage that redoubled with every fallen ally. He knew that defeat was nigh, and that the world would end soon after. This, the Eldest of Ancients could not allow - not whilst he yet had the power to alter events.


  With a snarl of sorrow, Durthu hurled his sword deep into the daemons’ ranks, the Daith-forged steel spitting a Great Unclean One like a hog over a firepit. Then, the treeman turned and knelt at the Everqueen’s side, and gently rested a single gnarled finger upon her brow. Once, long ago, one of his brothers had sacrificed himself to rid an elven queen of a blight upon her soul. Now, Durthu willingly gave of his life, not to dispel a darkness, but to usher in new life. The freeman’s thorned skin withered and cracked; leaves fell as dust from his shoulders.


  As Durthu’s spirit guttered and died, Alarielle’s bloomed anew. Her wounds v reknitted, the lines faded from her skin, and a brilliant light shone about her once more.


  Rising as if from a dream, the Everqueen took in the sight of Durthu’s petrified form, and knew at once the sacrifice the ancient had made. Anger mingled with sadness in Alarielle’s heart. She reached back to a time before the Rhana Dandra had begun, when she had not been the Incarnate of Life, but Alarielle, bane of daemons. Binding together the dying embers of Durthu’s soul, the power of Ghyran raging within her, and the purity that was hers by right of lineage, the Everqueen closed her eyes, threw back her head and sang a single perfect note.


  White fire, its tips crested with brilliant green, pulsed out across the Middenplatz. It passed over the shrunken ring of Zhufbarak and elven shields without harm, but those daemons it touched burned to ash. Alarielle had felt hundreds of daemons perish. Yet when she opened her eyes, she saw wearily that thousands more remained. Durthu’s sacrifice had brought them a breathing space, no more. Pushing her way to Gelt’s and Hammerson’s side, she prepared to make a final stand.


  Of all whom remained in the Middenplatz, it was only Balthasar Gelt who kept any hope. Where others saw only a death delayed, the Incarnate of Metal saw opportunity, but one that was fading fast. For the first time since Gelt’s arrival, the north gate was clear - at least for a time. As the daemons lurched over the ashes of their comrade to renew their assault, Gelt exchanged a glance with Gotri


  Hammerson. The two had shared many perils since their meeting at Averheim; the dwarf at once knew what was in the wizard’s mind, and gave a slow nod of assent.


  With only a moment’s hesitation, Gelt set his heels to Quicksilver’s flanks. Though no longer able to take wing, the pegasus was swift enough upon the ground - certainly enough to outpace corpulent daemons of Nurgle. Quicksilver whinnied and sprang away. Gelt passed Alarielle at full gallop. The wizard gave a sharp word of command, and golden hands gathered the Everqueen up and onto Quicksilver’s back. Plague drones buzzed after them, but Hammerson barked a command, and a salvo of handgun fire tore the daemons apart.


  As they passed by the northern gatehouse, Gelt caught a glance of Vlad’s lonely, impaled corpse, his lifeless eyes fixed skyward, and a smile upon his lips. For a moment, the wizard felt an unexpected sadness, an echo of history strangely repeated, and wondered what fate had laid the vampire low. Then, Quicksilver was through the gate, and into the streets of the Palast district.


  


  


  [image: LotET-symbol1_opt]


  The Battle Of Ulric’s Bones
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  The Emperor and Tyrion drove their knights hard through Middenheim’s ruined streets, guided ever eastward by the flames on the horizon. They slowed for nothing, not for the roaming packs of skaven, the wild¬eyed northlander warbands, nor even the daemons who haunted the possessed alleys of Sudgarten. Each foe was met with lowered lances and a fervent cry, or else driven back by dragonfire delivered from on high.


  Princes of Caledor swooped fearlessly through the skies, braving the storm and fire in order to clear a path for their allies. Not all survived their audacity. One dragon was struck by a bolt of emerald lightning, its plunging corpse demolishing a row of dwellings before it came fully to rest. Many more brave knights - elf and man - perished during that headlong charge, dragged from the saddle by a ratman’s claws, or hacked down by a northlander’s wild axe. But there was no force in Sudgarten that could hold against the fury of Deathclaw, or against the searing white light that was Tyrion’s to command.


  At last, the Emperor’s charge carried him out of the Sudgarten, and into the levelled waste of the Ulricsmund. There, the knights saw the cause of the fire they had followed. On the edge of the great excavation, a dwindling host of elves drove hard for the Temple of Ulric. Fire was their cloak and their shield. It spilled from the blades of their weapons and from the phoenixes who circled in the skies above. Roaring skullreapers and hissing bloodletters surrounded the elves, a blood-hungry tide that never slackened, but the wake of blackened corpses stood as sickening testament to the slaughter Caradryan’s host had wrought in their defiance.


  Even as Tyrion arrived at the Ulricsmund, he saw Ashtari swoop onto the back of a bellowing giant.


  Before the brute could shake him free, the firebird lunged his hook- beak into the giant’s blistering flesh, tearing free a great bloody gobbet. Caradryan’s halberd came about a heartbeat later, hacking into the giant’s skull in a spray of blood and bone. With a sickening lurch, the giant fell sideways, slamming into the northlanders with enough force to shatter the rock underfoot. Ashtari was already away, talons raking a warband of skullcrushers as the gore-slicked knights began their thunderous charge.


  So embroiled were the Skaramor in their battle against the Host of Fire, that they did not mark the new arrivals. Only when the ground began to tremble with the pounding of hooves did the rearmost northlanders recognise their peril. Chieftains bellowed orders when they saw the gleam of silver and white amongst the gloom, and the ominous silhouettes of dragon-wings against the storm- chased clouds. But their orders went unheard amongst the clamour of battle, or were ignored by warriors too lost in the prospect of claiming skulls for Khorne. Only when the first lances thrust home, and the first death-screams rang out, did the northlander warbands truly react. By then, it was too late.


  Reiksguard lances punched through armour and into the soft flesh beyond. Dragons plucked skullcrusher knights from their brass saddles and cast them wailing over the great excavation’s edge. Skycutters darted to and fro above the milling horde, long spears thrusting down to pierce the eye sockets of crimson helms. Demigryphs and cold ones clawed and bit at juggernauts, and knight matched steel with knight. Ordinarily, no warrior of the Empire or Athel Loren could have hoped to match a Khorne-pledged brute blow for blow, but desperate times lent them the strength to prevail.


  Deathclaw was ever in motion. Each swooping pounce the griffon made ended in blood and horror. His talons crushed northlanders where they stood, or else pinned them in place until his beak could tear them apart. Tyrion was scarcely more than a dozen paces behind the griffon, Malhandir keeping effortless pace with Deathclaw’s savage advance.


  The Incarnate wielded his light as a weapon. Where it fell, daemons were snatched into oblivion, and Chaos-tainted mortals were struck blind, clawing at their eyes and easy marks for the vengeful elves that rode behind the prince. Caught between fire, light and the vengeance of ‘weak’ southlanders who had years of horrors to repay, the warriors of the Skaramor and their daemon allies began to fail.


  One by one, the Skaramor warbands broke, spilling away north to the Temple of Ulric, and the uneven roadway that led down into the great excavation. Bereft of allies, the daemons felt their grip on the mortal world begin to slacken, and the Realm of Chaos drew them inexorably home. None of this went unnoticed by wrathful Khorne, and a bellow deeper and more piercing than the loudest thunder shook the skies.


  Blazing meteors penetrated the clouds, each one a brass-plated skull plucked from the Blood God’s throne. One by one, they crashed indiscriminately into the seething mass upon the Ulricsmund, slaughtering the Skaramor as readily as their enemies. Khorne was displeased by his worshippers’ cowardice, and strove to smite them as readily as he did the mortals who fought against his cause.


  Yet the skulls also took their toll of elven and Imperial lives. One slammed into the Host of Fire, all but obliterating a pride of white lions. Another struck a circling phoenix, hurling the firebird’s broken body to the ground. The last of the Knights Griffon, who had stood stalwart at the Emperor’s side since Averheim’s siege began, were consumed by flame when a howling skull slammed into their formation’s heart.


  There was no shelter from the bombardment. What few ruins still stood collapsed like matchsticks when skulls struck them. Tyrion wove a shield of pure magic, a dome of shining light beneath which he sought to shelter his allies, but it shattered like glass under the first impact, scattering shards of razor-sharp light across the Ulricsmund. With no other choice, the united Hosts of Fire, Light and Heavens fought on as the skies fell, each warrior amongst their ranks praying for victory, or at the very least a swift death. On they forged through the sea of fleeing Skaramor, trying to ignore the flaming doom that screamed from above.


  Only when the combined Incarnate host was nigh unto the Temple of Ulric’s walls did the bombardment cease. None believed that a holy presence within the shrine had caused the attacks to falter; so slighted and defiled was the once-grand building that no wholesome god could have any longer held power over it. In this, the warriors of the host were correct. Khorne’s wrath, though never-ending, was easily distracted to other concerns - even as the End Times drew to a climax - and some quarrel with his brothers now commanded the Blood God’s attention.


  Thus did the Incarnate host come before the great excavation, and find their path blocked. A blaze of crackling warpflame guarded the descent, a deadly barrier that none could traverse. Beyond the fire, raven-headed sorcerers cackled their blasphemous spells whilst lurid daemons capered and sneered. None amongst the host doubted that the Incarnates could breach the barricade - they had come too far to be denied by mere sorcery. However, it was another question whether they would be given the time to make the attempt. Already, crude chants were echoing from the north. In the shadows beyond the temple, the Skaramor were regathering their courage.


  Worse was to come. As Tyrion and Caradryan wrestled with the magic of the warpflame barrier, a chorus of gnawing, feral howls rang out from the north, followed by the percussive thud of many hundreds of running feet. As the Incarnates laboured, the Emperor reformed their forces to face this new threat. The howling grew louder as weary elves and men hurried into position, at last reaching the pinnacle of the Ulricsmund as new foes arrived to do battle.


  Most of the leading wave were northland hounds, all lean muscle, greasy fur and keen fangs. Most of those wretched creatures had once been men, twisted into new and more servile shapes by dread Ka’Bandha, Lord of the Hunt. Others were stray brutes, separated from their masters during the running battles across the city, and drawn by instinct to the shelter of the pack. They pounced without hesitation, driven by a terrible hunger and a will not their own. Most perished in that first attack, for the Incarnate host’s blades were ready for them. Even so, many a pair of fangs tore a throat ragged, or dragged a knight from his steed so that the pack could tear him limb from limb.


  Behind the dogs came warhounds of a different sort. These still wore the shape of men, but Ka’Bandha had changed their minds as surely as he had warped their fellows’ bodies.


  No intelligence lurked behind those bloodshot eyes, just a desire to rend and tear, to sink their teeth into still¬pulsing flesh, and feel the warm blood spill free. These feralkin howled like animals as they charged, and perished like vermin beneath the disciplined blades of the Incarnate host. But they dove onto the waiting blades without hesitation, dragging swords from hands with the weight of their own bodies. It was a new and desperate insanity in a night full of madness, and there was no cure save death.


  Then, with a swoop of wings like a peal of thunder, the huntsmaster himself descended upon the Ulricsmund. Spreading his wings wide, Ka’Bandha issued a bellow of challenge that boomed across the city. On hearing it, the Skaramor lurking in the temple’s shadow found their courage once more, and came forth to serve the cause of slaughter. Further south, the Imperials within the Incarnate host made the sign of the hammer, and prayed for Sigmar to save them. The elves placed their faith in the Incarnates, for they knew that mortal steel alone could not prevail.


  Recognising that to wait for the oncoming horde would bring only death, the Emperor threw his knights forward. A cavalry line made for a poor shield wall, but a counter-charge gave a chance of survival, however slim. Banners raised, trumpets sang; the last charge of men and elves sprang forward through the baying hounds and feralkin. The Emperor led their charge, his battle cry bellowed in the old tongue of the Unberogens, not heard in those parts for long centuries. Propelled by Deathclaw’s mighty wings, he soared towards Ka’Bandha’s looming form, runefang brandished high. The Bloodthirster, recognising his prey come forth at last, gave a triumphant roar of his own and took to the air, his aim to at last seize the Emperor’s skull.


  Both man and daemon were too slow. The two foes were yet a quarter-mile apart when a bolt of winged flame surged past Deathclaw and struck the Bloodthirster head-on above the Temple of Ulric. Fire ringed the Bloodthirster, forcing him to abandon his charge and confront his new foe.


  Caradryan and Ashtari hacked and tore at Ka’Bandha, seeking to keep the other off-balance. The Incarnate of Fire had known at once that the Emperor could not match the daemon in an even contest. An Incarnate’s power was needed, or so Caradryan had deemed. However, Ka’Bandha was a Bloodthirster of the third host; he had fought both Tyrion and Malekith to a standstill in Athel Loren, and one Incarnate alone had little hope of besting him - something that Caradryan soon realised.


  No matter how Ashtari tore at daemon’s flesh, no matter the fires that crackled across his monstrous body, Ka’Bandha did not slow, did not even acknowledge what must have been fearsome agony. Even the wicked edge of Caradryan’s Phoenix Blade, though it sliced into the daemon readily enough, seemed not to cause the brute any pain.


  At the same time, Ashtari was forced to break constantly away from the fight, lest the impact of the Bloodthirster’s whirling hammer-flail strike him from the skies. Yet each time the phoenix peeled away, he came back harder and more reckless than before, determined to elicit some roar of agony from the daemon.


  Turning to follow the phoenix, Ka’Bandha shifted tactics. His hammer’s chain blazed red as he whirled it through the air, then let fly. The Bloodthirster had timed his throw perfectly, and the hell-forged links looped around the phoenix’s neck and bit deep. Ashtari screeched and swept his wings down in an attempt to pull free, but Ka’Bandha’s strength was too great. Hand over hand, the Bloodthirster reeled the phoenix in, ignoring the tempest of fire with which Caradryan smote him. Ashtari clawed and bit at the daemon, the ichor-stained wounds blazing briefly, but there was no altering fate now. Ka’Bandha gave one last heave, drawing the phoenix into a deadly embrace. Then he sank his fangs deep into the firebird’s blazing plumage, and tore out Ashtari’s throat.


  Ashtari went limp at once, the flames of his being rapidly turning dull and ashen as the magic left his corpse. Giving voice to a rare shout of anger, Caradryan sprang from his saddle as the Bloodthirster let Ashtari’s corpse fall. The Incarnate’s halberd gleamed as it clove the air, the blow granted strength as gravity dragged Caradryan swiftly groundward. The blade struck Ka’Bandha’s brazen crown, splitting its outflung crest and hacking deep into his scalp. The Bloodthirster roared in agony for the first time, and swatted at Caradryan’s falling body, shattering the Incarnate’s legs as if they were twigs.


  Caradryan struck the Ulricsmund with crushing force, his halberd jarring from his hand. Feralkin howled at the sight of wounded prey. They surged towards the fallen Incarnate, then backed away as Ka’Bandha’s hooves crunched into the rubble - none dared deny the daemon his kill. Caradryan rolled onto his back. His fingers strained for the Phoenix Blade’s haft, but it was far beyond his reach. With a sneer, Ka’Bandha raised one cracked hoof high and slammed it down onto the Incarnate’s chest. In the moment before impact, Caradryan closed his eyes and uttered a single word, both a command to the magic in his blood and a final curse upon his slayer.


  Burn!


  As the Emperor reached the duel, he saw Ka’Bandha’s hoof crush Caradryan’s chest, and saw also sparks of flame burst from the Incarnate’s corpse. They took root in the Bloodthirster’s flesh, running hungrily across his torso and limbs, growing in intensity until no part of the daemon was not ablaze. Ka’Bandha bellowed as Aqshy flowed over him. He flailed and staggered, his outstretched wings scattering the feralkin and Skaramor in his shadow. Seeing his opening, the Emperor urged Deathclaw on.


  As man and griffon closed with Ka’Bandha, the Bloodthirster’s tone shifted from pain to a deep, rumbling laughter. Though the fires in his flesh had not receded, the daemon had plumbed the depths of his agony, and realised that he could endure the pain, for they were nothing compared to his own forge-born flames. As the Emperor dove towards him, the Bloodthirster lashed out with his hammer-flail. The brazen head struck Deathclaw with the audible crack of a breaking wing. The griffon was smashed out of the air, his unconscious body slewing around as it ploughed through the temple’s rubble. The Emperor was flung from his saddle by the impact, thrown high through the remnants of a stained- glass window, and into the gloomy chamber beyond.


  Ka’Bandha stomped through the rubble, angry fire trailing behind him. Deathclaw lay before him, the griffon’s feathers twitching as he struggled against unconsciousness. Snarling in anticipation of his kill, the Bloodthirster brought his hammer slamming down on the beast’s skull. Yet, as he did so, a shield of brilliant light coalesced in front of Deathclaw. The barrier shattered into a thousand gleaming shards as the hammer struck, but the intercession robbed Ka’Bandha’s blow of all force. Before the daemon could strike again, there was a blur of motion, as Tyrion arrived to oppose him.


  The light was blinding, its touch painful, but it was nothing to the fire of Aqshy that still burned in every fibre of his being. Ka’Bandha stared down at the impudent elf who thought to challenge him. Had the mortals not yet learned that he was a foe beyond them? Not that it mattered. Khorne would reward him for their deaths.


  ‘This beast and his master are mine to claim, bloodspeck,’ Ka’Bandha rumbled. ‘Flee now, and I shall not seek your death until this night’s work is done.’


  The Bloodthirster hoped that the elf would accept the offer. The hunt was always more enjoyable than the kill. Besides, Karl Franz’s skull had evaded him too long, and Ka’Bandha yearned to claim it.


  The elf shifted in his saddle and scowled, his brilliant halo shining all the stronger with his defiance. ‘I do not bargain with daemons. I kill them.’


  Then he raised his sword, and charged.


  Ka’Bandha had slain one Incarnate, but Tyrion was a far more challenging foe. Even before the power of Hysh had infused him, the prince had been one of the mortal world’s foremost warriors - now, he was all but unstoppable. Thus he matched Ka’Bandha’s savage strength with speed and skill. Again and again the hammer crashed down, throwing dust and wicked stone shards in all directions, but Malhandir’s swiftness ensured that Tyrion was never struck. The hammer-flail’s chain whistled through the air with every strike, but each time, Sunfang’s gleaming blade deflected the links before they could snare its wielder.


  In return, Tyrion lashed out at Ka’Bandha with banishing light. However, as in King’s Glade, the beast’s savage will saw him battle on. The killing, then, was left to Sunfang’s edge, but even Tyrion’s most savage blows left the Bloodthirster untroubled. His flesh afire and assailed by cleansing light, the Bloodthirster was beyond pain such as Tyrion could cause. What bellows he uttered were threats and snarls, not cries of agony, and Ka’Bandha grew all the more savage even as the elf began to tire.


  Anarchy reigned across the Ulricsmund. The Skaramor and feralkin paid little heed to tactics, and simply went wherever slaughter took them. At first, this worked to the favour of the elf and human knights, who wheeled and charged so that their lances and swords always struck the foe where they were unprepared. Where the path was blocked, dragons roared overhead, their flames forging paths of twisted and blackened flesh through the Chaos horde. However, as the battle went on, the balance of power lurched away from the Incarnates’ forces.


  With Caradryan’s death, the power of Aqshy began to leave those elves who had fought at his side. Fires faded from their blades, and fury from their hearts. Furthermore, when the Emperor was struck from the skies, many of the Imperial knights felt dismay claw at their hearts. They fought on, but the sudden shock of their leader’s fall threw many a charge into disarray, and the Skaramor were quick to take advantage. Only the druchii who fought for Tyrion kept their haughty composure. The Captain of the Phoenix Guard had been their enemy far longer than their ally, and the human Emperor was, by his very definition, an inferior being.


  The Incarnates’ casualties tallied ever higher, the bellowed war cries and the clash of steel echoed out across the city, luring new warriors to the fight. Kurgan, skaven - even a few bestial survivors of the Middenplatz massacre - flocked to the Ulricsmund and flung themselves into battle.


  WAAAGH!


  Grimgor’s horde spilled into the Ulricsmund from the south, the sudden onslaught of choppas and iron-bound clubs obliterating the skaven who had arrived only moments before. As the survivors of the Host of Shadow advanced more cautiously behind, the Waaagh!-cry went up again, and the orcs thundered into the welcome fury of battle.


  Skaramor warbands shifted course to oppose the newcomers. They bellowed their crude battle cries, clashed their blood-stained blades and hurled severed heads into the greenskins’ ranks. Such bloodthirsty displays had served them well before, but they had no effect whatsoever on the orcs, who simply roared all the louder and increased their headlong pace. The two lines slammed together with a crash loud enough to be heard across the Ulricsmund, the force of the impact hurling armoured northlanders and bleeding greenskins high into the air, or back into their own ranks.


  Grimgor fought at the orcs’ head, the standard of the Immortulz close at his back. The ogres, however, displayed a fraction more canniness, and held back long enough for their ironblasters to be wheeled across the mangled pile of skaven dead. When the last war machine was in place, flaming brands were touched to fuses and a volley of heavy iron balls whipped across the Ulricsmund, tearing bloody holes in the flank of a Skaramor warband, and all but obliterating a host of Kurgan knights. A chorus of belly-laughs boomed out at the grisly spectacle, and then the ogres barged forward over the Kurgans’ bloody remains.


  Few of Tyrion’s embattled knights had attention to spare for the sudden arrivals from the south. Those who did, welcomed the Beast- Waaaghl’s arrival - at least so long as they beat the Skaramor bloody. Even so, many knights thereafter chose to fight battles that led them steadily northward, away from the unpredictable greenskins who pressed in from the south.


  Those knights who battled northwards found fresh respite in the arrival of Balthasar Gelt and Alarielle. Quicksilver had borne the two Incarnates through the winding northern streets, always choosing evasion over needless conflict.


  Both felt the burden of allies slain or abandoned, and had silently pledged that the sacrifices made by Hammerson, Durthu and Vlad would not be in vain. Now the pegasus bore his burdens to safer ground. Golden light flared, transmuting Skaramor into lifeless statues, and then Gelt and Alarielle were amongst the lances and shields of the Reiksguard.


  Though he would never have admitted it, Tyrion was overmatched. Ka’Bandha seemed impervious to pain and fatigue, had battled on though his flesh was charred and cracked from Aqshy’s flame. The Bloodthirster fought with both hammer-flail and axe now, the weapons whirling with berserk energy.


  Tyrion leaned low in his saddle. The axe-blade ripped through the air above, splitting a granite pillar in two and toppling a defaced statue of Ulric. The falling stone would have crushed the elf, had not Malhandir spurred forward at that moment, galloping around Ka’Bandha’s legs. As a giant, flaming wing passed overhead, Tyrion rose up in the stirrups once more and hacked at the leathery membrane. Malhandir’s momentum, wedded to Sunfang’s flawless edge, tore not only through the wing’s membrane, but also through three of its bony vanes.


  At last, Tyrion provoked a roar of pain. The Bloodthirster span back to face him. Ka’Bandha’s axe hissed down again, aimed to split the prince in two. Sunfang rose to meet it, the blade blazing with Tyrion’s light.


  There was an ear-splitting screech and a flash of light as the two weapons met, but Sunfang proved the superior blade. A vast shard of Ka’Bandha’s axe-head sheared away to clang into the rubble, but such was the force of the blow that Tyrion was knocked backwards out of his saddle, and fell winded to the ground.


  Casting his ruined axe down, Ka’Bandha stepped forward with a bellow of triumph and raised his right hoof high, to stomp the life from Tyrion as he had his fellow Incarnate.


  At that moment, a sudden gale sprang up across the Ulricsmund.


  It blew from the south, out of the charnel streets of the Merchant District, and howled up along the great excavation’s western flank.


  With it came a swirling dark cloud, roiling and pulsing with dread energy. Where the cloud passed, combatants fell lifeless; their skin desiccated and cracked, their weapons and armour crumbled to dust. It made no distinction between the battling sides - orcs and elves perished beneath its embrace as surely as did ratmen or northlanders. As the cloud grew close to Ka’Bandha, it burst apart, the scattering tendrils of vapour revealing a robed figure as grim as death itself. With a dark gleam, Zefet-nebtar, the Mortis Blade, swept out.


  Tyrion forgotten, the Bloodthirster threw himself at his new foe. His hammer came up to block the Mortis Blade’s strike, sparks flying as daemon weapon and cursed blade vied for supremacy. Neither Nagash nor Ka’Bandha found victory in that first clash, and the weapons ripped apart to the sound of the Bloodthirster’s renewed bellow and the liche’s death-rattle.


  Nagash had not sought to save Tyrion’s life. Indeed, the Great Necromancer hadn’t even marked his presence at Ka’Bandha’s feet; both the prince and his faithful steed would have perished if he hadn’t recovered the presence of mind to cast a shield against Nagash’s arrival. Rather, the Supreme Lord of the Undead loathed stooping to physical combat, and had determined to make an example of the mightiest foe upon the field now that he had been forced to sully himself.


  Unnoticed, Malhandir bore an exhausted Tyrion away as the two demigods traded blows that would have cracked a mountain. Nagash matched the Bloodthirster strength for strength, but the Mortis Blade was not his only weapon. Nine tomes of flesh-bound lore performed swirling orbits around the Great Necromancer as he fought, their pages fluttering and sparking with amethyst energy as Nagash drew upon their power.


  At last, Ka’Bandha had met a foe that was his equal. However, this was only to the Bloodthirster’s liking, for he deemed Nagash’s skull to be the greatest prize upon the Ulricsmund. He ignored the chill wind that tore at his flesh, at last extinguishing Caradryan’s flames, and battered at the liche with every dreg of strength he possessed. His hammer-flail whirled and struck in a punishing rhythm, driving shards of warpstone from the Great Necromancer’s cursed blade, but coming away scarred in return. The barbed chain lashed out to shatter Nagash’s bones, but the liche only laughed as flaring amethyst magic crept along his limbs and restored his broken body. Yet neither Ka’Bandha’s fury nor Nagash’s sorceries could break the deadlock - the foes were too well-matched.


  However, in fighting Nagash, Ka’Bandha had quite forgotten the hunt that had brought him to the Ulricsmund in the first place. He had forgotten the Emperor.


  The Emperor awoke in darkness. His face was sticky with half-clotted blood, and his body was numb.


  The air was heavy, and the unmistakable smell of a slaughterhouse was thick in his nostrils.


  Dragging himself to his feet, he peered into the darkness. Ahead of him, a pool of blood bubbled and spat; all around, corpses hung from the ceiling on heavy chains. And at the back of the chamber, at the very limit of the Emperor’s vision, loomed a throne of skulls and flayed skin.


  A howl sounded behind the Emperor. It was quickly joined by others, and by the scramble of paws and hands on rubble. The Emperor’s hand flew to his scabbard - then he remembered that the runefang was gone. It had been flung from his hand when he’d been thrown from Deathclaw’s back. It could be anywhere now, and he didn’t relish facing Ka’Bandha’s hounds without it.


  With no other option, he pressed on through the forest of chains. Behind him, the howling grew louder, accompanied by the crunch of boots on stone.


  Moving quickly, propelled by an instinct he couldn’t quite identify, the Emperor skirted the blood pool, and stared at the throne. Scraps of sinew and fat still clung to the bones, but he scarcely noticed, for his attention was drawn to a gleam of bronze atop the abhorrent structure. No cleansing flame, no morning sunlight had ever seemed so beautiful as that sight.


  Behind the Emperor, the howls reached a fever pitch as the first of the hounds caught his scent. It didn’t matter. Not now.


  ‘Hello, old friend,’ he whispered, and reached out a trembling hand.


  Lightning flared across the sky. This was not the blood-red lightning of recent days, but an angry shaft of heavenly light. It struck the Temple of Ulric’s ravaged dome, and sparked across its battered roof. Thunder pealed, crisp and clear, and the lightning came again. With the second bolt, the front of the temple exploded, chunks of brick and stonework flung outwards by the blast. Bodies of Skaramor and feralkin came too, cast from the temple’s depths by a sudden rebirth of power, and Deathclaw’s wounded body was lost to sight. Ka’Bandha and Nagash both shrank away from the light, the Great Necromancer recalling unbidden the memory of a long-ago humiliation at the gates of Altdorf.


  Tyrion saw the light, and with it the revelation of a truth that he had known since his return from the dead. Karl Franz had not been reborn during the fall of Altdorf. His body had been restored, true enough. However, the will that drove it was not his, but that of Sigmar Heldenhammer, whose spirit who had been trapped within the Wind of Heavens for more than two thousand years. Yet without his fabled hammer - without Ghal Maraz - the first Emperor had not been reborn whole, not at first. Archaon had unknowingly exploited this weakness when he had stripped the Emperor of his Incarnatehood at Averheim. However, the Everchosen had not - could not - truly comprehend the nature of his foe. To Archaon, Sigmar was a myth, a lie, but Archaon had deceived himself, had read only what he wished to see in the prophecies of Necrodomo the Insane. Now, with Sigmar and his fabled weapon reunited, the power of the heavens was his once again, and hope was reborn.


  All upon the Ulricsmund felt the sudden shift in fortunes. Feralkin howled in sudden terror, and skaven screeched in dismay. The knights of the Empire, who had fought at Sigmar’s side for many months, never knowing the truth until now, felt all tiredness fall from their bones. Sudden joy bubbled up through the fear and hatred that had dominated their recent days, and they fell about their foes with a fury that knew no abeyance. The remaining Incarnates looked towards the Temple of Ulric, and recognised the truth of the Emperor’s return. Only the orcs missed the significance of what had just occurred. They continued about their bloody work, neither awed nor dismayed by the fury in the skies.


  Even buried deep in the Fauschlag, Teclis heard the distant sounds of battle far above. In the centre of the cavern, the warp-artefact shone ominously, myriad colours rippling like fire across its oily surface. Sorcerers clustered around it, uttering harsh syllables as they coaxed the ancient doom to life. Even Teclis, learned as he was, recognised few of the incantations being uttered. Instinctively, the mage knew that he was hearing sounds not uttered since the time of the Old Ones.


  For the hundredth time, the mage tested his chains, and for the hundredth time it proved a wasted effort. The links went taught against their mooring in the rock wall, and cold iron chafed against wrists that were already raw from previous attempts, but there was nothing more to show for the effort. It was all the more frustrating because Teclis could feel the magic billowing through the cave. It had been drawn forth by the thousands of blood sacrifices whose stench lay thick upon the air, and whose corpses lay strewn about the cavern’s perimeter. Yet the baleful runes set in the heavy manacles prevented Teclis from siphoning even a fraction of that power - and without it, he was helpless.


  But then, Teclis doubted he could have achieved much even if he had broken free. The chamber was ringed by Archaon’s silent warriors, and the Everchosen himself only tore his attention away from the glistening artefact to satisfy himself that his captive made no mischief. Archaon should have killed him, Teclis knew. However, the Everchosen’s pride clearly demanded an audience for his last terrible act - even if it was an audience of one.


  All of a sudden, Teclis’ keen ears picked up the faint sound of lightning. The chamber shuddered, dislodging several stalactites from the ceiling. Gold gleamed through the fresh cracks in the cavern roof, and Teclis wondered at the Fauschlag’s true nature - not that it mattered greatly now. The calcified spikes crashed down into the triple-ringed ritual circle, crushing several of the chanting sorcerers. Others fled their labours, only to return at Archaon’s sonorous command - clearly they feared the Everchosen more than the caprices of falling rock.


  ‘Sigmar is coming,’ Teclis said. He had spoken softly, but the some trick of acoustics carried his words clearly across the chamber.


  Archaon rounded on the mage. ’Are you so desperate for salvation that you place your hope in a myth?’ he demanded. ‘I thought elves more rational than that.’


  Teclis shook his head. ‘I am too rational to doubt the evidence of my own experience.’


  ‘You are blinded by lies,’ the Everchosen snarled.


  ‘One of us is, certainly,’ Teclis rejoined, unflinchingly meeting the Everchosen’s hollow gaze. For a moment, he thought that Archaon would cut him down, trading the loss of a witness for silence. Then the Everchosen laughed, a sound somehow darker than his snarl.


  The chamber shuddered again, but this time lightning high above was not the cause. Behind Archaon, the warp-artefact pulsed suddenly, its gleaming mass doubling in size. The nearest sorcerers were sucked into its depths, not even given time to scream. Pain-wracked faces bulged against the oily surface from within, and the whorls of colour broke apart into ever more dizzying patterns. The cavern floor cracked and fissured, baleful light gleaming up through the jagged wounds in the rock. The stench of blood was overwhelmed by the bitter stink of brimstone, and a sweet, sickly smell that Teclis could not identify, and did not wish to.


  Archaon laughed again as the artefact pulsed anew, its circumference redoubling. ‘The dying moments of the world are upon us. A false god cannot save you now.’


  On the summit of the Ulricsmund, lightning struck the temple for a third time, then seared outwards through the shattered facade. Except this time, Deathclaw was at its head. The griffon was bloodied - one wing was still broken and lifeless from where Ka’Bandha’s hammer had struck him from the sky - but the fury in his voice was terrible to hear. Sigmar rode atop the griffon’s shoulders, Ghal Maraz gleaming with brilliant light in his hand.


  Deathclaw surged forward, propelled across the rubble by powerful claws. Lightning burst from Ghal Maraz’s head. It struck Ka’Bandha square in the chest, melting his armour, and flinging him backwards. The Bloodthirster bellowed, his hooves scoring twin tracks through the rubble as he sought to steady himself. Then he roared, and went to meet the Emperor’s charge. Nagash made no move to stop him - the Great Necromancer had no desire to make Sigmar’s existence any easier than strictly necessary.


  Ka’Bandha and Deathclaw struck each other mid-leap. The Bloodthirster’s hammer went wide, but the Emperor’s did not. It had been dubbed ‘Skull Splitter’ by its forger, and once again it proved the aptness of that name.


  The rune-inscribed head struck Ka’Bandha’s crown with a hollow chime, cracking the metal.


  With a roar, Ka’Bandha fell backwards, slamming into the rubble of the Ulricsmund, the impact throwing up a cloud of dust. Deathclaw was upon him in a heartbeat, the griffon’s weight pinning the Bloodthirster down whilst the Emperor readied another blow. This second strike was even mightier than the first, the hammer’s head trailing lightning as it crashed home. Ka’Bandha’s skull shattered with a sharp crack, speckling the Emperor and Deathclaw with shards of ichor-stained bone. The daemon convulsed once, and did not rise. His physical form was at last slain, and his monstrous spirit flung back into the Realm of Chaos.


  This marked the turning point in the battle of the Ulricsmund. With Ka’Bandha slain, the bloodthirsty spirit that had guided his hounds faded away to nothing. Feralkin howled and fled, or else cowered, waiting for the inevitable deathblow. Skaven and Kurgan retreated in droves, seeking shelter in the ruins beyond the Ulricsmund. Some Skaramor fought on. However, the Beast-Waaaghl’s brutish warriors were drawn to their bloody banners like flies to dung, and one by one, the skull-totems fell, their bearers slain or fled. As the Incarnates rallied what forces remained to them, greenskins and ogres pursued their beaten foes deeper into the city. Only Grimgor and his Immortulz remained. The warboss was bound by his desire to best the Everchosen who waited at the excavation’s heart, his bodyguard by their ironclad loyalty to their master’s will. Malekith spoke for Grimgor, his tone somehow managing to tread a line between respect for his new ‘leader’ and deadly challenge to any who sought to mock his status. Thus, the strange alliance that had begun in the Wynd was now extended to all of the Incarnates.


  As the uproar of battle faded into the surrounding streets, the Incarnates gathered their forces before the great excavation’s entrance. The barrier of warpflame was still in place, the chanting of daemons and sorcerers beyond having only redoubled in the wake of Ka’Bandha’s defeat.


  Summoning the full force of their power, the Incarnates smote that barrier with the majestic spectrum of magic - or almost so. With Caradryan’s death, the power of Aqshy had been lost, but its absence was not sorely felt. Assailed by the dual onslaughts of light and shadow, of life and death - hammered by skyborne lightning, and transmutative golden rays - the magics of the barrier began to shift and crack. Only Grimgor made no attempt to unleash his latent arcane potential, for the orc still understood little of the fate that had overtaken him. Instead, he hefted his axe once, bellowed a wordless challenge at the pulsating warpflame and struck the barrier with all of his considerable might.


  As Gitsnik sliced home, the magics of the barrier collapsed. The flames broke inward as drops of blazing, many-hued liquid, the backwash snatching the barrier’s creators into ashen oblivion. Grimgor bellowed in triumph. As if in answer, the Fauschlag gave a sudden lurching shudder. The way was open, but was it too late?


  No enemies assailed the Incarnates and their surviving army of orcs, elves and men as they journeyed into the Fauschlag’s torch-lit depths. Many times they heard the skittering of skaven claws, but always in branching passages, and scurrying away. The Incarnates and their allies travelled as swiftly as they could, mindful that the tremors in the rock boded ill.


  None could say for certain how far progressed Archaon’s ritual was. All were certain that it had begun, if for no other reason than the Everqueen appeared increasingly wan as time passed. As the Weave suffered, so did she. Nevertheless, Alarielle refused all aid, and insisted on making the journey on her own two feet.


  Even without foes to harry them, the descent was far from easy. The excavation cut through flag-stoned tunnels, and long abandoned sewers, and had been hewn out of a desire for haste, not ease of use. The topmost tunnels had been dug to allow toiling slaves into the lower depths, not to admit beasts of Seraphon and Deathclaw’s size, and there was many a scrape on flesh or scale. Nagash, of course, had no such problem.


  The Great Necromancer traversed the tunnels as the same oppressive death-cloud he been on arrival at the Ulricsmund, forcing his allies to advance either well ahead or well behind him. Only when the Incarnates reached the cavernous lower levels could the dragon and griffon move relatively unhindered.


  The last traces of man-made environs eventually gave way, replaced by the cold bedrock of the mountain. Here, the skaven had made use of the Fauschlag’s natural caverns, and the route became less direct. But always, the trail of dead, emaciated slaves pointed the way deeper into the mountain. Here too were the first signs of otherworldly infestation. In many places, the dark rock of the tunnels gave way to pulsing expanses of daemonic flesh. Skaven and human bodies lay clustered in such places, slaves and guards alike, the bones often picked clean of flesh and pock-marked as if by acid. The Incarnates bypassed these passageways, where the layout of the tunnels allowed, and used magic to scour away the infestation where there was no other route to take.


  Escape from the cramped confines of the upper passageways presented its own dangers, however - Archaon had not been so foolish as to leave his rituals entirely undefended.


  Thus, as the Incarnates breached the Fauschlag’s hidden caverns, the first attacks began.


  The early attackers were skaven, well- used to fighting in dank, subterranean spaces. They came as great chittering swarms of mangy fur and snapping teeth, desperate to overwhelm the Incarnates. The chieftains and grey seers who led these assaults had no illusions as to the consequences of failure. If Archaon did not have them put to death, then the Great Horned Rat - or one of his Verminlords - surely would. Thus the ratmen warlords defended each cave and tunnel to the last drop of their minions’ blood, sometimes even going so far as to join the fighting in person, if absolutely no other option presented itself.


  The Incarnates fought back with all their fury, knowing that the time for restraint was long passed. Better by far to reach the ritual chamber with the merest dregs of power remaining than not to reach it at all. The Emperor, Tyrion and Grimgor led the way in these battles, hacking and bludgeoning their way through the teeming ranks, and clearing a path for others to follow. It was brutal work. Hundreds upon hundreds of skaven died in those tunnels, cut down by desperate Imperial steel, transmuted into glittering dust, or blasted apart by lightning’s strike. Many twitched to life again moments after, revived by the Supreme Lord of the Undead to do battle in his name.


  As the Incarnates fought their way deeper, so too did the ferocity of the resistance increase. They reached calcified catacombs where the skaven had possessed the time to prepare proper defences, to conceal war engines amidst the grottoes and galleries. Increasingly, the Incarnates were forced to coordinate their efforts. All save Nagash, who stood alone, even then, and Grimgor who charged on heedless through every volley of bullets and warp lightning. It was not enough - none of it was enough. No matter how Tyrion strove to shield his allies, or Alarielle laboured to mend their wounds, there were too many spears, too many bullets and too many desperate ratmen.


  Time was the enemy now as much as the skaven. Through it all, the Fauschlag continued to shake as Archaon’s world-breaking ritual accelerated towards completion. Millennia-old rock formations cracked apart and rained down, crushing struggling warriors on both sides. Chasms split open beneath the combatants’ feet, spilling them into the as-yet uncharted depths beneath the mountain. Fearing that the chance to halt Archaon’s plan would soon be lost, the Emperor drove his allies as hard as he dared. The injured were abandoned alongside the dead, and the shrinking Incarnate host pushed into the Fauschlag’s grim heart.


  Behind the Incarnates came another intruder, concealed as much by the desperation of those who might have observed him as the sorceries with which he cloaked himself. Mannfred von Carstein had reluctantly taken Vlad’s last advice - he had finally chosen a side.


  Shackled to the wall of the ritual chamber, Teclis heard the sounds of battle in the caves above, and hoped beyond hope that there was still a chance of victory. The warp-artefact had swollen to many times its original size, and its baleful presence was tearing the chamber apart. Shards of stone fell constantly from the roof, and a deep, buzzing drone reverberated from the rock walls. It was a penetrating sound, heard as much in the mind as by the ear, and it made the mage’s teeth rattle and his eyes bleed.


  Scores of the Everchosen’s sorcerers were dead already. Some had been sucked screaming into the expanding sphere, others had collapsed to their knees with blood streaming from their eyes and ears. Still more had perished on the Swords of Chaos’ blades, cut down during their attempt to flee the doom they had wrought. Archaon himself had slaughtered the most recent of them, tearing the wretch’s heart out through his ribcage and crushing it before the light had faded from his dying eyes. After that example had been set, no other had attempted to abandon the ritual.


  The artefact pulsed and expanded once again. Teclis blinked back tears of blood as the pressure in his mind increased yet further. The mage could hear daemonic whispers in his mind, their voices like claws scratching at his sanity. He had heard such things before, but never so strong, and never without the means to defend himself.


  It took all of the mage’s remaining willpower to stop himself slipping forever into madness.


  The end was mere minutes away, Teclis was certain of that. The sphere could not grow much further without imploding. When it collapsed, the Fauschlag would be drawn into the Realm of Chaos, and the rest of the world would be torn apart. It was unfair to have sacrificed so much for survival, and yet teeter on the edge of the abyss. For a moment, Teclis lost himself in despair. Then he realised that the voice whispering in his thoughts was not his own, but a daemon’s sibilant whisper. Blotting the creature out, the mage fixed his thoughts on the sounds of battle above, and the salvation it promised. The end could yet be averted.


  Archaon was also aware of the Incarnates’ approach. Indeed, such was the clamour echoing down from the upper caverns that he would have had to be entirely deaf in order to have remained ignorant. The Everchosen’s disappointment at his minions’ failure was tempered by anticipation of the battle to come. Above all things, Archaon was a warrior. The ritual would grant the Chaos Cods the victory they demanded, but it was a somehow unseemly way to mark the end of all that was. It was therefore with some satisfaction that he ordered his Swords of Chaos to form a line of battle at the ritual chamber’s entrance.


  As the Swords of Chaos took their places beneath their grim banners, the inky black surface of the warp- artefact parted and a great host of daemons marched into the cavern.


  They came striding, capering, shambling, and dancing - the minions of all four Chaos Gods united in a single cause. The glistening blackness of the artefact’s skin dripped from the daemons’ limbs like oil as they passed into the chamber, mouths and tentacles forming in the fluid as it pooled about their feet.


  Archaon did not want these reinforcements. He interpreted their presence as chastisement from gods who did not believe that he could otherwise see their mission completed. Yet the Everchosen could hardly refuse the aid, and would *> have likely been ignored had he tried. Besides, the daemons could serve as a1 distraction, allowing his own chosen, warriors the chance to prove the weakness of the civilised lands.


  As the sounds of battle drew ever closer, Archaon spurred Dorghar into the Swords of Chaos’ silent ranks, and drew the Slayer of Kings. So many battles had led him to this point, so many victories. One more triumph, and then his burden was done. The end would be heralded not by the frantic whispers of sorcerers, but by one final, glorious battle!
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  The End Of All Things


  Thus began the battle for the fate of the world.


  The Incarnates came to the ritual chamber weary and bloodied, their power spent on constant battle, their followers all but wiped out. Against them, Archaon had the collected Swords of Chaos as his army’s grim centre, supported on the flanks by daemons of the four Dark Gods. The Everchosen’s forces were rested, unharmed and prepared to die in their dark masters’ service, for they knew no other way.


  Even with the Emperor restored to his full power, no gambler would have chanced a coin on the Incarnates’ chances of success. Yet still they came, the fate of the world heavy upon their shoulders, and giving voice to battle cries from many realms. There was no chance for rest, or even the most basic of strategies. If there had been a time for subtlety or cleverness, it had passed long ago. Now there was only blood, steel and sorcery, and the will to fight.


  Grimgor and the remnants of his Immortulz were the first to reach the fight. Of all those who had entered the tunnels, only the black orcs showed no signs of weariness. Rather, they had grown stronger with each battle, the wild power of Ghur combining with their peculiar greenskin heritage to forge a force against which no enemy had yet been able to stand. Behind the orcs came the Emperor and his few surviving knights, and behind them, Gelt and the elven Incarnates. Nagash entered the chamber last of all, his presence an ominous blackness that rivalled that of the pulsating and glistening sphere at the cavern’s centre.


  The daemons did not wait for Archaon’s order to attack, but immediately charged across the chasm-wracked floor to meet Grimgor’s onslaught. Bloodletters bounded forward, hissing and chanting Khorne’s praises. Horrors hurled their torrents of writhing magic, squealing with joy as the flames consumed enemy and ally alike. Plaguebearers shambled close behind, their legendary hatred of the Tzeentchian daemons suppressed for the moment by their common cause. And at the rear, dancing and laughing, were Slaanesh’s daemonette handmaidens. Greater daemons of the four powers loomed over the unholy host, driving them on with lash and bellowed orders, though no such encouragement was needed. The fickle honour of the Dark Gods was at stake, and no daemon would dare be the cause of their master’s shame.


  Archaon held the Swords of Chaos back as the daemons surged forward. The Everchosen disdained the idea of allowing the daemons to win this, his ultimate battle, but he knew the pragmatism of letting them test his foes’ strength. He had encountered few of the Incarnates before their ascension, and only the Emperor since. The same pride that led the Everchosen to embrace this final battle so completely also drove him to caution. He would not countenance defeat in this, of all arenas.


  The daemonettes quickly outpaced their fellow daemons. They danced lithely around the broken stalagmites and across chasms, their motions blurring and strobing in the cavern’s strange half-light. Slaanesh’s handmaidens were grace personified, as opposite to the lumbering orcs as it was possible to be. With a final lilt of seductive laughter, the daemonettes leapt and pirouetted into the Immortulz, and the slaughter began.


  That first clash was also the most one-sided of those that would unfold in the cavern that night. The orcs were clumsy and lumpen compared to the daemonettes, unable to defend themselves against their swift strikes. However, it took two or three blows from a daemonette’s claw to slay one of Grimgor’s black orcs, but only one bone-crunching impact from a choppa to hack one of the slender daemons in half. Shrieking laughter turned to wailing screams as the daemonettes’ vanguard disintegrated in a mass of ichor.


  The Keeper of Secrets, Sslivox the Serpent, strutted into Grimgor’s path, its scented blade flashing like quicksilver as it swung at the black orc. Grimgor stumbled on a daemonette’s corpse, and the sword- stroke went wide. The daemon-blade shattered Grimgor’s left pauldron and hacked deep into his shoulder, but the one-eyed warboss didn’t so much as slow. As Sslivox’s claws lunged forward to finish what its blade had started, Grimgor’s armoured foot pushed off a fallen stalactite, propelling the warboss up and over the serrated pincers. Just before gravity reclaimed its hold upon him, the warboss raised Gitsnik high in a double-handed grip, and brought the heavy blade razoring down to shatter Sslivox’s skull. Grimgor fell into his victim’s body, the daemon’s flesh pulping as it cushioned the black orc’s impact with the rocky floor. Rolling free, Grimgor bellowed a cry of victory. As the Immortulz took up the cry, the warboss charged on towards his next foe.


  Grimgor likely believed he could win that battle all by himself, but it was just as well that he had allies, all the same. Even as the daemon host shifted to envelop the roaring greenskins, the Emperor struck, a crackling torrent of lightning a herald to his coming. Bloodletters and horrors were flung aside, their bodies scorched and broken by the heavenly bolt. Then Sigmar himself was amongst the foe, Ghal Maraz seemingly weightless in his hands as it whirled and swung, hurling pulverised bodies left and right. The last of the Reiksguard came with him, their fervent charge careless of the uneven ground, their lances and swords driven into daemonic flesh by zealous determination.


  Tyrion and Malekith came next, breaking to the Emperor’s left and right. Tyrion wielded his light as a weapon, and bloodletters recoiled before it. Silver helms and dragon princes shouted their ancient battle cries and charged in behind him. Not


  so very long before, they had fought against the prince in the bitterest of conflicts, but those days were long behind. Tyrion was once again a hero to outshine all others, and the light of Hysh brought hope in that very darkest of hours.


  Malekith’s already sparse followers suffered greatly in those opening moments. Their course led them towards the massed Tzeentchian daemons, and into the path of a scalding salvo of sorcery. Elves fell screaming to the ground, flesh warping and minds collapsing under the change-bringing barrage. Unreal firestorms spiralled deep into the charging ranks, leaving cinders and bubbling fluid in their wake.


  However, the fires of Tzeentch soon proved to be the daemons’ undoing.


  As the horrors’ sorceries and the gouts of daemon-fire crackled across the chamber, myriad shadows scattered along the walls and floor - pathways that Malekith could utilise. The Eternity King’s followers faded away as the shadows overtook them, only to burst forth unharmed from another fleeting patch of fire-spawned darkness to carry their blades deep into the daemons’ ranks.


  With the advantage of the sorcery neutralised by a foe that could seemingly disappear and reappear at will, the horrors soon found the battle turning against them. Daemons perished as halberds chopped down through their vivid flesh. Blue horrors were called into being with every demise, but seldom managed more than a surly growl before perishing beneath the same blades that had felled their reluctant ‘parents’, or were punted into gaping chasms by armoured boots.


  Malekith alone did not advance through the shadows. Disdaining the fire that crackled around him, he swooped to confront a pair of Lords of Change whose shrill orders held sway over the Tzeentchian host.


  The survivors of Caradryan’s host marched in behind the Incarnates of Light and Shadow, Alarielle and Gelt at their head. So unbalanced had the Weave become that Alarielle barely had the strength to stand, let alone fight. She staggered each time a tremor shook the chamber, her spirit assailed by forces that no other in that cavern could truly comprehend. Yet still the Everqueen advanced, the white lions’ surviving pridemates clustered close around her. The elves’ heavy axes hacked down the bloodletters that pounced to claim Alarielle’s worn soul, their bodies a shield of flesh against daemon-steel when all other methods failed.


  By contrast, Gelt fought as never before. Of all the Incarnates, the wizard had the greatest hope of victory. He had walked the dark path of necromancy, and yet emerged into the light. Why would fate have allowed such a thing, only to see him fail when the world needed him most? This surety - and the revelation of Sigmar - drove the wizard to wield the power of Chamon with a determination he had never before known. With a gesture, he unbound the enchantments that held together plagueswords and daemonblades; with piercing words, he loosed swarms of flesh-rending shards to tear scores of daemons apart. A Bloodthirster swooped across the cavern, the membranes of its wings grazing the tips of stalactites. Gelt sent forth a searing beam of molten light that burned the greater daemon to ashes.


  Behind all came Nagash, his looming presence inscrutable, his power overwhelming. His zombie horde groaned and lurched as it fanned out behind the other Incarnates, the mass of dead forcing the daemons back by sheer weight of numbers and mindless persistence. Yet even with much of his mind bent on his minions’ progress, the Great Necromancer had attention enough to spare for his own battles. Spirits swirled about him, moaning pitifully as he snuffed out their essence to further empower his sorceries. Lurid amethyst fires blazed from Nagash’s eyes and outstretched fingers, boiling the flesh from plaguebearers’ bones, and blasting the remains to drifting ash.


  At the chamber’s heart, the artefact pulsed again, its circumference expanding to nearly four times Nagash’s height. As it did so, jagged lesions appeared on its outer skin. They spread across the oily surface like stress fractures in a pane of glass, or streams of magma revealed beneath a shifting crust of rock. Brilliant white light shone out through the wounds, dazzling and painful to behold, and the entire chamber - perhaps the entire Fauschlag- gave a sudden, jarring lurch.


  Great slabs of rock crashed down from the ceiling, pulverising zombies, daemons and even a few luckless elves. The Great Unclean One Bolragoth practically burst under the impact, foetid liquid loosed from the turgid prison of his skin to spatter across all who fought in his shadow. The chasms in the floor grew wider as the cavern floor bucked and heaved. Three Reiksguard and a dozen skullcrushers vanished without trace as the rock beneath their feet fell away into darkness. Tyrion, fighting to the Reiksguard’s left, was almost claimed by the same abyss. Malhandir leapt clear at the last moment, carrying the prince away from doom. Unfortunately for Tyrion, the loyal steed landed poorly, his right foreleg lamed by impact. Malhandir would run no more that day.


  Whatever hope Teclis had drawn from his allies’ arrival was dashed by the sudden fracturing of the sphere. For Archaon, however, the hastening of doom spurred him to at last hurl the Swords of Chaos into battle. The Everchosen gave no order - likely, none would have been heard over the fury of battle anyway - he simply raised a single, clenched fist. At once, the Swords of Chaos went forward at a run, their banners and shields high.


  Archaon rode before his knights, leading the headlong charge. The Everchosen had taken the measure of his foes, and had judged the greatest threat to lie in the centre, where Grimgor and the Emperor fought. The black orc Immortulz had punched through the troupes of daemonettes, and were wreaking ruin in the plaguebearer tallybands behind. Archaon was impressed that so few of the brutish greenskins could have wrought so much slaughter, and considered for the first time that he might have underestimated the orcish tribes. Not that it mattered now.


  Archaon struck the Immortulz’ flank at full gallop. The Slayer of Kings slashed down, cleaving through a black orc’s armour to lay his flesh open to the bone. Other greenskins threw themselves at the Everchosen, roaring their crude threats. Archaon rammed the ridge of his heavy shield down onto one attacker, snarling in satisfaction at the sudden howl and the snap of bone. The Slayer of Kings’ vicious steel claimed the rest, the blade tracing circles of dark fire in the air as it clove limbs and tore throats away. With every kill, Archaon pressed deeper into the greenskin ranks, hacking a path of corpses for the Swords of Chaos to follow.


  It did not take long for Grimgor to realise that his Immortulz were under attack. At once, he recognised Archaon as the foe that Malekith had spoken of, the being who would end the world, and thus rob Grimgor of a never-ending Waaagh!. Hauling Gitsnik from the ruin of a Great Unclean One’s corpse, the black orc warlord bellowed and took off towards the golden-helmed foe, barging aside friends and enemies as he did so.


  As Grimgor bore down on Archaon, the Everchosen gestured and two Swords of Chaos advanced on the raging orc. Their steeds’ eyes shone red as they charged, their lowered lance-points gleaming with the cursed enchantments of the north. Grimgor ducked low under the first blade, his back-handed axe blow scything low across the steed’s fetlocks. Man and beast collapsed in a sudden bloody smear, the rider tumbling end over end into a knot of plaguebearers. Rising up, Grimgor rammed Gitsnik’s blade into the second horse’s mouth. The steed reared up in pain, all momentum lost, and the Chaos knight crashed to the ground. Grimgor was on the northlander in an eye-blink, pinning him to the ground with a heavy foot on his chest, before striking his head clean off with a single sweep of his axe. Looking up at Archaon, less than a dozen paces away, Grimgor sneered and levelled Gitsnik’s blade in challenge.


  Archaon responded to Grimgor’s defiance by spurring Dorghar to greater effort. The daemon-steed reacted at once, its flaming hooves pounding across the dead and dying. Grimgor held his ground against the snorting, charging steed. He ignored the point of the Slayer of Kings spearing towards his face, and the plume of rippling fire that trailed from Archaon’s helm. The warlord just hefted his axe, feeling its familiar weight against his palms, and waited for the moment to strike.


  It came almost at once. Dorghar accelerated further as he closed the final distance. Archaon stabbed the Slayer of Kings’ point down, the cursed steel aimed true for the centre of Grimgor’s skull. But Grimgor was already moving. With a mighty bellow, the black orc whirled anticlockwise, the motion pulling him away from the Everchosen’s strike, and lending Gitsnik crushing momentum. Even then, he wasn’t quite fast enough - the Slayer of Kings gouged a new scar across the left side of his face and tore away what remained of his already mangled ear. None of this robbed the merest ounce of strength from Grimgor’s blow. Gitsnik struck Archaon’s shield dead-centre. Sparks flew, the shield buckled, and Archaon crashed from his saddle.


  Grimgor was on the Everchosen as soon as he struck the ground. Gitsnik hacked down again and again, scarring angry red lines across the Armour of Morkar. Archaon lashed out with his blade, the serrated edge cutting a livid wound across the black orc’s chest. His momentum broken by the sudden pain, Grimgor staggered back, and the Everchosen sprang to his feet as if his armour weighed nothing. Yet scarcely had Archaon regained his footing than Grimgor was on him again, axe swinging in arcs that made the air scream.


  Archaon thrust the Slayer of Kings into Gitsnik’s path. The axe came to jarring halt, but the shock of the impact almost caused the Everchosen to lose his grip on the daemon- sword. Their blades locked together, Grimgor and Archaon threw their full strength into the clash, each trying to overpower the other by brute force. For a long moment, they stood battle-scarred face to helm - so close that Archaon could smell the black orc’s rancid breath. Then, Grimgor slammed his bony skull forward into the Everchosen’s helm, and the two were flung apart.


  Staggering back, Archaon felt the Eye of Sheerian grow dark. He raised a gauntleted hand to the front of his helm and traced his fingers over the dented metal. The eye was no more, crushed by orc's headbutt. The Everchosen saw Grimgor approach, more slowly this time, and heard the warlord’s rumbling, mocking laugh. He had underestimated the orcs - this brute was far stronger than he appeared, his crude bladework perhaps even a match for the Lord of the End Times. However, Archaon still had one advantage. He loathed to employ it simply to defeat the base creature before him, but it was far preferable to meeting defeat at the greenskin’s hands. With a whispered curse, Archaon unravelled the enchantments that bound U’zuhl’s strength into the Slayer of Kings, and felt the greater daemon’s vigour join to his own.


  Grimgor knew at once that something had changed. The Everchosen had been swift before, but now he was swifter still. Each of Archaon’s blows hissed out with a viper’s speed, the sword’s edge hacking splinters of metal from the warlord’s armour and opening bloody wounds across his flesh. Yet Grimgor did not yield. Gitsnik hacked and cut in a ceaseless flurry, but somehow Archaon’s blade intercepted every strike. No longer did the Everchosen attempt to match Grimgor in a battle of strength; instead he sought to parry the blows.


  Six times in all the warboss and the Everchosen crossed blades. On the sixth strike, the Slayer of Kings split Gitsnik’s haft below the axe- head. Grimgor did not give up as the heavy blade fell away, but brought the remains of the haft down hard on Archaon’s golden crown. The Everchosen staggered under the force of the blow, but the wooden shaft shattered into fragments. Grimgor abandoned the useless weapon and threw himself at the Everchosen, powerful fingers reaching for Archaon’s throat.


  But the warboss’ luck had at last abandoned him. With a dark laugh, Archaon brought the Slayer of Kings around in a wicked arc, and struck the black orc’s head from his shoulders.


  The Everchosen didn’t even spare Grimgor’s lifeless body a glance as he hauled himself back into Dorghar’s saddle. He didn’t see the spectral form billow from the orc’s body, all fangs, claws and thick shaggy fur.


  For a moment, the fading aspect of Ghur shone amber in the dark of the chamber. Then it collapsed into wisps of light, and was drawn into the pulsating artefact by unseen winds.


  Grimgor’s death drove the surviving Immortulz berserk. As the last of Ghur was ripped from them, they bellowed one final earth-shaking Waaagh! and threw themselves at the Swords of Chaos with redoubled fury. They were a magnificent sight, one whose power could not have been denied even by those whose realms had suffered at greenskin hands. Northlanders fell to their knees, blood seeping from rents in ruined armour, or were hammered aside by thudding fists. The Swords of Chaos’ shield wall cracked apart under that unrelenting pounding, and Archaon’s cavalry were driven back.


  Elsewhere, Malekith’s battle against the Lords of Change was all but done. His first opponent - too confident in his abilities by far - had sought to challenge the Eternity King in a duel of sorcery. His crisped and lacerated corpse now stood as testament to the folly of that desire. Tchzen of the Silver Claw had chosen physical confrontation, drawing upon the power of Ghur to raise its already inhuman strength and fury to incredible levels. That one had torn Seraphon’s hide bloody before she had torn out its throat, but the dragon yet fought on.


  As the balance of power in the cavern shifted in response to the black orcs’ charge, Malekith caught sight of Teclis, shackled to the rock wall.


  The Eternity King still had little love for the asur mage, but was realistic enough to know that the chances of victory were greater with Teclis freed and fighting at their side than without.


  Urging Seraphon to one last effort, Malekith soared across the cavern, for there were no shadows close enough for him to utilise. He nearly didn’t make it. Blazing Tzeentchian fire pursued Seraphon through the air, scorching the mighty dragon’s already ravaged hide. Moreover, the magister of Archaon’s coven - who still bore Teclis’ sword and staff as trophies - broke off from his ritual to join the attack. Lightning sprang from his fingertips, shattering the dragon’s belly scales and blowing apart the flesh within.


  With a last wrathful cry, Seraphon plunged groundwards, striking the cavern floor with tremendous force. Yet even in death the black dragon claimed a tally of her foes, for her skidding impact bowled aside a dozen ritualists, the last of whom was the magister himself. Shaken by the impact, but otherwise unharmed, Malekith hauled himself free of his saddle. For a moment, he stared at the glistening sphere, its surface close enough to touch, had he been so foolishly inclined. Then the artefact pulsed once more, and Malekith moved hurriedly away. Vaulting a yawning chasm, he ran to the magister’s pulverised remains. As Seraphon gave one, last shuddering convulsion behind him, the Eternity King gathered up the staff and sword, and sped to free Teclis.


  Alas for Grimgor’s Immortulz, even greenskin rage had its limits, and these were reached all too soon. Slowly but surely, the wings of the northlander shield wall looped around and inward, gradually enveloping the roaring black orcs. Surrounded on all sides, fighting on against impossible odds, the last of the Immortulz finally perished. Behind them, they left a pile of black-armoured dead, of broken weapons and shivered shields - proof of deeds worthy of remembrance, if any there lived to tell of them.


  Sigmar, however, was more concerned with the present than posterity. In their death throes, the Immortulz had wrought havoc amongst the Swords of Chaos. The northlanders were as vulnerable as they were ever likely to be, and the moment could not be missed. Lightning arced from the Emperor’s upraised fist, and the bloodletters fighting to his front were hurled aside with a smell of scorched ichor. Before the daemonic ranks could flow back together, Deathclaw was through the gap, the last of the Reiksguard riding hard behind him.


  Lightning crackled about the griffon as he charged, and thunder echoed behind, the corona of energy growing with every loping step. The rearmost Swords of Chaos heard the Emperor’s coming. They turned to face the new threat, but their response was too fractured and too late. Ghal Maraz crashed down and the hastily- assembled line of shields crumpled, their bearers hurled lifeless through the air by the impact. Deathclaw did not slow, but forged on through the armoured ranks. Axes and swords hacked deep into the griffon’s flanks, but between the blasts of lightning and Ghal Maraz’s bludgeoning weight, no northlander survived to land a second blow.


  Before the Swords of Chaos could overwhelm the Emperor as they had the Immortulz, the Reiksguard struck. They did not charge alone. Many of the surviving elves came also, and with them Gelt and Alarielle. The Emperor was a beacon of hope in that dark place, and even without words he inspired his allies to greater effort. Lances and swords clanged from northlander plate, then glowed golden as the Incarnate of Metal sent magic to hone the steel. Alarielle healed what harms she could, trying to ignore the ravaged Weave screaming in her mind.


  As the battle raged and the lightning flared, other forces converged on the Swords of Chaos. Teclis, freed from his shackles by the strike of Malekith’s sword, unleashed torrent after torrent of fire and lightning, the spells powered as much by his pent up rage and pain as by the winds of magic themselves. Tyrion, though slowed by his lamed steed, brought his own warriors hard against the Swords’ northern flank. Nagash drove his zombies in behind the elves, a wall of dead flesh that prevented the daemons from surrounding Sigmar’s desperate spearhead. No longer did the Great Necromancer spend his attention on spells to assail the daemons. Now, all of his effort was fixed on maintaining his unbreathing barricade, on restoring the zombies to unlife in the same moment they were hacked down, ravaged by daemonfire or torn apart by claws. The strain must have been immense but, as ever, Nagash gave no outward sign.


  Yet even with all this, the Emperor’s charge stalled, just as that of the greenskins had earlier ground to a halt. The Swords of Chaos were the northlands’ finest warriors, and not easily cast aside by desperate gestures of courage. Elves and men died by the score as the northlanders shook off their earlier disorder and fought with the murderous skill that had fuelled their legend.


  Archaon was ever where the fighting was thickest, and the Slayer of Kings was a reaper’s blade that day. The Everchosen had not yet had the opportunity to rebind U’zuhl into the cursed steel, and the daemon’s strength and speed was still his. Yet every blow Archaon struck marked a battle of wills. U’zuhl longed to be free, and sought mastery of his wielder at every turn. However, the Everchosen refused to succumb, and fought on as his own master.


  With each blow, with each fallen foe, Archaon and the Emperor drew nigh to one another. It was as much destiny as it was conscious desire that drove them. Some fates were inevitable, and it appeared that the deciding battle between the Three- Eyed King and the Emperor ranked amongst their number.


  Minute by bloody minute, the Incarnate host and the Swords of Chaos ground each other to bloody offal. The last Reiksguard perished as the sphere gave another pulse of expansion, the spiderweb of lines now covering almost all of its surface. The last three elves died to a sweep of the Slayer of Kings soon after.


  The Swords of Chaos were all but finished as well. Of a warband that had once numbered hundreds, only a few score remained, and this tally shrank further with Ghal Maraz’s every strike. Those who remained fought as a grim band about the Everchosen, determined to defend their master even at the cost of their own lives. Yet in this, the Swords would not meet their desire. Archaon had no fear of the Emperor, saw him only as another champion to be overcome. The Lord of the End Times had bested him once in the streets of Averheim, and now he rode forth over the mound of dead and dying to defeat the Emperor once and for all.


  Sparks flew as Ghal Maraz struck the Slayer of Kings, the sound of their meeting reverberating around the chamber. Lightning rippled along the hammer’s rune-etched head, vying with the dark fire that rippled forth from the Slayer of Kings. Again and again the weapons clashed. These were not killing blows - not yet. Rather, they were strikes crafted to test the other’s strength and will. Deathclaw and Dorghar were not so restrained as their riders, and saw no need to hold back. The griffon’s talons raked the daemon-steed’s head and neck, drawing forth welts of ichor. In response, Dorghar stamped and bit, rising high on his hide legs to batter the griffon with spiked forelegs and iron-hard hooves.


  As the remaining Swords of Chaos fought and died around them, the Everchosen and the Emperor pulled back momentarily, having taken each other’s measure. Then, with bellowed battle cries that drowned out all else, they urged their steeds forward and the last battle began.


  In Averheim, the Emperor had been the Everchosen’s inferior, had matched Archaon through desperate need. Now, however, things were greatly different. Sigmar had been reunited with Ghal Maraz, and with it the full fury of his heavenly power. Furthermore, Archaon had been robbed of his own sorceries - and his gift of foresight - when Grimgor’s headbutt had closed the Eye of Sheerian. No longer could he sever the Emperor from the power of Azyr.


  Thus did Archaon find himself in a truly equal contest for the first time in many centuries. What edge he did have was his solely by virtue of U’zuhl’s borrowed strength. The Emperor fought with desperate need, smiting the Everchosen with little regard for his own defence. Each punishing blow bled seamlessly into the next, forcing Archaon into a series of shuddering parries that threatened to strike the Slayer of Kings from the his hand.


  Again Ghal Maraz crashed down. This time Archaon twisted in his saddle, and the hammerhead slammed into his shield, denting it further, then slid clear with a scrape of metal. That opening was all Archaon required. With a cry of triumph, he lunged forwards and upwards. The Emperor shouted in pain as the Slayer of Kings lanced through his breastplate and scraped against his ribs.


  As if in answer to the Emperor’s call, lightning crackled from his outstretched hand. Three times it smote Archaon about the chest and head. It knocked the Everchosen back in the saddle, his daemon-sword pulling free from the Emperor’s flesh in a spill of blood. Archaon ignored the stench of his own scorched flesh and pulled himself upright, determined to capitalise on his foe’s weakness with another lunge.


  As he did so, Deathclaw lashed out. Abandoning his attack, the Everchosen braced his shield against the griffon’s strike, feeling the metal shudder as the talons gouged three scars across the battered metal.


  Given a moment of respite by his loyal steed, the Emperor struck anew, but his blows were slower than before. The entire right side of his armour was slippery with his own blood, his right arm so weakened by Archaon’s blow that he had to wield Ghal Maraz’s killing weight two-handed. The hammer smashed down, and this time it struck the Slayer of Kings aside and slammed into Archaon’s chest, crushing one of the Everchosen’s skull-amulets to powder and buckling his breastplate.


  Archaon suppressed his sudden pain with a snarl, and lunged forward once again whilst the Emperor was still off-balance. This time, however, he struck not at the Emperor, but at his steed. Deathclaw screeched wildly as the Slayer of Kings’ blade razored through plumage, flesh and the thick corded muscle of his throat. Blood sprayed from severed arteries, drenching Archaon and Dorghar.


  With a final gasping cry, Deathclaw slumped forward, almost crushing the Everchosen beneath his dead weight. As the griffon struck the cavern floor, the Emperor was flung clear, coming to rest amongst a pile of elven dead.


  As the Emperor staggered to his feet, the sphere pulsed once more. With a savage rumble, the cavern floor split apart almost at the Emperor’s feet, swallowing the corpses that had cushioned his fall. Behind the Emperor, Archaon levelled the Slayer of Kings, and ordered his daemon- steed to charge.


  The Emperor heard the galloping hooves behind him, and turned wearily to face his attacker. Ghal Maraz was heavy in his hand, its grips slippery with blood. The Everchosen was the spectre of death upon a fell steed, as inevitable and unstoppable as the setting of the sun, and yet Sigmar held his ground. Time seemed to slow, and his eyes swept the chamber, taking in the full extent of those who had given their lives to bring him to this point. In that moment, the Emperor was galvanised by fresh strength.


  With a mighty shout, the Emperor brought Ghal Maraz up in a gleaming arc. The golden hammer smashed into Dorghar’s jaw with so much force that splinters of bone lanced up through the daemon-steed’s brain, killing it instantly. Archaon’s blow went wide as he crashed from Dorghar’s saddle, rolling twice amongst the dead before coming to rest.


  Thus began the final duel between Emperor and Everchosen. Both were grievously wounded, their flesh bloodied and scorched, yet each found fresh reserves of strength. Archaon was swifter than his foe, and the Slayer of Kings’ wicked edge sliced many times into the Emperor’s flesh. Yet in that hour, Ghal Maraz was the superior weapon, and neither daemon-blade nor northlander shield could still its fury.


  Back and forth along the chasm edge the battle raged, but it was clear that there could be only one victor. Sigmar fought with his own strength alone, whilst Archaon battled not only with his, but also that of the daemon U’zuhl. At last, the Emperor’s vigour ebbed, and Ghal Maraz slipped from his hands.


  Archaon stepped towards the Emperor, savouring the moment of victory. U’zuhl’s voice was raging in the Everchosen’s mind, but the joy of triumph could not be unmade by a daemon’s pettiness.


  ‘To think that one of your allies believed you a god,’ Archaon mocked.


  ‘There is no victory for you here.’ The Emperor’s voice was that of an old man - tired, and bitter. Archaon could scarcely credit that he had ever believed him a threat. ‘You could have been the best of us, could have been the sword that swept the Empire clean of Chaos. But you are nothing, a petty warlord held prisoner by his pride.’


  Overcome by sudden anger, Archaon slammed his shield into the Emperor’s head and body. He staggered, but did not fall.


  ‘Prophecy put you on this path, did it not?’ the Emperor asked, wiping blood and teeth from his mouth. ‘You embraced those words to gain the power they contained, but in doing so you wrote your own end.’


  Archaon scarcely heard the Emperor’s words. He burned to break the man who stood unbowed before him.


  ‘A champion of light shall stand alone against the Three-Eyed King...’ the Emperor breathed.


  All at once, Archaon was weary of the Emperor’s prattling. The joy of victory had gone stale in the face of the other’s defiance, but blood would restore it.


  ‘No weapon shall he have but his will, and yet his spark shall rise to a mighty flame.’


  With a roar, Archaon raised the Slayer of Kings high, and brought it hissing down.


  As the Slayer of Kings hissed down, Sigmar raised a clenched fist, two fingers rising in the sign of the twin¬tailed comet. Then he lowered his fingers, and punched his hand into the air. Lightning flared from the Emperor’s fist, striking the daemon- sword’s blade. This was no short burst of energy as he had wielded before, but a sustained torrent that hissed and sparked. His muscles paralysed by the lightning’s energy, Archaon could not move, could do nothing as the Emperor poured all of his remaining strength into that searing pulse.


  With a wrenching scream of tortured metal, the Slayer of Kings exploded. Shards of daemon-steel ricocheted from Archaon’s armour as the dread sword died, the soul of U’zuhl at last freed and cast back into the Realm of Chaos. As the daemon’s strength left him, Archaon sagged. Before the Everchosen could recover, the Emperor locked his fists together.


  With a wordless cry, he slammed them into Archaon’s expressionless helm, knocking the Everchosen back one step, and then two. The second footfall found not rock, however, but a chasm’s empty void.


  Archaon threw himself forward as he fell, his gauntleted fingers scraping against rock as he sought purchase. Then the ledge crumbled, and Archaon Everchosen, Lord of the End Times, fell into darkness.


  Even as Archaon plunged from sight, the skin of the sphere shattered and collapsed in on itself, leaving a swirling rift of dark energy in its place. Howling winds sprung up across the chamber, buffeting the mortals towards the rift. The daemons were even more profoundly affected, their skin streaming like molten wax, the droplets carried into the darkness by the merciless winds. Within moments, the last of the daemons had been banished, carried into the terrifying realm of their creation by the rift’s awakening.


  Though less than half the size its parent had been at the time of its collapse, the rift grew steadily - not in anarchic pulses, but gradually, inexorably. The fitful tremors of before were gone, replaced by an ominous rumble whose intensity grew with every passing moment. Beneath the growing rift, the rock of the cavern floor rippled like water in a whirlpool, its colour and form changing second by second. Leering faces formed in the stone, then vanished beneath the surface as the currents shifted.


  All around the chamber, natural law began to buck and heave as the raw stuff of Chaos leaked into the world.


  The Everchosen had been defeated, and his army cast into the void. The Swords of Chaos were no more. Though it had cost them the lives of every warrior who marched at their side, the Incarnates stood as masters of the battlefield. Yet the world teetered on the brink of destruction all the same. Through her connection to the Weave, Alarielle felt the world’s bedrock warp under the rift’s influence, as pure Chaos forced its way into the mortal realm. It was but a trickle, but it would soon become a flood if they did not contain it. Thus did the six Incarnates wearily harness their remaining might and strive to turn the influx of Chaos back on itself.


  Had there been eight Incarnates in that chamber, still the contest would have been a struggle. As it was, with Caradryan and Grimgor dead, it was almost impossible. The winds of magic were strong in that chamber, for they swirled undiluted from the Realm of Chaos itself. Whilst each of the Incarnates held sway over their own wind, and could turn its strength back upon itself, the masterless winds of Beasts and Fire ran rampant, shattering the delicate incantations of the ritual without warning.


  In the end, they would have been lost but for Teclis. Rooting his staff in the ground, the mage drew in the stray energies of Ghur and Aqshy, even though he knew it would be his doom. The loremaster had near unrivalled understanding of magic, but no mortal could embrace the full force of two winds and survive. Scarcely had Teclis begun when his skin began to blacken, and his mind started its irretrievable descent into madness.


  Yet still he held true, certain that no other could take his place.


  As Teclis’ flesh began to boil and peel, the winds of Ghur and Aqshy at last started to quieten, allowing the Incarnates to resume their incantations. Slowly - imperceptibly at first - the rift began to shrink as its power waned. Yet success was far from assured. Even a moment’s slip could reverse the rift’s momentum. Moreover, if Teclis succumbed to the forces he served as the conduit for, then the resulting turbulence would make victory impossible. If there had been another wizard present to take a part of Teclis’ burden, then success would have seemed certain. However, so far as the Incarnates knew, there was no such being at hand.


  Mannfred von Carstein slipped into the ritual chamber to find the Incarnates labouring before the shrinking rift. He recognised at once what the Incarnates were attempting, and silently applauded their audacity, if not their instinct for survival. Self- sacrifice was not a trait that the erstwhile Lord of Sylvania admired.


  Dismounting Ashigaroth, Mannfred silently commanded the beast to remain out of sight, and picked his way through the corpse-strewn chamber. So far as the vampire could tell, there was nothing alive in the chamber save for the Incarnates. There was also a sizable zombie host whose enchantments bore all of Nagash’s powerful yet refined hallmarks, but their rudimentary senses were easily clouded by one such as Mannfred.


  On Mannfred pressed through the chamber’s flickering light, his motives teetering back and forth. He told himself that the Dark Gods were whispering to him - as they must have done to Kemmler, Harkon and all those others who had laboured in Nagash’s service - but the truth was that he could no longer tell the difference between his own embittered pride and the gods’ venomous words. Even when he had served Nagash, he had seen precious little reward. Indeed, humiliation had been heaped upon him time and again. Perhaps it was better to be the right hand of anarchy than a slave to mindless order.


  Vlad’s final words had driven Mannfred to this place, had convinced him to take a stand against the forces of Chaos. However, with every step he took through the corpse-choked chamber, the vampire became less sure of his intentions. Did he really want to re-enter Nagash’s service, for that was what his chosen course surely entailed - assuming any of them survived the next few moments? And could he really bear to consider the Incarnates his equals - let alone his superiors? Vlad had been ready to do so, but Vlad had always been a sentimental fool.


  By the time he reached the rift, and the ring of Incarnates gathered around it, Mannfred had come to his decision.


  Mannfred struck from the shadows without warning. His sword took Gelt in the back, punching effortlessly through his heart and out through his breastbone. The force of the thrust lifted the wizard high in the air. Gelt hung there for a moment, his arms limp and his head drooping as if to gaze with curiosity at the blade protruding from his chest. But the truth was that Gelt had perished in the instant the steel had touched his heart - and with it, the Incarnates’ hopes of containing the power of the rift. Mere moments after his life fled him, a beam of golden light burst from Gelt’s corpse, and was swallowed hungrily by the rift.


  Without Gelt’s power of metal, Chamon tore free. Teclis, seeing the collapse of everything for which he had striven, reached out and attempted to channel Chamon as he already did Ghur and Aqshy. The strain was too much, even for him.


  The entropic forces wracking the mage’s body accelerated, and he was blasted to ash.


  Teclis’ death signalled the end of all that the Incarnates had hoped to achieve. With an ear-splitting screech and a brilliant flare of inky- black light, the rift tore loose. The Incarnates felt their grip slacken in the moment before it occurred, and flung up their hands or twisted away in order to shield their eyes. Mannfred, however, had no such warning. Even as he tossed Gelt’s corpse aside, the vampire was transfixed by the black wave, and blinded by it.


  The rift had tasted power when it touched the mortals who had sought to cage it, and now it reached out to feed upon its would-be captors. The five surviving Incarnates screamed in pain as the rift tore loose their soul- bound magics. Even Nagash was not immune, and his bellowed agonies were the stuff of mortal nightmares. The raw essence of sorcery bled from the Incarnates’ eyes and mouths and into the rift, a swirl of brilliant white, brooding grey, vibrant jade and sickly amethyst. The winds danced for a moment about the patch of darkness, then were dragged inside it.


  Suddenly bereft of their magics, the Incarnates collapsed. Malekith and Nagash were afflicted worst of all, for the power of shadow and death had long been part of them. The Eternity King collapsed, head clasped in his hands, whilst the liche beheld with unaccustomed panic his deathless form beginning to unravel, returning to the dust whence it had come. Sigmar had been rebound to the wind of Azyr for mere hours, but the agony of separation was all the deeper for the second loss. Even Tyrion, joined to Hysh for mere days, fell to the ground like a puppet whose strings had cut - though he was quicker to rise than his allies.


  Only Alarielle felt no physical pain. With Ghyran’s departure, her link to the Weave had been severed also. For the first time since she had become the queen of Athel Loren, Alarielle no longer felt the death-agonies of an unbalanced world, but this gave her little satisfaction, for she felt suddenly and inexplicably alone. Mannfred knew none of this, for the darkness that had stolen his sight had ravaged his wits also - a last gift from the gods he had chosen to serve. He staggered across the chamber like a pleasure boat in stormy seas, ranting and railing nonsensically at voices only he could hear.


  Tyrion was the first to recover, the wrath kindling in his heart driving away the agony caused by the ritual’s collapse. The prince had scarcely known Gelt, but the sudden loss of his brother was a terrible burden to bear, and one he was determined to avenge, even if it was his last act in the world. With a scrape of armour on stone, the prince lurched to his feet and bore down upon Mannfred.


  Still blinded, the vampire did not see Tyrion’s approach. Seizing Mannfred by the shoulder, Tyrion stabbed Sunfang up through the vampire’s belly and into his black heart. Mannfred gave a thin, rattling hiss as the sword slid home - one that turned into a wailing scream as Sunfang’s angry flame took root in his flesh. Desperate, the vampire fought Tyrion’s grasp, but the prince’s fingers were like a vice. Mannfred’s entire body was soon ablaze, the flames of his demise licking ineffectually at Tyrion’s armour. After what seemed like forever, but was in fact just a few moments, the scream faded, the flames dying alongside. Tyrion released his grip, and the blackened, wizened cadaver that had once been Mannfred von Carstein shattered against the cavern floor.


  Fed by the Incarnates’ stolen power, the rift began to grow. The ritual chamber, already pushed to the limit, began to succumb. The walls shuddered and cracked, sickly yellow blood bleeding out through the wounds. Vast sections of the cavern floor fell away into a bleak darkness, filled with gleaming eyes and snapping teeth. Boulders and stalactites fell like rain.


  Tyrion saw a great spill of rock tear loose from the ceiling and plunge towards Alarielle. The prince shouted a warning, but it was lost amongst the tumult of the chamber’s collapse. The Everqueen would have perished then had not Malekith, driven by a motive that he would never be able to discern, shoved Alarielle clear.


  The Everqueen fell heavily, striking her head hard on the ground, but she at least fell out of the avalanche’s path. Malekith, however, was not so fortunate, and the Eternity King gave a piercing shout of pain as his legs were crushed.


  Archaon had not perished in the chasm. He had clung on with all the strength that remained to him and, as the Incarnates had attempted their desperate ritual, had hauled his way, hand over agonising hand, to the jagged precipice high above. At last, the Everchosen had clambered free of the chasm in the very moment of Mannfred’s treachery. Now, as Sigmar moved to aid Malekith, Archaon loosed a great cry and slammed into the Emperor from behind.


  Archaon’s voice was raw and desperate, born of fury, humiliation and soul-rotting hatred. He hammered at the Emperor with gauntleted fists, seeking to keep him off balance, driving him ever closer to the edge of the rift. Ghal Maraz struck him a glancing blow, tearing away thick armour plates and leaving the flesh beneath mangled, but the Everchosen hardly slowed. Sigmar raised the hammer high for a second blow, but Archaon threw himself forward, gripping the hammer’s haft. For a moment, the two men wrestled on the edge of the rift. Then they were gone, lost amidst the swirling darkness.
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  Malekith lay on his side, his shattered legs pinned beneath a slab of rock. The pain was unbearable, but it was nothing compared to the void in his soul.


  The rift’s creation had ripped not just Ulgu from him - all the magic he had once been heir to had been sucked away, leaving only a yawning emptiness behind. For the first time in millennia, Malekith was utterly helpless.


  At the centre of the chamber, the rift gleamed malevolently. Malekith could just about make out Nagash’s disintegrating form on the far side. The ancient liche’s dimming witchfires seemed to be staring bleakly into the void. Had his magic been ripped from him also? Malekith wondered. Did the great and mighty Nagash know despair for the first time in thousands of years? That thought was enough to elicit a brief smile, despite the pain.


  Alarielle lay motionless to Malekith’s left, her face masked in blood. Even now, the Eternity King could not fathom why he had felt moved to save her. Perhaps, as had often been said, a selfless act by Malekith the Betrayer had indeed heralded the world’s demise. With that thought, his smile became a choking laugh. One last jest before the end of everything.


  Malekith’s laughter ceased abruptly as Tyrion limped across his field of vision. The prince’s face was bloodied from battle, his armour scorched from the fury of Mannfred’s demise. Without a word - without a glance - at Malekith, Tyrion knelt at Alarielle's side, and shucked off his torn cloak. Silently, he folded the thick cloth into a bundle, and placed it beneath the Everqueen's head.


  ‘How touching,’ Malckith sneered. ‘Do I not get some consideration?’


  As he spoke, the rubble on his legs shifted. He stifled a gasp of pain as his shattered bones ground against one another.


  Tyrion turned towards Malekith.


  ‘I can speed your passing, if that is what you desire,’ the prince replied, his tone bereft of anger, yet holding no suggestion of mercy.


  ‘I have walked this world for seven thousand years,’ Malekith muttered, fighting to keep the pain from his voice. ‘I will bide until its end.’


  The outer edge of the rift drew level with Seraphon’s corpse. The mighty dragon’s scales and sinews burst into dust at its caress, then coalesced into shimmering droplets of liquid. They orbited the growing rift for a moment, and were then sucked into its abyssal heart.


  Alarielle’s eyelids twitched, and the Everqueen uttered a gasping moan, neither fully conscious nor wholly otherwise.


  ‘You could flee,’ Malekith suggested archly. ‘Take her and go. Malhandir is swift. Perhaps he can outrun this doom.’


  ‘Where would we go?’ Tyrion replied grimly. ‘This is the Rhana Dandra, the end of all things. There is no outrunning it.’


  ‘Fool,’ Malekith spat. ‘Were I in your place, I would leave in a heartbeat.’


  ‘No, you wouldn’t.’


  ‘Dying at the side of one’s allies is entirely too noble a sentiment for the likes of I.’


  ‘Indeed it is,’ said Alarielle, suddenly awake - although barely so, if her wan appearance was any indication. ‘You would choose to remain out of a desire to claim the rift’s power.’


  Malekith glowered at the Everqueen, but said nothing.


  ‘We can all feel it,’ the Everqueen went on, ‘With such power, we could have created a new world in our own image. If only Lileath had understood, then all of this might have counted for something.’


  Tyrion helped Alarielle to her feet. The prince and the Everqueen turned their backs on Malekith to stare into the rift. Overhead, what remained of the cavern roof gajve another ominous groan.


  Alarielle turned back to gaze down at Malekith, a sudden strength back in her voice. ‘It is not yours to wield. Our chance was lost, and our time is over.’


  The edge of the rift was close now. Alarielle clasped one of Tyrion’s gauntleted hands in both of hers, and turned her back on Malekith once more. For a moment, the prince and the Everqueen stood silhouetted against the rift’s roiling darkness, and then they were gone.


  The air was both scalding hot and freezing cold at the same time. Malekith could feel daemonic voices inside his skull, gnawing at what little remained of his sanity. Then the edge of the rift swept over him also, and with it a deep and impenetrable darkness.


  Malevolent laughter echoed about Malekith. Memories from the past danced before his eyes like phantoms: recollections of a father’s coldness, and a mother’s cruel love.


  In an instant, Malekith relived every betrayal, every malicious deed, and every failure.


  Suddenly, the memories were gone, cut away as if by a knife.


  The creature that had once been Malekith felt a moment of panic, for he found that he could not even recall his own name.


  Then the laughter faded, and only the darkness remained.
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  And so the mortal world fell away into oblivion.


  The gnawing rift at the heart of mankind’s domain devoured reality.


  Slowly it spread at first, but then with the hunger of ravening wildfire.


  Invigorated, great polar rifts slipped their ancient bounds and joined their younger sibling in its feast.


  The peoples of the world beheld their doom, and screamed in despair.


  No two watchers beheld the same vision. Some saw skies riven with fire, some looked upon an ice-cold maelstrom of stars, some saw colossal tentacles and fanged maws that drooled the molten stuff of Chaos. Perhaps the Dark Gods raised their champions to daemonhood from the battles that raged amongst the flames. It matters little, for the truths of those hopeless wars are lost.


  The Oak of Ages was swallowed last of all. Mournful dryad-song echoed under livid skies as Athel Loren perished. With its destruction, the Weave that bound time and space together thinned and stretched.


  Twisted by unnatural energies, it dissolved entirely into nothingness.


  That terrible act of uncreation might have taken the blink of an eye, or unfolded across millennia. The Dark Gods were not fettered by the flow of time, and let it pass unmarked. Already tired of their victory, they turned away from the ruin they had wrought and began the Great Game anew in other worlds and other creations. In doing so, they paid no heed to the tiny speck of light tumbling in the infinite darkness - the glowing essence of what had once been a man.


  Through the storm of nothingness he fell, adrift for aeons upon unseen tides.


  Then came a glimmering orb, a fiery world-heart grown cold as the abyss.


  Desperate, the figure seized upon the sphere with a grip that could shatter mountains. He stared into the void, and from the darkness, the void stared back.


  The figure clung tight, marshalling his faded strength. He reached forth his hand, and a miracle took shape.


  And what of tomorrow? What of tales yet to be told, and the cycle of the stars?


  These were truly the End Times.


  


  


  



  



  



  



  



  



  But they were also the beginning.
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