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      This is a dark age, a bloody age, an age of daemons and of sorcery. It is an age of battle and death, and of the world’s ending. Amidst all of the fire, flame and fury it is a time, too, of mighty heroes, of bold deeds and great courage.


      At the heart of the Old World sprawls the Empire, the largest and most powerful of the human realms. Known for its engineers, sorcerers, traders and soldiers, it is a land of great mountains, mighty rivers, dark forests and vast cities. And from his throne in Altdorf reigns the Emperor Karl Franz, sacred descendant of the founder of these lands, Sigmar, and wielder of his magical warhammer.


      But these are far from civilised times. Across the length and breadth of the Old World, from the knightly palaces of Bretonnia to ice-bound Kislev in the far north, come rumblings of war. In the towering Worlds Edge Mountains, the orc tribes are gathering for another assault. Bandits and renegades harry the wild southern lands of the Border Princes. There are rumours of rat-things, the skaven, emerging from the sewers and swamps across the land. And from the northern wildernesses there is the ever-present threat of Chaos, of daemons and beastmen corrupted by the foul powers of the Dark Gods. As the time of battle draws ever near, the Empire needs heroes like never before.
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      Meat and Bone


      Filed high, the corpses formed a bloody ridge. Arms and legs, some broken, others twisted, jutted out from the heap. Thickening blood dripped down from the uppermost bodies, running down mud-spattered faces and spreading through the fabric of tunics and leggings. It was early yet, and the stench of rotting had yet to rise up and overcome that of emptied bladders and evacuated bowels. The sky was red from distant fires. Crows cawed. Flies buzzed, ready to lay eggs, which would pop forth as maggots, which would feed, which would grow into flies, which would buzz elsewhere, to find more meat for more maggots.


      Angelika crept quickly but carefully forward, watching where each foot fell. It would be no good slipping in the mud, or hearing that awful, telltale slurking noise that informed you you’d just got your boot stuck. The orcs who’d fallen upon these soldiers and slaughtered them would have mostly moved on by now, having sorted through the corpses for weapons and armor pieces, the only varieties of loot they had any use for. But there could always be stragglers. Or her fellow looters. Angelika’s profession was not an elevated one, and you could never trust someone you met out here not to slit your throat for the trinkets you’d mined. You did not want to fall down or get stuck or become in any way distracted.


      Angelika Fleischer had blacked the pale skin of her cheeks and forehead with soot, to make herself harder to see from a distance. She was tall and her limbs were long. Raggedly cut locks of hair jutted from the top of her narrow, sharply symmetrical head. The irises of her eyes were dark, so much so that it was hard to distinguish them from the pupils. These unrevealing eyes sat high in her face, above imperious, down-sloping cheekbones. Her lips were thin and precise. A short, thin line of white scar tissue fissured from the right corner of her mouth, marring the icy perfection of her beauty. She wore neither earrings, nor necklace, nor rings on her fingers. Her tunic and leggings were of brown leather that had worn so soft it seemed at first glance like deerskin. They were stained in many places, and crisscrossed with rudely sewn patches and repairs. Both garments were immodestly tight, though she had draped a short skirt of gauzy rags around her waist. In this land, it was hard enough, and you did not want to give men in the taverns any further reason for annoying catcalls, which drew attention. The sleeves of her tunic clung tight to her arms, and ended in frayed cuffs several inches before her wrists. Gloves protected her palms, though she’d snipped away their fingers and thumbs, to leave her own bare and free to work.


      Work she did. She knelt down over a stray body, one the orcs had not tossed into the pile. It was hard to make out colours, with all the gore and mud, so she couldn’t guess the man’s origin or regiment. But from the cuff-frills, you could tell he was an officer. The breastplate was already long gone, so it was an easy thing for her to reach down and pluck off each carved ivory, gold-rimmed button, one, then the next, then the next. Angelika tucked the resultant handful of buttons into the soft leather pouch that hung from her belt. She yanked open the tunic to see if the man had a ransom wrapped around his chest – perhaps a money belt, or thin strands of gold. But no. She scuttled backwards to grab the heel of his left boot. For some reason, if it was in the boot, it would nearly always be in the left one. She wiggled the heel and twisted and wriggled and worked it off. In the handful of years Angelika had been making her living as a looter of battlefields, she had become very good at getting boots off. There, wrapped around his ankle, she saw a necklace of pearls and silver. She snatched it up and tightened her fingers around it.


      An exhalation of breath, made visible by the air’s increasing chill, rose up from one of the bodies in front of her. Someone was not quite dead. Angelika halted herself in mid-gesture, with the stillness of a hunted animal, her face remaining expressionless. Her eyes methodically scanned the tangle of corpses ahead of her. She saw the man who was still breathing. Heard him groan: a low, weak grunt. It spoke to Angelika of fear and disappointment. His throat was slick with bright-colored blood and, as Angelika studied him further, she saw his tunic was also soaked through with red. He gurgled and his chest jerked slightly upwards.


      Angelika looked slowly around and moved towards him, gingerly finding solid footfalls in the few spaces the carpet of corpses offered. She squatted beside the man. His face was wide, his beard bushy and gray. The veins of his face lay close to the surface of his skin, mapping a lifetime of drained ale flagons. His right eye was pale blue. A black leather patch, studded with agates and with an opal in the middle, covered the left. She could easily tell he was a veteran campaigner.


      His living eye registered the sight of the woman kneeling over him, and he tried to reach a fleshy arm up at her. But strength had left him, and it sank back into the muck the moment he tried to raise it. He groaned again, making a sound that seemed to Angelika fretful, almost babyish.


      ‘Not me,’ he said.


      ‘Yes,’ Angelika said, but gently, ‘you.’


      She put the fingers of her right hand together and moved them slowly towards his face. She lay them softly against his left cheek. She felt the wet of the blood and the soft tangle of matted beard hair. She felt the coarser stubble on the part of his cheek the dying man usually shaved.


      ‘Not–’ the veteran said, but then he deflated, and Angelika saw that his one good eye had gone blank. It wasn’t so unusual to find soldiers who hadn’t finished dying yet, especially against orcs. They were less than thorough with their defeated foes. After a human victory, you found most corpses stripped of obvious valuables, which was bad, but you faced less chance that the man you were searching would suddenly bolt up and clamp bloodied hands around your throat. It was a different set of complications, depending on which side won.


      She broke from her stillness and reached over to snatch the jeweled eye-patch from the dead man’s face. She tucked it into her purse’s wide, waiting mouth. She checked his tunic for buttons but they were nothing special. He’d spent all his vanity coin on the fancy patch, clearly. She half-straightened herself, casting her eyes about for an officer type. They were always the most lucrative.


      She heard another groan, behind her, and turned. A long, thin dagger was already in her hand. She saw nothing moving. Just the big ridge of piled bodies. She watched a plume of breath escape from her lips up into the air.


      ‘Please,’ a voice said. A young voice, male. Speaking the tongue of the Empire. It was not the kind of trick a brutish orc was capable of playing.


      Angelika remained still, kept her blade out.


      ‘Please,’ the voice repeated. ‘Over here,’ it said.


      Angelika’s eyes went to where the voice seemed to be coming from, but her feet remained planted in place.


      ‘Please,’ the voice said. ‘I am stuck under bodies. Whenever I open my mouth, it fills up with blood. Someone else’s, I am pretty sure. Help me get out. Please.’


      Angelika knew the Empire, and in a past existence had learned to tell one accent from another. The young man’s voice came from somewhere up in the north-east. A long way from where they stood, close to the Blackfire Pass, between the southern flatlands of the Empire and the lawless reaches of the Border Princes.


      She still had not moved.


      ‘Please help me out,’ the young man said. His voice was getting louder, finding strength. ‘My name is Franziskus.’


      ‘Franziskus,’ she said, ‘shut up. You’ll bring the greenskins back.’


      ‘I’m over here,’ he said, much more quietly. ‘Please. Quick. Under all this weight… My lungs – being crushed.’


      ‘Then don’t use them so much.’


      Angelika had pinpointed the location of the voice and began to step towards it. Finally she saw the movement. It was midway up in the stack of corpses, pointing upwards. She saw wriggling. And shoulders. Of his features, all she could make out was a helmetless head, a mop of what was probably blond, possibly curly, hair soaked flat with congealing blood.


      ‘Please get me out of here. See what part of me you can grab onto and then pull.’


      ‘No.’


      There was quiet for a moment, and in it Angelika could hear faraway drums.


      ‘No?’ the voice finally said.


      ‘No. Now shut up before I open your throat, on the risk of your attracting orcs.’ She’d moved closer to him, so she could speak more quietly. She could see his forehead now, and his eyes, though she did not think he could see her. He kept blinking his eyelids as more blood dripped onto his face from above.


      ‘Please, I promise you, I’ll be absolutely silent,’ Franziskus said, also barely audible. ‘I foxed the orcs into thinking me dead, but I’m not injured. I’ll not be a burden to you. All I need is help out, then I’ll be on my way. Alone, no burden to you.’


      ‘No.’


      ‘No?’


      ‘Are your ears, too," filled with blood, or are you always hard of hearing?’ Angelika’s voice remained even, its tone flat and unenlightening.


      ‘But why deny me mercy?’


      A moving glint, high and to the left, caught Angelika’s eye. It was a pendant, bearing the holy hammer symbol of Sigmar. It was gold. The pendant hung from a clutching hand, out-thrust from the ridge of bodies. Franziskus’ squirming had set it to swinging, slightly.


      ‘Why deny me mercy?’ Franziskus repeated.


      ‘Your throat remains uncut. Is that not mercy?’ She rose up on her toes and plucked the pendant like it was a grape on a vine.


      ‘Why decline me the help I need?’


      Angelika began to look for other riches to pick from the corpse pile. Her eyes fixed on a cufflink, perhaps of silver.


      ‘Have you laid eyes on me?’ she asked. She reached forward to grab a dead wrist with her off-hand. In the other, her knife sawed at cuff fabric. ‘What do you think I am doing here?’


      ‘Did I hear you comforting someone, just now?’


      ‘No.’ She tore the cut fabric of the sleeve away and dropped it, with the cufflink, into her purse.


      ‘I am sure I heard this.’


      ‘Hope deceives you. You mistake my nature.’


      Franziskus stopped to breathe and Angelika carried on as if she would hear no more of him. She found a boot sticking from the mass of the slain and began to twist and pull at it. It was stuck securely to its master’s leg, and resisted her stoutly.


      ‘Then what is your nature?’ Franziskus eventually asked.


      Angelika pulled some more at the boot. It would not be budged. She wrinkled up her nose at it. It was a flaw of her nature, she admitted to herself, that she was often too stubborn to give up a uselessly difficult task. If she fell into the same old trap, she could easily stand here for half an hour trying to get this one stupid boot off, even though she had no assurance that there was anything good inside it, and even though all around her there were hundreds of other boots on hundreds of other feet.


      She realized that Franziskus had said something else to her, but that she had not been paying attention and could not say what it was. She wrinkled her nose again, this time at herself, and then saw a crushed-up hat lying between bodies. It might have a hatpin on it. She yanked at it and, to control the extent of distraction he posed, decided to keep talking to the young man, to answer his previous question.


      ‘You mistake me for some kind of nurse or rescuer. I am here, Franziskus, to loot the bodies of your comrades.’ She jangled her purse in his direction. ‘Medals, gemstones, coins.’ She freed the flattened hat, but found no jewels or pins in its band. Instead, there was a small envelope of brown and waxen paper. She slipped open the flap and looked inside. It contained a darkish powder, one she recognized from the smell. This man had brought with him a little extra surprise for the orcs, and its waxy envelope had even kept it dry. But he had not gotten a chance to use it. Angelika tucked the envelope into the breast pocket of her tunic. The hat she tossed over her shoulder, and it splatted in the muck behind her.


      ‘Why?’ he said. His voice’s pleading tone was gaining in insistence.


      She snorted. ‘Why do you think?’


      Franziskus began a greater flurry of wriggling, shifting his shoulders back and forth in the evident hope of sliding himself free. At the end of his struggle, he grunted. It seemed to Angelika that he had succeeded only in settling the bodies above him even more heavily upon his chest and limbs. He huffed whimperingly as Angelika removed a succession of boots, to find only a series of soaked and mildewy socks, each covering a set of toes half eaten by trenchfoot.


      ‘You think I am shocked,’ Franziskus struggled to say He stopped to gulp in air. ‘And shocked I am, I’ll admit. I am new to war, you see. This was my first battle.’


      ‘You should have stayed away.’


      ‘A man of my station is obli–’ Franziskus cut off his own thought, as if suddenly aware of the futility of his line of argument. ‘Please, there is no reason not to help me. Please help me.’


      ‘Once,’ said Angelika, pausing before the pile of corpses to decide where to start next, ‘I came upon a battlefield, and set about doing my business, and found a man, a big barrel of a sergeant, lying with a broken arm, pinned under a big piece of cannon. It had exploded at the seams, gone flying through the air, and flattened him into the soft earth.’


      ‘I have heard of such things,’ Franziskus said.


      She surveyed his reddened face and leaned back against the bodies as if they were a brick wall, to rest up a bit. ‘He just needed it rolled off his arm, and he called to me, and I had not been doing this for long.’ From her new vantage point, she saw a hand with a fat ring on it, and reached forward to work it down over the knuckle. The blood that slicked the hand made it easier work than it otherwise would have been. ‘I was reluctant, because he was a big man, but he pleaded with me as you’re doing now. And I went to him, and helped him, and rolled the cannon off his arm. And then, with his good arm, he grabbed a sabre and tried to spit me with it, cursing me as a looter and the desecrator of his comrades.’


      ‘But I won’t do that.’


      ‘So you say.’


      ‘I am of noble birth; my word means something.’


      ‘Perhaps you even believe that, in your current straits.’ She moved away from the stacked bodies to the scattered pile of dead opposite it, where it would be easier to systematically search each corpse.


      ‘Do you believe in nothing?’


      ‘Yes.’


      While he mulled that over, Angelika found a headless artillerist and rolled him over on his back, for better access to buttons and belt buckle.


      ‘You care for nothing but gold?’


      ‘What else is there?’


      ‘I am only a fourth son but still, my family can pay a good reward if you free me.’


      ‘How great a reward?’


      ‘Greater than an assemblage of medals and cufflinks.’


      Her tongue darted along inside her cheek. She shook her head, moved on to another corpse. ‘I believe only in gold I can place immediately in my hand.’


      Franziskus began to breathe quickly in and out, in the manner of a crazed horse or dog. Angelika stood up to survey other areas of the battlefield, to see which might be safely ripe for plucking.


      ‘Then, in general pity’s name, I implore you. As one child of Sigmar to another.’


      Angelika rounded on her heels, towards him, and for the first time spoke with heat in her voice. ‘Your gods and heroes mean nothing to me. They are fairy stories only, tales we tell one another to persuade ourselves that we are more than just meat and bone. All is blood and corruption on this plane, and what lies beyond it is naught. And man – man is nothing more than a finer-looking orc, wrapped up in brocades and finery and books and music but a ravening savage nonetheless. I clean up after what you nobles do, with your never-ending wars of loot and conquest. It’s as close as I’ve found to a worthwhile pursuit in this stinking charnel house of a world. So do not speak to me of pity. It is a word without meaning. It is a lie.’


      Franziskus listened as Angelika paused to recover her expended breath. ‘Your words are well-schooled, your accent refined. How did–’


      She heard mud squishing under boots and glottal growling in the orcish tongue. She pushed her arm through the pile of cadavers and clamped a hand over Franziskus’ mouth. She cursed and said, ‘They’re coming back.’


      ‘I will let go of your mouth now,’ she said, scanning what lay ahead of her, to the left and to the right. She did not let go of Franziskus’ mouth. She had carefully surveyed the scene before approaching, but now it had all gone out of her head. ‘I will let go of your mouth now, but if you so much as cough…’


      It was all flat ground, with hills rising up on both sides, up towards the mountains. It was scattered bodies all around, and mud, and – there. A good hundred feet away, an upturned cart, its wheels lopped off its axle, scorch marks up and down its unfinished wood.


      She slowly removed her hand from Franziskus’s face, ready to clamp it back again if he made a peep. ‘They’re coming back. Your best hope lies in silence. Be a corpse, Franziskus, or they’ll make you one.’


      Then she sprinted towards the cart. During the length of her run, she heard nothing but blood rushing in her ears. Saw the battlefield and the strewn corpses floating past her, slowly, as in one of those dreams where you need to run from something, but your legs can scarcely move. Finally she hit the ground beside the cart, rolling in, skidding through mud, slamming into its singed wooden side. As soon as she stopped she could hear other things again. She heard the crows overhead, then another orcish sound, possibly laughing, though Angelika did not know for sure if orcs were capable of laughter. It was not a cheerful or encouraging sound. She wedged both hands in the tiny space between the top of the cart and the muddy ground. It hurt; the cart was heavy and her angle was all wrong. She heard snorting and throaty barking. She girded herself, got the cart up a few inches and then, on her belly, wriggled under the space she’d made. The cart fell back down onto her neck and shoulders, but she scraped along anyhow and worked herself all the way inside. She turned and there was the dead face of a soldier, burned to the quick and grinning yellow teeth at her.


      She winced and wriggled away, up towards the front of the cart. A little diffuse red light was working its way under the cart, which meant that maybe there was a space to peep through. Angelika crawled until her eyes and nose sat right in front of this small space between cart and ground. She saw big boots made from scraps of fur and cloth and leather. She saw legs: some naked, green, and muscled; others greaved in mismatched bits of battered metal armor. Counting them, she decided that there were either five or six orcs. Judging their size from the legs, there wasn’t a single one of them she’d ever want to fight against.


      The legs were stepping their way through bodies on the scattered plain. They hadn’t yet reached the big ridge of corpses but they seemed to be poking their way in that direction. Most of the orcish talk seemed to come from one big specimen, possibly the one with the most valuable armour. Angelika wished she could understand them but the orc tongue wasn’t just something you could pick up by sitting about in taverns or going to study at a monastery. It was a good enough guess, though, that the well-armoured one’s grunts and hisses were orders. He stood there barking, and the others, in response, picked their way through the bodies.


      One bent down low enough that its head suddenly entered her field of vision. It was big, shaped like a malformed melon, with a face that was mostly jaw, from which well-chipped ochre tusks, each about the size of Angelika’s dagger, jutted unevenly up and down. The orc grabbed at a corpse’s wrist with its massive green hand, and stared at it long enough for a white globule of snot to gather in one of its tiny, triangular nostrils, then slide down to its lip, finally disappearing into its mouth. Then the orc, blinking its red-rimmed eyes in frustration or annoyance, let the body’s wrist flop listlessly back into the mud.


      Angelika could not think what it was they were looking for. Not valuables, certainly. Nor weapons – there were a few pieces lying only partially buried in the mud, and these the orcs ignored.


      She turned her head slightly to see what was happening to the side, closer to the body pile. She saw another orc, this one with pus-filled buboes, each the size of a copper coin, all over the skin of its squashed and narrow head. It ducked down over the body of the old bearded soldier, the one she’d helped die. The orc sniffed the dead man like a dog would, then rubbed its purulent face over the torso. Then it shook its head and vengefully spat a wad of phlegm into the corpse’s dead eye.


      Angelika understood: they were looking for someone who was still alive. This one could tell somehow that the old veteran was still warm. But not warm enough, which is why he was angry. They’d keep going, she realized, until they found Franziskus. And then the boy would take his revenge on her, pointing out the cart. Angelika told herself that she should have slit his throat when she had the opportunity. But the trouble is, you almost never know whose throat you should cut until afterwards.


      A round of low shrieks and gravelly gabbling rose up to the left. Angelika could no longer see any orcs and scrambled to adjust her position, to change her field of view. She hit her knee on a rock and nearly cried out. She pushed her body up flush with the front of the cart, and through the crack could now again see orc feet. Some were dancing up and down. Others were firmly planted. They were in front of the corpse pile. Angelika could not really see what was going on, but from the positions of the legs could guess: they’d found Franziskus and were hauling him out.


      She turned again, in the confined space under the cart, looking for a better weapon than her dagger. She imagined them suddenly pulling the cart away and tried to think of the best defense. Probably it would be to leap towards them as soon as the cart moved, to scrabble her skinny, mud-slicked body between orcish legs, and keep on going past them. She would run to the right, past the corpse ridge, then up into the hills. Angelika was fast but had never tried to outrun orcs. Her spindly legs might not be a match for the big pillars of muscle underneath those brutes, but that would not stop her from trying. From the sidelines, she’d watched several battles, and knew that often soldiers died because they gave up too soon. Angelika would not die from giving up.


      It bothered her that she would not be given the chance to avenge herself against the boy for squealing. Still, he would meet a gruesome end, though at hands other than her own.


      She saw Franziskus dangling upside down, then being dropped headfirst into the muck and blood. He rolled over onto his back and reached to his belt for a weapon, but a vast orc boot came crunching down on his wrist. Franziskus bucked and cursed. His face turned red with the effort, but they had him good. His off-hand was still free and Angelika readied herself for what would happen next. The boy would not speak orcish but he could still tell them what they needed to know.


      Then the pustule-ridden orc bent down over Franziskus’s legs with an oversized cabbage sack. For some reason, its burlap had been dyed a splotchy purple. It had a big drawstring on it, of muck-stained cord. The buboed orc rolled the bag up over the boy’s feet and shins while two others held his legs. The bag went up over Franziskus’s waist. Then to his chest. The orcs roughly jammed his seized arms down over his torso. Then the bag went up past his shoulders.


      Franziskus turned his head towards her. He surely couldn’t tell, Angelika knew, that he was meeting her eyes. He directed an imploring expression at her nonetheless. Moving his lips in slow exaggeration, he mouthed the words: Please. Help. Me.


      Then the bag went up over his head and the drawstring pulled shut and one of the biggest orcs seized it by the top and hefted it over his back, so that all but the cord, dragging in the muck behind him as he walked, disappeared from Angelika’s view. The other orc legs and orc boots followed, wasting no time in heading back where they’d come from.


      Angelika saw something white and trembling in front of her and at length realized that it was her own hand. She thought that perhaps it would be appropriate to vomit but the physical urge to do so was not in fact upon her. Feeling the cold of the muck she lay in, she wrenched herself up to a sitting position, even though this meant painfully craning her neck.


      She could not believe it. The boy hadn’t given her away.


      Angelika would have to wait a good long time to be sure there would be no more orcs coming.


      It had been a certainty to her that the boy would point the finger. She had it all pictured in her head and everything. She was all prepared for what to do next.


      She leaned her head against the wood of the cart, letting her breathing slow. She reached up to her face with dirty fingers and felt something wet coming down from her eyes. She assumed it would be blood, from some wound she hadn’t noticed getting, but when she looked at her fingers there was no red liquid. So it must have only been tears.


      It was sad, she supposed, that the orcs would torture and mutilate and for all she knew even eat the boy. He had turned out to be better than the norm. But there was certainly nothing she could do about it. Or should do. She understood the world better than he.


      She stood on a granite promontory, up in the hills, looking down at the massed orcs as they moved down south through the pass, back into the border reaches. The walls of mountain rock on both sides gathered up and magnified the grunting and chanting of the orcs below. It felt like they were groaning right into her ear. But she was safe from them; she would look like just a speck, up here, and they were occupied with their unruly march.


      The mud was drying already. She looked at a big cake of it on her outer thigh and smacked it off. Idly she wondered which side had initiated the battle in the first place, the patrolling Imperials or the invading orcs. It did not really matter, but Max, to whom she would sell her catch, maintained an interest in military matters and liked to know these things. He said he was writing a book, which he wasn’t, but Angelika could get a slightly better price on her wares by humouring him. Even so, she did not know what she was waiting for. She could glean no further information for Max by watching the orcs now. Even though they held great torches aloft – tree trunks, wrapped in looted cloth and dipped in flammable pitch, each carried by three or four straining, stumbling orcs – details were hard to make out. Maybe an expert on orcs could look down and find signs to interpret, but Angelika had no interest in becoming an expert on orcs.


      She turned to go and then stopped. She turned back, to see more clearly what she had just seen, in the corner of her eye. Emerging from a blind spot behind a rock outcropping was a huge cart. Angelika had to pause and compare it with the size of the figures around it to get an accurate sense of its scale. Its wheels – she counted a dozen, then recounted and corrected the figure to ten – were greater in diameter than the height of any nearby orc. Its surface was a flat platform of long planks, somewhere between eighty and one hundred feet long. It boasted neither rails nor sides. Over a hundred sweating, bare-backed orcs, suffering under the lashes of multiple drivers, pitched forward in a series of great, uneven lurches, dragging it behind them. In the middle of the cart there towered an enormous wooden figure. The figure, depicting an orc with gaping mouth and antlered helmet, terminated at the waist, which was flush with the planks of the cart. It looked hollow, like it had been knocked together with nails and scraps of board. The eyes on its squarish face were set on different levels, and several of its large, triangular teeth had already fallen loose and were dangling from the round cave of its stupidly open mouth. Angelika could not tell if the splotches of dark on the figure’s surface were paint or dung or mildew.


      Her knees felt unsteady, and a voice at the back of her head told her to run, but Angelika kept looking at the thing, confident in the half mile of distance between them. The big figure had only one arm, and this was a separate, levering piece, attached with a big wooden pin to its shoulder. This moveable arm terminated in a great round hammer, its striking surface easily eight, perhaps even ten, feet in diameter. Chains held it up, in ready position. Angelika, squinting, thought she could make out a pulley contraption set into the platform of the cart, to which the chains were fixed.


      Several dozen orcs, all tiny to her eyes, milled around the figure. One in particular seemed larger than the rest, and stood at the cart’s forward edge, fists at hips, watching the slave orcs as they strove to yank his conveyance onward. She saw that his foot stood on something, and that the something was moving.


      It was a familiar, squirming sack, dyed purple and splotchy, its drawstring now trailing down over the lip of the cart.


      So they had not killed the boy yet. It did not take brilliant deduction to realize that the orcs intended to perform some kind of ceremony involving their big crude statue. It would entail placing Franziskus under the hammer’s shadow, then loosing the chains, so it would fall upon him, pounding him to paste.


      Angelika turned to go. Now she had an interesting fact to share with Max for his imaginary book. It would not be necessary to stay and watch the ceremony. She could imagine the results with sufficient vividness. She crept quietly along the flatfish projection of rock she’d been standing on and down to a trail through the brush and bramble. The trail forked two ways, up towards a mountain switchback, or down the face of the hill to the pass. Up around the mountain lay her route to town, and Max, and her money and a hot drink and a softish bed.


      She took the trail’s downward leg. Angelika had never heard of a thing like the statue. Maybe she could make some more money by making a sketch of it, to sell to scholars or something. Max would know of such scholars, perhaps. They were the sorts of people he was always drinking with. Angelika had heard maybe that there was a market for information. It would be especially true, wouldn’t it, when it was information on the Empire’s most dangerous enemies? Yes, she was pretty sure of it. So, the reason she was getting closer was to make a sketch. For the money.


      Stunted, leathery-leafed trees lined the trail, and Angelika kept low behind them. It was not hard to match the cart’s slow progress. If anything, Angelika, the thumps of her heart radiating up through her chest, wanted it to go faster.


      A dried, weedy branch reached out to caress her, leaving a line of burrs hanging from her leggings.


      She would not do anything foolish, she told herself.


      She pulled the back of her hand across her forehead, wiping sweat away.


      Maybe you could say, in some sense, that the boy deserved rescuing, but she would not allow herself to be tempted towards such stupidity.


      Drumming started up, somewhere in the distance, and echoed across the walls of rock.


      There were hundreds of orcs around, maybe more, and any one of them could kill you with a single blow.


      A rock rolled out from under Angelika’s foot as she put it down on the path, and she windmilled her arms to try to keep her balance. She crashed into one of the low, bushy trees, grabbing a branch for support. Its bark felt greasy.


      Especially that biggest of the orcs, up on the cart, standing over Franziskus. That one could kill you with a single dull fingernail.


      Up ahead, she saw that her path dead-ended. The pass widened out, and the trail went right down to its flat bottom. She could stay put, clamber back up the incline through sharp rocks and boulders, or continue on to where the orcs were. She stayed put, cursing her folly.


      She heard whip cracks and orcish shouts and looked over to see that the cart drivers were trying to get the haulers stopped. Some at the front had halted, while others behind them trudged peevishly onwards. A pileup began, and the haulers began to push and shove at each other. One particularly large specimen, pushed from behind by a humpbacked, dull-eyed orc, turned and opened his maw wide, exposing his tusks and sending a great spray of spittle back towards his tormentor. A third orc, beside the humpback, squinted as spare sputum hit him, then lurched forward to clamp thick, horny fingers over the larger orc’s lower jaw. He pulled downwards, smashing his victim with his spare fist. Haulers all around these two joined in, limbs flying, jaws gnashing, as the drivers up on the cart directed their whips into the brawling mass. A small chunk of something fleshy and greenish sailed out from the tangle of brawling orcs. Angelika guessed it for a finger or possibly an ear.


      Her shoulders seized up in warning as she heard something behind her. Twisting backwards, she saw a trio of orcs making their way quickly down the trail, their eyes on the fight. They intended to join it, but unless she went somewhere, they would run right into her. They blocked her route back into the hills. Her only way was forwards, towards the greater mass of orcs. At least they were distracted.


      Angelika leapt. She was in mid-air, sailing over the bushes. She hit the gravelly ground at ravine bottom. The wheels of the cart, now motionless, stood in front of her. She could hear screaming and growling, but no orcs were looking her way. They’d all be up at the front of the cart, where the fight was. She sprinted in between two of the tall, spoked wheels, rocks and pebbles spraying out behind her. Once under the cart, she looked for the best way to hide. The axles were high and wide enough that she could haul herself up on them, and maybe not be seen when the commotion died down up front. She chose an axle in the middle, which would give her more choices when she had to run. Angelika hefted herself up and laid herself out on her back, across the axle. It was not comfortable, but she could balance herself and was not in immediate danger of falling off. What would happen when the cart started moving again, she could not predict.


      The sounds from up ahead were trailing off to yelping and isolated snarls, so Angelika could only guess that the orc leaders had violently snuffed out the brawl. She would be stuck here for a while, until the next distraction. This would probably occur after the cart started up again, and then reached its final destination. She could creep away then. This would teach her forever, she thought. She promised herself that the next time she saw someone being carried off to an awful fate, she would act true to her beliefs, and leave him to his destiny. She made a point of feeling the hardness of the axle as it dug into her spine; she would recall this sensation when next she got an imbecilic temptation to do otherwise.


      She thought about possible escape routes. Both the brushy inclines on either side of the pass would be good ways to get out, so long as they remained free of orcs.


      The cart stayed stopped. Perhaps this was its final destination.


      She heard something to the left, and strained to see it, through wheel-spokes. Four orcish pallbearers carried a wooden pallet past the cart’s far side. Angelika could not fully see the honored corpse they bore, but he was at least as big an orc as the one she’d seen atop the cart, lording it over Franziskus’s sack.


      The pallbearers halted when they reached the front of the cart, and Angelika saw the pallet being hauled up onto it. It looked for a moment as if the corpse would fall off, but then she saw it was bound to the pallet with knotted lengths of cloth.


      Angelika sifted her memory for what little she knew of orcs and their ways. The big dead orc must be the previous leader, killed in the battle. The big live orc must be taking over. The ceremony in which Franziskus was about to be sacrificed was to celebrate the live one’s ascendance, or to mourn the dead one’s loss, or both.


      There was a thumping up top, and the planks of the cart rattled and vibrated just inches from the top of Angelika’s head. She could tell that all of the hopping up and down was taking place near the cart’s forward edge. She heard the exultant howling of an army of gore-mad orcs. Horns blew and the throng silenced itself somewhat. A deep, bellowing voice boomed out over them.


      This would be it. That would be the big orc giving its speech. Things were reaching a head. It was time to go. She dropped down from the axle and back under the cart, pointing herself towards the trail she’d come from. Then, up by the front-most wheel, she saw it: the dangling drawstring. It bobbled up and down, so she knew the boy was still inside the bag. He would be right within reach. She edged forward, towards it. She reached, stretching her fingers out, nearly brushing the drawstring with their tips. Then she pulled them back. What was she thinking? You couldn’t stop at a time like this. Pulling on the drawstring would accomplish nothing anyway. She’d have to reveal herself to the orcs to get up on top, then get him out of the bag, then… There was no chance. She bolted from under the cart back towards the trail, her head swiveling to see if any orcs spotted her.


      She made it to the start of the incline, then scrabbled upwards, grabbing dirt and rocks as handholds, then got up to the line of bushy trees, and dove for the ground behind them. She flattened herself to the earth and thanked the nonexistent gods for her good fortune. She poked her head up watchfully.


      She saw the cart. The new leader had freed the old, dead one from his pallet and held him by the scruff of the neck. Below him, orcs capered and banged drums and shook fists and screeched on dissonant bugles. Grabbing the massive corpse by clapping both hands around its head, the new boss drew it close to him and kissed its cruel, upcurving lips. Then he turned and hurled the body into the waiting mob, which seized it and bore it aloft, passing it backwards. The orc army threw their old leader’s body up into the air, then caught it, then threw it up, each time letting loose with an animal cheer. Sometimes the body would sink below the level of the crowd, to resurface moments later with a tusk or digit missing: they were taking souvenirs of their slain hero. Gradually the body turned from venerated item to punching sack, resurfacing bloodier each time before finally disappearing forever near the back of the throng. The new boss orc threw his heavy arms up into the air and screamed something that could not have been articulate even in orcish. Angelika could not help shuddering.


      She looked at the bag, in which Franziskus squirmed. The big orc was shouting some more, but an orcish oration could not last long. The next step would be the boy’s demise.


      Angelika leapt from the bushes and ran down towards the cart again, letting the slope of the incline propel her downwards and forwards. A couple of stray orcs stepped from behind the front wheels of the cart, to intercept her. They were squat and shovel-faced, runts by the standards of the others she’d seen today. Maintaining her momentum, blade in hand, she flew towards them. She felt her knife find purchase in flesh, ducked low to evade a swiping hand, and felt wet warm blood spackle her face and arms. The closest orc lurched over, clutching its windpipe. The other, behind her, was in the midst of a backswing with a huge, well-notched battleaxe. She jumped into the air, landing on the back of the hunched-over orc, and used him as the springboard for a second leap, which took her up onto the edge of the cart. As her arms and chest impacted painfully with the cart’s planks, she saw the second orc’s axe come down on the other’s spine, where her legs had been a moment before. The axe head sunk deep into the first orc and out through the belly side; its owner struggled to free it.


      Angelika pulled her dangling legs up onto the cart. She saw Franziskus, freed of the bag, the boss orc towering over him, dragging him by the hair. The orc was pulling him towards a set of shackles under the hammer’s shadow. Angelika saw the boss’s head turn towards her, its red eyes fury-filled. It howled. It reached down and punched Franziskus savagely in the stomach. Franziskus curled up, gasping, hugging knees to chin. A sling stone whistled in from the crowd below; it went far wide of Angelika and plunked against the wooden statue. The boss orc looked at it and growled something at his men. He’d be telling them not to fire any missiles his way, and also that he could take care of one scrawny human woman himself. Then he advanced on her. There were other orcs on the platform, four of them near the back, all in good armour. They stepped up, but the boss waved them back, too.


      He did not deign to pull a weapon, merely drawing his massive hands into claws and loudly cracking their joints. He stepped ponderously forward. He cocked his head to one side and seemed to grin, shaking big wattles of loose skin that trailed from his bony jaw.


      Angelika felt the leaden weight of her feet, planted on the planks of the cart. She felt the puniness of the tiny knife in her hand. She gulped and sprinted forwards. The orc swung prematurely, and she slipped under his blow to jab her knife up at his throat. But she could not reach, and the knife hit his blackened breastplate, bending like a blade of grass. She rolled, trying to make it through his trunk-like legs, but he closed them on her, and squeezed. She felt wrenching pain as he grabbed one of her legs and twisted it. She wriggled herself forwards and somehow out of his grip. She turned and rolled and hit the planks. Air bolted from her lungs as her opponent kicked her in the side with metal-toed boots. She rolled again and up to her feet and staggered forwards. In blurred peripheral vision, she saw that Franziskus had crawled his way back, most of the way past the wooden figure. The orc lieutenants stood watch over him; one seemed ready to smash him with a hammer if he got too far away.


      Vibrations of the boards she stood on warned her to turn back to see her foe. He was charging. She stood her ground. At the last moment, she ducked and kept on going, grabbing onto a hilt poking out from a scabbard at his belt. She stumbled gracelessly past him, a huge hacking sabre now in her hands. A throat-scraping cheer went up behind her. The orcs were happy for the added attraction. She was an addition to the ceremony. They wanted her to put up a colourful fight before their leader finally dispatched her.


      She struggled to heft the immense weapon. She grabbed it with both hands, held it overhead, and charged the orc boss, who now stood with feet spread complacently apart, awaiting her charge. Angelika rushed towards him, then her head was ringing and she was flying backwards through the air. She landed on her behind. What echoed around her was definitely the laughter of orcs. The boss had reversed her charge merely by clipping her on the forehead with the heel of his hand, which he still held out to her in mocking display. She struggled to her feet, picked up the heavy sword again, and once more charged. This wrung another crash of laughter from the open-throated throng.


      As she ran, she looked to Franziskus, still lying sprawled, and saw that she had caught his eye. She thought she saw him nod. She ran at the orc, whose grinning mouth widened. She held the sword aloft, as she had before. But at the point of impact, she swayed low, instead sticking the weapon between the orc’s legs, and pushing him. Tripping on the sword, he fell backwards, landing flat and spread-eagled, near the shackles.


      Franziskus kicked forward, loosing the chain. It went slack. It rang and jangled through the pulley. The hammer dropped. The figure rocked. The orc boss’s eyes widened. He slid himself forward. The hammer landed. It caught only the boss’s skull, squashing it flat and sending a jet of gray matter squirting down the length of the cart, to stop short of the feet of his lieutenants.


      Angelika staggered back upright and felt terror’s power fill her bones. She saw one of the lieutenants reach down to seize Franziskus, but then a second stopped his hand, following up with a sudden butt to the forehead.


      Of course. Now they will fight to see who becomes boss, ignoring distractions. She stumbled towards the lad and grabbed him by the collar of his tunic. A tumult arose behind her and she spun to see a mass of orcs clambering up on the cart to get them. She fumbled in her breast pocket, for the envelope she’d found back on the battlefield. The flash powder. She scooped into the envelope with her fingers, and threw the contents at the swarming orcs. She closed her eyes in advance of the flash, then opened them to see gobbets of thick smoke filling the air, and blinded orcs stumbling into one another.


      Yanking Franziskus’s collar, she half-dove from the cart. They landed badly, in a tangle together, but extricated themselves and dashed for the bushes, ignoring their pain. Angelika, in the lead, seized the lad when they reached the low trees. She pulled him down and they watched the writhing frenzy as partisans of the various battling lieutenants cheered on their candidates, or brawled viciously amongst themselves. They waited for vengeful outriders to come beating the bushes for them, but none bothered. As one tottering lieutenant seemed to win out, rivals’ pulped bodies quivering at his feet, they slipped away.


      They did not start talking until they were well clear of the orcs, on a down-sloping road around on the mountain’s other side. The adrenalin had left them, and now their bones ached and bruises throbbed.


      ‘I knew I could count on you,’ Franziskus said to her.


      ‘Nonsense.’


      ‘Despite what you said, basic human goodness won out.’


      She snorted derisively.


      ‘Your basic, human goodness.’


      ‘You mean idiotic, suicidal foolishness.’


      ‘You say this, but it is merely to assuage your pride.’


      ‘Shut up.’


      ‘I will prove my gratitude to you. You saved my life and I owe you everything.’


      ‘You’ll do whatever I ask?’


      Franziskus fervently nodded.


      ‘Then sod off,’ she said.


      He stopped, looking surprised.


      ‘I mean it. Go away. And if you tell anyone of the weakness I showed today, I’ll creep after you and gut you while you snore. Do you understand?’ She stopped, too, looking up at the sky. Dark clouds were coming in, hiding the stars. She looked at Franziskus, who turned his gaze from her and kept going.


      ‘I have sworn to repay you, and repay you I shall,’ he said, eyes closed, nose upturned.


      ‘Cretin,’ she said.


      ‘Basic human goodness,’ he said.


      ‘Everything I said to you was the truth, and everything I did was a lie,’ she said.


      The two continued down the stony roadway, disappearing from view.
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      Head Hunting


      The sound of screaming crows drew Angelika Fleischer onward and downward, deeper into the ravine. Where the birds fed, she would find her quarry. She threaded her way through mossy trees, their trunks riddled with rot. Pounding rain had given way to half­hearted drizzle; on dying branches, the water formed itself into heavy drops. Angelika, thin of limb, high of cheekbone, sharp of jaw, reached up to push a grasping branch out of her way. Her hair was a damp, dark mop. She wore black leggings under a soiled grey tunic, which was too long for her, and tied at her waist so its tails became a skirt. High boots, worn but sound, hugged her calves. An old brown jacket clung to her back, its scarred and cracking leather stretched tightly between her shoulders’ sharp blades.


      The branch she’d moved snapped back to smack the forehead of the young man struggling to follow her. Franziskus cried out in protest, wiping rainwater from his fine and noble features. He wore the sad vestiges of a junior officer’s uniform from rustic Stirland’s armies but his once-fine coat had lost much of its golden threading; several roughly-patched holes, as well as the dark remnants of well-scrubbed bloodstains, marred its green fabric. His face was handsome but still slightly round and boyish and his blondish hair, once impeccably groomed, now dangled long and lank from his large, aristocratic head. The rain had plastered a curling ringlet to the middle of his brow.


      Angelika paid no heed to the young man’s voiceless protests. She’d warned him not to come. He’d make a nuisance of himself when she got where she was going. He was, at least, smart enough not to complain aloud to her. She ducked under another damp branch, sending it flinging incidentally backwards. This time she heard no wet thwack of branch making impact; Franziskus was getting better at dodging.


      The cawing grew louder. Behind her, Franziskus slipped, his boot twisting and sliding along rain-slicked grass. Angelika twisted his way, raising a finger to her lips. Franziskus grabbed onto a young tree’s thin trunk and arrested his slide.


      ‘Stay here,’ she hissed, turning from him and advancing into a skiff of fog. Carrion birds, perched on logs and branches, eyed her jealously.


      No need for fear, she thought; the spoils I seek are not the same as yours. She looked down and there was a dead hand under her foot. She lifted it to survey the entire, mud-spattered body. It was human. Its face stared up, still shocked at what had befallen it. She could tell from the ragtag uniform that the man had been a mercenary. Angelika crouched down to make sure that the only movements around her were those of the crows. Satisfied, she rose to examine the other bodies. They, too, appeared to be dogs of war. This boded well; though their clothing was shabby, sell-swords such as these were the likeliest to have gold hidden in their boots or gems glinting in their teeth.


      She beckoned Franziskus to join her, though she didn’t care if he took her up on the invitation. He’d made his self-righteous aversion to her livelihood more than evident in the weeks since she’d rescued him, lying like one of these corpses, on a field of battle a little further down the throat of the Blackfire Pass. He stepped fastidiously toward her. Abruptly, a crow rose from a dark, wet rock and flapped its wings at the young man’s face.


      ‘Sigmar’s eyes!’ he cried, taking in vain the name of his Imperial deity. He defended himself from the bird with windmilling arms. Having made its territorial point, the crow circled in victory and lighted again deeper into the stand of corpses. It found an eyeball that the others had missed, plucked it from its socket, and let it roll down the length of its beak and into its gullet.


      Franziskus stood beside Angelika and shuddered. He shook his head with the theatrical sorrow of a novice priest. ‘Nothing good will come of this consort with the dead.’


      ‘I beg to differ,’ Angelika replied, squatting over the first body she’d found. She pulled on the dead man’s right boot. It held to its master’s leg with a miser’s tightness. Angelika strained. She fell into the mud, on her behind. Boot in hand, she looked up at Franziskus, to catch him mocking her. But no, he was too great a stick in the mud for that; his expression was merely pained. She scrabbled up onto her haunches and over to the foot she’d exposed. Sure enough, there was booty there: a large ring, made of incised silver, with a trio of red gems mounted in it encircled the mercenary’s big toe. There was still plenty of play between ring and toe; it must have originally been forged for some thick-fingered dwarf she decided. It slipped easily off and into the leather pouch that hung on Angelika’s bony hip. ‘We’ve found ourselves a rich haul today. You can see who these men are.’


      ‘Mercenaries. The pass crawls with them. They fight to honour neither god nor empire, but merely to line their greasy purses.’


      ‘Which, for our purposes, is a fine and splendid thing. Men who fight for money often die with money on them.’ She felt the first corpse for a purse, coming up with a muck-encrusted pouch. She withdrew from it four Imperial schillings, and a few coins from far-off Tilea. ‘We’ll dine well on the final fruits of this one’s martial labours.’


      Franziskus wrinkled his finely-sculpted nose. ‘I won’t sup on dead man’s coin.’


      ‘Suit yourself,’ Angelika said, ‘but I don’t notice you doing anything much to secure your next meal. Perhaps this is something you should give some thought to. Forgive me for noticing, but your purse grows steadily leaner.’


      ‘I am here not to profit from the slain, but to discharge my debt to you, by extending you my protection.’


      Scanning the ground for the next body, she laughed a breathy laugh. ‘Would I be rid of you if I told you that your protection is a hindrance, and that your debt exists only in your imaginings? If you mean to make me regret the foolish lapse that made me rescue you from those orcs, I can tell you: you’ve succeeded.’


      He stiffened to attention, as if observed by some distant field marshal. ‘I appreciate your effort to release me, but honour demands that I do my duty.’


      They heard a noise, and silenced themselves. Though it reverberated across the rocky ravine and through the darkened trees, the nature of the low thwocking sound was immediately recognizable to both of them: it was that of a heavy blade hitting flesh and cracking into bone. An axe, perhaps.


      Angelika held a hand out to Franziskus, urging quiet. She pointed ahead, showing him she meant to investigate. Franziskus opened his mouth to argue, but the chill in her expression look stopped his words. Shamefaced, he regarded his boots. A dead man’s crow-pecked face returned his gaze, eyeless and reproving. Franziskus shifted his position and looked up into the sky instead, where grey clouds mixed with white ones.


      Angelika was gone for what seemed like an age. Then Franziskus heard whistling. He knew the tune; it was a children’s skipping song. He crouched behind a boulder. The whistling grew louder until eventually a tall figure stepped through the fog. It was a man, wearing monkish robes, frayed at the hem. He swung an axe in his right hand and held the end of a large sack, slung over his shoulder, in his left. A long woollen scarf hung around his neck, like a stole. Crude shoes protected his feet. His head was long and narrow: its slightly pointed crown was naked, but a fringe of wiry chestnut hair ran around the back and covered his ears. Creases of veiny skin lay under beady, deep-set eyes. His upper lip protruded at the middle, driven outwards by a pair of oversized incisors. His demeanour was one of bland contentedness. Unusually for a person one might meet on the slopes of the Blackfire Pass, his face was washed clean, though his hands were spattered in muck, and dark droplets of blood speckled the lower portions of his robe. The head of his axe was bloody, too.


      Franziskus sank lower behind the rock, drawing his short blade from its scabbard. He would wait until the man approached, then leap up and, surprising him, get his dagger in past the reach of his axe. If the man was fool enough to resist, Franziskus would-


      He heard rushing footsteps and then Angelika’s voice: ‘Drop the axe!’ she said. Franziskus rose, to see Angelika standing behind the man, her knife at his back. The man’s eyes rolled up to the heavens, and he wobbled; for a moment, Franziskus thought the fellow might faint. He held both of his arms out to his side and dropped both the weapon and the sack. It fell heavily into the mud.


      ‘If you want to make yourself useful,’ Angelika called out to Franziskus, ‘then come here and help me keep watch on this person.’


      Franziskus moved toward them, picking his fastidious way through the corpses. As a unit, the crows retreated to the surrounding trees. They cawed their annoyance at him for disturbing their meal.


      Finally the man spoke, sputtering out his words: ‘I am not a person who requires to be kept watch upon. Rather, it seems to me that it is you who are the brigands and bandits here.’


      ‘Identify yourself,’ she said, jabbing him in the back. She used her thumb, but he jumped as if she’d stabbed him.


      ‘It is Victor Schreber, the noted doctor of philosophy, whom you impertinently manhandle.’


      Angelika looked to Franziskus. ‘Have you heard of this man?’


      Franziskus shrugged. ‘My tutors pressed many books of philosophy into my arms, but your name is unknown to me, sir.’


      ‘You are an individual of quality, then? In that case, I demand immediate release.’ Schreber stepped toward Franziskus, but Angelika stopped him short, grabbing him by the collar of his robe. He made an undignified choking noise.


      ‘Unfortunately for you, the individual of quality isn’t the one with the blade at your back. What’s in the bag?’


      Schreber pointed his long nose to the clouds and sniffed. ‘I merely collect samples for my scientific researches. Though of surpassing value to me, its contents are worthless to the non-specialist. See for yourself.’


      ‘Franziskus…’ Angelika ordered, indi­cating the bag with a shake of her head. Reluctantly, he made his way to it. He opened it up and immediately closed it, his face flushing with green revulsion. He gasped for air.


      ‘What is it?’ she asked him.


      ‘Heads,’ he said, eyes watering. ‘Human heads.’


      ‘Of course, human!’ Schreber exclaimed. ‘Why, the science of phrenology is at present in its barest infancy. We have barely scratched the surface of human physiognomy. It is much too early to even begin to contemplate the skulls of dwarfs, elves or halflings! Strict rigours must be observed!’


      He had turned toward her, without permission, but Angelika shrugged. He was well on the way to proving himself a harmless fool. ‘So you collect these heads as scientific specimens?’ she clarified.


      ‘Indeed, indeed!’


      ‘A ghastly and unwholesome practice!’ Franziskus said, fists tight.


      Schreber’s eyes swept from Angelika to Franziskus and back again, as if evaluating which of his captors posed the greater threat. ‘But good sir, it is vitally important to understand the mysteries of the human organism. By studying anatomy, we can one day perhaps cure deadly maladies. Or, by good breeding, wipe out idiocy and the propensity toward mutation.’


      Franziskus crossed his arms. ‘It is obscene and against the ways of Sigmar.’


      ‘I don’t know, Franziskus,’ Angelika said. ‘It strikes me as no more useless than any other form of scholarship.’


      ‘More than that!’ Schreber said, stooping down to pick up the bag. He rustled around in it, pulling out a bloodied globe of flesh. Franziskus recoiled; Angelika succeeded in maintaining her composure. ‘This, for example,’ Schreber continued, ‘represents a find of the rarest order. It is a Type Nine, with a notably prominent mandibular archway. Do you know what that means?’


      ‘Humour us with an explanation.’


      ‘A person of this type is known to be of a poetic bent, devoted more to feeling than to reason, and with tendencies towards pessimism and melancholy.’


      ‘Especially now.’


      The scholar ignored her jape. He reached into the bag for another sample. She held her palm out to stop him.


      ‘You needn’t trouble yourself any further, Dr. Schreber. The subtleties of your lecture are no doubt lost on us.’


      He stammered, directing his attention once more to the sharp point of Angelika’s dagger. ‘Ah, then. You will see, then, that I offer neither threat to you, nor competition to your looting efforts. It is specimens I seek, not coins or baubles.’


      Angelika looked meaningfully at his pouch, which was fat.


      ‘Ah yes. It is true, though, that I have picked up the occasional item of value, which lay on the ground in plain sight, in order to fund my researches, which can be expensive.’ His lips were flecked with spittle. ‘Sometimes, you see, I have call to commission the collection of certain specimens which are known to me, but which require the – I see that I bore you, however. You wish me to hand over to you the contents of my purse, is that not it?’ He handed it to her.


      She threw it back at him. It hit him in the chest and bounced to the muck at his feet.


      ‘What makes you think I’m some kind of common thief?’ she demanded.


      He gestured at the corpses all around them.


      ‘Those aren’t living victims, are they? I may take from those who no longer need their earthly goods, but I’m no back-alley robber!’


      Franziskus chuckled but realized too late that she truly meant it, that this distinction was no joke to her. She narrowed her eyes and glared at him. He felt his face burning.


      ‘Then I am free to go?’ Schreber asked her, bowing experimentally to pick up the purse and the head bag.


      ‘Leave the axe. I think I believe your words, but in these parts, trust can be a costly thing.’


      ‘I quite understand,’ said Schreber, bending low, exposing his teeth in a courtier’s smile. He picked up his dropped items. He turned to go, then stopped. ‘But wait,’ he said. ‘Now that I know you both not to be miscreants, but honest scavengers, a thought occurs.’


      Angelika planted a foot on a large stone and crossed her arms. ‘Let me guess. You’re thinking of a specimen you’d like us to procure for you.’


      Schreber bobbed his head up and down. ‘Indeed, indeed. North of here, in the mouth of the pass, lies a village – a trading post, really – named Verldorf. Its people are redoubtable, surviving as they do in this terrible place without paying homage to Elector Count or Border Prince. Yet the anxieties of their precarious existence have clouded their judgment, so that they sometimes mistake friends for scoundrels.’


      ‘You’ve been there, I take it, and secured a hostile welcome for yourself?’


      Schreber’s nods became slow and pensive. ‘Aye. It was most distressing. They thought me some kind of ghoul.’


      ‘A shocking error.’


      This time the doctor’s thick eyebrows twitched, as if on the verge of detecting irony. ‘Indeed. I merely sought to relieve them of a burden, and at a generous price. Yet their hostility was such that I was forced to depart with haste, lest I submit myself to bodily harm.’


      Franziskus put his hand on his dagger’s hilt. ‘You wished to loot their graveyard, for the heads of their relations?’


      ‘No, no, not relatives – Potocki! Recently they caught and executed the dread and notorious murderer of that name, who for many years preyed upon the posts and fortresses hereabouts.’


      Angelika had heard the name before; the locals associated it with a succession of crimes, from brigandage to child murder. No one person could have committed them all. ‘You’re sure it was Potocki?’


      Schreber placed a thoughtful hand on the side of his face. ‘To be truthful, no. But this is immaterial – I seek his head, not in vengeance for his misdeeds, but because he exhibits the most pronounced triple occipital ridge I have ever had the pleasure to lay eyes upon. I simply must add it to my collection. They have no further use for it, and I will pay you two hundred schillings if you bring it to my cottage, inside the walls of the Castello del Dimenticato.’ Angelika knew the Castello; it was a fortress town to the south, lorded over by one of the self-styled border princes.


      ‘A tempting sum,’ said Angelika, turning so she couldn’t see Franziskus, who was pleadingly shaking his head. ‘Why so high?’


      The scholar tugged at his collar. ‘As I said, the villagers are a surly lot and no doubt they will seek to thwart you. Potocki’s corpse dangles in a cage, across from the village tavern. The best course is to sneak in at night, open the cage, and remove the head. Naturally this involves risk – hence the generosity of my offer.’


      Franziskus took a haughty pace in his direction. ‘We are not grave robbers!’


      Angelika stopped him, the back of her hand against his chest. She asked Schreber: ‘You can direct us to Verldorf?’


      The philosopher led them over a rise, where he’d tied a mule to a spindly beech tree. It was laden with packs; he rummaged in one until he found a quill, an inkpot, and a scrap of parchment. He scratched out a clumsy map to Verldorf, with the Castello del Dimenticato marked on it for reference. Their destination appeared to lie about eight leagues to the north, meaning a day’s travel through the valley, two days if they kept to the forested shelter of the ravine on either side. Then it would take another half-day to reach Schreber’s place and lay hands on his gold.


      ‘Anything else we need to know?’ Angelika asked him.


      ‘The salient facts have been well covered.’


      She walked away, waving farewell in the stiff-armed manner of a countess. ‘Then go home and prepare your schillings, doctor of philosophy.’


      ‘But wait,’ Schreber said, loping after them. He cradled something in his hands. Angelika stopped; he handed her an iron box, with a hinged lid. She opened it; it was lined with velvet.


      ‘We deal with no ordinary cranium,’ Schreber puffed, out of breath. ‘Not like the common ones I gather here, which I bang together in my carrying sack. Potocki’s skull has already been mistreated, and may be in fragile condition. Transport it in this, to ensure that it arrives intact. Be warned: a shattered skull earns you no pay.’ He took the liberty of wagging a finger at Angelika, but halted himself in mid-gesture when he saw her reaction. He turned and proceeded quickly back to his mule, muttering inaudible goodbyes. They stood and watched as he clambered up on the mule and guided it down to the valley.


      ‘We aren’t even sure,’ said Franziskus, pushing damp hair out of his face, ‘that he’ll reach the Castello alive.’


      ‘Maybe not,’ said Angelika, ‘but he seems to know his way around. And for two hundred schillings, I’ll risk the waste of a day or two.’ She handed the iron box to him. Its heft surprised him; he nearly dropped it. ‘You have room in your pack for this,’ she said, ‘don’t you?’


      Attitude stoic, he slipped his pack from his shoulders. ‘And why such a cumbersome container?’


      ‘You heard him: he wants the head in one piece.’


      ‘Then why this?’ He opened the box to show her: resting on its velvet lining was a key and a padlock.


      Verldorf smelled of sheep dung and burning wood. The place consisted of cottages, a stable and a tavern. The buildings were made of mud-daub, with sagging, thatched roofs. Bleating livestock filled large corrals; animals warranted more space than people in this part of the world. A wooden palisade, its pointed timbers grey and deteriorating, served as the village’s main defence. Its gate was flimsy and its gateman drunken. In the event of a serious assault, the place would be pounded to matchsticks. The locals, it was clear, relied on the fact that the orc armies rarely got this far up into the pass. And when they did, Angelika surmised, they’d be too eager to smash through the Imperial borderlands to bother with this blemish of a settlement. The gateman hadn’t even challenged them on their way in.


      As the scholar had suggested, Potocki was not hard to find. A cage swung from a freshly built gibbet in the irregular expanse of muddy ground that played the role of village square. Inside, propped standing against the cage’s bars, stood a mangled corpse. Its head lolled off to one side. Its lower leg was bent in two. The body’s entire surface was blackened by fire. Angelika looked around, and, seeing no one, stepped closer to the cage. One of Potocki’s hands was crushed to an unrecognisable pulp. His downturned face was frozen into a hostile grimace; lips, burned away, bared long and yellowy teeth.


      Franziskus cleared his throat: a man had appeared on the porch of a shop across the way. From a rickety awning hung a painted sign, depicting a sheep’s head and a flagon. This would be the tavern; the man wore an apron and a worried look, and had to be its proprietor. He had bushy eyebrows and a swaddle of fat around his chin, though the rest of him seemed lean enough. Angelika made her examination of Potocki less conspicuous.


      ‘Welcome to our poor, benighted village,’ the barkeep said. His voice was soft; his speech, halting. ‘My name is Ralf. We offer only poor shelter, but this is, after all, the Blackfire Pass, and I hope you will find my bunks better than none.’


      ‘Greetings, Ralf,’ said Angelika. ‘It is refreshing to find an innkeep who does not over-praise his amenities.’


      The taverner’s anxious demeanour did not lift. ‘Travellers in this part of the world can be quick to seek violent remedy, so I have found it prudent to prepare my guests for disappointment. Please, step inside, and relieve yourself of the weight of your packs.’


      Angelika and Franziskus clomped up onto Ralf’s wooden porch, which creaked loudly under them. Angelika adopted her blandest posture and hiked a thumb back at the caged corpse. ‘Your display there – the impression it creates is unwelcoming.’


      Ralf beckoned them into the tavern’s darkness. He spoke in a lowered tone. ‘It is an accursed thing. Do not speak of it.’


      Angelika remained in the doorway. She watched Ralf’s eyes flutter nervously over her shoulder, to the gibbet. ‘But, Ralf, it’s hard to concentrate on anything else.’


      He put his hand on her elbow and gently guided her inside. He slid shut a canvas curtain, erasing the cage from view. ‘I do not speak colourfully. We are forced to labour under its curse, but if you pay it no mind, it can have no hold on you. I know it is difficult, with such a thing, but I urge you to dampen all curiosity, leave early tomorrow, and expunge it utterly from all your thoughts.’ He clapped his hands together. ‘We have no private rooms, I am afraid, just a small sleeping hall with cots. It is unsuitable to a person of the tender sex, madam, but there is no better choice.’ He gestured to the room’s few tables, only one of which was occupied, by a woman who lay snoring on it, head in hands. ‘Tonight we have gravy soup, and ale.’


      Later, as they finished the meagre meal Ralf served them, the tavern filled with locals, eager for the soup. Angelika eavesdropped but heard no mention of Potocki, just talk of sheep and troop movements. More Imperial forces were said to be venturing into the pass, to disperse the massing orcs down south. Franziskus’s pallor deepened; he’d been part of that campaign, but had since made no effort to return to his superiors for reassignment. Angelika was tempted to tweak him on the subject, but couldn’t summon up the required cruelty. With a turn of her head, she informed him that she was heading into the bunk room. They were tired from the trail, and a few hours of sleep would better prepare them for their robbery.


      Angelika’s eyes opened. She rose from her stinking cot. Franziskus already sat up on the edge of his. She peered into the long, dark room to see if any other guests had joined them. She stood and checked each bed; there was no one. The village was quiet. All they heard were croaking frogs. She crept out to the open archway that led back to the tavern room. A gaunt villager, lightly wheezing, slept in a sitting position, propped up near the exit. Angelika winced. She retreated into the bunk hall, motioning Franziskus over to a small window mounted about a yard off the floor. It was shuttered. Gently, she tested it. It wouldn’t open. She peered through the crack between the shutters; they had been tied tightly shut, from the outside, by a cord of some kind.


      ‘Hold both of them, so they don’t rattle in the frame,’ she told Franziskus, her mouth close to his ear. She drew her knife from her boot and sawed at the cord. It was tough and springy, like leather. Angelika heard a faint sound, of metal hitting metal, and stopped. ‘There’s something dangling from the cord.’ She thought for a moment, shrugged, and started up again. ‘When I nod my head, open both shutters, quick as you can. But keep hold of them, so they don’t slam into the wall.’ She kept sawing; finally the cord snapped through. Franziskus opened the shutters and Angelika shot her hand out and caught the cord. She held it in her outstretched hand. Suspended from it were half a dozen pieces of scrap iron, tied on with short lengths of twine. Franziskus looked puzzled. She craned her head out of the window, pointing to the ground below. A sheet of tin, pounded flat, waited beneath. Franziskus nodded his comprehension: it was a makeshift alarm, intended to send a clattering noise echoing around the town if any of Ralf’s guests chose to exit through the window.


      ‘Making sure we don’t sneak off without paying?’ he asked her.


      ‘We paid in advance,’ she noted.


      Angelika crawled headfirst through the window, eyes alert for additional traps. She hit the ground palms-first and rolled to a soft landing. She got to her feet, reached out for Franziskus, and helped him wiggle through. They stepped lightly across the muddy square to the gibbet. The wind had picked up, and hissed its cold way through Verldorf’s thatched cottages. Angelika put her hands behind her back and stood thinking of the best way to get the head out of the cage. A large padlock hung from the cage bottom, keeping its hinged door securely in place. She was no lockpick, so it would remain shut. But the bars of the cage were widely spaced: if she could get the head off the corpse’s shoulders, she could then probably work it through the bars and be off with it. She inspected the gibbet, pulling on its central post to test it for give. Stony concrete had been poured around it; it was not a pretty job, but the gibbet would take her weight, which was nothing compared to that of the iron cage.


      ‘Boost me up,’ she told Franziskus. She handed him her blade. He got down on one knee for her, and she used him as her step-stool. She wrapped slim hands around the bars of the cage, right behind the body’s head. The gibbet gave off a wooden groan as it swung on its chain and Franziskus steadied it with his shoulder. Hanging one-handed from the cage, Angelika reached out for her knife; Franziskus moved to place it in her palm.


      Then Potocki’s corpse jolted into action. It lunged at Angelika, clawing at her throat with its one intact hand. Franziskus dropped the dagger; he dove to the ground to recover it. Angelika let go of the cage, but the creature seized her jacket and yanked on it, sending her head pitching into the metal bars. She got her elbow between her face and the cage, cushioning the blow. With jagged fingernails, the undead beast raked at her arm. He tore open the fabric of her jacket. He seized it; she struggled free. The cage swung violently, clipping a kneeling Franziskus on the back and sending him sprawling into the mud. Angelika hung from the cage like a marionette; she got her free arm out of its jacket sleeve, and now worked to wrench herself out of the one the monster held. She jerked and twisted as the creature snapped at her with its teeth. Finally she dropped free, crashing to the ground.


      She sat there, looking up at the beast, grateful at least that it wasn’t screaming. Maybe she could get her jacket away from it and sneak back into the bunk room, so none of the villagers would know. Or perhaps they should just clear out, and forget their two hundred schillings. One thing was certain: if she did get the head, her price was going up. Schreber should have warned her. She could have been killed. The creature opened its mouth wide, and Angelika saw why it couldn’t alert the locals – they’d cut its tongue out.


      It hurled itself against the bars, rattling the chain that held cage to gibbet. The sound echoed. Villagers poured from their huts, armed with crooks and hayforks. Franziskus leapt up, but Angelika stayed seated on the cold dirt. The Verldorfers pointed the tines of their forks at her throat and chest, or stood ready to bash her with their crooks. They surrounded Franziskus, too; he held his hands out beside him, far from the scabbards of his dagger and rapier.


      Angelika shook her head. She blinked. ‘Where am I? What has happened?’ She hoped Franziskus was clever enough to follow suit.


      A gaunt woman with dusky skin thrust the blunt end of a pole at her; she might be considered beautiful, were she equipped with a few more teeth. ‘You know where you are, harlot! It is Verldorf, and you do the Dark Gods’ work!’


      Angelika rubbed her forehead. ‘Verldorf – why, yes, I begin to remember…’ The villagers looked to one another for guidance; a few stepped back. Angelika smelled guilty consciences. Even the toothless woman moved a pace to the rear. ‘I slept, in there!’ Angelika cried, pointing at the open shutters, which provided punctuation by banging in the wind. ‘Then I thought I dreamed-’ She regarded Potocki, who was still, but had shifted position. ‘Yes, this thing, this beast, it is alive! It beckoned to me!’


      Without warning, she sprang up, seizing Ralf the innkeeper by the tunic and sticking her blade to his throat. ‘Why did you not warn me of this foul thing’s sorcery? It stole into my dreams and lured me nearly to my death!’ The others sidled back, making a wide ring around her. Off to the side, she noted that Franziskus stood with eyes shut and head down.


      ‘I beg pardon, madam!’ Ralf cried, struggling to kneel, though her tight hold on his shirt brought him short. He clasped his hands in supplication. ‘We should have warned you, it is true! Forgive us – we are afraid to speak its name, or even think of it. It haunts us; we are cursed!’


      ‘Tell me of this thing, and I’ll decide if forgiveness is warranted.’


      ‘For decades it has stalked us! We cannot kill it! First, it sent minions: cripples, gypsies, madmen! They waylaid our shepherds, put hands on our children. One by one, we slew them. Then the beast itself came. It could leap over a house or break a man’s neck with its empty hands! It ambushed our headmen; it set us against one another. Sometimes it even stole our blood, to drink!’


      A few of the onlookers joined together to underscore Ralf’s words with a rising wail of lamentation; it prickled the fine hairs on the back of Angelika’s neck. She released him.


      Ralf shook his head. ‘Many times he came, and many times we fought him. We pierced him with sharpened stakes, and he dug himself up from the grave we made him. We burned his flesh, yet still he walked. We drowned him. We broke his bones. He casts spells on us if we lapse in diligence, and fail to keep his tongue trimmed down. The only safe place for him is in that cage. And now we see that, even with his tongue out, he can still creep into the minds of unprepared strangers. Please absolve us of our ignorant crime of omission!’


      Franziskus caught her gaze; he was cocking an eyebrow at her. ‘Very well,’ Angelika said. ‘In the face of such implacable evil, your error is under­standable. What was it that first brought Potocki’s wrath on you?’


      ‘Our grandfathers could tell you, perhaps. Some say one of our ancestors offended him. Others claim he came here in search of an ancient text, abandoned here by a mysterious traveller. Which we did not have, because one of us had foolishly burned it, as kindling.’ He stooped to pick up a stone, which he pitched at the cage; it went between the bars but missed Potocki. Through the creature’s jagged teeth, a hiss escaped.


      In an exaggerated gesture, Angelika craned her neck to gaze into the lightless sky. ‘We would leave immediately, but night travel is too dangerous. We’ll retire to your bunks for now, though I doubt either of us will sleep.’


      ‘Shall we stay up and stand guard?’


      ‘Please don’t; though I’ve accepted your apology, my anger toward you has not entirely subsided.’


      Ralf nodded. He spotted the metal alarm for the shutter doors, lying near the cage. While seeming to look the other way, Angelika watched him pick it up.


      Angelika and Franziskus headed into the bunk room again; Ralf and his fellow villagers formed an escort. Once inside, she stationed herself beside the window. She listened as Ralf, back outside the building, replaced the shutter’s alarm device.


      ‘You’ve made me an accomplice in dark deception,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘That’s the sort of thing that happens when you decide to follow a person like me.’


      She sat and waited until snores reverberated between the hovels of Verldorf. She reached out to cut the alarm cord. Again, Franziskus opened the shutters and she caught the bits of metal. She slid out of the window. He followed. She crept to the cage. From her pouch, she withdrew a large key, which she’d liberated from Ralf’s pocket as she’d held him at knifepoint. She slid it into the lock at the bottom of Potocki’s cage, turned it and swung the cage door open. She stood her ground and bared her teeth. Potocki leapt out at her. She sidestepped. Potocki hit the dirt where she’d been, landing on his face. She dove onto his back. Franziskus jumped to seize his kicking legs. She grabbed the corpse’s matted hair and pushed his head into the mud. He bucked powerfully. Angelika took her knife and placed it on the back of Potocki’s neck. She leapt up, then fell, so that her entire weight pressed on the blade. She opened a gash in Potocki’s neck that went clear to the bone and kept hacking; there was no blood, and the dried flesh came off in chunks. Franziskus fell back as Potocki kicked him in the chest. The head came off. Verldorfers streamed forth from their doorways.


      Angelika seized the head by the hair and jumped to her feet. The villagers roared angrily. Franziskus gasped as Potocki’s legs scissored around his chest. Angelika grabbed his collar and hauled him upright. A rock, thrown by the toothless woman, sailed past her head. She and Franziskus turned and ran. Potocki pushed himself up and sent his headless form charging at the loudest sound, the howling of the people of Verldorf. They shrieked. They pounded the undead creature with their clubs. Angelika did not look back.


      The head, held by its hair, snapped at her. ‘The box!’ she said. Franziskus wrestled it out of his pack. He held it open as Angelika dropped Potocki’s head into it. He slammed it shut. The head rattled and bumped inside it. ‘A good thing the box is well-lined,’ she said.


      Skulls lined the walls of Schreber’s cottage. Some sat on shelves, but most were simply stacked in precariously vertical piles. The skulls of halflings, or children, which were the smallest, formed the top rows of each stack. The philosopher’s axe leaned casually against the pile nearest the doorway. Schreber leaned against a short cabinet of polished teak; he had positioned himself so that it shielded him from Angelika and Franziskus, who faced him. Angelika held the iron box.


      Angelika sniffed the air, taking in the delicious aroma of roasting meat. ‘Preparing a feast of welcome for us, Schreber?’


      ‘Ah,’ he said, looking furtively at the open entranceway to his back room, ‘that smell is in fact my cooker, where I remove the flesh from my fresher finds.’


      ‘Ah,’ said Angelika. ‘Then that leaves us only with the exchange of our merchandise for your two hundred schillings.’


      Schreber reached into a drawer. ‘What kind of miscreant do you take me for? To do business with common grave robbers?’ He pulled out a pistol.


      ‘I was afraid you might say that.’ Angelika had removed the lock from the iron box. She opened the lid. The head sprang out of the box, at Schreber. His eyes widened. Jaws snapping, the head sailed in a vigorous arc across the room. Its teeth clamped onto the front of Schreber’s throat. Bright red blood spattered chalky skulls. Schreber fell, disappearing behind the cabinet. His screams ceased, replaced by the squishing of flesh gnawed by ancient teeth.


      Angelika and Franziskus ran to the front doorway. They stepped outside the cottage, slamming the heavy wooden door shut, bracing it with their backs. The flailing noises they heard from inside continued for a surprisingly long time.


      Schreber’s home stood in a neglected corner of the walled town. The few passersby they could see were some distance away, in a busier square, where marketers sold gruel and skewered beef from canvas stalls. There was no one to ask them why they leaned so desperately on the scholar’s front door.


      The thrashing sounds subsided.


      ‘We can’t risk its getting out and harming the townspeople,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘We can’t take the chance of abandoning a possible two hundred schillings!’ Angelika replied.


      They nodded and burst back through the door. Once inside, Franziskus seized the handle of Schreber’s axe. They couldn’t see Potocki. They could see the legs and torso of Schreber’s lifeless body.


      ‘Here, Potocki…’ Angelika said. ‘Here, boy…’


      The head came bowling out from behind a set of shelves. It barrelled at her feet, across a worn carpet. She leapt aside and ducked down, rolling the rug up over the skull. She kept at it, until the thing was trapped and unable to move. With the axe handle, Franziskus pounded the lump in the carpet. He kept hitting at it until the rug seemed to trap nothing more than a shapeless mush. Gingerly, Angelika unrolled it. Indeed, Franziskus had thumped Potocki’s skull to the consistency of porridge. The paste was grey, with a few flecks of pink rippled through it. Franziskus spotted a few pieces of still-solid bone in it.


      He smacked those as well, until they were as gluey as the rest.


      ‘Enough,’ said Angelika. She stepped over to the cabinet, bracing herself against it to roll Schreber’s body out of the way, giving her the clearance she needed to open its lower drawers. She started with the top and rifled through it. From the last drawer, she withdrew a purse. It was the one he’d flaunted back at the ravine. She opened it and turned it upside down. Rocks poured out. ‘The occasional item of value, my foot,’ she said. She gave his remains a dispirited kick. ‘I suspect it’ll be of little use, but we should search the rest of the place.’


      Angelika pawed through all the drawers she could find. She checked under Schreber’s bed and inside his mattress, leaving his sleeping quarters strewn with stuffing. She cleared his shelves, opening each of his books to see if it had been hollowed out. Franziskus sorted through the philosopher’s cups and bowls, but she thought his inspection less than thorough and went through them herself. She opened the lid of Schreber’s cookpot, and grimaced. She even looked inside some of the skulls.


      She took the pistol and put it in her belt. ‘This is the only portable thing of value here.’


      Franziskus stood, hands on knees, peering down at the glob of paste that had been Potocki’s head. ‘Look at this,’ he said.


      She looked. She could see nothing.


      ‘See? It has moved. It has travelled several inches, toward the doorway, in just the time you’ve been searching.’


      Angelika nodded. She had to agree; the crushed skull had inched ahead.


      ‘Where does it think it’s going?’ Franziskus asked.


      She straightened, got her bearings, and performed a quick calculation. ‘Verldorf,’ Angelika Fleischer said. ‘It intends to reunite with the rest of him. And, my guess is it will – in about a hundred and twenty-five years.’


      She stepped over it and left the cottage, doing nothing further to impede its progress.
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      Chapter One


      It seemed wrong, Angelika Fleischer thought, for the sun to shine so brightly on such carnage. It was not carnage, in and of itself, that troubled her; in fact, it was from dead men that she made her livelihood. Even so, the sky could show a little decency, and darken itself with clouds.


      Shading her eyes, she leaned against the trunk of a thin and contorted pine tree on a jagged, rocky hillside – one of thousands that lined the length of the Black Fire Pass. She watched as soldiers cleared the dead from the silenced battlefield below. To get a better look, she swung her long, slim body out from the tree, clinging to its rough surface with the curled fingers of her right hand. Her elbows, cheekbones, and knees were sharp. Spiked fronds dangled from her dark mop of thick hair. Angelika wore a black tunic over black leggings. It was too big for her, but she had tied it off tight at the waist, so that the remainder became not so much a skirt as a gesture acknowledging the idea of a skirt. It concealed a leather purse, and a scabbard with a five-inch knife in it. Her blade had a twin; it waited for her just below her right knee, tucked into her boot. Angelika’s boots did not match the rest of her shabby attire: neither scuff marks nor a layer of mud could fully conceal their expensive leather.


      The soldiers below wore uniforms of black and yellow. Silvery helms sat upon their heads; the officers had tall feathers, dyed bright green, pluming up from them. Shiny breastplates protected the chests and guts of the richer soldiers. Low or lofty, all wore tunics that were black on the right side and yellow on the left; their leggings reversed the pattern: dark left legs and lemony right ones. This get-up marked the men as soldiers of Averland, the Imperial province directly to the north. Angelika rolled her eyes every time she saw these ludicrous uniforms. They made the men look like oversized and ungainly bees.


      The largest number of them swarmed near a vast trench, about two hundred feet long and fifteen feet deep. Some men were still digging, with spades of iron. Most now dragged enemy bodies to the edge of the hole, where the diggers poked at them with their shovels and then rolled them in. It was rare to find an orcish body that did not dwarf those of the victorious humans. The smallest of them had to be at least six feet tall; some reached seven or even eight feet. No matter what their size, their heavy bodies rolled into the pit like the carcasses of slaughtered cattle. They slid down on top of each other, into an ignominious heap. Thick arms draped over lolling heads. Muscular legs sprawled across broken-backed torsos. The orcs already in the pit looked white and ghostly; several soldiers worked to spade powdered lime from barrels onto them, coating them with chalky dust. The Averlanders’ thoroughness impressed Angelika. It was well known that the bodies of slain orcs, if left out in the open to rot, bred a number of deadly diseases, from brown-water to blood catarrh. Yet the armies of the Empire rarely took the time to properly dispose of such corpses, especially when they polluted lands outside their own.


      Angelika made her living as a looter of battlefields. In her experience, most such places were vast expanses of mud, churned up by gruelling engagements that lasted hours, if not days or weeks. Here, on the other hand, the rich grasses of spring had scarcely been disturbed. The fight must have been quick. Angelika saw how the steep mountains on either side of the valley converged to a narrow point, just to the north. Dense stands of pine lined the canyon walls. It would be easy for the Imperial troops to hide behind them, wait until the advancing orcs began to bottle up, and then pour down on them, aided both by surprise and by higher ground. Many of the slain orcs were scorched, others were cooked through so that flesh hung loosely from bone. This meant that wizards had been among the ambushers, though there was no sign of them now. Mighty witch-men had better things to do than shovel out graves for orcs.


      The Averlanders had already borne their own dead over to a large wooden cart, where they were stacked, wrapped in the burlap tarpaulins the men had carried them in. A sergeant-at-arms stood by the cart, with pen and parchment, counting the swords and armour pieces of the fallen. These were expensive items of property, and in most cases would belong to the dead men’s families. The army would levy only a small charge to ship them back to their inheritors.


      ‘It is better when the orcs win,’ Angelika said.


      Her companion, Franziskus, turned his face toward her, to show the exact scandalised expression she had expected to provoke. He was a young man, with long curly hair and broad, open, and not entirely unhandsome features. His teeth were perfect pearls, and his eyes were blue like a summer sky. Angelika wanted him to just go away. His presence was her punishment for a terrible mistake she’d made. Nearly six weeks back, just to the south of their present position, she’d rescued him from a tribe of orcs, but how did the boy repay her for her foolish altruism? Did he go home to his family? Did he return to his unit? No, he stuck to her side like a burr to a trouser leg! Never sparing her from his reproving expression or piercing looks. Tramping after her in his fraying officer’s coat and finely stitched pantaloons, mottled with faded bloodstains that – like himself – refused to go away. He’d appointed himself her protector, without admitting the irony inherent in the declaration. He would accompany her, fight by her side, repay his debt to her. Or so he kept saying. Though he had, on a couple of occasions, been somewhat useful, in fact all he did, truth be told, was tag along after her, slow her down, and natter his tiresome, naïve, nobleman’s morality into her ear.


      ‘Surely even you do not take the side of the orcs,’ Franziskus said. He was not as adept as Angelika at keeping his footing on their precarious lookout spot. He hugged himself tightly to a tree as the soles of his boots slipped against a mossy plane of exposed rock. His cheeks had drained of their usual apple-skin colour; he might, it seemed, be suffering from a touch of vertigo.


      ‘I’ll admit I speak in the short term. I wouldn’t like it if the orcs won the war, and smashed civilisation altogether. Who would I sell my goods to then? Individual battles, though, are a different thing. After the Empire wins, they strip a battlefield clean. Why, by the time those sergeants leave, I’ll be lucky to find a glass eye or a brass nose-hair trimmer. They won’t search the orc corpses, but what do they have on them, anyway? Worthless blades, bone necklaces, and little leather bags full of owl pellets! Now, if it had been the other way around, the orcs would only take the weapons and armour pieces, leaving me with plenty of purses, jewels, and lengths of gold chain to sort through at my leisure.’


      ‘Sort through with bloodied hands.’


      ‘No one asked you to come along.’


      Franziskus gave her another characteristic frown. He returned his gaze to the battlefield, mused a while, then started up again: ‘Luckily for you and for everyone, a string of orc victories is now quite unlikely. The old black and yellow are on the march again. Averland will push the accursed greenskins deep down into the pass.’


      ‘So an optimist would say. Me, I’ll wager that there will be plenty of bloodshed to go around. You’ve heard the same stories I have. The orcs mass in the south, their armies daily swelling.’ Spotting a faint path that wound through a thicket of boulders, she let go of the tree, and dropped down. Without looking back to Franziskus, she embarked on the treacherous path, holding her arms out like wings for balance, as she carefully put one foot in front of the other. She heard scraping on the rocks behind her: the sound of Franziskus keeping up.


      ‘These men might face setbacks,’ he said, ‘but all we’ve seen for weeks are Averlandish victories. Can’t you see what must have happened?’ His ankle trapped between rocks, Franziskus pitched abruptly forward, and made a quick though graceless adjustment. It left him unsteady but upright.


      ‘No, but I sense you’ll correct my ignorance.’


      ‘The count must be well again.’


      ‘The count?’


      ‘Leitdorf, the Elector of Averland. He must have recovered from his latest bout of melancholy. Surely you know of him?’


      ‘Mad Marius, you mean.’


      A soldier turned toward them and Angelika froze. Franziskus did the same. The soldier was about two hundred yards off, and seemed to see little threat in them. He gave them an indifferent up-and-down, then returned to his task: refitting a wheel to a cart’s axle. Angelika resumed her journey through the boulders.


      ‘So it’s Marius I have to blame for my slim pickings these past few weeks?’ she said.


      ‘It can only be so. Everyone knows that strange moods rule Marius Leitdorf, as he rules Averland. At times he burns across the field of battle on his mighty charger, sword swinging right and left to cleave his foes. Yet when he is gripped by some unquenchable gloom, he retreats to his flame-blackened castle, and locks himself inside his moldering library to brood. When last I was in Averland, wagging tongues had it that he’d cloistered himself again, that his functionaries had fallen back into corruption, and his soldiers, into laxity and drunkenness. But look upon those heaps of stinking, slaughtered orcs and the tiny tumbrel of slain Averlanders. That’s not the work of a demoralised force! Only one explanation is possible: Leitdorf rides again!’


      They came out of the rocks and onto a grassy incline. Gravity tugged them, and it was hard not to go rushing down the slope to the flatland below.


      ‘This is your chance to join them, then,’ Angelika said, ‘and fight at your beloved Leitdorf’s side.’


      Franziskus turned his head away from her. ‘I am from Stirland, not Averland. And I reek of failure. I am not worthy to fight under a hero as great as he.’


      ‘Pah! Your hero is a butcher. You’re too far back to see him clearly.’


      ‘Someday,’ Franziskus said, ‘you’ll understand.’


      ‘I understand only too well as it is.’


      They reached the battlefield’s edge, where some crows tugged peevishly at the tough green flesh of a gaunt, beheaded orc. About eighty yards off, their bolder compatriots flapped around the cart loaded with human casualties. Hornet-clad soldiers kept them at bay with thrusts of their polearms. A sergeant spotted Angelika and Franziskus and waddled in their direction, waving his arms. The wind blew his way, so it took a while before Angelika could make out what he was saying.


      ‘Away, away!’ he shouted, in a town crier’s cadence. ‘We have no need for doxies here! Nor their panderers!’


      Angelika felt her fingers wrap tight around her knife’s hilt. She hated to be mistaken for a camp follower. The sergeant kept on toward them. She braced herself. Franziskus raised a hand lightly to her shoulder. She shrugged it off. ‘No one calls me a whore,’ she hissed.


      Franziskus stepped around her. He returned the sergeant’s wave. The man’s square head and jowly jaw was characteristic of the southlands.


      ‘You mistake our intentions, sir,’ Franziskus said. ‘We are merely travellers, passing through. We’ll not disturb you, or your men.’


      ‘Halt right there,’ the sergeant said, reaching for the sabre that hung from his belt. Franziskus stopped, and the Averlander left his weapon in its scabbard. ‘You there. Why do you wear the coat of a Stirlandish officer? Did you bring an honest man to grief?’


      ‘No sir, I did not.’


      Angelika noticed a tremble in Franziskus’s chin. Despite herself, she felt embarrassed for him, and hoped that the sergeant wouldn’t remark on it. She reminded herself that Franziskus’s misfortune was none of her business, and that she should make an honest run for it if the Averlander decided to chop at him with his sabre.


      ‘Did you perhaps lift that coat from a fallen officer? Eh, border rat? I’m told an expeditionary force from Stirland came to grief around here – and not too long ago, either.’


      Franziskus tensed his jaw to end the quivering. Now his eyes began to betray him, by blinking rapidly.


      ‘I bought it from a peddler,’ Franziskus said. ‘Not knowing what its braids and epaulets signified. I merely thought it would be a warm coat.’


      The sergeant pulled his sabre slowly from its sheath. ‘It will not warm your worthless hide, border rat. Drop that coat right here. Then be on your way.’


      The Averlander’s attention was fully on Franziskus, so Angelika could sidle over. Her blade was out, resting against her palm and wrist, shielded from the sergeant’s view. She checked the other soldiers, marked out their positions, and estimated distances and running times. She calculated the arc of a throw that would send the point of her dagger into the side of the sergeant’s neck. She edged into the best position to make the throw.


      Franziskus shrugged his shoulders, letting the coat drop from them. ‘You are right, sir,’ he said. ‘I haven’t the honour to wear this coat.’


      If Angelika were in his shoes, she thought, she would throw the coat over the sergeant’s head. Then she would stab him hard, three or four times, before getting out of there. But Franziskus just took the garment and folded it over an extended arm for the obnoxious man to take. The sergeant slid his weapon back into the scabbard and regarded Franziskus. He didn’t touch the coat draped over the young man’s outstretched arm.


      ‘You wouldn’t be a deserter, now, would you?’


      ‘No,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘Because even if he’s been marked down as dead, a man still has a duty to return to his unit.’


      ‘I wouldn’t know that, sir. Like you say, I’m just a border rat.’


      As they walked toward the Castello del Dimenticato, it seemed to Angelika that Franziskus was shivering more than his sudden lack of a coat warranted. Though the wind was a little sharp, it was a sunny spring day, and she’d been perfectly comfortable without an outer garment of any kind. A piercing comment came to her tongue, but she let it sit there, rather than give voice to it.


      They’d quartered themselves at the Castello for nearly a month now, and had come to know it well. It was a walled town in the middle of nowhere, populated by people for whom anything was a step up. It was located just inside the gullet of the Black Fire Pass, south of Averland.


      Their destination sat at a remove from the pass proper. It was hidden in a nearby basin where a quartet of lesser mountains met. Angelika and Franziskus dawdled along a rocky trail that connected pass to basin, taking care to avoid the many fist-sized stones strewn across it. An ancient cut in the rock, about twenty feet wide and at least forty high, loomed over them, sheltering the trail. Eroded crisscrosses from an ancient excavation marked its rocky surface. Though Angelika was no expert in such matters, she knew it had to have been made by dwarfs. Perhaps there had been diamonds or gold in the rocks, thousands of years ago, giving the dwarfs good reason for their excavations. They were gone now, at any rate, as were any traces of riches in the nearby hills. The founders of the Castello, however, had reason to appreciate the old handiwork. The cut provided the town with an easy approach to the pass, hidden from the view of any orc armies that might happen to rampage their way up to the Imperial border, which lay less than a week’s ride north. Several residents of the Castello – including the cackling old man who’d rented them their small hovel – had assured Angelika that orcs had never spotted the Castello, and would continue to miss it in the future. It seemed a perfect perch from which to launch her looting sorties. She regretted not settling in it sooner.


      The two wanderers reached the point where the rocky course opened into the muddy basin. The town sat flush against a cliff face on the opposite side of the basin. To reach its gates, they still had to cross half a mile of wet earth, denuded except for weeds and hardy grasses.


      The Castello’s walls were twelve feet high and made of salvaged wood, reinforced on the inside with bands of rusted steel – also salvaged. They were grey from weathering and their planks were uneven, so that the tops of the wall reminded Angelika of an orc’s jagged tusks and teeth. Large boulders had been arranged on the field to direct enemies toward the front gate. Towers stood on either side of it, so that defenders could fire bolts from crossbows and ballistae on any orcs, skaven or bandits who might try to overrun it. As far as Angelika could gather, the Castello had never been seriously threatened. It looked stronger than it really was. If she were given the task of breaking it, she would do it with fire.


      The founder was a former mercenary named Davio Maurizzi; she’d seen him from a distance a couple of times. Some called him a ‘border prince’, which was a title anyone who lived in these lawless lands could claim for himself, especially if he occupied a defensible position and had a few men willing to pick up swords on his behalf. Maurizzi was Tilean, which explained his town’s strange foreign name. Apparently it meant Fortress of the Lost, or some such thing.


      Arriving at the gates, they shouted up to the guardsman. He was called Halfhead, because he had a scar that ran all the way from his crown to his jaw; it was a souvenir of when he’d been clouted full in the face by an orcish war-axe. He should have lost half his head, but didn’t. The gate was open but it was the custom to shout up and pay respects anyhow. Halfhead smiled down at her, idiotically.


      As they passed through, competing smells from four or five stalls reached them. The town’s vendors all clustered by the gates, so no one entering or leaving could avoid them. Food sizzled on iron plates, heated by coals, or boiled in pots suspended over logs whitened by low flame. There were soups and bratwursts and schnitzels and noodles (both northern and Tilean-style) and charred medallions of meat that were supposed to be beef. Angelika’s stomach churned; she’d had a bad sausage here, not long after they first arrived. Even though she knew that the fare in the tavern was not cooked under cleaner circumstances, her gut wouldn’t permit her to sample any of these wares. Anyway, her appetite hadn’t yet recovered from the sight of the dead and lime-caked orcs. A draught of liquor was what she needed now. She wended her way through the stalls, reaching the staggering laneway that would take them to the town’s least despicable tavern. Franziskus, who had paused to contemplate a pan-sized, crispy schnitzel, broke away to catch up with her. He did not have to ask where they were going.


      The Dolorosa La Bara shuddered at the end of a laneway, its dirt-grey timbers leaning slightly to the west. It was a one-storey structure large enough to accommodate a hundred drinkers, provided that they were willing to cluster a little. A faded sign hung above its creaking double doors; on it was a painted image of a coffin, its lid closed over the vociferously protesting form of a mercenary, clad like a jester. His wailing head, clawed fingers, and shoeless feet protruded from the casket, which was pierced through by a mammoth spike. Droplets of red blood shot from the point of impact – the artist had obviously relished this gruesome detail. Later hands had touched up his work, so that the blood stayed fresh, even though the rest of the cartoon had faded. Angelika had heard various translations of its Tilean name, ranging from the Not Quite Dead Tavern to the Painful Coffin. None of them seemed exactly right to her, and the Tileans in town never deigned to provide an accurate rendition, so she stuck with the foreign name.


      It was early, and only the Castello’s most devout drunkards congregated in the tavern. Giacomo, the proprietor, sat on his high wooden stool behind the bar, one eye open. He was in his late sixties, an age few in these untamed parts had any great hope of reaching. He had thin bones and a large, round head, adorned by a meagre spread of silver hair. A snow-coloured moustache, kept trimmed to a strict minimum, dwelled above his narrow upper lip. When he saw Angelika, he leapt up from the stool and reached under the counter for a fat-bottomed, blackened bottle of brandy. He poured her two shots, judged by sight, into a chipped ceramic cup. She took a sip, wrinkled her face up, and carried the cup over to a corner table. Franziskus hesitated at the bar.


      ‘What is it today, my son?’ Giacomo asked him. ‘Whole or half?’


      Franziskus gulped and said, ‘The sights I’ve seen today require a whole flagon. At least.’


      Giacomo tutted and poured him a full tankard of ale. Franziskus carried it to the table Angelika had selected.


      ‘If today teaches us anything,’ he began, ‘it is that we must seek more honourable employment. The yellow and black will continue their march, and your days of easy plunder have ended.’


      ‘One day tells us nothing. The course of any war swings like a pendulum. And if, contrary to its entire known history, the Black Fire Pass becomes a site of sudden peace, there are still plenty of other places with battlefields in need of my attention. Though of course I wouldn’t expect you to accompany me on any long journeys.’


      Franziskus sighed and stopped arguing. She sipped her brandy and let it warm her. She closed her eyes and concentrated on its heat running up through her breastbone. Beads of sweat materialised on her forehead. Angelika leaned back to feel them slowly evaporate.


      Heavy footfalls filled the tavern. The flooring shook under Angelika’s feet. Without seeming to do so, she turned to see who was coming in. More than a half dozen men were barging in together, jostling broad shoulders as they tried to navigate through the doorway two at a time. In front of them wavered a stall keeper – the bratwurst seller. While looking the other way, he crooked his baby finger at Angelika. The men looming over him all bore the colours of Averland. Close up, with their barrel chests and boxy fists, the men in the black and yellow uniforms seemed less amusing. Each wore a gleaming breastplate, in which Angelika could see a reflection of poor Giacomo, backed up against his shelf of bottles and kegs. The first two carried helmets under their arms, like extra green-plumed heads. The other men kept their helmets on, and their hands near the hilts of their swords. Their postures, in relation to the men in front of them, told Angelika that they held no rank. Their featherless helms confirmed this assumption.


      The officers presented a mismatched pair. One was a giant, six and a half feet in height, his face a bony mass of jaw and cheekbone. His neck was as big as his head; he moved it around to direct an intimidating glare at each of the bar’s few patrons, Angelika and Franziskus excepted. The other paused to lean his slender frame against the back of a chair, assuming an attitude of impudence. His chestnut hair receded just a touch. The slightest of double chins formed and unformed itself under the line of his jaw. His eyes glittered intelligence; their irises were the colour of steel. He met Angelika’s gaze and held it, levelly, before stepping, with exaggerated delicacy, toward her. Without looking directly at it, he seized the back of a chair and dragged it close to him, its legs bumping the uneven planking of Giacomo’s floor. He set the chair down next to Franziskus’s, touching it. Franziskus shifted his chair over, making room for the slim man. The officer smiled unamusedly and sat down, legs spread spider-wide, and took the liberty of a long and appraising look at Angelika.


      ‘They call you Angelika Fleischer,’ the slender man said.


      She shrugged. ‘What do they call you?’


      ‘I am Benno Kopf. My half-brother here is Gelfrat Kopf.’ He indicated the other officer, the big man. ‘Perhaps our family name means something to you?’


      ‘Perhaps not.’ She kept her hands on the table and remained still. One of the greatest flaws of the Dolorosa La Bara was its lack of alternative exits.


      Benno Kopf reached down to his waist, and, unfastening the clasp of his pouch, withdrew a piece of jewellery, which he dangled in front of her. It was a pendant, swinging on a silver chain. The back was silver too. On the front, an emblem was marked out in marcasite, diamond, and obsidian: it depicted a sabre against a black shield, on a field of white.


      ‘This emblem means something to you,’ Benno said.


      ‘And to you, also, I gather.’


      ‘Eight weeks ago – or is it nine? – you who sold this piece of jewellery to a travelling merchant named Max Beckman.’


      ‘Are you asking me a question?’


      Benno smiled, showing her a mouth full of small and crooked teeth. ‘You’re a proud person and don’t like to be challenged. I bear no ill wishes towards you. I merely find myself in need of certain facts. If you choose to make this transaction difficult…’ He leaned back, to give her a clear view of Gelfrat’s full height and bulk, and his glowering expression. ‘My half-brother and I respectfully urge you to cooperate,’ he concluded.


      ‘Yes, I sold that piece to Max Beckman. I hope he made a good profit on the sale.’


      ‘Your associate knows how to smell the wind, and does not, I think, regret his dealings with us.’ He flashed another charmless smile. ‘The question Max could not answer for us is: from whom did you acquire this piece?’ He started swinging the pendant again.


      Angelika daintily scratched her face, just above her eyebrow. ‘You’ve learnt a lot about me. I assume you know how I make my living, then.’


      ‘You steal from slain men, fallen on the field of valour.’


      ‘Then that is where I got your pendant.’


      ‘We need to know exactly where. It belonged to another of our half-brothers, Claus von Kopf. You unwrapped it from his dead fingers, perhaps?’


      ‘In fact, I found it lying in a footprint, in the mud.’


      ‘On a battlefield?’


      ‘Yes, but it wasn’t clear which of the bodies it had come from.’


      Benno leaned forward. ‘You needn’t be afraid of offending us. We scarcely knew him. In fact–’ He turned to his brother. ‘We can be frank here, can’t we, Gelfrat?’


      Gelfrat grunted unrevealingly.


      Benno turned back to Angelika. ‘Neither of us were raised alongside him. Our father has a number of sons, by a number of women. Though naturally it is tragic that Claus has died in battle, we Kopfs are born to fight, and thus to die. Claus was my father’s legitimate son; he lived on cakes and honey, while Gelfrat and I have had to scrabble and scrape. In his demise, either of us may find opportunity for advancement. Our father will have to reach down into the ranks of his many bastards and choose one to legitimate. Perhaps you have heard his name – Jurgen von Kopf.’


      Angelika twitched her shoulder, dismissively. ‘He is a great man in Averland, I take it.’


      ‘Great. And rich. The von Kopfs have for many generations served the electors of Averland, as statesmen and generals. It is our father who pursues this war against the orcs, and it is his victories that protect the Empire’s naked underbelly.’


      Franziskus cleared his throat, as if asking permission to speak. ‘I have heard your father’s name. So you say it is not Count Leitdorf who presently leads the armies of Averland?’


      ‘He has delegated the task.’


      Angelika broke in. ‘My assistant’s interest in the intricacies of Averlandish politics exceeds mine.’


      ‘Then I shall cut to the heart of the matter: Gelfrat and I don’t care if you had to saw off Claus’s arm to get the pendant. We merely need to find his effete, snuff-sniffing bones and haul them back to father for proper burial, in accordance with the family rites.’ He interlaced his fingers and cracked his knuckles. ‘We are eager to please our sire. As we speak, other bastards also jockey to seize the vacant position of favoured son. Thus we are hungry to execute his wishes, and will react intemperately to those who decline to assist us.’


      Before replying, Angelika took a slow sip of her brandy, and let it work its way through her. ‘It is always sad when sons grow up without the affection of their fathers. It makes them impolite. And grasping.’


      Gelfrat balled his fist and stepped closer.


      ‘Wait,’ said Franziskus.


      Benno put up his hand, showing Gelfrat the back of it. ‘Please, speak,’ Benno said. ‘I did not catch your name.’


      ‘My name is Franziskus.’


      ‘You were with Fraulein Fleischer when she found our family emblem?’


      ‘Ah, no, we met several weeks after that. Listen, you must excuse my friend’s sharpness of tone.’


      Angelika made a coughing noise.


      Franziskus pushed his chair back, attempting to strike a more casual pose. ‘I am recently of the Empire, and I am just getting used to the customs of the borderland. People here pay little heed to rank, and you must give respect to get it in return.’


      ‘I’ll show you respect!’ Gelfrat spat. He lunged at Franziskus, but Benno stood, interposing himself between his brother and the smaller man.


      ‘No, Gelfrat. This fellow is right. I have tried to secure with knife-edged words what I should be accomplishing with silver.’


      Gelfrat positioned himself toe-to-toe with Benno, bumping his half-brother’s breastplate with his own. Benno grinned at Gelfrat. He spoke through his teeth. ‘Remember what we agreed.’


      Gelfrat stormed across the tavern, to the bar. He slapped its wooden top. ‘Give me ale!’ he bellowed. Giacomo hastened to fill the order.


      Benno retook his seat, cupped his right hand in his left, and addressed Angelika. ‘We will pay you a hundred crowns to lead us to the site of Claus’s demise.’


      ‘Two hundred.’


      ‘We are not rich men.’


      ‘One hundred and seventy-five.’


      Benno moved his head sorrowfully back and forth.


      ‘One fifty.’


      ‘One twenty-five.’


      ‘Done.’ Angelika proffered her hand, for shaking. Benno hesitated, apparently unused to performing the gesture with a woman. Gelfrat grunted.


      Benno shook her hand. ‘We have an arrangement, then.’


      To the settlers of the Castello del Dimenticato, the notion of a straight road was a civilised frippery. They’d clustered their shacks, sheds, and hovels haphazardly together. If a space between buildings continued for more than fifty feet, the locals called it a road. Homes rested on poor foundations, or none at all. Roofs slumped in the middle. Doors rested uneasily on yawning hinges. Most of the houses were made of hardened mud, reinforced by scraps of timber, but a handful of larger cottages were built of stone. Angelika and Franziskus stepped lightly along the meandering, dirty path that served as one of the town’s main arteries. Neither carried a lantern; they relied instead on meagre bands of light escaping from shuttered windows. They trod slowly, eyes down, alert for heaps of rotten food, spreading pools of urine, and for the turds of dogs. This caution marked them as more finicky than most of their neighbours.


      Franziskus said, ‘I don’t trust them.’


      ‘Good,’ Angelika said. ‘You shouldn’t.’


      ‘Yet you’ve agreed to accompany them.’


      ‘Their money will look better in my purse than it does in theirs.’


      ‘They are graspers and pretenders, frank in their lust for undeserved rank!’


      ‘All rank is undeserved, so they are no worse than their so-called betters.’


      ‘You say such things just to shock me.’


      ‘Seeing as my new clients disgust you, you’ll naturally want to stay behind while I take them where they want to go.’


      Franziskus stopped short. A woman posed in the open doorway of a stone house, lit by the firelight behind her. The edges of her flaxen hair glowed. She leaned languorously against the doorframe, cocking out an angular hipbone. She blinked her emerald eyes at him, then slipped back into the building, closing an oak door behind her. Franziskus stared at it. He shook his face from side to side, like a beagle, to wake himself from his trance. He turned. Angelika was waiting for him, in the middle of the lane, hands behind her back. A wicked smirk pulled at her lips.


      ‘I’ve been boring you, I see.’


      ‘No,’ said Franziskus, too quickly and too loudly. He took several long strides to close the gap between them.


      ‘Did one of the local rent girls catch your eye, Franziskus?’ Her grin widened. ‘Which of them was it? Gisela? Teapot?’


      He couldn’t help but turn back and look at the door of the building. ‘No, none of those. She was not of their – she was–’


      He started; Angelika had stuck him in the ribs with her elbow. ‘Go on, Franziskus. You’ve been a good boy ever since you first started tagging after me. You’re entitled.’


      ‘No,’ he said, eyes on the door.


      She pushed him. ‘I know how men are. I won’t think less of you. Go on.’


      Annoyed, he moved out of the range of her shoves. ‘It’s not that at all. I was merely… captivated by a moment of beauty.’


      She uttered a throaty laugh.


      ‘Not everything is ugly or some kind of cynical joke. I saw a woman who was beautiful. Such a person can stand in a doorway and not be a harlot. A man can look upon her and react without base and carnal lusts.’ He marched past her. Without matching his increased pace, she followed. If she were lucky, his dudgeon would prove permanent, and, when she reached the hovel they’d rented, she’d find no trace of him. But Angelika had never considered herself lucky. She watched Franziskus disappear around a corner into the gloomy night.


      She slowed her pace a little more, to savour this rare moment of solitude. She thought about going back to La Bara, but, for all she knew, the Kopfs would still be there. The hours she’d spent watching as the Averlanders filled their throats with ale had already been wearying enough. There were other taverns, but they would also be full of sweating, shouting, farting men. It occurred to Angelika that she should just disappear from town and never come back, leaving both Kopfs and Franziskus behind. But night was not a time to travel through the wilderness alone, and she wanted those hundred and twenty-five crowns.


      She rounded a corner. A figure appeared out of the darkness to pin her against a cold stone wall. Though he barely came up to her waist, he was stout and muscular, and held her fast. A reek of ale wafted up from him. He had her right arm pinned, so she couldn’t get to the knife on her belt. Neither could she reach the other one in the cuff of her boot. She grunted, trying to push off from the wall, but the bastard was strong and had a low centre of gravity. She twisted to look at his ill-lit features. She’d assumed from his belligerence and strength that he would be a dwarf, but now that she looked at him, she knew him for a halfling. He had a wide and beardless face, sunken eyes and a prominent brow, topped by curly locks. Both of his circular ears had large wedges cut out of them. The blotchy pink remains of an old burn marred his left cheek; a wide, red worm-like scar wriggled around his throat.


      He pushed his shoulder into her and opened his mouth, letting his wide tongue come out to slurp up a skein of drool that had fallen onto his chin. ‘So who are we, girlie?’ he asked, staring wild-eyed into her face. His voice was high and boyish, lending his lechery an extra layer of obscene menace. Keeping his shoulder pressed in hard, he waggled his broad hands at her, apparently searching for her breasts.


      ‘If those hands go any further, I’ll cut them off.’


      He grinned, but ceased his pawing. ‘Ah, girlie talks, does she? Girlie talks mean. I like that.’


      Angelika squirmed. ‘Let me have my knife and I’ll really give you a thrill.’


      He ground his shoulder into her kidney. A groan escaped her lips.


      ‘So girlie, I haven’t seen you in town before. Tell me who you might be.’


      She slid sideways along the wall until she had him off balance. Then she snaked forward to grind a thumb into his neck, digging deep into a pressure point. Grunting indignantly, he shifted his weight off her. She clamped her hands around each of his ears, held his face in position, and kneed him between the eyes. She wanted to do it again, but his skull-bone was hard and had hurt her knee. She let go of him, scudded back, and pulled out her knife.


      Reeling back, he blinked tears from his eyes. Blood ran out of his nose and into his mouth. He wrenched a dagger from his own belt.


      ‘I only asked you for simple information, girlie,’ he complained, breathing tiny red bubbles, which quickly popped. ‘Now I’ll have to teach you a lesson.’


      She thought of a retort but didn’t bother. Halflings were too easy. All you had to do was remind them they were short. She extended her legs, leaned back to widen her first swing, and waited for the little lout come to her. He wiped his mouth with his free hand. The blood was still flooding down – it covered his chin. He took a half-step at her and feinted, jabbing his blade like a pig-sticker. Angelika tilted her head to the side and clucked at him, wordlessly taunting him for the feeble move.


      ‘Oh, you’re one of those ones,’ he said, ‘who think you’re so…’ He charged her; she dodged him but couldn’t get a decent opening. They circled each other in the middle of the lane, dirt scraping under the toes of their boots. None of the nearby windows were lit. But few locals would risk their necks to intervene in a scrap, anyway.


      ‘You think I don’t know how to handle a knife,’ the halfling said. ‘I just don’t know whether to cut you with my right hand, or my left.’ He tossed the dagger back and forth from one hand to the other. Angelika watched the blade, not the man. She chose her moment and kicked out with her long and slender leg. Her toe caught his knife in mid-air, between right hand and left. It twirled end over end, up past the halfling’s head and into the darkness behind him. He looked up, disbelieving.


      Angelika kicked him in the throat. He gasped and gargled. He spat up more blood. She dropped back into a defensive crouch. Her plan was to goad him into a stupid charge, then use his own momentum to plant her knife deep into him, just below the Adam’s apple. He reached to his right hip for a longer, sturdier weapon, a short sword. He copied her crouch and shifted his weight from side to side.


      ‘All right,’ he said. ‘You’re not just any girlie. Someone taught you how to fight. Maybe I should have heard your name before.’


      ‘They call me Bleeder of Halflings.’


      He curled his lip. ‘There’s a difference between talking mean and talking smart.’


      ‘Sorry if I seem suddenly unattractive to you.’


      He hefted the sword in his hand, as if testing its weight. He stuck it up into the air, screamed a strangled battlecry, then turned his arse to her and ran across the lane, scattering up gravel and dust. He darted into the mouth of an alleyway. She sprinted after him but stopped short a good ten feet before the unlit alley entrance. She’d paid him back sufficiently; she didn’t need to kill him. Besides, it could be a trap: he might have any number of cronies in there waiting to leap on her.


      Still, she hated to let such a thing trail off, without proper resolution. His interest in her name troubled her. She stood before the alley, panting, then decided to wait until her breath had returned to normal. She heard nothing, saw nothing, down the laneway.


      ‘Angelika!’ It was Franziskus. He’d come back for her. He seemed worried. ‘Is everything all right?’ he asked.


      ‘Of course,’ she answered.
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      Chapter Two


      They rode through green flatlands, ice-topped mountains rising up on either side of them. The sun had just slid behind the peaks to the right of them, as they travelled south. The sky was yellow, interrupted by purple bands of cloud. Unseen birds twittered from the trees that lined the foothills. All day long, white bellflower blossoms had covered the grassy slopes; now the blooms had closed themselves up, against the fading light.


      They were eight hours south of the Castello. The party would have made better progress, were it not for the typically Imperial attitudes of its leaders. They couldn’t just provide horses for everyone, that would show insufficient deference to hierarchy. The officers, Benno and Gelfrat, rode sleek and muscular stallions. Angelika, as a guest (or as a woman – it wasn’t clear which), had been given a pokey mule with a patchy coat and a resentful glare. The ordinary soldiers had to make it on foot. So did Franziskus, whose status lacked clarity. This situation meant that the party moved only as quickly as its slowest man – who in this case was a paunchy fellow with greying mutton-chops and a bad wheeze, named Ekbert. In a mixed group, the horses were an impediment: they prevented the group from moving up into the hills, where the going would be slower but safer. Angelika eyed the trees and remembered how the Averlandish forces had used them to ambush their orcish prey. She wanted to be up in the hills herself, on the good side of all that cover.


      Angelika had offered Franziskus a turn on the mule; she hated the surly beasts, so it was no great sacrifice. Franziskus had been offended by the very suggestion. He still seemed piqued by their exchange on the street, the night before. Angelika wasn’t sure why he’d got so huffy, but saw little reason to tax herself puzzling him out.


      Benno and Gelfrat kept themselves close at hand, riding to keep her flanked. It seemed they were worried that she might up and bolt on them. There was little chance of that: she hadn’t yet separated them from their coins.


      Benno in particular had been giving her close attention. He’d slapped on some perfume that smelled like Araby spice. Angelika had given some thought to his new attitude and had not settled on an opinion about it. He was more fetching from certain angles than from others. The weak chin was a problem, but the spark in his eyes might compensate. She’d certainly bedded worse specimens. For the moment, however, there was business between them, and that would take precedence over any other stirrings.


      Gelfrat’s odour had not changed since their last meeting. He still smelled of the Dolorosa la Bara. He took frequent pulls on his water skin, which probably contained something more than water. He’d begun the day’s travels with a blank and guarded expression, and had steadily grown more bored and petty with the death of each hour.


      ‘You,’ he grunted, interrupting Angelika’s uneasy survey of the thickening trees to the left and right. He had allowed his horse to fall back and was now riding alongside Franziskus. Franziskus craned a wary head up at him.


      ‘Yes?’


      ‘Where are you from?’


      ‘From nowhere, like everyone else around here.’


      ‘You don’t sound like you’re from nowhere.’


      Benno pulled his horse’s reins and circled back toward his half-brother.


      ‘If my accent offends you, I apologise,’ Franziskus said, keeping his tone bland and even.


      ‘I want to know where you’re from.’


      Benno reached Gelfrat’s side. ‘Maybe it is time to find a good camp for the night.’


      Gelfrat kept his eyes on Franziskus. ‘I want to know why he’s with us.’


      ‘Because he is with her,’ Benno said, jabbing a thumb in Angelika’s direction. ‘Let’s remain intent on our mission, shall we?’


      Ignoring his brother, Gelfrat kept on, ‘You sound like a Stirlander. Why aren’t you in Stirland?’


      Franziskus shrugged. Benno sighed and rode ahead, catching up to Angelika. She expected him to beg pardon for his comrade’s poor manners, but he said nothing. He fidgeted with his helmet strap and kept his eyes straight ahead.


      ‘I said, why aren’t you in Stirland?’


      Angelika saw movement up in the hills, to her right. She put up her hand.


      Gelfrat was too preoccupied to see her signal. ‘I said–’


      Benno shushed him. Gelfrat’s muscles bunched up; red embarrassment flushed his face.


      ‘What do you see?’ Benno asked her.


      ‘Figures in the trees.’ With a flick of the head, she showed him where. Gelfrat kicked his horse. It bolted ahead. Benno followed. Angelika jumped free of her mule and ran to follow the two brothers; Franziskus came too. The soldiers stayed stupidly put. Soon, the officers’ horses were rearing up, refusing to press on through a scattering of large rocks. Gelfrat turned his horse around and rode back to their men. Benno calmed his mount, then leapt down from his back. He landed on his ankle, and exclaimed, more in surprise than pain. Angelika pointed up into the pines.


      ‘You see them?’ she asked Franziskus. He nodded.


      Benno limped over. He stood behind Angelika’s outstretched arm and squinted. ‘I don’t see.’


      ‘They’re gone,’ Angelika said.


      ‘Did you get a good look at them?’


      She shook her head. They had only been dark figures moving through the trees. But two of them were much shorter than the other; they might have been halflings. Like the knave who’d accosted her the night before.


      ‘It could be anyone up there, correct?’ Benno said. ‘This whole pass crawls with goblins, skaven, outlaws… and Sigmar knows what else.’


      ‘If someone were keeping a watch on you,’ Angelika asked, ‘who would it most likely be?’


      Benno raised his eyebrows and threw up his hands. ‘No one. No one would know why we’re here. Or care.’


      ‘Because we are being followed.’


      The clouds thickened overhead, and by the time dusk had finished its transformation into night, they had filled the sky entirely. They left the party in darkness, with not even the faint light of the stars to travel by. Angelika could hear the rattling of buckles against breastplates, and the breath of the men and horses around her, but she could see nothing. She stretched her hand out and spread its fingers. She could not see that, either.


      Benno slapped reins to his horse’s neck and called the party to a halt. ‘A devil’s choice,’ he said. ‘We camp here, under the noses of our watchers, or we light lanterns – making it easy for them to follow us.’


      ‘If they follow us,’ Gelfrat’s voice boomed from the blackness, ‘I say we make our stand here.’


      ‘What say you?’ Benno asked.


      It took Angelika a moment to realise that the Averlander was addressing her. It was not the usual thing, for an Imperial officer to solicit advice from a border rat – or from a woman, for that matter. She pulled her cloak tighter. The temperature had been steadily dropping for the past hour. ‘Gelfrat’s right,’ she said. ‘This is the Black Fire Pass, so we have to assume the worst – that whoever’s following us plans to attack. If we camp here, we can find a good place to defend ourselves from, and conserve our strength. Otherwise, we’re just waiting to be ambushed. And if I’m wrong, and there’s no one chasing us… a few more hours, here and there, will make no difference to your brother now.’


      Gelfrat muttered a complaint. The foot soldiers whispered to one another, uneasily.


      ‘I’d like to do this without lanterns,’ Benno said, ‘but then again, I would prefer to be abed in Grenzstadt, with a sweet-smelling harlot snoozing on either side of me.’ Angelika heard him dismount; he landed with surprising lightness. ‘Ekbert, Heinrich! Strike those flints of yours!’


      Angelika wormed her way off the back of her mule. It twisted its neck to snap at her. She coiled her muscles as someone touched her, cupping a hand around her shoulder.


      It was Benno; he spoke into her ear. His breath was warm. ‘We don’t want to be camping out here on the plain, do we?’


      ‘No,’ she said. ‘Up in the hills. We can probably find a big rock to huddle against, that will shelter us from the wind. If we’re lucky, we can find a place with few approaches, which will be easier to guard. Tell the men to pick up any dead wood they find; we can lay it out on the pathways, so anyone coming will knock into it, and make noise. Branches with dead leaves still stuck to them are the best; they give off a good rattle.’


      ‘There’s no sense in the whole lot of us tramping blindly about. You and I will go,’ Benno said, ‘and then come back for the others, when we’ve found something.’


      She nodded. Her travelling companions appeared all around her, painted in a warm yellow light: the men had lit the first of the lanterns. Angelika went to Franziskus and told him the plan.


      ‘I’ll go with you,’ Franziskus whispered.


      ‘No, you stay here. If we both go with Benno, the others will suspect skullduggery. Stay here, and impress Gelfrat with your wit and scholarship.’


      ‘I’d have better luck training a boar to dance the gavotte.’


      She patted him on the cheek. The gesture was meant to be reassuring, but she got a funny look in return. So she punched him on the shoulder – hard. Franziskus blinked. ‘I’ll be back before you know it,’ she said.


      Benno approached, lantern in hand. It lit up the bones around his eyes, and the underside of his neck, giving his face a sinister aspect. ‘East or west?’


      ‘Our pursuers were over there, to the right, so let’s take the leftward hills.’


      With nimble strides, Benno kept up with her. They walked in silence across the pass’s flat bottom, towards the east. Angelika liked a man who knew how to shut up. Behind her, she heard the whickering of horses and the low voices of their companions. A laugh erupted from the group, followed by an angry growl from Gelfrat, and then silence. Benno’s lantern summoned circling bugs, which made a secondary halo around its ball of light.


      They reached a slope, obscured by tall weeds and slick with dew, and battled their way up it. The brass links that clasped Benno’s elaborate cuffs clicked against the steel of his breastplate.


      ‘I should have lightened my load before setting out,’ he gasped.


      ‘If we stumble into a nest of orcs or skaven, you’ll be grateful for that armour.’


      As the slope gave way to rockier ground, the lantern swung wildly in Benno’s hand, casting crazy shadows on the boulders and between the trunks of pines. She went ahead of him, so that it was her shadow, like a giant’s, that rippled across the hillside. Angelika thought she heard Benno slip, but when she looked back, he had already recovered. He was sweating and his face was flushed with effort. She stopped to choose a path, and to let him regain his breath. He wiped his hands on his black and yellow leggings.


      ‘It is a difficult life here,’ he said, ‘but you may do as you like, hah? Go to find treasure one day, and ride with soldiers the next? No one to tell you what to do, or where to be.’


      She couldn’t imagine what he was getting at, so she elevated an eyebrow and cocked it at him. ‘The rest of you all have heavy armour, too, don’t you? And if you have to leave such costly gear behind with the horses, you won’t want to let it too far out of your sight, will you? So there’s no point picking a spot too far into the hills…’


      He shook his head, in what she took to be agreement. She pointed to a spot about fifty feet up, along a steep and narrow pathway. ‘That looks promising. Hold the lantern this way.’ Benno moved the light, and she saw a telltale smudge across the sheer face of a large chunk of granite. ‘See that? Soot from an old campfire. You know what that means?’


      ‘I don’t claim to be a woodsman.’


      ‘It means, if that was good enough for somebody else to camp on, it’s good enough for us. I’ll climb up to make sure it’s all right. You stay here to signal the men.’


      ‘I hope you value it,’ Benno said.


      ‘Value what?’


      ‘The freedom you have.’


      Her only answer to this was to scamper up the trail. The rock provided a nearly perfect place for them to rest for the night. And only one path led up to it. It would give them shelter from gusts coming down off the mountain. Loose earth padded the nearby ground, so the bedding would not be too rocky. Some past camper had thoughtfully dug a firepit for them, which they could safely use, when morning came, to warm their bones. She looked for tripwires and snares, and found none. She searched the rocks for chalked signs left by goblins or beastmen; there were none of those, either. It would be a tight fit here, with all the men, and there was the danger that someone might roll off and drop down a hundred feet to the hard slope below… She decided to keep this minor drawback to herself. She would find no better spot, and was already growing weary herself. She waved to Benno, who circled his lantern in the air, alerting the men below to come and meet them. She sat, claiming the spot with the softest-looking ground, and huddled in her cloak. Her behind soon found a sharp rock, and she fought to dislodge it from the earth. It turned out to be bigger than she’d thought, so instead she moved over a little, leaving the pointy stone for whoever wanted to squeeze up next to her.


      She heard the men approaching and tensed up, taking her dagger from its sheath. They were making too much noise; if there was a predator waiting for them in the hills, it would know about them now. As they combed the hill for dead branches, they made an even greater ruckus. Angelika regretted her suggestion but it couldn’t be retracted now. Franziskus was still out there with the rest of them, no doubt diligently proving the superiority of his wood gathering. After a while, having heard no outbursts of sudden agony, she relaxed, and let slumber take her. Angelika had trained herself to fall asleep quickly, but to maintain a consciousness of her surroundings when dozing, and to jolt awake on the slightest sign of danger.


      Someone approached. She opened her eyes. It was Franziskus, about to shake her shoulder. She leaned aside, and he pulled back. He took his place beside her. But the sharp rock jabbed his buttock, so he stood and walked to her other side, and settled in. They watched the Sabres lay down bedrolls, circling each other grimly as they vied for the best spots. They tested their choices, lying down and locating the stones that lay beneath their rancid blankets. Stones large enough to be dislodged were torn from the loose earth and tossed into the bushes or off the precipice, where they thudded loudly. Angelika cringed. These were idiots, not woodsmen. One of the men began to gather sticks for a fire.


      ‘No fires,’ Angelika called out. The soldier’s head turned towards her, but then he continued piling up kindling. She sat up, called out to Benno. ‘No fires. We’re being pursued, remember. Cold food only.’ The stick-gatherer mouthed a curse, thinking that Angelika could not see his face from where she sat. The men fumbled through their packs for cooked sausages and bits of sinister-looking cheese rind.


      She put her back against the rock and shut her eyes. Loud snoring followed. She realised it was her. She adjusted her position, turning her head away from Franziskus, and managed to doze without further eruptions.


      She woke up when she felt someone pressing up against her from the other side. It was musky-smelling Gelfrat. She slitted her eyes open, and then saw Benno signalling his half-brother to move away from her. Gelfrat snorted. Benno kicked his boot until he shuffled over, leaving a good two feet between himself and Angelika. She shifted back toward Franziskus, laying her head on his shoulder, and returned to her slumbers.


      She was awake. It was morning. Grey light. An aching back. And something was wrong. She lifted her head from Franziskus’s still-sleeping shoulder. She looked around. Gelfrat’s heaving bulk shuddered to the left of her. The other men, except Ekbert, slept in a rough circle at her feet. She creaked her complaining leg muscles upward, to assume a crouch. She heard rustling. Her knife came out. She crept over to the path, rising a little. Her new viewpoint revealed a man, a few yards down the trail from her, crawling on all fours. His eyes met hers. Angelika saw a dagger’s blade clenched in his mouth. The whites of his eyes stood out against grime-coated skin. He wore a green kerchief on his head, and a sheepskin vest over a filthy white shirt. Behind him came another half-dozen men, all slipping up the trail on hands and knees.


      She hunched down so he could see her eyes. ‘By the time you get that knife out of your mouth and into your hand,’ she said, ‘I’ll have a nice hole cut in your neck.’


      The man bobbed his head carefully up and down. He reminded Angelika of a dog with a bone clamped in its jaws. He signalled, to stop the men behind him from coming closer.


      ‘Now I’m going to reach over,’ Angelika said, ‘and take the knife from your mouth. Then both of us will slowly stand up. Then we’ll all have a polite conversation, with no unnecessary bleeding. Yes?’


      The creeping man repeated his nod. She did as she’d said, reaching out with her off hand to delicately take hold of the dagger hilt. He opened his mouth, letting the weapon drop into her palm. She tossed it behind her. Supporting herself with the hand that had just held his blade, she rose from her crouch. The ambusher mirrored her movements. At his full height, he was still half a head shorter than her. His bare arms, however, were well developed. One of his eyelids fluttered nervously.


      ‘Turn around,’ she told him. He turned. She placed her blade just below his neck, but did not touch it to his skin; that would be rude. ‘Tell me your name.’


      ‘Isaak.’


      ‘This is your chance to see how much your friends truly like you, Isaak.’ She raised her voice to speak to the men on the trail. ‘As you can see, Isaak is in some trouble here. I don’t want it to get any worse, and I expect you all feel the same. So let’s all stay still and silent, while I awaken my companions. I’m sure you were sneaking up with some neighbourly intention; perhaps you wanted to warn us of poor weather ahead, so I reckon we’ll soon be sharing a laugh over this awkward misunderstanding.’


      ‘Do as she says,’ said Isaak.


      Angelika whistled sharply, and didn’t stop until the men behind her began to stir. Benno and Franziskus were the first to be fully awake; they jostled the others. They leapt up, swords ready. Angelika waved them back. Benno’s men looked to him. He took a backward step, indicating that they should follow Angelika’s cues.


      Angelika spoke to Isaak: ‘Our friend, Ekbert, who was guarding the horses down there. You haven’t done anything permanent to him, have you?’


      ‘His skull will hurt, when he comes to.’


      ‘Well then. Nothing like a prisoner exchange first thing in the morning.’


      ‘I’ve seen you before,’ Isaak said. ‘At the Dolorosa la Bara. You’ve been staying at the Castello. What are you doing with these murderous sons of dogs?’


      ‘Murderous?’


      ‘Watch your tongue, border rat!’ shouted Gelfrat.


      ‘They wear the black and yellow, don’t they? Whose side are you on?’


      ‘I serve my own interests. Who are you, and what is your grudge against them?’


      ‘We are Prince Davio’s men. We fight under the banner of the Legione del Dimenticato. And the men behind you are cruel slaughterers, who have slain our brothers for no good reason.’


      Gelfrat charged forward to be next to Angelika. He shook his sword at Isaak. ‘Treacherous mercenary scum! If your crawling lizard of a so-called prince had honoured his word, we wouldn’t have had to waste our time punishing you!’


      ‘I see,’ Angelika said, handing Isaak’s dagger back to him. ‘This is some prior dispute, to which I am not a party.’ She stepped sideways, moving well clear, so that nothing stood between Isaak and Gelfrat. Both turned dumbfounded heads in her direction. Neither moved to attack the other. Angelika leaned her back against the rock and crossed her arms. She hoped she wouldn’t end up with too much soot on her clothing, but the gesture was worth some extra washing. ‘Since no one wants to die today,’ she said, ‘perhaps we should put our weapons down.’


      From her new vantage point, Angelika could better see Isaak’s fellows. They seemed to have little in common, except that they were all men. The mercenary behind Isaak sported long, dark hair, and stared blankly ahead with yellow, glassy eyes. He’d wrapped himself in a long, blue coat, and had tied a strip of red cloth across his forehead. Next in line, a short, middle-aged man glowered. The white, curly hair on his head matched that on his chest, which was bared under an open linen shirt. The butts of twin pistols stuck out from his wide leather belt. Behind him was a fat man with a red nose from too much rum. He coughed and trembled in a damp knit tunic and hooded wool cloak. There was nothing about these men to identify as a unit, or even soldiers. None wore armour.


      She’d keep her eyes on the pistol-carrying man. If this all went wrong, it was his guns that would pose the greatest danger.


      Gelfrat and Isaak locked gazes. Isaak swallowed; Gelfrat was easily a foot taller than he, and outweighed him by at least a hundred pounds. He did not shift a muscle.


      ‘Bah!’ said Gelfrat, turning from the smaller man, ‘We’ll deal them a thrashing, if that’s what they want! But it’s not why we’re here.’ He strode over beside Angelika, placing his spine against the rock, as she had. She moved aside to give him room. With his free hand, he punched at the rock.


      Angelika leaned forward, looking again at Isaak’s men. ‘You don’t perchance have any halflings with you?’


      ‘I trust my own kind only,’ said Isaak.


      ‘But it was you, spying on us from the trees, last night?’


      ‘I don’t know what you mean. We came upon your man by chance this morning, on our way back home.’


      ‘I see.’


      ‘I don’t know what reasons you have to accompany these men.’ He ventured to take a step towards her. ‘But if you’ve agreed to work for the yellow and black, you should know you’ve signed on for a deadly bargain. You heard them admit it. They paid the prince so we would help them against the orcs. Yet when we failed to take as many greenskin heads as their war leader wanted, they came to slay us!’


      ‘Liar!’ Gelfrat spat. ‘You stopped killing orcs entirely, when they got too much for you. You, and the border rat sellswords of the other border rat princes – you retreated inside your crapulent forts as soon as the fight grew tough! Cowards!’


      Isaak shortened the distance between himself and the big man. ‘My comrades were watering their horses by a stream, assuming we were safe from attack, when your men came crashing through the woods towards them. Nothing to worry about, they thought, they’re our allies. Then out came the swords and pistols, and a dozen good souls were murdered, before they could even draw their blades!’ Isaak’s men followed him onto the small, circular ledge where Angelika had made camp. She squeezed up against the rock, thinking of the long fall, should anyone be shoved off. Franziskus had foolishly planted himself near an edge. She tried to catch his eye, to beckon him away from it, but he was too intent on the two angry men.


      ‘I don’t know what happened,’ Gelfrat conceded. ‘I was not at the fight you’re talking about. All I know is that the border princes betrayed us, and had to be shown the cost of that.’


      ‘You don’t deny that they were basely slain, then?’


      Gelfrat looked down on his adversary. ‘Do you deny that your men then attacked one of our regiments, which was already taxed and wounded from fighting the greenskin? That you slew them nearly to a man? Is that what you slimy rodents call a fair fight?’


      Isaak made fists. ‘That was just vengeance!’


      ‘They weakened themselves battling the orcs – who aim to destroy us all – and you took the chance to cut them down like stalks of wheat. I say our only error was in not killing more of you!’


      The pistolier gripped the polished oaken handles of his weapons. His eyes parted ways: one pointed at Gelfrat, the other, at Benno. Angelika decided that her hundred and twenty-five crowns were in jeopardy.


      ‘How long have you been out on the trail, Isaak?’ she said.


      ‘Nearly a month. We were sent south, to recruit replacements for our fallen friends.’


      ‘These men were allowed to enter the Castello unmolested. Prince Davio could have easily taken them hostage, or worse. It could be that he’s reconciled with the Averlandish commander. You know how quickly allegiances shift, hereabouts.’


      He sank the back of his left hand indecisively into the palm of his right. ‘All things are possible in the Black Fire…’


      ‘Perhaps then you should know for sure where Davio stands, before you wreak any more vengeance for him. If he’s settled his dispute, he won’t be happy for you to stir it up again.’


      He stood thinking, his tongue working around the inside his mouth. After taking a long pause, he said, ‘I will remain facing you, as will my comrade Ivan, here.’ He indicated the gunman. ‘The rest of my band will turn their backs to you, and head down the trail. Then the two of us will follow. We will leave your man as he is now, tied up. We’ll ride away, and you will not pursue us.’


      ‘No doubt you’ve already stolen our horses,’ said Benno. ‘So it’s an easy promise to make.’


      Isaak employed a dark-rimmed fingernail to pick at a morsel of food lodged between his front teeth. ‘We don’t want to kill each other over mere horseflesh, do we?’


      Benno shook his head.


      ‘If you do cross us,’ Isaak continued, ‘we’ll grant you no mercy. Our numbers equal yours, and we know this country better than you.’


      ‘Be gone then,’ Gelfrat said, ‘before your boasts fatally bore me.’


      The border men executed their retreat as Isaak had said. Following Gelfrat’s example, the Averlanders affected postures of varying disinterest. Gelfrat studied his fingernails, as if contemplating their overdue annual cleaning.


      As he turned to go, Isaak said, to Angelika, ‘You’ve saved your companions from harm, but you must not trust them.’


      Scornfully, Gelfrat cleared his throat. When he saw that Isaak and Ivan had reached the slope below, he stepped towards the trail. Benno held him back. ‘Wait till we see them ride off.’


      ‘What if they stick a knife in Ekbert?’


      ‘They’ll leave him for us to deal with.’ A hardness had appeared on Benno’s face, provoking a doubtful look from his half-brother.


      ‘You don’t mean to–’


      Benno went to relieve himself against the big rock. His men took the same opportunity. As they watered the boulder, Angelika cast a revolted look up into the white-grey sky.


      The faint sound of hoofbeats echoed up from the valley. Benno pulled at the drawstring of his leggings, adjusted his codpiece, and headed down the path, angrily kicking away the branches they’d laid down the night before. ‘It’s fortunate that Angelika was with us, to hear them coming, or our bellies would now gape open.’ He spoke in a raised voice, but his nose pointed heavenward, so it wasn’t clear who he was talking to. ‘Sigmar knows, it would be foolish to expect an actual member of the company to execute my orders.’


      ‘Do not take it out on poor old Ekbert,’ Gelfrat said, in a pleading tone. Angelika found it comically strange, coming from him. He bounded around the soldier called Heinrich, who had been between the two brothers.


      ‘The Black Field Sabres do not tolerate dereliction. You know that.’


      ‘But Ekbert has been a Sabre since before we were born.’


      ‘Discipline must be maintained,’ replied Benno.


      ‘For years, he rode at our father’s side!’


      ‘And you know what father would demand, if he were here.’


      Gelfrat hung his head. Angelika noticed a couple of the other soldiers exchanging worried looks. This Ekbert had made little impression on her, and she couldn’t see herself caring two hoots for his fate. Even so, she felt a certain tautness above her breastbone.


      They found Ekbert lying on his side, among the weeds and wildflowers. His wrists were tied together, as were his ankles. Isaak’s men had taken the mule and horses, as well as all the breastplates and helmets. Ekbert wriggled as the company drew near, wheezing and puffing, his face slick with dew. Blades of grass stuck to it. Benno stood over him, and wrinkled up his nose. The old campaigner had soiled himself.


      ‘Heinrich, untruss this goose,’ Benno ordered. The younger soldier slunk reluctantly up and sliced the thin, dirty cords that bound Ekbert’s wrists and ankles. He scuttled back as soon as he was finished. Ekbert stayed down even after Heinrich had freed him. ‘I’m sorry,’ he burbled.


      ‘I’ve never seen sorrier,’ said Benno. He kicked him in the teeth. Gelfrat flinched.


      ‘Such are my just desserts,’ Ekbert moaned. The kick had split his lip; he bled onto his mutton-chops.


      ‘You deserve far worse. We could all be dead now. Get your fat carcass up!’


      Trembling, Ekbert heaved himself to his hands and knees. Gelfrat came to him, stretching out an arm to grasp. Benno pushed it away. Ekbert tottered up on his own.


      Franziskus grabbed Angelika’s elbow. She looked down and saw that she’d had her dagger an inch out of its scabbard. She shoved it back in. She nodded to Franziskus. He let her go. His eyes were moist, she saw.


      ‘This calls for thirty lashes,’ Benno said. ‘If it were anyone else, it would be Ekbert who’d administer the whipping. But in this case, the honour must fall to his defender. Gelfrat?’


      Gelfrat leaned back. ‘Benno, don’t–’


      ‘Lieutenant, the formality of the circumstance calls for you to refer to me as lieutenant.’ Benno turned to Heinrich and instructed him to retrieve the lash from Ekbert’s pack.


      A decision registered on Gelfrat’s face. He held out his hand to receive the lash’s handle. He put his other hand on Ekbert’s shoulder. ‘Come over to that log there,’ he said, indicating the dark trunk of a fallen tree, its bark riddled with lichen and round beige shelves of fungus. Ekbert moved to it with a sleepwalker’s slowness. He removed his coat and shirt, draping them over the log.


      ‘Don’t stint,’ Ekbert told Gelfrat. ‘Strike hard, and cleanse my debt of honour.’


      Angelika turned her back, to spare herself the sight of Ekbert’s punishment, but there was no escaping his cries, or the sound of wet leather crackling into his flesh.
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      Chapter Three


      With everyone now on foot, Angelika argued for a route that concealed them in the hills. Benno insisted that they stick to the bottomlands, instead of tramping through rocks and brambles. But then the sky began to rumble, and the travellers could not be sure whether it was thunder, or the booming of orcish war drums. They chose the hills.


      Ekbert trudged with laboured steps; his coat hid the spreading blood that glued the shirt to his back. Gelfrat kept by his side, to steady the old man if needed. Angelika protected herself from the sight of this, and what it aroused in her, by keeping to the head of the party, alongside Benno. In today’s grey light, he didn’t look good from any angle.


      About two hours into their journey, a drizzle started up. They took a moment’s shelter beneath a tall and leafy oak; Gelfrat passed his wineskin. Angelika took a sip, but it was rancid. She wished she’d thought to bring some brandy.


      ‘It won’t get any drier,’ she said, watching the sky darken. They pushed on. The rain grew heavier, soaking through their cloaks and tunics. Angelika spotted a small cave, and they all squeezed into it. Soon after they had arranged themselves inside, spears of sunlight broke through the clouds, and the rain resolved itself into a mist. Angelika reached out a hand, and declared it time to move on. Benno plodded after her without comment, his soldiers trailing behind him.


      When there were about three hours of light left in the day, Angelika stopped to peer up at the mountaintops. Landmarks were scarce here; one section of the pass looked pretty much like any other.


      ‘I think I recognise that peak there, with the cleft in the middle,’ she said. ‘If I’m right, we’ve got about a league left to go.’ She increased her pace, thinking of the best spot to hide her pay. She’d decided that these Averlanders were bad men – same as any men – but they would not try to cheat her. She kept an eye for a trail leading down into the valley, finding one about fifteen minutes into her search. She stopped to listen: she heard birdsong and a light wind playing on tree branches. Satisfied that it was safe to descend to open ground, she whistled a warning to the men behind her and took the path down. It was a light trail, most likely made by boars or deer. Midway along, she surprised a fat marmot, grey with a brown ruff at the back of its neck. It sat up and shrieked angrily at her, but did not think to run until she stamped her foot at it.


      ‘We could have eaten that,’ Gelfrat said.


      ‘Are we here to dine on marmot, or recover your brother’s bones?’


      She reached the flat terrain of the valley floor and looked around to orient herself. For many hundreds of yards, lightly forested slopes, dotted with boulders and stones, gradually gave way to level scrubland, which extended all the way across the valley to the hills and mountains on the pass’s opposite side. She saw a curtain of rock ahead. Angelika kept walking, skirting the grade, until she saw a place where the mountain rock descended to the valley, in a sheer curtain of crumbling limestone at least forty feet high. A recently fallen slab of stone lay at its feet, others teetered up on the cliff’s edge. Angelika knew this spot; it was her landmark.


      ‘How much further?’ asked Gelfrat.


      ‘We’re there,’ she said. She walked, hugging the cliff wall, until she stopped at the edge of a bowl-shaped depression. It was an old sinkhole filled in by soil washed down from the hills. New spruces, few of them higher than six feet tall, competed for space along its slopes. Angelika waded into them, parting the young trees.


      ‘Wait,’ yelled Benno, from the sinkhole’s edge. ‘This is it?’


      ‘Yes,’ said Angelika, continuing down into the thickly massed spruces.


      ‘When you first came upon this place – how did you know where to look?’ asked the Averlandish officer, placing a tentative boot over the depression’s edge. ‘I see only trees.’


      ‘In the same way I find any fresh battle,’ she called back. ‘I followed the crows.’


      She heard the sound of spruce needles brushing against cloth: Benno, Gelfrat and the others had descended and were wading through the trees. Something crunched under her boot. She lifted up the sole: she’d stepped on a finger bone, snapping it. ‘We’re here!’


      She couldn’t remember exactly where she’d picked up the emblem, except that it had been in a patch of muddy, treeless ground. As she slipped between spruces, her toe hit a skull, making it roll over. She dropped to her knees and set it respectfully next to its ribcage, which lay nearby and wore torn black-and-yellow. Angelika could hear that some of the others were close by.


      ‘How will we recognise your brother?’ she called. ‘Or do you mean to haul back all your comrades?’


      ‘Officer’s cuffs have gold threading!’ Benno shouted. He seemed to be over to her left. ‘Failing that, we’ll judge by the boots. They were buckled in gold. Their heels bear the mark of Grenzstadt’s best cobbler!’


      Angelika ducked down to finger the cuffs of the skeleton at her feet. They seemed ordinary enough. She thought it impolitic to mention that she’d taken the gold buckles from a pair of boots, and sold them. If she could remember where she’d found that particular haul, she’d have Claus’s remains… She closed her eyes, trying to picture the moment. She’d sat on a large, bench-shaped stone while she’d pried the buckles loose from the boots, and it hadn’t been too far from where she’d laid hands on them. ‘Look for a boulder, flat enough to sit on!’ she shouted.


      ‘Like this?’ Franziskus called. She tracked the sound of his voice, parting trees until she found him. He was by the stone, and kneeling over a tunic, which lay in the midst of a pile of scattered bones. Wolves had been at it, or wild pigs, perhaps.


      She stood and waved her arms above her head. She could see the top of Gelfrat’s head, poking up over the trees around him. ‘Over here!’ she proclaimed. Gelfrat crashed over to her. After examining her discovery from a distance, he unhooked the scabbard from his belt and used it to jab tentatively at the skull, and tunic. Benno appeared. Gelfrat used the scabbard to lift the ripped and bloodied shirt, and held it up before him. Benno took it and stretched it out. The garment was large; its wearer had been nearly as big as Gelfrat. Benno checked the cuffs.


      ‘That’s him,’ he said. ‘Are the boots here?’


      ‘They’re missing,’ said Angelika.


      Benno subjected her to a prolonged and searching look. She blinked blandly back at him.


      ‘It’s Claus, then?’ Gelfrat asked.


      ‘It’s Claus,’ said Benno. The two stood and regarded the bones.


      ‘Well then,’ said Angelika.


      Gelfrat turned and embarked on a search of the needle-strewn ground around the flat rock.


      ‘So this is him?’ Angelika said.


      Benno nodded, distractedly.


      ‘Then my payment has now come due.’


      ‘In a moment,’ he said. ‘You didn’t find a… second pair of boots, also with golden buckles?’


      ‘I don’t recall saying I found any gold buckles.’


      ‘There is a second officer. We must find his remains as well.’ He glanced at Gelfrat, then headed off in the opposite direction, vanishing into the trees.


      Beckoning Franziskus to come with her, Angelika slipped gracefully through the little forest. He kept up well, mimicking her stealth. The others still thrashed enthusiastically amongst the spruces, unconscious of their movements. She led Franziskus to the sinkhole’s westward edge, then hefted herself up the slope, grabbing onto trunks and branches as she went. Soon her fingers were sticky with their resin.


      ‘Where are we going?’ gasped Franziskus.


      ‘Just follow,’ she said.


      Shouts came from below. She craned her head to see Gelfrat bouncing up and down amid the spruces, shaking his fist. The big man was chasing, but he wasn’t agile enough to thread between trees. He kept smacking into them. He ducked to hurl a stone, but it landed wide of them and tumbled back down the incline. Angelika reached the lip of the bowl and gave Franziskus a hand up. Gelfrat was now battling his way up the slope, but for every forward stride he took, he slid half a step back. Angelika yanked on Franziskus’s arm and pointed to the hills.


      ‘What are we doing?’ asked Franziskus. She did not answer. She ran at full speed across a small stretch of flatland, then bounded up onto an incline of exposed, yellowish rock. Nature had arranged it into a rough set of terraced steps. She leapt from one ledge to the next.


      Franziskus scrambled to match her. Blood crashed in his temples; he heard more shouting from below. He did not dare turn around to see if the Averlanders were giving chase, or how close they might be. Above him, Angelika sidestepped into a copse of scraggly pines. She was a blur between trees. He copied her leap and landed, to slide on wet needles. Franziskus pounded after her, as she hit the peak of a ridge and then dropped down past it, disappearing from view. He reached a flat bit of ground, which wound like an overgrown road, hugging a wall of mountain rock. Finally he found her, behind a tall bush with broad and waxy leaves. She was hunched over, with her hands on her knees, and out of breath. Beads of sweat fell from her face to the forest floor. He threw himself against a tree and heaved in cool lungfuls of mountain air. It took him a while to find the power to speak. ‘Why – what did we just do? Why did we run?’


      ‘They were lying to us,’ she said. ‘They weren’t there for Claus’s sake. Something else is afoot.’


      ‘You misjudge them. They are good and fine soldiers. Better than me.’


      ‘They’ve deceived us.’


      ‘It’s because of the thrashing they gave Ekbert, isn’t it? It’s turned you unfairly against them. You don’t understand – Benno’s commands were harsh but correct. It was Gelfrat who was in the wrong.’


      ‘No, no, it’s nothing to do with that. There’s another one of them – my guess is another von Kopf – and they think he might still be alive.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘When we found Claus’s bones, did it seem to you like they knew what to do with them? For all their talk of taking the body back for proper interment, you’d think they’d have brought a coffin or casket with them. A fine box of inlaid oak, at least. But they had nothing of the kind. And then when they asked about a second pair of buckles…’ She paused to stop and breathe again, and to listen for the sounds of pursuit. ‘You see, I’ve been holding back something from them, too.’


      ‘I don’t like the sound of this.’


      ‘It wasn’t the cawing of crows that took me to the scene of that battle. I’d been following the Averlanders for weeks. I watched them as they drove off a force of orcs three times their number.’


      ‘That disappointed you, I’m sure.’


      ‘They left the battlefield too clean for my tastes, if that’s what you mean. I followed them north, keeping a few hours behind them. Then I heard the clanging of swords. In accordance with my usual caution, I stayed well back of the fray. I merely assumed they’d found a new party of orcs to fight. It wasn’t until a troop of motley battlers came out from the trees, wiping their swords clean, that I realised they’d been fighting other men. Even then, it never occurred to me they were Prince Davio’s irregulars – I’d taken them for common bandits.’


      ‘A fact you chose not to mention to Benno and Gelfrat.’


      ‘To avoid awkward questions. Like: were any of their men still in the midst of dying when I secured their valuables.’


      ‘And were they?’


      ‘The important point is this: late in the skirmish, I saw several of the Averland side get up and run for the hills. Three of them had been playing dead. And one had something glinting on his boots, as he ran.’


      ‘The second set of gold buckles.’


      ‘Which would make him the other officer they seek.’


      ‘And this is why you ran?’


      ‘If it’s him they truly want, and we can find traces of his passing, then we can go back and demand a higher price for what we know.’


      Franziskus sat down, flourished his cloak around him, and crossed his arms. ‘Once more I’ve made myself a party to dishonour.’


      Angelika smacked her hands together, then wiped the sweat from her hair. ‘What harm have I done them? I took them to Claus’s body, as I’d promised, then departed before they even had the chance to pay me. To me, that sounds like the height of generosity.’


      ‘But you left merely in hopes of extorting greater sums in future.’


      She set off to the north. ‘You speak in hypotheticals. Who knows? It’s unlikely, after so many weeks, but we might even find him in one piece. What would be wrong with that?’


      ‘Now you’re speaking rhetorically.’


      ‘This is the way,’ she said, eyes on the trail ahead. ‘They fled as we did, running up that terraced incline, there – see? – and into these woods. And there’s only one way to head from here.’ Angelika proceeded slowly, scanning the forest floor, in case she might spot a button on the ground or a tuft of yellow fabric still stuck to a jabbing branch. A finch, his throat adorned in bright red feathers, landed nearby and warbled, showing them the way. After a few minutes, they spotted an upward path, which would lead them higher up into the mountains. It presented them with a choice of routes. ‘So, you’re a skinny young Imperial officer,’ mused Angelika, ‘and you’ve fled into the mountains alongside a couple of soldiers. Do you stay down here in the foothills, or do you keep going up?’


      ‘If I know the men chasing me are out for blood vengeance, I’ll take the toughest, most discouraging path.’


      ‘Then up we go.’


      The trail terminated at the bottom of an incline made of loose, fist-sized rocks. At the top, Angelika could see a lush stand of tall weeds. She and Franziskus crawled to it like crabs, using their arms and feet to haul themselves up. Every so often, one of them would hit a patch of looser stones, and slide down with them, losing dozens of paces each time. Angelika got to the weeds first, and reached out to grab at their roots.


      A thick, stout-fingered hand reached out for her, wrapping itself around her wrist. Its owner pulled her up. Her legs dangled wildly beneath her. Her rescuer was a halfling. With his free hand, he smashed her in the face.


      Suspended by one arm, Angelika could not move back to evade the halfling’s second blow. It hit her right on the bridge of her nose, just as the first one had. Her vision blurred. She stopped flailing her legs and instead jabbed them in front of her, trying to find something solid to plant them against. A rock sailed in from behind her; Franziskus had thrown it. The halfling ducked, and Angelika wrenched herself free, dropping down onto the loose rocks. She landed on her knees and slid, skidding down the incline past Franziskus, who now had his rapier out. He charged up the slope, but his efforts just loosened more rock, so he remained in one place, showering stones out behind his skiddering boots. Angelika’s assailant appeared at the plateau’s edge, brandishing a fat-headed cudgel of lacquered wood. It was the same halfling who’d assaulted her back at the Castello. He opened his mouth and yowled at Franziskus, who stooped to lob another stone at him. The halfling popped back, disappearing from view.


      Franziskus turned to check on Angelika, who’d regained her footing. ‘Do we run?’


      Angelika crouched to scoop up a rock. ‘We need to chat with him,’ she said.


      The halfling stuck his head up past the weeds. She chucked her stone. It hit with a satisfying thud. The halfling cried out. He yelled obscenities in the halfling tongue – the only words of the language Angelika could recognise – and hurled himself over the ledge onto the rocks. They sprayed out at his point of impact. He shot past Franziskus, who tagged him with his rapier tip, drawing a tiny gash along the back of his weapon-hand. Then he launched himself at Angelika. She moved aside from his bullish charge, but he reached out on the way past and seized a handful of her hair in his fist. He dived, using his momentum to pull her down. She landed on her shoulder blades and elbows. She rolled onto his back and clawed at his leather helmet, hurling it aside. It hit the rocks and bounced to the bottom of the slope. She grabbed onto his ears.


      ‘Not that trick again, girlie,’ he grunted, and pushed himself up, knocking her off. He turned to smash her with his cudgel, but she’d already twisted out of the way. He clambered up. A stone hit him in the gut: Franziskus again. The halfling ducked down to claim a rock of his own, but Franziskus got him in the temple with a second lob. He barked like an animal and ran at Franziskus, who had dropped his rapier to pick up stones. Franziskus hurled two rocks at the halfling in the course of his charge, but both fell short. The halfling swung his cudgel wide, and Franziskus ducked to miss the blow. This left his throat exposed, so the halfling wrapped his hand around it. Franziskus’s eyes bugged out.


      Angelika leapt on the halfling, a six-pound rock clutched in both hands. She smashed it repeatedly onto the back of the halfling’s bony head. After the third blow, the halfling’s knees buckled. After the fourth, he released his grip on Franziskus’s throat. Between the fifth and sixth, he sank down onto the rocks, face up. His eyes fluttered shut. Moments later, they reopened.


      ‘You should not be conscious,’ Angelika said. She raised the rock above his head, ready to crush his windpipe. The halfling weakly waved his hands. ‘I give in,’ he said.


      ‘Resilient bugger, aren’t you?’ she said.


      ‘Mother Goatfield didn’t raise no weaklings, girlie,’ the halfling croaked, spitting foamy drool.


      ‘Your name is Goatfield?’


      ‘Toby Goatfield, not that it matters to you. The name of interest here is Lukas von Kopf.’


      ‘Lukas von Kopf?’


      ‘Don’t play like you don’t know it.’ He paused for a fit of choking. ‘That’s who the Averlanders brought you here to find. And we think you know where he is. He’s alive, isn’t he?’


      ‘So you came to get your head half caved-in as part of an ingenious ploy to wheedle information from us?’


      He sat up. She put a foot on his chest, pushing him back down. He looked at it like he might bite her toes. ‘You can arouse me into fits of tumescence all day long, girlie, if that’s what you want, but maybe you’d prefer silver instead.’


      Franziskus leaned forward to grab at Goatfield’s greasy jacket. ‘Speak respectfully to the lady, you rancid heap of gutter trash!’


      Goatfield wheezed. ‘You’re pretty, too, boy, though you’re not my type.’ A satyr’s grin bloomed on his wide and battered face. Franziskus lurched up, disgust contorting his features.


      ‘Who do you work for?’ demanded Angelika.


      The halfling added teeth to his smile. ‘It’s a secret, but if you lean in and let me smell you, I might just let it slip.’


      She kicked him in the groin. He doubled up, knees to chin, and made agonised noises. She waited a while, then kicked him in the behind. ‘Ow! Enough torture, girlie! I work for Davio Maurizzi!’ He opened an eye, looking up to the top of the slope. Together, Angelika and Franziskus took a step back.


      ‘Do you have confederates up there?’ she asked.


      ‘What would make you think that?’


      She said to Franziskus: ‘He has confederates up there.’ She bent down to grab a handful of the halfling’s ear and squeezed it like a rag. Tears dripped from the sides of Goatfield’s eyes. ‘And if we took you to this Lukas, you’d just bash his brains in, wouldn’t you?’


      ‘No, no, girlie! If I don’t bring him in breathing, I don’t get paid!’


      ‘And what does Prince Davio want with him?’


      ‘As you know, the boy’s father has been holding a grudge against Maurizzi, and has been killing his mercenaries. I suppose the prince reckons a hostage might change old Jurgen’s tune. Your enemy’s last surviving legitimate heir – that’s a fine catch on any day of the week.’


      ‘So you know Claus is dead?’


      ‘We sifted through his bones, hours before you arrived. That makes Lukas the prize. He’s worth more to us than whatever those cheese-paring Averlanders have offered you.’


      ‘How much?’


      ‘If you turn him over to us, we’ll double their price.’


      ‘That would be four hundred crowns.’


      ‘A steep figure, but I’m sure the prince is good for it.’ He propped himself up on his elbows.


      ‘Why have you persisted in attacking me, then, if you had all this money to persuade me with?’


      He coughed, without covering his mouth. ‘I respect no one until I’ve tested them in combat. A habit taught to me by my beautiful mother.’


      ‘A reckless policy.’


      ‘I’ll not have you insulting my mother!’


      Angelika sighed and let him rise. ‘Take us to your friends, then we can work out the details of the exchange.’


      Goatfield grinned and smacked his lips. He pointed up at the plateau. ‘They’re waiting up there for us. You’re lucky, my little sweetmeat: for some reason, they failed to come to my aid, even while you so cruelly mishandled me.’


      ‘Perhaps they do not respect us until we test you in combat.’


      They tramped laboriously up the incline, cascading more rocks down behind them. They stopped at the top, when they reached the weedy ledge, and turned to look at each other.


      ‘After you,’ Angelika told Toby.


      ‘No, girlie – after you.’


      Neither moved.


      Franziskus strained up, clutching onto the tallest and sturdiest-seeming of the weeds with both hands. He grunted and lurched; Angelika grabbed his legs and pushed on them, sliding back. The halfling stepped in to brace her. Franziskus dragged his torso through the weeds and kicked himself free of Angelika’s arms. Then he kneeled to take Angelika by the elbows and haul her up. Goatfield moved to grab her legs, but she muttered and kicked at his head. With Franziskus pulling on her, she wriggled up, face-first into the maze of plants. He drew her to her feet.


      They were now standing on a green, boulder-strewn alpine meadow, that seemed to be squeezed by two outcroppings of mountain rock that narrowed toward them. The flatland rose gently for about three hundred yards, terminating in a dense wood of tall pines.


      Two figures, who had been sitting opposite one another on the outcroppings, strode easily towards them. On the left, nearest Angelika, came an elf. Pink, unblemished skin covered his angular face. His eyes were the colour of new grass. As he walked, his shoulder-length straw-coloured hair floated out behind him. The elf was clad in a long sheepskin coat, worn over a linen shirt. His hide trousers ended in ermine ruffs; his thin shoes were made of the same material, and laced with rawhide. He smiled at Angelika. In his left hand he held a gleaming sword, five feet long and little more than an inch wide, its blade incised with runes.


      Bounding at Franziskus was a second halfling, apparently bald under a cap of iron, which was adorned with a six-inch spike on its crown, and a ring of smaller jabbers which curved up like boar’s tusks along its rim. His right eyebrow was black, his left was white; they met in the middle and made war with one another. A wispy moustache, of grey and red hairs intermixed, sprawled across his upper lip, then drooped down on each side, hanging past his jaw. He’d threaded the ends through a series of metal beads, each moulded in the shape of a moaning head. His frame was even broader than Toby Goatfield’s; his tight shirt of mail links highlighted the blocky muscles of his chest and arms. He wore mail on his legs, too, but his feet were bare. They had red and densely tufted hair on the top of them; the soles were hardened by least an inch of callus all around. He held a double-bladed war axe, its head more than two feet wide. He curled his lips, revealing inflamed gums in full retreat from a set of crooked, oblong teeth.


      Toby, who was still stuck halfway up the ledge, interrupted his struggles to introduce his companions. ‘This is Elennath,’ he said, meaning the elf, ‘and my boon companion, Henty Redpot. Better do as they say.’


      Angelika danced back to kick Toby in the face. Screaming various blasphemies, he fell from view, accompanied by the sound of sliding rock.


      The elf said something about Angelika surrendering.


      Angelika pulled her knife and ran for the trees, shouting for Franziskus to do the same.


      Henty lifted his axe above his head and charged at Franziskus. Franziskus dived sideways to miss Henty’s blow, and landed hard on his ribs. He rolled out of the path of another. Henty pressed his woody foot down on Franziskus’s ankle and brought his axe cleaving down. Franziskus twisted out of the way. The axe sunk deep into loamy soil. Henty yanked at it. Franziskus used his chance to get to his feet and run. Henty roared.


      Elennath, meanwhile, pursued Angelika nimbly. He leapt over boulders, his hair flowing behind him. Clasping his hands together around the hilt of his sword, he dived at Angelika’s back. His swordpoint caught only air, but he landed on Angelika’s legs, bringing her down. Her chin struck a rock. Her knife hit the ground and bounced. He’d lost hold of his weapon too now, so he crawled onto her back, to reach out for her knife. She elbowed him in the eye and managed to flip over onto her back.


      Franziskus ran for the pines. Henty chased him. Blindly, Angelika patted grass, searching for her knife. Elennath grabbed her wrist and twisted it. He seized her knife and drew it back to strike at her throat.


      Franziskus, fleeing Henty, saw this. He changed direction, curving toward Angelika, Henty at his heels.


      Angelika’s weaker hand found a thick branch. She swung it, deflecting Elennath’s stab. The blade grazed her hip, slicing a hole in her tunic.


      Belatedly, Franziskus drew his sword. He flourished it, swiping it through the air in the classic intimidación pattern he’d been taught by his duelling master. Henty’s eyes followed its progress until Franziskus had the manoeuvre halfway completed. Then he swiped with his axe in a backhand, bending Franziskus’s rapier in half and sending it thudding into the weeds.


      The weeds by the ledge shook. Toby’s head and arms appeared. Angelika’s eyes widened. Elennath looked back. Angelika leapt into the air, knife outstretched, and brought it down. Its tip cut left to right across the surface of Elennath’s face, leaving a red diagonal line that stretched from his hairline, over the bridge of his sublime and narrow nose, all the way to his jawbone. His hand went to his face. Angelika ducked down, grabbed a rock, and lobbed it at Toby. A thud. Toby disappeared, yowling.


      Henty punched Franziskus in the chest, making him reel. Henty punched him in the mouth then leaned in and recovered his axe. Franziskus ran for the trees.


      Angelika saw him and broke for the trees, too.


      Franziskus was the first to get there. He scrambled up the side of a pine. Angelika reached the woods. She turned to hack at Elennath, whose coat and shirt were now spackled with his blood. He easily skipped around her blows.


      Henty rushed in, axe raised. Angelika skidded, filling the air with brown pine needles, and tripped the massive halfling. Henty flipped nose-first into the trunk of Franziskus’s tree. Elennath sliced his curving blade in at the prone Angelika. ‘My face!’ he shrieked. A dazed Henty fell back onto Angelika’s side. Elennath’s dagger-point slammed into the mail shirt protecting Henty’s ribs. Henty groaned. Angelika groaned. Elennath raised the dagger for another strike, then saw that its point had snapped off.


      Franziskus jumped from the tree, kicking Elennath in the temple and knocking the elf down, before landing on him. He twisted Elennath’s elven hair in his fist, then smacked its owner’s face into a tree trunk until he went limp.


      He turned and saw that Angelika and Henty had both disengaged, and were on their hands and knees, trembling and puffing. Henty’s spiked helm had fallen off his head, revealing a sparse coating of coarse red fuzz. Angelika shot a steadying hand out to grip a tree trunk, and forced herself to her feet. Henty moaned and did the same, teetering in place. Franziskus weaved up behind him. Henty angled himself in Franziskus’s direction but could only gape at him with open-mouthed resignation. Franziskus seized one of his shoulders. Stumbling, Angelika grabbed the other. She placed a hand on the back of Henty’s fuzzy head. Together, they smashed his face into the nearest pine tree, twice. His eyes rolled up and his legs went slack. He had only reached his knees when all signs of consciousness abandoned him.


      Franziskus put a finger to the halfling’s neck; a vigorous pulse still coursed through him. Angelika checked the elf – he too was alive.


      The elf had a heavy pack on his back. She hauled it off him and forced its rusty buckles open. Inside was a small crossbow. She handed it to Franziskus. ‘Do you know how to work one of these?’


      Absently, he slipped a bolt in place, stuck his foot in the stirrup, and cranked on the crannequin. ‘Passably. My friends and I toyed with such a bow, one summer, out of childish curiosity.’ The world was wavering before him still; he wiggled the furrows of his forehead.


      Digging deeper into the pack, Angelika found what she really wanted: a fat loop of cord. It was rawhide, and there were many feet of it. ‘Seems like they expected to catch themselves a prisoner,’ she said, taking her knife to cut off a suitable length of it. She wrapped it around Henty, who was still propped against the tree.


      ‘Is it wise to spare these blackguards?’ Franziskus asked. He had finished cranking the bow and held it up in firing position, squinting. He had it pointed at a large burl in a tree, which would make an acceptable target for practice.


      ‘Are you saying we should slay defenceless foes? I’m surprised at you.’


      ‘They’re common cutthroats, to whom the laws of mercy do not apply.’


      Toby Goatfield stepped into the forest and advanced, holding a dagger above his head. Franziskus spun round and aimed from the hip. He shot the bolt through the palm of Toby’s weapon-hand and into a tree, fixing him to it. Goatfield looked at the wound and fainted. As he fell the bolt popped from the bark.


      ‘Nice shot,’ Angelika said.


      ‘Thank you,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘Leaving them alive might delay the Kopfs, if they come this way,’ said Angelika. ‘They’ll want to untie them and ask some questions. With any luck, a further melee will ensue.’ She and Franziskus leaned Toby against the tree and tied him up, then did the same with Elennath. Franziskus found Elennath’s elven sword and claimed it as a replacement for his ruined rapier. Angelika retrieved her lost knife. As they readied themselves to depart, Franziskus took the crossbow and bashed it into a tree, smashing it to bits.


      ‘What did you do that for?’ she asked him.


      ‘It is not a weapon suitable for a gentleman,’ he replied.
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      Chapter Four


      Angelika had to admit they lacked a plan and that their movements were essentially aimless. They tramped through the alpine wood, in search of higher elevations. They moved through tangled brush, along a narrow natural terrace between slopes. The pines crowded thickly together, as if mocking their scrappier, more tenacious cousins, who clung to the rocky slopes both above and below them. They were choosing the easiest paths, simply because they were easy. As they travelled, she occupied her mind by devising various scathing comments which she could direct at Franziskus for destroying a piece of equipment as useful and valuable as a crossbow.


      ‘Lukas’s movements would have been aimless, too,’ Angelika said. ‘I know this terrain a little, whereas he grew up in privilege in some estate in Averheim.’


      ‘He had a pair of soldiers with him, though. They might know how to survive in the pass.’


      She stopped. There was forest to the left of them, to the right, at the front and at the back. ‘So where did they go?’


      ‘I’d look for a cave, and search for a route higher in the peaks.’


      She held her hand up. ‘Wait. Can you hear that?’ She paused, to let Franziskus listen.


      ‘No, what?’


      ‘Running water. That’s where they’d stop, if they were here at all. They’d refill their waterskins, and maybe wait to catch any game that came to drink at the brook.’


      They followed the sound and, about a quarter of an hour later, found a stream flowing through a shallow groove of rock. They walked west along its stony banks until they reached a sheltered spot where the water widened out into a pool. A waterfall filled the pool from above; the surrounding rock, large and flat, made an obvious spot to camp. Franziskus refilled their skins as Angelika inspected the rock, then the bush around it. She waved Franziskus over.


      ‘Here’s where they camped,’ she said, pointing at the ground. Franziskus couldn’t understand what he was meant to see – to him there was nothing more than pine needles. ‘They covered their tracks – as you’d do if you thought you were being chased – but this is where the fire was. And here.’ She kicked at a pile of leaves and dead branches, uncovering some strips of torn clothing that had deep brown stains soaked into the fibres. ‘Bandages. That’s what tells me it was them, and not just any group of woodsmen or foragers. At least one of them was wounded.’


      ‘But there is nothing here that proves it was Lukas and his companions.’


      ‘What do you expect, that he’d carve his family crest on a tree?’


      ‘It still seems doubtful. We should return to the Castello, and seek honest labour.’


      She bounded up to the hill beside the waterfall. It was scarred with vertical slashes of mud, where the underbrush had been scraped away. ‘Someone made their way up this hill. Not so recently, though – you can see shoots coming up inside the marks. Those tracks could easily be eight weeks old. We’ve found our trail!’ Using saplings and bushes as handholds, she made her way up the treacherous hill.


      Franziskus took a tentative hop up onto the slope, then slid back. The coating of damp needles below his feet made this just as hard to climb as the rockslide. ‘Aren’t you still hurting from that fight?’ he called up at her.


      ‘Only in my shoulders, elbows, knees, chin, calves, my scalp, and my innards, and the part of my skull that joins my nose to my forehead. Let’s go.’


      ‘I got a hit a few times, too.’


      She lost her footing and slid, making a fresh mark on the hillside, nearly a yard long. ‘You’re not saying that all it takes to break you is an elf and a couple of halflings?’


      ‘They have two months’ start on us, we can afford to stop and rest for a few hours.’


      ‘The question is, how much of a head start do we have on Benno and Gelfrat?’


      ‘A salient point,’ said Franziskus, redoubling his efforts. By scrabbling quicker, he found it easier to keep from slipping. Hands perched on hips, Angelika waited for him on a ledge, above. Water dropped down, hitting the rocky shelf she was standing on. It splattered into a shallow depression, where it collected then overflowed into the brook. The water hammered down past a chunk of sheer rock more than twice Angelika’s height. It reminded her a little of a face, with two deep-set eyes and a leering mouth. She tested it for handholds, but it was wet, and slippery with moss. They would have to skirt the stream-bed, and head off to the north slightly, where the going was less steep. Franziskus reached her side. She showed him where they’d have to go: a tangle of thorny briars, stunted spruce, and convoluting pines.


      Franziskus frowned at the forbidding vegetation. ‘Do you truly think this is the path they’d choose? Wouldn’t they look for something easier?’


      ‘They might climb down again, and stick to the lower woods,’ she mused. ‘But look.’ She pointed to a strip of yellow fabric that was tied to a bare and crooked pine branch, about twenty yards over and thirty yards up. ‘Someone passed this way.’


      She jumped down from the wet rock, into a mess of dead, dry weeds. They climbed through the brambles, stopping periodically to untangle their clothing from barbs and prickles. After nearly an hour of heavy exertion, the terrain flattened out again. On this plateau, the trees were straighter, the bright new growths at the end of each branch longer and healthier. Over on the rocks was another pool; alert grasses rose tall around it, through gaps between sheets of stone. Franziskus patted the ground to see how dry it was, then stretched out on it, with his head to one side and his mouth panting open. Angelika sat with a piece of fallen timber as her backrest.


      They heard a snuffling sound. Angelika straightened up. ‘What was that?’


      ‘I didn’t…’


      They listened – nothing.


      Angelika relaxed. ‘An animal, I suppose.’


      A branch snapped. She jumped up. So did Franziskus. They put their backs together defensively. He drew Elennath’s sword; she, her knife.


      They held their breath and listened to the distant chirping of birds, and the waterfall booming into the pool below.


      ‘Why do my guts suddenly gyrate?’ asked Franziskus.


      ‘I don’t know,’ she whispered. She did not admit that she shared the feeling.


      Her ears popped. Her tongue tasted metallic.


      ‘Something is wrong,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘Sssh.’ The backs of her hands felt hot suddenly; they had turned red and blotchy. She checked Franziskus’s hands; they were the same. ‘Franziskus, in your travels, have you ever encountered Chaos?’


      ‘No,’ he said. Not long ago, they’d run into an undead thing, but he didn’t think undead counted. Chaos was a force people talked about, at night, when it was time to tell scary stories. It was not a thing a good person could speak of, with any certain knowledge. It was especially not a thing you were supposed to meet up with, even when you were deep in a mountain wood. ‘It might only be sorcery,’ he said.


      ‘Oh, only sorcery! That’s all right, then!’ Angelika’s knife shook nervously. She tightened her muscles and shouted into the bush. ‘If you’re going to come, come!’


      She heard a dry, rattling laugh. It seemed to be coming from just over her shoulder. ‘Do you see anything, Franziskus?’


      ‘No.’ A gust of wind came and tossed grit in their faces, it seemed to be blowing in all directions at once.


      ‘I spit on the gods and minions of Chaos!’ called Angelika. ‘A pack of pustulated cowards, that’s what you are! I dare you to stand and face us!’


      An object rolled from the trees. Thinking it might be a bomb, they ran from it, and hid between some trees. The object lost its momentum and bounced to a stop about fifteen feet from where they’d been. It was not a bomb.


      ‘It’s someone’s head,’ Franziskus said.


      Though it was hard to tell without looking closely, Angelika did have experience with dead bodies, and parts of them, in various stages of decay. This one seemed human, and it had been dead for three weeks, give or take. She was in no hurry to confirm her suppositions by poking it from up close.


      ‘We must flee,’ Franziskus whispered.


      Something made a snorting noise. They turned to see a grey shape dashing their way. It stood upright, like a man, and had a man’s torso and arms. But its head was like a mountain ram’s, with two hooked horns rising from the middle of it. From each horn, on threads of fibrous pink flesh, hung unblinking eyeballs. They bobbled erratically as the creature lurched in to swipe at Franziskus’s head with a crude wooden club in its human-like fist. Franziskus ducked. The club smashed bark and green wood from the pine behind him. Franziskus dodged. It opened its mouth, and foggy breath rolled over them. It stank, making their eyes water.


      ‘Beastman!’ Angelika shouted, identifying her enemy. The beastmen were the most common, and lowliest, of all the Chaos gods’ servitors. They walked like men, but wore the faces and hides of animals. They had other powers, besides. That was all she knew of the things.


      The beastman swung the club downwards at Angelika. She capered out of the way, but the weapon managed to graze her ankle, sending pain shooting through her foot and up into the bones of her leg.


      It feinted at her. Finally it occurred to Angelika to use the weapon in her hand. Franziskus hadn’t tried a strike with his sword, either.


      ‘Die!’ Angelika screamed, and pitched forward, both hands wrapped around her knife-hilt. The creature swiped at her but missed. She lost her balance, nearly colliding with a tree.


      Franziskus lunged tentatively, but it was as if he had to struggle against the wind to get at the creature. It was his fear of Chaos that was holding him back, he concluded. He clenched his teeth, shook himself, and pointed his sword-tip at the creature. Then he jerked forward, but involuntarily caught himself short. The beastman turned and bared its goaty teeth at him. Franziskus felt his mouth go dry.


      Angelika ran shrieking at it, dagger held double-handed, and this time she hit it, catching it just below its sternum. She felt her dagger bite through a tough wall of hair and muscle, then plunge more readily into innards and viscera. She tore all the way down to the beastman’s gut, then withdrew her knife. It was thickly coated in dripping blood, as were her hands and arms, right up to the elbows.


      The beastman, gutted, wobbled before them. Crimson chunks of flesh fell out of it, like sailors leaping from a sinking ship.


      ‘You’re not so tough, are you?’ said Angelika.


      Like tentacles, severed intestines shot from the creature’s gaping body, and wrapped themselves around her. Two of them encircled her throat, trying to strangle her. They seized both her wrists, and slurped bloodily around her waist. Franziskus recoiled, and shielded his face with his arms. Angelika summoned the last of her breath to blurt out, ‘Snap out of it! Hit it!’ Then she succumbed to blackness.


      The monster hopped up and down ecstatically as it squeezed the life from Angelika. Franziskus saw Angelika’s face turning blue. He leapt up and, with the tip of his sword, speared her attacker through its right eye. Jelly popped from the eye and oozed onto the blade. The beastman turned to see Franziskus shuffling to keep his hands on the hilt of the rune-incised sword he’d liberated from Elennath. The creature hissed at the blade, and backed away from it.


      Franziskus took a moment to theorise that the runes spelled some kind of elven charm inimical to Chaos. Then he shouted, shouldering all his weight into the sword hilt. He forced the blade in. He felt resistance when the tip reached the bone at the back of the beastman’s skull, but a moment later it fell forward, as it punched through. The sword now skewered the monster’s head entirely. A gobbet of still-pulsing brain matter dangled briefly from the tip, before dropping to the forest floor. The intestines constricting Angelika lost their vigour. They slid limply off her, leaving gelatinous trails of gore on her skin and clothing. Franziskus pulled the sword out. The beastman staggered, its hoofed feet stamping in a jagged half-circle. It turned its antlers to fix Franziskus in the gaze of their eyeballs.


      It roared and lurched at him, weakly waggling its deflated viscera. Franziskus slashed at its neck. It spun around, spraying blood on the trees.


      Angelika coughed and wiped her hands on the tails of her tunic. She launched herself upwards and stumbled behind the creature, gasping and wracked with pain. She felt herself blacking out again, then realised that she was still fighting the thing; it was as if she was propelled by instinct alone. It thrashed; she held onto it. She grabbed one of its horns with both hands and let her legs fly free, so that she became a dead weight. She heard a thud and was dimly aware that she’d hit the forest floor. Her eyes blinked. She’d pulled it down with her. She willed her reluctant hand to seize her boot-knife. Then she fell forward, and stabbed her weapon deep into the Chaos thing’s neck. Its body went slack; she stepped aside to let it fall prone. It had stopped moving, but she hacked its head off anyway, just to be safe, then pitched it far from the body.


      She floundered off, away from Franziskus, to double over and retch. But even though she felt sick, nothing would come up. Finally, leaning against one another, they took fear-drunk steps to the stream, which proved easy to reach from this elevation. They splashed chill water on their faces and sat on the cold damp rock.


      Franziskus was the first to find words. ‘We’ve got to leave here, at once.’


      ‘We didn’t go through that, just to turn tail and slink off.’


      ‘If Chaos is here, it is certain that Lukas has long since been devoured. We must also assume that there are more here, and that they’ll soon be upon us, to exact revenge for the one we’ve slain. We must go, at speed!’


      ‘We need to check if the head it tossed at us matches what we know of Lukas. If so, we’ll go.’


      ‘No, we must flee, regardless. These are not Averlandish soldiers, or halfling mercenaries. This is Chaos!’


      ‘We killed that one, didn’t we? It didn’t seem to like your elven sword.’


      ‘We’re lucky to be breathing!’


      She ducked her head into the pool, then shook it, sending drops of water in all directions. ‘To save a noble’s son from Chaos creatures – can you imagine the reward for a deed like that?’


      ‘Your brain is still addled, from the strangulation.’ He cast a nervous glance at the woods.


      ‘He might still be alive.’


      Franziskus twisted around to face her. ‘By the gods, I think I understand. That rescue instinct of yours – it has come upon you again, hasn’t it?’


      Her shoulders indignantly straightened. ‘Now that’s a load of rot!’


      ‘Why else would you, of all people, be so intent on confronting Chaos? Suddenly, for no good reason, you intend to risk your skin for some fellow you don’t even know. As you did with me!’


      ‘You’re the one who’s addled,’ she said, marching toward the severed head. ‘Which side of my supposedly contradictory personality are you arguing with, anyway?’


      ‘In this instance, not even the most stringent code of valour would command a pair of ill-armed persons with no experience in these dark affairs, to get themselves in a fight against Chaos.’


      ‘I agree that proving one’s valour is foolish. Fortunately, that is not my aim.’


      They stood at the foot of a trail that wound circuitously up to what looked like a cave, two-thirds of the way up one of the range’s lower peaks. For much of its length, the trail was a groove through the rock – currently dry, but cut by the rushing waters of a million spring melts. At other points, it became a ledge that wound precariously around the mountain. The higher it got, the more gaps appeared in it. A persistent, screaming wind dusted the path with snow from the surrounding summits.


      ‘I did not mean to suggest that you were wrong,’ Franziskus said. ‘I merely express regret that you are right.’


      ‘You saw it, too,’ Angelika said. ‘That spoor over there, it could only have been the steaming dung of a Chaos beast.’


      ‘Indeed.’


      ‘And if I were a Chaos beast, and wanted to keep a captive to torment, and eventually eat, that cave up there would be my lair.’


      ‘Which of us do you seek to convince?’


      ‘You can stay here, if you want.’


      ‘This is still the very peak of folly,’ Franziskus replied, ‘but I won’t wait down here while you get yourself killed or captured.’


      She leapt into the empty stream-bed. Only a thin layer of sand, interspersed with sharp pebbles, covered its naked rock. Embedded in the stone beside her, Angelika saw the shell of an ancient scallop, turned to stone by unknown magic. The trail was far from straight. It zigzagged, as the spring floodwaters did each year, following the route of least resistance, and seeking out the weakest veins of rock to slowly buff. It was steep at first, but then it evened out, as it curved around to the other side of the peak. Angelika and Franziskus had lost sight of both their original vantage point, and their destination.


      ‘Are you sure this is all part of the same trail?’ he asked her.


      ‘How would I be sure of that?’


      Clopping sounds emanated from above. They froze. It was just a quartet of mountain goats – real ones this time, not Chaos hybrids. The animals, which Angelika knew were called chamois, gazed curiously down at them from a small ledge that bore the only decent patch of grass. The three adults went back to their grazing, but there was a kid, too, and its dark, wet eyes followed their progress until they wended out of its sight.


      When the upper reach of the path doubled past them, they stopped to breathe and rest. Angelika checked for likely handholds as she considered the possibility of scaling the vertical rock that separated the bends in the trail. At the very least, they’d be in for twenty-five feet of clambering. The time they would gain wasn’t worth the risk of a fall. Though she felt ready to take on a dozen Chaos creatures, her sense of exuberance had not made her stupid, or hungry for unnecessary danger.


      Half an hour later, they reached a point of heavy going, where the steep groove gave way to a narrow ledge that curled around the mountainside. There were several places, she could see, where they would have to press their backs to the rock and inch along sideways. But first they would have to leap a five-foot gap, and there was no space to get a run at it. Without alerting Franziskus, she took her standing jump. She landed a bit too close to the edge. She tottered, but regained her balance. Her heart thumped. She tried to compose herself as she slid along the ledge to give Franziskus room for his own jump. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes briefly in prayer. When he opened them, he made the leap perfectly. She suppressed the urge to mock his superstitious devotion to gods. Though she doubted his pious murmurings would do them any good, she found herself, at her present elevation, readier than usual to believe in the benevolence of gods. On the off-chance that they did pay kind attention to the laughable doings of the ant-like mortals they surveyed from above, it would serve no purpose to antagonise them.


      The two of them made slow progress along the ledge. With each step, Angelika’s elation ebbed away from her. By the time they had embarked on the final circuit around the peak, she found her senses returning to her. Franziskus was right. This was madness. They would find nothing of Lukas von Kopf except bones, cracked open and stripped of marrow. And if they did succeed in finding him and getting him down, there was no guarantee of securing a reward commensurate with the hazards of the task. What had possessed her? Perhaps the Chaos minions had burrowed their way into her mind, luring her onwards to become their snack. Or maybe she had only wanted to play the contrarian, to do whatever would most shock Franziskus. He was clearly a dangerous person to have around. She swore she would lose him for good, as soon as they got down off this damnable mountain.


      But…


      To admit she was wrong and reverse course – that she couldn’t do.


      She pressed on.


      Rock gave way under her front foot. It crashed down the mountainside. Franziskus had her, his arms wrapped around her ribcage. He pulled her up. Her legs swung in mid-air. He staggered back. The foot closest to the ledge was edging off it, but he corrected himself. He backed up enough to set her down. She planted her feet, and recaptured her balance.


      He still had his arms around her. His hands crossed at her breastbone.


      ‘So this is what you’ve been waiting for all this time,’ she said.


      ‘What?’


      ‘An opportunity to grasp me by the bosom.’


      Now he let go, twitching his hands as if to shake off any residue of lustful thinking. ‘I got hold of you below the – below the – area in question. I was most careful of that.’


      She tried to get eye contact, but he wouldn’t cooperate. ‘Are you telling me,’ she asked, ‘that you paused, in that crucial moment – where the smallest slice of a second could make the difference between my survival or my falling hundreds of feet to find myself squashed flatter than a griddlecake – that you frittered away a precious instant to make sure your hands did not graze on an inch of teat?’


      ‘Stop it!’ he said.


      ‘Stop what?’


      ‘Your unseemly teasing.’ He put a hand up before her face. ‘If we are to succeed together as soldiers of fortune, I must put aside any notion that you belong to the fairer sex.’


      ‘Ah, I see,’ she said, leaping the gap made by the collapsing ledge. She landed, and reminded herself to breathe again. ‘You are saying that I am no woman at all.’


      He leapt the gap abruptly, recklessly. Rocks fell under his heels. Angelika grabbed his forearms and yanked him in her direction. He found his footing. Through no design of hers, his face was pressed into her chest.


      ‘Such a statement would be insupportable,’ his muffled voice said, ‘in the face of contrary evidence.’


      She pushed him off her. Another good reason to get rid of him: he was beginning to get the last word in.


      They inched their way up the narrow pathway. Over the course of two slow and anxious hours, they circumnavigated the peak one final time. As they made the final turn, back to the face where the cave would be found, Angelika noticed that Franziskus’s teeth chattered. She composed a jibe on the subject, but abandoned it when she realised that hers were doing the same.


      The final stretch of trail was the least forgiving of all. Angelika and Franziskus had long since left the stream system behind. Now they faced thirty feet of downward-sloping ledge that ended in front of the cave. Its mouth hung about fifteen feet lower than where they were now. The incline would make it easier to stumble and slip off into nothingness. They studied the narrow ledge for a long time. Angelika steeled herself and wiped sweat from her palms.


      A rumble erupted from the cave. To Angelika’s ears, it sounded like a rockfall at first, but as it went on, growing loud enough to vibrate in her chest, it took on an animal quality that reminded her of disturbed bowels. Any creature that could make a noise like that would have to be very large.


      Intertwined with this sound was another: higher in pitch, and more intermittent. It was a human sound, one of distress. There was someone still alive in there.


      ‘Just kill me and be done with it!’ the voice cried. Despite its airy pitch, the voice was definitely a man’s. Even in its anguish, the precision of its consonants and the lofty lilt of its vowels were unmistakable. It screamed in the accent of an Imperial noble.


      Angelika edged ahead. The ledge groaned under her feet, threatening to give way. The sound of cracking rock would have been loud enough to hear inside the cave, if it had not been drowned out by the guttural yammering. There seemed to be words in the jibbering. Angelika could not make out what the creature was saying, but supposed it must be replying to its prisoner’s complaints. She thought she detected amusement, or even laughter, in the noise, but did not feel qualified to make judgments where Chaos minions were concerned. Who knew if they had emotions as the mortal races understood them?


      She halted her advance. A tripwire of thin, cured animal gut had been strung across the cave mouth. It was stretched taut between two iron pegs, which had been pounded into the stone itself. The line of gut ran from the peg furthest from her into the depths of the cave. Angelika inched close enough to peer inside. She felt Franziskus signalling her to stay back, but she had no time to bother with his objections.


      It was dark, unsurprisingly, but she could make out a large object that hung from the ceiling in some kind of net. Angelika saw the creature, but it took her a while to understand what she was seeing. The creature was big – perhaps ten feet tall – and round, with an enormous, scaly belly. The beast stood on stubby legs and waved long, ropy arms that were covered with coarse, dung-matted hair. Its back was also covered in the same hair. Long, black, curving claws extended from each of its foreshortened fingers. Luckily for Angelika, the creature’s face pointed away from her. Its shadow fell on the cave wall, in profile; she made out a pronounced forehead ridge and a bearish snout. Long, pointy fangs protruded from the snout – or perhaps it was just a trick of the light. At any rate, the thing held a large section of pine trunk that had its limbs gnawed off and was bleeding resin. The creature was using it to poke roughly at the hanging bundle. Another cry arose, and Angelika realised that it came from the net. The creature had its prisoner suspended from the cave roof and was jabbing at him with the uprooted tree. Based on the size of the arm – and now she saw a stunted foot, with warty yellow skin, like a rooster’s, but belonging to some far-off branch of the animal kingdom – based on what she saw, she figured that the creature might well be fifteen feet tall, and weigh what? A ton? Two tons? Three?


      By comparison, the goat-thing had been an opponent for novices.


      She turned to Franziskus. They were in no position to plan; the creature would hear them.


      And they couldn’t just rush in and attack it. All she had was a knife. If she survived this, she would learn to use a weapon with a longer reach.


      She became conscious of a need to empty her bladder.


      Dots of snow dusted down from further up the peak; they did nothing to cool her blazing forehead.


      She reached out and grabbed the tripwire, twanging it like the string of a lute. Then she held it taut. As she’d suspected, there was the sound of a squeaky pulley spinning. This was followed by a crash. The cave mouth billowed dust and sand, as the creature came lunging out of it. It was as large as she’d figured. Its head was halfway between that of a bear and a pike or other toothy fish, with a huge and gaping mouth. Angelika, gut cord still in hand, jerked it outward. It pulled against one of the behemoth’s rooster-skinned legs, knocking it off balance. The creature, expecting foes to be in front of its snapping jaws but not to its side, turned, wrapping the cord around its ankle. Angelika gave it a final tug, increasing her leverage by letting herself fall backwards, trusting Franziskus to catch her. The creature rolled from the ledge.


      It bounced like an enormous ball down the side of the mountain. It hit an out-jutting rock, and exploded in a shower of slime and dark blood. As it smashed into a lower level of the trail, it broke a new gap in it, and splashed ichor down the mountainside. The ball of gore, fur and hide continued to roll until it was out of sight.


      Franziskus held Angelika under the arms. He had caught her without hesitation. ‘I will remark wittily on this at a later time,’ he said.


      She muttered and freed herself from his grip, though not so carelessly as to follow the monster off the side of the mountain. She moved to the edge of the cave. ‘You in there! Are there any more beastmen?’


      ‘Who calls me?’


      ‘Answer my question!’


      ‘Is this a trick?’


      ‘Are there more beastmen in there?’


      ‘Did my father send you?’


      She looked back to address Franziskus. ‘How do they manage to raise you all to be so stupid?’
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      Chapter Five


      Angelika dropped down into the cave. She kept her knife out, ready to receive an attacker. Her eyes adjusted. The cave was smaller than she’d anticipated. Looking for other ways in, she saw only a narrow fissure at the back of the cave, through which she was not sure if it was possible to squeeze. Nothing else moved, except for the individual bundled up and gently swinging in the net above her head. She squinted to see how he was fastened there. The creature had used more gut string to create an elaborate lattice between several iron pegs that were spiked into the chamber’s flattish ceiling. The net hung from the centre of this web of gut. On tiptoes, Angelika contemplated how exactly it could be cut down. She called Franziskus in. He entered the cave preceded by his drawn sword.


      ‘Are there any more of them?’ he asked her.


      ‘Good question,’ Angelika said. ‘Are there more Chaos spawn?’ she asked the prisoner in the net, in a low, hissing voice. The presumed Lukas von Kopf did not answer. ‘Hey!’ she said. Still no reply. She squinted at him. ‘I can see you’re awake. I saw you blink, just now.’ She jumped up to paw at the net, sending it gently swinging. It was a difficult thing to do; the lowest part of Lukas dangled about nine feet from the stone floor of the small cavern. ‘Don’t make me find a rock to pitch at you,’ she whispered.


      ‘Do not presume to touch me!’ said Lukas, paying no special heed to the volume of his voice. ‘I have been poked and prodded quite enough!’


      ‘Then answer my questions! There’s no one else in here, is there?’


      ‘I have not seen anyone but the beast for weeks – unless you count Thomas, there.’


      ‘Thomas?’ Franziskus peered into the shadows. His foot bumped against something. He knelt to feel what it was. He scudded back into the sunlight, his face wrinkled in revulsion.


      ‘I take it you’ve found Thomas,’ Angelika said.


      ‘What remains of him.’


      Angelika spoke up at Lukas: ‘Was Thomas one of the men you fled with?’


      ‘He disappointed me bitterly. He was supposed to be an experienced soldier. Yet he couldn’t protect me from the beast, could he?’


      ‘He’s addled,’ Angelika said to Franziskus.


      ‘I heard that!’ An inappropriate giggle worked its way through the prisoner’s tone of outrage.


      Franziskus looked up and spoke in a low and soothing voice. ‘If you could hear yourself, Lukas, you would agree that reason has abandoned you. This Thomas person had no chance of protecting you from a thing such as that. In addition, you direct misplaced umbrage at us; we are your rescuers.’


      Angelika moved Franziskus aside. ‘This is foolish. We’ll sweet-talk him back to sanity later. Lukas, we’re getting you down from there.’


      The prisoner pitched around in the net, increasing the violence of its swings back and forth. ‘Not until you identify yourselves!’


      ‘We don’t need your permission; all we need to do is cut that rope.’ Angelika moved back for a better look at the lattice of cords. She inspected the cavern for something to stand on. As part of her search, she kicked aside Thomas’s meatless ribs. She found nothing, save for the tree trunk the creature had used as a poker. She thought for a moment that they might stick a blade on the end of it, but when she tried to lift it, she realised that it was much too heavy for that. ‘I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised,’ she said, ‘that a monster fifteen feet tall would keep a lair without stepladders. Well then,’ she called up at Lukas, ‘you’re just going to have to get yourself down. I’m going to pass you a knife. Use it to hack that main cord. We’ll make sure we catch you. Here.’ She held the knife up as far as she could reach. But it still wasn’t close enough. ‘Franziskus, boost me.’ He stuck his knee out for her to stand on, like a man pledging his troth. She stepped up onto the proffered leg, balancing herself by placing her empty hand on top of Franziskus’s blond-tressed head. She poked the hilt of the dagger up through the net, where Lukas’s pink hand was curled. Lukas did not respond. ‘Take the knife!’ she shouted, losing her balance. She leapt down from Franziskus’s knee, then got back up on it again. She stuck the knife up. ‘Have your muscles atrophied, Lukas?’


      ‘As I said, I’ll not assist you until you tell me who you are,’ he said, his conviction noticeably faltering. He lapsed into a frantic pant, then spoke from the side of his mouth. ‘It’s all a trick, isn’t it? You haven’t really fallen off the mountain, have you?’ He seemed to be addressing the beast. ‘It’s another of your illusions!’


      Angelika jumped off Franziskus’s leg; he got up. ‘I assure you,’ she said, ‘neither of us is remotely illusionary.’


      Lukas swung silently.


      ‘And what do you think will happen to you if we leave?’ yelled Angelika. ‘The creature must have fed you, or you’d have starved by now.’


      ‘He nourished me on a hideous mush of berries, goat fat, and fermented leaves.’


      ‘Fattening you up like a liver-goose, I reckon.’


      ‘I wanted to die! Yet I could not resist even that damnable food!’


      ‘How long do you think he can dangle there, Franziskus, without food or water?’


      ‘To speculate precisely would be gruesome,’ Franziskus said. ‘But it’s a fate I wouldn’t envy.’


      ‘Even if I faced the blackest of villains, I would want down from that net. I’d think I’d have a better chance out of it than in it.’


      Lukas breathed for a while. ‘This isn’t a trick?’


      ‘No, it is not.’


      ‘Then I suppose it’s safe to pass me the knife.’


      She hoisted herself up on Franziskus’s knee once again, and this time Lukas poked his fingers out through the netting to take the knife. Angelika fought a smirk off her face, as Lukas bounced around like a ham in a sack, struggling to stand inside the net.


      ‘Perhaps you should steady him,’ Franziskus said, offering his knee once more. She balanced awkwardly on him, grabbing Lukas’s feet with her outstretched hand. Now we all look equally foolish, she thought. Her muscles ached by the time Lukas had the tough cord even halfway sawed through, and Franziskus was shaking from the strain. So she hoisted herself up, grabbing onto Lukas’s foot with her other hand. Then she stepped away from Franziskus and into thin air. With her weight added to Lukas’s, the half-sawn cord snapped, sending the net and young nobleman plummeting to the ground. She tried to roll, but he landed on her stomach anyway. She grunted in pain and doubled over. Lukas attempted to stand, but his feet were still on the net. He had the knife in his hand, as if poised for attack. Franziskus moved behind him, to help free him from the mesh, but he spun, jabbing the knife point out. The net twisted around his ankles and he fell. Franziskus moved to let him fall face-first. The knife skidded across the cave floor. Franziskus retrieved it and sat on Lukas’s netted back, as if he were a bench.


      ‘Listen, my friend,’ he said. ‘This is most undignified. I am Franziskus, late of Stirland. This is Angelika, who saved my life from orcs. We have come to save your life, which we can only do if you catch immediate hold of your senses. So end your silly wriggling, stop treating us like we plan to skin you, and let us get you free of this thing.’


      ‘You are mercenaries?’


      ‘Do I need to sit on you any longer?’


      ‘No,’ he said, in a meek and childish way. Franziskus got off him. Angelika, who was leaning against the cavern wall, gave her companion a nod of approval. She came forward, and the two of them untangled the netting from Lukas.


      He was revealed to be a pale, bone-thin boy of no more than fifteen. His upper lip was thin and white; the lower, fat and pink. Dried food was caked on his chin and the corners of his mouth. His thin nose turned up at the end to reveal a pair of flaring nostrils. Jet-black hair cascaded greasily onto his forehead and shoulders. A long strand trailed across his face, like a scar; he flicked it away nervously, but it fell back to where it was. He wore the yellow-and-black of an Averlandish regiment, but both tunic and leggings were torn and spattered with dirt, gruel, blood and dung. His dark eyes darted from Angelika to Franziskus, then back again.


      ‘It must be a terrifying thing, to be held in a beastman’s clutches, for so long,’ Franziskus said. Angelika could tell he wanted to give the younger boy a reassuring pat on the shoulder, but knew better than to startle him. ‘A lesser fellow would have lost his mind utterly, by now.’


      The boy nodded, warily.


      ‘It’s no wonder you can’t tell friend from foe. But you must rely on us, to get you down from here. It’s a tortuous trek down, so you must gather all your wits for it.’


      ‘How did the monster get you here in the first place?’ Angelika enquired.


      ‘We were attacked down in the hills, near a stream. It seemed like there were dozens of them – some like mountain goats, others like wolves – and then came the biggest of them all, that made the ground shake when he walked. Thomas and Erik – another companion – fought off some of them, but they did not prevail. Erik was carried off.’


      Only briefly did Angelika consider mentioning their encounter with Erik’s head. ‘This was right after you fled that battle?’


      He sniffed, dragging the back of his hand under his nose. ‘We camped, down below, for a number weeks. I had to decide what to–’ He coughed. He squinted at her, appraisingly. He cleared his throat. ‘As I was saying. When we fell, all went black, and I thought I was breathing my last. But I did awake. I found myself in this net, along with Thomas. We were strung over the monster’s back, as he climbed up the mountain face with his terrible claws…’ Lukas scuttled to a dark corner, where he sat and covered his face. He began wailing. ‘I am sorry I said Thomas was of no great use. It was his duty to protect me, and he failed me completely, but – the crunching of his bones in its jaws – slowly, it ate him slowly.’


      ‘What happened to the other beastmen you mentioned?’


      ‘I never saw them after I woke up here.’ Lukas shrank back, huddling against the cave wall, peering doubtfully out of the opening. ‘I imagine they’re still around, somewhere.’


      ‘How did the big monster get up and down from the cave? The path’s too narrow for something its size.’


      Lukas shrugged. ‘I never got a good look. It had big claws. Maybe it used them to climb straight up. What do I know of the ways of Chaos beasts?’


      ‘Then I don’t suppose you can say why it kept you alive?’


      The boy grew quiet. ‘I think it liked the way I screamed.’


      Franziskus sat beside him. ‘I can’t imagine what you’ve suffered, Lukas. But for the moment, you must dismiss these things from your mind. We must go.’


      The boy lurched forward, balling up the fabric of his tunic in his small, alabaster fist, and punched ineffectually at Franziskus’s chest. ‘No! You don’t see! I should die here! My capture, the Chaos beasts – all were divine punishment for my cowardice in battle. I should not have fled! Sigmar has deserted me!’


      Franziskus cradled Lukas’s head, pressing it to his own shoulder. ‘Sigmar deserts no one, so long as you are prepared to fight again.’


      ‘Others may get second chances, but my family’s pact with Sigmar is ancient and severe! For me, there will be no redemption!’


      Angelika had gathered the net up in her arms. She made a fist of her own and pointed the knuckle of its middle finger meaningfully in his direction. ‘I don’t know about Franziskus here, but I intend to collect the reward for you, no matter what condition your soul is in. Shall I dash you brainless, put you back in this net, and haul you down the side of the mountain? Or do you mean to pull yourself together?’


      ‘Angelika!’ Franziskus protested.


      ‘You shut up. What will it be, Lukas?’


      Shakily, he rose. ‘I don’t want to die here. I wish I did, but I don’t. I’ll do as you say.’


      ‘Then stop talking in riddles and let’s get going.’


      Lukas stood, then swooned, sinking against the cavern wall. His rescuers moved quickly to steady him. They let him down gently. Then they fed him cheese and wine, and let him rest. He fell asleep. Weapons ready, they crouched on bound bedrolls, letting day turn to night and night to morning.


      Even with a night’s sleep in him, Angelika expected the boy to be useless on the trip back down. Yet fear seemed to propel him, winning out over weakness and poor nourishment. When a gap approached, he leapt with a resigned and casual air, as if half hoping he’d miss. Yet he landed well each time. Once he even helped Franziskus regain his balance, when a sheet of rock hived off from the ledge he walked on. She decided she probably wouldn’t need to wrap him back up in the net after all, but she carried it still, despite its rancid stink, because it could come in handy. The gut was strong stuff, and there were a hundred uses for it on a wilderness journey.


      Lukas’s attitude seemed to darken again when they reached the stream-bed, with the threat of falling behind them. He dragged his feet and tucked his round chin to his neck. She picked up a handful of pebbles, and tossed them at him to stop him from straggling. When one of her missiles hit him at the base of the skull – a better shot than she’d intended – he jogged ahead to walk beside Franziskus.


      ‘It’s obvious you’re well-bred,’ Lukas said.


      ‘My background is not a suitable matter for discussion,’ Franziskus told him.


      ‘All I mean to say is, you and I, we have much in common.’


      Franziskus shrugged.


      ‘You haven’t yet come out and said it.’


      ‘Said what?’


      ‘That you mean to return me to my father.’


      ‘In fact, it’s to your brothers that we’ll convey you.’


      ‘My brothers?’


      ‘Benno and Gelfrat.’


      ‘I do not know them. More of my father’s scattered seedlings, no doubt. If they weren’t so numerous, he might not consider his true sons so disposable.’


      ‘I don’t see what you mean.’


      ‘Less talking, more walking!’ cried Angelika, from behind them. She was closing fast. Franziskus lengthened his strides.


      ‘I confess this only because it could weigh on your conscience, and it seems from your manner that you don’t know what fate you’ll be consigning me to.’


      ‘Please, Lukas, speak more plainly.’


      ‘My father seeks me not to clasp me to his bosom, but to place me on the chopping block. I have broken the honour code of the Black Sabres, and so must die.’


      ‘I heard Benno and Gelfrat speak of the Black Sabres, but did not know what they referred to.’


      ‘It is the family military company, founded nearly three hundred years ago, by the first to bear the name of my father, Jurgen von Kopf. You have not heard of them?’


      ‘Forgive my ignorance. In Stirland, it is said that a knowledge of other provinces is a sure sign of vanity, ambition and sexual decadence.’


      ‘All the enemies of Averland know the Black Field Sabres. Their very name strikes fear into the hearts of foes, and timidity into would-be rebels. It was they who turned the Battle of Midden Bell, when the regular black and yellows had turned and fled. It was they who crushed the mutiny against old Count Boris, at Rotermann Field. It was their support that restored the province to just rule when the cruelties of Bloody Count Giannis finally became too great to bear.’


      ‘The emblem that Angelika found – the sabre against the field of black – that would be your regimental ensign, then.’


      Lukas reached down into his shirt and withdrew an identical jewelled pendant. ‘Yes. So Claus is dead, then. Ah! Our father will be proud.’


      ‘Surely you mean to say your father will mourn his demise?’


      ‘He will celebrate Claus’s death, for he fell upholding the vow undertaken by every Sabre, when he is inducted into the company – never to survive a losing battle.’


      ‘A harsh requirement.’


      ‘It is on this vow that the fearsome reputation of the Sabres depends. Without it, the mere sight of our battle banner would not send foes from the field. For as long as I can remember, I have been told how vital the vow is to the prestige and power of my bloodline. Since the halcyon days of Moritz the Swift, every Averlandish elector has had a von Kopf standing at his side, as his advisor – and more.


      ‘I barely know my father. When I was young, he was in the field, bloodying his sword as commander of the company, while my grandfather, who I did know, served at court. Some day, my grandfather said, the day will come when you will take the field yourself. You will stand beside your older brother, Claus, and Sigmar will grant you the chance to cover yourself in battle’s glory. You must also prepare yourself, he said, should terrible calamity befall our house, and Claus die beside me. In that event, I must ready myself to clutch his sabre, hold it high, and charge the foe. No matter what, grandpapa said, I must never shame the company. I must uphold the vow. Yet, when the chance came, and I finally saw battle, what did I do? I ran! I spat upon the honour of my family!’ He turned and pulled at his tunic, baring his hollow chest. ‘I begged the beastman to kill me, as I should have been killed in that hollow, against those bandits! Yet he laughed and refused! He took pleasure in my torment!’


      ‘So that’s why he didn’t eat you,’ Angelika said, coming closer to the two young nobles. ‘You made yourself too entertaining.’


      Lukas wheeled on her, tears burning in his eyes. ‘Do not mock my agony, you knife-wielding harlot!’


      Angelika crossed her arms. ‘I’d gut you for that, except it’s what you want.’


      He dropped to his knees. Angelika saw him shudder with pain as they hit the stony trail. That will bruise, she thought. ‘Do it! I give you my throat!’


      Instead she took him by the shirt and hauled him up. He was limp, like a rag, so it took her no great effort. ‘I need your throat intact, you self-pitying little blueblood. So stop whining and start moving!’ She slapped him. ‘Your tale of woe may inspire bitter tears in my companion here, but all I want is the silver you’re worth. I don’t care two figs what your brothers do with you when I turn you over to them.’


      ‘No, no, you mustn’t do that! You must slay me now – I beg of you!’


      She bared her teeth and pulled his face closer to hers. The boy’s stink made her eyes water. She resolved to plunge him into a stream and see to it that he got a good washing. ‘How much can you pay me to kill you now?’


      He pulled at his belt, to show that his purse was missing. ‘I have nothing!’


      She let him fall. ‘Then your fate is not yours to decide.’


      He hugged her ankles and burbled. ‘I was never meant to be a soldier. I never mastered the rapier, much less the sabre. When those men came to kill us, my body rebelled against me. All I could do was turn and run. You mistake me if you think I’m of any worth.’


      ‘You’re worth two hundred crowns if you’re worth a penny.’ She went to kick at him, but ended up just pushing on his shoulder with her foot. ‘Get up,’ she said. ‘Get up!’ Even without looking at him, she could tell that Franziskus was making sad puppy eyes at her. She stamped down the trail, and let him attend to the boy, coaxing him up to his feet, and leading him onwards.


      They made camp for the night in the foothills overlooking the pass. This put a good distance between them and the beastmen. Angelika had made the boy scrub up in the stream. He’d performed his ablutions sullenly, and since that indignity had found little to say for himself. Silence suited him, Angelika decided; it was only when he spoke that she wanted to split open his puckered lips.


      She sat on a rock and got to work, teasing one of the gut strands from the beastman’s net. When she was finished, she approached Lukas, who was on top of a knoll kicking at a patch of small blue flowers. Stealing a sidelong glimpse at Franziskus, she noted that he was still sitting cross-legged before a pile of sticks and dried plants, attempting to spark his tinderbox on it. Light was disappearing from the sky.


      ‘It’s time we rested,’ she said. She looped the cord around her hand. ‘Come with me.’ She led Lukas to the base of a tall spruce and told him to sit. ‘Hands behind your back.’


      Franziskus saw this and abandoned his fire making. ‘What is this, Angelika?’


      Lukas’s hands stayed in his lap.


      ‘I won’t have my three hundred crowns creeping away in the night.’ She tied one end of the cord around the tree’s trunk. She gave it a mighty yank, making certain that the knot was sturdy.


      ‘Wait a moment. Have we rescued him, or made him our prisoner?’


      ‘Prisoner,’ said Angelika. She took hold of Lukas’s left hand and tugged it until he moved it behind his back.


      ‘You cannot do that to him,’ Franziskus said. ‘He is of noble birth.’


      ‘Precisely. Never trust a blueblood, that’s my credo.’ She tugged on Lukas’s right hand; he moved it back, too, more reluctantly, then crossed wrists with the left.


      Franziskus knelt beside them and clasped his fingers around the boy’s wrists in an attempt to stop Angelika from wrapping the cord around them. ‘Scandalous jokes are all well and good, but this goes too far. I won’t let you humiliate him.’


      ‘Don’t trouble yourself, good Franziskus,’ the boy said. ‘My cowardice has erased all claim to noble privilege. She may do with me as she likes.’


      Franziskus left his hand in place. ‘But it is uncalled for. You will not attempt to part company with us, will you, Lukas?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘And, when you say that, you give us your word of honour?’


      Lukas nodded gravely. ‘Yes.’


      ‘Please, Angelika,’ Franziskus said. ‘Why would he run? He couldn’t survive for a day alone in these hills. If my friendship means anything to you, let the poor fellow be.’


      ‘We must talk,’ she said, pulling Franziskus out of earshot. They both regarded him, as he stayed in place, forlornly plucking up grass shoots. ‘You’ve got to stop sympathising with him.’


      ‘How could I not? He’s spent the last weeks as a Chaos beast’s plaything. It’s a tribute to his good breeding that he has any wit left in him at all. I can hardly blame him for being less than charming. Besides, the two of us have much in common.’


      ‘That’s your bad fortune. I need to know where your loyalties lie.’


      ‘I’ve sworn to serve you. Not that you’ve accepted that.’


      ‘Does that mean I can rely on you, when the time comes to turn him over?’


      ‘You can rely on me in all things, Angelika.’


      ‘Because I don’t want you coming down with a case of last-moment lily-liver.’


      ‘Do not fear. My duty to you, and to my class, are both in accord. He must be given over to his family, as honour demands.’


      ‘But you like him.’


      ‘I feel for his plight. He did, however, swear an oath on pain of death… I wish him no ill, but our responsibility to turn him over is clear.’


      ‘Even though they’ll make him fall on his sword?’


      ‘I can’t believe it will come to that. This von Kopf fellow will find some other way to justly absolve Lukas of his misdeeds. He’s a boy of fifteen, and the man’s own son. The Empire is fuelled by the honour of its nobles, but not to the point that we applaud blind and unyielding savagery.’


      ‘I hate to correct you, but it’s avarice and the lust for power that drives the Empire, not – Damn it!’ She sprinted off.


      The boy was gone.


      She saw his head bobbing up and down, along the side of a hill. She slid down through high grass and closed the distance between them, barely conscious of her footfalls as her long legs carried her toward him. He reached the valley floor, sliding on a patch of mud, then recovered his footing. He kept running. She grabbed her knife. He stupidly stopped to look north, then south, to pick a course. He glanced back at her, then ran straight ahead. She pushed herself harder. He turned his head again, running. She flew into him, hitting his legs, and bowling him over. He somersaulted backwards. She wrenched herself around and dived on his chest. She’d reversed her grip on her dagger, and thumped him instead on the forehead with the pommel. He cried out. She thumped him again, and then stuck the bone of her forearm against his throat and pushed, until his breathing became strained.


      ‘Franziskus is going to be very disappointed in you.’


      He worked his lips as if to speak; she relaxed the pressure on his throat, giving him air. Instead of speaking though he pushed up with his shoulder, trying to roll her off him. She kneed him in the groin. His eyes widened. He fell slack, choking. Spittle drooled from his lips. Angelika got off him. He doubled up.


      ‘So that’s what your word of honour is worth?’


      ‘My honour is lost to me,’ he groaned, ‘so it means nothing for me to swear on it.’


      She kicked him, placing real force behind the blow this time, and again. Franziskus reached them. She expected him to pull her off, but he didn’t, so she kept on kicking, moving from his ribs to his legs.


      ‘I beg you stop!’ Lukas wailed.


      She stopped, and moved a couple of yards away, leaving Franziskus to help the boy up and lead him back to camp. When next she looked at them, when they were halfway up the hill, she saw that Lukas’s face was red, his teeth clenched, and his cheeks stained with tears. This made her want to knock him down for another round of pummelling. Instead, she waited until they got back to Franziskus’s unlit fire. Then she trussed Lukas to a tree, as tightly as she’d done the two halflings and the elf. He would have to sleep standing up. If that left him weaker tomorrow, so be it: he wouldn’t be so ready to escape then.


      Franziskus got a flame going. They sat on their cloaks and warmed themselves.


      When the silence got too loud, Franziskus spoke up. ‘He will be very sore tomorrow.’


      ‘Pain reminds you you’re alive.’


      ‘He lied to me, and so I am angry with him. You expected him to run. Why are you angry?’


      ‘You damn bluebloods are all the same.’ She slid forty-five degrees away from the fire, so he could no longer see her face.


      ‘What injustice have I done you?’


      ‘I mean the whole lot of you. Your rules elevate you and permit you to tread on everyone below you. But the minute it looks like you’ll have to follow those rules yourselves… That’s when the truth comes out. He gave us his word, as a gentleman. Then it transpires he’s not a gentleman any more, which gives him permission to lie.’


      ‘He’s still only a frightened boy, just as he was an hour ago.’


      ‘I’m only sorry I won’t personally witness him receiving the axe.’


      Franziskus went quiet. ‘If we aristos are as you say, then he will not get the axe. An accommodation will be made.’


      ‘You’re right.’ She had difficulty getting even those words out of her mouth.


      ‘Angelika, you seem… not yourself.’


      ‘I preferred it when we were just sitting here, thinking our own thoughts.’


      ‘I merely wonder if you need a reassuring word.’


      ‘Not from you, or your kind.’


      ‘Is there something you wish to speak of?’


      ‘Shut up,’ she said, ‘before I start kicking you, too.’


      ‘Goblins,’ Angelika said, bending down to point at a bare spot in the trail, where many markings could be seen in the dirt. They’d found the spot where she’d left Toby and his cronies, the day before. The cords she’d used to bind them lay tangled in the branches of a thorny bush.


      ‘I can see marks on the ground,’ Franziskus said, ‘but how can you tell goblins made them?’


      ‘It’s easy when you know what to look for. Have you ever seen a pack of goblins? No? Well, the nasty things can’t stand still for even a moment. They’re always skittering back and forth. And when they move, they move in a sort of sideways manner. See how they slide their feet when they go?’


      ‘I still see only disturbed dirt.’


      ‘No one scuffs up a trail like goblins do.’


      ‘Do you think they came upon Goatfield and the rest, and brought them to grief?’


      She squinted at the trees where they’d been bound. ‘I see no blood. If they found them still tied up, goblins would certainly attack them. But they don’t usually have the inclination to take prisoners – they’re too cowardly and dull-witted for that. I’d guess our friends got free – either on their own, or with help from Benno and Gelfrat – and then the goblins came sniffing around later, sensing something amiss.’


      ‘Goblins!’ Lukas exclaimed. For appearance’s sake, Angelika had tied his wrists, out in front of him. She’d left his ankles free, though, there was no telling when they might have to suddenly run from something. ‘I hate this place! Bandits, beastmen, now goblins – is there any creature or villain that does not lurk in these godforsaken mountains?’


      ‘Nearly all the places on this earth are godforsaken,’ Angelika said. ‘The estate where you were brought up, with its nurses and its polished floors and its all-day games of paille-maille – that was the exception.’ She spoke without looking at him; purple bruises covered his face, throat, and wrists. There would be worse marks under his clothing, and she was responsible for most of them. She’d woken up ashamed of her violence against him – at least, of the kicks she’d dealt him after his surrender. Several times already this morning, she had found herself on the brink of an apology. But each time she took a look at him – his haughty posture, and the childish way he rolled his eyes at her when he thought she wasn’t looking – the impulse went away.


      ‘I never got to play paille-maille,’ said Lukas, using the back of a restrained hand to rub the damp off his nostrils.


      Before her retort had fully gelled, Franziskus stepped up. ‘So how do we propose to catch up with his brothers again?’


      ‘I expected to see signs of them by now. Benno had no great love of mountain travel; maybe he decided to stay in the lowlands to await our return. For that matter, they might have gone back already, with some suitable set of bones that they could pass off as Lukas’s. The only way to know for certain is to return to the hollow and track their movements from there.’


      They crossed the nearby alpine meadow, where the fight against the mercenaries had begun, and jumped down onto the slope of rocks. Lukas made small complaining noises as the stones gave way beneath him. They paused at the bottom to dump pebbles from their shoes, then Angelika led them into the pine wood, heading south. After a few minutes, she gestured for silence.


      ‘Do you hear it?’ she asked Franziskus.


      ‘No.’


      ‘Horses.’ She crept to the edge of the trees. Franziskus made to follow, but Angelika told him to wait with Lukas. He nodded gravely; she did not need to specify that waiting with Lukas meant making sure he did not run.


      Angelika looked down onto the plain and saw the Averlanders. Most, including Benno, milled about a fire, where a cooking pot hung, steam escaping from around its lid. They had four ill-fed horses with them, one brown, the others grey and dull. Angelika wondered whether they’d been purchased or commandeered. Travelling horse peddlers were not a common feature of the Black Fire Pass.


      One of the greys had slipped its reins and was cantering in circles around the soldiers. Heinrich and Gelfrat loped after the nag, trying to flank it. It did not seem like it was trying very hard to escape from them; it was only testing them. The nag was far from Angelika, but she thought she could detect a churlish grin on its yellow teeth.


      The hill, like so many others they’d seen, was thick with pines and spruces, with no clear path down to the valley floor. She found the slope steep at first, but it became less severe as the trees gave way to weeds and ground-hugging vines. She called out to the soldiers, waving her arms: this was not a situation where it would be good to surprise them. One of the men nudged Benno, who swivelled first his head, then the rest of his body, in her direction. He stood and half-ran, several of the men puffing to keep up with his rapid pace toward her. He shouted to Gelfrat, who broke off from chasing the horse, leaving it to Heinrich. They were at the foot of the hill by the time she reached it.


      ‘So you return to us,’ Benno said, crossing his arms.


      ‘At first I was disheartened by the way you threw rocks at me, as I left. But gradually I came to realise how much I missed your company.’


      ‘Your companion is not with you.’


      ‘Franziskus is back in the forest, his watchful eye fixed on a person who may be of interest to you.’ She walked past Benno, toward the fire and the cooking pot.


      He took her arm and seized it, preventing her from moving further – as she’d predicted he would. ‘There are limits to my tolerance,’ he said, releasing her arm.


      Having made her point, she stood, gazing past him, up into the hills. ‘You should have told me you were looking for two von Kopfs. It would have made the search much easier.’


      Gelfrat joined the group. He was winded. ‘He lives? The little maggot!’


      ‘I see you’ve met him before.’


      The muscles of Benno’s face twitched with annoyance. He looked haggard, as if sleep had been eluding him. ‘We know him by reputation. Father feared he would turn out to be a runner.’


      ‘Old Jurgen will be pleased to get his son back in one piece, I’m sure.’ She looked into his eyes, to study his response.


      He was examining her expression, too. It was obvious to her that he was trying to work out how much the boy had revealed. ‘Few things please my father, save victory. How did you find him?’


      ‘Let’s call it a hunch.’


      Gelfrat scowled at her, and muttered; Angelika thought she caught the words tiresome bitch. She turned to smile sweetly at him. ‘Now,’ she said, ‘the question of my revised fee.’


      Benno closed his eyes and turned away in disgust.


      ‘You mean to bleed more from us?’ Gelfrat blustered.


      ‘Naturally. The fee we negotiated was for me to take you to Claus’s bones. Lukas’s rescue from beastmen surely goes beyond the bounds of that agreement.’


      When she spoke the word ‘beastmen’, the soldiers clustered around. Benno paled and gazed fearfully into the mountains. A couple made the sign of Sigmar.


      ‘You met Chaos things?’ Gelfrat asked. There was a quiver in his voice – perfectly justifiable, given the topic at hand.


      Angelika remained outwardly nonchalant, though the mere mention of the creatures constricted her chest. ‘Several waves of them, in fact. And, oh yes, we also had to fight some of Davio’s men, who also sought him. Your half-brother seems quite popular in these parts.’


      ‘It was that treacherous swine, Isaak?’ said Gelfrat.


      ‘No, a smaller, better-informed group. An elf and two halflings. Elennath, Toby Goatfield and Henty Redpot. Do those names strike any chords with you?’


      Benno puffed out his lips blankly. ‘No. They served Davio, you say?’


      ‘He seems to want your Lukas for some nefarious scheme or other. Once you pay me for him, I advise you to protect him well.’


      ‘You slew these rogues?’


      ‘We left them hog-tied for you, up in the woods. I guess you didn’t find them. The halflings are extremely formidable for their kind. I suggest you let Gelfrat handle the big one with the war-axe.’


      The brothers exchanged fretful glances.


      ‘To return the subject to my reward,’ said Angelika. ‘In addition to the hundred and twenty-five you owe me for Claus’s bones–’


      ‘That was never the true aim of–’


      ‘But you are officers and would-be gentlemen, so let’s pretend you were being honest. That’s one twenty-five for Claus. And a live brother should be worth at least three times as much as a dead one. So that’ll be five hundred: an agreeably round figure. I won’t charge you extra for the fights we fought, or the mountain we had to climb.’


      Failing to contain his anger, Benno shook. ‘We told you: we are not wealthy men.’


      ‘But your father, I now learn, is not just a warrior but also an illustrious politician. Meaning that the pillows he sleeps on are no doubt feathered in gold. You’ll get the remainder from him, and send a courier down to the Castello to deliver it.’


      Gelfrat grinned. ‘Of course; I’ll agree to that.’


      Angelika grinned back at him. ‘And – of course – you’ll swear to it, on your honour as officers of the Black Field Sabres.’


      The smile fell from Gelfrat’s face.


      ‘Generally,’ Angelika continued, ‘I feel a man’s promise isn’t worth the rag he wipes his sweat with. But in this case, seeing that you’re both hoping to curry your father’s favour, and knowing how much stock he places in the upholding of vows–’


      Benno waved his hands at her. ‘Enough! You’ve made your point.’


      ‘Then you, Benno Kopf, swear on your honour as an officer of the Black Field Sabres that, in exchange for my delivering Lukas von Kopf to you, you will make haste to send a courier to deliver to me the sum of three hundred and seventy-five crowns?’


      He placed his palm on his heart. ‘I so swear.’


      She repeated the vow for Gelfrat. ‘Yes, I swear to it,’ he grumped.


      ‘Then I’ll go retrieve him for you.’


      She found Franziskus and Lukas – with his hands untied – crouching near a log. They were engaged in earnest discussion, about their upbringings, or some such nonsense. When they heard her approaching, they shut up. They seemed embarrassed. She slapped her hands together, as if she was brushing the dust off some old business, now completed.


      ‘Time to go,’ she said.


      Franziskus laid a comforting hand on Lukas’s back and whispered something too softly for Angelika to hear. Lukas stood and thrust his hands out for Angelika to bind them. She did so, ignoring one of Franziskus’s more effective looks of disapproval.


      On her return to them, she’d found a more navigable trail to the valley floor, so now she led Lukas along it. As they passed through the tree line, and could see the soldiers camped below, the boy began sniffling.


      ‘Stop that,’ she said.


      ‘I can’t.’ With bound wrists he tried to hide the tears that dampened his cheeks.


      ‘Have courage,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘I don’t.’ He stopped. Angelika tugged on his sleeve. He started up again.


      ‘Remember what we talked about,’ said Franziskus. ‘It is your duty.’


      ‘I don’t see you doing your duty!’


      ‘My duty is to discharge my debt to the one who–’


      ‘Both of you shut up!’ snapped Angelika. She grabbed Lukas by the crook of the arm and urged him onward. He pulled his elbow away from her, but she kept hold of it.


      ‘Please don’t,’ he said to her.


      She pulled harder.


      ‘I beg you.’


      They reached the flatland. The Sabres, led by Benno and Gelfrat, came at them as a group. They spread out, ready to block him if he ran.


      Lukas dropped to his knees. ‘They’ll kill me!’ he wailed. Angelika pulled him, to drag him up, but he was making himself dead weight. He flopped prone in the grass. She kicked him in the gut. He moaned. Having knocked the fight out of him, Angelika was able to drag him upright, though he still refused to support himself. She put her knife to his throat.


      ‘I have no mercy for you, Lukas. Stop snivelling and pretend you’re a man.’


      Gelfrat surged forward and clamped Lukas by the shoulders, pulling him away from Angelika. She happily withdrew and put her knife away. Lukas kicked at Gelfrat, who lifted him off the ground, leaving his legs to flail like a stick insect’s. Impassively, he held Lukas aloft until the boy had worn himself out.


      ‘My brother, please, you must take pity on me!’ Lukas cried, trying fruitlessly to turn himself in the big man’s arms, and look him in the eyes.


      ‘Sure, my brother,’ Gelfrat said, baring his incisors and canines. Applying pressure with experienced precision, he embraced Lukas in a chokehold, watching carefully until the boy passed out. Disengaging immediately, he then released him, letting him drop to the ground.


      Benno observed from a remove. Angelika went to his side and thrust her palm out. Still regarding the boy, he pulled a purse from his belt and let it fall into her hand. She hefted it, listening for the clink of coin on coin. She resisted the urge to open it and look at the gold inside. As much as she yearned to count it, she knew the purse would contain the correct amount. She’d already pushed the Averlanders hard, and there was no good reason to offend Benno any further.


      ‘All right!’ Benno cried, to his men. ‘Time to move out!’


      Angelika tucked the purse into her belt and walked over to Franziskus. She watched him watch Lukas, as Gelfrat draped his unconscious body across the back of the largest of the new horses – the grey that had earlier escaped him. He called for rope, and a soldier stepped up with a length. Gelfrat tied Lukas to the back of the horse, carefully checking each knot.


      ‘Shall we go?’ she asked Franziskus.


      No response.


      The men broke camp quickly, and had their packs on their backs in less than half an hour. They gathered into ranks and waited for Benno’s word.


      ‘Damn me,’ said Angelika, to herself. ‘Damn me, damn me. No, I won’t.’


      ‘Pardon?’ asked Franziskus.


      ‘You said they won’t kill him.’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘An accommodation will be made, you said.’


      ‘Indeed.’


      ‘And you’re sure of that?’


      ‘I am sure of it,’ Franziskus said. He did not sound sure of it.


      ‘Damn me,’ said Angelika. Abruptly leaving Franziskus’s side, she dashed at Gelfrat’s horse. Helmeted heads pivoted, following her movement. Franziskus ran with her, toward the mounts. She leapt onto Gelfrat’s nag, pivoting around to grab Lukas’s tunic, just in case he wasn’t tied on as well as he seemed to be. Shouts, angry and surprised, echoed around her. She kicked the horse’s sides. It looked back at her with a lunatic and conspiratorial expression and bolted, jerking her onto its neck. It pounded along the valley floor; she struggled to stay mounted. She could make out shouted curses, behind her. Another horse rode up towards her; she glanced back to see if she needed to throw a knife, but saw that it was Franziskus.


      ‘I’m going to regret this,’ she yelled. Behind her, she heard the clopping of the other two horses, in pursuit. She could only assume it would be Benno and Gelfrat giving chase. Franziskus’s horse was smaller than hers, but he was a better rider, and he drew up beside her. They slapped reins and sped their mounts.


      ‘Damn me,’ she said, and jerked the purse from her belt. She tossed it over her shoulder. It flew wide of Gelfrat, bouncing in the grass.


      Amid the pounding of hooves, her ears picked up another sound, up ahead. She looked to the right, into the trees. It was hard to tell, with the world blurring past her, but she thought she’d caught a glint of sun on polished metal. She urged her horse in its direction. Franziskus stayed close by her. Gelfrat’s voice screamed at them.


      As she got closer to the origin of the glint, she became surer. Again she encouraged the horse; it was eager to run. It leapt over a depression; she nearly fell from the saddle. She hoped all the jostling wouldn’t strangle Lukas or break his neck; she wouldn’t put it past the forces of destiny to render this merciful gesture all the more futile.


      Now she was near enough to know for sure: the hillside to the right boiled with the stunted, hunching forms of goblins, streaming down with outstretched swords and jabbing spears. They were moving too fast to count but Angelika reckoned there were about two dozen of them. Their skins were as green as the grass they slid on; their faces were narrow and their chins sharp. Angelika was too far away to see their pinprick eyes or jagged teeth, but knew they’d have them, all the same. Their conical hats flopped after them as advanced; they wore loose robes in a cacophony of colours, trimmed with stripes and chequerboard patterns. Some fired arrows from small bows, which landed far short of their targets. Two rode on the backs of gigantic, shaggy wolves that were half as high as horses. Goblins in the rear blew bleatingly on sheep-horn trumpets. The nearer ones sang a screeching song that made Angelika shudder.


      Franziskus urged his horse away from the goblins, but she pointed herself right at them. The wolf riders wheeled and came at her. Angelika knew her knife was too short to do any good, but readied it regardless. Her nag whinnied maniacally, as if it was looking forward to the collision. One wolf skidded sideways as Angelika barrelled down on them, throwing its rider, who curved through empty air with booted feet pointed heavenwards. The other returned the grey horse’s charge, its toothy snout wide open and a long tongue lolling out past its neck. The horse slammed right over it, and wolf and rider rolled beneath its pounding hooves. The crazy steed angled for another pass at the goblins, but Angelika tightened the reins and kicked frantically at its ribs. It straightened its course. She looked to see if Franziskus had made it through the developing gauntlet of goblins – and he had.


      Benno and Gelfrat were not so blessed. She saw them rearing their mounts as they fought to turn them around. The yammering goblins had gathered themselves into a rough formation to chase them. She checked to see that Lukas was still securely strapped to the horse’s hindquarters, then fixed her eyes on the route ahead.
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      Chapter Six


      Angelika stood before the horse, resting a hand on either side of its long face. Touching the animal gave her a tranquil feeling, which she knew was only temporary. It waggled its head back and forth; she could not be sure whether it was conveying pleasure or annoyance.


      ‘I will call you Swordhoof,’ she said to it.


      It rolled down its upper lip and sneezed, blowing a thick coating of equine mucus onto her face and neck. She used her fingers to wipe the muck off. By the time she’d got enough of it away from her eyelids to open them, Swordhoof had turned around and was trotting over to Franziskus’s horse, which was grazing in the tall grasses beneath a rock shelf, tethered to a fallen log. The horses were damp with sweat; Angelika and Franziskus had used them to get several leagues away from Benno and company. They had just stopped to rest both the animals and themselves. To aid the beasts’ recovery, Franziskus had relieved them of the saddles and packs they’d carried.


      Swordhoof nosed at the other animal’s tether, trying to untie the loop from the log. Angelika saw this and ran at the nag. It chortled at her, in a way she found too intelligent, and then reared up, flashing its hooves at Angelika. She backed off from it, watching in disgust as its companion jolted onward, slipping the tether the rest of the way off the log. The crazy grey drank in one last mocking look at Angelika and then galloped off at top speed, heading back down south. After a moment’s hesitation, and a questioning look at Franziskus, the second horse followed, straining to keep up.


      ‘I think your nag was a daemon in a former life,’ said Franziskus. ‘Or perhaps a Marienburg barrister.’


      Angelika watched the horses grow smaller in the distance. ‘Well, they would have been a hindrance anyway,’ she said.


      Lukas sat cross-legged in the grass, close to where the horse had grazed. He had his head down. He’d said little since they hauled him off Swordhoof’s back.


      Franziskus emerged from a patch of low vegetation, where he’d been foraging. ‘What do you know of mushrooms?’ he asked Angelika.


      ‘I know that some of them are toadstools, and can kill you.’


      Disappointment played across his face. ‘I grow tired of field salami and raw turnip.’


      ‘If the horses hadn’t already had Benno’s saddlebags on them, we wouldn’t even have the salami.’ They’d also acquired several blankets, a compass, and a lantern, with some oil to burn.


      Franziskus raised his voice, addressing Lukas: ‘Are you hungry?’


      Lukas said nothing.


      ‘Not much day left,’ Angelika said, checking the sky for the sun’s position.


      ‘You don’t think the goblins killed them?’ Franziskus asked, referring to the Averlanders. Several hours had passed since their escape; they’d been resting for twenty minutes now, at most. The rest of the time had been spent riding north.


      ‘No, I don’t think so. They were only goblins. They might kill a few of the more aggressive ones, and the rest would run for the hills. The best we can hope is that the Sabres took some nasty hits and have stopped to tend their wounded. I wouldn’t wager any money on it, though. We’d better get moving.’


      ‘To where, precisely?’


      ‘That I haven’t figured out, yet.’


      ‘They’ll know to look for us at the Castello.’


      ‘True.’ She strode over to the boy. ‘I was foolish to rescue you, wasn’t I, Lukas?’


      He tore fistfuls of grass from the ground and threw them into the air. The wind blew them back into his face.


      ‘I don’t have anywhere to take you where you’ll be safe,’ Angelika said. ‘I should have left you to your brothers’ cruel mercies.’


      ‘I don’t want to be killed,’ Lukas said.


      ‘I’m glad to see you’re recovering your senses. Franziskus, you think I did the wrong thing, don’t you?’


      The blond-haired man reached into his pack, which was on the ground near Lukas, and unscrewed the pewter cap on his waterskin. ‘Certitude deserts me. You may be right: he may not have had a fair chance with them.’


      ‘How many times do I have to tell you before you believe me?’ Lukas exclaimed, leaping up. ‘If they get me home, I’ll be strangled, or made to fall on my sword!’ He wrenched the vessel from Franziskus’s hands and took a long swig on it; his Adam’s apple bobbed as he drank.


      ‘Franziskus,’ Angelika asked, ‘you didn’t see anything other than mushrooms in that brush, did you?’


      ‘There was a pair of squirrels, but I didn’t feel like chasing them.’


      Knife in hand, she bounded into the bushes, looking conspicuously around her. She shrugged. She returned to the two young nobles, then shrugged again, making the gesture large. ‘I thought I saw something,’ she said, her voice elevated, ‘but I guess it was nothing.’ She moved to face the opposite way and said, sotto voce, ‘Elennath’s in there.’


      ‘The elf?’ Franziskus said, barely audibly.


      ‘He’s lying flush against a log.’


      ‘I didn’t see him.’


      ‘He’s good, but his elbow was sticking up.’


      ‘Do we take him?’


      ‘No. I don’t know where the others are, but they must be around. Let’s get our things, head for open ground, and stay on guard.’


      They did as she said, stealing frequent glances at the hills to their right. When Lukas’s pace lagged, she barked at him to keep up. When he asked who they were looking for, she silenced him. They walked until the sun fell behind the mountains. Then she took them up into the hills, where they backtracked south. Whenever Lukas tried to speak, or let loose a cough, or if he stepped on a dry leaf, she looked angrily at him. They heard a stream and searched it out, halting to refill their waterskins; Angelika kept anxious watch. She herded them on as the twilight thickened.


      Finally they came upon a familiar cave: it was where Angelika and Franziskus, along with the Averlanders, had taken shelter against the rain. Angelika told Lukas to wait inside. She took the beastman’s net from her pack and tossed it into Franziskus’s arms. He made a face; the net still reeked of blood and filth. She walked to a nearby stand of leafy trees, their bark white and papery. She found a young one, and began to bend its tall trunk down.


      Lukas emerged from the cave. ‘Where are you?’ he called, executing a confused full circle, looking for his guardians.


      ‘Go back in,’ she hissed. She and Franziskus crouched behind a bush.


      Lukas nudged out further. ‘It’s dark in there!’


      ‘We left you a lantern, didn’t we? Light it.’


      ‘I don’t know how to use the tinder.’


      ‘Figure it out!’


      ‘I already tried.’


      She tapped Franziskus’s arm. Crouching, he ducked into the cave. She watched as it filled with light. He ran back to her side.


      About a minute later, Lukas started up again. This time, he did not venture into their line of sight. ‘Why are you out there, while I’m in here?’


      ‘Be quiet!’ Franziskus ordered.


      Angelika amended his order: ‘Shout all you want, but pretend we’re in there with you!’


      ‘You’re using me as bait!’


      ‘Shout any complaint you want, other than that!’


      Instead, he resumed his silence. Angelika and Franziskus waited without exchanging words. The sky changed from inky blue to deepest black. Night birds swooped above, catching insects.


      ‘No, I won’t be silent and go to sleep!’ shouted Lukas, from the cave. He left a pause and then said, ‘I don’t need to thank you for it! I deserved to be rescued!’ After another interval, he added: ‘I deserve better! I have always deserved better!’ Then apparently he grew tired of the effort to please them, and his comments ceased.


      Toby crept up first, along the trail from the north: the direction they’d come from. He edged over to the cave mouth, and peered in. The lantern lit up his greedy smile. He stepped back. With fingers on his lips, he made a bird call, perfectly imitating the trill of the insect eaters flapping overhead. He repeated this call three times, with short, even intervals between them.


      Elennath skulked through the trees, up the hillside, where there was no trail. Neither twig nor needle snapped beneath his soft-shod feet. Toby stepped back to stand beside him. Now that the light shone on Elennath, Angelika could see a long, white bandage tied across his face, bisecting it diagonally. It followed the route of the slash she’d carved in him. The elf and halfling nodded to one another; Toby made his bird call again.


      They waited.


      Nothing happened.


      Toby repeated the bird call a little louder.


      Finally, Henty tramped in from the south. He used the trail, but even so, his scraping, heavy footfalls were easily heard. Elennath twisted around to make a face at him, but he took no notice of it, trudging up to his two companions. Elennath nudged him with one elbow, and Toby with the other. Knife in fist, he nodded out a countdown – one – two–


      Just before he reached three, Angelika and Franziskus pulled hard on the cords they held. The beastman’s net lay beneath the mercenaries’ feet. It flew up to envelop them, and then flung them up into the air as the tree Angelika had bent unfurled itself, returning to its full height. The mercenaries, crushed into a tight ball of arms and legs and torsos, cursed and grunted. They were bouncing up and down on the main umbilical that connected the net to the tree. Angelika and Franziskus held their weapons tight until it became clear that the cord would hold, and the suspended mercenaries were securely trapped.


      ‘You bitch!’ the elf called out. Even in fury, his voice was rich and mellifluous. ‘I’ll skin you for this, and wear your hide as a cloak!’


      She sheathed her blade and stepped out from behind the bush. ‘If you’re looking for reasons for me to let you free, that would not be one of them.’


      Henty spoke, scratching out his vowels and slurring his consonants. ‘The elf won’t kill you. I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you with my axe!’


      ‘And I thought Toby was a poor negotiator,’ Angelika said, ostensibly to Franziskus. ‘Now I know why they let him do the talking.’


      ‘Enough of the wit, girlie,’ Toby murmured. His words were muffled: his face was pressed tight against the net, impeding the movement of his lips. ‘Tell us what you want with us. Unless you plan to gut us, in which case: go ahead and try.’


      ‘If we wanted you dead, you’d be rotting already.’


      ‘Before, you were lucky!’ Henty shouted. ‘I’ll kill you with my axe!’


      ‘Your companion has a single-mindedness about him,’ Franziskus remarked.


      Henty snarled indignantly, as if Toby had just elbowed him.


      Lukas jutted his head out of the cave. Ignoring Angelika’s jabbing and forbidding finger, he came out to see the dangling captives. ‘These are the ones you spoke of, who want to kidnap me?’


      ‘Listen to the whining dandy, girlie, with his mincing tones.’


      ‘You can’t talk to me like that!’ Lukas said.


      ‘Soon as I cut myself out of here, I’ll kick my boot halfway down your porcelain backside!’


      ‘You – you…’ At a loss for expletives, Lukas hopped in place.


      Toby made the net bounce. ‘This is the one you’re risking your life for, girlie? He wouldn’t do the same for you, would he? He wouldn’t risk his life for anyone, the mewling coward.’


      ‘You seem to know a great deal about him,’ Angelika observed.


      ‘He was well described to us,’ said Toby.


      ‘Your employer realised as soon as they arrived in town that he should send you after the Kopf brothers. It was only a few hours after I’d agreed to help them that you were rubbing up against me, trying to figure out who I was.’


      ‘No, it’s merely that I have a taste for bony wenches.’


      ‘The prince is well informed about the Kopfs and their doings,’ said Angelika. ‘He must have a spy in their midst.’


      With his tongue and teeth, Toby made a slurping noise that was vaguely contemptuous. ‘All I know is to bring the whelp back, as hostage.’


      ‘But this one is marked for death; he has betrayed his ancestral creed. If his family wants him dead, he’s not much use as a hostage, is he?’


      ‘The doings of generals and princes don’t interest me one jot. I just collect my pay.’


      ‘The prince wants him, all right, but not to ransom him off. He’ll use him as a living trophy, to embarrass his enemy. The shame of the von Kopfs, on permanent display.’


      ‘No amount of bafflegab’s going to confuse me, girlie,’ said Toby.


      ‘I’m not trying to confuse you, you drooling halfwit. I want you to confirm that he’ll be safer with your employer than with his father. He will, won’t he?’


      ‘Wait a moment!’ said Lukas. ‘What do you mean to–’


      She clamped her hand over Lukas’s mouth. He tried to bite her, but she was too experienced at the manoeuvre to let him do it. ‘Isn’t that right, Toby? Despite your cruelty and general loathsomeness, you can be trusted to get him to safety. Meaning: I can sell him to you with a clear conscience.’


      ‘Sell him?’ blurted Franziskus.


      ‘We have no coin to buy him with, girlie. And I still don’t see the point of your ramblings. Get us down from here!’


      ‘I’ll kill you with my axe!’ Henty roared.


      ‘Close your mouths, both of you!’ cried Elennath. ‘I’ll confirm it,’ he said, after his companions quieted their protests. He let loose a sigh of weary vexation. ‘Yes, the prince does want the boy as his caged monkey, and he’ll be guarded scrupulously. And I have a purse of coin I’ve been given, to cover eventualities like this. Release us, hand the snot-nose over, and it’s yours.’


      ‘How much?’


      ‘Eighty crowns.’


      A thrashing arose inside the net. It jounced on its tether. Elennath squealed in pain.


      ‘Eighty crowns?’ Henty cried. ‘You’ve been holding out on us, elf scum!’


      ‘You expect us to believe they trusted you and not us?’ demanded Toby. The violence of the net’s jerking and jarring increased. Angelika’s body readied itself for quick action, in case they bounced themselves loose and came crashing onto the trail.


      Elennath gave out another agonised cry, then Toby did the same.


      ‘Not there! Not there!’ he whimpered.


      ‘Of course they trusted me! Am I not the issue of Athel Loren? Heir to the Council Sylvan?’


      ‘Spare us your elfy hogwash!’


      ‘And are you not a pair of drunken, vicious louts who couldn’t be relied on to find their own hairy feet at the ends of their stunted little bowlegs? Get us down from here!’


      ‘You’re sure eighty crowns is all you’ve got?’ called Angelika.


      ‘Get us down!’


      She shrugged. ‘Better than nothing, I suppose. Throw down the purse!’


      ‘I can’t reach it!’


      ‘Work at it until you can!’


      ‘How do I know you won’t just take it, and leave us up here?’


      ‘I am going to leave you up there, to get free by yourselves. Otherwise I have no assurance that Henty won’t pick up that axe of his and start swinging it about as soon as the net comes down.’


      ‘Harlot!’ Henty shouted.


      ‘You’ll notice the branch that holds you is already groaning under your weight. Another half hour or so of vigorous bouncing, and I’m sure it’ll give. In the meantime, this is what I’ll do for you. Lukas, come here.’


      Lukas moved back. ‘What?’


      She bent to retrieve the cord they’d used to trigger the trap. ‘Sadly, this is another of those times where you have to be tied up.’


      ‘What?’


      Franziskus got between them. ‘Angelika, you can’t be serious.’


      ‘You heard them. The Castello is the safest place for him. The safest place we can get him to, at any rate. And this way, we still get eighty crowns.’


      The mercenaries began to bounce themselves. The branch creaked.


      ‘I want no part of their filthy money!’ Franziskus said.


      ‘That’s generous. Now move aside.’


      Lukas’s knees hit the dirt. He clasped his hands together and shook them at Angelika. ‘Please, you can’t mean to leave me in the hands of these murderers!’


      ‘It’s me and Franziskus they want to kill, not you.’ She seized his outstretched hands and looped the cord around his wrists. ‘So you’ll excuse me if we give ourselves the head start we need.’ She cupped a hand to her mouth, to shout at Elennath. ‘Be still, and toss down the purse, or I’ll untie him and take him with us!’


      The three stopped moving. The net gently swung.


      ‘Now lie down,’ she told Lukas.


      ‘Please don’t leave me.’


      ‘You despise me, remember? Now lie down!’


      He stretched supinely in the dirt. As she was trussing his ankles, she heard a metallic clink. She sprang over to the spot beneath the net, seized up a small leather bag, and opened it. It contained Imperial crowns. A brief look confirmed that there were probably eighty of them. She pulled the drawstring tight without investigating further, and shoved it into her belt.


      Franziskus was at Lukas’s side, murmuring; Angelika knelt beside him, too, and told him that he had no reason to worry. Later, she assured him, he would look back on this and conclude that she’d done him the greatest of favours. Before he could reply, she was up and had gathered the contents of her pack. She ran along the trail, towards the north. Close behind her, she heard Franziskus’s footsteps.


      They ducked off the trail after a short run, into a gully obscured by foliage. They took their bedrolls from their packs, laid them out and rested on them. They could hear the sound of crickets and, in the distance, chirruping frogs. Above them came the momentary flutter of bat wings. Perhaps an hour later, there was a commotion on the trail: the piercing, nasal tones of Lukas’s voice, mixed in with Henty’s grunts, as well as various leers and snorts from Toby. The trail was too far off to make out words, but the boy was still clearly alive – they could hear him complaining.


      Franziskus waited until they’d passed to say: ‘You did not grab your knife and charge after them.’


      Angelika settled down into her bedroll. She’d found a particularly lush patch of vine leaves to spread it out on, and she meant to enjoy it. ‘Why, in the name of sanity and reason, would I do that?


      ‘I thought you might have another sudden change of heart.’


      ‘That was a once-only mistake. This time it’s on my terms.’


      ‘Just when I think I understand you at last, you spin my head again, Angelika.’


      ‘Beware predictable people; they’re either stupid or fanatically dangerous.’


      ‘Now you find fault in consistency of character? Is there no virtue you don’t decry?’


      ‘I’m too tired to argue. All I know is he’s better off in Prince Davio’s dungeon than the von Kopf family crypt. Now I hope you don’t find my desire for sleep somehow unusual.’


      She woke in the morning to a grey sky and a softly snoring Franziskus. He’d dozed off without shaking her awake for her watch. She decided to let him sleep, and not to scold him for his lapse. Nothing had come in the night to carry them off or chew on their limbs, and that was all that mattered. She slunk into the bushes to relieve herself. When she got back, Franziskus had clearly been looking around for her. She sat down next to him, and worked the tension from her cramped shoulders. Then she opened her pack to hunt for the last of the field salami. She cut it in two and handed the noticeably smaller half to Franziskus. He drank from his waterskin.


      Angelika remembered the money. She took out the purse and clanked it in her palm. It wasn’t four hundred crowns, or even a hundred and twenty-five, but it was still her biggest haul in a long time. Certainly since Franziskus had attached himself to her.


      ‘So what will you do with your reward?’ he asked, slathering the final word of his sentence with a thick layer of irony.


      ‘Hmp,’ Angelika replied.


      ‘That’s enough to buy yourself a cottage, in some small town up north. A good one, sealed from drips and drafts. Moreover, with a touch of frugality, you could live off it the rest of your days.’


      ‘Pah!’ she said.


      ‘Many a peasant makes do with less.’


      ‘I’m impressed by your knowledge of the rustic life.’


      ‘Just think: no more sorting through rotting corpses for buttons and beads. No need to cross blades with cutthroats, or wander through this awful wilderness, with its orcs and Chaos beasts. Now you can retire to an existence more properly fitting to your sex.’


      ‘Franziskus, no one is more obnoxious than a person who enjoys giving advice.’


      ‘But ever since we met, nearly all I’ve heard from you is your craving for gold. Now that you have it, I’m merely curious to see what comes next.’


      ‘Your curiosity will have to go unsatisfied, my friend. Or whatever you are.’ She rose, to get her bearings.


      ‘I’ve offended you.’


      ‘Of course you have. You should be able to get back to the Castello before nightfall. I’ll meet you there in a day or two.’


      ‘But where are you going?’


      ‘For reasons that currently escape me, I’ve trusted you with my life. But I won’t trust you to know where my gold is.’


      ‘I care not a whit for gold.’


      ‘Exactly – you value it too lightly. You don’t understand what it means.’ She hefted her pack onto her back. ‘If I turn back and see you following me, I’ll treat you as I would any other enemy. Understand?’


      She could not read the look on Franziskus’s face as she tramped off.


      Miles away, and many hours later, she stood over a patch of sod, surveying it for hints of disturbance, and differences from the neighbouring ground. For the hundredth time, she looked all around her to make sure that no one observed her. Her mouth was dry; she’d used up nearly all her water. She was tired and wanted to rest, but would not do it here, in case someone noted her presence in this spot. Angelika walked until she came to a stream, where she’d sat before, on similar occasions. There was a flat rock she liked, and she kept going until she found it. She sat down, pulled her boots off, and dangled her throbbing feet in the chill, clear water. She closed her eyes and concentrated on the sensation of rushing water on her legs.


      She was glad that Franziskus hadn’t followed her. It would have been unpleasant to have had to insert a knife between his ribs. She had no doubt that she could do it – easily, if the truth be told. She’d seen enough of his fighting to know his weaknesses well. His swordsmanship was all training and no instinct. He repeated the same moves with clockwork regularity. In particular, there was a moment during his forward feint, when it would take just a single sidestep for a person to shove a dagger into him all the way to the hilt. On occasion, she’d been tempted to point this out to him, but had decided to keep the fact in reserve, in case she needed it later.


      A cottage! Frugal living for the rest of her life! Pursuits proper to a woman! What rot! But if there were a way she could use her money to ensure that she could spend the rest of her life here, with her feet in this water, with warm sunlight on her face, knowing that she would never grow hungry or get bored – or suffer attacks from enemies, or have to listen to the stupid prattling of other people – well, then, that would be a retirement worth considering! Barring that, she would just have to keep all her crowns safely buried until she found a good reason to do otherwise.


      She could be free of Franziskus now. She’d promised to meet up with him again, but that meant nothing. All she had to do was go further south, perhaps to some other settlement run by a different border prince. It was more dangerous down there, but it was also where all the good battles were. He might try to find her – no, he would without question try to find her – but it could be years before he caught up with her. And surely even he was capable of coming to his senses eventually?


      She threw her head back and closed her eyes tighter.


      In her mind’s eye, she saw Lukas. His eyes were pleading to her.


      Her guts rolled over. Her skin grew cold. She shuddered. She jerked her feet from the icy water.


      What she had done had been wrong. Oh, he’d certainly proved himself to be a cossetted, bleating, feckless twit. But no matter who he was, she had no right to steal his freedom from him. All the others around him, from his father to his brothers to the prince of the Castello, had been ready to do it without a qualm. Angelika considered herself different from such men. She stood apart from the world, with its manifold lies and villainies. Or so she’d always told herself. Yet, because she’d allowed the boy to annoy her, she’d sold him, like she would a dog or a mule. Even though she knew he didn’t know better.


      She could only admit it. She’d made herself a hypocrite. No better than Gelfrat, or Toby.


      Mournfully, she let the last drops of water dry on her feet, and then she put her boots back on. She refilled her waterskin and returned to the patch of ground where the gold lay buried. Standing above it, she considered whether she ought to dig it up, and refund Elennath his blood money. It would be consistent; she’d left Benno’s purse behind, when she’d decided to reclaim Lukas the first time.


      She left the coins in their place of hibernation. Righteousness, she decided, was a thing best doled out in small doses.
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      Chapter Seven


      As Angelika walked north through the pass toward the Castello, a hubbub of shouting voices and anxious cries arose. Rounding the foot of a hill, she saw a throng of men, women and children issuing from the rock cut that led to the Castello. Their distressed and dirty clothing identified them as townspeople. Wives sobbed in the arms of husbands; men pushed and elbowed at one another, as if to discharge their anger. Angelika noted that no one seemed to carry a pack on his back, or to lead a horse or mule.


      She ran to reach the fringes of the mob. She seized the sleeve of the nearest man, a plump old fellow with a sandy-coloured, triangular beard, to ask what had happened.


      ‘Siege!’ he cried, widening reddened eyes. ‘They marched in through the hills!’ He spoke these words peevishly, as if all of the armies of the Old World had signed agreements not to march in through the hills. He made to stagger off; Angelika yanked again on the cuff of his ratty coat.


      ‘Who? Who besieges you?’ she demanded.


      ‘The black and yellows!’ he said, pulling himself free of her and melting into the crowd.


      Arms crooked outward, she threw herself into the mob, surging against it, pushing her way toward the rock cut and the Castello. The cut was choked with people. A boy fell onto the rocky trail; a flabby arm pulled him up before he could be trampled. Angelika clambered up on the rocks surrounding the cut and began to climb from one outcropping to the next. Beside the pounding of blood in her ears, she could hear the sounds of a besieging regiment: the rolling cracks of drumsticks on kettledrums; the groaning of wagon wheels against their axles; whips cracking as auxiliary crews urged their lowing oxen onward, creaking artillery pieces after them. Above it all there was the low, flat buzz of excited male voices, readying themselves for the kill, and praying not to die.


      After several minutes of sweat and strain, she reached a lookout point above the basin, from which she could see the Castello and its besiegers. The Castello itself had not yet been affected; its main gate was open just enough for a stream of people to squeeze out of the town. Its weathered, uneven plank walls still stood; the heads of guardsmen bobbed in its towers and on its rickety battlements.


      As for the besiegers, they hadn’t yet assumed formation: soldiers either ran about like heedless insects, or milled about at ease, waiting for their orders to ring out above the uproar. They were indeed Averlanders: black and yellow banners, their colours matching the soldiers’ uniforms, snapped in the wind, held aloft on poles of filigreed brass.


      Angelika saw halberdiers, leaning against the long hafts of their huge weapons with elaborate blades. Legs spread staunchly apart, they struck haughty poses for the benefit of their minions – the common foot soldiers. Their helmets gleamed; their green plumes trembled fiercely in the wind. Plumeless, their inferiors skulked around them, pretending to take no notice, as they polished swords and fumbled with the buckles of their breastplates. Handgunners stood at a remove from both classes of fellow soldier, checking their flintlocks for defects.


      Old men and young boys, wearing the green armbands of the auxiliary, helped artillerists unload mortars from a great wagon of oak planks which was held together by a frame of riveted steel. The gunners shouted and waved their arms as the knees of young and old alike buckled under the weight of cast-iron mortar barrels. Angelika watched others unload the brass-shod wooden bases from which the mortars would fire their deadly shells.


      She counted three cannons, each with its own complement of oxen and anxious, milling drovers. The weapons rested on carriages of copper-bound oak, and were cast in iron. If Angelika remembered her artillery correctly, the barrels would each bear the insignia of Mad Count Marius: a sun wearing a bored expression, surrounded by flaring solar petals, alternating between large and small.


      Angelika reckoned there were perhaps five or six hundred Averlandish soldiers and officers present in the basin’s confines. That was not counting auxiliaries and other noncombatants. She did not place absolute store in her estimations, because she was better at counting the dead. Though it was not the smallest force she’d ever seen fielded by an Imperial state, it wasn’t particularly large either. And she saw no sign of battle wizards. But this regiment could certainly do the trick, if it were massed here for the reason she surmised.


      Angelika’s attention returned to the fleeing townsfolk. A procession of civilians streamed out and around the small army, in carts, on the backs of mules, and on foot. Teams of foot soldiers manned checkpoints to interrupt the exodus. They searched the refugees and their belongings, confiscating swords, bows and even scythes. Angelika watched the soldiers extract departure taxes from the fleeing residents: they removed rings and necklaces, and laid claim to wheels of cheese and links of sausage. Horses and mules were taken from the refugees and led to a makeshift corral. Angelika saw a fat sergeant seize a chicken, wring its neck, and drop it to his feet – no doubt for later roasting.


      The line of refugees collided with an opposing mass of civilians, some with carts, who circled around in search of favourable positions. Where these two groups met, an ever expanding, barely moving knot of the annoyed and frightened was created. The new arrivals were camp followers of various sorts, come down from Averland in hopes of wringing profit from a lengthy siege. They must have arrived before the exodus began; there would be no getting carts in now. Butchers had brought sheep and cattle to slaughter and skewer; some had already staked out places for firepits, and were spading them out, as sacks of charcoal waited to fill them. A family of entertainers, stringy as yellow beans and wearing belled, floppy caps, pounded nails into a stage. Peddlers erected canvas stalls to exchange looted goods for coin – some of the checkpoint men had lined up already, to pawn the items they’d stolen from the departing border rats. In front of one such stall, Angelika detected the threat of a brawl, as fist-shaking refugees gathered to reclaim the goods they’d just been stripped of.


      Her eyes lighted on a high-walled cart, painted violet and flying a windsock in the shape of a toothy pike fish. She moved toward it, entering the crush of soldiers, evacuees and opportunists, and elbowed her way through. It took nearly half an hour to get to the cart, her toes ached from being trodden on, and her legs were splattered with mud and the dung of livestock.


      The purple cart’s doors were shuttered tight; its owner was too cautious to open for business until the refugees had gone, and the possibility of a riot. Angelika banged on it with her sharp, knuckled fist.


      ‘We’re not open yet!’ came a voice from inside.


      Angelika identified herself and backed up for the door to open. A fat and familiar face beamed at her; it was her best customer, Max Beckman. Ringlets of dark hair laid flat against his large, round skull, cemented by a grease of Max’s own formulation that was scented with lilacs. He wore a sheepskin coat, dyed deep blue and embroidered with diamonds and moons. Gold rings encircled each of his stubby fingers; they were inlaid with gems which, to Angelika’s experienced eye, were obviously made of glass. He reached his hand out for her and helped her up into the cart.


      Franziskus was perched inside on a leather bench. Shelves and drawers cramped the interior of Max’s cart; its roof was not high, and they were forced to stoop.


      ‘I was going to ask if he’d seen you,’ Angelika said, to Franziskus.


      ‘I recognised the cart and thought it as likely a meeting place as any,’ he said. He’d met Max twice before. Angelika knew he disapproved of the merchant and his business, but was mannerly enough to keep this opinion to himself.


      ‘You’ll have many competitors, I’m afraid, when it comes to plucking this battlefield,’ Max said, tossing small blocks of wood into a tiny iron stove. ‘Care for a toddy? Chill has gripped my bones all morning.’


      She sat beside Franziskus. He squeezed over, but there was little room on the bench, so her right leg pressed tightly against his left. He cleared his throat and patted his chest.


      She asked him what he’d learned.


      ‘Did you see the Black Sabres’ banner flying out there?’


      ‘I saw banners, but not that one.’


      ‘Benno commands this disorder, with Gelfrat as his number two.’


      ‘All of this, just to retrieve Lukas? Their father is as mad as the count he serves.’


      ‘What are you talking about?’ Max asked, wrapping his hand in a towel, to insulate it from the heat of the stove. ‘Jurgen dispatched these detachments to make an example of Davio. They intend to show the other border princes the price of defiance.’ He shut the oven door and held his hands out, smiling as the warmth entered his muscles. ‘When this is over, they’ll fear the Empire more than they fear the orcs. Or so the theory goes.’


      Angelika told Max who Lukas was, and briefly told of their exploits of the last few days. Max knew the brothers; it was he who’d sold them Claus’s pendant, and pointed them to Angelika. ‘You aren’t ever going to do that again, are you, Max?’ she said. ‘Send armed men my way?’


      Max perspired. ‘They assured me they meant to hire you! I thought I was doing you a favour!’


      She unclenched her fist and shook her head slowly. ‘Never again.’


      Max nodded. ‘No, never, of course.’


      She turned to Franziskus. ‘So do the brothers know that Lukas is inside?’


      ‘I haven’t been able to establish it myself, though I assume so. I believe they passed by, found one of their father’s regiments, and asserted rights of command.’


      ‘Of course.’ Realising she was too cramped on the bench, she shifted to the floor, which was covered by a worn rug from far-off Araby. ‘After failing to secure Lukas, they need to make good.’


      ‘Perhaps Davio can trade him, if they agree to attack some other border prince instead,’ mused Max, placing a tin pot on top of his stove.


      Angelika screwed up her face. ‘I am not proud to say this…’


      ‘What?’ said Franziskus.


      She couldn’t look at him. ‘We can’t let that happen. Can we?’


      ‘I knew you would see right eventually, Angelika.’


      ‘Remove that grin from your face. Even if it was right to hand him to Davio, which I now doubt, the entire idea was to protect him from his family. Now they’re about to snatch him anyway.’


      ‘Unless we do something about it?’


      ‘You stay here. I made the mistake; I can’t ask you to risk your neck correcting it.’


      Franziskus rose from the bench, careful not to smash his head on the roof. ‘Keep those toddies warm for us, Max,’ he said.


      They jumped from the cart. The noise of the throng had sharpened. Franziskus put his hands to his face.


      ‘I’ve never seen anything like this.’


      ‘Orcs don’t hole up in fortresses or towns, so sieges are rare these days,’ Angelika said, pushing past a toothy, furtive soldier with a live goat kid slung over his shoulder. The frightened animal gave her an imploring look. ‘When one does come along, everyone wants to get in on it.’


      They stepped through a group of a dozen women, with faces crudely rouged, who bent to tap tent pegs into the ground. Franziskus’s mouth fell open. One of the tent builders, a heavy-bosomed, curly-haired specimen who could have been his mother’s older sister, parted her painted lips to leer at him. ‘Fancy a tumble?’ she asked.


      Franziskus shivered and waved his hand in front of his face. They made their way through the tents.


      ‘Perhaps I’m naïve…’ he began.


      ‘You are,’ Angelika affirmed.


      ‘But these people – they are acting as if this is some kind of carnival.’


      ‘Better than a carnival, if you’re a woman of trade. A man’s ardour is never greater than when he thinks he might die – or after he has killed.’


      ‘It’s ghastly.’


      ‘If their presence keeps a few soldiers from taking their urges out on the unwilling, I say we pin medals on them. Though I doubt this Jurgen will be so inclined.’


      Sticking to the outskirts of the throng, thereby avoiding the soldiers in the middle, Angelika and Franziskus wended past a crew of soldiers erecting a makeshift shrine to steely Sigmar, made of scrap pine and topped with a pewter-headed hammer; a hawker toting a basket of puckered, wormy apples; and a sneaky-eyed girl intently studying the purses of passersby. They smelled cooked meat, flatulence, urine, straw, perfume, wood smoke and the stink of gangrene. They heard laughs, shouts, sobs, curses, the twanging of a lute, the banging of drums and a choking noise the origin of which they could not identify.


      They skirted a checkpoint, moving upstream through the oncoming column of escapees. A shout rang out after them. They kept going; the voice grew louder and more insistent. It was a soldier, his breastplate smeared with dried mud, the creases of his face accentuated by caked-in grime. His narrow eyes huddled close to the bridge of his long nose; his open mouth revealed a conspicuous pair of buck teeth, like the chewers on a rat. ‘Halt, you!’ he called, waving a short staff with steel-shod tip. ‘Come here!’


      Angelika let him come to them. When he reached them, she said, ‘What?’


      ‘Where do you think you’re going?’


      ‘Into the Castello. Why?’


      ‘Did you not see our checkpoint?’ He slapped his staff into the curled fingers of his hand.


      ‘You’re checking people coming out. We’re going in.’


      ‘This whole area is under Imperial aegis.’ His tongue clicked against the backs of his rat-teeth. ‘You can’t just come and go – in either direction.’


      Twin fabric epaulets, flared and feather-shaped, hugged the shoulders of his tunic. Franziskus seized them, jerking Rat-Teeth’s face into his own. ‘You idiot!’ Franziskus hissed, through bared teeth. ‘Do you not know who I am?’


      The soldier’s eyes darted fearfully across Franziskus’s face in search of an answer. His lips worked silently up and down.


      Franziskus pulled the man closer. ‘I asked you a question, you useless chunk of dung!’


      ‘I – I–’


      ‘Tell me, soldier, who I am!’


      ‘Ah, you are – you must be – you are one of them, aren’t you, ah – sir!’


      ‘One of them?’ Franziskus thundered. ‘One of them who?’


      ‘Oh – ah – oh – ah – oh sir, you know. Please don’t make me say. I’m sorry sir – oh, so sorry. It’s all so confusing here, this press of people.’ He altered his tone, dropping the officious clipping of his consonants in favour of a porridgey peasant accent. ‘I’m just a poor lowly muck-tramper, please, I don’t deserve no flogging! Besides, you want us to challenge everyone, yes? This is a test, yes? You don’t want any people who aren’t supposed to be getting through, getting through, do you?’


      ‘You presume to tell me what I want from you?’


      ‘Oh, ah – no, no, oh sir, no. No. Please don’t…’


      Franziskus pushed him away. The soldier’s boots skidded backwards and squished into the cold muck. ‘Then go about your business,’ Franziskus growled, ‘and consider yourself lucky I’m in a merciful mood!’


      ‘Yes, sir. Yes, sir. Yes, sir,’ he said, still backing away. He returned to his station, deliberately looking anywhere but at them as they continued through the crowd.


      ‘Well,’ said Angelika, as they dodged a pair of short, stubble-faced men in knit caps, carrying a rolled-up carpet. ‘I see you have quite the talent for the cowing of underlings.’


      ‘Mrm,’ Franziskus replied.


      ‘Your breeding comes to the fore, hmm?’


      Franziskus said nothing.


      When they got to the town gates, they saw that they were propped wide open. The bottlenecked crowd groaned with collective complaint as some of its members squeezed through, laden with property. Once free of the crush, Angelika spotted the guardsman, old Halfhead, leaning against a wall, an upturned bottle of rotgut glugging down into his mouth. She waved, and Halfhead rubbed the dribble from his lips. He held the bottle out to her. Smelling his breath, she declined.


      Angelika watched the crowd struggle its way past the gates and said, ‘I had no idea there were so many people in this louse-ridden town.’


      ‘Me neither,’ Halfhead answered. He offered a swig to Franziskus, who held up a hand of polite refusal.


      ‘You’re staying to fight?’ Angelika asked the gatekeeper.


      ‘I got nowhere better to go. And nobody I’d sooner stick my sword into than the type of swine who’d swear themselves loyal to von Kopfs’ ilk.’


      ‘Well, I know a thing or two about the Kopfs the prince ought to hear. Can you take me to him?’


      Carefully he set the bottle down on the ground, propped against the wall. He made sure it was steady before turning to leave. ‘I’m not supposed to leave my post, but right now, what does it matter?’


      Halfhead threaded them through the winding lanes of the town. Finally they approached a large structure, jutting out from the rock face that formed the Castello’s only impenetrable wall. The manor of Prince Davio Maurizzi teetered three storeys high; it was built of black and weathered timber. Wooden steps led up to a large porch, decorated with railings of thick and crudely worked iron. Plaster gargoyles, their once-hissing faces chipped and flattened, sat together in peevish disarray, piled in a far corner of the porch. A roughly stitched ensign hung from an awning; it depicted the walls of a fortress silhouetted by a setting sun. Wrought-iron gates separated the prince’s manor from the rest of his town; they encircled a dismal expanse of dead grass inhabited by a broken fountain, and by a quartet of old statues which depicted naked ancients, seated on plinths, bereft of heads, arms and privates.


      Two men in mismatched armour of hardened leather paced the length of the porch. Halfhead gestured for Angelika and Franziskus to remain at the gate, and went up to confer with them. The taller of the two guards shrugged fatalistically, and Halfhead beckoned for Angelika and Franziskus to approach. The tall guard disappeared through the oversized front door, hammered out of iron, with stylised lion faces marked out with nails and studs. Soon the door popped open again, and they were ushered into a tiny foyer that smelled of old leather and damp socks. From there they entered a large chamber dominated by a long oaken table and a dozen chairs, all splendid, but each of a different design.


      ‘Sit down,’ said the guard, leaving the room to trudge up a creaking staircase of unfinished planking. Halfhead, it seemed, had already departed.


      Angelika took a seat, next to the table’s head. Franziskus surveyed the contents of the room. Its walls were decorated in brocaded fabric, most crimson or burgundy in colour. It hung from the ceiling mouldings on short lengths of wire. Burning wood glowed white and orange in a fireplace, framed by a mantle of iron. Franziskus approached a towering cabinet of pale polished elfwood, and toyed with the handles of its cupboards, wondering whether to open them.


      ‘So – you have news for me,’ came a smoke-soft voice from the foot of the raw and splintering staircase. ‘Of the von Kopfs, was it?’ His Tilean accent was subtle, and could be heard mostly as a drifting lilt behind his words.


      Angelika had never seen the prince before, but from his bearing, she could tell that this was he. His elbows stuck out, adding majesty to his narrow frame. Downy hair, the colour and length of a mouse’s, covered his wide-crowned head. Round ears angled out and forward from his skull; they should have seemed humorous, but instead suggested a pinprick alertness. Well-earned lines had etched themselves around the corners of his mouth and nose. Despite the weary semi-circles beneath them, his grey eyes shone piercingly at Angelika. For Franziskus, he spared only the briefest of glances.


      He wore a fox-trimmed coat that draped down to his ankles, over a long shirt covering him to mid-thigh. It was wrinkled, and Angelika surmised that he’d just been sleeping in it. Velvet slippers, in royal purple, swaddled his feet, which were big and shaped like the paddles of oars. He stepped further toward the room but stopped at its threshold, leaning against its doorless archway. He bobbed his narrow chin at Angelika, bidding her to speak.


      ‘I’ve spent the past few days,’ she said, ‘on and off, in the company of two Kopfs, who were undertaking a mission for their father. But maybe you know of this, already.’


      He blinked and shook his head. Angelika admired his skill as a liar; most men made too great a show of their denials, but Davio’s was both bland and plausible. ‘Perhaps you can begin by telling me who you are.’


      ‘I am Angelika Fleischer. This is my assistant, Franziskus.’


      ‘Please feel free to continue.’


      ‘When I agreed to help the Kopfs, I was unaware of their hostility toward you. Over these past few weeks, this place has been a good and congenial home to me. I’ve no wish for Jurgen’s sons to turn it into a pile of tindersticks.’


      He seemed to make a decision, and entered the room, moving to the cabinet. ‘Brandy? I have a bottle from Angoumelle, just north of Chalons Forest. It is very fine.’


      ‘Yes, please,’ Angelika said.


      ‘And you?’


      Franziskus refused, pulling out a chair from the foot of the table and sitting in it. The prince curled his lip mournfully. He pried off the cork and poured generous portions into two clay cups. He handed the first to Angelika and watched solicitously as she tasted. Her eyes widened in appreciation. Then Davio sat, downed his entire cup, rose, refilled it, and sat down again.


      She leaned in toward him. It was as if he exerted gravity on her.


      ‘I am glad for your concern,’ he said, ‘but I assure you the Castello is in no danger whatever.’


      ‘The hundreds of people fleeing your town seem to disagree.’


      ‘It is mere politics. The Averlanders, they wish to squeeze us, and they will – a little. They must be seen to act. It is all a show, for the other princes. Prow-faced Jurgen will pursue his siege for a season, at the most. When he finds our shells harder to crack than he expected, he’ll declare his objectives met and he’ll withdraw. Sooner or later, the bright light of reason will crack through even his sturdy Imperial skull.


      ‘We have stores in abundance. Those who now flee, to be fleeced by the black and yellows, they will learn that they were fools. Even the Kopfs aren’t mad enough to waste men and munitions, with the orcs about to come steaming up from the south. It is surely a bluff.’


      ‘Though endearing, your faith in your opponent’s good sense is perhaps misguided.’


      ‘Mere alarmism,’ he mumbled, laying his arms out on the table and slumping his head sleepily onto them. A strong urge overcame Angelika to pet the fur of Davio’s collar, and to run her hands along his muscular back.


      ‘We’ve interrupted your slumber?’ she asked him.


      ‘Pay me no heed,’ he said, straightening himself back up. ‘Ever since this foolishness began, I have drifted unpredictably between sleep and waking. But you have taken the trouble to come and see me. Please unburden yourself of your tidings.’


      Angelika started as he suddenly jolted to his feet. He refilled his cup and topped off hers. ‘It is about Lukas von Kopf,’ she said.


      ‘Lukas?’ He sipped his Angoumelle. ‘There are so many of them, it is hard to keep track.’


      ‘You know – the one you ordered to be kidnapped.’


      She had never seen anyone raise an eyebrow as slowly as Davio did then. ‘I had some person abducted? No one informed me of this.’


      ‘Your hirelings say otherwise.’


      ‘Which hirelings would these be?’


      ‘The elf and the two halflings.’


      ‘I have neither elves nor halflings in my employ. You’ve been led astray.’ He inhaled imperiously.


      ‘You don’t need to deny it to me. The last thing I intend is to give him over to the Kopfs. All I want is to get him out of here and far away from them. As you know, they’ll kill him, if they get him.’


      He peered into her face. ‘You are a lovely creature but you baffle me, utterly.’


      ‘And you are handsome, but there’s no time for your denials. Take me to him, and you have my word I’ll never tell anyone of your part in this.’


      Prince Davio twisted in his chair, to appraise Franziskus. ‘We have much to puzzle out. Is there a reason why your assistant should be here for the rest of this conversation?’


      ‘He’s more trustworthy than I am, if that’s what worries you.’


      ‘No offence, my friend,’ he said to Franziskus, ‘but I find your presence inhibiting.’ He turned to Angelika. ‘An even rarer vintage of Angoumelle waits for us in my chambers, upstairs. Perhaps you would like to sample it?’


      Franziskus scraped his chair angrily across the clay tile flooring. The sound made Angelika wince.


      She rose. ‘I believe I will,’ she said.


      She moved to the doorway. Franziskus pulled her back into the room. She removed his hand from her arm. Assuming a sheepish expression, he stepped back.


      ‘What are you doing?’ he asked.


      ‘What it looks like I’m doing.’


      ‘Is anything wrong?’ Davio asked, with extreme mildness.


      ‘My dogsbody has forgotten his place,’ Angelika said, brushing past Franziskus. ‘But it’s nothing to concern ourselves with.’ Head high, she ascended the stairs. Davio sneaked a glance at Franziskus before following her.


      Candles of various heights appointed the princely bedchamber. They stood on tall sticks of brass or terracotta, on nearly every surface: on a bedside table, a desk, a squat liquor cabinet inlaid in the old Nulnish style. Brocade curtains hung around Davio’s bed, from a frame of copper piping. The room smelled of burnt wax and perspiration.


      Fire burned in a small iron stove; Davio used it to light a taper. He lit the candles. When he had finished, Angelika came up from behind him and pulled his coat from his shoulders, letting it drop into a pile at his feet. She wrapped her arms around him and ran the tips of her fingers along the tight muscles of his chest. He caught her right hand by the wrist and pulled it to his mouth. He kissed the wrist, her palm, the back of her hand. He gently bit her fingers.


      She turned him around and pulled the shirt over his head.


      Franziskus paced. He looked up at the ceiling. He heard the creaking of floorboards. He tried to guess where the bed might be. He decided he did not want to hear any more. He stormed out onto the porch.


      The guards were laughing, rudely gesturing: clearly, they were speculating about what precisely was happening upstairs. Franziskus summoned up all of his aristocratic authority and disdain, and his throat. They stopped, looking suitably abashed.


      ‘Tell Angelika, when she asks for me, that I have gone to the Painful Coffin.’


      They nodded. He proceeded down the porch and over the garden stones until he reached the gate. He disengaged it from its latch and stepped through it. Behind him, he heard blunted, throaty laughter.


      His ears burned. He wanted to bite through his lip. He stuck his elbows out and marched to the tavern. He did not know the exact way from here, but the general direction was enough. There would be dead ends and wrong turns, but that was good. It suited his mood, to be frustrated.


      The streets were deserted. And quiet. The noise from outside the walls was nothing more than a muted, distant roar from here. Every so often, a shutter would edge open, and someone inside a hovel would peer at Franziskus, from the darkness. He took no notice of any of this.


      He practised what he might say to her.


      Why did you do that?, he would ask.


      Then she would say, Do I answer to you?


      And he would say, No, but–


      And she would cut him off and say, No ‘buts’ about it. If anything, you answer to me. If your oath to follow me is worth a jot.


      And he would be at a loss for words.


      So he would not say that. Instead he would take a different tack. He would say, Are you refreshed, after your romp with the prince? No, he would not say ‘romp’. He would say ‘gambol’. Gambol sounded even more carefree than romp. Something said between comrades. A backslapping sort of jape, as if he and she were not of different sexes. I trust you had a good roister, he would say to her, as he used to say to his male friends, when he was still part of the regiment.


      Except that he had not had friends in the regiment, not per se. At least, none with whom he could have off-handedly discussed romps or gambols or roisters. He had never been able to laugh about things like that, to treat them as if they did not matter. As if love were a flippant thing, to crumble up and use as the kindling of idle conversation.


      He would not say anything to her. He would act as if nothing had happened. As if he had not humiliated himself by tugging so openly on her arm. By treating her as if he had some claim on her. By once again showing her that he was a thick-witted prig who knew nothing of her world and had no hope of ever understanding or pleasing her.


      He found himself in a cul-de-sac. He faced an empty barn, its door swinging on its hinges. He turned to retrace his steps, but he did not remember where he’d been. He hadn’t been paying attention. He might have come from straight ahead, or from a curving laneway to the left, or he could even have squeezed in from a muddy patch on the right.


      A woman stepped toward him. ‘Good sir!’ she called. She had flaxen hair and wore a gown of green velvet. Her low bodice afforded him a generous view of fine, firm flesh. It took him a moment to remember that he’d seen this woman before. She’d framed herself in a doorway for him, the last time he was in town, on the night they met the Kopfs.


      ‘Good sir!’ she repeated.


      ‘My name is Franziskus.’


      ‘And your family name would be? From your strong posture and the refined way that you speak, I know you must be of a noble pedigree.’ She spoke in the charming accent of a Bretonnian, turning any hint of an indecorous ‘th’ or ‘ch’ sound into a pliant ‘s’ or yielding ‘z’.


      Franziskus could not decide what to do with his hands. He was tempted to find a wall to lean against, to seem less awkward. ‘I no longer make use of my family name,’ he said.


      She parted her lips in mournful sympathy. She seemed to be ready to say something, but did not.


      ‘Have we been introduced before, milady?’ Franziskus cringed at the stupidity of his own words. Of course they had not been introduced.


      She shuffled over to him and extended her hand midair, fingers curved earthward. ‘My name is Petrine Guillame.’


      He bowed to take her hand and kiss it, but she retracted it as he was halfway through the gesture. Her cheeks coloured. ‘Beg pardon. I am presumptuous. I have no right to expect niceties from you, Franziskus. You do not know it, but I have wronged you terribly.’


      ‘I don’t see how you could possibly have–’ The wind picked up, bringing the tang of the barnyard from the crumbling stable behind him. ‘Perhaps we could go somewhere more amenable to discussion–’


      She surged ahead, clasping her hands together. ‘No, I am afraid that there is no time.’ She now stood close enough to him that he could smell the scent she wore on her neck. He could not place it, but it reminded him both of spices and of fruit. A thin skein of hair loosened itself from her pearly headpiece and fell over her forehead. ‘It is I who paid your enemies, Toby Goatfield and the others, to abduct poor young Lukas.’


      He gasped, a little. ‘You? Why?’


      Petrine looked down. ‘Not all women are creatures of resourcefulness and means, like your friend Angelika. The rest of us, when fate abandons us, must favour the possible over the virtuous. To survive, we must seek the protection of powerful patrons. Yet when a woman without means attaches herself to a man of power, she is compromised. She is expected to do things. Sometimes these things are not right, but we have little choice, except to perform, as asked.’


      ‘Who is this man, who oppresses you?’


      ‘You have just come from his manor.’


      ‘You followed me?’


      She moved to a crumbling wall and heaved her shoulders against it. ‘Yet another sin I have visited upon you. But this time I transgress in fervent hope of redemption. If the town walls fall, Davio will order poor Lukas slain. As a Tilean, vengeance is his foremost thought.’


      ‘He does not seem to think the Castello is in much danger.’


      ‘It is bravado only. Trust me, I know no man as I know Davio Maurizzi. The town will die, and then, so will Lukas. That is why I have been so impudent as to approach you, fine sir.’


      ‘Please, I am not – there’s no need to…’


      With nimble fingers, she opened a calfskin pouch that dangled from her belt. She withdrew a roll of vellum, tied with a piece of hairy twine. ‘This is a map. It will take you to the location where Lukas is being held.’


      ‘He is not here, in the town?’


      ‘No, the prince would not risk it. To the east, up in the hills, there is a secret encampment, a bolt-hole where Toby and his associates hide, with others of his halfling gang. I have marked how to find it. You must find Angelika, wherever she is, and go with her to this place, and take Lukas from them. Otherwise, they have orders to break his neck, if the Castello falls.’ She pressed the map into his fingers, crumpling it.


      He held onto her hands. ‘But what of you? Will the prince not know you’ve betrayed his scheme?’


      She pulled back and closed her eyes. ‘Perhaps. But, for once, I must not think of myself.’


      ‘Come with us, so I can protect you.’


      She turned and hurried down the twisting lane. ‘No, I cannot put you in further peril.’


      He grabbed her, spun her around. She fell into him. His breath caught in his throat. ‘But it is not necessary for you to trade your life for Lukas’s. Come with us, and we’ll all find safety together.’


      Petrine pushed him away, but he could tell she didn’t want to. ‘I have not mastered the manly arts, the way your Angelika has. In woods or mountains, I would be but a hindrance to you. Worry not about me. I will find a way. I always have.’ With her forefinger, she touched him on the tip of his nose. ‘It is the nature of existence, that circumstances are never what we wish them to be. Were you and I in another place, with different histories… Your Angelika, she is lucky to have you.’ She stepped back, her eyes staring at the ground in front of Franziskus’s feet. It was as if she was drawing a line there, forbidding him to cross. Then, in a twirl of her gown, she had her back to him again, and was fleeing down the street.


      ‘But she’s not my Angelika!’ Franziskus said, watching her go. He’d meant to shout it to her, but it had come out as a whisper, so, in truth, he talked only to himself.
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      Chapter Eight


      Despite the blanket of quiet that smothered the town, the Dolorosa La Bara bulged with shouting, laughing, coughing patrons. Items of gold, from brooches to chalices, sat heaped on a table, where drinkers frantically threw dice, sweat pouring down their faces. They’d decided, evidently, to at least feel the ecstatic mortification of losing their possessions in a game of chance, instead of giving them up to the soldiers outside the gates. Franziskus, ensconced at the bar on a well-padded stool, wondered what the eventual winner was supposed to do with his haul. Bury it, perhaps, and hope to come back later?


      The young Stirlander had forgone his usual ale, electing instead to knock down cups of watered-down rum. It was diluted but burned his tongue and gullet all the same. He twitched his hand at Giacomo, the barman, who refilled him and slid his pennies from the damp wooden counter. Behind him, a hawk-nosed young man in torn mendicant’s robes screamed something about the apocalypse. He’d renounced forever his vows of temperance, though Franziskus suspected that tomorrow morning’s hangover might provoke their abrupt renewal.


      Angelika slid onto the stool next to him. ‘Evening, Franziskus,’ she’d said.


      He hadn’t seen her come in. But, then again, it had been hours since he’d stopped looking at the doorway. ‘Did you learn anything?’


      ‘About Lukas? No.’


      Giacomo needed no prompting to set a cup before her, and fill it with brandy.


      She sipped, and stuck out her tongue. ‘This is hard to take, after that Angoumelle.’


      ‘Did you enjoy his finer vintage, the one he had upstairs?’ Franziskus regretted the words as soon as they passed his lips. Or rather, their tone gave him away; he’d meant to sound off-hand and comradely, but sarcasm had crept in anyway.


      ‘We didn’t get to it,’ Angelika said. She set her brandy down and peered into it.


      ‘So he continued to deny any knowledge of the boy?’


      She nodded.


      ‘You didn’t believe him, I hope.’


      ‘You think me the sort of person to lose all reason over a glittering pair of grey eyes and a lovely wolf’s grin? Please!’


      ‘Then why did you–’ He caught himself short. He thought everyone in the bar would be looking at him, after this outburst, but the volume of his voice was nothing compared to the hysterical bellowing around them, so not a single head turned their way. He finished his drink and slammed the cup on the bar. Angelika looked at him with obvious disgust. ‘Pardon my indiscretion,’ he said.


      She did not give him the relief of a reply.


      He tried to catch Giacomo’s eye, but the barkeep was occupied with the unintelligible shouts of a fat-cheeked dwarf across the way. ‘It merely seems inadvisable to… to render yourself… vulnerable to the very person we suspect of being our adversary. Not just suspect – we have good reason to believe–’


      ‘I’ll be my own judge of what’s safe,’ she said. ‘Besides, one thing has nothing to do with the other.’


      ‘Don’t think that I think I have any sort of claim on you,’ Franziskus said. The rum made him feel apart from himself, like it was some other fellow he could hear talking to her. He wondered why someone didn’t make this fellow shut up before he dug his grave any deeper. ‘Because far from it. I don’t and I wouldn’t want to. The man’s a villain, and I don’t understand. But, as you’ll remind me, what right have I to understanding? You just want me to go away, don’t you?’


      ‘We should get you home to bed, Franziskus.’


      ‘That’s what this was about, wasn’t it? Your reminding me of how unwanted I am here.’ He stood up, weaved, and slumped over, leaning on the counter for support. ‘You didn’t want him at all. He was just to hand, that’s all. To teach me a lesson. A lesson I deserve.’


      She clapped him on the arm. ‘Stop talking, Franziskus.’


      He slumped back onto his stool. ‘See, that’s what I keep telling myself, that I should stop talking. But there’s something I keep meaning to get to, except that we haven’t got to it yet. The point is, I have this.’ He slapped the map, its neat roll now crushed flat, onto the counter. ‘While you were – off doing what you were doing – I was on Lukas’s trail.’


      She propped him up on the way home to their rented hovel. In the morning, she fed him a greasy meal of sausage and egg, and asked him if he remembered, perchance, who had given him the map that supposedly led to Lukas.


      ‘That I clearly recall,’ he said, massaging his temples, ‘it’s what happened later, after I started to drink, that eludes me.’


      ‘Which is for the best, believe me.’


      ‘The woman’s name is Petrine Guillame.’ He recounted his meeting with her.


      ‘She hired Goatfield?’


      ‘She serves Davio, as his executor of dirty dealings.’


      ‘And you think she was honestly remorseful? That it wasn’t a trick of some kind?’


      His eyebrows hurt. He wiggled them around. ‘I believed her at the time. But who knows?’


      ‘Davio acquainted me with several of his good qualities, but, still, he styles himself a prince, so he can’t be taken at his word.’


      ‘Who do we believe, then? Should we flip a coin?’


      ‘Either of them might be lying. But this woman of yours, she at least has given us a direction to go in.’


      ‘But you’re saying it might be a trap.’


      ‘Was she as beautiful up close as when you saw her in the doorway?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘And she seemed willing to fall into your embrace?’


      He shrugged. It hurt to shrug. ‘I wanted to think so.’


      ‘You should have pressed your case, and found out for sure.’ She picked up her pack and took out its contents, laying them out on a rough-edged pine table. ‘You’re one to freely dispense advice, Franziskus. Would you like to hear some, in return?’


      ‘Not really, but proceed, anyway.’


      ‘Pleasure is rare enough in this world, Franziskus, and we all end up in our graves sooner than we think. To hell with what the priests say: few joys are more intense than that of skin against skin. If you get a chance with one who quickens your heart, take it.’


      ‘She was in distress.’


      ‘A little upset can heighten the sharpness of it.’ She opened the larder door in search of dried meat. An under-nourished rat scurried deeper into the cupboard; tiny bits of salami lay scattered across the shelf. She closed the door. ‘We’ll have to get provisions from the stalls, outside.’


      ‘There has to be more to it than that, Angelika. More than the physical.’


      ‘So say the poets. But I say, to hell with them.’


      They headed to the gate, which was still open to allow the last few refugees to exit. Not wanting to give up their property to the Averlanders, they scaled the Castello wall to angle past the checkpoint. Even so, a stray soldier challenged them, and they had to buy his silence with silver shillings. They stopped to purchase field rations from one of the vendors and then vacated the siege camp. They hiked across the valley floor and up into the hills, as Petrine’s map indicated. Initially, Franziskus worried he might collapse on the trail, but the exertion did him good. By mid-afternoon, they neared the site of the bolt hole. According to the map, they had another half-mile or so to go, up the overgrown road they’d been travelling. Like the rock cut back at the Castello, this old road was a remnant of ancient dwarf engineering.


      ‘Smoke,’ she said, pointing to the sky. A thin white stream snaked thirty feet above the treetops before dispersing.


      Franziskus looked at the map again, wishing there were something on it to suggest exactly what form Toby’s hideout took. Petrine’s ‘X’ lay off to one side in what looked like a small clearing. They left the road, avoiding a patch of rashweed, and walked through tall pines. They followed the smoke to find the clearing.


      The smoke rose from a hole in the earth, its sides dense with bushes and large, leafy plants. It looked like it might have been an old sinkhole, now overgrown. A fence of poles and wires surrounded it. They looked around them to see if they were being watched. Side by side, they edged out from the woods. Angelika pointed to a squarish patch of ground ahead of them, where the weeds and grasses stood out from those immediately around them. They skirted it, but got close enough to see that it was a pit trap.


      Chimes and bells, mostly of brass, that were dangling from the wire fence, rang out gently. If they touched any of the wires, the chimes would clang violently, alerting the bolt hole’s inhabitants.


      Angelika bid Franziskus to go first. She had the better chance of success, but there was no point in her carefully making her way past if he was going to set it off anyway. He gave the wires a serious look, clasped his hands briefly together, then slowly contorted himself, lifting one leg, then the other, insinuating his way through the fence. Angelika gestured her approval and slipped between the wires after him.


      They drew weapons and crept to the hole’s edge. They peered in. A roof of planks sealed the hole off, about ten feet down its sides. Around the back, they could see a set of metal stairs, obscured by foliage. It led to a trap door in the planking.


      ‘How quietly can you step?’ she whispered. Angelika was now at the bottom of the stairs. She reached out with her boot and tested the planking as if it were a pool of water. She shifted her weight onto the platform. It creaked. She stopped. She let her other foot lightly down on the wood. It cracked. She heard banging below. She stopped. The banging ended. Then there were voices. Her weight was too far forward for her to keep her balance. She shifted. The boards made a complaining noise. She held her breath, and waited.


      When some time had passed, and no sound had come up from below, she took another daring step toward the trap door. The board beneath her feet stayed solid and silent. She took another step. And another. And another.


      When she stole a third step onto a new plank, it groaned like a banshee. She hesitated, alert for sounds. When none came she sprinted the remaining distance to the trap door. Angelika placed her fingers on the rope handle and tugged. A distinct metallic click sounded. The door was latched from the inside.


      A muffled voice emanated from the depths. Angelika couldn’t make it out, but it was a male voice, and could have belonged to either Toby or Henty. She held the handle tight, to keep it from rattling. The shout from below was repeated; Angelika thought he said, ‘Who goes there?’ or something like that.


      With steady caution, she released the handle and let the door sink back into its frame. She studied its metal hinges. The metalwork was primitive, and twisted wire took the place of pins. If the hinges were better made, they’d be easier to circumvent; she could simply take her knife and slowly pry the pins loose. But she couldn’t do that to these ones – she’d need to think of another way in.


      She rose and made her way steadily way back to the stairs, where Franziskus anxiously waited. On her return trip, the boards let out only a pair of bad creaks, and each time, more shouts echoed from inside Toby’s lair.


      ‘They know we’re here,’ Franziskus said, voice hushed.


      ‘They know someone’s here,’ Angelika corrected. She sat on a step. ‘But will they come out to investigate?


      Franziskus sat beside her. ‘What is the purpose of a well-defended lair, if you obligingly poke your head out every time someone knocks at the door?’


      ‘No, they’re not stupid. Well, Henty is stupid. But the others aren’t.’


      They watched the door. It remained stubbornly still.


      Angelika turned and walked up the steps. She headed out of the clearing into the surrounding woods, and stooped to gather armfuls of brown, dead weeds.


      Franziskus stuck by her side. ‘Ah – you mean to smoke them out.’


      ‘That’s the drawback of a wooden fortress, isn’t it?’


      He ducked to help her collect the kindling. ‘If we set their redoubt on fire, they’ll flee, sure enough. But will they bring Lukas out with them?’


      ‘Probably not. So we’ll have to finish them off fast, then go in to pull him from the flames.’ She’d found as much tinder as she could carry, so she walked back to the hole to pile it up.


      Franziskus dumped his armful of weeds and wrinkled his nose at the closed trap door. ‘I don’t fancy our odds, taking on those three again. We only beat them the last time by a narrow margin – and that was only because they failed to coordinate their attacks.’


      ‘I’m not claiming this is a good plan,’ she said, ‘but it is the only one I can think of.’ She ventured back into the woods for more dry brush.


      They accumulated two more armfuls. They twisted the weeds together, to make them easier to throw, and tossed them out onto the platform. Most landed near the trap door, though some fell wide of the mark. Franziskus set to work with his tinder box. They’d kept a few bundles in reserve; he set one alight. He lobbed it at the pile of weeds. It hit, but bounced, rolling to a stop several feet away. It burned out, without igniting the wood around it, leaving only a black smudge on the planking. He lit another and handed it to Angelika. She threw it right onto the kindling. A gust blew, that fed the fire. The flame made an appreciative whoomp noise and consumed the weeds. Under his breath, Franziskus egged it on, begging it to spread to the wood. It did. Grey smoke curled around the weeds and charring planks. It seeped down through the cracks between boards. A chorus of angry yells bubbled up.


      Angelika and Franziskus dashed up the steps and stood on the edge. The trap door flipped open, banging on the deck behind it. A halfling leapt out. It was neither Toby nor Henty. It was a woman, her complexion darker than any halfling Angelika had seen. Her heart-shaped face was wrenched up into a snarl. Long, twisted curls of glossy dark hair flew out behind her as she bounded across the platform, shrieking a war cry and swinging a hatchet. Rows of copper rings pierced her ears and lower lip. She wore a shirt of mail, and she had to adjust the sleeve so that it would not droop over her free hand. A bronze buckle, so old that it had taken on a brilliant green patina, clung to her elbow, a rusty spike jutting from its centre.


      Next to emerge from the trap door, now wreathed in a ball of smoke, was a long-faced halfling with a steel helmet poised crookedly on top of his rectangular head. He wore no other armour, just a woollen tunic and hide leggings; his naked toes splayed wide across the burning boards as he charged toward the steps. In each fist, he carried a long, curved blade; he scraped them together to produce a sound that set Angelika’s teeth on edge.


      Then a third halfling came from the smoke. He’d left his head unprotected; grey hair feathered at his temples, beneath a thicker mop of reddish locks. His features were lined and bulldoggish. He wore only leggings; the muscles of his chest sagged, his gut jiggled above his waistline, but his arms bulged tight and ropy. In his right hand, he carried a kite shield, nearly two-thirds his height. On his left he wore a long, leather glove, which extended past his forearm; small spikes ran along his knuckles and from wrist to elbow.


      Then a fourth halfling pulled herself up through the doorway, lithe and fair-haired, her porcelain skin ruined by smallpox scars. She held a rapier and a dagger. A fifth appeared at her heels: bald, old, unshaven, with a wily, eager look about him and a club of burly oak in his gnarled right fist.


      That was the last of them. No Toby, no Henty, no Elennath. No Lukas, borne forth as a hostage, a knife’s-edge at his jugular. Angelika and Franziskus stepped back, and checked each other’s faces for signs of surprise. She said something to the halflings about this all being a mistake, but they kept coming.


      The halfling with the long black curls reached the stone stairway first. Angelika kicked her in the throat, knocking her onto her backside. As she fell, the rim of her buckle caught Angelika’s leg, and pulled her forward. Angelika fought for balance on the lip of the sinkhole, then tumbled onto the smoke-shrouded platform. The scimitar-wielder dived in at her, but she hopped up like a frog to evade his twin blows. She bounced into Spike-Glove, who smashed her in the face with his shield and then followed up with a punch to the head with his reinforced fist. Franziskus pushed off from the sinkhole rim to land on him, and tear him off Angelika. Franziskus pressed the flat of his elven sword to the man’s gullet, choking him. The Poxy One jabbed at him with her own slim sword, poking a hole through the fabric of his tunic. He rolled, and her next blow speared in at Spike-Glove, who deflected it with his shield.


      ‘Hand over Lukas!’ Franziskus shouted, at both of them. This halted them for a moment, and they exchanged puzzled looks. Then, in tandem, they feinted at Franziskus.


      Curly-Locks swooped her hatchet at Angelika, who scooted backwards. Hatchet hit flooring. Wood splinters flew. Curly-Locks lunged, punching forward with her buckle-spike. Angelika danced back and around, seizing her shield-shoulder and spinning her. Curly-Locks tripped, falling into the smoke, but regained her feet before Angelika could find advantage. They crouched, each waiting for an opening.


      ‘You’re on fire,’ Angelika told her.


      ‘No I’m not,’ she said.


      ‘Suit yourself.’


      Curly-Locks looked down to see orange fire eating at the fabric of her leggings. Her eyes bulged. She rolled to a part of the platform untouched by flames.


      Poxy and Spike-Glove flanked Franziskus. Spike-Glove punched him in the stomach. He doubled over, shambling into the smoke. He choked, unable to breathe. Spike-Glove came through the cloud at him, squinting, mouth clamped shut. With his elf-sword’s razor tip, Franziskus speared the halfling’s upper arm, so that he was forced to drop his kite shield. Franziskus stooped to grab it and brought its sharp bottom edge down on his opponent’s neck. The gloved halfling hit the platform, face first, and lay there moaning.


      Angelika ran to the foot of the stairs. Scimitar and Baldy jostled shoulders, each vying to be the first to engage her. Baldy grinned savagely and let Scimitar step up. Scimitar grated his curved blades together. Angelika backed off. She tried to angle around him.


      ‘I’ve fought some crazy-stupid people in my day,’ he drawled, ‘but you takes the prize. Only the two of you, and you attacks a stronghold not knowing who you’ll shake loose to fight you.’


      The poxy one, waving her sword-hand to dispel the smoke before her face, stepped through the cloud, saw Franziskus, and slashed at him. He skipped out of the arc of her blow, then used his height advantage to tear open the front of her tunic. He grimaced when the flap of cloth fell open; he’d cut her more deeply than he’d intended: from cleavage to clavicle.


      He backed up. ‘We’ve no desire to wound you,’ he told the poxy halfling. ‘Just let us get Lukas, and all will be–’


      Her rapier cut at his legs. He jumped away. Their crossed blades rang. From the corner of his eye, Franziskus saw that Spike-Glove had passed out, and that high flames were about to roast him. Half crouching, Franziskus forked a path to his fallen foe. He grabbed hold of the halfling’s legs and pulled him free of the fire. He felt a push on his hips, and then he toppled on his side: Poxy had kicked him over. He scrambled on the boards. She brought another blow raining down on him, and as he parried it, sparks flew from his elven blade.


      ‘Why did you save him?’ she demanded. She sliced at him; he rolled.


      He crawled over to her. ‘No one need die here. You’ve fought well; Toby cannot blame you.’


      Angelika seized Scimitar’s dropped weapon and swooped it at him. With a sideways blow of his remaining blade, he knocked it from her hand. Pain radiated through her fingers and up into her arm. He brought the curved sword bearing down on her.


      A crash came from behind him. He pivoted his head to see what it was. The boards at the centre of the platform had been claimed by fire, and were collapsing into the hideout.


      She punched him in the ear. He sank to the boards.


      ‘Toby?’ the poxy halfling shrieked at Franziskus. ‘You serve Toby? Wretches! We’ll fry your gizzards!’ She lurched at Franziskus, then slumped, her features twisted in agony. Her face wound up in his lap. Blood soaked her tunic down to the waist.


      Angelika heard footfalls behind her and dropped down. Curly-Locks tripped over her and sailed, sprawling onto the boards. The spike of her buckle became stuck between two planks. She fought to jerk it free, but gave up, and hurled a third hatchet at Angelika. Angelika ducked, but the handle of the spinning weapon still hit her on the temple. She blacked out.


      Baldy bounded down the steps to run at Franziskus, dodging to skirt the yawning, growing hole in the middle of the planking. About ten feet from Franziskus, he slowed himself. Opening his mouth, he revealed nearly toothless gums. Strands of saliva ran from the top layer to the bottom.


      Poxy’s eyes fluttered open. She called to Baldy: ‘Toby sent them!


      ‘Goatfield?’ Baldy’s knuckles tightened around the grip of his club. ‘Tell us where the back-stabbing pig is, and just maybe you’ll earn yourself the mercy of a quick death!’


      ‘We don’t know where he is! We came here–’ Franziskus thought fast, ‘to kill him!’


      Baldy stretched his left arm out and up to bunch Franziskus’s collar into a wad and shake him. Franziskus chose not to resist, allowing the halfling to pull him down to his eye level.


      ‘You lie!’ Baldy shouted.


      ‘You misunderstand! We came here looking for him!’


      Curly-Locks dragged Angelika’s unconscious body over, and roughly tossed her onto the platform, beside Franziskus. It bounced slightly as she landed. Another plank had burned up and teetered into a hole. Franziskus gave it a long and meaningful look, hoping that one of them, at least, would realise how little time they had before the whole thing collapsed entirely. Baldy, however, was only interested in shaking him.


      ‘You make no sense!’ he said, sprinkling the young Stirlander’s face with rancid spittle.


      ‘Toby’s our sworn enemy! He holds a friend of ours prisoner!’ Franziskus aimed yet another look at the flaming boards. ‘We came to get our friend, and deal Goatfield the swift justice he deserves!’


      Baldy butted Franziskus in the gut. Franziskus doubled over, glad that the hard-skulled halfling wasn’t tall enough to head-butt him. Black smoke wreathed them. He felt a pinching grip on his elbow, and followed it. The halflings led him off the platform and stumbling up the steps.


      He coughed and fell on the meadow floor, rolling onto his side and bringing his knees up to his chin. The prickly stalk of a yellow wildflower spiked his cheek. He heard a body fall beside him, and opened his eyes to see that it was Angelika. She breathed shallowly. Someone yanked his hands behind his back and tightly tied them. He watched as Curly-Locks bound Angelika, too.


      Then the halflings left them alone for a while. Franziskus reckoned it was about ten or fifteen minutes. He heard them muttering but they were too far away to pick out any words. He wriggled over to see that they stood on the lip of their hole, watching the rest of their home burn up. Quietly, Franziskus took Sigmar’s name in vain.


      The halflings strode back over. The terrible slash he’d given Poxy had been crudely bound, with fabric torn from her trouser-legs. Any clean bandages they might have had would now be smouldering in the wreckage below. Baldy reached over and wrenched Franziskus up by the hair, into a sitting position. Franziskus made an effort not to cry out. Curly-Locks pulled Angelika up, too.


      ‘Tell us your names,’ she demanded.


      Angelika still couldn’t focus. Franziskus answered for her: ‘I am Franziskus of Stirland. This is Angelika Fleischer. As I was saying–’


      Baldy clamped stubby fingers around the front of Franziskus’s windpipe. ‘Speak only when spoken to, Ladder-Legs.’


      Curly-Locks nodded and Baldy let go of him. When he’d finished gasping, Franziskus turned to face the dark-haired woman, who was clearly the one in charge.


      ‘I am Lela Mossrock, unfairly exiled from the Moot – as were each and every one of us.’ She swept her hand to indicate her fellows. ‘You say you came here for Toby Goatfield?’ She spat the name as if it were the filthiest of obscenities.


      ‘We were told we could find him here. Have you seen him?’


      Now it was her turn to grab his throat. She barely had to stoop. ‘If I had, he’d be lying beside you, my hatchet sunk deep in his brain!’


      Franziskus jerked his mouth, to show her he couldn’t speak with the fingers jammed into his windpipe. She let go. He coughed. ‘Evidently we’ve been deceived, no doubt by common foes. Have you done anything to offend the so-called Prince Davio, of the Castello del Dimenticato?’


      She stepped back from him, cocking her head. ‘I have heard of him; that is all.’ She looked at the others. ‘Do any of this fool’s babblings make sense to you?’


      They served up a variety of blank looks. Scimitar shrugged. ‘Arthie and me went down there for rotgut, last autumn, but we didn’t do nothing to cause no one to send no murderers our way.’


      ‘But Goatfield knows of this place,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘Knows of it?’ Curly-Locks’s eyes were liquid hate. ‘He tricked us into building it for him, doing nary a lick of work himself! It was here he stole my virtue, which I had carefully hoarded as the most precious of things – meant only for he who would wed me, fair and true!’ One of her hatchets had reappeared in her hand; it quivered beside her head.


      ‘And Henty Redpot? You know of him, too?’


      ‘Henty?’ Scimitar exclaimed. ‘When I sees him, I’ll thumb his eyes from their sockets – grind them to paste!’


      ‘Only if you’re the first to get to ’im,’ growled Baldy.


      Franziskus could not imagine them successfully overcoming the crazed and muscle-bound Henty, even if they worked in tandem. He decided, however, that this was an insight best left unshared. Instead he said: ‘So from what you know of this Toby, he sounds like quite the master of treachery?’


      ‘He’s not half as smart as he thinks,’ Curly-Locks said.


      ‘But let’s say he wanted to throw someone off his trail. He knows exactly where this place is, well enough to give directions to another party, yes?’


      ‘Of course. Didn’t you hear me?’


      ‘This is what happened. We fell victim to his trickery. He had someone come to us, someone who made herself seem friendly to our cause; she sent us here, thinking it was him and Henty down in that fort, holding captive a young fellow we’re honour-bound to rescue.’


      ‘Honour? It’s honour made you destroy our home?’


      ‘No, it was treachery – Toby’s treachery. He did this to you. We were but his pawns.’


      ‘His dupes, more like.’


      Franziskus paused for another little cough. ‘I wish I could argue with you, but you are right. It was my fault. I am the one who believed this person, who turned out to be in league with your enemy.’


      Angelika now seemed ready to speak.


      Franziskus kept going, to cut her off: ‘It was I who convinced my friend to come here, and I who dealt the worst wound to any of you.’ Poxy responded to this observation with a nod of grievance. ‘If you wish to avenge the wrongs done to you,’ Franziskus continued, ‘take me, but let my friend go. The fault is mine, and I must bear the punishment alone.’


      ‘Or better yet,’ Angelika broke in, ‘come with us, and help us hunt the rat down once and for all! He’s the one you really want.’


      Curly-Locks took another look at the greying plume of smoke rising from their fortress. ‘You speak glibly and smooth-tongued.’


      ‘You don’t have much reason to trust us, I’ll grant you that,’ Angelika said. ‘But picture it: the look on his face when all of us show up together, to exact our reckoning on him. All of his worst enemies, gathered together by his own too-clever plan. Wouldn’t that look be worth almost anything to you?’


      Curly-Locks pursed her lips thoughtfully. ‘It’s a tempting picture you paint.’


      ‘They lie!’ Poxy cried. ‘He paid them to come here. He swore he’d get us, didn’t he, when we threw him and Henty out? He swore he’d bring our hard work crashing down around our ears, and look there, he’s done it – just as he said!’


      Curly-Locks folded her arms. ‘What Reecie says makes sense.’


      ‘I agree, it’s the sort of thing Goatfield might try,’ Angelika said. ‘But in this case, it happens he didn’t. If you believe one thing I say, believe this: I wouldn’t let him pour water on me if I were on fire.’


      ‘It’s a trick Toby taught them.’ The poxy one winced and clutched at her chest wound. ‘First they’re supposed to burn us out, then lead us into an ambush. That’s why Toby and Henty ain’t here themselves. They’re waiting for us in the trees along the road, maybe even with that pervert elf of theirs.’


      ‘So you know Elennath, too?’ said Franziskus.


      By way of reply, the scarred halfling made an obscene gesture.


      ‘Look at the sword I had with me,’ said Franziskus. ‘Do you recognise it?’


      The halflings searched the grass for the dropped elven blade. Scimitar picked it up and handed it to Poxy. She studied the runes on its blade.


      ‘You’ve seen that before,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘So what if I have?’


      ‘If you knew that haughty fey-man at all, you’d know he wouldn’t give that sword to anyone, under any circumstances. Am I right? Especially if he needed it to ambush you down the road.’


      ‘He was overweening proud of it, Reecie,’ said Curly-Locks. ‘Always saying it was forged by Elfy Such-and-Such by the Elfy smiths of So-and-So.’


      ‘I took it from him the last time we fought them,’ Franziskus said. ‘My possession of it proves we’re no friend of his, nor of Toby’s.’


      ‘You beat them in combat?’ Curly-Locks asked. ‘Why did you let them live, then?’


      ‘At the time, we didn’t know them that well.’


      Curly-Locks stowed her hatchet in one of the belts on her back. She interwove the fingers of her tiny hands. ‘I must ponder this,’ she said.


      ‘I say, never mind what they say about Toby,’ said Poxy, or Recie, as her name seemed to be. ‘They burned our place, and that’s a good enough reason to skin them alive.’


      ‘We’ll confer on it,’ said Curly-Locks, waving the others to follow her out of earshot.


      Attempting to hear what they said was once again fruitless. Angelika tested her bonds. ‘They tied these tight,’ she said.


      ‘Are you hurt?’ Franziskus worked his own wrists, but they were too tightly knotted together. He tried his ankles; the rope seemed to have a little more give in it there.


      ‘I’m sore. My head has started ringing again.’ She tried to read the direction of the halflings’ deliberations from the postures they’d adopted. Poxy alternately waved her fist and pointed her fingers: that was bad. None of the others provided any signs, one way or the other.


      Tired, she sank to rest with the back of her head in the grass. The smoke from the fire had thinned; it blew gently across her field of vision as she gazed up into the sky. It was a summery blue now, strewn with fleecy clouds. One cloud looked like a haunch of mutton. Angelika wondered what kind of omen that would be.


      Franziskus cleared his throat. Angelika pulled herself up until she was sitting. The halflings approached them deliberately, in formation, Curly-Locks at the head. Their faces said nothing of their decision.


      Curly-Locks stepped in front of Franziskus. ‘Here it is,’ she said. ‘You saved Arthie’s life, so we won’t beat you beyond recovery. But all the same, we’ll have to beat you.’ She withdrew the hatchet from her back, flipping it so that its head pointed to the ground. She swung its haft up past her shoulder and then brought it down on the back of Franziskus’s head. He dropped down sideways, onto the ground. Hands seized him from behind – they belonged to the one with the scimitar, the one whose life he’d saved. They forced him back up, to receive another blow from Curly-Locks’s hatchet handle. Franziskus tried to twist himself free of the restraining hands, but they had him in too strong a grip. Curly-Locks skipped back and swung the haft across the right side of his jaw. She brought it raining down on the bone above his right eye, then on his left. She cracked him in the upper lip, making his teeth cut into it. He tasted his blood; it filled his mouth. Scimitar hauled him up to his feet. Curly-Locks used the haft like a battering ram and jammed it into his sternum. She cracked it along his ribs, first down the right side, and then up the left. She smacked him on the knees. He heard a squeaky, burbling sound; through watery eyes, he saw that it was Poxy, laughing. It was the same laugh he’d heard his playmates make, when he was a child; they taught themselves about flies and beetles by pulling their legs off.


      He felt his right eye close up on him. The other fluttered shut.


      ‘His hand. The right,’ he heard Curly-Locks say. He tried to open his eyes but they refused him. He heard himself scream, and then connected that sound with the sudden pain that now curled through the fingers of his right hand, which Scimitar was holding by the wrist. He was screaming, and feeling more blows land on his hand. Then it stopped, momentarily, only to switch to the left. He spat, so as not to choke on the blood welling in his throat.


      ‘Oh, so you want to spit on us?’ he heard. He felt more hits land on his legs, and in his gut. He knew he was falling, and that the halfling behind him kept yanking him back up for more.


      Time ended. He was still being hit.


      ‘Open your eyes,’ he heard.


      ‘Open your eyes,’ he heard again.


      ‘Open your eyes, I say!’ The blows had stopped.


      He strained his left eye open. Swirling in front of him was Curly-Locks’s face, so large, so close to him, that it blotted out the sky and everything else. ‘There you are,’ her monstrous teeth somehow moving at a slower speed than the words coming out of them. ‘I have a message for you to take to Toby, when you see him.’


      He tried to say that she should take her own messages to Toby, but his tongue wouldn’t work and he had no air.


      ‘When you see him, tell him he’s a father – and that Lela Mossrock has sworn his doom!’


      He was then finally allowed to fall. His eyes closed themselves. He could still hear, though there was a buzzing sound, distant yet at the same time loud, overlaying everything else. Even through this, he could tell: they had moved on to Angelika, and were giving her the same treatment.
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      Chapter Nine


      The bloody welts on Angelika’s face glistened in the bright moonlight, as she loomed over Franziskus. Starry pinpoints surrounded her in the dark sky. He was flat on his back. His image of her blinked in and out as his eyelids trembled shut, then open, then shut. Everything hurt.


      He could barely recognise her. Gummy, drying blood matted her hair. Her left eye was puffy, protruded, sealed shut, and purple. The skin of her cheekbones had parted to reveal tributaries of exposed red flesh. Her lips were split. She brought a hand to his forehead, to move aside his long, blond locks; its fingers had curled into a crooked ball.


      ‘Franziskus,’ she choked.


      ‘Unh,’ he said.


      ‘Franziskus,’ she gasped.


      ‘Unh,’ he said again.


      ‘Franziskus.’


      ‘Unh,’ was all he could manage.


      ‘It’s nuh-night. We – we–’ She stopped to breathe. ‘Have to find shelter. Wolves.’


      He listened for wolves. He didn’t hear any.


      ‘I can’t move,’ he said.


      ‘Wolves,’ she said.


      ‘Unh.’


      Sun shone in his eyes. He dragged himself into the shade. It hurt to move. He put his head against something and hoped sleep would take him. The angle strained his neck. He leaned up. Only one of his eyes could open: the left one. He was down in the pit, propped against a charred beam. Angelika lay across from him, her eyes open. As he wakened, pain crept up on him. At first, he felt the agony in undifferentiated form: each part of him was just as wracked as any other. Gradually, his awareness gained exactitude: his hands throbbed worst, then his shoulders, then his legs, then his gut. The head floated above this, buzzing, drunk and detached. Franziskus was no medic, but he knew enough to reckon that this was probably the worst sign of all.


      ‘Oh, gods – please, in Shallya’s name…’ he said, invoking the mercy goddess. It even hurt to talk. In order to speak, he had to move the muscles of his chest and neck, and this sent ripples of ache through his back and torso, and he shuddered and groaned.


      He surveyed Angelika’s injuries. Her face was swollen, unrecognisable. She showed barely an inch of skin that wasn’t either purple with bruises, or etched red with cuts. She lay awkwardly against the same blackened beam that propped him up. Her right thigh was folded under her leg; her torso jutted up from her waist at an angle of forty-five degrees. ‘Your back,’ he said. ‘Did they break it?’


      ‘No. I don’t think so.’ She spoke so quietly, Franziskus could barely hear her, above the rushing in his ears. ‘Just moved. Like this.’ A jolt ran through her. Franziskus felt a jarring twinge, in sympathy. ‘Because it hurts less. This way.’


      Franziskus thought about nodding.


      For a long time, neither spoke. Franziskus closed his one good eye, hoping to persuade his body to go back into unconsciousness. It would not go. Now that he was awake, the pain was too strong to release him.


      He examined his new surroundings. The pit was about thirty feet deep. Its sides were lined with timber that had suffered nothing worse than superficial scorching. The rest of the place, though, was now just a mound of ash, black mixed in with grey. He saw the remains of dresser drawers, of bedposts, of chests. There were bits of burned fabric and blobs of melted glass, already hardened and intermixed with ash. Long copper rods, bent by the heat into the shapes of snakes, lay scattered throughout. Franziskus surmised that the halflings had made rooms in their fortress with a system of curtain rod frames, and that the thin copper tubes were their remains.


      He looked up: another hot, bright day. The position of the sun told him that it was inching up on noon.


      He checked Angelika to see if she was awake. Though her eyes were shut, the pattern of her breathing indicated she wasn’t asleep.


      ‘How did we get down here?’ he said. The utterance cost him a little less pain than his last attempt to speak. He was learning the limit of exertion; how much he could move before his torn and pummelled muscles would punish him.


      ‘Don’t know.’ She kept her eyes closed.


      ‘We couldn’t have got down here on our own.’


      ‘Don’t remember.’


      ‘I’ll be quiet.’


      ‘No. Talk. Distract me.’


      ‘Were there wolves?’


      ‘Remember something about wuh – wolves.’


      ‘Were there truly wolves, or did we just think it?’


      ‘We came down here – to – get away from wolves.’


      ‘Were there truly wolves?’


      ‘Not sure.’


      ‘Would wolves not have finished us off?’


      ‘I suppose they would have.’


      ‘Then there were no wolves.’


      ‘Don’t remember.’


      ‘But we couldn’t have got down here by ourselves.’


      ‘Don’t know.’


      ‘The half-folk couldn’t have come back, could they? And taken mercy on us, by carrying us down here, so the beasts of the woods wouldn’t finish us off?’


      ‘Them?’ She loosed a derisive snort, then paid the toll for sudden movement. She tried to settle herself back on the beam, in the least uncomfortable position she’d found for herself. She winced. Wincing hurt, too.


      ‘You’re right. They wouldn’t help us.’


      She agreed with him, without moving, using only her eyes.


      ‘Maybe we fell in.’


      They looked at the drop.


      ‘We must have done it ourselves. Somehow.’


      It all seemed very doubtful.


      ‘We’ll probably never know,’ Franziskus surmised.


      Abruptly, the sun was on its way to setting. Franziskus realised he’d been unconscious, again. Shallya had heard his prayers, and granted them. Angelika had moved closer to him and was now lying flat on her back, hands behind her head.


      ‘Is that more comfortable?’ he asked her.


      ‘For the moment. Every so often I stiffen, and have to shift again.’


      ‘That hurts, I suppose.’


      ‘Yes.’ The whites of both her eyes were no longer white, but red, with blood. The swelling on her face had gone down; he could once again make out the natural shape of her cheekbones beneath her facial muscles.


      ‘Have you slept?’


      ‘On and off.’


      ‘I’m going to have to move soon.’


      ‘That so?’


      ‘My bladder demands it.’


      ‘Hrm,’ she said.


      ‘But I don’t want to.’


      She turned her head from him.


      ‘When I move, it’ll hurt.’


      ‘If you wet your trousers here, I’ll finish you off myself.’


      ‘Do you think any of your bones are broken?’


      ‘They’re all intact, I think.’


      ‘The same is true for me. I believe.’


      ‘They did as they said. They hurt us just badly enough. Took us right to the threshold of permanent harm, but no further.’


      ‘Excuse me if I fail to admire their skill.’


      A noise came out of her. Eventually, Franziskus identified it as laughter.


      ‘Get up,’ she said. ‘It’ll do you good.’


      He stayed put.


      ‘You’ll have to sooner or later. The quicker you get the muscles working, the better.’


      ‘I wish I was dead.’


      ‘Get up and do your business.’


      He got up. He screamed. He fell.


      She stood. She held out a hand for him. He rose.


      It was morning. They were black all over now. Not from bruising, but from all the ash they’d kicked up as they’d dragged themselves around. Soot coated them, so they could not tell how well they were healing. Franziskus sat against the timber walls now, knees up. Angelika lay face down a few feet from him, in a bed of dead embers.


      Franziskus was reasonably sure that this was the second morning, but he had gone in and out of consciousness so many times that he had lost track. He did not want to ask and make himself sound like he was dazed from concussion, though he imagined he probably was. At his foot, he suddenly spotted a small barrel of ale. ‘Where did this come from?’ He clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. It tasted like stale beer. So he must have been drinking from the cask, he deduced blurrily.


      Angelika pointed feebly to a corner piled high with half-burned boards. ‘Behind there. Some provisions escaped the fire. There’s even some dried meat, for when you’re feeling up to it.’


      She rolled over, so he figured there was no harm in talking again. ‘When I was a child,’ Franziskus said, ‘my maiden aunt, Trine, used to read to me from storybooks. About the Moot, where the halflings dwell.’


      Angelika grunted an unintelligible reply.


      ‘I loved those stories,’ he went on. ‘They were my favourites. In the stories, the Moot was always a green and tender place, with rolling hills, and meadows dappled in white hissock and blue fire grass. And the halflings lived in shingled cottages, with fresh-painted walls, and they ate red-berry pasties and soft cheese. During the day, they would shade themselves from the sun, and at night they would gather to play the pipes and dance jigs. Yet, lazy and charming as they were, somehow the work would always get done. And they didn’t like to fight, fighting was not in their nature. Though they would sometimes make war for the Emperor when they were needed, in truth all they wanted was to return to their quiet, rolling land to eat scones with honey and sit telling jokes, with sprigs of straw between their teeth. There was this one character in the books, my favourite, Jarmo Appleday, and he would always outsmart himself but in the end all would…’


      Franziskus trailed off.


      ‘I liked those stories,’ he eventually concluded.


      ‘I’ve never been to the Moot,’ said Angelika.


      ‘Neither have I.’


      ‘It could be just like you say. The halflings we’ve met, they could be the exceptions.’


      ‘It goes against what I have learned, since leaving home.’


      ‘And what is that?’


      ‘That to treasure any beautiful thought is to hold fast to an illusion.’


      ‘It isn’t necessarily an illusion.’


      ‘You’re usually eager to part me from all my false and foolish beliefs. Don’t spare me now, just because I’m hurt.’


      ‘Remember what that Lela Mossrock said – the whole lot of them, they were exiles. The Moot can still be like the one in your storybooks. Those peaceful, law-abiding types, they’d be quick to rid themselves of halflings like her – and Toby too – for being too savage and different.’


      Franziskus craned his neck abruptly upwards. He patted at his waist. His belt was gone, and the scabbard, too. ‘Those miscreants!’ he protested. ‘They stole my elven sword!’


      Drops of liquid hit his face, waking him. The sky had greyed and light rain was leaking down into the pit. Franziskus blinked. The raindrops hurt when they hit, but they were also refreshing, so he turned his face up to meet them.


      ‘This is as close to a bath as we’ll get for a while,’ he said.


      ‘You’re up,’ she said.


      He felt the droplets as they gathered, pooled, and ran down his neck and into the fabric of his tunic. They were cold, and he shuddered, but it was a good feeling anyway. He realised that it was no longer so painful to move his neck.


      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘This is all because of my own accursed foolishness.’


      ‘No,’ Franziskus said. He tried moving his hands. That hurt, but not as bad as before.


      ‘What do you mean, no?’


      ‘Please relent.’


      ‘I’m telling you that I am sorry, and you bid me to–’


      He retreated from her, dragging his legs through the ash. ‘I can’t think. Let me enjoy this rain.’


      ‘You can’t think? I was the one who couldn’t think, when I stormed out here, and said set the place on fire. Without checking. Without stopping to make a plan or learn the facts. I was the one who got us into this state. Beaten like dogs. It was my damnably stupid conscience eating away at me. Whenever that happens – I should know by now – it’s prompting me to do something idiotic. I broke every one of my own rules. And all the precepts of common sense, besides.’


      ‘You thought he might be in immediate danger.’


      ‘I shouldn’t have thought any such thing. Why would he be in more danger then, than the day before, or the day after? No, it was all my desire to make good, and to do it quickly and get it done with, so I could stop feeling – I let my head cloud up with virtue, and this is the result. It’s right that I should suffer, but to you I apologise.’


      ‘No need to–’


      ‘Shut up. And memorise this moment in great detail, because I promise you it won’t be repeated.’


      Now he stirred in the opposite direction, pulling himself toward her, and kicking up billows of ash. ‘But the blame is not yours to shoulder. The idiocy is mine. I should never have trusted that woman, Petrine Guillame. She batted those fine eyelashes my way, and I lost all suspicion. The poets say a beautiful woman must by nature have a soul to match, but now I know that’s wrong.’


      ‘I thought there was only an eighth of a chance she was leading us in the right direction, but still I went along, because I wanted to take action. That makes me a much bigger fool than you.’


      ‘No, I am the bigger fool!’


      ‘Horse manure!’


      ‘That’s a fine and eloquent retort.’


      ‘Close your hole!’


      The next day, for a few minutes at a time, they both were able to stand on their own without their legs giving way. They counted the casks of ale: they had enough for three more days, if they drank sparingly. The dried meat would last for ages; neither Angelika nor Franziskus had recovered their appetites. Rain, colder and harder than the day before, pelted them for hours. They staggered to a dry corner, under a piece of platform that remained intact. They shivered in their shelter.


      ‘Do I look better now?’ Franziskus asked.


      ‘Better than when?’


      ‘My face. Is it less swollen and bruised?’


      She appraised him at some length. ‘Less swollen, more bruised.’


      Franziskus sighed in disappointment.


      ‘In all honesty, you look like a crushed grape,’ Angelika said.


      ‘I’m grateful for the encouragement.’


      She shrugged. ‘You asked.’


      She looked like she was on the mend. Purple ringed her eyes, and scabs crisscrossed her face. But underneath, hints of her usual skin tone were returning.


      She pulled some dried meat from her belt, bit off a piece, chewed it unhappily, then spat it back out. She stared at the leathery morsel as it lay in the wet ash. ‘I did not mean to abuse you, yesterday.’


      ‘I understand.’


      ‘But this is what you’ll suffer, if you keep on in this way, dogging my heels. I’m not a person out of a storybook, either. Not like those heroes you read about. Though sometimes I forget myself and act as if I am, by plunging into fights that are too big for me. And every so often – like now – I am forcibly reminded of my own fragility. I’ve asked you this many times, Franziskus.’


      ‘I don’t want to hear it.’


      ‘But this time, you can see where it will lead you. Wretchedness and misery. You want to protect me. You can’t. All you’ll earn is a share of my fate. Promise me. When we get ourselves out of this hole, you’ll go back home.’


      ‘I’m not going back.’


      ‘Then go somewhere else. I don’t care where, just get away from me before I get you murdered.’


      ‘It doesn’t matter how many times you say it, but I’m not budging, so you might as well stop.’


      ‘You wish to kill yourself, is that it?’


      ‘A share of your fate is exactly what I desire. Your foolishness will be my foolishness. I’ve thrown my lot in with you. Your knife, my sword.’


      ‘Whether I like it or not?’


      ‘I’m sorry if I was churlish with you, and did not accept the apologies you wished to make. I’m yours to command. I’ll endeavour to please you better from now on.’


      ‘Then swear you’ll leave me.’


      ‘I’ll follow every order but that one.’


      ‘But I’ll get you killed.’


      ‘Then I promise not to die.’


      She knew she was getting better when night came and her sleeplessness came not from pain, but from bottled-up energy. The moon was bright and shone down on them. She stood and stretched her arms behind her, as far as they could go. They did not hurt until they were almost fully extended. She walked to the side of the pit, placed her hands together against the timbered wall, and pushed off from it, testing the muscles of her legs. She cried out and fell, landing on her knee. Franziskus woke and leapt to her side. She sat up, kneading her calf muscles. He tried to take over the massaging duties, but she fended him off.


      ‘I feel a return of vitality and purpose,’ she said. ‘I feel ready again. Except that my legs disagree. You’re not ready, though, are you?’


      ‘For what?’


      ‘We’ll go together to the Castello. I’ll leave you there at the cottage, then I’ll–’


      ‘You’re forgetting: the Castello’s under siege.’


      She groaned as her fingers found an especially sore spot. ‘That will be lifted by now; I guarantee it.’


      ‘You’ve recovered your certitude, I see.’


      ‘The Kopfs will have made their point and gone home. They won’t waste resources with an orc army on the way. I’ll drop you there and continue on.’


      ‘To where?’


      ‘I don’t yet know, but there’s got to be some way to pick up the trail again.’


      ‘Lukas’s trail?’


      ‘Who did you think I meant?’


      ‘How will we find him now? We’ve been here for days. Toby’s had time to well and truly hide him.’


      ‘If you want to help me, stop reminding me of things I already know.’


      ‘And if you do find him – you’re no match for Goatfield now. He’ll turn you to pulp.’


      ‘There will be no more frontal assaults, believe me.’


      ‘But – you said it was folly. You said you’d learned your lesson.’


      ‘It is, and I have. But, still, I can’t have a little worm like him staining my conscience for the rest of my stinking days. I’ll find him, turn him loose, and that will be the end of it, for once and all.’


      ‘You can’t.’


      ‘I’ve got to.’


      The next day, they sorted through the ash for planks that had not burned too badly, and they leaned them up against the pit wall, to make a ramp. Angelika walked halfway up before growing light-headed. She lay flat against the boards and slid down.


      The day after, they were strong enough to get out of the pit. But then they collapsed on the edge, panting and gasping. They lay there for a while, then stood up, and tottered out of the clearing and into the woods. Franziskus had to stop and sit on a rock. Wolves howled.


      They went back into the pit again to sleep away the night.


      The day after that, they got out, and kept going.
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      Chapter Ten


      Crow calls echoed through the pass.


      ‘Don’t say it,’ Angelika told him.


      ‘I had no intention of saying it,’ said Franziskus.


      They cleared the sides of the now-abandoned rock cut leading to the Castello, and stepped into the basin, where the besiegers had been. Curls of fog hugged close to the muddy basin floor; it lay trampled and scored with the crisscrossed paths of a hundred carts. There were no more Averlandish soldiers, or their auxiliaries. Absent, too, were the vendors, looters, spectators, whores and flagellants. Trash heaps smouldered, the smoke conjoining with the fog. Wild dogs, of mottled brown, grey, and black, fought over sheep bones and the entrails of chickens. The wheel of an upturned, broken cart squeaked on its axle; it was turning slowly, lazily propelled by a hot breeze from the south. An old, plump woman, her hair a white and unkempt mop, sat in the cart’s meagre shade. She wore a dirty lace shift that had fallen down around her waist, and was banging a chunk of wood against the side of her head as she muttered and sang. One of the smaller wild dogs, which had been losing his battles anyway, trotted over to her, and regarded her quizzically. She snarled and it yelped away.


      Up in the rocks bordering the basin, lonely figures prowled furtively. Whether they were refugees staring down at the ruins of their homes, or timid looters waiting for more smoke to clear, Angelika could not say. Whenever she squinted to make them out, they hid behind trees or dropped low into the grass.


      They looked to the Castello. It looked like the bottom of the pit they’d just crawled from. Its walls were down; collapsed into a jumble of scorched timber and severed planks. One of the wooden towers that once flanked the gate was now a broken skeleton of bare and blackened supports. The other had disappeared entirely. Inside the walls, the jumble of hovels and shacks Franziskus and Angelika had so often threaded through was now only half recognisable. Many of the small flimsy structures seemed to be missing altogether; others stood half-smashed – missing walls or roofs. The occasional cottage of stone or brick stood as before, but with its outer surfaces blackened, or its doors and shutters torn away.


      ‘Where did all the people go?’ Franziskus asked.


      Angelika shrugged. ‘North would be the only sensible direction. I wonder if the Averlanders planned on sending several thousand refugees to swell through their own border.’


      The two of them made their way swiftly across the field, giving a wide berth to the dogs and madwoman alike. When she reached a point two-thirds of the way across, Angelika halted. She strode to a low mound of earth that was dry and recently turned. Its shape was rectangular; it was about eighty feet long and forty feet wide. Lime dust had been sprinkled on top.


      ‘Graves,’ Franziskus said. Angelika nodded. Then the young Stirlander saw a small hand, twisted and broken, in the middle of the mound; it had been exposed by the wind. The hand was a woman’s, entwined by a bracelet of copper discs.


      Angelika and Franziskus looked at one another, sharing a silent understanding: this was a battlefield she had no interest in plundering, and there would be no need for the usual debate on the ethics of scavengery.


      ‘How many?’ he asked.


      ‘Many,’ she said.


      They kept on, toward the broken town.


      ‘It is madness,’ Franziskus said. ‘How can man slay man, when inhuman enemies wait to slaughter us all?’


      ‘Absolutely – who needs orcs, when we have each other?’


      They reached the boulder-lined road that led up to the front gate. It was littered with cannon balls, the broken hafts from various pole weapons, and countless arrows, most with burned tips. Angelika bent to pick one up, and showed it to Franziskus.


      ‘They used archers to set the walls alight.’


      She looked at the high rock wall that served as the fortress’s backdrop. Soot coated it. ‘And there’s no back way out.’ The cliff was supposed to provide protection, but it had trapped the defenders inside. They approached the collapsed, blackened walls, skirting a corpse clad only in a leather jerkin. Dogs had already been at it: the leg bones were exposed. The travellers’ still-healing muscles rebelled as they clambered over fallen planks and into the ruined town. They saw that it was true: many cottages and hovels past the Castello walls had indeed been flattened by cannon fire.


      ‘What was the point?’ Franziskus asked, looking at a scatter of broken timber that used to be a cramped and tiny hovel. Though he’d never spoken to the people who lived in it, he remembered them as a large clan beset by unruly, howling children.


      Angelika kicked idly at a board, flipping it over so that its many nails pointed dirtward. She shrugged. ‘Practice for the artillery? The joy of finding an ideal target for cannon fire? Sheer malice?’


      ‘The latter, I’d say.’


      She cupped her hands around her mouth and called out: ‘Anyone here? Anyone here?’


      A crow alighted atop a mud-daub wall, where a thatched roof had been burned away. It squawked a congenial hello at them and commenced to calmly groom its wing-feathers.


      They walked to their cottage, which was far from the walls, and found it still standing, but stripped of rugs and furnishings. They’d lost nothing they’d miss; its worn floor coverings, uncomfortable bedding and lopsided chairs had come with the place when they’d rented it.


      They made their way to the tavern. They found its sign, the one with the wretch screaming in his coffin, broken in two and strapped to a dead man’s back.


      ‘He must have thought it a valuable souvenir,’ Franziskus mused.


      They turned the man over; they recognised him as a regular occupant of Giacomo’s benches but did not recall his name. Franziskus couldn’t find any wounds on him.


      ‘It was apoplexy, not a weapon, that killed this one,’ Angelika said. ‘Probably one of the Sabres came at him and he died on the spot, of fear. You can tell by the way he’s all purple and splotchy.’


      ‘As usual, you brim with charming information.’


      To their surprise, Giacomo’s bar was largely unscathed, save for its missing sign and a pile of broken glass beside its front steps. ‘Anyone in there?’ Angelika called. She moved up onto the steps, kicking aside the severed neck of a brandy bottle. It landed in the heap of glass and shattered.


      She stepped inside the tavern, Franziskus behind her. Someone had chopped huge wedges from the top of the bar with an axe or hatchet. The tables were overturned; the benches, missing. The shelves, naturally, had been stripped entirely; the victorious soldiers would have greedily drained every drop of alcohol they could find.


      Angelika walked behind the bar. Flies buzzed around a bucket. She peered into it. Giacomo’s head lay inside it, his face upturned and imploring. She frowned and held up a palm, warning Franziskus to stay away, but he came to take a look regardless. It made him blanch, but he succeeded in suppressing the urge to rush outside and vomit.


      ‘We should give him a proper burial, at least,’ he said, when he was sure of himself.


      ‘I’m not sure it counts as proper, with only this much of him to put below ground,’ she said. ‘But he kept a decent brandy, and we should show respects to someone, I suppose.’


      They investigated Giacomo’s closet, where they knew he kept a spade, but it had been ransacked. They used the end of a board to dig a suitable divot in the resistant, sandy earth behind his place. Blocking her nose and breathing through her mouth, Angelika went inside to claim the bucket. Returning with it, she settled it gently in the hole. She shooed the flies away and laid a bar rag over the top of the head. Though its use as a burial shroud could be seen as a desecration, she felt reasonably sure that Giacomo’s soul would understand the gesture’s great sincerity.


      Franziskus mumbled the words of Shallya’s blessing, which he’d been taught by his nursemaid, and used the board to paddle the dirt back around the bucket.


      They headed in silence to the prince’s palazzo. Even from a distance, it was plain to see that it had been gutted. Its roof was gone, along with much of its front wall. The metal fence around the grounds had been uprooted – concrete moorings and all – and carted off, leaving behind a trench of moist earth. Angelika and Franziskus were about to pass it by when they saw a familiar figure sprawled face-down in this new ditch. His right boot rested about fifteen feet away from him, his lower leg still inside it. In a mocking gesture, someone had repositioned the boot, so that the stump pointed up.


      ‘Halfhead!’ Angelika cried. She ran to him. When he stirred, she jolted.


      ‘Accursed bastard dogs,’ the gateman growled.


      ‘We were about to pass you by. You’re lucky the back of your head is distinctive.’


      ‘Angelika?’


      ‘And Franziskus is here, too. Do you want to roll over?’


      ‘They’re the unholy farts of daemons, they are. My right leg. I can’t feel it. How bad does it look?’


      ‘I’m going to help you roll over.’ She frowned meaningfully at Franziskus. It took him a moment to figure out exactly what she wanted from him. Then he hopped to it. He pinched the boot cuff gingerly and picked up the severed portion of Halfhead’s leg. Then he set it respectfully behind a bush, where its owner couldn’t see it. The absurd thought popped into his head that the poor fellow might now have to rename himself Halfleg.


      Angelika took Halfhead by the shoulder and turned him over in the ditch. His face was pale. The tip of his tongue eked its tentative way out onto dry, chapped lips. ‘Water?’ he asked. Angelika reached into her pack and withdrew her waterskin. She unscrewed its pewter cap and poured some water onto the tail of her tunic, before dabbing it onto his lips. Only when they were well moistened did she pour any liquid into the wounded man’s mouth. She dribbled it in slowly.


      Halfhead tried to lift his head for a look at his leg. Angelika leaned in, blocking his view. He laid his head back down. ‘I said, how bad is it?’


      ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m surprised you haven’t bled to death.’


      ‘My family, none of us is big bleeders. It’s an ancestral trait. We seal right back up.’


      ‘How long has it been?’


      Franziskus spotted a pile of old sacks; presumably left behind by a disappointed looter. He bundled them up and placed them under the gatekeeper’s head.


      ‘They attacked at dawn. Yesterday,’ Halfhead said. ‘I think. I ain’t been conscious the whole time, I don’t believe.’


      ‘We have to get you somewhere out of the elements.’


      ‘I took a smash on the head when the walls came down. Woke up later, with the looting in full swing. They took everything, the ungodly swine. Stupid me, I charged out of my hidey-hole, sword a-swinging, when I saw them working to bring down the fence. Sigmar’s privates, what possessed me?’


      ‘Men act rashly at times like this,’ Angelika said. These words were not especially consoling, she knew, but they were the best that came to mind.


      ‘I suppose I was thinking I’d failed to protect the main walls, and I’d be damned if they took Davio’s fence, too. So I came at them and of course it was a dozen to one and they cut me down. I think I got a couple of them, though. Made them pay for the stinking fence. They’ll melt it down for scrap, I know they will. Accursed godforsaken fence.’ He peeked around Angelika, at his leg.


      ‘What of Davio? Did they get him, too?’


      ‘I didn’t see it happen, but you can bet crowns to crayfish he got himself away. If there ever was a man who knew how to regroup, it’s old Davio. I guess I don’t have to call him prince no more, if the thing he was prince of is now a pile of smoking rubble. My leg’s clean off, ain’t it?’


      ‘From the knee down.’


      ‘Good, because in that case I can get myself better and stick a peg on it. And then I’ll find all of them swine who was tearing down that fence, and if it takes me till the last of my days, I’ll gut them systematically. I memorised all their faces, and if I get them all, I can be sure I killed the one who chopped my leg.’


      ‘Did Davio take others with him? Will he still have a force?’


      Halfhead asked for more water; she let him take the skin and gurgle down as much as he wanted. He raised himself up on his elbows. He looked at his leg and made a face, like another man would at a cup of sour milk. ‘Davio’s finished as a mercenary chief, at least for the time being. It would take him, what, five years to rebuild what he had. Maybe more, when word of this trouncing gets about. Dogs of war, they ain’t anxious to sign on with a man if they think he’ll get them killed. But if Davio still breathes, you can be sure he’s working some way of extracting revenge from Jurgen and his boys.’


      Angelika knelt in close. ‘Listen very carefully. Now that none of this matters, tell me if Davio had a boy with him. Scrawny, skin like porcelain, hair long and scraggly?’


      ‘The prince was not that way.’


      ‘Not that kind of boy. A hostage. A von Kopf hostage.’


      Halfhead wrinkled his nose. ‘Not that I know of, and I would have known. Not anywhere in the Castello, that’s for certain.’


      Franziskus squatted beside him. ‘And was there a Bretonnian woman in his employ?’


      Halfhead chewed thoughtfully at his lips. ‘There was a Bretonnian he had a dally with, not long back. She was vocally enthusiastic, one might say. Or so said the boys on palace duty.’


      ‘Petrine Guillame?’


      ‘That might have been her name. Flaxen haired, you could say?’


      ‘That’s her.’


      ‘Yes, I seen that one. Last time was a little less than a week ago, I think. I saw her pass through the gate, heading away.’


      Franziskus caught Angelika’s gaze. ‘That could be just after she sent us on our wild goose chase.’


      ‘Was she with anyone?’ Angelika asked Halfhead.


      ‘I wasn’t paying any great attention,’ said the gateman, lying back down. ‘Though she was pretty to look at.’


      ‘Did she have a boy with her, like the one I just described?’


      Halfhead closed his eyes. ‘Could have, I suppose, but it wouldn’t have been him I was looking at.’


      ‘How about a couple of demented halflings and an elf with a bandage on his face?’


      ‘You mean Goatfield and his cronies? Swinish ne’er-do-wells! I never saw them with that Bretonny woman, though. Nor with a boy. Nor recently.’


      ‘The woman, then. When she left, did you happen to see which direction she headed?’


      ‘Why, the only sane direction anyone would go.’


      ‘Which would be…?’


      ‘With a greenskin horde on the march? The only safe way: towards the Empire. North. She went north.’


      ‘We’ll get you cared for, Halfhead.’


      ‘Call me Werther. I hate that name, Halfhead.’


      ‘Very well, Werther.’


      She and Franziskus ducked down so Halfhead could wrap an arm around each of their shoulders. They stood to support his weight. They hobbled him out of the prince’s ruined garden and – pausing periodically to huff and puff – through the maze of shattered buildings to their empty cottage. They sat him on the floor, propped against a wall. Angelika contemplated him for a moment. At no point in the journey had he made a complaint or allowed a cry of pain to escape his lips. She contrasted this with her own extravagant suffering in the pit, and felt a little ashamed.


      ‘We’ll get you taken care of,’ she said. ‘You’re hungry, I’ll wager.’


      ‘Good luck finding anything edible in this smoking trash pile. The Averlanders cleaned this place bare. They did everything but lick the streets.’


      Without further comment, Angelika departed. Franziskus cleared his throat nervously and sat on the floor beside the injured man.


      ‘Where do you hail from, Werther?’


      ‘Up north. In Ostland, east of Wolfenburg.’ Though the place Halfhead named was part of the Empire, it was distant; Franziskus was not sure he’d ever met another Ostlander.


      ‘Do you ever consider going back there?’


      Halfhead shrugged. ‘What for? It was so long ago I can’t even say my memories of the place are accurate. What few people I’d care to revisit are no doubt already in their graves. Give me some more water, please.’


      Franziskus handed him the waterskin. He slurped lustily.


      ‘Why did you leave in the first place?’ Franziskus asked.


      ‘Because I hated everyone there and wanted to kill them,’ he said, flatly. ‘But I didn’t want to hang for it, so I thought I’d find places where a man would get himself rewarded for all the killing he wanted to do.’ With stubby fingers he screwed the skin’s cap back on. ‘Though once I got a true taste of it, I found it wasn’t all I’d made it out to be.’ He regarded his leg. ‘Though eviscerating the ones who did this, that might feel right.’


      ‘You’ve travelled all about, then?’


      ‘More than most.’


      ‘Have you ever been to the Moot?’


      ‘Hah?’


      ‘Where the halflings dwell.’


      ‘Why would anyone want to go there? Hey, boy, tell me – you and the woman. You ever–?’ He made the universal sign of sexual congress.


      Franziskus shook his head. ‘You’d have to ask your prince, Davio, about that.’


      ‘Ah, the lucky son of a whore. Tileans, they get all the–’


      The sound of creaking boot leather stopped him short. Angelika entered the one-room cottage, her arms piled high. Franziskus tried to look innocent. He could feel the burn of a blush on his cheeks. She gave him a questioning look. He leapt up to help unburden her arms.


      She’d found a pair of sausages, a bag of apples, some potatoes, a fistful of radishes, a wedge of Middenheimer cheese, and a clay jug full of watery rum. Halfhead’s eyes widened as she and Franziskus laid it out on the floor in front of him.


      ‘Sigmar’s wounds!’ Halfhead swore. ‘I see a miracle before me!’


      ‘This is what I do,’ Angelika said. She divided up her spoils, and, without speaking, the three of them ate. They were still hungry after the food was all gone. She took a white shirt she’d found and tore it into strips. She poured the rest of the rum on Halfhead’s stump and bandaged it. Though it seemed to bother him less than it should have, the wound was a terrible one, and privately she doubted whether he’d make it alone. Neither could they take him with them, and she couldn’t remain in the Castello to forage his food.


      She stood. ‘We must be on our way, Werther.’


      He waved her off. ‘Don’t let me keep you. You’ve already done more than others would.’


      As they left, Franziskus cast a guilty glance back at him; Angelika kept her eyes ahead. They saw that there was a stretch of still-extant town wall directly to the east, and, beside it, a breach that had been cleared of debris and would be easy to walk through. They meandered toward it, circumventing heaps of wreckage.


      ‘Where are we headed?’ he asked her.


      ‘You heard him – north.’


      ‘Back to the Empire?’


      ‘If need be.’


      ‘But I have sworn never to return there.’


      ‘Then stay with Halfhead.’


      They cleared the breach. Something caught Franziskus’s eye and he turned to look at the wall. Pasted on its outer side was a handbill. It had their names on it, and crude drawings of their faces. It named them as Angelika Fleischer and Franziskus Stirlandzner – Franziskus of Stirland. It offered a hundred crowns for their capture, not specifying how much the reader would get if he only caught one of them. Neither did it say what they’d done to have a reward hung on them. The poster did, however, tell the reader that the amount would be payable by Jurgen von Kopf, and that the prisoners should be taken to the barracks in Grenzstadt.


      ‘This is not good,’ observed Franziskus.


      Suddenly some men rushed out from behind an upturned cart, spearheads out-thrust.


      She stood shackled before Benno and Gelfrat. Franziskus was beside her, also chained. The ruins of the Castello were visible; they were slightly further north, and sheltered by a scattering of youngish trees. The Kopfs had about three-dozen men with them, and horses and carts, to boot.


      Gelfrat raised his hand to strike her face.


      ‘I knew you’d come here, sooner or later,’ Benno said, a smile making its subtle way across his mouth. ‘I even risked the wrath of our father, by staying behind.’


      ‘Your astounding bravery has me weak-kneed,’ she said. She saw Gelfrat suppress a chortle at his half-brother’s expense. The big man lowered his threatening hand, turned, and walked a few paces away.


      ‘I won’t ask you again,’ said Benno. ‘Tell us where you’ve stashed him.’


      ‘I spoke the truth the first time,’ she said.


      Benno moved in, standing nose-to-nose with her. ‘You mean for me to believe that you sold him to two halflings and an elf, but you had second thoughts, and you now search for them, because you know not where they are?’


      ‘I don’t control what you believe, Benno. I’ve told you the truth, because I see no reason not to. You can take or leave it, as you see fit.’


      He lunged to the side, directing a vicious underhand blow to Franziskus’s stomach. The Stirlander grunted in surprise and agony, doubling over.


      ‘Striking my companion will change nothing, Benno. We don’t have him; Davio’s people do. You’ve razed his town, but he has a last laugh still in store.’


      Benno hovered the heel of his boot over the toes of Franziskus’s right foot, silently threatening to grind it into him. Franziskus bit his lip.


      ‘Where did they say they were headed?’


      ‘Oddly enough, they chose to withhold that intelligence from me. But if you return to your father’s mansion, I’m sure he’ll receive a ransom message soon enough.’


      He seized her by the back of her neck, pulling her face toward his. ‘That is precisely what must not happen, you deceitful harlot. I – we – must be the ones to deliver him.’


      She smiled sweetly and blew into his eye, forcing him to blink. Taken aback, he let go of her. ‘Then I suggest you scour the hills for the mercenaries I named, or for Davio himself,’ she said. ‘And a Bretonnian woman, called Petrine. Franziskus can describe her to you.’


      He broke away from her, kicking at the dirt. He took Gelfrat aside for a conference, away from the ears of his men. She sidestepped to Franziskus; the slight movement prompting the Black Sabre guards to lower spear-points at them.


      ‘Without wishing to complain,’ he softly groaned, ‘this is perhaps not the best time to antagonise them.’


      ‘I’m sorry, Franziskus.’


      The half-brothers had finished their conference. Gelfrat wore an expression of mild disgust. Benno ground a fist into his palm. He gave orders for the soldiers to break camp. A thin young soldier with a beakish nose and a stunned, wide-eyed look approached the two prisoners and knelt to unshackle Angelika’s legs. With his comrades standing guard, spears ready, she briefly entertained the thought of kicking him in the face and making a run for it.


      He bent to turn the key in Franziskus’s shackles. Still cuffed at the wrists, Franziskus bent down to rub his ankles. One of the guards reversed his spear to poke the Stirlander in the ribs with its butt. Franziskus straightened. The beak-nosed fellow ordered the prisoners over to a pair of waiting horses, then commanded them to mount. These were sleek and healthy steeds, tall and muscular. Franziskus calmed his horse as he slung himself awkwardly into the stirrups. Two soldiers boosted him, compensating for his inability to use his hands by pushing on his backside. The mount turned its long head back to Franziskus and let loose a welcoming equine noise.


      The guardsmen turned to Angelika and grinned. She stepped peevishly to her horse. It glowered at her and flared its nostrils threateningly. The soldiers seized her; she struggled to get a foothold in the stirrup. Groping her roughly, the men hoisted her up onto the horse’s back, with such enthusiasm that she was almost pitched over the opposite side. The horse made its displeasure known with a stamp of its front foot. The guardsmen also mounted and hemmed in the prisoners’ mounts with their own. They waited until their comrades were ready, and Benno gave the order to move out. In tight ranks, the Sabres rode north.


      The soldier with the beakish nose kept to his position on Franziskus’s left. ‘Ho there,’ Franziskus said to him.


      The fellow, no older than he was, sniffed the air.


      ‘What’s your name, friend?’ Franziskus asked.


      ‘We’ve been warned about you,’ said the young Sabre. ‘Deserter,’ he added.


      ‘How long a ride do we expect?’ Franziskus persisted.


      Beaky looked away.


      ‘Is it to Grenzstadt we’re going? That would be, I’d say, a day and a half’s ride, with one night’s camp. Yes?’


      One of the older soldiers laughed gutturally; it was the closest to an answer they’d give him.


      The day was warm and hazy. The men rode with practised boredom, rarely speaking. Franziskus glanced at Angelika, but read her inky mood and could tell she was in no frame of mind for conversation, either. The terrain around the pass, with its wide and muddied lowland and the jagged, tree-strewn rock walls, remained relentlessly predictable and uninteresting. Even the animals joined in a conspiracy to increase the journey’s tedium: Franziskus spotted no deer, no rabbits, not even any wild dogs; occasionally he saw small teams of swallows flit overhead, but the caws and chirps he’d come to associate with the Black Fire had all fallen silent. He brought this fact to Angelika’s attention.


      ‘Maybe it’s nothing,’ she said, scanning the hills to left and right. The men around them overheard, and joined her in nervous scouting.


      Angelika looked up. Diffuse wisps of dark smoke snaked overhead, a slow wind carrying them from the south. She craned her head backwards, as if hoping to see the fire that went with the smoke. The guards couldn’t help but do the same.


      ‘What is it?’ Franziskus asked.


      ‘Burning trees,’ she said.


      He sneezed. And not wanting to beg his captors for a handkerchief, he let clear mucus spill down from his nose and onto the sparse moustache that had grown on his lip over the last week.


      ‘Orcs,’ Angelika explained, to no one in particular.


      ‘Where?’ the beaky one asked. His comrades tensed, hands drifted to weapons.


      ‘Tell my friend here your name,’ Angelika commanded. ‘Engage in a few pleasantries.’


      Beaky met Franziskus’s eyes. ‘I am Renald. Renald Wechsler.’


      Franziskus nodded a greeting at him.


      ‘Well, Renald Wechsler,’ Angelika finally said, ‘you can see that the smoke blows from the south. So the orcs are in the south, I’d venture to say.’


      ‘How far south?’


      ‘No way of telling.’


      ‘How do you know they are orcs?’


      ‘This happens when they mass for war. They set fire to the forests as they wait in the hills.’


      ‘What do they mean to accomplish?’


      ‘It’s hard to say if they have any aim at all. It may just be that they’re stupid, lazy despoilers, and they burn down their own staging places through idiotic carelessness. Some might say, on the other hand, that they do it purposefully, to stoke themselves before a fight. Or maybe it’s a sacrifice to their gods of destruction.’ She shrugged. ‘All I can tell you is, it’s orcs, and probably a great deal of them. Getting ready.’


      Renald’s complexion turned to ash; he rode up next to the unit’s banner-bearers, and spoke to Benno and Gelfrat. Soon after, the column speeded its pace.


      Angelika saw that their guardians were all either looking up at the smoke, or behind them, searching the hills for orcs. With Renald still on his way back, there were spaces in what had been a tight formation. She scissored her legs into her horse’s side, ready to bolt through the distracted men.


      The horse reared a little, and whinnied in annoyance. It stayed put. Again she kicked at it. It waggled its muzzle into the air. Her guardians took notice of her efforts and ringed her tightly.


      She sat silently cursing: every time she had dealings with a horse, it gave her renewed reason to hate all of its kind.


      The column picked up speed, barely stopping to rest its horses as it continued on to Grenzstadt.


      Black towers and gabled manses jutted up past Grenzstadt’s high stone walls like halberds on a rack of arms. The large town squatted at the mouth of the Black Fire Pass, interposing itself between the green pastures of the Empire and anyone who would enter it from the southern wildlands. Sun and weather had given its granite walls a tan coloration; clinging lichens added touches of green. Well-engineered and exactingly mortared, the walls rose to a uniform height. Angelika, still shackled on her truculent horse, reckoned that they had to be twenty feet high, at least. They bore no resemblance to the makeshift fortifications that had done so little to protect the Castello del Dimenticato. Atop the walls were walkways, and these were railed in oak and sheltered by shingled roofs. Averlandish soldiers, sporting the yellow and black, patrolled them, vigilantly toting crossbows.


      A multitude of banners flew from the town’s tallest pinnacles: the yellow and black of Averland, Sigmar’s hammer, the insignia of the Black Field Sabres, and, here and there, Count Marius’s solar ensign. Among these other flags were scattered, too, the meanings of which Angelika could not decode. They might be anything from the symbols of private militias to mercantile crests. Known or unknown, they all snapped in a high wind. The sky had grown dark, presaging a violent storm. The temperature had been dropping rapidly for about half an hour, and Angelika shuddered. At some point, probably back in the pit, she’d lost her cloak. Franziskus shivered, too. Benno’s men hemmed them in more tightly as they approached the town; there would be no confusion, no escapes. Whirling gusts gathered up tiny pebbles and handfuls of sand, throwing the mixture in the riders’ faces.


      The town lay on flat land, and from Angelika’s vantage point it was hard to judge just how big it was. It had to be seven or eight times the size of the Castello, at the very least.


      Paired towers flanked the south gate, topped with shingled, pyramidal roofs; soldiers stood watch beneath them, and peered through spyglasses. At the bottom of the walls, a miserable assortment of refugees, undoubtedly from the Castello, huddled, shivering against the wind. When they saw the column approach, a few ran out, shouting unintelligible pleas. They held out clawed hands in supplication. A grimy-haired woman held up a wailing baby, crying mercy in Shallya’s name. But when they saw the black and yellow uniforms, the displaced shrank back, averting their wretched faces. Above, a trio of callow bravos in brocade doublets gathered, laughing; they rained the contents of a chamber pot down on the refugees and leapt about in delight and mutual congratulation.


      At the procession’s head, a soldier bugled out a few discordant notes on a battered brass horn, and another held aloft the Black Sabre banner. The gate’s massive oaken doors immediately began a deliberate, drowsy swing inwards. By the time the formation had reached the entrance, it was able to pass through without slowing. A pair of fleet-footed evacuees made a dash for the gate and slipped in, disappearing into the city.


      The gate opened onto a square, paved with stone that matched the walls. The stones had been quarried skillfully, and were clearly well maintained; none were uneven or missing, and the horses clopped easily over them. Vendors had arranged their carts and colourful canvas stalls along the inner walls, but now, in anticipation of the coming storm, they were scurrying to stow their wares. A stone statue stood on a bronze plinth in the middle of the square, depicting one of Count Leitdorf’s recent ancestors. He held a sword and shield out before him. A bronze nameplate on the plinth identified the stony warrior as Parzival Leitdorf. Weathering had already softened the statue’s features, and pigeons had been at it, making it look as if it were crying chalk-white tears.


      Though she’d skirted Grenzstadt’s walls a few times, Angelika had never ventured inside them. The town looked grander than she’d thought it would. She’d expected gloom and decay; her image of the place had been all teetering structures and peeling paint. Instead, she beheld carefully tended buildings that stood with impeccable posture. It made sense, now that she saw it; she knew that the town’s coffers bulged with coin. Everyone knew that Grenzstadt was the bulwark between the Empire and the borderlands, and that it served as way-station for all troops mustering for southward campaigns. It supplied quartermasters with bread and sausage. The people here repaired breastplates, sharpened swords, and filled gun barrels with shot and powder. Here, soldiers who were waiting to fight and die spent their meagre pay on rum, dice games, and the momentary company of painted women.


      Angelika knew that the town had money because most of the things she found on dead soldiers made their way here, to be resold. Her prime customer, Max, kept a shop somewhere in the town. Many of the people who bought from him were soldiers themselves. Sometimes she wondered, when plucking a gold chain or jewelled ring from a slain gunner or halberdier, whether she hadn’t already liberated the exact same piece from a previous dead man.


      She savoured this reassuring cynicism, then moved on to consider the greater importance of the town. It would be very inconvenient indeed if the orcs took Grenzstadt, seeing as it stood as the Empire’s final line of defence against the greenskinned marauders. Angelika knew her history: more than once, the orcs had made their howling way all the way up the pass, butchering their way through one Imperial regiment after another, only to fall before the town’s stout walls, and the cannons bristling from its ramparts. Without Grenzstadt, the whole of the Black Fire would become orcish territory, and the battle lines would move far to the north. She might find herself plying her trade near the scorched ruins of Averheim, or even Nuln itself. On second thoughts, this was not unlike the situation now. It would just be a matter of plying her trade in another location – so long as she wasn’t in the town when it fell. She tested her manacles, only to find them as secure as ever.


      The procession of Sabres continued out of the square into a wide lane, past a succession of barracks and garrisons, sprawling and low-slung. Lanterns marked out the edges of their shuttered windows. Narrower lanes, lined by tall, gabled structures, intersected the wider road they travelled on. Some of the buildings would be shops, with cramped living quarters on the floors above them. Others would be the manses of wealthy burghers and minor nobles. The townsfolk had deserted the streets, and for good reason: cold, hard drops of rain had begun to pelt down, like a scouting party for the deluge to come.


      A shout rang out from the head of the column, as it turned into a cobbled courtyard, through an open, iron gate in a waist-height slate wall. A towering manse of black oak and stucco loomed up from its centre; a pair of stone barracks stood on either side of it. At the back of these buildings, Angelika noted, was a stable complex and a collection of sheds, all made from planks that still bore the colour of fresh pine.


      A duo of servants with stooping shoulders, in black velvet livery, scuttled quickly to clang the gates shut as the last of the horsemen passed through. Their cuffs and collars, which would be laced and frilly in most households, were made from coarse animal fur, perhaps a bear’s.


      The Sabres at the front and rear broke formation and dismounted, but those around Angelika and Franziskus remained in place. Benno and Gelfrat approached; the first held himself at a remove while his bigger sibling strode up beside Renald’s horse. With an attitude of bored impatience, Gelfrat wiggled the fingers of his gloved right hand at the men. In response to this, the soldier closest to Angelika seized her by the collar of her tunic and yanked her sideways, off the horse. Arms out and feet spread wide, Gelfrat caught her without apparent effort and set her roughly on her feet. Renald, who had unsaddled himself, knelt before her to shackle her ankles once more. Franziskus received the same treatment – shoved, caught, and chained – and then the two of them were prodded toward the manse with the butts of spears. One of the soldiers took particular relish in jabbing Angelika between the shoulder blades, even when she moved as quickly as her shackles would allow. She memorised his doughy features, for future reference.


      They shuffled across the cobblestones around the manse, until they reached a servants’ entrance on the other side, where a trio of unpainted wooden steps led up to an unornamented steel door. Benno tugged sharply on a bell-pull. After a minute or so, the door opened. Impelled onward by sharp prods to their backs, Angelika and Franziskus stumbled inside and, hindered by the shackles, had to fight their way up a set of shallow, well-worn wooden stairs. From there, they were nudged into a great hall, with vaulted ceilings braced in rare black elfwood that were at least twenty feet high. The walls of the rectangular chamber were done in the timelessly fashionable beam-and-stucco style, and were decorated with oversized, ornamental silver serving trays. The cavernous hall extended for a hundred feet or more, and Angelika counted more than two score of these expensive plates. She sometimes found smaller display plates on the corpses she looted, and had learned a thing or two about them: even a cursory glance told her that many of these pieces were relics of the ancient civilisations, and would command high prices. All told, the collection would be worth many thousands of crowns.


      A polished oaken table, perhaps eighty feet long, stood right at the centre of the chamber, confidently asserting its owner’s affluence. Two dozen chairs, their backs intricately carved with scenes of aristocratic hunters spearing boars from horseback, sat to attention along each of the table’s sides. Furnishings were beyond Angelika’s expertise, but it did not take a sage to know that these were also pieces of great value.


      She looked at Benno and Gelfrat, and saw that they beheld the high ceilings and silver plates and intimidating dining set with a slack-jawed awe that dwarfed even hers. This was not the kind of place, it was plain to see, where they were normally made welcome. The only jaded eye in the room belonged to Franziskus; he sniffed, taking in the display of wealth with a look of mild distaste.


      With delicate care, Benno took one of the chairs and moved it out for Angelika to sit on. After a moment’s hesitation, she obeyed. He then did the same for Franziskus, who slid his chair up to the table just as a tall, confident figure appeared on a landing, at the head of a staircase on the room’s far side.


      He held his shoulders regally aloft, and swept down the steps, a plain black half-cape flowing behind him. He stood six-foot-three, with a wide chest, narrow hips, and long, sinewy legs. He wore a black shirt beneath a black, collared coat, chased with silver braid and buttons. His trousers were black, his boots were black, and his buckles silver. With his deep, wide jaw and pockmarked skin, his face reminded Angelika of a ship’s prow, pitted by generations of barnacles. Slitted eyes hid behind suspicious ridges of bone. Deep creases ran up his cheeks from just above his jaw. His hands were large – the size of paddles; he took a prolonged moment to ostentatiously crack his blocky knuckles. Spine erect, movements graceful, he stepped down the precise centre of the staircase. No announcement was required: this was Jurgen von Kopf.


      He stood at the bottom of the stairs, examining Angelika and Franziskus. His large hands floated to his belt, where, without breaking stride or taking his eyes from his prisoners, he located a pair of black gloves and rolled them on. Boot heels clicked on the clay tile floor as he theatrically traversed the length of his great hall, to seat himself across from Angelika.


      ‘You know where my son is,’ he said. His voice was low, and rumbly; it was flecked with steel. He clipped the ends of his words, as if any other manner of speaking would be profligate.


      ‘As I told your other sons, I don’t,’ Angelika replied. ‘Though I enjoyed your grand entrance. Very dramatic; were you an actor at one time?’


      He curled his upper lip, showing sharp white teeth. He nodded to Gelfrat, who placed his palm on the back of Angelika’s head and pushed it down until her face was pressed hard against the polished surface of the table. Despite herself, she gasped in pain.


      ‘Tell me where my son is,’ Jurgen said.


      ‘Flattening my face won’t give me miraculous oracular powers.’


      Gelfrat pushed harder.


      She made choking noises until he eased off. ‘I’m no fool. I don’t want to be tortured. If I knew, I’d say.’


      ‘I know some of what has transpired. Benno had a message relayed to me.’ He pronounced his bastard son’s name with a notably chilly tone. Angelika regretted that she couldn’t see Benno’s reaction. ‘You claim that one of those so-called princes of the borderland has him.’


      ‘The one whose town you had flattened – Davio Maurizzi.’


      ‘On another occasion,’ Jurgen said, ‘I might meditate upon the irony of a guttersnipe such as yourself daring to reproach the actions of a Jurgen von Kopf. However, at present, I am permitted no such luxury. You will fully recount the extent of your interactions with the boy, and then tell me how we might go about laying our hands upon him.’ He tapped the tops of his fingers into the palm of his left hand. When Gelfrat failed to interpret the meaning of his gesture, Jurgen cleared his throat.


      Gelfrat removed his hand from her head and stepped back.


      Angelika sat up, rubbing her face. Her chair creaked. She could think of no good reason to deceive von Kopf, aside from the good feeling it would give her, so she told the truth. She began with her discovery of Claus’s body, and concluded with her capture by Benno’s men. Her best touch, she thought, was the light and offhanded manner in which she described the battle with the Chaos creatures. Even Jurgen had to raise an eyebrow at that.


      When it was clear that she’d finished, he asked, ‘So you persist in your contention that you have no idea of his present whereabouts?’


      ‘No. But if you let me and Franziskus go, we have a better chance of finding him than you and yours. I’ll consider doing it, for a fee of six hundred crowns, and a pledge that no harm comes to him.’


      Jurgen’s laugh sounded like crinkling paper.


      ‘Five hundred crowns, then.’


      ‘You give a curious account of yourself,’ Jurgen said. ‘A looter with a conscience. Or part of one, at least.’ He stood, placing the tips of his fingers on the rich wood of his tabletop. ‘The contradictions and hesitations with which you salt your tale lend it the odour of truth. Though I am inclined to believe you, I must be certain. I cannot help noticing that an array of scars and contusions mars your rude beauty. Perhaps, then, you already know what it is like to be tortured.’ His smile called only on the muscles closest to his mouth; the rest of his face remained stonily immobile. ‘Before I have my experts proceed with you–’


      A commotion arose behind a set of tall, carved doors at the end of the room. Remembering the mansion’s layout, Angelika knew that they would lead into the foyer. Jurgen turned toward the sound, flushed with annoyance. The sounds stopped, and he turned back to her, opening his mouth to speak. Then the doors swung open.


      A servant, balding, a snowy ruff of hair around his ears, slipped through the doors and then closed them again. With downcast eyes, he snivelled into the room, trembling. Before he was more than ten feet across the long chamber, Jurgen barked at him, and he halted.


      ‘You have been warned that this meeting was not to be interrupted,’ Jurgen said.


      ‘I assure you I utterly understand sir, but there is an arrival of an urgent – he would not be deterred, and he asserted, asserted considerable–’


      ‘Who dares?’ Jurgen demanded.


      The doors opened. A short, potbellied man stood behind them. He watched them move as if surprised that putting pressure on hinged doors causes them to swing open.


      A light dusting of powder whitened the man’s face; rouge, judiciously applied, brightened his cheeks. Most of his eyebrows had been plucked away, and replaced with thin, elegantly curving lines drawn with a grease pencil. The same pencil emphasized a beauty mark northwest of the intruder’s straight and unobtrusive nose. In contrast to his round, generous torso, his face was gaunt; his chin receded and his cheeks, beneath the make-up, were sunken. His hair had achieved a purity of blackness possible only through prolonged dyeing; a trio of ringlets, curled like the tails of baby pigs, lay against his forehead. A velvet chapeau, in blue and gold, angled itself across his head; it was like a pill hat, but with an upturned brim, trimmed in lace. He wore a jacket of sky-blue silk, intricately embroidered with golden thread, over a golden vest with trim that matched the jacket. His trousers, which terminated just below the knee, matched his vest; even his stockings were adorned with twin ribbons of blue and gold. Angelika could not help but compute the resale value of the dozen carved-ivory buttons that decorated his coat, or the diamond-inlaid silver buckles on his thick-heeled leather shoes.


      ‘Brucke,’ Jurgen said, by way of greeting. He’d drained the anger from his voice, but Angelika saw that his left fist, which was held behind his back, stayed taut inside its leather glove.


      This Brucke, whoever he was, cast a bored but questioning look in the direction of Angelika and Franziskus. ‘Ah,’ he said.


      ‘My man here will escort you to the drawing room,’ said Jurgen, ‘where, when I have disposed with some business here, we may discuss whatever it is you wish to–’


      Brucke threw up manicured hands. ‘I refuse to inconvenience you.’ He drew a chair from the table’s corner and sat himself in it. He plunked his meagre chin into his hand and gazed vacuously at one of Jurgen’s display plates. ‘Please, continue.’


      Jurgen glared at him.


      After holding von Kopf’s attention for what felt to Angelika like a full minute, Brucke dryly smacked his lips and said, ‘It’s just that I heard that a procession had come into town. I thought I might be the first to congratulate you on the safe return of your dear son, Lukas.’


      ‘He is not here.’


      ‘Oh,’ Brucke said, but not in a surprised tone.


      ‘Let us not discuss this in the presence of inferiors.’


      Brucke waggled dismissive fingers at this notion. Jurgen’s jaw stiffened. Brucke stood up and approached the two prisoners. ‘These are witnesses, then? Perhaps they can help you find him? Oh, but I see they are shackled.’ He gazed deeply into Franziskus’s eyes. ‘You did not bring the boy to harm, I hope.’


      Franziskus, looking past the interloper’s shoulder, read Jurgen’s ever-stiffening expression, and declined to reply to the powdered man.


      ‘Brucke,’ Jurgen said, ‘if you’ve come to hear a report on the progress of my efforts, I’ll of course tell you all that you wish to know. Any fact pertaining to my absent son is, however, strictly within my private purview – it is a household matter.’


      Brucke moved, lowering himself into the chair Jurgen had just vacated. He folded his wrinkled hands together. He faced Angelika, but looked through her rather than at her. ‘But while the count is indisposed, and you prosecute the war for him, your reputation and that of Averland are inseparable,’ he said.


      Von Kopf coughed. ‘Here is your war report, dear Anton. By example, the border princes have been taught the folly of their double-dealing. Now they will assuredly do their best to impede the orcs when they make their main push north. In the meantime, our own forces are regrouping after the victory at the Castello del Dimenticato. Though it is only half likely that the orcs will come close to us, I’ll soon deploy a triple regiment a hundred leagues into the mouth of the pass, ready to repel their weakened onslaught with ease.’


      Anton Brucke sniffed, and removed a lacy handkerchief from the breast pocket of his vest. He dabbed at the area beneath his nose. ‘You’ll agree, naturally, that your present role requires you to maintain popularity with the troops, as well as the citizenry in general.’


      ‘Please let my servant escort you to the drawing room, where we may parley at length.’


      ‘All I mean to say, dear Jurgen, is that you may overestimate the degree to which the common soldier cares for the upholding of the von Kopf honour. The count, in his wisdom, has always supported your family, and your company of Sabres. You are exemplars of Averlandish determination and vigilance. But we are the sort of people who understand these sorts of things. The common fellow, the groundling, the gutter-grubber, may not appreciate the reasons for rigidly sticking to the letter of dusty ancestral rules. He might perceive them as – well – over-harsh.’


      ‘If you insist on making your point in front of the prisoners, perhaps you could at least get to it.’


      He rose to pat an unappreciative Jurgen on the shoulder. ‘Pardon my prolixity. I know you are a military man, and accustomed to short, barked orders. All I am saying is that you may wish to suspend judgment when and if you do recover custody of poor, callow Lukas. A literal application of your family oath could prove distracting at an otherwise crucial moment.’


      ‘And tell me, Anton – does this advice come from the count, or from you?’


      Brucke emitted a droll chuckle. ‘You know as well as I do that the count is…’ He looked at the prisoners. ‘You know how the count is.’


      Jurgen put his hand on Brucke’s silk-coated shoulder, and squeezed hard. The courtier winced. ‘In that case, I will entertain these suggestions with all respect due to the person making them.’
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      Chapter Eleven


      ‘You know nobles and their ways: what did you make of that strange display, Franziskus?’


      They were still shackled, but now they were bound back to back around a timber support beam. At Jurgen’s command, Gelfrat and a complement of Sabres had roughly led them out of Jurgen’s manor, through his courtyard, and along the streets until they reached one of the town’s south towers. They’d been dragged up narrow, curving stone steps and deposited in their present location: a small room that might normally have been used to store weapons or provisions. Their ceiling was the floor on which the tower sentries walked. From a narrow window, hardly big enough to stick an arm through, Angelika and Franziskus heard the voices of the watchmen, and the occasional bout of raucous laughter. The storm had been in full cry as they were led through the streets, and now, though their clothing had dried somewhat, they were chilled and damp.


      ‘I am no expert in high politics, Angelika. My father always avoided the court and courtiers, as much as he could. He said they were asps, the lot of them.’


      ‘A novice in a nunnery could tell you that much.’


      Franziskus clucked his agreement.


      ‘But from the way that Brucke fellow spoke, he would be an adviser to the count, yes?’ Angelika continued.


      ‘So I gathered.’


      ‘And he wanted Lukas left alone.’


      ‘That’s what he said.’


      ‘Which means there is a safe harbour for the boy, when we find him: we’ll take him to the count, who’ll protect him.’


      Franziskus moaned. ‘When we find him?’ He rattled his restraints. ‘Unless he’s in a secret compartment somewhere in this cell, I don’t imagine we’ll be doing that in the near future. Remember Jurgen’s threat – at this very moment he’s securing the services of a first-class torturer.’


      ‘Naturally, we have to get out of here before we can do anything.’ Pushing her back against the support beam, Angelika wiggled into a standing position. ‘I was hoping he’d put us in a brig or stockade somewhere on his own estate, with the activity of servants and dogsbodies to cover our escape.’


      ‘That thought probably entered into his calculations.’


      ‘Or he just didn’t want us dirtying up his estate with our stench of dishonour. Let’s think. First we need these shackles off. Then: how many guards do you figure they have outside?’


      Franziskus, who faced the stout wooden door, framed in an archway of granite, squinted doubtfully at it. ‘How does that even matter? The door is firmly locked!’


      ‘My wager is, there’s one guard only; you saw how narrow the staircase is, when they hauled us up here. This is not normally a prison cell, so there’s no proper place for anyone to stand guard outside that door. Maybe there’s no guard at all.’


      They heard coughing on the other side.


      ‘I wish you were right, and I was wrong,’ said Franziskus. ‘But I don’t think we can make any travel plans yet.’


      ‘Enough gloom. I can’t do all the escaping by myself.’ She studied her leg-irons for weak links, then released them in frustration.


      They heard muffled conversation by the door. Angelika picked out two separate deep voices. There was a third, which took her a while to pick out: it was a woman’s soft cooing.


      ‘Someone selling something?’ Franziskus asked.


      ‘Shh!’ said Angelika. She strained to hear but individual words were impossible to make out. From the tone of it, her guess was that the woman was trying to overcome the reluctance of the two men. The conversation ceased. She sighed.


      The door opened. Petrine Guillame, still clad in her tight, green-flocked gown with its generous neckline, rushed through the archway, brushing past both guardsmen, who grinned like fools. Full purses hung at their belts. Franziskus kept one eye on them; and with the other, he watched Petrine throw herself to her knees before him.


      Angelika, who faced the opposite way, could not see her. ‘Who is it?’ she asked.


      Petrine clasped Franziskus’s shackled hands in hers. ‘I am so, so, sorry for what I have done to you, dear good Franziskus,’ she breathed.


      ‘Who is that?’ Angelika called, louder.


      ‘It was entirely unforgivable, and I beg your forgiveness for it, Franziskus,’ said Petrine. ‘I hope you came to no harm, against those halflings.’


      ‘Halfl – is it that woman?’ Angelika demanded. ‘Guillame? Petrine Guillame?’


      The guards found this amusing, and chortled and jabbed one another in the ribs.


      The woman went on, ignoring Angelika: ‘Tell me no harm came to you, sweet Franziskus.’


      ‘As a matter of fact…’


      ‘Oh no! They hurt you! I swear, I thought from Toby’s description of them that they’d be no match for you, or that you’d realise you’d been led on a goose hunt before things ever came to blows! My guilt is terribly, terribly compounded!’


      ‘Is that her?’ Angelika cried.


      ‘Yes,’ said Franziskus, weakly.


      Angelika shook her chains furiously. ‘Count yourself lucky I’m shackled!’


      ‘You,’ Petrine said. ‘You are the one.’ She stood, stepped over to face Angelika, and looked down at her grimly. ‘You are the one.’


      ‘The one what?’


      ‘You.’ Hard, downward-sloping lines appeared on her brow. ‘You made yourself a… friend to…’ She cast her eyes over to the guards, to show why she didn’t refer to Davio by name. ‘It is because of you that I am sent here, through hardships and dangers. He wishes you to know that he meant for no injury to come to you. It was a most terrible error.’


      ‘I hear you are also a friend to the one we speak of.’


      ‘And it is said of you that you antagonise every one of the persons you meet, because that is the way you are. But that is not why I am here. He wants you to know it was me, not he, who had you misdirected. He is responsible for none of your pain. I thought it would be best to prevent you from recovering a certain important hostage you sought. But it was not.’


      ‘And this is what you came here to tell us?’


      ‘When he heard you were in trouble, he found it most imperative to prevent you from thinking ill of him.’


      ‘How very thoughtful of him. Especially since it’s only your neck he’s risking to say it.’


      ‘You are not fit to judge him. I do his bidding with the utmost willingness.’


      ‘He is still well, I take it? Well and safe?’


      She ignored Angelika’s question, returning instead to Franziskus’s side. She squeezed the muscle of his upper arm.


      ‘I never dreamed you would end up here, bound to die in Grenzstadt,’ she said to him, eyes sparkling with tears. ‘It was never the intention. Never did we think you would be so persistent. I beg of you, Franziskus, absolve me of blame. Do not go to your grave with hate for me lodged in your heart. Go with an unfettered soul, so that you may not be blocked on your road to heaven.’


      Franziskus drew back from her. ‘You play false with me, I know it.’


      ‘Yes, yes, I have, curses be on me, but I am here hoping you will absolve me.’ Her slim fingers wandered along back and down to his belt. ‘Promise me, as you die, that you’ll blame neither me, nor Davio.’ Too late, she realised her blunder. Franziskus saw the guards take mental note of the name. ‘Do not blame us,’ she whispered. The tip of her nose brushed the lobe of his ear. ‘Do not send your ghost to haunt us from beyond.’


      ‘It’s nice of you to offer him one final roll in the hay,’ said Angelika, ‘but you’re turning my stomach.’


      Petrine stood up, huffed, and swept from the room. The guards banged the door shut; the loud clicks reverberated off the stone walls as one of them turned the lock’s tumbler with his key.


      ‘It’s none of my business, Franziskus, but your taste in women is appalling.’


      ‘When we met back at the Castello, it was not her shape, or the softness of her skin, that fooled me. It was the sincerity of her plea.’


      ‘Sincerity?’ Angelika asked.


      ‘She was different this time. More like an actress, treading the boards.’


      ‘That was a performance, to be sure – but to what end?’


      Franziskus answered her with a metallic clicking sound. Then a louder clank. Another click, another clank. He stepped quickly over to Angelika, dropping both sets of his shackles at her feet. He held up a pair of iron keys on a ring. ‘We are the beneficiaries of a classic diversion. She slipped this into the folds of my tunic as she pretended to weep and wheedle.’ He squatted to insert the key’s end into Angelika’s wrist cuffs.


      ‘When she brushed past the guards…’ Angelika said.


      He unlocked her leg-irons. ‘I didn’t see it, and they didn’t feel it. Most impressive technique, wouldn’t you say?’


      ‘I’ll say I like her better when her deceptions work in our favour.’


      ‘She slipped me this, too.’ He handed her a knife, its blade a little shorter than the daggers she favoured. She weighed it in her hand. They gathered up the chains and crept over to the door. Alert, they waited, starting each time they heard noise from the corridor.


      About an hour later, the lock clicked as a jailer turned a key from the outside. Franziskus flattened himself by the door frame. Angelika stood poised with the knife ready for an inward swing; scratches on the stone floor left a mark for her to aim for. The door opened. Franziskus lunged. He looped chains around the jailer’s throat. He drew the man into the cell. Angelika showed him the knife, sticking its tip to his throat. Checking to make sure he was alone, Franziskus eased the door shut and impelled him further into the room. Sweat bubbled from the jailer’s face.


      ‘There are several in Grenzstadt I’d like to stick this knife into,’ Angelika told him, ‘but if you stay quiet you won’t be one of them.’


      Franziskus led him to the beam and clapped him in his own shackles, tying them tight so he couldn’t rattle them. Angelika used the knife to cut a swatch of fabric from the tail of his tunic, and stuffed it in his mouth. He whimpered and nodded, to show them he would cooperate.


      Angelika stepped to the door, then backtracked to the chained jailer. She reached into his belt and snatched his purse. He dropped his head in resignation.


      ‘This is for your own good,’ she told him, opening it to find four half-crowns. ‘If Jurgen caught you with a bribe dangling from your belt, he’d have you hanged for sure.’ The guard seemed unconvinced of her altruism.


      Then they slipped into the corridor and ran quickly down the tower stairs.


      Emerging from the tower and onto the curving stone steps that led from the top of the wall to the courtyard at street level, they held their heads high and moved unhurriedly downward. The square was mercifully empty of uniformed men. Angelika listened intently, waiting for a shouted alarm. She looked for places to hide: there was the statue of Parzival Leitdorf, but that would not grant much cover. She noted a stack of barrels, piled on their sides, against the town walls, but, to get to it, they’d have to dash right across the length of the courtyard.


      About thirty feet from the foot of the stairs, a four-wheeled wooden cart waited. High-backed chairs sat at attention inside it, tethered in place with cords. They were wooden and stained black; red leather pads covered their backs and arms. The disassembled parts of a matching table lay among them. A spindly-legged man in a dark frock coat emerged from a shop to peer inside the cart and then sniff up into the darkening sky. He held up a palm to feel for raindrops.


      Angelika flattened herself against the stone wall that abutted the steps.


      The dark-coated man took no notice of the escapees. Pointing his sharp nose in the direction of his open shop door, he snorted out a command, then strode inside. He soon emerged with three stooped, unshaven men in shirts of grimy linen. As he clucked imperiously at them, they battled a tarpaulin of waxy, blackened canvas clumsily over the back of the cart. They threw cords over it, and hastily tied them down. Their master patted his coat pockets, grimaced with annoyance, and bustled on clicking heels back into his shop.


      Franziskus glanced nervously up at the tower.


      The workmen finished their task and ambled back inside. Angelika sprang out from the wall, and rushed sideways to the cart. Franziskus took long strides to match her. With her dagger, she severed a couple of the cords, then held up a flap of canvas for Franziskus to crawl into. He crawled awkwardly beneath it, scraping a shin on the cart’s side. Angelika ducked in behind him, and pushed Franziskus deeper into the cart. She crouched between a pair of chairs; he found a place opposite her. They heard the clicking heels of the sharp-nosed furniture merchant approaching the cart, then felt it spring on its axles as he climbed up onto the seat in front. The sound of reins smacked against horseflesh, and the cart lurched onward.


      As it made a wide, slow turn, Angelika lifted the canvas to peer over the side of the cart. Franziskus looked, too, and saw Jurgen’s estate up ahead. They did not breathe until the horses had clopped right past it. The von Kopf manor was neighboured by fat, blocky armoury buildings, each ostentatiously displaying the seal of a different province or city above its big bronze doors. It made sense that various electors had taken permanent measures to store armaments here – so many wars were launched from here.


      The cart slowed as the armouries were replaced by opulent manors, each surrounded by a garden or courtyard. Angelika did not find these interesting, so she let the tarpaulin settle back down over her head. But then she heard a coach approaching in the opposite direction, and she looked out. The approaching carriage was blue and gold, with Count Leitdorf’s sun emblem emblazoned on its side door. As it drew nearer, its driver whipped his team to a halt. Their cart stopped, too. Angelika moved the curtains carefully back into place and held her breath.


      She heard a voice, addressing the furniture dealer. It was the rouge-faced courtier, Anton Brucke, inquiring after the state of the merchant’s inventory. Angelika rolled her eyes and clutched her knife.


      ‘Several classic and antique sets have recently come into my possession,’ said the merchant, his voice cuttingly nasal.


      Anton said something about wanting a new formal dining set, in a style the name of which she could not make out.


      ‘We have no Nulnish carvers in town, good sir, but I can offer you a set just like–’ He reached back to lift up a corner of canvas.


      The two stowaways shrank back.


      ‘No, no,’ came Anton’s muffled voice. ‘It must be the new style.’


      The merchant let the canvas drop back down. ‘I have a set in the tragische neuausgabe manner, which inspired the style you speak of–’


      ‘No,’ said the courtier, smacking his horses with his reins, ‘it must be the other.’ If he said anything more, the clopping hooves of his team obscured it. Angelika watched as Brucke’s coach pulled into the grounds of a modest manor, past topiary trees and eroded old statues. The merchant sniffed his disappointment loudly and then spurred his own horses on.


      The carriage continued on; the estates it passed grew progressively smaller and shabbier. Finally it stopped outside a shabby manor, with a garden overgrown with weeds. Storm-damaged shutters hung precariously from its window-frames. The furniture seller rang a hand-bell, to alert the servants within. No one seemed to stir, so he rang it again. Angelika took advantage of the distraction to flap the canvas over the cart’s sides and slip out. She leapt over a hedge, and landed in a garden opposite the dead woman’s estate. Franziskus rolled after her. They waited, crouching, until servants came out and occupied themselves with unloading the cart’s contents. When none faced their way, they returned to the lane, walking along it as if they belonged there. The road narrowed and snaked back into the heart of Grenzstadt. Shabby estates gave way to derelict ones, and then to shops and taverns.


      Dusk had settled on the town. With feigned confidence, Angelika and Franziskus walked along a narrow, curving street, looking past shopkeepers as they locked up for the night. Angelika saw empty expanses of stucco wall and imagined them with bounty posters on them, like the ones Benno had plastered to the walls of the burned Castello.


      A boy lit a candle in a ball lamp outside a tall, thin tavern with a plain brick façade. On a cushion beside the door, a troubadour sat, legs tucked beneath him. He pumped away on a squeeze-box, bawling out a triumphant ballad in which a hero named Konrad dispatched a succession of skaven and goblins, each in a different, gore-spattered way. A pair of soldiers, already staggering drunk, stumbled past him, and threw pennies at his head. He ducked and gave thanks as if they’d meant to reward him.


      Angelika’s stomach reminded her that it was empty; she headed into the tavern. She and Franziskus took seats in the darkest of several available alcoves. They ordered ale and sausages from a toothy barmaid and sat together without speaking.


      ‘What I say is this,’ a loud voice proclaimed, from the table behind them, ‘the longer he stays in his black-shingled tower of his, the better.’


      ‘You say that because you don’t remember the Battle of Nebelhöhle,’ came an equally deafening, slurry reply.


      ‘You don’t remember Nebelhöhle neither, no matter what you say. You was drunk the whole time.’


      Raucous laughter drowned out the inebriated soldier’s spluttering reply.


      ‘They don’t call him Mad Count Marius just because he’s out of sorts, you know.’


      ‘I survived Nebelhöhle because of that madness, thank you very much. Watch him go into one of them rages on the battlefield, I say, and then tell me you’d rather have that stick-up-the-backside Jurgen von sourface Kopf.’


      ‘You ask any soldier in this place, they’d say von Kopf’s a hundred times the general Leitdorf ever was.’


      ‘You ain’t never seen Marius go all red in the face, and swing that sword of his – that Runefang – so’s you can feel its chill bite on the skin of your face, as it slices through the air. You ain’t never seen him hack his way through a dozen bull greenskins, each three times his size. I would personally have been beheaded by one, one of the biggest, tuskiest I’ve ever seen, if he hadn’t have cut it in two, just as it was fixing to charge me.’


      A third voice cut in: ‘You may still be alive, but what about all them that got themselves killed on the days when he was screaming and wouldn’t come out of his tent? Give me sane, steady Jurgen any day.’


      ‘Sane? Having us lay siege to mercenaries when we should be–’


      ‘You’re one to complain, having hauled back all them silver candlesticks–’


      ‘That ain’t the point.’


      Another soldier, battle-scarred and grey at the temples, swaggered over from a far table to join the debate. ‘If you think we’d be better off with Marius than with Jurgen, you’re as cracked as he is.’


      ‘That’s right!’ said another. ‘Let him stay locked up in his attic, writing his poems and tinkering with his supposed inventions. A leader is a leader every day of the year, not just when it suits him. And there’s no man more born to lead than von Kopf; he has it in his bones and in every word he speaks.’


      ‘Counts like Marius, they owe their power to the divine blessings of Sigmar the Hammer, just like the Emperor does. To question them is to question Sigmar’s wisdom.’


      ‘Or so they want you to think.’


      ‘That’s sedition and blasphemy both.’


      ‘At least, unlike some I could name, I don’t get no dreamy look in my eyes whenever I see a pasture full of sheep.’


      ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’


      The men roared with laughter and called for more ale. Franziskus, who had been assiduously eavesdropping on the soldiers, shifted his gaze to Angelika, and saw that she stared distantly past him. He was about to speak her name, to snap her from her reverie, but something about her expression gave him pause. Her eyes moved from side to side, as if she were lost in a memory, reviewing some distant event. Franziskus thought he saw fear in her eyes. He’d seen her afraid – while fighting the Chaos creatures – but this was different, in a way he could not place.


      The barmaid arrived to plunk plates of sausage and overflowing flagons in front of Angelika and Franziskus. Angelika shook herself like a dog emerging from a pond, and all hint of her odd disquiet was gone. ‘So,’ she said, as if they had been talking all along, ‘what do you think the odds are that Petrine and Davio have Lukas secreted away somewhere here, in Grenzstadt?’


      ‘Davio? Here? I doubt it very much.’


      ‘And why risk her life to free us?’


      ‘Maybe it is as she said: that he wanted to make amends.’


      She laughed derisively.


      ‘Even if they did it for selfish reasons, I’m still grateful.’


      ‘What does it accomplish, to have us free?’


      ‘Jurgen’s not the sort to just let us go,’ mused Franziskus. ‘He’ll have his men looking for us under every flagstone.’


      ‘So at the very least, we become a diversion, while they hatch their plan.’ She gnawed appreciatively on her sausage, its clear juices running down her chin. ‘The first step is to find Petrine again – this time on our terms.’


      ‘Easier said than done, with Sabres after us. I don’t see how we have any choice but to creep out of the gates, as soon as we can. I suggest the north gates: the guards might be less vigilant on the other side of town.’


      A hunting horn blew; a new voice bellowed. ‘All right, you stinking rabble!’ The noise in the tavern subsided, but did not die. ‘Shut yourselves!’ the voice screamed. ‘Word just came! You’ll want to be at least half sober on the morrow! The call to assemble has gone out – Jurgen will address us all, two hours past sunrise, and you know how he is if he catches a man dozing! Finish up and crawl back to barracks, if you value your hides!’ The soldiers groaned and bombarded the crier with rinds of pumpernickel. But then they quietened, drained their flagons and muttered resentful goodbyes.


      Angelika wiped ale froth from her lips with the back of her hand. ‘Say you’re Davio. You have Lukas, and aim to use him for your revenge. When would be the best time to do that?’


      ‘When the greatest number of eyes is fixed on my enemy.’


      ‘We can’t leave,’ Angelika said. ‘Lukas is somewhere here, in Grenzstadt.’
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      Chapter Twelve


      Franziskus woke with the sun on his face. His tunic was off and bundled under his head. He reached his hands out to feel the surface he’d been sleeping on: it was a flat stone roof, cool and dusted with glittering sand. Brushing away the dirt and tiny pebbles that had embedded themselves into the skin of his chest and forearms, he sat up. He remembered where he was, and how he and Angelika had arrived there.


      Already awake, Angelika had stationed herself, crouching, behind a crenellated battlement. They were on top of an armoury, across the street from Jurgen’s estate. They could have chosen one of its neighbours, but they had picked the one belonging to the city of Nuln because it seemed the easiest to climb. Its rough stones provided good handholds for a rope-free climb, and Angelika had clambered up them with a scuttling prowess that reminded Franziskus of a peddler’s monkey. She’d unfurled a rope down to him, and then he’d had to groan his aching way up twenty feet of wall. All the time his heart had been hammering at him, as he imagined Nulnish guards appearing and blasting away at him with their flintlocks. He’d concluded his dismal performance by collapsing, gasping, on the armoury roof. He’d made a resolution to strengthen his arms, and to practise climbing, so that he would never humiliate himself in this way again.


      Fierce cramping in his arms, neck, shoulders and chest gave him a vivid reminder of this promise. It occurred to him that he ought to check the roof for points of entry. Now that it was morning, there might be people in the building. A wooden trap door, just a few feet away from them, provided the only way to get from the interior to the roof. Angelika had, it seemed, already dealt with it: she had shoved an old straw broom through the handle, to block it shut. Franziskus wondered just how often the Nulners checked this door; roof inspections would not be a frequent thing, he anxiously concluded.


      Squatting to stay behind the low crenellations, he stretched his cramped muscles, then waddled to Angelika. He asked her how long she thought they might have to wait.


      ‘Sun’s been up for an hour or so,’ she told him. That left another hour until the start of Jurgen’s address. A hubbub of mingling conversations arose from his manor grounds: a few hundred soldiers, all uniformed in yellow and black, had already gathered below.


      ‘We didn’t think to bring any breakfast, did we?’ Franziskus asked.


      ‘Stop complaining. We had sausage last night.’


      A flock of vendors appeared with their carts, once again competing for prime locations. Soups bubbled in pots; thick strips of bacon sent up clouds of delicious, fatty smoke from small iron griddles. Franziskus blinked desolately down at them. ‘The great epic heroes, they always eat heartily,’ he said.


      ‘That’s because they’re written by court poets, whose bellies are typically full. And put your shirt back on. With your ribs sticking out like that, you’re making me hungry, too.’


      He complied.


      ‘You need more regular meals, Franziskus. For your own good, find yourself a different kind of life than this.’


      Offended, he stiffened. But instead of a retort, he opted for a change of subject. ‘What were you thinking of, last night, in the tavern?’


      ‘Hmm?’


      ‘Before the food came. You wore a strange expression.’


      ‘Did I?’


      ‘You seemed a world away.’


      ‘I don’t like towns,’ she said.


      He waited for her to explain, but she went back to watching the courtyard. Franziskus gave up and leaned against the battlement. He knew her well enough by now; there’d be no point in trying to extract an explanation from her. Still drowsy, he drifted back to sleep.


      She peered down as more soldiers arrived, shouting jocular greetings to their fellows. There was much clapping of shoulders, some pounding of backs, and even the occasional bear hug. The troops were still buoyant from their victory at the Castello, Angelika concluded. Among them, though, were men hobbling on crutches, and others with bandaged hands or heads. A column of wounded men paraded in, perceptibly darkening the mood of their still-healthy comrades. The battle, it seemed, had not been quite as one-sided as Angelika had thought.


      A wooden platform had been assembled for the occasion. Servants rushed to smooth folds on the yellow and black cloth banners that draped over it, obscuring its construction from the crowd. Two designs repeated themselves along the bunting’s length: the Black Sabres’ ensign, and the von Kopf family crest, which was nearly the same, except that it was framed by a bear and an eagle. Angelika noted the absence of Count Marius’s sun emblem.


      Sergeants arrived, accompanied by drummers and buglers. Angelika kicked the toe of her boot against Franziskus, jarring him awake. He stirred, spat the taste of sleep from his mouth, and positioned himself to watch the action below. As one, the sergeants bellowed and waved. The meaning of their various cries remained a mystery to Franziskus, who had been a junior officer, and had merely watched as the sergeants of his regiment herded the soldiers about. Somehow, the soldiers all knew what the yells meant, even with a half-dozen sergeants bawling at once. The uniformed men left the street and entered the courtyard, where they gathered themselves into ranks and columns with impressive speed. With stiff legs, the sergeants inspected their ranks. Every tenth man or so would attract his sergeant’s attention for some infraction, and would be forcibly shoved to one side, or would be made stand in place to receive a full-throated tongue-lashing. The display reminded Franziskus why he felt so little nostalgia for military service, even though his rank had exempted him from the worst humiliations.


      ‘You think it will be Toby and his cronies who deliver Lukas?’ he asked.


      ‘Who else? The only question is, where will they come from?’


      Franziskus was about to ask what they were supposed to do when Lukas appeared. He stopped short. It went without saying that they couldn’t fight their way through four regiments of soldiers. They could not hope to rescue the boy here. At best, they’d get an idea where he was headed next, after von Kopf took possession of him. Two places would be most likely, Franziskus reasoned. The first, somewhere in Jurgen’s manor. The second, the very cell he and Angelika had briefly stayed in.


      Several officers, their helmets bearing floating plumes of green or sapphire, paraded in a square formation. Angelika counted two dozen of them. They grouped into a double row at the left of the platform, angled out to face the men. Franziskus pointed out Gelfrat, in the second row, his bulk almost obscured by the men in front of him.


      Heralds bearing long trumpets filed out in front of the platform. They raised their instruments, from which pennants flaunting the von Kopf crest hung. Unlike Jurgen’s run-of-the-mill servants, these fellows were resplendent with shining brocades. They even had tiny bells on the ends of their pointed slippers. The musicians blasted out a shrill, stirring fanfare. Snare drums were hit, their rattling sound echoed off the armoury buildings and back into the courtyard. Soldiers straightened their spines. Drummers appeared from behind Jurgen’s manor, in a formation built around the man himself. Jurgen rode a tall white stallion, its muzzle pointed skywards, mimicking his. He proceeded with exacting slowness, shoulders level, his jet half-cape flowing behind him. He steered his tall steed to the front of the platform and dismounted, his tall boots landing directly on the stage. He held his arms out to form a V, with his palms out to his men. Sergeants growled deep in their throats, giving the men permission to cheer. This they did, loosing a low roar that began thunderously, but petered out unevenly, as the soldiers ran out of breath. It was not the most spontaneous cheer Angelika could imagine, but it filled the street regardless.


      Jurgen lowered his arms slightly, then repeated his V gesture, prompting a hoarser chorus of hurrahs. His platform was bare: there was no lectern, and no row of seated underlings to back him. He strode along the front lip, so close to the edge that a lesser man would worry about toppling over. He shaded his eyes theatrically, and regarded his men.


      ‘My Sabres,’ he said. ‘My Averlanders.’ He projected his cutting voice easily across the square; Angelika and Franziskus could hear him just as if he were standing next to them.


      ‘I speak to you today,’ Jurgen declaimed, ‘so that you may revel in your present glory, and anticipate victories yet to come. You have taught those who would betray us that it is better to suffer the stern expectations of our friendship than the fatal lash of our swords.


      ‘To show strength can be a costly thing. As I look out upon you, my loyal men, I see bruises. I behold burns and scars. And last night I read from the roll of the dead. I honoured those among your number who made the final sacrifice, in the pursuit of our power. Do not mistake me, my brave and determined war-makers: in this world, power means survival. To strike swiftly, to aim without error: to do these things is to do work of mighty Sigmar, our divine god. Those of you with bloodied hands are holy men, baptised in our foes’ defeat.


      ‘Those of you who have not yet slain the foe shall soon have the chance to join their blessed ranks. An even greater enemy – the cursed greenskin – gathers to make brutal war, as he has done since his kind first walked this earth.


      ‘Does he think us weak? Or is thinking beyond his nature? Such ponderings are immaterial! We must simply face him on the field of honour, as we always have, and give no quarter. And face him you soon will.


      ‘Among you there may be some whose hearts girlishly quake at the thought of battle. Do not be led astray by this shameful, sinful impulse! It is better to die in glory than to live in shame. As you wait to charge like battering rams into the greenskins’ discordant ranks, remember that a coward’s shame stains not only his own memory, but the hopes and reputations of his family, for a dozen generations! Would you vilely spit upon your mother’s breast? Would you dig up your father’s carcass and play idly with his bones? No, you would not, and will not! You will stand against the foe, and prove yourself Averland’s bulwark! You will–’


      The banners edging Jurgen’s platform rippled. They flapped. Soon it became obvious that this was more than just wind playing with the cloth; someone prowled beneath von Kopf’s stage. Sniggers briefly coursed through the ranks and the files, to be abruptly squelched when sergeants coughed in warning.


      Jurgen stopped mid-sentence, seeing that he no longer possessed the sole attention of his men. He paced quickly to the lip of his stage, as the bunting redoubled its flapping.


      Pushing it aside, as nimbly as a dell’Arte player through a stage-curtain, came Toby Goatfield. He was followed by Elennath and Henty Redpot. They had Lukas with them, he was cowering with stooping shoulders. As he pulled Lukas from the bunting, Elennath swiftly removed a gag from the boy’s mouth and stuffed it in his belt. Angelika doubted that many of the soldiers had caught this; Jurgen would certainly have missed it from the platform.


      The sergeant at the head of the column nearest to Toby reached for his baton and came forward; Jurgen signalled for him to pause.


      Toby directed a wide grin at his would-be assailant, and then at the assembled soldiers as a whole. Finally he pivoted to acknowledge Jurgen.


      Angelika squinted: distance made it hard to tell whether the dark marks on Lukas’s face were bruises, or dirt. The boy carried himself listlessly. He hung his head; his long, greasy locks fell over his face, obscuring it. Angelika realised that she’d poked her head out past the parapets, and could easily be seen if anyone happened to look up to the armoury roof. She uncoiled herself and crouched back down.


      ‘Please pardon our disgraceful interruption,’ Elennath cried, his elven accent ringing. ‘But my master thought this moment of gathering and celebration would be most suited to a joyous occasion. By the largesse of my lord, Prince Davio Maurizzi–’


      A rustling of angry murmurs went up among the crowd. Elennath gave them time to settle. ‘Prince Davio Maurizzi wishes to make amends for his terrible misjudgments and misalliances, by providing to you – the great warrior Jurgen von Kopf…’ The elf trailed off, as if he’d momentarily lost the thread of his rhetoric. ‘Here is your son, who we have discovered alive and well, a survivor of an engagement against bandits, and of imprisonment by the forces of Chaos itself!’ He waited for the soldiers to gasp at the mention of Chaos, and they obliged him. ‘O joyous event! By fate’s miraculous intervention, the border princes have a chance to gain your forgiveness!’


      Lukas swivelled his head, looking for a place to run. A smiling Toby clamped a tight, stubby paw on his right arm; Henty did the same on his left. Angelika saw Toby’s lips move, no doubt muttering some vivid threat into the boy’s ear.


      ‘It is nonsensical,’ Franziskus said to her. Realising that he was whispering for no good reason, he tried to speak in a normal manner. ‘They know Jurgen wants him dead, don’t they?’


      Toby shoved Lukas up to the edge of the platform. The boy resisted for a moment, going slack and flopping back. His bobbing head turned to take in the audience of soldiers, and he changed tack, allowing the halfling to boost him up. Lukas slapped his arms up on the platform and windmilled his legs, as the two halfling mercenaries boosted him up.


      Jurgen who was standing, fixedly, shook himself to step over and lend his son a hand.


      ‘I don’t understand,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘Look at him,’ Angelika said, as Jurgen stepped back from the spindly form of his lost son, eyeing the men assembled before him. ‘You can see the calculation he’s making, can’t you?’


      Franziskus watched as Jurgen faltered. ‘He’s asking himself if he can dash the boy’s skull open in front of his men – and has decided that he can’t.’


      ‘Exactly right. You’re becoming a skilled judge of character, after all.’


      ‘Thanks to your former and remorseful foe,’ Elennath called, addressing the crowd, ‘the future leader of the Black Field Sabres is saved!’


      Toby raised a gnarled and jubilant fist. ‘Three cheers for Jurgen von Kopf!’


      The cheers sang out. Soldiers shook their fists as Toby had done, yelping out a trio of hoorays. These contained more ardour than the cheers before.


      ‘It is an omen of victory!’ Elennath proclaimed. ‘Our lord, Prince Davio, commends you all to your task, as you ready yourselves to face the greenskin hordes!’


      ‘Victory!’ Toby echoed. The soldiers joined him in thrusting their fists skyward, stamping feet or clattering sabre hilts against their breastplates. A growing crowd of civilians, who had gathered on the street, added their own voices to the cheering. Overcome by enthusiasm, a vendor of griddlecakes expressed his pleasure by tossing his wares up into the air. The passersby were only fleetingly perturbed by the shower of hot batter; they returned quickly to their own giddy shouts and bellows. Among the civilians, a new chorus of ‘Victory!’ went up, and soon the soldiers themselves had taken it up.


      Jurgen had moved to the centre of his platform, and posed in an attitude a sculptor might choose for a memorial statue. He held his right hand behind his back, Angelika noted. She recalled the gesture from their interrogation: the hand would be coiled into a fist, tight with contained fury.


      Lukas looked from side to side and covered his loins with his hands, as if he were naked. He inched to the back of the platform, behind his father.


      Gelfrat broke from the officer’s formation to steam toward the mercenaries. Henty spotted him first, licked his lips, and braced to receive a charge. Jurgen followed Gelfrat’s progress. He took an affected step up and raised his arms for quiet. Gelfrat saw this and froze for an instant, then backtracked behind the platform.


      ‘Indeed!’ Jurgen said. He repeated the word several times, until the crowd quieted itself. ‘Prince Davio has capitulated himself to us – as we knew he would!’ He paused, to invite further cheers. As the crowd’s roar washed over him, he feigned a smile, pulling the muscles of his stony face away from his teeth. ‘As these emissaries say, it is indeed an omen of victory.’ Jurgen faltered, furrowing his brow.


      Angelika followed his line of vision: the three mercenaries were now on the move, backing toward the courtyard gate, between the columns of fighting men. They were making a slow, sly exit. Toby and Elennath bowed low as they backtracked; the halfling seemed to sweep an imaginary hat out before him.


      Jurgen snapped his gaze forcibly from them. ‘Yea, even our old enemies proclaim the inevitability of our triumph!’ he resumed.


      Toby hooted his approval for Jurgen, rousing the soldiers around him to join in.


      ‘Brilliantly and brazenly played,’ Franziskus said.


      Angelika nodded. ‘If I could bring myself to admire anything about them, it would be their gall.’


      Jurgen called to Gelfrat. The big man heaved himself up on stage. Jurgen spoke instructions into his ear; Gelfrat took frozen, goggle-eyed Lukas by the forearm and tugged. Head down, Lukas meekly followed him as he jumped from the back of the platform. A complement of fellow officers moved from their formation with dignified speed, hemming the boy in. They led him into the manor.


      Angelika gathered up the rope. ‘That’s our first question answered – we know where he is. For the moment.’ She crossed to the armoury’s far battlement and looped the rope around one of its merlons, knotting it tight. ‘I don’t suppose you have a plan less stupid than mine?’


      ‘What’s yours?’


      ‘We sneak into the manor, find him, and whisk him out without being caught.’


      ‘That is a stupid plan. But I have no better.’


      She told Franziskus to climb down first. He tugged on the rope to show that he was down. She rubbed her hands, grabbed the rope, and began her descent. At the halfway mark, she saw a man standing behind Franziskus, a friendly arm draped around his chest. From their respective postures, she could tell he had a knife to Franziskus’s back. It was Benno. He beckoned her to continue down. She took an instant to consider her choices, then did as his gesture demanded. She touched down on the dirt floor of the alleyway, in front of Franziskus.


      ‘I should have been looking,’ Franziskus said to her.


      ‘Don’t reproach yourself,’ said Benno, wearing a cat’s smile. ‘I had myself cleverly hidden.’


      ‘Let me go,’ said Franziskus. ‘We must rescue poor Lukas from your father’s custody.’


      In an almost playful gesture, Benno shoved him forward, out of the range of his knife. He sheathed his weapon. ‘Franziskus,’ he said, ‘I couldn’t agree more.’


      Benno entered the small back room and threw a sheet of folded paper down on an uncomfortably low table, where Angelika and Franziskus were sitting. Angelika picked it up; it was a broadside, offering a bounty for their capture. The drawn likenesses were much the same as the posters they’d seen before, but this sheet was printed on a press, and the reward for their hides had doubled.


      ‘Your father wastes no time,’ she said to Benno. She tossed the broadside into Franziskus’s lap. He unfolded it and stared at his image in mournful revulsion.


      ‘As you’ve probably gathered, he’s never one to let a slight slip by.’ Benno sat and tucked into the meal spread before them: there were apples, coarse-skinned pears, round loaves of sour bread with sage; wedges of pale cheese; fat, peppery sausages, curled in the Kislevian manner, and a pot overflowing with sauerkraut. A clay jug of sharp cider sat in a ring of condensation next to a pitcher of lukewarm, yeasty ale.


      The three of them sat among high, teetering wooden shelves laden with bolts of cloth. All the colours of the Empire’s uniforms were represented, but bolts of yellow and black were the most common by far.


      Benno had taken Angelika and Franziskus directly to this hiding place, a few lanes away. It was the back room of a fabric shop, owned by a friend of his. The friend had not been introduced by name: he was well into his sixth decade, enjoyed the blessing of an imperious mane of flowing white hair, and bore himself with full military rectitude. He had no left arm, so it required no genius of deduction to mark him as a veteran of the wars. It was he who’d supplied their food, while Benno had been out gathering his intelligence.


      The cloth merchant had also taken their clothes from them. Benno had remarked that they could be smelled a mile away, which would be a drawback when they went to get Lukas free. They now sat wrapped in robes of coarse muslin. The robes were laced securely at the front, sparing Franziskus a crisis of modesty. Their drying garments hung on a cord suspended over their heads.


      ‘It’s as you suggested,’ Benno now said, cutting free a thick disc of sausage and popping it into his mouth. ‘They’ve stored him in the same cell we put you.’


      ‘And, naturally,’ Angelika said, ‘they’ll be doubly watchful now.’


      ‘Could be. But my father knows better than anyone what a spineless dishrag Lukas is, and I can say for certain he’s not expecting you to break the boy out. I stole a few moments with him, and he reckons you’ve long since fled to the borderlands. He’ll wait till the war’s over to send bounty hunters after you in earnest.’


      ‘He’s also not expecting you to suffer a sudden spasm of brotherly love,’ said Angelika.


      ‘Love?’ Benno laughed. ‘I promise you, I’m motivated by my own narrow interests.’


      Though she did not trust him, Angelika felt a pang of new affection for the Averlander. She liked a man who spoke without hypocrisy. There would be no falling into his arms, or any other such nonsense, given all that had passed between them. That didn’t mean she couldn’t briefly enjoy the way the lines of his face crinkled, or take pleasure in his wolfish way of devouring food.


      ‘I don’t understand,’ Franziskus said to Benno, as he carefully chose an apple.


      ‘What happens to me if my father falls into Davio’s trap?’ Benno asked, rhetorically. ‘There’s no advantage in being his son if he gets himself disgraced. Which–’ he paused for a vigorous round of chewing, ‘is exactly what will happen to him if he disposes of Lukas, as I’m sure he intends to do.’


      ‘Why go to all the risk of helping us free him?’ Angelika asked. ‘Why not just warn him to leave the boy alone, and be done with it?’


      ‘Warn him?’ Benno laughed again. The one-armed shopkeeper was hovering at the doorway, and chortling knowingly. ‘Jurgen von Kopf doesn’t listen to my warnings. Not where the family honour is concerned. Remember, I’m just one member of his vast society of bastards.’


      ‘But the soldiers on that parade ground seemed to think the sun shines out of your father’s backside,’ Angelika said. ‘What makes you so sure they won’t forgive a little murder in the family?’


      ‘My father’s a clever man with tactics and troop deployments, but when it comes to the feelings of the unwashed, he’s thicker than a fencepost. I, in contrast, am a common man. Or was, before I learned of my parentage and pressed for a commission.


      ‘He thinks the people love him because of the legend of the Black Sabres: family honour, and the selfless pursuit of deadly purpose. And our swagger and reputation, they’re part of it, I’ll grant. But the true reason people here stomp and cheer for him is that he isn’t Mad Count Marius. He doesn’t suddenly turn around and kill his own men, and later explain himself by saying they were possessed by his dead mother’s daemonic spirit. He doesn’t fight like a whirlwind one day, then ride off to mope in his castle the next. Now, with Jurgen at the helm, we can count on winning battles without having to pray that our commander won’t be too deranged to lead the charge today.’


      ‘So if they find out that Jurgen’s killed his son, to satisfy some mouldy old family ritual…’


      ‘…then they decide he’s as mad as Marius, and that’s the end of everything. They will only fight half-heartedly when the orcs come. So he loses his post, or we get slaughtered by greenskins, or both. Me, I’d sooner just let Lukas slink into exile, like the cowardly little snot he is. And the two of you,’ he said, pointing his cheese-blade at them, ‘you’re the ones who are going to slink him off.’


      Angelika leaned away and crossed her arms. ‘What makes you think we wish to do that?’


      ‘You explain it to me. For some unaccountable reason, you’ve appointed yourselves his mother hens, haven’t you? So it happens that our interests intersect. We both want the boy where my father can’t get him.’


      ‘And why should we trust you?’


      He refilled her cup. ‘It’s you who’s been playing crooked with me, Angelika. Oh, I admit we didn’t tell you about Lukas, from the beginning. A mistake, it seems, now that I look back on it. But compared to what you did to us… running off without warning, reneging on the deal to turn our brother over… Not to mention selling him to halfling mercenaries.’


      She stood and stretched, feeling his hungry look on her as she arched her back. ‘And I suppose you want us to do this for nothing, as usual.’


      He held out empty palms. ‘I’ve told you a dozen times: I’m a poor man. Perhaps one day, when I lead the count’s armies, I will toss you a golden cup or a string of pearls.’


      She took a final swig of ale. ‘Let’s get this over and done with, then, before your largesse makes me swoon.’


      They cleared a space in the cloth merchant’s back room; he laid out bedrolls for them and left them to sleep.


      ‘So – can we trust him?’ Franziskus asked.


      ‘We can never trust anyone,’ she answered, closing her eyes. She hadn’t slept much, on the armoury roof, and found it easy to slip into slumber. Soon she was faintly snoring, leaving Franziskus to struggle for comfort on his bedroll. Their plan called for night action, and he knew he should get as much rest as he could. Knowing this just made it harder. He lay on his right side, then on his left. He rested a bolt of cloth under his head. He pulled off his tunic and covered his face. He thought about the heat. The dustiness of the room began to concern him. He became sure that his throat was coated with the stuff. He sat up to cough and sputter.


      He looked at Angelika. He told himself he was checking to see how her cuts and bruises had healed. Sometimes she was beautiful to him, sometimes not. Now, with the muscles of her face entirely relaxed, and her lids of her eyes closed and fluttering with dream, she was as lovely as he’d ever seen her. He imagined himself reaching over to brush her soft cheeks with the backs of his fingers. Then a thorny realism took over his daydream, and he pictured what would happen if he did such a thing: her danger-sharpened reflexes would jolt her immediately into action. She would burst up, produce a dagger from nowhere, and probably plunge it deep into his eye. If he was lucky, she would stop short, merely threatening him with blindness, disfigurement, and mortification.


      He lay back down on the bedroll. He tried to picture a life for the two of them, different from the one they now had. Franziskus envisaged a cottage. In his mind’s eye, he thatched its roof, covered it in stucco – no – he would shape it from blocks of shale, mortared together. Its stone floor would make it cool in the summer, he decided, as sweat beaded his forehead and soaked the hair at the back of his neck. In the winter, they would need to keep the fire roaring, but that would not be such a hard thing, because this cottage of theirs would be far from everywhere, in the depths of a forest, with no shortage of firewood. But it would not be the prickly woods of the Black Fire’s mountains, nor one populated by goblins, beastmen and mercenaries. Maybe somewhere in an elven glen, he thought, quickly stipulating that they would be on good terms with the elves, who would would not be like Elennath in any way.


      He revised his vision again. The home he would truly like for their cottage would be the Moot. Not the wretched place he now imagined, having met so many awful halflings, but the storybook one. He pictured Angelika, rocking in a chair, a blanket on her lap, surrounded by halfling children eager to hear stories. There would be a touch of grey in her hair, and wrinkles at the sides of her mouth, softening them. She would smile at the little halflings, and then she would tell them of her adventures, from way back. She would tell them about…


      About robbing corpses, and about fathers who wanted to murder their sons, and brothers wanting to betray their fathers and…


      Franziskus sat back up again. Angelika moaned softly and turned over. He imagined himself drawing a knife of his own, and putting it to her milky-white throat, and demanding that she beg for his mercy. Voice barely cracking, she would tell him how sorry she was, for opening his eyes to this filthy world. She would admit that she should have left him with the orcs that were about to kill him. He would get her to admit the truth – that, like Lukas, he’d be better off mourned and dead than as a rootless survivor with no home to return to.


      He considered slipping away, and going back to his father’s estate, to bow his head and admit to his shame. He would not leave a note; he would just go. Angelika would not weep to see him gone. She kept telling him this was what she wanted. She was not lying to herself; she truly did wish to be rid of him. No matter what he told himself, he was just a millstone, dragging her down.


      He would leave.


      He stood.


      But then he was back on his bedroll. First on his right side, then his left. He turned on his belly, and then on his back. He covered his face with his tunic. He dozed, readying himself for the action to come.


      He woke feeling that he’d slept for hours. His eyes were dry and his mouth like glue. The room was empty, except for their clean clothing that was still hanging on the length of twine. The strange feelings he’d had when he couldn’t sleep – the crazy lusts and unforgivable bitterness – had evaporated. He wondered how he could have thought them at all, and put them neatly out of mind.


      He heard voices on the other side of the door. He walked into the shop, where Angelika and the proprietor were idly talking. She was disinterestedly asking him about the present state of his business. He, fastidiously clipping his single set of fingernails with neat, straight front teeth, murmured that trade could either get worse, or better; it depended on how things went. Franziskus hailed them and asked where he might find a chamberpot. He relieved himself and returned. A shrug from the proprietor told him that Angelika had returned to the back room, and that the man was glad for this. Franziskus checked the shop’s small, circular windows, noting the orange light of late afternoon. Rubbing his eyes, he shuffled back into the store.


      Benno reappeared not long after. He was empty-handed, so they finished off the remains of breakfast. None of them was very hungry, anyway.


      Benno unveiled the plan. It was simple: he’d take them in as if they were his prisoners.


      Angelika said, ‘I hope this isn’t merely a ruse to get us to march happily into jail.’


      ‘What an amusing comment that is,’ said Benno.


      He would banter with the guards, keeping them at ease. If they asked why they were to go in the same cell as Lukas, he would shrug and tell them his father wanted it that way. His tone would carry the suggestion that Jurgen was not to be questioned. This would sound more authentic than an elaborately detailed explanation.


      ‘Won’t they already have contrary instructions? Not to let anyone in, under any circumstances?’


      ‘No doubt,’ said Benno, ‘but I’ve checked the roster, and I know these men. Olli Unruh grew up on the same streets as me, he is just a little bit younger. I’ve cultivated him a long time. He thinks if he sticks by me he’ll have a fine career. Maybe even end up as adjutant, when I command the Sabres, which would be quite a step up for a man such as him. Then there’s young Renald; he’s a nervous one, and not prone to asking questions.’


      ‘Renald Wechsler,’ Franziskus said. ‘He was among those who kept watch, as you rode us north.’


      ‘Ah,’ said Benno.


      ‘If he’s nervous, though, he might be a stickler, afraid to contradict his orders?’


      Benno twitched his shoulder; it would have been a shrug, if he’d put more effort into it.


      Angelika examined the daggers Benno had scrounged for her. He hadn’t been able to lay his hands on the ones his men had taken from her. ‘So we get them to open the cell door, then what?’


      ‘Then we kill them.’


      ‘Kill them?’ Franziskus said.


      Benno responded with a second shrug; this one had slightly more energy behind it. ‘There’s no other way. They’ll catch on when we start to unshackle the boy, won’t they? We’ll have to make quick work of it, too. Make our first blows count.’


      ‘Isn’t it enough just to overpower them?’ Franziskus asked.


      ‘That’s fine for you, maybe, but I can’t have witnesses.’


      ‘Couldn’t you somehow coax them into silence?’


      ‘Can’t risk it.’


      Franziskus looked to Angelika, for support in his argument. She was jiggling her wrist, testing the weight of her knives.


      ‘If it’s any consolation, Franziskus, they’re both bad men. Olli would happily cut your head off, if I told him to. Your friend, Renald, I’ve heard, gets all sweaty whenever he spots a scrawny little boy. He follows street urchins into dark alleys, that sort of thing.’


      ‘It’s convenient you can say so.’


      ‘If they were truly righteous men, I’d wait until the roster changed. Lukas’s life for Unruh and Wechsler’s – it’s a fair trade, I promise.’


      ‘Franziskus,’ Angelika said, ‘let him tell us the whole thing from the start, without interruption.’


      Benno shifted on his stool. ‘I go in. You’re my prisoners. I put Olli and Renald at ease. They open the door. We kill them. We unshackle the boy, hustle him down the steps, get him into a cart. The three of you drive away in the cart, never to breathe Grenzstadt’s air again. Voila!’


      ‘Where do we take him?’ Franziskus asked.


      ‘That’s your choice. Just keep him away from me and my father.’


      ‘The count’s man – Brucke. He told Jurgen not to harm Lukas. We were thinking, maybe the count might protect him?’


      Benno tongued at his teeth, clearing out errant food morsels. ‘I wouldn’t recommend it. Fancy courtiers like him will betray you just for the pleasure of running in circles.’ His tongue found a large chunk of something; he reached in with his fingers to extract it from his gums. He balled his prize between thumb and forefinger and flicked it away. ‘And the count himself – Sigmar knows what he would do with a boy like Lukas. Imprison him? Make him his catamite? Blow him up, in one of his experiments? If it were me, I’d stay clear. Go south again.’


      ‘Where the orcs are massing.’


      ‘Then go to Wissenland. Go to the forgotten isle of the peg-legged dwarfs, for all I care. Just get him free of here.’


      To while away the time until night settled in, they played cards. The shopkeeper joined them, rattling his tin cash box. He changed Angelika’s half-crowns into smaller coins. Benno regarded this transaction with apparent curiosity but did not ask where she’d got the money. Angelika gave Franziskus half of her coins, which he promptly lost to her. To keep him in the game, she gave them back. She won money from Benno and the storekeeper, too. Sometimes she lost part of her stake, to one or the other of them, but always won it back on the next hand. Franziskus never won. As the game wore on, his hands began trembling. He dropped his cards, and they always landed face up. The storekeeper glowered at him like he was an idiot. Benno seemed to feel sorry for him, which was worse. The third time his cards slipped from his damp fingers and onto the table, Benno asked Angelika: ‘I hope your friend here is ready, for tonight.’


      ‘He’s ready,’ Angelika said, exposing a winning hand, and sliding more of Benno’s coins across the table and into her lap.


      Finally they left the shop. The unnamed merchant had a small cart prepared for them. A mule was already hitched to it. The animal sniffed the air, pointed its snout at Angelika, and hissed. Angelika hissed back. The cart was covered in canvas, dyed yellow and rusty red. Angelika and Franziskus clambered inside, from the back. Benno took a seat up front; his friend handed him the reins. Without further discussion, Benno urged the mule on. It clopped through Grenzstadt’s streets. Angelika sat beside Franziskus, but he could tell she was studying him for signs of lost nerves. He stuck his nose out and chin up. He promised himself he wouldn’t fail her. He’d served her well so far, he thought. When it was time to act, he’d done what was needed. It was the anticipation he couldn’t stand.


      The cart stopped. They heard the faint jingling of buckles as Benno hitched the reins to a post. He came around to the back. Without lifting the canvas flap, he said, ‘We’re here.’


      Angelika emerged from the cart. In a low voice, she said to Benno, ‘You stay here. The two of us will go.’


      ‘What?’ he mouthed, as Franziskus climbed out.


      ‘We’ll go. We’ll get the door open without killing anyone. You stay here and watch the cart.’


      ‘We can’t change the attack now. You should have–’


      ‘I only decided it just now.’


      ‘Two against two lessens the odds.’


      ‘We’ll take the risk. You underestimate us.’


      She set off. He seized her arm, pulled her back. ‘You think you can save the guards this way?’


      ‘No good has ever been done in this world by murder.’


      He anxiously surveyed the darkened square for observers. ‘You know the world better than that! If Lukas goes missing, they’re dead anyway! What do you think happened to the two guards who let you escape yesterday?’ Benno gave Angelika a brief chance to admit she didn’t know, then went on. ‘They were executed this morning. Gross dereliction, my father called it. In military punishment, he favours a modern approach: death by gunshot. Now they lie in beggar’s graves. If we kill Olli and Renald, their families still get pensions, at least. They die as heroes, felled by bandits. Would you deprive them of both lives and honour?’


      Angelika glanced up at the tower. ‘In that case…’ She shook her head violently. ‘All three of us go. But we pull blades on them and give them the choice. Stand and fight and die, or run away and live.’


      ‘Better to strike without warning.’


      ‘You need our help. We’ll do it my way.’


      Benno let loose a stream of murmured profanities, nodded his clenched jaw at her, and led the way to the foot of the curving stone stairs that led to the tower. They ran up. Franziskus drew his new rapier, then remembered he was supposed to be a prisoner. He stuck it back into its scabbard without breaking stride. Once inside the tower, and no longer exposed to passersby, they slowed their pace. Hands on the backs of their heads, Angelika and Franziskus took up their roles as resentful captives, edging reluctantly up the stairs. Angelika even stopped for a moment, making Benno prod her with the flat of his outstretched sabre. They looked from side to side, as if alert for opportunities to make a break for it. The performance went to waste; they saw the guardsmen only when the front of the door came within sight.


      ‘Found some more work for you, boys!’ Benno called out, in his most jovial manner.


      ‘Commandant Benno?’


      Benno’s nose twitched. The voice did not belong to either Olli or Renald. Finally as he cleared the curving wall, he got a good view of them. Renald was there, but the other guardsman was a new recruit, one whose name he could not recall. The new fellow was short and dark-eyed, with a complexion that suggested some Tilean or even Araby blood in him. Both regarded Benno and his prisoners with undisguised bafflement. They wore breastplates, carried sabres, and had burnished steel helmets on their heads.


      ‘Renald,’ he said, ‘where’s Olli?’


      ‘He’s come down with the croup, sir.’


      ‘That so? Well, I’ve found you some more guarding to do. I personally caught these two lurking around my father’s manor. Guess the reward stays in the family, hah?’


      ‘Good for you, sir.’


      ‘Unlock the door,’ Benno said. ‘I want to get these two shackled, quick.’


      The unfamiliar guard hesitated. ‘Commandant, sir, we was clearly told…’


      ‘Told what? What’s your name?’


      The guard took a deep breath and tapped the heels of his boots together. ‘Gottfried, sir. Nino Gottfried.’


      ‘Speak up, Nino. What were you told?’


      ‘Your father’s orders, sir – we was strictly instructed, there was no, no condition at all where we could even – If we even think of unlocking this door, sir…’ He made the throat-slitting gesture across his throat. ‘You understand, sir.’


      ‘My father will be pleased you spoke up for his orders. I’ll commend you to him. But the situation–’


      Angelika winked at Franziskus. Renald saw this and came down the steps at them, pointing his sabre at her. Nino loosed his sword, too, and held it out before him, unsure who to aim it at.


      ‘They were planning a move, sir,’ Renald said to Benno. ‘I saw this one give the sign to the other.’


      ‘Treacherous sow!’ Benno cried, smacking the back of Angelika’s head with his free hand. She exclaimed in genuine pain. Benno refixed his gaze on Nino. ‘You think my father wants them to escape a second time? Open the cursed door!’


      Nino’s sword clattered to the floor as he fumbled in his belt for the key ring. Benno wrinkled his face in annoyed impatience. He tapped his foot. Nino’s fingers shook, jangling the keys. He stuck the key in the door but it wouldn’t turn. Benno skipped up the steps to swipe it from his hand. Renald jabbed his swordpoint in Angelika’s direction, and then in Franziskus’s. Benno opened the door. He swept inside. Nino bent to scoop up his sabre and point it at Franziskus’s throat. Renald prodded Angelika, pushing his hilt-guard into her side. He ordered her up to the door. Angelika regarded him with slow contempt. She and Franziskus moved slowly up the stairs. Renald and Nino stood aside to make room for them. They shuffled resentfully into the cell.


      Lukas hung shackled from the wooden beam in the centre of the room. A long spike had been driven into the beam, about seven feet from the floor. His wrist shackles were fastened to it, forcing him to stand with arms above his head. His hair had been shaved off, leaving a dense, black stubble on his scalp. Red lines marked the razor cuts of a careless barber. The boy had a freshly fattened lip, purple and swollen. His eyes fluttered and widened. ‘Franziskus!’ he cried.


      Benno, already at his side, worked a key into the wrist cuffs. ‘Come here!’ he barked, to Nino. ‘It’s stuck!’


      Nino hopped to it. Renald saw that Angelika’s belt still had a pair of daggers in it. ‘Their weapons!’ he exclaimed, warning Nino, who halted mid-stride.


      ‘But why–’ he choked, as Benno snatched his sabre from his hand. Angelika seized Renald’s sword-arm. Franziskus punched him in the gut. He bent over, gasping. Franziskus gaped guiltily at him. Angelika twisted Renald’s arm until he groaned and opened his hand, dropping the sabre to the floor. Benno stuck a foot behind Nino’s leg, pushed him over on his back, and crouched over him, a knife to his throat.


      Franziskus shook his head and stepped to the door, swinging it shut. He picked up the keys, which Benno had dropped, and freed Lukas. Limp, the boy fell into Franziskus’s arms, nearly knocking him over. Franziskus lowered him to the floor. ‘I knew you would come,’ he said.


      Benno used the point of his sabre to herd Renald and Nino into a corner. Angelika bent over Lukas; he flinched when he saw her. ‘You’re hurt?’ she asked. He nodded. ‘Injured,’ she asked, ‘or just fatigue, from the way they hung you?’


      ‘Fatigue,’ he breathed.


      ‘You’d better find the strength to run, and find it fast!’ she told him.


      ‘Commandant, sir,’ Renald said, ‘why are you doing this?’


      Benno picked up a metal lamp, which burned on the floor, and held it up, gazing intently into the guards’ faces. His right hand kept a sword steady at their chests. ‘My accomplices want to spare your lives. I think it’s safer not to. Convince me that if I tell you both to flee town and never come back, you’ll do it, and you’ll do it now, without getting yourselves caught.’


      ‘Please, commandant, sir…’ said Renald.


      Benno moved the sword to him. ‘Unconvincing,’ he said.


      ‘Sir,’ said Nino, ‘if you stop now, if you let us reshackle the boy, I swear to you we’ll never–’


      Benno lifted the lantern until it was next to Nino’s cheek; both men could feel the heat of its flame. ‘A poor line of argument.’ He set the lamp down. ‘I’ll repeat myself, one last time. Can you run from here, now, and never be seen again? Or must we slay you?’


      ‘We’ll run,’ gulped Nino.


      ‘Is the boy ready?’ Benno asked Angelika.


      ‘Can you stand?’ she asked Lukas.


      With difficulty, young von Kopf made it up to his knees; Franziskus extended an arm to him.


      ‘No.’ Angelika curtly shook her head. ‘He must do it on his own power.’


      Lukas strained, grunted, stood, wavered, and then was steady.


      ‘The boy is ready,’ Angelika told Benno.


      ‘Here is how we will proceed,’ Benno instructed the men. ‘We will all walk quickly down the steps together. When we hit the courtyard, you will silently walk to the city gates and–’ He turned to Angelika. ‘It won’t work. The men on the gates may know they’re supposed to be on duty.’ He took a step back. ‘I’m sorry, fellows.’ He levelled his sabre. Angelika braced herself to leap at him and pull him away from the guards.


      Boot soles scraped outside the closed door. A voice boomed: ‘What in the fiery halls of Hell is this?’


      Gelfrat.


      Benno swore. He dived for the door. So did Angelika. They pushed their weight against it. Gelfrat was pushing from the other side.


      Renald and Nino rushed Franziskus. He drew his rapier and stepped in front of Lukas, swiping it through the air to keep the guards at bay. Lukas stumbled to retrieve Nino’s dropped sabre.


      ‘Explain yourselves, you manky swine!’ Gelfrat shouted, as Benno and Angelika’s feet slid on stone. He’d shoved them back a couple of inches, opening the door a crack.


      ‘Help us!’ Angelika shouted to Franziskus.


      ‘We’re occupied over here!’ he replied.


      ‘You two! I knew it!’ Gelfrat bellowed.


      ‘And Commandant Benno, too!’ called Renald.


      ‘You’re a dead man, Renald!’ Benno said, his lips sideways.


      The door was six inches open. Angelika shifted her posture for better leverage but it was no use.


      ‘Benno?’ Gelfrat howled. ‘What goes on here?’


      ‘Gelfrat, my brother, listen to me…’


      ‘Half-brother!’


      The door was nine inches open.


      ‘We must get the boy far from here, before our father ruins himself!’


      ‘We? We, you say?’


      The gap was a foot wide.


      Nino picked up the lamp and threw it at Lukas’s head. The boy ducked. The oil sprayed wide. A small puddle of it burned in a far corner. Franziskus craned his head to see if there was anything the flames might catch on. There didn’t seem to be. Just stone and more stone. Nino charged him. He slashed Nino’s cheek. Nino stepped back, hand on face, blood drizzling through his fingers. Renald ceded space to Franziskus.


      Gelfrat shoved the door open another three inches and then squeezed into the gap, jamming his wide, thick body between door and frame. Benno reared back and slammed his weight into the door. Gelfrat grunted; his face turning red. Angelika pushed harder.


      Gelfrat shoved again. ‘The witch has entrapped you in her honey snare, has she?’


      ‘This is for the family good, Gelfrat. The good of all the von Kopfs.’


      Gelfrat clenched his teeth. Veins danced on his neck and forehead. ‘I am so glad to catch you in treachery, Benno. There’s no set of guts I hate worse than yours.’ He got his arms up and his palms flat against the door. Using the wall to brace himself, he won another couple of inches.


      Lukas edged toward the door. Renald moved to block him.


      ‘People call me a brute,’ panted Gelfrat. ‘But you – I may strike hard, I may shed the blood of men. But I strike in honest warfare, or when drunk, or angry. You, Benno. You – You’re worse than a brute. Cold. Calculation. Narrowing your eyes, deciding pain or mercy like you’re writing in a ledger book. Cruel, heartless. And now–’


      Grunting like a hog on the slaughter table, he forced the door another foot, squeezing his way into the room, clear of the door. With no resistance to counter their weight, Benno and Angelika fell onto the door as it slammed back shut.


      Gelfrat wrapped his paw around the back of Benno’s neck. Benno swung a fist into Gelfrat’s side; the big man took no notice of the blow. He put his thumbs in the middle of Benno’s throat. ‘Even if you weren’t competition,’ he said, as Benno’s eyes bugged, ‘I have dreamt of this for nearly a year now.’


      His head turned on its beefy neck as Gelfrat felt the tickle of Angelika’s dagger tip on it. He threw Benno to the floor. He turned to her and laughed, moving away. ‘You can try it, strumpet. But I say for certain, there’s no chance of your getting that all the way in. Not on the first try, which is all you’d get.’


      ‘How about a deal?’ Angelika proposed. ‘Let the three of us leave, and you can have your brother all to yourself.’


      ‘Half-brother.’


      ‘What say you?’


      ‘I say I’ll kill all four of you.’


      She cut open his leg, above the knee. She skirted back. He drew an oversized sabre and hacked down at Benno, who rolled out of the way and onto his feet.


      Renald pulled a knife and rushed at Lukas. Franziskus stepped into his path and the two went sprawling onto the floor, where the oil burned.


      Gelfrat clanged his sword into Benno’s, knocking him into Nino. Nino moved his hand from his bloody cheek to punch Benno in the kidney. Benno elbowed him in the face, enlarging his wound. Blood spattered the wall.


      Lukas took his chance and ran with uncertain balance for the open doorway. Nino navigated wide of Benno to pursue the prisoner. He slammed himself into his quarry, pinning Lukas against the wall of the curving stairwell.


      Angelika ran for the doorway. Gelfrat, widening his stance, obstructed her. She crouched with her knife. He feinted at her, then turned to parry an incoming blow from Benno’s sabre. The two Kopfs grunted and pushed their swords together. Angelika couldn’t get past them.


      Lukas butted his forehead into Nino’s cheek. Nino shoved him back, but twisted his ankle on the steps. Lukas ran up the stairs.


      ‘You idiot!’ Angelika groaned. ‘Don’t run up!’ Then Lukas was gone.


      Renald rolled on top of Franziskus. His helmet teetered off and clunked onto the floor. Franziskus butted him in the head, stunning him long enough to flip him onto his side.


      Benno manoeuvred Gelfrat into turning his back on Angelika. She cut across Gelfrat’s shoulder, tearing a gash below his neck and notching the leather strap that held his breastplate in place. He roared and swung at her with his sword. The blow went wide. While he was off-stride, she dashed around him and out onto the steps. He turned to deflect a blow from Benno’s sabre. She had a good opportunity to strike at the back of his neck, but declined to take it. She ran.


      Nino came at her, grabbing at her ankles. She turned to kick him. He pulled her off her feet. She went down, shuddering as her tailbone landed on a stair edge. She ground her heel in Nino’s eye. He whimpered and let himself slide away from her. She hopped to her feet and resumed her upstairs run.


      Franziskus had lost track of his rapier. Renald was lying on it, as well as his own. Franziskus got up and seized him by the armour straps. Renald dug fingers into his leg. Franziskus kneed him in the temple. The guard rolled off the weapons and tottered up. Franziskus kicked his knife out of reach, then ducked to grab the hilt. Renald kicked at his throat, scoring only a glancing blow, but which prevented Franziskus from rearming. Franziskus launched himself at Renald, grabbing his wrists and pinning him against the wall.


      Benno and Gelfrat traded swooshing sabre swings; none came sufficiently close to so much as ting against the other sword. Gelfrat backed Benno against a wall. He lunged in, sabre slashing. Benno tripped him. He fell into the wall. His sabre-blade landed on Renald’s left hand – Franziskus still held it by the wrist – chopping through his middle, ring and little fingers. Severed digits hit the floor at Franziskus’s feet. Renald only realised what had happened when he saw Franziskus’s horror and followed his eye-line. He saw his shattered hand just as the gore began to spurt from it. He sank to his knees and, cradling his hand in his good one, crawled on his knees into the corner, to scream hideously.


      Franziskus’s first thought was to go to the poor fellow’s side, but he cleared his head of this ridiculousness and rushed for the door. Gelfrat stepped free of his duel with Benno long enough to smash Franziskus in the throat with his forearm. An airless gasp issued from Franziskus’s gaping mouth. He staggered back, hitting the support beam.


      Gelfrat glanced back at Franziskus for the merest moment, checking the results of his handiwork. This gave Benno an opening. Benno brought his sabre ringing down on Gelfrat’s steel helmet, pounding a pronounced dent into it, and knocking it off-kilter. The force of his strike sent him reeling off balance, erasing the chance for a follow-up blow.


      Franziskus dashed at Gelfrat, spearing the back of his calf with his rapier’s sharp tip. He saw his hit draw blood but Gelfrat paid it no heed. Instead, the big man prepared for a heaving swing at his half-brother’s legs. Benno leapt over the blow, then fell far short with an ill-timed overhead chop with his own sabre. Gelfrat bashed his weapon into the side of Benno’s breastplate. Franziskus saw Benno’s eyes widen from the impact, then dashed for the open doorway. He pelted up the stairs.


      Lukas hit the top of the stone stairs. They terminated in a small stone room, scarcely bigger than his cell. A set of rough wooden steps led up into open air. Through this opening, he saw starlight. He hesitated. Battle sounds clattered up from below. He eked his way up the steps.


      He’d clambered his way to the top of the watchtower. The observation deck was square: about twenty feet on each side. Crenellated battlements surmounted its walls, embrasures alternating with merlons. Four men stood watch there, manning a ballista. There was a cannon, too, but none of them attended it. They wore Averlandish uniforms, though not the Black Field crest. Several glass lanterns, mounted on metal poles, spread orange light on their startled faces. Three of them reached to their belts for long swords, thicker than Franziskus’s rapier, but lighter than von Kopf sabres. The fourth pulled a matchlock pistol from his sack, and knelt to load it. The others scolded him as they charged the escaped prisoner.


      The first to reach him was Thomas Steinhauer, who was tall and lanky and, at the age of sixty, was considered ancient by his fellow soldiers. He was far too old, they persisted in telling him, to be breaking his back lugging his weapons and armour about, or to be wearing out his feet marching from one battle to the next, or even to be straining his eyes peering out from his watch post here on top of the south wall. Secretly, he agreed with them, but his pride did not let him make any such admission. He had served in Averland’s army when both Jurgen and Count Marius were mere infants. Now, after the failure of his masonry firm, he was back in it again, cursing fortune’s fickle gods. He threw himself at Lukas and clouted the spindly lad across the side of the head with the guard of his sword-hilt, sending him crashing to the stone floor. His mouth leaking spittle, he kicked at Lukas’s throat, until the boy rolled over to protect it. Then Thomas kicked at his ribs.


      The gunner, whose name was Werther Weiss, who had yet to do anything of interest to anyone, including himself, fumbled in his pack, looking for his tinderbox. He had never had a chance to fire his pistol, except at targets, and he was determined not to lose this opportunity, even though his mates were yelling at him.


      The second to reach Lukas was Sebastian Arzt, who was short, with cheeks like a forest rodent puffed up with nuts. Sebastian was young and wished to become a field medic, and from there, when he had completely his military duties, a real physician. This would enable him, he reckoned, to quickly enrich himself, so that he could marry into a family with a good name. He kicked at Lukas’s hands, which the boy had put out to protect his face.


      Werther Weiss found his tinderbox. He teased the fuse from his matchlock between its steel and flint.


      Theophilus Ruprecht, bow-legged and irritable, was the third to reach Lukas. When he was annoyed, which was frequently, he showed it by hunching his shoulders back and forth, in a curious lateral motion that any of his comrades could distinguish from up to half a mile away. He was about thirty years old, or so his mother told him. He wanted to die a soldier, though he did not care who he fought for. By his reckoning, he’d killed four orcs, sixteen goblins, two elves, and three people, over the course of his career. Two of those goblins, he’d killed with the same blow. He was proud of that. He took his sword, reversed it, clasped mail-gloved hands around the blade, and used the hilt as a bat, to smash down on Lukas’s vertebrae.


      Werther Weiss struck his flint.


      A knife flew into Theophilus Ruprecht’s eye. He fell to his hands and knees and bellowed out his pain and fear.


      Angelika had appeared at the top of the wooden stairs.


      Weiss’s flint failed to light his fuse.


      Arzt and Steinhauer looked at each other as they each kicked at Lukas. Both hoped the other would run to engage the lithe, black-clad woman who now sprinted at them. Steinhauer turned to meet her charge, gripping his longsword tightly. She ran at him headlong. Ruprecht briefly stopped his moaning, and for a prolonged moment the only sound came from her soles scuffing lightly on the stone flooring. Arzt paused his kicking and watched her. Abruptly she altered her trajectory and curved toward him, leaving Steinhauer stupidly braced for a nonexistent impact.


      Lukas crawled away from him. He put his foot on the back of the boy’s neck.


      Arzt swung his sword at Angelika. She dived at his legs.


      Weiss had finally got an ember going on the end of his fuse.


      Angelika landed on Arzt, slashing with her knife, cutting a hole in his trousers, and injuring his leg. He caught her in the face with the flat of his sword.


      Weiss’s fuse sparked into life.


      ‘Not now you stinking fool!’ Steinhauer shouted at him. ‘You’ll hit Sebastian!’ Lukas was motionless under Steinhauer’s boot.


      Weiss smiled. He did not like Sebastian Arzt well enough to give up such an excellently good chance to try his gun. He took aim at the two figures wrestling on the floor. He was reasonably sure he could hit the woman in the head.


      Arzt knocked the knife from Angelika’s hand. It skidded into the middle of the deck.


      Cutting it close, Weiss watched his fuse burn down.


      Angelika seized Arzt’s wrist and twisted; the sword slid from his hand. She rose up, straddling him. She balled twin fists and pummelled his face with them.


      Weiss followed her movement with the barrel of his gun. By sticking her head up, she’d removed any chance of his hitting Arzt. He pulled the trigger.


      The burning fuse slammed down onto the firing pan. It extinguished itself. No bullet flew.


      Weiss had forgotten to load his pistol.


      He cursed and leapt for his pack, for his box of shot and powder.


      Blood, cascading from Angelika’s nose, mingled with Arzt’s own and dripped into his eyes. He punched out; she weaved so he only hit her shoulder. The blow was powerful, though, and knocked her off him and to the side.


      Steinhauer left Lukas to lie on the stone floor. He stepped to Angelika and stood over her with sword upraised. He couldn’t bring it down without the risk of hitting Arzt if he missed her. He dropped the sword at his side.


      Weiss found his tin box and fumbled with its lid.


      Steinhauer grabbed Angelika from behind, wrapping both hands around her neck. He dug his fingers into her windpipe; she flailed her arms. Arzt punched her in the stomach. Steinhauer tightened his grip on her throat, making her sputter.


      Ruprecht, the knife still buried in his eye, collapsed. He rolled over on his back. He resumed his pitiful groaning.


      Franziskus made it to the top of the steps. Without breaking stride, he pounded toward Arzt and Steinhauer. Ruprecht’s cries masked the sound of his approach.


      From his box, Weiss took a paper cartridge of gunpowder.


      Franziskus wheeled his sword at Steinhauer. He laid a crimson slash across the side of the old man’s face and neck. Franziskus tried to reprise his move, but his opponent got his forearms up and in the way. Franziskus’s rapier cut open a yellow sleeve and a black sleeve, as well as a little bit of flesh beneath.


      Lukas struggled to his feet, looked about for a weapon. His mouth dropped open in horror as he watched the fight.


      Angelika, released from Steinhauer’s grip, jammed the heel of her hand into Arzt’s codpiece. He huffed and cursed but recovered and trapped her between his legs.


      Ruprecht flopped himself over on his back, chest heaving. Blood bubbled from his mouth.


      Steinhauer looked at his sword, lying on the floor. ‘You’d run through an unarmed man?’ he demanded of Franziskus.


      Franziskus stepped back and gestured to the sword. Steinhauer stooped to sweep up his blade. He grinned. ‘Stupid sack of dung,’ he said.


      Weiss stuffed his cartridge down the muzzle of his pistol.


      Ruprecht died.


      Arzt squeezed Angelika between his legs and rolled, smashing her into the floor.


      Steinhauer came in hard and fast to hack at Franziskus. Franziskus parried, his wrist twisting from the blow. Steinhauer followed up with a surprise underhand; Franziskus danced back. He hit the battlement and ducked fast to miss a third blow.


      Angelika wrapped her fingers around the hilt of the dagger that jutted out of Ruprecht’s dead eye.


      Franziskus elbowed Steinhauer in the side. Steinhauer turned to interpose his breastplate between himself and the blow. Franziskus suffered the force of his own strike; lightning pain reached all the way up into the bones of his hand. Steinhauer pressed his advantage; Franziskus put up his left forearm, and got it badly cut.


      Weiss loaded shot into the muzzle of his gun.


      Angelika drove the dagger deep into Arzt’s thigh. He jerked, freeing her. She seized him by the helmet straps and smashed his head down on the floor. Again, and again.


      Steinhauer forced Franziskus backwards. He scraped his back on the battlements as he bobbed and twisted to duck or parry the older man’s blows. He saw that Steinhauer’s breaths were laboured.


      ‘You’re tiring,’ he said.


      Weiss sparked his tinder.


      ‘Don’t make me kill an old man,’ Franziskus told Steinhauer.


      Steinhauer’s face went white with fury. He dived at Franziskus.


      A mottled dove flapped above them.


      Arzt shuddered and went limp. Angelika stopped pummelling his head.


      Weiss lit his fuse.


      Franziskus braced for Steinhauer’s charge and smashed him in the jaw, visibly unmooring it from its hinges.


      Angelika stood up.


      Weiss aimed at her.


      Steinhauer crumpled.


      Weiss pulled his trigger.


      At the head of the stairs, Gelfrat appeared, breastplate wet with blood.


      The mechanism of Weiss’s matchlock drove the fuse into the firing pan, lighting the powder. It sent a ball of shot cutting through the air.


      Angelika ducked.


      The shot hit Gelfrat.


      It fell, flattened, from a dent in the big man’s breastplate.


      Weiss gulped.


      ‘Bastard!’ Gelfrat screamed. ‘You shot me!’


      Weiss stammered out a denial.


      Gelfrat ran at him.


      Weiss pulled his useless trigger.


      ‘You shot me!’ Gelfrat said.


      He closed the distance between them. Weiss quivered. Gelfrat seized him by the belt and collar. Groaning, he heaved the begging, burbling soldier over his head.


      Angelika and Franziskus ran to Lukas.


      ‘What’s your name?’ Gelfrat demanded of Weiss, but gave him no time to answer. ‘I just killed one brother. This is his blood on me! I’m about to kill another! What makes you think you can shoot me, and not have me kill you, too?’ Dried tears marked Gelfrat’s cheeks, like snail’s trails.


      Angelika and Franziskus tried to get Lukas to his feet.


      ‘Please!’ Weiss pleaded.


      Gelfrat dropped to one knee. He lowered Weiss onto it, pressing him down. He broke Weiss’s back; vertebrae crunched and popped. Gelfrat lifted Weiss once more over his head. He threw the gunman off the parapet. He stepped up to watch him fall, waited for the thud of impact, and watched appreciatively as a red pool spread around Weiss’s shattered body.


      Lukas was upright, tottering at first, and then leaning on both Angelika and Franziskus.


      Gelfrat wheeled.


      They tried to turn Lukas around, but he tangled his legs in theirs. They grabbed him before he could pitch face-first onto the floor, but then Gelfrat was upon them. He tore Angelika off the boy, pulling her off her feet with one powerful arm. She landed on her side and rolled, ending up about ten feet from the fray.


      Gelfrat punched at Franziskus’s face. Franziskus ducked the blow, but caught the next, a jab to his kidneys, delivered by Gelfrat’s free hand. He felt himself doubling over but exercised all the control he could muster to stay upright. He saw Arzt’s prone form behind Gelfrat and pushed on him, hoping to trip him. Franziskus slid down the big man’s gore-slicked breastplate.


      Gelfrat smacked him in the ear, punched him in the stomach, kicked him in the head, and stomped on his back.


      Lukas turned to run. He got halfway to the stairs. Gelfrat slung a choking arm under his chin, dragging him backwards.


      ‘Lukas, I want you to think about something as I murder you,’ he said.


      Angelika crept to Arzt’s body. She pulled the blade from his thigh. He was breathing, shallowly.


      ‘You aren’t a hundredth of the man Benno was,’ wheezed Gelfrat, ‘yet he gave his life for you.’


      Angelika jumped on Gelfrat’s back. She jammed the dagger between his shoulder blades. He swatted her off before she could drive it the rest of the way in. She landed on her tailbone. The blade waggled back and forth; it was stuck in about an inch. If it had gone in any less, it would have fallen out of its own accord; any more, and it might have done the kind of harm needed to bring him down.


      Angelika rose. Her legs refused to cooperate. She sat.


      ‘You, who aren’t even good enough for the maggots you’re about to feed,’ Gelfrat continued. He reached around to his back, located the dagger in it, plucked it out, and tossed it down the stairs. He leaned down, heaved Lukas over his shoulder, and strolled over to the edge of the parapet’s southward edge. It faced out onto the city and south, toward the Black Fire Pass. He’d thrown Weiss into the town, but had evidently decided that Lukas did not deserve even the shelter of Grenzstadt’s walls. ‘Can you speak, boy?’ he asked, standing at the edge.


      Lukas made a vaguely affirmative noise.


      ‘So tell me what you think of all this.’


      ‘I don’t want to die.’


      Gelfrat dropped him on his head. ‘Is that your problem, you knock-kneed fop? That you think you’re somehow alone in that?’ He seized Lukas by the heels and lifted him up. ‘Eh? Or do you think you’re too high-born to answer questions from the lowly likes of me?’ He dangled Lukas, upside down, over the battlement, at least a hundred feet between him and the ground.


      ‘I’m sorry!’ Lukas cried.


      ‘I won’t disagree with you there. Sorry you are, for certain.’ He let go of one leg, then grabbed it again.


      ‘Just get it over with,’ Lukas said.


      ‘Oh, that must be that blue blood of yours, making you think you can still command me.’ With Lukas’s ankles caught securely in his fists, he snapped the boy’s body as he would a crab leg. Lukas’s face hit the side of the tower. Gelfrat dangled him up and down. Lukas sobbed.


      Angelika got up, reminding herself that what she felt now was nothing compared to the pain she’d suffered back in the pit. Franziskus saw her, and struggled up, too. They advanced slowly on Gelfrat. Angelika went to pick up an abandoned long sword.


      Gelfrat saw them from the corner of his eye. ‘You’re not stupid. You know he dies if you jump me now. It’s too late for him already. I suggest you run, like the curs you are.’


      ‘Lukas had no part in this rescue attempt,’ Angelika said, hands up, slowly advancing on him. ‘He didn’t ask us to come. He’s done nothing to warrant this.’


      ‘He violated the oath of our company,’ said Gelfrat, banging him once again into the tower wall. ‘While he breathes, my honour is stained with filth. As is my father’s honour, and that of all my comrades.’ He shook his captive like he was a sifter full of flour. ‘Isn’t that right, Lukas?’


      ‘Yes,’ Lukas said.


      ‘Gelfrat,’ said Angelika. ‘You may have hated your brother, but he was right in one thing: it will cost Jurgen more than he knows if Lukas is killed, either by his own hand, or by any who serve him. The entire bloodline will pay the price, if you don’t pull him up and leave him be. Or do you want to inherit nothing?’


      ‘You talk of politics,’ Gelfrat said. He blew droplets of blood from his lip. ‘My father and I, we speak the language of honour.’


      ‘Honour is for some other world, my brother. Not this one.’ Benno stood at the top of the steps. He trudged up onto the tower deck. He glistened with blood. It coated his face and matted his hair. He dragged his sabre in his hand; it made a rhythmic bumping noise as it moved from one stone tile to the next. The fingers of Benno’s right hand had all been broken, and jutted out at various wrong angles. He limped. His left eye was swollen shut; his right was a mere slit. Blood dripped from both of his arms, and flowed down the length of his blade. He left a trail of it as he stumbled forwards. Angelika could not tell where the blood was coming from. It would have to be from several places.


      Gelfrat tightened his grip on Lukas’s left ankle, then his right. He turned his head sideways, to see Benno. ‘I killed you already,’ he said, annoyed. ‘You’ve Chaos blood in you, haven’t you?’


      Benno smiled; a mixture of blood and saliva beaded on the yellow enamel of his teeth. ‘Idiot.’ A laugh, or maybe just a cough, escaped his lips. ‘Those callused hands of yours never could find a pulse, Gelfrat.’


      ‘I’ll drop him over and then complete my task with you,’ Gelfrat threatened.


      Angelika signalled to Franziskus. While Gelfrat concerned himself with Benno, she stole along the battlement, to the big man’s right. Franziskus, scratching idly at his cheekbone, edged over on its other side, to the left of him.


      ‘You keep saying you’ll drop him, yet you haven’t. You know what that says to me, half-brother?’


      ‘What?’


      ‘That a part of even your dim brain knows not to do this. Is it pride that prevents you from backing down?’


      Angelika tried to catch Benno’s eye, to shake her head in warning. He was taking the wrong tack by antagonising the big man. Yet he’d captured Gelfrat’s attention, in a way she had not. She decided to keep her mind on a single objective: getting closer to Gelfrat, before he noticed her.


      ‘I’ll let you explain that remark,’ Gelfrat said, ‘because your arrogance always gives me a right fat laugh.’


      ‘It took me some time to get up those stairs,’ Benno said. He’d dragged himself within fifteen feet of his brother. He halted. ‘I’ve had time to hear you talk. A moment ago, you were happily killing me. Now you’re blaming this poor thing for forcing you into it. Care to reflect on the contradiction?’


      Gelfrat gave Lukas another smack into the wall. Lukas cried out – something about taking mercy on him.


      ‘Could it be that you hate and envy whoever you happen to be looking at, at any given moment?’


      ‘Go choke yourself.’


      ‘How much time have you devoted to wondering which of us is the better man? Always justifying yourself. Never being satisfied with the answers you dream up. You despise me, Gelfrat, but I feel pity for you.’


      Gelfrat opened his left hand. But with his right, he drew scrawny Lukas higher, so that his face, upside-down, made ruddy by blood rushing to his head, could be seen between two merlons. ‘I’ll drop him. You know I’ll drop him.’


      Benno raised his sabre, his head lolling to one side. ‘Yes, you’re right; you must.’


      Gelfrat saw how close Angelika and Franziskus were to him. He whipped his head from side to side, showing them he knew. They edged back. ‘This is trickery. I’ll drop him, and then where will your beloved politics be?’


      ‘Here’s a new story. Tell me if you like it,’ Benno said. Now that he was nearer, Angelika could see at least one source of blood: a wide fold of exposed muscle below his neck, from which red fluid slowly pulsed. He continued, heedless of the life leaking out of him: ‘Tonight, sadly, the lost son who was so recently reunited with his illustrious father was cruelly slain. Thrown off a tower, by his jealous half-brother, Gelfrat. Gelfrat was then himself slain by another of the Kopf sons, Benno, who suffered grievously in the battle. But survived. When he recovers from his wounds, brave Benno will surely be legitimised. Elevated to the place of True Son, to take Claus’s position as field commander. So throw the boy off, you fat, swaggering chunk of gutter spew, and let’s have at it.’


      Gelfrat gave Lukas one dangle, brushing him against the parapet, then opened his hands. Angelika leapt for the falling boy as Gelfrat turned to draw his weapon. She grabbed Lukas by the belt, her left hand finding purchase mere moments after the right. The force of the sudden weight drove her into the battlement, the edge caught her in the stomach, and knocked the air from her lungs. Her legs flew up. Before she could flip over the battlement to fall alongside Lukas, Franziskus seized her belt. His feet were braced against the battlement. In concert, Angelika and Franziskus groaned. Lukas dangled down into empty air. His dead bulk tore at Angelika’s fingers. She gritted her teeth and shifted. She felt Franziskus tighten his hold on her, hugging her, pulling downwards, lending her the solidity of his weight. The strain moved from her hands to her shoulders. The bones of her arms fought to remain in their sockets.


      Thick red tears squeezed themselves from Benno’s damaged eye.


      Gelfrat rumbled out a laugh. ‘You’re not exactly fit to take me on,’ he said.


      ‘Fit enough,’ Benno choked. ‘You’re poisoned.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘The blades I gave them.’ He meant Angelika and Franziskus. ‘Poisoned, all. And I saw both of them hit you.’


      ‘No!’


      Angelika willed strength into her arms. Her bones were made of iron, she told herself. She pulled. She got Lukas pulled up a foot. Her muscles juddered with the effort. She couldn’t maintain it. She let him lower slightly, so she wouldn’t entirely lose her grip on him. She asked herself if it was possible to switch positions with Franziskus, letting him do the lifting. But no, a switch could never work. She had no choice but to keep on, and succeed.


      ‘Yes,’ Benno said to Gelfrat. ‘Even now, black bile consumes your blood.’


      Angelika called softly down to Lukas, instructing him to place his hands on the tower wall. Push against them. Do anything he could to support his own weight.


      ‘The poison courses through your veins and arteries. It burns like acid. It’s hot like fire.’


      She tried again to pull Lukas up; this time, she had his assistance. He walked his hands up the wall. She got him up a decent foot.


      ‘Already it slows your reflexes, distorts your vision. Soon it will travel to your heart, pool there, and cook it like a steak. Until then, all I need do is avoid your weakened, ill-aimed blows.’


      Gelfrat wailed and dived at Benno with a swinging sword.


      Benno easily sidestepped the reckless charge, bringing his sabre down on Gelfrat’s neck as he surged his way by. An artery opened. Blood spouted out, pulsing, jetting. Gelfrat pivoted back to face Benno. He clapped his left hand to his neck. The hand diverted the flow into three tighter streams of shooting gore.


      ‘You bastard,’ he said.


      ‘The same, and proud,’ said Benno, both eyes closed, a leg giving way beneath him. On bended knee, he looked like a supplicant. ‘And you?’


      Angelika got Lukas far enough up, and well enough braced, so that it was safe for Franziskus to let go of her. He stood up and grabbed onto the boy. They both pulled him up and over the battlements. He landed on top of them; they crawled out, disentangling themselves. He sank into a sitting position, panting.


      Gelfrat wobbled over to a lantern pole and steadied himself against it. Benno fell over.


      ‘You poisoned me, you two!’ Gelfrat shouted, at Angelika and Franziskus.


      ‘He lied. There was no poison,’ Angelika told him.


      ‘No?’ He slid down the pole.


      ‘No.’ She could say it with authority. If you wanted to go sorting through piles of dead soldiers, you had to be able to sniff out the various types of blade venom. If the blades had really been coated in poison, she would have known the instant he handed them over. In truth, no poison that did any good on a blade was half as swift or lethal as Benno had said. He’d given a good speech, though. She’d have believed it, if she hadn’t known better.


      ‘He tricked me,’ Gelfrat said. ‘Into…’ He convulsed and went slack.


      Benno wasn’t moving, either. When she’d recovered her strength sufficiently, Angelika got up and examined him. He was gone, too.


      Bells rang. Angelika looked to the opposite tower. There were men stationed there, too. They were the ones sounding the alarm.
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      Chapter Thirteen


      ‘How long have they been ringing?’ Angelika asked, referring to the alarm bells.


      ‘I don’t know,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘A long time,’ Lukas said.


      Angelika muttered a choice epithet. ‘Then get up and run, curse your hide!’


      Lukas placed his palms on the floor and tried to push himself up. He collapsed, sobbing dryly. Franziskus put an arm on his elbow and pulled him. Angelika wanted to kick the pathetic creature, but knew that wouldn’t accomplish the desired end. Her desire to help the boy was always stronger when she did not have to suffer his direct presence.


      With Franziskus’s help, she jerked Lukas to his feet. She tugged on his arm, wrenching it, to make him run. He dropped like a sack of flour, throwing his arms around her ankles.


      ‘Please, please, I can’t… Just leave me be.’


      She crouched beside him. She could hear footsteps and exclamations from the square below. ‘Find the strength, Lukas, or you’re dead.’


      ‘Talk to my father. Convince him. You’re persuasive.’


      ‘This will be his excuse to execute you. If you truly want to die, tell us now, so we can escape without you.’


      He sank lower, laying his face on the floor. ‘Do that. Save yourselves.’


      Then she did kick him, before hauling him up. With a child’s reluctance, he let her bring him to his feet. She slapped him. He bristled, gathering up his slim, porcelain fist. She smiled inwardly.


      ‘You’re right,’ she said, ‘You’re not worth it. You’re just what they all say you are.’


      ‘Stop caring about me!’ he shouted, and bolted for the steps. They followed, catching up with him long before they reached the street. Angelika stayed behind him, fighting her natural urge to run, swatting him lightly between the shoulderblades whenever his pace flagged. They quickly covered the short flight of wooden steps, and made short work of the tower staircase. They ran past the cell, where they detected no trace of Nino or Renald. Angelika skipped a step so as not to slip on a pool of blood. She did not bother to guess who it belonged to.


      They left the tower and hit the second stone staircase, which would take them from the top of the town wall to the cobbled square below. Soldiers had gathered. Armed townsfolk swarmed among them; they were, Angelika realised, angling for the reward on her head. There were perhaps two of them for every soldier.


      She seized Lukas by the collar and pulled him away from the steps. The crowd boiled towards them. She turned to run along the wall, to the staircase on the other side. Franziskus initially missed the change in direction but finally reversed course and caught up speedily. He had his rapier out. Men were already rushing up the other stairway, but there were fewer of them. Igniting gunpowder crackled and flashed down in the square. Angelika flinched. As far as she could tell, the bullet hadn’t come anywhere near them.


      A man in mendicant’s robes was the first to reach them as they rushed down the steps. Angelika pulled his hood over his face, spun him around, and tripped him, sending him crashing into the rush of pursuers behind him. They fell like dominoes, forming a great heap of flattened bodies on the stairs. With Lukas’s hand tightly in hers, Angelika kept to the stairwell’s extreme outward edge: it was clear of fallen men. A punch grazed her chin, but it was the feeblest hit she’d suffered all evening, and it did not slow her. Behind her, she heard the clash of steel on steel. Eyes fixed resolutely ahead, she concluded that Franziskus had found some blows to parry. She did not break stride to check. She and Lukas had reached the bottom. A soldier rushed at her with ready rapier-point. She sidestepped, letting him crash into one of his mates, who’d been positioning himself to leap on Lukas’s back.


      ‘You fools!’ she shouted. ‘This is Jurgen’s son!’ Only the men nearest her heard this, but it gave them pause long enough for her to elbow her way through them. Franziskus pressed past bladesmen, and leapt backwards from the stairs, landing cat-like in front of the gate. He stopped for an instant to marvel at the brilliance of his ten-foot-drop, then he dashed for the gate, which was closing. Angelika and Lukas were hard on his heels.


      Angelika heard loosened chains spinning through a pulley. She pulled Lukas back and shouted to Franziskus. He jumped her way just as the gate’s inner portcullis, a mass of spikes and wrought iron, rattled down, its arrow-shaped teeth falling flush into slots in the cobblestones. Lukas gaped; it would have split them down the middle.


      A rock lobbed in at them; it hit Franziskus on the thigh. He exclaimed more in offence than pain. Lukas bent, straightened, and hurled the stone back into the mob. Angelika felt a pang of admiration – maybe there was hope for the boy, after all.


      The soldiers and townsfolk had gathered in a rough crescent-shape, as they slowly crept up on the cornered fugitives. With the chase at a close, they were suddenly hesitant. It was the nature of a mob, Angelika reckoned; now no one wanted to be the first to act. Those who took the initiative would be rewarded by Angelika’s dagger and Franziskus’s sword. Only after their sacrifice would a second wave attempt to overwhelm them. Angelika steeled herself to seize their moment of hesitation. Holding up her hands, she took a step forward.


      ‘You don’t recognise him, because his head is shaven, but this is the von Kopf boy, delivered just this morning to your leader,’ she said. Her words yielded a satisfying harvest of turned heads and questioning murmurs. ‘Your master is the object of a plot by his enemies. Stand back, lest you make yourselves unwitting accomplices.’


      The men didn’t stand back exactly, but at least they remained at bay. She hoped the lie that was about to come out of her mouth would contain at least the vague appearance of plausibility. ‘The plot is by some of Jurgen’s jealous bastard sons. They wanted Lukas gone, so they could take his place. They switched him for a condemned man, thinking he’d be hanged before anyone knew the difference. You can see how they cut his locks, to further the deception!’ She hoped for a chorus of affirmative replies, but got only puzzled looks. She was no orator. She felt ridiculous, using this rousing language.


      ‘There’s a reward out for you!’ someone shouted.


      ‘Also part of the plot – because we knew…’


      A portly, puffy-faced man in a sergeant’s uniform parted the crowd and spoke in a basso voice. ‘Then we’ll take the three of you to Jurgen, and let him work it out.’


      Angelika attempted to look pleased by this announcement. It was preferable to being beaten to death on the spot, and might lead to a better chance for escape, later. She set the last of Benno’s daggers on the stonework, and kicked it over to the sergeant. Franziskus placed his rapier down, hilt pointing politely outwards.


      The sergeant shouted orders, and soldiers hemmed them in. Each of them was flanked by a pair of men, who seized them by the shoulders. The crowd, disappointed by the anti-climax of their peaceful capture, refused to separate to let them through. The sergeant removed his glove to clout at the faces of unyielding civilians. Particularly recalcitrant onlookers received sharp kicks to the shins. Eventually the soldiers threaded them through the crowd’s other side. Flanked by lantern-bearing regulars, the sergeant led the way to a carriage across the square. He left the prisoners and their guards to stand fifty paces away, and marched up to speak with its coachman.


      ‘I recognise what you have done for me,’ Lukas said. ‘Both of you.’


      ‘I am sure all will be justly resolved,’ she said, conscious of the soldiers all around them.


      A gasp issued from the crowd; Angelika turned to see bodies on stretchers borne down the steps from the tower. Linen sheets had been draped over the corpses, but blood had already soaked through – especially on the lead stretcher, which she presumed to be Benno’s. The sight of the dead seemed to arouse something within the mob: a grim murmuring spread among them. Angelika watched as young boys were placed on the shoulders of their fathers and uncles: for a better view of the slain.


      The coachman waved angry arms at the sergeant. He repeatedly cited the name of Somebody von Something-or-Other. Finally he hopped off his perch, still gesticulating furiously. The sergeant took his place and whistled for his men. They opened the carriage doors and pushed the captives inside. Three soldiers cramped in with them, ordering the seating so that two of them flanked Lukas, and Angelika and Franziskus sat on either side of the third.


      Angelika worked out that their best chance would be to get out of the carriage before it reached von Kopf’s estate. Their guardians had made a stupid mistake: they had put her and Franziskus next to the doors. They were thinking only that Lukas was their most important prisoner. Any shrewd guard trains his attention on those most likely or able to escape.


      To get Lukas out with them, though, they’d have to do more than leap out. Force would be called for. She glanced unobtrusively over at the soldier next to her, seeing that he had a knife sheathed at his hip. Her luck was turning; this would prove most convenient.


      The coach lurched into motion.


      She would seize the knife, backhand it across its owner’s throat, then leap onto the guard opposite her. Franziskus would take this cue, and leap as well…


      The sounds of the crowd were too loud, too close. She leaned back to look through the window without touching the curtain. She saw lamps and lanterns held aloft. The stupid fools were following the carriage! The throng swarmed all around it, slowing its progress to a snail’s pace. Angelika heard laughter, as if it was a carnival.


      ‘What’s going on?’ the youngest of the soldiers, at Claus’s left, asked. He had a high forehead, a bulbous nose, and a sharp, deep voice.


      ‘They think they’ve found themselves a little excitement,’ drawled the sleepy-eyed soldier on Claus’s right. ‘Maybe they think it’ll be like the witch burning we had last solstice.’


      The young soldier smiled as understanding dawned. ‘Ah, yes. You know, that’s when me and this barmaid–’


      ‘Stuff it,’ ordered the soldier next to Angelika, expecting obedience.


      Stuff it indeed, thought Angelika. The crowd had made escape impossible.


      The carriage trundled on for what felt like hours. From the noise around them, Angelika could tell that the crowd was swelling. Through the window, she saw pre-dawn light. It surprised her that it had been so long since they’d set out. The young soldier yawned. She was grateful for the afternoon sleep she and Franziskus had had; it might give them an advantage, when everyone around them needed rest.


      Maybe there would be a chance, as they were taken from the carriage, when they could dash for it, then blend into the crowd. Though blending was possibly an optimistic term, considering that the crowd was enthusiastically hoping to witness their summary executions…


      The door wrenched open. Jurgen stood there. His face was two feet from her own. He was clad only in a white linen under-tunic, which stretched to his knees. It was wrinkled and slept in. Anger drew his features taut. He propelled himself up onto the runner, then reached in to seize Lukas’s tunic in both hands. He lifted the boy from his seat and tore him from the carriage, throwing him onto the stones below. The crowd was silenced. Angelika leaned out to leap from the coach, but the soldier opposite her slammed into her, pinning her down. The one beside her seized a handful of her hair. She ceased her resistance.


      ‘Were you born to bedevil me?’ Jurgen demanded of his son, who had gone limp on the ground. ‘Were you?’ Lukas did not answer; sobs wracked him.


      Jurgen bent down to haul Lukas upright. His feet were bare. His hair, a moppy mess. ‘Answer your father!’ he commanded. Lukas stammered. Jurgen slapped him in the face, spinning Lukas off his heels. Jurgen caught him, pulling the boy into his chest. ‘Answer!’ he repeated, slightly lessening his previous ferocity.


      From the carriage, Angelika could see only a few dozen faces. Most had lost their jovial anticipation of violence; this was not the victim they’d come to see.


      ‘Sword!’ Jurgen called. He turned back and seemed to take note of the crowd for the first time. ‘Get back!’ he ordered them. ‘What are you doing here? Get back to your homes!’ The spectators at the front tried to move back, but Jurgen’s courtyard was too tightly packed for them to have much success. Jurgen scanned the crowd for a retainer. ‘Sword!’ he called.


      An odd note sounded, in the distance – a bugler testing his instrument. Annoyed by the intrusion of this irrelevance, Angelika hunched forward, to see better.


      A scraping servant pushed his way through the crowd, and handed a sheathed sabre to Jurgen. The prow-faced general took it from him without acknowledging his presence. He tore the scabbard from the sword, tossing it at his feet. Confused, unhappy sounds issued forth from the crowd.


      With naked toes, Jurgen pressed his foot down on Lukas’s ankle, pinning his scrabbling form to the ground.


      Angelika pushed forward, to get at Jurgen. Her guards bashed her head into the side of the carriage until she let up.


      Jurgen raised his sabre above his head. Onlookers moaned their protest. He hesitated, turning his head to them, but they would not be silent. Some brave soul lobbed a clod of unidentifiable trash; it barely missed the general’s white, exposed calves. He rounded on the crowd, sword upraised. ‘Listen, my people!’ They roared back at him, displeased. ‘Listen!’ he said. ‘Listen!’


      He waited until they made themselves quiet. ‘You must understand!’ he demanded of them. ‘Yes, this is my son, and yes, he must die! He has broken our family oath. You all know this!’


      A chorus of murmurs said that the mob did not know, or begin to understand, this.


      ‘It is our oath! The boy’s very existence is a crime, one I have every right to end! No Black Sabre may walk away from a defeat. For us, it is victory or death!’


      Angelika shook her head in disgust. It was happening exactly as Benno had feared it would. Suddenly, she knew why. It was also clear what was about to transpire. What the bugle note meant. She took a breath. The tension fell from her body.


      ‘Your safety depends on my family!’ Jurgen spat.


      Lukas crawled away, but the sergeant, having hopped from the carriage, saw him, and blocked his way. Lukas quivered.


      ‘When my company has been strong, Grenzstadt’s walls have gone untested by the greenskin horde! When we have been weak, your ancestors have all paid the price! Our honour is your survival!’


      A few onlookers nodded their heads, as if this were a reasonable proposition. But most kept their eyes trained on poor, whimpering Lukas. One wizened woman, clad in well-worn velvet, took the liberty of dismissively pawing the air.


      Jurgen lunged at her. ‘How dare you even question my rights, in this private affair?’ He widened his gaze to take in the entire mob. ‘How dare any of you?’


      Angelika saw the first of them: a raised fist, safely back in the crowd. Another, closer, joined it. Somewhere – just out of her field of view, Angelika guessed – a hand would now be going up. A signal given.


      ‘Pah!’ Jurgen said, giving the collected busy bodies of Grenzstadt his back. He nodded to the sergeant, who threw Lukas at his feet. He lifted up his sabre.


      The bugles now cried out, with trumpets, and drums. It was hard to tell, with the echoes that came off the armoury buildings, but Angelika judged that they were back on the street. Heads turned. Jurgen stopped.


      ‘What is it?’ asked the bulb-nosed soldier.


      ‘Shut it,’ replied the one beside Angelika.


      ‘What’s going on?’ asked the bulb-nosed soldier. He opened the carriage door.


      ‘Get back.’


      ‘Something’s going on,’ he said, hopping down.


      ‘Get back here!’


      Recognition wrote itself on the young soldier’s face. ‘Gods and daemons!’ he exclaimed. The mob mirrored his expression.


      ‘It’s the count,’ Angelika mouthed, to Franziskus.


      ‘It’s the count!’ gasped the soldier, and the crowd.


      ‘Shallya’s teats!’ the senior soldier swore.


      Angelika tore the curtains from their rod and switched sides for a better view of the procession. Townspeople crushed into one another, forced forward. Angelika could not yet see what pushed them, but she felt well prepared to guess. Elbows and curses flew. Finally the crowd parted, revealing the procession Angelika expected.


      Flanked by willowy, boyish lantern-bearers, who wore fancy Araby turbans and robes of silk, came a troop of fresh warriors in Averlandish livery. They held shields aloft; from each of these shields grimaced the solar emblem of Count Marius Leitdorf. Then came a cantering, coal-coloured charger, on which the count himself perched. A fan of monstrous plumes jutted up from his floppy cap of silk. Embossed sun emblems glowed from his massive plates of shoulder armour. A heavy gold medallion, of the same design, dangled from his neck. It glowed, as if imbued by magic – which it doubtless was. Chained to his ankle with mighty links was an enormous greatsword, an ornament of painted flames flaring above its hilt and onto the base of its blade. He held it up for the crowd to gawk at: some, hushed and reverent, couldn’t help but say its famous name: ‘Runefang!’


      Jurgen looked for the sheath to his quite ordinary sabre. Some gawpers were standing on it. He crossed his arms, sword still in hand. He faced away from Angelika, toward his count, so she couldn’t tell if he now, finally, wore a look of comprehension.


      Riding behind Marius, on a nondescript nag, wearing a moleskin robe and a drab-feathered felt chapeau, came his counsellor, Anton Brucke.


      The columns of attendants stopped, with smooth precision; even the pretty, purse-lipped boys in the turbans proved themselves expert horsemen. Marius clopped his magnificent horse onward until its front hooves stood no more than seven feet from Jurgen’s feet. With chiselled, craggy features, he surveyed the vast crowd. He reached into a brocade bag that swung at his hip on a golden rope. Scrupulously, he untied its top. From it he withdrew a cloisonné box, oval-shaped and a few inches long. He plucked its lid off, pinched a ball of snuff between his gloved fingers, and inserted it daintily into his nostril. He inhaled it noisily, blew out his cheeks, and loosed a plaintive sigh. ‘What occurs here, my good Kopf?’ His horse pointed its head and red-rimmed eyes down at Lukas, its expression carnivorous.


      Jurgen looked down at the nightshirt he wore. ‘You find me at an awkward moment, your excellency.’


      Marius tittered. He licked his lips. ‘Apparently.’


      ‘Let’s retire into my receiving chamber, your excellency, and we can–’


      ‘Oh,’ Marius said, drawing the word out. He wanted to show both his profound disappointment, and pity for Jurgen, as the cause of it. ‘The disarray I see before me sharpens my curiosity to fever pitch. I must know all.’ He executed a half-turn on his horse, to look into the crowd. He raised his voice. ‘Don’t we all deserve to know what is happening here?’ he asked his subjects. They murmured in an inarticulate affirmative, and stepped back from him. He turned back to Jurgen. ‘So explain, before my impatience curdles into… some other thing.’


      Jurgen finally repositioned himself so that Angelika could see his face and, yes, he already wore the knowledge of his undoing. He closed his eyes. ‘It is a family matter, your excellency. The oath of the Black Sabres–’


      ‘A colourful custom,’ Marius interrupted.


      ‘Yes, your excellency, as you know, a Sabre vows never to flee from a battle–’


      ‘A quaint barbarism, I think you might call it.’


      ‘This is my son, Lukas, your excellency–’


      Marius peered over his horse’s neck. ‘Stand up, boy. Let me have a look at you.’


      Lukas meekly obeyed.


      ‘I see,’ said the count. ‘Your father has sentenced you to death for sporting such an appalling haircut?’


      Marius waited, but no one dared respond to this witticism. ‘But surely,’ he said, playing to the crowd, ‘that would be no more absurd than the thought that a noble of the Empire, a scion of Averland, would actually be slain by his own father, for failing to uphold such an antiquated decree? A rule which, I hasten to add, is not any kind of law that I have set down, not a law of the land, but a mere family vow?’


      ‘It is a family vow, your excellency,’ Jurgen said.


      ‘Does it not seem,’ Marius pondered, ‘that a vow is an individual matter, for a person to break, or not to break, as his conscience dictates? That neither state, nor familial patriarch, may enforce its terms on persons unwilling to uphold it?’


      ‘Honour is inflexible, your excellency, even when it conflicts with state prerogatives, or our personal wishes.’


      ‘The pronunciation is prerogatives, Jurgen. You know I hate that.’


      As Jurgen’s face fell, Angelika felt a sickly thrill pass through her. She no longer had any sense of where her sympathies should lie. Her pulse raced hard around her ears. Jurgen’s chagrin was plain on his face: of course he knew the proper pronunciation of the word. Any person can make a simple error in speech.


      ‘Surely, Jurgen,’ the count continued, ‘this whole – this whole…’ He waved his hand indistinctly about. ‘This whole matter is but a theatrical, a ritual gesture. You meant, did you not, to pull up at the last moment, to spare your son the penalty of death?’


      Resolve and resignation seemed to settle on Jurgen in equal measure. He took a step forward. ‘No, your excellency, I did not. Because that would be immoral.’


      Marius lowered his voice. ‘Jurgen,’ he began. The closest onlookers edged in to hear him better. ‘Do not deprive me of my battlefield genius. Tell us that you did not mean it.’


      ‘He must die,’ Jurgen said. ‘No matter what the consequences.’


      ‘Then you leave me no choice.’ Marius made his horse rear up. It bellowed a high note of protest, sharpening the mob’s attention. Marius projected his voice, so that all of his gathered subjects could hear. ‘I cannot bear it! My valiant servitor stands revealed, by his own admission, of barbaric and criminal intent! Can we allow such a man to carry forth the banner of our homeland?’


      The crowd rumbled its confusion.


      ‘Even though he has served us well, we cannot permit him to continue. Without the favour of our battle god, Sigmar, all is lost. History shows that, when we are wicked and apostate, we lose our wars, and die in droves before the heathen greenskin! Only when we act righteously does Sigmar reward us with his crucial favour.


      ‘You have seen it here tonight – we have given our Jurgen every chance to repent of his folly, yet he cleaves ever more tightly to it. O woe, this day is a day of sorrow!’ He turned back to von Kopf. ‘Jurgen von Kopf, you are hereby removed from all duties as field general of Averland. All of your prerogatives and authorities are now revoked! You are stripped utterly of all military rank. You may command no soldier, issue no order, receive no deference! Until further notice, all your duties, including leadership of the Sabres, now devolve to me.’


      Jurgen hung his head. He let his sabre fall from his hand.


      ‘My people,’ boomed Marius, ‘I shall personally lead you into the coming fray!’ The throng responded with tepid cheers. Marius brandished his sword. ‘Runefang shall smite the foe!’ The sight of the legendary weapon brought a measure of enthusiasm to the crowd’s shouting. ‘Victory shall be ours!’ The third cheer was almost ardent.


      ‘The boy is spared, Jurgen,’ Marius commanded. ‘Should any harm come to him, by your hand, or by the actions of your loyalists or dogsbodies, I shall consider it an affront to my authority. And that, naturally, would force me to adopt remedies of the gravest and most permanent kind.’


      Jurgen remained stony-featured.


      ‘Make some acknowledgement that you have heard me, Jurgen.’


      ‘I have heard you, your excellency.’


      Marius’s eyes rolled up suddenly. ‘Ah. Then. That is it, I believe.’


      Behind him, with exquisite delicacy, Brucke coughed.


      ‘Ah yes,’ Marius said, in a conversational voice, ‘those two in the carriage. They are to be spared, also.’


      The soldiers inside the coach looked at one another for guidance. The commander leaned over to open the door nearest to Marius and Jurgen. Angelika opened the door on the opposite side, waited for Franziskus to exit through it, and then followed him out. They heard Marius’s procession turn and ride. Angelika leaned against the coach until it seemed they had gone.


      Franziskus held himself at a remove, examining her mood with what he hoped was a casual air. ‘We were not serving Prince Davio at all, were we?’ he asked.


      ‘No, we were not.’


      Lukas popped his head around, and moved skittishly toward them. ‘What’s to become of me?’ he asked Angelika.


      Angelika found some dirt under a fingernail. She slid the nail along her bottom incisors, then spat. ‘Didn’t you hear? You’re absolutely free. Your father can’t lay a hand on you.’


      ‘But what do I do?’


      ‘Do?’


      ‘Where do I go?’


      She appraised his grimy, bloodied state. ‘To an inn, I’d recommend. For a bath and some decent food. After that… You’ll have to think of something, won’t you?’


      He fixed her in his most imploring look.


      ‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘You won’t be going with me. One displaced blueblood is enough to be stuck with. Maybe the two of you should head off together. Do whatever it is that people like you ought to be doing.’


      Lukas moved his beggar’s gaze from Angelika to Franziskus.


      Franziskus put up his hands. ‘I’m sorry, Lukas, but I’ve made a vow…’


      ‘I’ll be at the Hat and Pony,’ Lukas said. Then he ran out of the courtyard.


      ‘Go ahead,’ said Angelika, as Franziskus watched him go. ‘Go with him. I can tell you want to.’


      ‘You’re mistaken.’


      The coach pulled away, exposing them to the rapidly thinning crowd. They moved into it, receiving little attention from the people of Grenzstadt. They listened in as the consequences of Marius’ appearance were debated:


      ‘Death and woe will be the result of this, I tell you. ’


      ‘–seemed right in the head, comparatively–’


      ‘–won’t miss him one inch–’


      ‘–didn’t seem happy to do it, did he?’


      ‘–won’t have the strategy we did with Jurgen, but Runefang will make up for it.’


      ‘So you hope.’


      They broke from the crowd at Jurgen’s gate. ‘And what of us?’ Franziskus asked. ‘What do we do? Where do we go?’


      ‘Our business here is not quite concluded,’ Angelika said, making her way north, toward the estates of the wealthy. Franziskus followed, thinking of the quick glimpse he’d had of the count’s face. There was a scar on it, old, and well-healed, but noticeable nonetheless. It was a white diagonal line that stretched from the hairline, over the bridge of his straight and sloping nose, all the way to his jawbone. Something about the scar’s position on the elector’s face tugged at Franziskus’s memory, and he was sure that if he could just keep thinking about it, its significance would spring eventually to mind.


      The two of them found Brucke’s carriage, identifying it by its Leitdorf colours. It was in the manor lane, not far from where they’d been when they passed it in the carriage. The manor, a thin, dark building, had seen prouder days; greenish stains ran down its walls from its roof troughs. Scorch marks marred the wooden posts of its lopsided porch. As for the grounds, crickets croaked from thorny patches of untended vegetation. Neglect freed topiary trees from their obligations; new shoots and leaves struggled to shrug off their old forms. Soon they would not look at all like blocks, or domes, or spires; they would just be yews again. Old stone statues, faces worn into complacency by centuries of rain, regarded them with satisfied complicity.


      The pair hopped – Angelika first, then Franziskus – over the low stone walls and onto its mossy lawn. Franziskus crept low. Angelika told him to stop looking like a thief or night-skulker. She straightened her posture, and strode boldly up the laneway. They saw no signs of life or movement, not through the shuttered windows, or on the narrow porch. Angelika walked past the porch to the side of the house. She found a wooden cellar door, secured with a rusted padlock. With the flat of her dagger, she easily pried it open. She lifted the door and slipped in.


      Franziskus landed behind her, touching down on a moist earthen floor. They stood among bundles of carrots and parsnips. Franziskus had left the door open, giving them sufficient light to see a set of well-worn steps leading up to an unpainted door. Angelika tested the third step with the toe of her boot, wincing when it creaked. She stepped delicately up onto the steps, moving with slow fastidiousness, minimising the noise they made. She got to the top, tried the handle, and found it unlocked. She teased the doorknob from its mechanism. When opened, the door revealed a small pantry, which adjoined a larger kitchen, hung with pots and cooking implements. A black-bellied stove sat cold in a cobwebbed corner. She beckoned for Franziskus to remain below, and vanished from his sight.


      A few exhausting minutes later, Franziskus heard a crash directly above his head. He bounded up the steps, through the kitchen, and into a drawing room filled with furniture that smelled faintly of mildew.


      ‘You should have stayed in the cellar,’ Angelika told him. ‘I was about to bring her down to you.’


      She held her knife to Petrine Guillame’s throat. Petrine sat on a low couch, upholstered in dusty green. Her flaxen hair, perched up on her head in an elaborate coiffure, was held in place by jade-tipped pins. She wore a gown of blue brocade, much finer than her previous garb. Her delicate hands lay on her knees with relaxed composure. A complex aroma of spice and persimmons wafted from the back of her neck to Franziskus’s nose.


      ‘Have a seat, Franziskus,’ Petrine said, patting the cushion beside her. Now she spoke with only the slightest whisper of a Bretonnian accent. Though she’d replaced feminine breathiness with a piercing clarity, Franziskus could not say that he found the new voice entirely unseductive.


      ‘Go ahead,’ Angelika told him. But he knew better, and looked towards an open archway that led to a set of narrow stairs.


      ‘Is anyone else here?’


      ‘Unfortunately, no,’ answered Petrine, ‘though you’re welcome to look. The count maintains his own local manor, near the north gate. Anton has his staff over there, helping to reopen it. It’s been neglected for many years, I’m afraid…’ Franziskus saw that she was slowly feeding a long, needle-like device from the sleeve of her gown.


      ‘Drop it or die,’ Angelika told her.


      It tinkled to the floor. A small quantity of green tincture had been applied to its sharp end. Angelika sniffed the air. ‘Erasmal’s Wort?’


      ‘A new hybrid, unique to my herbarium.’


      ‘Dangerous, if it pricks you.’


      ‘I’ve rendered myself immune, through consumption of antidote.’


      Angelika kicked the needle under the couch.


      ‘You would lose respect for me if I didn’t try anything,’ Petrine explained, shrugging slimly.


      Franziskus saw a variety of strange metal parts laid out on a side-table, and walked over to examine them. He picked up gears, wheels, belts, and an ornamented casing that looked as if it were meant to be placed on the head. Dark grease smeared his fingers. He rubbed them clean on the lacy edge of a doily.


      ‘One of the count’s inventions,’ Petrine told him. ‘I’m not sure what it’s meant to do. Cure his moods, perhaps. He tinkered away at it as he waited to make his grand entrance.’


      ‘How long has he been here?’ Angelika asked.


      ‘He arrived a few days before you.’


      ‘And it’s him you answer to, through Brucke. Prince Davio has nothing to do with this.’


      Petrine curtly nodded. ‘We required a scapegoat if things went awry. Jurgen’s campaign against the border princes made Davio the obvious candidate.’ She suppressed a feline smile.


      ‘You feel no shame for your base deceit?’ Franziskus blurted. Both women’s faces turned to him; his cheeks bloomed red.


      ‘If it is any consolation, mon cher, there would surely be no man happier than Davio to see Jurgen stripped of all rank.’ She shifted her attention back to Angelika. ‘Obviously, the count’s stratagem fails if his hand is seen in it. Will his hand be seen in it?’


      ‘That remains subject to negotiation,’ Angelika said, pulling up a chair to sit opposite Petrine. She kept the dagger pointed at her fine Bretonnian breastbone. ‘First, you tell me if I have it all correct. The count enjoys few things more than leading his troops into battle, but every so often he goes embarrassingly mad. Until recently, he’s been in a lunatic phase, and during that time, his man, Jurgen, became a little too popular for his own good.’


      ‘It has happened before in Averland’s history – tension between the elector and the head of the Sabres.’


      ‘The count wants to get rid of him, without looking ungrateful and petulant.’


      ‘When lucid, Leitdorf suffers from a curious need to be loved by his rabble. Some might call this a greater madness.’


      ‘Or maybe he’s clever,’ Franziskus interjected, ‘and knows he stands a better chance of winning the war if the soldiers stand behind him.’


      ‘Perhaps,’ Petrine allowed.


      ‘So the count gets word that one of von Kopfs has possibly fled from battle, and gets word to the Brucke, who gets word to you, and you hire Goatfield and his cronies. All to get Lukas here, to Grenzstadt, to engineer the scene we saw this morning. Marius knew of the Sabre vow, and of Jurgen’s inflexible cast of mind. So he showed Jurgen up in public, as the heartless, arrogant fanatic he is. In that way he could take up his command again without a hint of mutiny.’


      ‘All went according to plan, then?’


      ‘The soldiers are still doubtful – but for men who only yesterday considered Jurgen second in importance only to Sigmar himself, I’d say your count accomplished his objectives.’


      ‘Then I am proven wrong. I was sure that Jurgen would become clever at the last moment. I never like a scheme that relies entirely on one man’s stupidity.’


      ‘Not stupidity – blindness. And blindness is extremely reliable.’


      ‘I bow to your superior insight. You were present, I take it? Did you need sparing? I told Anton to make sure you were pardoned, if necessary.’


      ‘You saved us the nuisance of escaping. Why the concern?’


      She shrugged. ‘You caused us some trouble, granted, but ultimately you served us well. You kept Jurgen distracted and angry, which is how we wanted him.’


      ‘And that’s why you sprang us from Jurgen’s jail cell.’


      ‘Naturellement.’


      ‘Thank you for that, incidentally.’


      ‘Not at all. Please put the knife down, so I needn’t say this under duress.’


      Angelika kept the knife steady.


      ‘Very well.’ Petrine sighed. ‘I think you two might be of future use to us. You can’t imagine how tiresome it is, trying to get the likes of Toby Goatfield to execute a delicate mission properly.’


      ‘As a matter of fact, I can imagine that.’


      ‘There’s good pay in it. You won’t need to soil yourself any more, rooting through wormy corpses. And Franziskus, you can still be of great service to the Empire. To a crucial part of it, at any rate.’


      ‘What kind of pay?’ Angelika demanded.


      ‘It will depend on the nature of the work, but it will be much more than you earn now, I guarantee it.’


      ‘And if I say no?’


      Petrine looked at the knife. ‘You have me at your mercy. But it is not me who will determine the ultimate outcome here, as you well suspect. If you leave without making a commitment, my benefactor may well feel uneasy. You know too much to be left to roam about, unfettered by loyalty. The count has taken a close interest in your story, Angelika.’


      Angelika edged her chair nearer to Petrine. It scraped loudly. ‘Even with the threat,’ she said, ‘my answer is no. My answer is: not for a second would I even dream of serving Marius Leitdorf in any way. Franziskus, what say you?’


      ‘I do as you do,’ he said, straightening his back.


      ‘We will both regret this, Angelika,’ said Petrine.


      ‘You’ll regret it sooner than I do,’ replied Angelika. She stood up, seized Petrine by the nape of her neck, and pushed her velvety throat toward the point of her blade.


      ‘Don’t,’ said Petrine. For the first time there was an edge in her voice.


      ‘You had us nearly killed. Casually, when we were inconvenient to you, you sent us off to be beaten like dogs. By people who had nothing to do with anything, and who lost their home as a result. You used us all, like pawns to be swept off a chessboard. I don’t have the words to describe the agony we lived through, in that pit. Did you think I wouldn’t want to make you pay for that?’


      ‘Remember the money,’ Petrine said.


      ‘There’s a few things even I find more precious than gold.’


      ‘Franziskus,’ she choked, as Angelika pushed her closer to the blade-tip, ‘stop her.’


      He crossed his arms.


      ‘Please!’ Petrine shrieked.


      Angelika seized her hair and pulled her, wailing, onto the floor, until she was on hands and knees. ‘If it were you with the knife, and me helpless before you,’ Angelika said, ‘I’d already be dead. Be thankful I’m not as much like you as you thought.’


      Thunder rolled overhead. Angelika turned to the shuttered windows, through which bright sunlight streamed. She opened them. The sky was blue and clear. The thunder continued, it grew louder; it was coming from the south.


      ‘War drums,’ she said. ‘Orcs!’ She hesitated. ‘Lukas!’ she said. She ran.
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      Chapter Fourteen


      They stood on the city walls, looking south to the mouth of the Black Fire Pass. Now she could see where its name came from. Billowing, inky plumes rose into the air above it. The orcs were burning the forests. They had decided that the trees in the foothills were their enemies. And orcs did only one thing with their enemies – they destroyed them. They would deprive their human foes of the cover Jurgen had used so well against them in previous battles.


      The crashing of the drums continued, relentless, like waves on a stony shore. Angelika could not guess how many greenskinned drummers it would take to produce such a cacophony. And for every drummer there would be at least a hundred warriors, armed with heavy axes and massive swords. Angelika did not need to see them to imagine how they looked. She could still remember them as they had been when she rescued Franziskus from an orcish war wagon: their enormous frames, their blocky muscles. Their great, mask-hard faces, mottled with warts and scars. Mouths dripping slime. Nails sharp and fecund with disease. Gulping in good air and breathing out the stench of hell. But most of all, it was their eyes that jabbed through her recollections, to terrify her all over again: narrow, beady, and filled with malice and a craving for blood.


      On the plain outside the town, Marius reared on his charger, spearing the sky with his well-polished sword, as his sergeants did the real work of assembling the Averlandish regiments into battle formation. The state of Marius’s preparations was not Angelika’s main interest, and she wasted little time counting columns or identifying war banners. Still, she saw nearly a thousand infantrymen, several units of cavalry, and a good scattering of scouts, militia, and mercenary irregulars, attracted to the battle scene by the promise of gold. Wide-eyed flagellants had gathered, in their hot and itchy robes, ready to throw themselves onto the blades of the foe, in fatal expiation of crimes real or imagined. There were cannoneers, who would be fairly useless in a rolling skirmish against advancing orcs. Off to one side, the full complement of Black Field Sabres uncertainly milled, as a commander Angelika did not recognise shouted down at them from horseback. He was gesticulating with wild vigour. This would be one of the other illegitimate Kopfs, Angelika surmised, raised up from the ranks of Benno and Gelfrat’s unnamed rivals. He exhorted their obedience without detectable result.


      She tore her eyes from the scene outside the town walls. She reminded herself why she’d come here – to look down on Grenzstadt’s streets and laneways, in the hope of finding Lukas. With Marius gone to war, his protection would be absent, too.


      ‘The Hat and Pony,’ she prompted Franziskus. ‘You’re certain you have no idea where it is?’ She was sure, at least, that this is where he said he was headed, when he’d run off.


      ‘Just as certain as the last time you asked, and the time before that. It’s just one tavern in this enormous town. And I certainly don’t see a sign with a hat and a pony on it from here.’


      ‘What’s got into you? You’re the one who likes the little snot. You spoke with him, on the trail. What did he tell you about his friends?’


      ‘He didn’t have any. Everyone shunned him, he said. He said he tried to recite his epic poetry, but the talentless scribes in town laughed at him.’


      ‘So it will be near a bookseller’s, perhaps…’


      ‘But why don’t we just ask someone where it is?’


      Angelika shook her head in exasperation. ‘Because we’re wanted by–’ She stopped herself short. A crimson flush rose up to colour her chalky face. ‘No, we’ve been pardoned. So there’s no good reason why we couldn’t just ask someone.’ She worked her lower lip beneath her teeth. ‘So you could have told me this earlier,’ she recriminated, spinning on her heel and rushing for the nearest set of stairs.


      The first Grenzstadter they found was a red-hatted old man with only a few teeth left. He claimed to know the Hat and Pony well, and happily provided elaborate and incomprehensible directions. They ran through the lanes and alleys of Grenzstadt, Franziskus puffing to keep up with Angelika. They ducked under planks carried by scurrying townsfolk, who were rushing home to board up their doors and windows. They careened through a brawl of beggars, fighting over squatting rights to an abandoned basement. They shrank back against a wall to evade the charge of a loose and maddened horse, its reins flying out behind it. They found the bookseller’s, its shutters already nailed together, its iron-shod door securely locked.


      Angelika turned her head to listen for laughter and the clattering of flagons against tables. Even in a town under threat of invasion, the last places to close were always the taverns.


      ‘There!’ she pointed. Across the lane and four doors down, a painted sign protruded out over the street on a wrought-iron bracket. A swelling wind creaked it from side to side. On the sign, a grinning pony wore a ridiculous hat. Angelika sprinted for the door beneath it.


      The smell of boiling chicken made siege on her nostrils. A sleepy-eyed man with a well-fattened face stood before an iron cauldron, wearing only a leather apron and a pair of worn trousers speckled with paint and gravy. He stirred the soup with a wooden paddle. With his free hand, he wiped sweat from his balding pate. Angelika leapt over the threshold.


      ‘Have you seen–’ she asked him. She turned and saw Lukas, sitting amid a knot of drunken, red-faced men. Lukas did not have a cup in front of him, but he did have a bowl of soup, filled to the brim. The men wore ragged finery; their fashions, on average, two decades out of date. Years of methodical drinking had brought twisting veins to the surfaces of their cheeks and noses. Pot bellies bulged above their belts.


      ‘Poets,’ said Angelika, grimly.


      One of them, the oldest but with hints of handsomeness still clinging to his ruined face, had been in the middle of a rude stanza when Angelika had burst in. It was the old one about the charwoman from Altdorf. The man stood with open mouth and flagon frozen stupidly up beside his head. Angelika sneaked a dagger from her belt and held it in his general direction. ‘Clear out,’ she told them.


      The poet spluttered. ‘Who are you, you distaff brigand, to–’


      Angelika crooked her elbow, ready to throw the blade at his throat. He turned white and backed away from the table. The others stood and held their hands up, placatingly. At least one of them whimpered.


      ‘Nidungus,’ the lead poet demanded of the pot-stirrer. ‘Do you mean to allow this outrage in your very own tavern?’


      Nidungus spat disinterestedly, scarcely turning from the pot. The poets scattered, rushing chaotically for the exit. Lukas remained in his seat, staring down into his watery soup.


      ‘I think I’ll have that ale after all, Nidungus,’ he said. ‘Hand me down my stein.’


      ‘The lot of them just left without paying,’ Nidungus told him. ‘Finish their leftovers.’ He dug into an armpit, homing in on a nit.


      Angelika walked over to the boy’s table. ‘We’ve got to get moving, Lukas.’


      He kept his eyes down. ‘I’m not going anywhere any more. Certainly not with you.’


      ‘All of Marius’s men are departing for war. That leaves no one to protect you from your father. Grenzstadt has become unsafe for you, again.’


      ‘I intend to stay here and die, along with everyone else.’


      ‘That won’t happen.’


      ‘Only my father could have led the troops to victory. Marius will lose. It’s my fault. My weakness will destroy the town. The least I can do is stay here and meet the same fate as those whose dooms I’ve sealed.’


      She grabbed him by the ear. ‘You morose little – useless – If you propose to do something useful to help someone, then very well, I’ll let you do it. But I haven’t suffered and scraped just to let you sit here like a sluggard and wait for the orcs to stomp in and take your head! Get up!’


      ‘Ow!’ he complained, rising.


      Behind her, Franziskus softly called her name. She turned.


      Henty Redpot stood in the tavern doorway. He exposed a smile full of yellow teeth. He had his big axe already out.


      Without taking her eyes off him, Angelika pivoted. She had heard the creak of stairs behind her. Elennath, diagonal scar blazing, moved lithely down them. Toby Goatfield crunched carelessly down after his elven partner.


      ‘Well, well, well,’ he said. Toby leaned over the stairway railing and dropped a leather purse into the taverner’s hand. Nidungus rattled the coins inside the purse and departed through the front door. Henty swooshed theatrically aside to let him pass.


      ‘Ah,’ said Toby, expansively lifting up his arms. ‘The Hat and Pony. You shouldn’t have spent so much of your time babbling away to us, boy.’ He winked at Lukas. ‘You described it so poetically that it was easy to find.’ He reached the bottom of the stairs and bounced onto the springy floorboards. ‘And wherever you were, boy, we’d find these two. If we waited long enough. What they see in you, I don’t know.’


      Angelika opened her mouth and covered it with her hand, in a mocking, artificial yawn. ‘While there’s nothing I enjoy so much as listening to a good gloat, maybe you should just tell us what you want from us.’


      Goatfield laughed. Elennath sneered. Henty chortled.


      ‘You’ve done your job,’ said Angelika, wondering which of them to go for first. ‘You got paid.’


      ‘Paid in money, perhaps,’ said the elf. ‘But not in blood. Not for this.’ He pointed to his ruined face.


      ‘Don’t be so narrow-minded,’ she said. ‘The scar gives you character.’


      ‘Before,’ cried Elennath, ‘I was perfect-looking!’


      ‘And you two halflings,’ she said, ‘you care so much about his porcelain features?’


      ‘No,’ said Henty, behind her. ‘We just enjoy killing people we don’t like.’


      ‘If you murder the boy, you’ll ruin your employer’s plans. It will spoil their story if the henchmen who so generously delivered him turn around and gut him, for no apparent reason.’


      ‘Our employment has come to an end, girlie,’ Toby said. ‘Apparently the Bretonnian bitch finds us bloodthirsty, uncouth and uncontrollable. How she could come to that conclusion I can’t possibly reckon.’


      ‘We’re not here to murder the boy,’ Elennath told her. ‘Just the two of you.’


      Goatfield cracked his knuckles. ‘Oh, I think I’d like to kill the boy, too. What say you, Henty?’


      ‘Indeed,’ Henty said, investing the second syllable with lusty fervour.


      ‘Well then,’ said Angelika. She hurled herself at Elennath, knife outstretched.


      Franziskus ducked Henty’s axe. It splintered the doorframe.


      Elennath twisted to dodge Angelika’s blow. Her dagger tore open his left side, skating up his ribcage. The elf screeched.


      Henty directed a second, lower, blow at Franziskus. He jumped aside. The axe stuck in the frame, causing the wall to shed flakes of stucco.


      Goatfield kicked out at Angelika’s legs, trying to trip her. She grabbed Elennath and spun him into the leering halfling. The elf fell into Toby’s dagger, parting the muscles of his lower back. His eyes widened as he became aware of agony. Goatfield pushed him off his blade. He stumbled onto his knees. Goatfield regarded the thick elfin blood on his dagger with bemused detachment. With a swinging, backhanded blow, Angelika sliced open Elennath’s throat, just below the jaw. Voice box destroyed, he gargled angrily. Only when words refused to form did he seem to comprehend what had happened. He touched fingers to his throat. They came back coated in red. He gargled some other threat or insult. Blood drenched him. It pooled on the floor, seeking the deep cracks between floorboards. He fell face-first.


      ‘I never truly cared for him,’ Goatfield eulogised, rushing at Angelika.


      Henty’s axe was stuck again in the shattered frame of the tavern doorway. Franziskus drew his rapier and warily advanced. The monolithic halfling took quick sideways glances as Franziskus searched for an advantageous position.


      Henty kept working at the axe. Franziskus decided to use his height advantage, slashing down at the halfling’s neck. Faster than he should have been, Henty edged away from the blow. He elbowed Franziskus in the gut. Franziskus wheeled back. He thought he might fall over, but he didn’t.


      Still facing Goatfield, Angelika jumped onto the stairs. He came at her. She kicked him in the face. A loose nail on the heel of her boot tore into it, ripping a white gash up the side of his right cheek. The gash filled and turned red. She kicked at his throat. He grabbed her leg and pulled her down. The back of her head smacked against one of the steps. Then another. He dragged her like a mop through Elennath’s blood.


      Henty freed his axe. He surged at Franziskus. Franziskus feinted left, then dodged right. Henty crashed into a table. Franziskus smashed his hilt-pommel into the base of Henty’s skull. Henty made a woofing noise. He swung at Franziskus with the axe. Franziskus danced back toward the stairs. He hit the spreading patch of elfin gore and his feet flew out from under him. His fall saved him from Henty’s sweeping axe, which otherwise might have detached his head and sent it flying across the tavern.


      Franziskus found himself at Goatfield’s feet. Goatfield let go of Angelika to send a stomping boot down on the Stirlander’s face. Franziskus met it with the palm of his hand, which he then wrenched sideways with all his might. Goatfield toppled off balance.


      Angelika took stock. She was face to face with Henty. He drooled at her. She threw her knife at his eye. He moved and it hit his forehead instead. It bounced off, and not so much as a red mark appeared on his skin. He brought his axe down. She leapfrogged over him, pushing on his back on the way over. He struggled to keep his footing. She turned, spun, and tried to topple him with a kick to his blocky posterior. Though well placed, it failed to budge him. He whirled and crashed his axe down, splintering floorboards all around him.


      Franziskus poked the tip of his rapier into Toby’s side. The halfling was still flat on his back and struggling to right himself, but his feet were skidding in sticky gore. He grabbed Franziskus’s blade, wrinkling his eyes up as it cut into the soft flesh of his hand. He grunted and bent the rapier to a right angle. He released it, rolled onto his stomach, and used Elennath’s blood as lubricant to slide himself quickly across the floor to Franziskus, whose ankles he seized with gnarled hands. He bit Franziskus’s ankle, then yanked forward, bringing the Stirlander down on his buttocks. Franziskus kicked him in the face, widening the narrow, riverine wound Angelika had inflicted there.


      Angelika took hold of a flimsy wooden chair, to use as a shield against Henty’s axe. Henty smashed it to bits. She picked up a second chair. He smashed it too, leaving her holding a broken spindle from the chair’s back. Its end had sheared through crosswise, leaving it sharpened like a stake. She drove it into the side of Henty’s neck. He staggered back, goggled his eyes in pain, but then recovered to swing his axe furiously at her. She leapt up onto the table. He hammered the axe down on it, breaking it in two. As it fell, she leapt backwards onto the table behind it. To get at her, he parted the wreckage of the first table.


      Toby grunted and scrabbled forward, hauling himself up onto Franziskus’s body, and clambering along his legs. He bit down on Franziskus’s crotch. He growled and spat out a tooth. Franziskus silently thanked his sister for giving him a codpiece as an enlistment gift, and himself for remembering to put it on, under his trousers. Then he stuck his thumbs in Toby’s eye sockets and started gouging. Toby reared back, snapped at his fingers like a turtle, then got to his knees, driving an elbow down onto Franziskus’s sternum. Franziskus groaned.


      Angelika alighted from the table before Henty could smash this one too. She reached for a beer stein. It was made of pewter and weighed at least ten pounds. She hurled it at Henty’s head. It hit the bridge of his nose. His eyes glazed. A viscous dribble of blood emerged shyly from his left nostril. Redpot blinked and cracked his neck. He advanced on her.


      A shape appeared behind him. It was Lukas. He held a heavy club of wood, its end still coaled in white and yellow embers, from the taverner’s firepit. He crashed it across the back of Henty’s skull.


      Henty teetered forward, then back. He elbowed Lukas in the chest, dropping him. Embers clung to his head and shoulders. They burned through his tunic. Strands of his hair singed, curling up. He raised his axe.


      Toby seized Franziskus by the back of his neck, hauling him to his feet. He pressed the Stirlander’s face into a table. Franziskus groped its surface. His searching fingers found a paring knife. He slashed it backwards, prompting Toby to release him. Franziskus whirled to face the halfling. He jabbed the knife at Goatfield’s ear. Toby grabbed his wrist and twisted. The knife fell. Franziskus kneed him in the stomach. He doubled over.


      Henty swung his axe. Angelika dodged.


      Franziskus took a step back and then hit Toby with his shoulder, catching him full in the face. Toby skidded back, his right arm making contact with the soup cauldron. He squawked in pain and drew back from it. His arm, from the elbow down, had gone pink; it bubbled with blisters. Franziskus tried another shoulder slam; Toby adjusted his stance to forestall another slide into the cauldron. The impact nonetheless drove him back; he turned his ankle and fell to one knee. Franziskus knelt, grabbed each of the halfling’s stubby legs, and pulled, upturning him. Goatfield flailed his arms as Franziskus held him upside down. Shaking from muscle strain, the young deserter staggered over to the pot. Toby worked to clamp his legs around his neck, but Franziskus resisted. He leaned ahead, letting the halfling’s weight carry him forward, and dropped Toby headfirst into the pot of boiling soup.


      In the soup, Toby’s legs thrashed. The cauldron rocked on its metal bracket. It dropped off, into the fire, and overturned. Franziskus sidestepped the ensuing splash. Toby rose screaming from inside the pot, bone exposed, eye sockets empty. Small bits of chopped leek dotted his cooked flesh. He teetered to the side and fell to the floorboards, where he twitched and expired, barely two feet from Elennath’s dead and staring face.


      Franziskus checked to see how Angelika fared. Plainly, she was tiring: each dodge of Henty’s axe-blows was slower than the last. The murderous halfling had manoeuvred her to the front of the tavern. She was pressed against a wall, where an old bronze shield hung. She ducked as he swung; he hit it, folding it in two.


      Franziskus cast about for a weapon. He found only Toby’s dropped dagger, a pathetic implement against so unrelenting a foe. He required something that had reach.


      He kept searching, but saw nothing long enough. Puny dagger in hand, he ran at Henty.


      The halfling backed Angelika into an alcove, framed with oaken beams. He swung. The axe caught in the timber. Franziskus leapt onto Henty’s back, pulling him off his weapon.


      Angelika grabbed the sharpened chunk of chair-back she’d plunged into Henty earlier. She strained to yank it out. It wouldn’t go. She leapt up on it, pushing down on it, driving it further into him.


      ‘Doxy!’ he yelled at her.


      Franziskus put a leg between Henty’s and tripped him. Henty crashed headlong into the wall. He recovered. Franziskus stepped beside Angelika. Now both of them blocked the muscle-bound mercenary’s path back to his great axe.


      ‘Your friends are dead,’ Angelika told him. ‘Time to cut your losses.’


      He laughed and hurled himself at Franziskus. He picked up the skinny Stirlander and threw him into a pile of chairs. Franziskus stayed down. Henty, arms open, lunged at Angelika, hoping to wrap her in a crushing hug. She slipped aside, picked up a chair, and brought it splintering down on his back. One of its legs broke. She hit him with it again. It fell to bits. He smashed her in the temple with a closed fist. Dazed, she toddled sideways. She reached the door, steadying herself on its shattered frame. Henty jumped up, grabbed her shoulders, and pulled her down. He kicked her. She inched backwards.


      He turned and sprinted for his axe. She took this brief reprieve to lie back and breathe. She closed her eyes and searched herself for hidden reserves of strength. She panted.


      Henty was back. He had his axe over his head. Tongue waggling wormishly in his mouth, he sniggered. ‘I told you I’d get you,’ he said.


      Jurgen von Kopf stepped from the street into the tavern doorway, both hands wrapped around the hilt of a mammoth greatsword. He chopped it down on the haft of Henty’s axe, cutting through the halfling’s wrist. The axe thunked to the tavern floor. Henty’s hand dangled from a skein of cartilage and skin. Jurgen brought his greatsword down on the mercenary again, making a wedge through the side of his head, cutting away his ear and cheek. Blood spouted from the wrist-stump and then pulsed up through the head wound. Still Henty did not fall. Jurgen kicked him over.


      ‘I’ve come for my son,’ he told Angelika.


      Angelika made it to her feet. The room was spinning. Jurgen’s face went in and out of focus. ‘You’ve come to your senses, then?’ she said. She did not believe this, but hoped to shame him.


      He hardened his features. ‘Where is he?’


      Lukas came up from behind a shattered table. He met his father’s sharp blue gaze. He spoke steadily. ‘I am here, father.’


      ‘You have shamed me, Lukas. You’ve brought disgrace and ruin crashing down on our family.’


      ‘Am I the one who’s done that, father?’


      Jurgen ground his teeth together. He tightened his grip on his greatsword. ‘It is beyond question that you have. From the cradle, you knew our rules. Come here. At least allow the chronicles to say that, in the end, you took the chance to atone for your crimes against our blood.’


      Lukas straightened his shoulders. ‘If you intend to kill me, you’ll succeed. But I won’t help you butcher me. I reject your nonsense of honour and crimes against the blood. I am Lukas von Kopf. I have done what I have done.’


      Jurgen took a step. ‘Then I will come to you.’


      Franziskus clutched Toby’s dagger. Lukas saw this. ‘What do you intend to do with them?’ he asked.


      ‘Yesterday I hankered for come-uppance.’ Jurgen regarded Angelika and the Stirlander. ‘Now I see them again, and they mean nothing. They may go.’


      Lukas addressed Franziskus. ‘Go, please. Please.’ He turned to Angelika. ‘You, too. Thank you for what you’ve done. I don’t see how I deserved it.’


      ‘Swear not to harm him,’ Angelika said to Jurgen, ‘and we’ll happily leave.’


      ‘I’ve sworn the contrary,’ Jurgen said.


      ‘There is not a part of you that feels doubt, is there?’


      ‘No,’ said Jurgen. His demeanour had changed. Though he still held himself upright, and spoke with clear, ringing tones, the old imperious manner was gone. He no longer dripped haughty contempt. She did not know, at first, what sentiment to attribute to this new demeanour. For a moment, she dared to hope that it was sympathy, or regret. Those feelings she could make use of. Then it came to her: Jurgen was in mourning. In the old man’s mind, his boy was already killed.


      ‘No matter what the situation,’ stalled Angelika, ‘you always know what to do next.’


      ‘Yes,’ said Jurgen.


      ‘You don’t remember the last time you hesitated.’ She saw that she was backing up, and giving him ground. She forced herself to hold her position. ‘Or were torn between two choices.’


      ‘That is correct.’


      ‘Jurgen, that’s a madness as great as Marius’s.’


      He cocked his head as if considering the point. ‘Fine, then. I’ve given you a chance to insult me. Now begone, and vex me and mine no more.’


      ‘Go, both of you,’ Lukas said, to Franziskus and Angelika.


      ‘But I’ve made a stupid vow of my own,’ said Angelika. She kept her eyes on Jurgen’s sword. ‘So here we find ourselves.’


      ‘Then that is how it is,’ Jurgen said. He distractedly pawed the floor with the toe of his boot, scraping grit between sole and floorboard.


      ‘Does honour allow you to fight with that enormous sword, when we are all but disarmed?’ Angelika asked him.


      He laid the sword carefully on a table. He clenched and unclenched the fists of both hands.


      Franziskus sniffed; his nose had started running.


      Jurgen pushed past Angelika. She dived at him, knocking him off course. He stumbled into a wall. She charged him. He clamped hands on her shoulders and tossed her aside. She fell into Franziskus, blocking his charge at Jurgen.


      Lukas stood, waiting. His father strode at him. Angelika leapt on Jurgen’s back. He bucked her off. She landed on a table. He flipped the table away from him, rolling her off it and onto the floor. Franziskus dropped Toby’s knife and thumped both fists against Jurgen’s back. Jurgen whirled, head-butted Franziskus, sent him wobbling. Angelika crawled up, throwing her arms over the upended tabletop, hauling herself to her feet. Jurgen kicked the table, sending it sliding into its neighbour, and pinning Angelika between them. She fell back, trapped, head lolling.


      Franziskus ran at him. He turned. He grabbed Franziskus by the collar and the belt. He threw him over past Angelika.


      He approached Lukas. ‘You think I want to do this,’ he said. ‘I do not. It is because I love you, my son, that I must.’


      ‘She’s right – you’re not merely stubborn. You’re crazed,’ Lukas said, his newfound composure cracking. He backed away. He bounded over a broken table. Jurgen leapt after him. He turned and punched his father in the jaw. His finger bones crackled like leaves in a fire. Face drained, he nursed his hand. He turned to run. Jurgen tackled him. He fell.


      From Angelika’s vantage point, the two momentarily disappeared behind wrecked furniture. She’d wiggled herself out from between the tables pinning her. Father and son came up again, Jurgen clasping the boy from behind, lifting him up, mighty arms around the boy’s neck and chest. ‘I love my son,’ Jurgen choked, ‘so I give you your honour back.’ His eyes were wet.


      In both hands, Angelika held a spindle from one of the broken chair backs.


      Jurgen constricted his grip on Lukas’s neck.


      A snapping sound rang through the tavern. Lukas went slack. Jurgen turned him around, held him. He pulled open one of Lukas’s eyelids. He made a noise midway between an ordinary sob and the neigh of a horse. Gently he laid Lukas’s body on the tavern floor, taking care to keep him clear of the various patches of blood that adorned it. Tears flooding, he turned a hate-frozen visage on Angelika and Franziskus.


      ‘You made it happen this way,’ he said.


      ‘No,’ said Angelika.


      ‘I was not supposed to be the one to do it,’ he said.


      ‘Maybe that should have told you something.’ Her hand wandered from the snapped chair spindle to the dagger dropped first by Toby, then by Franziskus.


      ‘He was supposed to do it himself. You put ideas in his head. You’re to blame for this.’


      He stepped on heavy feet toward her. She coiled up, sprang, hurling herself through the air. She planted the dagger in the side of his neck.


      She crashed into a cart laden with stoneware. Plates and mugs fell all around her. He tottered at her. Red liquid erupted from the wound. ‘I thought we were fighting unarmed,’ he said. ‘Is that honourable?’


      ‘I don’t believe in honour,’ Angelika told him.


      ‘Ah,’ he nodded. ‘I thank you regardless, for the favour you’ve done me. A father should not outlive… Pardon my…’ He reached for an overturned chair, righted it, sat down, blinked, and died. His head slumped to his chest.


      Angelika waited. ‘It’s safe now,’ she said, after it was clear that Jurgen was finished.


      Lukas sat up. He spoke to Angelika, but his eyes were on his slain father.


      ‘Did we plan that?’ he asked.


      ‘Plan what?’


      ‘When he had my neck, and you made that snapping noise – what was that?’


      ‘A piece of chair.’


      ‘When you made the noise, I knew what to do – to play dead, as if we planned it. Did we plan that?’ He spoke as if mesmerised.


      ‘We didn’t plan it. It’s just that, when the moment came, you understood.’


      ‘It’s as if we planned it,’ he said. With movements slow and stunned, he went over to his father. He knelt beside the chair and pulled Jurgen down into his arms, cradling the man’s head in his shoulder. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he told his father. His face contorted. ‘I wasn’t what you wanted. I wish I was.’ He bawled the words; they were hard to make out. Angelika wished she couldn’t hear them at all.


      Franziskus surveyed the carnage and thought it remarkable that he felt no great urge to vomit. He told himself that he was getting used to such sights, and, for this freshly-acquired hardness, begged forgiveness of the mercy goddess, Shallya.


      Angelika found an undisturbed chair and eased herself into it. She assured herself that she would soon find the energy to search the mercenaries’ corpses for saleable items. She would not try it with Jurgen’s body, so as not to upset the boy. ‘I just want to sit here for a time,’ she heard her voice saying. She looked at her arms and counted the cuts, looking for injuries serious enough to warrant bandaging. She looked over to Franziskus, who was likewise covered with welts and bruises. A nasty, rattling sound assailed her and she looked about to see what it might be. After some blurry thought, she isolated it as the issue of her own tortured lungs. Franziskus’s breath was even more laboured than her own.


      Bells rang out, outside in the street. There were shouts. Franziskus hauled himself to the door. The cries grew louder. Now that she was again ready to pay heed to the world outside the tavern, Angelika realised that the orcish war drums had increased in volume. They were very close now. Maybe just a few miles away.


      Franziskus appeared in the doorway, panting. ‘Evacuate – we’ve got to evacuate! Marius has pulled his forces back, north of the city. He’s going to let the town fall!’
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      Chapter Fifteen


      Grenzstadt burned.


      The three of them – Angelika, Franziskus, Lukas – huddled on the far side of a low, uneven stone wall that separated one stretch of grassy, bumpy sheep pasture from another. They were a mile or so from town. On the other side of the wall, a runtish orc, scarcely bigger than a goblin, prowled and snuffled. They kept their heads down and waited for it to go. It trundled up to an abandoned farmhouse and disappeared through an open door. They calmly sat as it banged around inside. Angelika popped her head up to see it wander back toward town, where its fellows would still be rampaging. When it was far enough away, she stood to watch smoke clouds drift up from the ruins. Making out details of the destruction was difficult from their present position. Large gaps had been pounded in the walls. One of the south towers had somehow been rocked on its foundations – perhaps by some primitive war machine, or enormous battering ram – and had fallen into the town. It was the tower where Benno and Gelfrat had died.


      Angelika tried to remember her south Averlandish geography. If she recalled correctly, there was a river a dozen miles up, a tributary from the Upper Reik. Marius’s forces, which had bypassed the city in a heedless rout, would most likely retrench there, to meet the orcs when they grew bored with smashing empty buildings and were ready to continue their push up into the Empire’s belly. Messengers, she reckoned, would already be on their way to the courts of Wissenland, Stirland, and the halflings’ Moot. Reinforcements would come from Averheim and from Nuln. Despite Marius’s folly in plotting against his own general on the eve of battle, the orcs would, in the end, be repulsed. She declined to speculate on the precise cost in lives. The toll would be paid mostly in the blood and flesh of peasants, townsfolk, and common soldiers; it was always they who took the brunt when games of power played out.


      Lukas asked her what would happen, and she told him about the river, and the reinforcements, and how orcs fought badly in water. Typically, they rushed in with lunatic abandon, obliging their enemies by drowning in great numbers.


      Lukas nodded. ‘An encouraging thought.’


      ‘In war, the less stupid side eventually wins.’


      ‘Thank you for saving my life,’ he said.


      ‘You’re welcome.’


      ‘Do either of you have a weapon I can borrow?’


      Neither did. Franziskus’s rapier had been wrecked back in the tavern; Angelika had left her last knife in Jurgen. ‘Why?’ asked Angelika.


      ‘I’ve made a decision,’ Lukas said. ‘I’m going north. I’ll find the troops. I’ll locate the Sabres. It’s me who should lead them now. I am the heir; it is my blood. So say the ancient laws of my lineage. If anyone attempts to stop me, I’ll fight them. Then I’ll lead my company against the greenskins, when they come.’ He waited for a reaction.


      ‘Why?’ Angelika asked, after a pause.


      ‘It is what you said. I should do something useful for someone.’


      ‘When did I say that?’


      ‘The Empire must be defended. What else could be more useful?’


      Franziskus cleared his throat. ‘But, Lukas. You’re no trained warrior.’


      The boy held his look of determination. ‘Battle will test me. I’ve seen the two of you. Henty and the others, they were stronger than you. You fought them and won. My father, he outmatched you, too. Yet you didn’t flee, even when you could have, to be free and clear. All that you’ve done for me – what will it matter if I wasn’t worth saving in the first place?’


      Angelika gazed away in the opposite direction. A rain of fine ashes fell. She brushed them from her arms. ‘Don’t look to us as exemplars of anything. A corpse robber and a… a…’


      Franziskus completed the sentence for her. ‘And a deserter,’ he said.


      ‘I know what I saw. What I will do now, I do to honour you.’


      She shoved him into the wall. She grabbed him by the ears. ‘Do nothing for honour!’ she cried. ‘Or for us! Are you doing this to impress us? Is that it?’


      He writhed away from her, stepping back over the low wall. He sucked in a breath, marshalling steely calm. ‘I do it because it must be done.’


      ‘And who do you do it for?’ she demanded.


      He thought for a moment. ‘Myself. I do it for myself.’


      She turned from him. ‘Good. That’s the answer I’ll accept.’


      Lukas stood there.


      Franziskus leapt the wall. He clapped a hand on the young man’s shoulder. ‘Farewell,’ he said. The two junior nobles embraced; Angelika huffed disapproval. Franziskus broke the embrace and studied Lukas’s dirtied, resolute features. ‘What you do now – you are braver than me.’


      Lukas gently smiled. ‘I’ll try not to be too brave. So one day we can meet again.’ He moved toward Angelika. He said her name.


      She held him off with a warning hand. ‘If you think this is your chance to grope me, you haven’t been paying attention.’ Lukas forced a comradely laugh. ‘Go,’ she said. ‘Get going. And if you get your head removed, don’t come whining to either of us about it. We’re off to find new idiots to rescue.’


      ‘Even if you won’t admit it,’ Lukas said, ‘I owe you everything.’


      ‘Oh, sod off.’


      She started walking south. Lukas waved and said goodbye and she did not turn back. Franziskus returned the gesture for her, and then hurried to catch up, leaving Lukas to watch them depart.


      They walked back toward the mouth of the pass, seeking cover whenever they heard the hissings and growlings of straying orcs. They passed overturned carts, half-eaten livestock, stripped bodies and smouldering cottages.


      They travelled without speaking. In his mind, Franziskus turned over various ways in which to broach the subject of Marius and Elennath, and their almost identical scars. A matter of interest lay therein. But, seeing the black mood that had descended on her, he could not conceive of a way to ask.


      At dusk, they reached the pass. The mountains looked different, with so many of their trees burnt and the brush gone. The forests would regrow, Franziskus thought. The occasional fire kept them strong.


      ‘Which one,’ asked Angelika, ‘do you feel sorry for – Benno or Gelfrat?’


      Franziskus thought for a while, as they walked. ‘I don’t think either of them,’ he finally said. ‘What about you?’


      ‘I’m not certain.’


      They kept going.


      In a gully, they came upon the corpses of cavalrymen, twisted in amongst the long limbs and muscular bodies of their dead stallions. Angelika waded into their midst. She bent down to unbuckle the belt of a rider skewered to his horse’s haunch by a long, crude lance. His sabre had never cleared its sheath. She pulled it out now and admired it; it was a display piece, with a hilt of filigreed brass.


      ‘Now this is the sort of battle that profits a looter,’ Angelika said.
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      Chapter One


      The orc’s lance, its head jagged and rusty, ripped through the man’s golden-breasted tunic, searching for his kidneys. It found the gap between the front and back plates of his cuirass. Grunting in surprise and alarm, the man stepped back, hoping to slip free. The orc twisted the weapon, digging the toothy notches of his spearhead into his victim’s flesh. The man groaned; his left ankle twisted beneath him. The orc withdrew the spear, now freshly crimsoned.


      Exertion had reddened the flesh of the man’s face. Middle age had taken its toll on him: the beginnings of a double chin hung from his once-handsome jawline. His grey hair was flattened to his temples with sweat. A bony brow hooded his dark and intelligent eyes. His outfit, now marked with dark Blackfire soil and a spreading patch of his own blood, proclaimed his identity as a former officer in the army of Nuln. The breast of his sleeveless over-tunic was the colour of the summer sun, slashed to reveal the jet-black fabric of a second shirt beneath it. Looping braids of scarlet silk decorated the cuffs of the man’s sleeves – an affectation common among proud ex-officers. He regained his footing and slashed wide with his sabre. It landed on the orc’s shoulder, hitting the crudely quilted pauldron and slashing open its leather outer layer. Straw and feathers showered into the cold morning air.


      The orc was actually six and a half feet tall, but it stood in the crouching posture typical of a rampaging greenskin, and thus seemed to have only a head’s worth of height advantage on its opponent. Its face alone had to be two feet long, most of it misshapen, osseous jaw. Yellow, uneven tusks lined its mouth. Its eyes were beady red pinpricks. Taut, rocky muscles shifted under tight, shiny skin, mottled in a range of hues from olive to emerald. It wore piecemeal armour: a layer of loose chain cocooned its chest, with bits of scavenged, hammered-out human armour attached to it with loops of wire. Leather guards covered its arms and its left leg. The right was bare, except for a thick, mouldering bandage swaddled around the creature’s knee.


      The orc pulled its spear back for another thrust, but the old campaigner spanked it easily aside with the flat of his sabre blade. The orc bellowed out a thwarted groan and dropped its spear. From a scabbard at each hip, it jerked loose a pair of serrated, crescent-shaped daggers. It lunged.


      Its target – the old campaigner – fought on, defending a knot of terrified fellow humans. They huddled together, wedged between a large wooden cart, sprung from its axle, and an outcrop of sharp-edged, barren rock.


      Others fought alongside the man of Nuln. To his left, a short, slim man with a round, bald face waited in a defensive stance. He traded ineffective, testing swipes with an orc opponent of his own. To the campaigner’s right, a pudgy man perspired through a face padded in baby fat. He thrust a hayfork at a one-eyed greenskin that had a human femur stuck in its belt. The fourth defender was tall and gnarled. His head was topped with a flat brush of hair and he held the handle of an oaken cudgel in his knobbly fist. He poked it confidently out at a runtish orc, keeping up a constant patter of salty taunts. The orc, uncomprehending, darted at him. The gnarled man jerked back, his display of bravado spoiled.


      The grunts of the defenders and the expectant, sibilant hisses of the foamy-lipped orcs found echoing surfaces amid rocky slopes to the east and west. They were battling in one of the narrower points of the Blackfire Pass, the strategic fissure inside the Black Mountain range, which separated the Empire of men from the wild and hostile lands to the south. Dark peaks imposed themselves all around the battling figures, their lower reaches strangled by twisted pines, their frozen pinnacles hooded in ice and snow. Rain and dew dampened the ground beneath the skirmishers’ feet before they turned to frost. When they stepped, the battlers slid in frigid mud.


      The smallest of the orcs, the one who fought the gnarled man, slipped in the muck. The runt bleated as he fell on the flat of his long, needle-like blade. The gnarled man took swift advantage, leaping forward to bash repeatedly at the orc’s head. The creature’s face bounced up and down as the cudgel smacked into its helmet, building a dent in it.


      Across the narrow flat of the pass, two figures, sprawled out on their stomachs, surveyed the scene. They were concealed from both sides by the rotting trunk of a fallen pine.


      ‘See?’ said Angelika Fleischer. ‘No altruism’s required here. They’ve got things well in hand.’


      ‘Only the smallest of the orcs is down,’ observed her companion, Franziskus.


      Angelika Fleischer was a long, scrawny woman of young but indeterminate age. Her cheekbones were high, her nose slim and narrow, her chin a little pointed. A dark mop of ragged hair covered her head. A cracked leather coat clung close to her lithe frame, drawing tight across her shoulder blades, yielding to each protruding vertebra. Below it she wore a sooty tunic that extended below her belt, forming a bit of a skirt. That added a second layer of fabric to her meatless buttocks. Black leggings and long leather boots completed her field attire. A long dagger waited for her in its home at her belt; its twin did the same hidden in the cuff of her boot. She kept her glittering eyes fixed on the unfolding skirmish. The black pools of her irises were indistinguishable from the depths of her pupils.


      In an expression already familiar to her, Franziskus furrowed down the fine lines of his aristocratic face, pressing his blond, scarcely visible eyebrows near to one another. At the same time he formed a pout with his pale lips. Blue morning light heightened the azure of his eyes. His mane of flaxen hair had not seen water in many days, so it hung sullenly around his head and shoulders, deprived of its full glory. He had carefully arranged himself so that he was entirely covered by his elk-hide cloak, a recent and extravagant purchase. It was collared in soft and rusty fox-fur. Beneath the cloak he wore a nondescript white cotton shift and brown cotton trousers. Flat-soled, low-cut boots shod his narrow feet.


      ‘That may be so,’ said Angelika. ‘But you know my policy. I don’t intervene in a fight till it’s over – and then I only do so to profit from its leavings.’


      The small orc bounced up from the sodden ground and, apparently unfazed by the dozen or so vicious cudgel blows its cranium had sustained, lunged at the gnarled man, hissing phlegm at him. The orc chewed the man’s ankle as the man waved frantic arms, working to maintain his balance. Arse-first, the man went down. The orc crawled up his leg. The man kicked it in the face.


      Meanwhile, the other three men traded blows with the other three orcs, clanging sword against sword or landing ineffectual blows against armour.


      ‘We must act. Virtue commands it,’ said Franziskus, wriggling forward to improve his viewing angle. ‘There are women, there, among the pilgrims.’


      ‘There is a woman here,’ replied Angelika, hiking a thumb at herself, ‘and she’s fought more than enough orcs for one lifetime.’ She positioned herself for a better look. ‘What makes you say they’re pilgrims?’


      ‘Why else would ordinary folk come so far down the pass?’


      Angelika saw a flash of silver on the ample bosom of one robed woman, but could not identify her jewelry with any precision. ‘Silver?’ she said, unable to suppress a note of rising interest.


      ‘If they are pilgrims, we have a religious duty to assist them,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘To hell with gods, and those who follow them.’


      Franziskus’ hand fidgeted on the scabbard of his sabre.


      The small orc gnawed on the gnarled man’s knee. The man slammed the burl of his cudgel into the left side of its skull. The orc’s eye popped from its socket. With the heel of his kicking boot, the man ground it to paste. The stunted orc screamed. The man deftly flipped his cudgel, so that the handle pointed outwards, and jammed it into the orc’s mouth, breaking through a wall of tusky teeth. He rammed the handle down deeper, navigating it into the orc’s gullet. He was choking the creature. Arms twitching, hands flailing, the orc helplessly slapped wet ground. The man persisted. The orc quivered. Gore erupted from its mouth, coating the cudgel and the knotty hands that held it. The man pushed it further in. The orc went limp. The man slid his weapon free of his suffocated enemy. The orc flopped onto the ground.


      ‘As I said,’ said Angelika. ‘Well in hand.’


      Whip-quick, the big orc snaked out its hand, grabbed the ex-officer by the wrist and, in a single quick and brutal motion, snapped it back. The dull crack of popping bones reverberated through the pass. The sabre fell uselessly from the campaigner’s hand and splashed into a shallow puddle. The orc stabbed down with the curved dagger in its free hand, digging it into the flesh between his prey’s neck and clavicle.


      Franziskus said, ‘This cannot be borne.’


      He heaved himself out from behind the fallen log. Inarticulately hollering, he drew his sabre, waving both it and his free arm over his head. At first, Angelika thought he had gone completely and utterly mad, but then understood his intent: he was trying to draw the attention of the orcs away from the pilgrims.


      All heads, man and greenskin alike, swivelled toward the shrieking madman bounding at them. The short, bald man recovered first: he opened a gash on his opponent’s knee with the edge of his sword. The rotund fellow with the hayfork was the slowest to regain his wits. His orc punished him with a helmeted head-butt to the forehead. He staggered back. The one-eyed orc swerved around him to get at the shaking, moaning huddle of pilgrims. The pudgy man spun and launched himself at the orc. He wrapped himself around the marauder’s waist, using his considerable weight to bring it down. He bounced on the small of its back, pinning it to the earth.


      The big orc had the campaigner on his knees, pushing him off his blade. It raised its arm for another blow. The gnarled old man leapt into him, banging shoulders, before bouncing off and sliding into the mud. He grabbed at the orc’s leg. The big orc stomped down at his head, but the old salt rolled from the path of the blow.


      A man in an elaborately embroidered robe broke from the huddle of pilgrims to grab the campaigner’s shoulders and drag him away from the big orc. The campaigner protested, blood bubbling from his mouth. The fancy-robed man dragged him anyway.


      The big orc landed a kick to the gnarled pilgrim’s gut. The man doubled up at its feet. The orc raised its curved knife, looked down at the man then seemed to reconsider. Instead it plunged into the mass of helpless pilgrims. It seized the nearest of them: a portly woman covering her hair with an intricately folded sister’s wimple. Grabbing her habit by the neck and waist, the orc heaved her over its head, howling in sadistic triumph. She yowled her terror in a surprisingly deep contralto voice.


      Franziskus arrived, circuiting around a maze of mostly-prone combatants. He grunted out a challenge to the big orc, demanding that it turn and fight. The orc dropped the woman; pilgrims surged up to break her fall. She fell into them, making a tangle of limbs and torsos.


      Franziskus hacked up at the creature’s neck, but it turned, and he hit only the shoulder piece of its armour. It dangled over the orc’s chest, its strap severed. Franziskus slashed the orc again. The blade made a metallic banging noise as it made joint-wrenching contact with a solid chunk of breastplate.


      ‘Someone help me!’ Franziskus cried. ‘It’ll take more than one to put this monster down!’


      The pudgy pilgrim bounced on top of his writhing orc and shrugged. The man in the embroidered robe looked abashedly away. The gnarled man staggered, crouching, looking for his dropped cudgel. The big orc sliced the air under Franziskus’ nose with its crescent blade. Franziskus jogged backwards, slipping on slick grass. He aimed an ill-balanced blow at the orc and swung wide. He’d only recently switched from a duelling rapier to a heavier blade, and had yet to master the new weapon.


      Angelika shook her head and rolled her eyes. Keeping her head low, she crept into the melee. She sidled up to the fat pilgrim sitting on the orc. She had her dagger out. ‘Grab its head up,’ she told the man. He stared at her uncomprehendingly. ‘Grab its head up!’ she repeated.


      Franziskus ducked another of the big orc’s blows.


      The fat man grabbed his orc’s head and pulled it up, exposing its neck to Angelika. With the point of her dagger, she sawed a long incision in the greenskin’s throat, opening it up. Gore flooded out like water through a bursting dam.


      Angelika pointed to the fallen campaigner’s sabre, which lay in the muck a few yards from the fat man’s sausage-shaped fingers. ‘Take that and join the fight!’ she commanded.


      The pudgy pilgrim’s mouth dropped open.


      Angelika slapped him on the back of the head, ‘Join the fight!’ she repeated, louder.


      Jowls jiggling, he stumbled over to the sabre, hefted it in his hand, and reluctantly edged to Franziskus’ side. The orc pushed through them, heading away from the pilgrims and toward his spear. Franziskus rang his sabre on the greenskin’s helmet. The orc seemed to totter for a moment, then it plucked up its spear and wheeled on them, charging.


      ‘Trip him!’ Angelika cried, climbing up the side of the cart, her nimble feet perched on one of its wheels.


      Franziskus nodded and slid on his knees through the mud, hitting the greenskin’s legs with his shoulder. The orc toppled onto him. The gnarled man, cudgel now ready, gripped it in both hands and bowled the helmet, croquet-style, from the big orc’s head.


      Now on the roof of the cart, Angelika got down on one knee and intently studied the fight between the small bald man and his orc. Each still danced around the other, with no sign of a serious blow on either side. Angelika held her dagger by the blade, between thumb and forefinger, waiting. She studied the slight man’s movements. He anticipated the orc’s feints skilfully, ducking under certain blows, sidestepping others.


      Franziskus still lay beneath the big orc. It bit down at his face, blowing rancid breath at him. Franziskus tightened his gorge, suppressing the urge to vomit. It would be ignominious to die choking on his own puke, trapped beneath an orc.


      Angelika finally saw what she’d been hoping to see: she’d discerned the pattern in the slight defender’s manoeuvrings. She counted under her breath. She threw her dagger. On schedule, the man ducked under an aimlessly swung orcish sword. Angelika’s dagger flew past him towards its intended target: the orc’s eye socket. The man pivoted, squinted at her, and stepped back. The blow killed the orc instantly. Its body collapsed straight as a plank into soggy grass.


      ‘Get that orc off him!’ shouted Angelika, pointing at Franziskus. The gnarled man and the fat man stood to either side of the big orc, and exchanged helpless looks. The orc raised itself to its knees and shot its bandaged knee into Franziskus’ crotch. Franziskus gave out an airless, choking groan.


      The small man leapt over his slain greenskin, his sword raised over his head, and slid into the big orc. The pudgy man scrambled out of his way, but mud squirted out beneath his sandaled feet, and he thumped to earth. The small fellow chopped his sword down on the big orc’s neck. It moved its shoulder to catch the brunt of the blow, its armour shedding broken links of chain. It pushed itself off Franziskus, kneeing him in the gut as a parting gesture, then stomped at the small man, wrapping muscular gloved fingers around his throat.


      Franziskus found the grip of his sabre and rammed the weapon’s razor tip into the gap between the orc’s thigh and codpiece. He felt it find purchase and pushed. It screamed like a gored ox. Franziskus scrabbled to his knees, using the force of the move to push harder on the sabre. The orc reached down and grabbed the sabre blade, howling and yanking it free. It had turned its attention away from the slight man, who now stood with his arm levered back, searching for the best spot to plant a jab.


      ‘You two!’ Angelika shouted, waving at the pudgy man and the gnarled man. ‘Get in there! Outflank it!’ The gnarled man met her eyes, gripped his cudgel tighter, and waded in. The pudgy man reached down for the downed soldier’s sword and did the same. The big orc now stood surrounded, an opponent at each of the four compass points. It snarled, allowing a gob of gluey sputum to escape from its toothy jaw, then caught the hefty man in the side of the head with the point of its elbow. The man collapsed to one knee; the big orc pushed past him, turned on its heels, and commenced to back away from the fray, swiping the air with its curved dagger.


      The gnarled man took a step forward. ‘No!’ Angelika cried. ‘It’s leaving – let it go!’


      The gnarled man took a step back. Its gargoyle features snarled up in purest hate, the big orc continued its withdrawal. It backed away for another hundred feet, then turned and trotted into the trackless pines. Soon it was gone from sight, though the sound of its crashing through the bush resounded for several minutes thereafter.


      Angelika crawled down from the cart and made her way to the injured officer. She tore open the remains of his tunic and, with cold and delicate fingers, worked free the damp leather straps of his cuirass, teasing them from their buckles. She pulled the front breastplate free of the quilted padding beneath it. The quilting was soaked through with fresh, bright blood. Angelika pulled her second dagger from her boot and tore through the quilting. She winced, failing to contain her disgust: the orc’s serrated spearhead had torn a sizeable hole in the man’s side, churning skin, muscle, fat and organs into a glistening, gobbety mess.


      Pilgrims gathered tight around her. She stretched out an arm and pushed them back. ‘Give us room!’ she demanded. She looked up at them. They were all slack-jawed to varying degrees, vacantly staring at their fallen defender. They showed all the intelligence of a flock of chickens. It was the shock of events, Angelika told herself. ‘Can anyone here dress a wound?’


      A young man dully blinked. ‘I am a physic,’ he said. He shook his head, as if to clear it of cobwebs, then straightened the set of his shoulders, adopting a demeanour of sudden authority. ‘My name is Victor Rausch,’ he said to Angelika, his eyes firmly on his patient. Atop his head roosted a pillbox hat, quilted in turquoise silk and chased with copper-coloured threads. He wore a curiously tailored robe of crushed blue velvet, which was cut like a doublet above the waist; it clung flatteringly to his well-developed pectorals. From the waist down, it flared out like a robe, pulling away from tawny leggings and a pair of pointy-toed boots, their leather dyed the colour of honey.


      He knelt over the wounded man, arranging his handsome, open face into an expression of high concern. ‘Someone please fetch my bag!’ he cried.


      Immediately the short, bald man with the nut-coloured complexion appeared, lowering the bag into his hand. Victor snapped open its brass clasps and gazed forlornly into its interior. He dropped his voice. ‘Truth be told, in my home village I am more a dispenser of draughts and potions than a sawyer of bone and flesh. He is badly mangled. I am not sure what I can–’


      The wounded man’s eyes popped open. Victor started back. The pilgrims gasped. Victor stammered. ‘Thomas! I did not realise…’


      The ex-officer coughed up blood. ‘You say I’m badly mangled?’ He worked his lips silently, waiting to recoup his breath. ‘No need to mince words,’ he gurgled. ‘I myself am minced enough.’


      Angelika touched the physic’s arm. ‘You must at least have bandages, and a draught to dull his pain.’


      ‘Don’t waste them on me,’ the wounded man mumbled, his voice fading.


      Victor planted a hand on his forehead. ‘We’ve faced many hardships on our journey to this awful place. My supplies are now all but expended.’


      Angelika’s shoulders tightened. ‘But you do have them, yes?’


      Victor nodded.


      ‘Then use them.’


      The wounded man panted and looked up at Angelika. ‘What’s your name, girl? Mine is Thomas Krieger.’


      Angelika decided to forgive the old officer his use of the word girl; he was, after all, already mortally wounded.


      ‘I’m Angelika Fleischer. My companion here…’ she glanced around for Franziskus, but he was hanging back from the herd. ‘My companion is Franziskus. No surname, I’m afraid. He seems to have lost that shortly before I met him, and never recovered it.’


      A sardonic smile began on Thomas’ lips, but it pained him. He clenched his teeth and squinted, pressing solitary tears from the corner of each eye. ‘Thank you for helping us.’


      ‘It was his idea,’ she said.


      ‘I won’t be going on from here. The young physic’s right. The first aid must be spared for those who might be saved by it.’


      ‘You don’t want to be one of those supremely annoying self-sacrificing types, do you?’ She turned to Rausch. ‘Patch him up.’


      The physic looked at Thomas; he looked at Angelika. He gulped. He reached into his bag and streamed out a length of cotton.


      ‘It’s a gut wound,’ Angelika said, once more addressing the dying officer. ‘You might linger a long time. It won’t do these frightened souls any good to watch you suffer and squirm. So the physic’s going to truss you tight and dispatch you off to dreamland. Unless you’re so anxious to save on bandages that you’re willing to let one of these people finish you…’


      The pilgrims muttered and shifted.


      ‘I would not ask it of them,’ Thomas said.


      ‘Then get to work,’ she told the physic, thumping him on the back, and rising to her feet. She strode idly to the bodies of the three orcs and kicked at them. It was a first principle of her profession that orcs never had anything good on them, so she did not bother to remove their boots or open their rancid packs. She did, however, yank her dagger from the orcish skull where it had taken up temporary residence.


      She bent to pick up a leaf, using it to wipe sticky clumps of brain from the blade. A more thorough cleaning could wait for later.


      The matronly woman who’d been hoisted up by the big orc hung back until Angelika’s gruesome task was done. Then she tugged at Angelika’s coat. ‘I must echo the words of our guardian, Thomas, and thank you, and your friend, for your intervention on our behalf. I shudder to contemplate what would have transpired had you not happened along. I am Prioress Heilwig, of the abbey at Gasseburg.’ She was the one, Angelika noted, with the silver pendant.


      ‘Please, stop introducing yourselves. There are too many of you to remember your names, and we’ll soon be leaving at any rate. Soon as I see to it that your young physic hasn’t butchered his task.’


      Prioress Heilwig exchanged baffled glances with her fellow pilgrims. There was little of her to see; a habit of brown cotton covered her from head to toe, with only an oval of cloth for her fleshy face to poke out from. Though her garments were modest at first glance, Angelika looked into her cuffs and noted a lining of plush silk. Heilwig’s headpiece folded in on itself elaborately, to form two large wings of stiffened fabric that flew out from each of her temples. At certain angles, it made her look as if she were wearing the prow of a ship. She was in her mid-forties, signs of bygone beauty still clung to her thickening features. ‘Young woman, your brusqueness perplexes us,’ she said. ‘It is evident that you arrived in response to our fervent prayers. Yet now you not only announce an intention to depart, but do so in a fashion we cannot help but find impertinent.’


      Angelika sauntered to the cart. At its head, she saw the deep hoof prints of an ox. ‘Where did your beasts go?’


      ‘We had only one ox left,’ answered the pudgy man, ‘It shirked its yoke and ran off when the orcs came. I never thought an ox capable of such speed.’


      ‘Should we go off in search of it?’ asked another of the male pilgrims.


      ‘Why are you asking me?’ Angelika demanded. She softened her tone: ‘I see why you’d want to recover a thing so precious as an ox, but you’ll likely just get yourselves lost. Most probably it’s dinner for some orc or ogre by now. The Blackfire Pass swarms with dangers, as you may now realise.’


      ‘Yes,’ said the prioress. She clasped her hands and gazed up into the sky. ‘This hostile place has been an even greater test of our faith than we anticipated.’


      Franziskus, seeing an irreligious quip forming itself on the tip of Angelika’s tongue, quickly interjected. ‘You’re far from civilised lands. Where have you come from?’


      ‘We hail from various places, but assembled in Grenzstadt for the journey.’ Franziskus knew Grenzstadt, it guarded the Empire’s southern border. He figured hastily; it was about two weeks’ journey from here.


      ‘All of the guardians we hired to protect us have been slain,’ Heilwig moaned. ‘First we were attacked by goblins. Then by bandits. And now this. Thomas was never meant to take up arms for us – he was another penitent, no more and no less. And now it seems as if he, too, has fallen in the cause. Yet we shall pray to Shallya, and in her boundless mercy, I am certain we shall be delivered.’


      Thomas groaned as the physic applied the first layer of bandaging to his wound.


      ‘And what wondrous place do you pilgrimage to that justifies a trek through the Blackfire?’


      ‘Surely we are not the first pilgrims you’ve encountered!’


      ‘We’ve been down south for a while, in the lands of the Border Princes.’


      ‘But certainly you have heard of Heiligerberg, the Holy Mountain?’


      ‘Can’t say I have.’


      The prioress indulged herself with a puzzled grimace. ‘Several leagues south of here is Heiligerberg? Where two thousand years ago, the goddess herself manifested before the girl-child priestess, Pergunda?’


      Angelika scratched an itch on her neck. ‘No, none of this sounds familiar.’


      ‘During the golden era, back when all of these lands were civilised, Shallya set herself down on the mountain and showed her beneficent visage to the faithful. The mountain flowed with rose petals, and all who gained audience with Pergunda were healed, both in body and in spirit.’


      ‘This hell pit was once civilised? That must have been a long time ago.’


      The prioress’ face twitched in confused frustration. ‘It is mildly understandable that you have not heard of the mountain, or its history. But surely you have heard of Mother Elsbeth?’


      Angelika managed an indifferent shrug.


      ‘Mother Elsbeth, the most famed and holy vessel of Shallya. Whose miraculous feats of healing are celebrated throughout the southern Empire. Who lifted the plague at Ruren? Who cured the grand theogonist of his congenital pleurisy?’


      ‘I was unaware that the Theogonist was so afflicted.’


      ‘Not the current Theogonist!’ Heilwig’s voice trebled. ‘Nor even his predecessor – you truly know nothing of this?’


      ‘It is a subject I find uninteresting.’


      The prioress shook her wattles. Franziskus approached. ‘Please pardon my companion, your grace. She is an iconoclast, and takes perverse joy in tweaking the pious.’


      ‘But you have heard of her, surely,’ the prioress pleaded, grabbing a good hank of Franziskus’ sleeve.


      Franziskus nodded. ‘It is as she says, Angelika. Even the most impious wretches speak reverently of Mother Elsbeth’s great feats of healing.’ He turned to the prioress. ‘But did they not occur decades ago? I was not even sure Mother Elsbeth still lived.’


      ‘She must be quite elderly, now, but Shallya be praised, she has once more begun to grant audience to the faithful. No doubt the dire times we now face have inspired this fortuitous end to her long seclusion.’


      ‘Your tale seems dubious,’ Angelika said. ‘The times are always dire.’


      ‘Dubious?’


      Like a crowd of menacing cows, the other pilgrims began to edge around Angelika. She sought out the pudgy man and levelled an icy stare at him. He moved back. The others did the same.


      ‘Are you sure these are not baseless rumours?’


      Prioress Heilwig huffed. ‘I am quite well informed on these matters. Hundreds – no, thousands – of pilgrims now flock to Heiligerberg, to take advantage of this rare opportunity for grace. If it were false, we would see as many disappointed worshippers returning north as are swarming south.’


      ‘I ask because I wonder if the rumours might be a trap, to lure gullible victims. Perhaps this Heiligerberg of yours has been occupied by bandits, and all the pilgrims who’ve come to bow and scrape before your Mother Elsbeth now rot in a common grave.’


      A gasp escaped from the knot of pilgrims. They whispered and muttered.


      ‘Now look here,’ said one who had not spoken before: a grey-haired fellow in a grand brocaded coat, his head adorned with a plumed cap. He poked a finger at Angelika. ‘I won’t have you frightening these fine, devout people with gruesome speculations. They may be taken in, but as I am an expert in negotiation and argument, I can easily glean your motives.’


      Angelika crossed her arms. ‘And what motives might those be?’


      ‘You aim to increase your fee, by exaggerating the dangers we face.’


      ‘My fee?’


      ‘Do not be disingenuous. You know very well the position we’re in. We’ve lost our bodyguards, and now Thomas, the only experienced fighter among us, lies dying.’


      This last comment aroused a series of dirty looks; the man’s fellow pilgrims made a point of glancing over at Thomas, to indicate that he was still in earshot. The plumed man did not acknowledge them.


      ‘Let me guess,’ Angelika said. ‘You’re an advocate, aren’t you?’


      The man inflated his chest and extended the height of his neck, then gave Angelika a peremptory bow. ‘Stefan Recht, advocate of Pfeildorf.’ He proudly smiled. ‘How did you know?’


      ‘You claimed to be an expert in negotiation, though mostly it was your combination of arrogance and callousness.’


      Recht deflated.


      ‘As for a fee,’ Angelika said. ‘Your most recent brush with death has befuddled your senses, all of you. Fee or no fee, I no more intend to accompany you on your pilgrimage than a pig intends to sprout wings and buzz about the spires of Altdorf.’


      The prioress flapped her jaw up and down. ‘But you are needed!’


      ‘Your needs are not my concern.’ Angelika turned to leave.


      Heilwig quickly seized both of Franziskus’ pale hands in her own, squeezing tightly. ‘It cannot be. I prayed for rescue, and she came.’


      ‘In fact,’ said Angelika, ‘it is Franziskus who bolted from our position of safety to foolishly endanger himself on your behalf. If your goddess sent anyone to save your skins, it would be him, not me.’


      She headed across the floor of the pass, toward their campsite. Franziskus followed her, trailing Heilwig, Recht, and several others behind him.


      Walking quickly to keep the pilgrims out of earshot, Franziskus hissed into Angelika’s ear. ‘Trying to rid yourself of me?’


      ‘You can’t blame me if I persist in trying.’


      ‘We’ve had this discussion countless times.’


      ‘Yet somehow I never get through to you.’


      ‘You saved my life, from orcs bent on sacrificing me. Honour dictates that I extend to you my undying allegiance.’


      ‘That’s why I’ve got to stop saving people from orcs. You can never get free of them afterwards.’


      ‘Please, stop, I beg you!’ It was the prioress, who was now standing behind them. Franziskus slopped. Angelika didn’t.


      Heilwig reached out for Franziskus’ hands again. He surrendered them to her hesitantly. ‘You are not an undutiful young man,’ she said to him. ‘We can see it in your eyes. Clearly, this… companion of yours is, ah, rough-hewn. But one would expect no less in a place like this. One might even say that it is a necessary trait for survival.’


      ‘One might indeed say that, your grace.’


      ‘Then you must intercede with her. You two must safely guide us the rest of the way to the Holy Mountain.’ She directed a pre-emptive, silencing look at Recht, the advocate. ‘We are willing to pay what is necessary.’


      Franziskus checked Angelika’s whereabouts; she was gathering their packs. ‘Truly,’ Franziskus said, ‘the size of your purses is not at issue. My companion has, ah, a certain mode of, ah, securing income, and a great reluctance to hire herself out. She’s been dragged into adventures before, you see, and their outcomes have been generally, ah, less than pleasant.’


      ‘You must see to it that, in this instance, she changes her mind.’


      Franziskus bit his lip. ‘I must tell you…’


      Franziskus beheld a pair of limpid blue eyes, regarding him frankly and neutrally. They shone at him from the soft, clear face of a young woman standing a few paces behind the prioress. She wore a habit like the prioresses, except that it was authentically modest, devoid of gewgaws or silky linings. A gently curling strand of auburn hair slipped out of its place in her simple headpiece, draping itself down on her perfect brow. She shyly batted at it, stuffing it back up into her wimple. It fell back down again.


      ‘Devorah!’ snapped the prioress. ‘Do not stand in the young man’s field of view.’


      ‘Franziskus. My name is Franziskus.’


      ‘You’re distracting Franziskus. Please step out of his field of vision while we continue our important discussion.’ She squeezed his knuckles together, somewhat painfully.


      As gently as he could, Franziskus freed himself from the prioress’ steely claws. ‘Tell me, Prioress Heilwig,’ he said. ‘You say there are hundreds of pilgrims converging on this spot – this Holy Mountain?’


      ‘Nay – thousands.’


      ‘And this mountain – is it truly a mountain, or is that just a dramatic turn of phrase, as is sometimes the case when legendary places are described?’


      The advocate, Recht, broke in to answer the question. ‘None of us have been there, but I have done careful research, and my understanding is that it is a mountain as jagged and treacherous as any in this awful pass.’ He looked around meaningfully at the black crags rising all around them. ‘I have pondered the point, and at first it seems a peculiar irony, that the goddess of mercy would enjoin her most fervent devotees to clamber up a sharp and treacherous slope to receive her blessing. But then, on further reflection, any person of sense will realise that the difficulty of the climb is the very nub of the point – it is the profoundest test of faith and determination.’


      Off in the woods, Angelika had her pack on, and now hefted Franziskus’ in her arms.


      Franziskus tugged at the lobe of his ear. ‘So there are hundreds, even thousands, of pilgrims, scrabbling up the face of this – what was your word? – this treacherous mountain. Most of them like yourselves – ordinary persons of the Empire, unfamiliar with, and unsuited for, this sort of exertion?’


      ‘It is a point we do not care to dwell on, but yes, I imagine it is as you say.’


      ‘And, as Shallya grants not only spiritual solace but the healing of wounds, defects and sundry diseases – it might also be reasonable to guess that many of them are infirm to begin with.’


      Recht waved his soft and uncallused palms about. ‘Yes, yes. Please get to the point, sir.’


      Angelika approached, calling out to Franziskus, telling him to get his behind moving.


      ‘Then, I must be blunt in order to be brief,’ said Franziskus. ‘Throughout their journey to the Holy Mountain, might one posit that large numbers of pilgrims will be dropping dead?’


      Recht coughed. The prioress choked. Beautiful, auburn-haired Devorah blinked her liquid eyes.


      ‘Ah, what you say is, I reckon, indelicate but true.’


      Angelika clunked Franziskus’ heavy pack at his feet, making sure that it landed on one of his toes. Franziskus did not flinch.


      ‘You coming?’ Angelika asked him.


      ‘In a moment.’ He turned his attention back to the prioress and the advocate. ‘I have a possible solution. Not necessarily one I endorse, mind you. It requires a degree of, ah, moral compromise you’ll likely want to avoid.’


      Angelika raised an eyebrow, her interest piqued.


      ‘I am unsure,’ the prioress said.


      ‘We are desperate,’ the advocate replied.


      Franziskus nodded. ‘Very well. Excuse us while we discuss the matter.’ He took Angelika by the elbow to lead her away. She picked up Franziskus’ pack and dropped it into his arms. They walked out of earshot, back to the fallen log.


      The pilgrims watched them. Franziskus meekly gesticulated. Angelika gave him an incredulous look. He ran his fingers through his heroic tangle of hair. She jolted forward, laughing.


      The prioress placed her hand on the advocate’s shoulder. ‘How can we be sure that this is not an elaborate ruse, to lure us to a throat-slitting?’


      ‘I’m open to any other suggestions you might be harbouring, Mother Heilwig.’ As he said this, Recht leaned slightly forward in hopes of making out a word or two.


      Young Devorah spoke. Her voice had a papery tremor in it. ‘The young man, mother.’


      ‘Yes?’ said Heilwig, forbiddingly.


      ‘Where do you think he is from? I cannot place the accent.’


      ‘I could not think to guess,’ harrumphed Heilwig.


      ‘Stirland,’ said the advocate. ‘Rural nobility, I’d venture.’


      Devorah sighed.


      ‘But a scoundrel, to be sure, to be out here in this land of blackguards and exiles, instead of at his family estate, or serving in the army.’


      Devorah cast her eyes toward the hem of her habit, which trailed all the way down to the mucky ground, her toes nowhere to be seen.


      Angelika clapped her hands together and rapidly strode toward them, the glint of business in her eyes. Franziskus followed, looking slightly queasy.


      ‘Very well,’ said Angelika, addressing the prioress. ‘I agree to your terms. But I won’t put up with any carping – you must agree to this with open eyes.’


      ‘Agree to what?’ blenched the prioress.


      ‘I haven’t told them yet,’ Franziskus explained.


      ‘Told us what?’ the prioress demanded.


      ‘Ah,’ Franziskus said. ‘My friend here makes her living as a, ah, she recovers…’


      ‘I loot battlefields,’ Angelika said.


      ‘Ah, yes,’ said Franziskus. ‘That is what she does. She steals, one might say, but only from those who have already lost their lives. I don’t condone this, but am nonetheless sworn to her service. Normally, Angelika has occasion only to sift the pockets of men slain in war, who are plentiful in these parts. But, in exchange for your solemn agreement not to hinder her in any way, she – and I – will accompany you to Heiligerberg and do our best to get you up its slopes.’


      The prioress squinted her left eye shut. ‘Hinder her from doing what?’


      ‘He is hoping not to have to spell it out,’ said the advocate.


      ‘Hinder me,’ Angelika interjected, ‘from looting the corpses of any expired pilgrims we may encounter during the trip.’


      A silence descended, interrupted only by the distant cawing of crows. Crows were also plentiful in the Blackfire Pass.


      ‘Including our own?’ the prioress asked.


      Angelika gravely nodded.


      ‘And what is to stop you from hastening our demises, that you might relieve our mortal husks of worldly goods?’ She fingered nervously at the silver dove dangling between her matronly breasts.


      ‘If you don’t trust me, I understand. As a rule, it isn’t smart to trust people you happen to bump into in the Blackfire Pass.’


      ‘I assure you,’ Franziskus submitted, ‘that Angelika does not mug, waylay, or otherwise rob the living. Her ethic forbids it.’


      ‘Ethic?’ Prioress Heilwig sputtered. ‘You expect us to entrust our fates to the moral code of a corpse looter?’


      Angelika shrugged. ‘You’d sooner trust yourselves to the mercy of Shallya?’
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      Chapter Two


      Hands on hips, Angelika studied the pilgrim’s wrecked cart. She bent down to study its underside: it was one of the axle mounts, not the shaft itself, that had broken. Without oxen to pull it, it did not matter if the cart could be repaired. But Angelika could tell from the pleading faces of the milling pilgrims that they expected her to at least think about it. She did not relish the idea of leading anyone, much less a helpless throng of prayer-chanting incense-burners. Still, it would not be right to turn down the fee they’d offer – a hundred crowns justified a great deal of aggravation. Certainly, she could go to the mountain on her own, searching for deceased pilgrims in need of looting, but by gathering a swarm of penitents around her, she’d be giving herself cover against any still-breathing idolaters who might otherwise take offence at her activities.


      Mostly she was looking at the cart to give herself time to think. She decided that she would wring the maximum possible obedience from them if she made herself hard to please. Her charges were eager to do so. She would be distant, stern, forbidding – just as she was with Franziskus. In fact, it was as if she’d now saddled herself with fifteen additional Franziskuses. Or worse – Franziskus, at least, could swing a sword with passable effectiveness.


      She turned to face them. ‘Enough lolly-gagging,’ she called, as if she’d been the one waiting for them. ‘We’ll assign shifts to see who’ll be first to pull the cart.’


      Each of the fourteen gathered pilgrims – except Krieger, who lay unconscious on several layers of bedding over a flat bit of rock nearby – looked studiously away from her. Angelika had no intention of having anyone pull carts, but she wanted to get the arrangement off on the proper foot, by making them all feel they’d disappointed her.


      ‘We won’t be able to organise ourselves if you keep clucking around like geese,’ she called, slapping her hands loudly together. ‘Into a line, into a line!’


      The more genteel pilgrims, such as the prioress, the advocate and the physic, stared up at her in offence and astonishment. Others, including the novitiate, Devorah and the pudgy-faced man who’d fought against the orcs with a hayfork, doddered unquestioningly into a ragged formation. ‘That means all of you. Even those of you who are prioresses of abbeys at Gasseburg!’ Heilwig bustled into line beside young Devorah, quacking her discontent.


      Angelika marched stiff-legged along the line of pilgrims, as she had seen sergeants do when they reconnoitered the scenes of imminent battles. ‘Your lives will depend on your quick and unthinking obedience to my commands,’ she informed them. ‘I’ve no desire to be your boon companion. But I must know who you are – or rather, what you can do to further the survival of this group. You’ll answer the questions I put to you, and only those questions. Do you understand me?’


      A mumbling ensued.


      ‘Do you understand me?’ Angelika cried. This was a question she had often heard shouted by sergeants. It was an unfair question – of course they understood, they were simply too cowed to answer – but unfairness seemed central to good discipline, and Angelika planned to dole it out in generous quantities.


      Finally the group managed to gather its collective composure and nod to Angelika – yes, they understood. She stepped close to the fat man who’d fought the orc. Still mimicking the sergeants she’d seen, she stepped uncomfortably close to him, jutting her nose just an inch from his face. He smelled of berry wine and bacon grease.


      ‘You there!’ she shouted, sending him flinching backwards. ‘Who do you think you are?’


      ‘A-a-a-a-a,’ he stammered.


      ‘Who?’


      ‘A-a-a-a-a,’ he repeated.


      She stomped on his foot.


      ‘Altman Gerieht!’ he cried.


      ‘And you are what?’ Angelika asked.


      ‘What?’


      ‘Who are you?’


      ‘I-I-I’m a bailiff.’


      ‘You were reasonably brave against the orc.’


      ‘Uh. Thank you.’


      ‘Yet you’re afraid of me.’


      ‘A-a-a-a-a…’


      ‘That shows good judgement.’


      ‘Uh. Thank you.’


      ‘What do bailiffs do?’


      ‘I m-manage the lands of a lord named–’


      ‘Don’t interrupt me when I’m speaking to you. Bailiffs push people around and make sure minor tasks get accomplished. Is that correct?’


      ‘A-a-a-a-a.’


      ‘Well then you’ll be useful to us. I anticipate giving you many orders.’


      She approached the next pilgrim in line. He was a thin, hollow-chested man with curly black hair and wide eyes. Large, round ears framed his face. Eyes darting, he fidgeted with the collar of his plain penitent’s robe. The garment was new, it gave away no hint of rank or status. Angelika looked at his hands: they were clean and soft. She checked his feet. From beneath his robe poked a pair of fine and well-worn boots, freshly re-soled. Angelika glanced down the line; all but a few of the pilgrims were wearing sandals, or flimsy shoes better suited for day-to-day wear. This one’s boots, on the other hand, would stand him in good stead during a difficult mountain climb.


      He swallowed. ‘I won’t be intimidated,’ he said, the pitch of his voice uncontrolled and fluty. ‘We are the ones hiring you. You should be snapping to our orders.’


      He flinched, as if expecting Angelika to hit him.


      Instead she lowered her voice. ‘What is your name?’


      ‘Kirchgeld. Ivo Kirchgeld. I am a man of some religious importance, as are many others here, and it defeats the purpose of a pilgrimage, which is to bind us closer to the world of holiness and virtue, if we are to be subjected to irreverence and disrespect on the–’


      She stopped him. ‘Do you want to get up the mountain alive, Ivo?’


      ‘That’s a rhetorical question!’ he cried, his pitch wobbling up several notes. He added emphasis by pointing his forefinger into the sky. ‘Naturally the entire point is to survive the pilgrimage. But surely this can be accomplished without bullying and insults.’


      ‘Oh, shut your flapping mouth.’ This was another of the pilgrims, clad in a grimy shift. He had stepped out from the line to gesticulate at Ivo. He was stooped and worn from a life of toil. His head was bare, except for a last vestige of flour-coloured hair that ran from ear to ear, along the back. ‘Even if the putting on of airs was more important than getting us safely to Heiligerberg, you, Ivo Kirchgeld, have got the least reason to. Put on airs, that is to say. You’re nowt but a cheat and a charlatan, and if anyone deserves a measure of irreverence and disrespect, it’s you.’


      Compressing his face into a mask of quivering outrage, Ivo took a darting step at the older man, who held his ground and his composure. Ivo checked his fellow pilgrims for signs of sympathy. Detecting none, he snorted like a horse and retreated. The careworn man laughed and threw up his hands.


      ‘Tell me who you are,’ Angelika said.


      The old man responded with a quick, sardonic bow. ‘Jurg Muller, and as my family name suggests, I’m a miller, from a long line of millers. An honest trade, not like his.’ Again he pointed at Kirchgeld.


      ‘Which is?’


      The miller held his little patch of frostbitten grass as if it was a stage and he was a performer on festival day, declaiming the feats of Sigmar in the village morality play. ‘He styles himself a pardoner. Says he’s specially licensed by the gods to wash away offences, sins, even taints of Chaos.’


      ‘Taints of Chaos I never claimed to cure!’ Ivo howled, jumping out of line again. Angelika sidestepped, so that the two men had a clear path to one another, if they really wanted to fight.


      ‘You strongly implied it!’ scoffed the miller, turning showily away from him.


      ‘No! No! No! You falsely inferred it!’ The pardoner advanced and laid his hand on the miller’s shoulder. The miller swatted it away. The pardoner turned to Angelika to plead his case. ‘He styles me a charlatan, but I tell you the contrary is true! I trace my family line back further than any miller. Mine goes all the way back to Sigmar’s time and it was that mighty deity himself who granted the first Kirchgelds the right to raise funds for the building of temples and the acquisition of ceremonial finery.’


      ‘Tell her,’ said the miller, ‘how you raise these funds.’


      ‘It is no secret,’ Ivo said. ‘It is a source of pride! It is by the selling of minor indulgences – forgiveness for acts of a minor nature which might otherwise stain one’s soul in Sigmar’s fiery eyes.’


      ‘Blasphemy!’ spat Prioress Heilwig.


      ‘A false doctrine!’ cried another of the pilgrims, crooking an objecting finger into the air.


      ‘At worst, it is controversial.’ Ivo inhaled a breath, ready to launch into a new speech.


      ‘Quieten yourselves – all of you!’ Angelika commanded. She shoved Ivo the pardoner back into line. Then she glowered at the miller until he too retook his place.


      She paced down the line. ‘If I’m going to lead this pilgrimage, you have to know that there are two things I won’t tolerate.’ She reconsidered for a moment. ‘Actually, the list of things I won’t tolerate is extremely lengthy. But at the top of that list are squabbling, and religious squabbling. I don’t care if the selling of indulgences is doctrine or blasphemy. I don’t care if your ancestor met Sigmar, or if Shallya herself appears to you on rainy autumn nights. Just because this is a pilgrimage, it doesn’t mean I have to put up with a lot of god talk. Do you all understand?’


      The prioress harrumphed and then nodded. The others nodded with her. Angelika was not sure where Franziskus had situated himself, but she could nonetheless sense his disapproval.


      Having successfully cowed her new charges, she kept the rest of the introductions curt and businesslike. In addition to those she’d already met, she found among the pilgrims a friar, a widow, a merchant and a monk. The short, bald fellow with the nut-brown skin, who had held off one of the orcs, introduced himself as Richart Pfeffer. He made his living as the owner of a smallholding of land in the southern province of Averheim. The gnarled, salty-tongued old man who’d forced the hilt of his club down the runty orc’s throat identified himself as Ludwig Seeman, a retired sailor.


      Last man in line was Waldemar Silber, the fancy-robed man who’d briefly joined the fray to drag the wounded Thomas out of it. His long hair gave a dashing air to his hawkish face, which also boasted dark, deep-set eyes and a majestically pointed nose. Fetching streaks of silver ran through his hair and the neatly clipped little beard that adorned the mere tip of his sharp chin. In other circumstances, Angelika might have found him pleasing enough to bed, at least until Silber announced that he was a summoner. This seemed to be yet another minor position within the large and complicated hierarchy of the Sigmarite church.


      Except for the obvious fact that the post called for the wearing of a lush peacock robe, Angelika was not sure precisely what a summoner did. And she didn’t know whether summoners were fully ordained priests, or mere lay functionaries – not that she would have understood the distinction, anyway. She didn’t give two figs. Doubtless she would have this explained to her in exhausting detail at some point during the journey.


      ‘The cart can’t be repaired,’ she said, raising her voice to make sure everyone could hear. A wind was whipping up, that rustled the branches of the pines and spruces covering the slopes around them. A gust seized the lawyer’s cap and sent it swirling; he bolted awkwardly after it. ‘The cart can’t be repaired,’ Angelika repeated. ‘So you’ll be carrying your gear from now on. Go into the cart and get only what you absolutely need. Whatever you take, you’ll have to carry on your own back – unless you can fool someone else into lugging it for you. And no matter what weight you think you can heft for hours at a time, I can promise you: you can truly only carry half that much.’


      Their faces fell and Angelika was panged by secret sympathy. She thought of her own network of hiding places throughout the region, each of which contained little pouches of gold. Priests and their other piety-mouthing ilk were forever railing about material belongings, and how one ought to pretend that they were worse than worthless, but Angelika believed the opposite. Possessions were infinitely more dependable than people. To be forced to abandon one’s hard-gathered goods was to suffer a genuine wound that no moralist could ever hope to understand. ‘If orcs are coming back, we’ll hear them long before they arrive. We can run then.’


      The pilgrims went off to sort through their packs. Angelika sidled up to Franziskus. ‘I never should have agreed to this. I allowed myself to be conned into it by someone much more subtle than he looks.’


      She saw Ludwig carelessly toss a couple of new shovels from the cart, discarding them to get to items of greater interest. ‘Someone take the shovels!’ she called. ‘We’ll need those,’ she added, under her breath, ‘for the digging of graves.’


      Franziskus worked up his best cheery expression. ‘We can do it, Angelika. We just have to think very carefully before we give instructions.’


      ‘We?’ She snorted. ‘It’s not you they’re all looking at, with their doe eyes.’


      ‘You’re the one who took charge, who slew those orcs. You’re the one they want to trust.’


      ‘I’d sooner have their fates on your conscience than mine.’


      ‘You keep professing not to have one.’


      ‘You keep reminding me how burdensome they can be.’ She beckoned Franziskus to follow her as she strode over to the flat rock where Thomas, the former officer, was laid out. He opened his eyes as they approached. Angelika looked for Rausch, the physic; he was clambering around inside the cart, struggling with a large, unruly roll of Araby carpet. What on earth could have possessed anyone to take such a thing on a trip into the Blackfire?


      ‘Did he bandage you up properly?’ asked Angelika, lifting up Thomas’ tunic. The blood flow seemed to have slowed.


      ‘I’ve had worse medics,’ Thomas coughed. ‘I might be better off if he’d hastened my end. I’ve a couple of painful days of dying ahead of me.’


      ‘We’ll have to get a stretcher together,’ Angelika thought, aloud.


      ‘No, don’t do that either,’ said Thomas. ‘Leave me.’


      ‘I won’t leave a man to die. And you’re in no position to argue.’


      Angelika marched over to the cart and grabbed the physic’s rug from him. Franziskus pulled the axle from beneath the cart and began to smack at it with his sabre, to break it into lengths suitable for a stretcher.


      It dawned on the physic that Angelika meant to commandeer his carpet. ‘You can’t just take that!’ he said. ‘It’s worth twenty crowns!’


      ‘We’re making a stretcher for Krieger,’ she said. ‘You, of all people should be willing to donate to the cause. What use did you plan for it, anyway?’


      Rausch shifted on slippered feet. ‘A number of us brought goods, to sell along the way. To defray the expense of the pilgrimage.’


      Angelika looked into the cart. She saw silver plate, candles, incense, prayer blankets, glass jars for holy water and a pile of spare robes. She shook her head in disbelief.


      The widow woman, whose name was Kinge Kloster, bustled up to Angelika’s side. Thick curls of rust-coloured hair covered her head and a pair of spectacles sat in the middle of her round, well-fed face. Her face was powdered, then rouged and a paste of particularly artificial crimson covered her lips. Her eyebrows had been plucked to nonexistence and then recreated in grease pencil as thin, semi-circular arches. The effect would have been whorish, were it not for the widow’s air of merry self-satisfaction, which made her exaggerated appearance seem perfectly ordinary.


      ‘I organised this,’ she proudly declared. ‘It is well known that many pilgrims come ill-equipped for their journeys, and others are robbed of their things or see them meet with mishaps along the way. I, and some of the others, thought we would assist those unfortunate souls, and virtuously enrich ourselves as an incidental part of the bargain.’


      ‘Carpeting? Silver plate?’


      ‘Wealthy pilgrims often undertake extended stays at their holy destinations. I would assume that Heiligerberg has many such guests; they might welcome the chance to purchase a few bargain luxuries, from their fellow believers.’


      ‘I’m sure the orcs and goblins will enjoy lining their lairs with them.’


      The widow’s jaw fell. ‘What?’


      ‘We can’t certainly can’t haul this with us, can we?’


      ‘But the expense! No, no, no! You must allow us–’


      ‘Take heart. Anyone following your trail will stop to root through the cart, and that’ll buy us time.’ She raised her voice. ‘Now listen here everyone! Take only what you can carry – I want the lot of you ready to move by the time this stretcher’s ready!’


      Angelika and Franziskus got to work fashioning a stretcher. She took a length of heavy leather cord I mm her kit and quartered it with her dagger. Franziskus cut strips from the carpet and wrapped them around the axles of the cart. With a thick iron needle, also from her pack, Angelika threaded the cord through the rug, sewing loops of cut fabric onto it. Franziskus stuck the poles through the loops.


      ‘We have to test this,’ Angelika said. She ordered Ivo to approach. He pretended not to hear. Angelika picked up a fist-sized rock and strode toward him. He goggled his eyes at her.


      ‘You weren’t calling for me, were you?’ he asked, feigning innocence.


      ‘Get on,’ she said.


      ‘What?’ he asked.


      ‘We need to test the stretcher, to see if it holds, before we attempt to put Thomas on it. Get on the stretcher.’


      He waggled his head like a beagle trying to get honey off his muzzle. ‘Why me? Why not the miller, or the shipman? Surely you can find someone better suited to this indignity!’


      ‘I can think of no such person. Get on the stretcher.’


      Not without inarticulate sounds of protest, Ivo laid down on the rug. Angelika and Franziskus bent to heft the poles. The left front loop gave way, as the leather cord freed itself. The aft loop on the same side followed suit. Ivo rolled out onto the ground, yowling. He leapt up quickly, brushing bits of grass from his robe.


      ‘I hope you’re happy,’ he said.


      ‘Not as much as you’d think,’ replied Angelika, looking into a wooded patch about a hundred yards away, where a low, red-leafed bush rustled. She knew the difference between a bush that rustled in the wind and one whose rustling was caused by something creeping behind it. This was not the wind. She snicked her dagger from its scabbard and ran toward the bush. She heard a hissing sound; a crouching figure retreated as she came at it. She caught only a flash of its fur-clad back and warty green skin, but that was enough. A sniff of the air confirmed it – the acrid tang of vinegar, wolf urine and sour ordure was unmistakable.


      ‘A goblin,’ she announced, returning to the others. ‘A scout, most likely. We have to assume it’ll be back, soon, with an entire horde, maybe on the backs of war-wolves. This place is crawling with greenskins, big and small. It must be all you pilgrims – they’re flocking to take advantage of easy prey, like frogs in mayfly season. We’ve got to get moving.’


      ‘Then leave me behind,’ called Krieger, attempting to sit up.


      ‘I’m fixing this stretcher,’ Angelika told him, ‘and then we’re moving.’ She re-sewed the stitching on the left side. Devorah, the pretty sister, hovered nearby and when Angelika had finished, she volunteered to test the stretcher. She was not heavy enough for an ideal test, but Angelika let her do it anyway. She lay down demurely on the rug, azure eyes fixed on Franziskus. He and Angelika hefted it, and this time it held. Franziskus stuck out his hand for Devorah; she let him clasp her delicate wrist and pull her chivalrously to her feet. Then he broke the gaze, picked up the stretcher, and carried it to Krieger’s side.


      ‘This’ll hurt like hellfire,’ Angelika warned Krieger, as she and Franziskus stooped to heft him onto the stretcher.


      Krieger barely grunted as they laid him down. ‘If there are goblins coming, you’ll have to leave me,’ he said, perspiration beading on his face and neck.


      Angelika assured him, ‘At the next sign of greenskins, we’ll do just that.’
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      Chapter Three


      Angelika had first thought that they would start out with herself and Franziskus ferrying Krieger through the woods. She would lead by example, showing up any potential complainers unhappy with the pace she expected them to keep. Then she counted the number of pilgrims who seemed capable of contributing to the group’s defence, and saw that there were only four: Altman the bailiff, Ludwig the sailor, Waldemar the summoner and the landowner, Richart. The monk, Brother Lemoine, seemed robust enough, but he refused to bear arms, claiming to have taken a vow of pacifism. The physic, Victor Rausch, was also a healthy man, but Angelika did not want to risk his hide so early in the journey, as he’d be needed as the others began to sustain injuries.


      She and Franziskus would be put to better use on point, Angelika concluded. The two of them knew the wilderness and its danger signs. She assigned the pacifist, Lemoine, and the miller, Muller, to haul the stretcher for the first leg of the hike. They’d make a slow tramp of it, but Angelika doubted that many of her charges could travel much faster anyway. She assigned Richart and Ludwig to bring up the rear, sternly warning them to whistle out at the slightest indication that they were being watched or followed. It was better to seem foolish and give a false alarm, she lectured, than to dismiss a strange noise or movement and get caught out by a squad of bandits or onrushing greenskins. She bunched the other pilgrims behind the stretcher, with Waldemar on the left flank and Recht, the lawyer, on the right. Recht did not seem the warrior type but at least he had a rapier on his belt.


      Angelika gave the signal to move out, and immediately their marching fell into disarray: the pilgrims scattered like quacking ducklings. She moved them back into place, seizing some of them, such as Ivo, by the back of the neck. She threatened vivid bodily harm to the next person to break formation.


      The pilgrims stayed in place for ten minutes, until they reached the first bit of sloping ground on their way into the hills. Then the formation once more dismantled itself, as some forged ahead, others slowed, still others stopped dead, as if they thought the slope would flatten out if they waited for a little while.


      Angelika sighed deeply and bitterly. ‘I can’t keep this pack of fools alive,’ she muttered.


      ‘Have hope,’ Franziskus told her.


      ‘False hope’s gotten many a throat slit,’ Angelika replied.


      They found a narrow trail, half overgrown, and Angelika wondered whether to take it or not. Greenskins could follow trails, too. On the other hand, her hapless pilgrims would find it difficult to navigate rockier ground, or through uncut underbrush. They might fall, or twist their ankles, or step on vipers, whose fangs might drip with poison. Angelika hated situations like this, where there was no right answer. She chose the trail. She’d stay roughly parallel to the pass, to keep herself oriented. Much of this land she knew well; it wouldn’t he long before she found some landmarks she recognised.


      The trail meandered up a hillside, wandering from one stand of leafy bushes to another. It had been made, Angelika realised, by deer and elk, as they moved from one good grazing spot to another. Though she might have liked a straighter route up into the mountains, a deer path was better than one favoured by goblins or other marauders.


      The stretcher-bearers lasted for less than half an hour before they cried out, begging for rest. By harking out some choice threats, Angelika got another quarter of an hour out of them. Then they laid Krieger down and plopped their backsides in the underbrush, gasping for breath and mercy. Angelika stomped back to make new arrangements, but the prioress had taken charge, and had given the job to the physic and the merchant. Angelika returned to point position, gratified that at least one of the pilgrims had the wherewithal to shoulder on some of the burden.


      The pilgrims puffed up a rocky incline. Brother Lemoine cried out when his sandaled foot was stabbed by a sharp stick protruding from the ground. The physic moved to check his wound, but Lemoine waved him off. Minor wounds, he explained, were to be borne with courage. They were a gift from Shallya; they taught you to inure yourself to pain, so that you could better withstand truly serious injuries, should you be unlucky enough to suffer them. Or so Lemoine had been taught, in his monastery in far-off Bretonnia.


      ‘I said, no god talk!’ Angelika yelled, from the front. The doctrine seemed convoluted, at any rate.


      Next the entourage threaded up through a thick stand of straight young pines. The summoner, Waldemar, exclaimed in outrage and his deep-set eyes flashed when a scaly branch whip-lashed his dashing face. He accused Muller of holding the pine branch so it would do just that.


      ‘Pish!’ said Jurg. ‘The summoner imagines things!’ His eyes twinkled with a delight that seemed to contradict his denial.


      ‘I imagine nothing! It was plainly intentional!’


      Muller kept walking, moving closer to Angelika and Franziskus, and their point position. Rather than respond directly to his accuser, he addressed the group at large. ‘As a great and lofty summoner, festooned in silk and jewelled rings, Waldemar here’s learned to think of himself as the centre of the world, with all others merely in orbit about him. So it’s little wonder he’d think the accident of a misplaced branch could be none other than a calculated assault upon his person!’


      Waldemar stood still and fumed. ‘Listen to him! Listen! He clearly pursues some motiveless grudge against me. Even as he denies it, he confirms it!’


      ‘Pish,’ Muller clucked.


      ‘Shut up, the both of you,’ suggested Angelika.


      ‘I’ll not be silenced,’ declared the summoner. ‘Not with such an obvious affront thrown in my face!’ He spun on his heels, fixing young Devorah in his beady gaze. ‘You saw it, did you not? You were right behind me. You saw him flick that branch at me!’


      Devorah flushed. She fluttered her eyelids and bowed her head. ‘I am not certain what I saw, father.’


      Waldemar adopted a velvety tone and placed a paternal hand on each of the girl’s shoulders. ‘Now, young sister,’ he said. ‘You know as well as I do that the miller flicked that branch.’


      Muller spun and headed back in the summoner’s direction. ‘She knows no such thing, because no such thing happened. If she says she didn’t see it, you shouldn’t be bullying her.’


      The prioress stepped in Muller’s path, before he could reach Devorah and forcibly remove Waldemar’s hands from her shoulders, which seemed to be his intent. Waldemar still stepped back from her.


      ‘Disgraceful!’ Prioress Heilwig exclaimed, puffing herself up with a huge breath of air. She treated the miller to her most withering look then turned to give the same to the summoner. ‘Are you not pious men? On a holy pilgrimage, no less? What example do you mean to set?’


      Kinge, the widow, slapped her right haunch, thundering out a mighty guffaw. ‘Pious they may be, but they’re still men! That means they have the temper of mules – and the sense, to boot!’


      Others – the friar, the shipman and the pardoner – joined in her mocking laughter. The procession had now halted completely. The merchant took the opportunity to let down the aft end of Krieger’s stretcher, and Rausch the physic, on its other end, did the same. Angelika slapped a disgusted hand to her forehead, but hung back, waiting for the right moment to step in.


      ‘My grievance is legitimate!’ the summoner lamented.


      The pardoner’s fluting voice joined the fray. Ivo gesticulated into the air with his left hand as he clapped his right on Waldemar’s back. ‘Indeed and yes,’ he exclaimed. ‘I didn’t see him lash you with the branch, but I’ve no doubt he did, because that miller is nothing but a slandering varlet!’


      Muller guffawed. ‘Varlet?’


      Waldemar whirled on his defender. ‘Your help is no help at all – pardoner!’ He spat the word as if it was the vilest of insults. ‘The day I need defence from a – from a–’ The summoner stammered, at a loss for the right words of condemnation.


      ‘From an unworthy peddler of sacrilege?’ the friar volunteered.


      Waldemar vigorously nodded. ‘Yes – that’s it! The only one here who’s not fit to criticise this flour-handed scoundrel is you, Ivo Kirchgeld, you cut-worm, you – you – heretic!’


      Angelika rocked forward on her heels, ready to spring down and visit her unholy wrath upon them. Friar Gerhold spared her the trouble. He was a squat, doughy man, worn and rounded down by age. Wild, snowy hair cascaded down from his ball-shaped head, spilling all the way to his wrinkly, bouncing jowls. Sharp, black eyebrows accented his impish, clever eyes. The friar’s brown robe was the colour and texture of a turnip sack, and was thread-bare at the hems. Even the rope he used as a belt was grey with soot and soil. He stepped in, his voice quiet, his palms held out in a gesture of conciliation. ‘Come, fellow pilgrims,’ he said. ‘Is there really any need to abuse one another so?’


      Both Waldemar and Jurg eyed him ungratefully. Gerhold waited for an answer, but got none, and so continued, ‘Do you not think the goddess watches us, even as we approach her holy shrine? Shallya is the very personification of mercy. How can we expect her blessing, if we do not show mercy to one another?’


      Ivo drew in a great sniffing breath of vindication, his chest swelling out. ‘Touchingly put, my brother,’ he said to Gerhold.


      Gerhold put his arm around Ivo. ‘I am no theologian,’ he said, still flashing his charming smile at the summoner and the pardoner. ‘A mere country friar am I. Yet one of my duties is to settle disputes between the farmers of my humble parish. And I have learned that hardly any argument is ever truly about the matter supposedly at hand. Often it is a long forgotten slight, as the complainant is remembering a grievous harm done to him by some entirely different person. This Ivo Kirchgeld has done nothing to you. You scarcely know him. So on what honest grounds do you despise the fellow?’


      Waldemar clucked his tongue as if carefully weighing the friar’s various points. He pinched his thumb and forefinger reflectively through his silvery beard. He nodded, having reached a conclusion. ‘Because he is a pustule on the forehead of true faith. He is a bowl full of urine, dashed in the faces of the gods.’


      The pardoner lunged at him.


      Angelika got in the way. She grabbed both the summoner and the pardoner by the collars of their robes and pulled them close to her face. Muller crossed his arms in profound satisfaction.


      ‘What do you god-addled nitwits think you’re doing?’ Angelika demanded.


      ‘Well I–’ stuttered Waldemar.


      ‘Did you see how–’ stammered Ivo.


      ‘Listen to me and listen well.’ Angelika released her hold on the squabbling churchmen. ‘I know that there’s nothing you pious types love more than to call down anathemas on each other. It’s the whole point of being a churchman, from what I can see. But to point out the obvious: your survival depends on your ability to get along when trouble finds us – and to stay quiet, so it won’t! We will move in silence till we find a camp for the night. And that might be hours. The next person who talks gets a smack in the mouth. Understand?’


      Ivo talked. ‘But we can speak in general, yes? You mean only that arguments are forbidden.’


      She smacked him in the mouth.


      ‘Ow,’ he said, touching his lips, looking for blood. There was none. The faintest of red spots could be seen where she’d struck him.


      ‘If you see trouble,’ elaborated Angelika, ‘speak up. Otherwise, keep your traps shut, all of you, till I say otherwise.’


      The cowed pilgrims kept quiet as they made their way through tall grass and up a steep incline. They indulged in muted whispers as they panted up the side of a brambly hill. They laughed and gossiped across an alpine meadow, tromping on periwinkles and flattening fields of queenslace.


      By the time they trudged across a barren plateau, a purple sunset flared up behind them, and they returned to their full-throated chattering, as if they were drunken patrons in some cavernous Altdorf mutton house. Angelika shushed them, to only momentary avail. She found a patch of sod clinging tenaciously to the plateau’s granite face, and decided that this was as good a place as any to camp for the night. It was out in the open, so they would he exposed to the view of hostile roamers – but her sentries would then have plenty of time to spot charging marauders and sound the alarm.


      She ordered the group to a halt and told them to start pitching their tents. Complaints began. The prioress said she’d hoped to camp near water, so that her morning ablutions might be performed as usual. Ivo Kirchgeld clutched his hands to his upper arms, suggesting they find a place where the wind would not blow on them.


      Thomas Krieger gasped from his stretcher, ‘Do as she says. She works for your safety.’


      The complainers seemed abashed for a moment, then set about fumbling with their tents and bedrolls. Angelika and Franziskus went among them, helping them pound in pegs and screw support poles together. Half of the tents were completely inadequate and impossible to erect even in a slight breeze; the other half were expensive and surprisingly elaborate. The tent of Stefan Recht, the advocate, took the form of a small chapel and had more floor space than any room Angelika had ever lived in and required half an hour to put in place. Recht sputtered briefly when Angelika ordered him to take in all of the pilgrims whose tents could not be put up. He gave in quickly after seeing the angry light in her eyes.


      Without needing to be ordered, Richart and Brother Lemoine scaled down the side of the plateau into the wooded area below, in search of firewood. They came back with armfuls of dead branches. Caution dictated that Angelika let them build only a small fire that could be quickly extinguished. But the bedraggled pilgrims, damp with sweat and chilled by a steady mountain breeze, seemed to need a lift in spirits. As vexing as they might have been, they’d made it safely through a day of hard travelling. A good flame would be their reward.


      Franziskus expertly piled the collected branches and set to work with his flint and tinder. Soon the group sat huddled and mesmerised around a reaching blaze. They watched the progress of the bluest licks of flame eating away at beech wood and pine bark. Franziskus circled the pilgrims, gazing abashedly at Devorah, whose lovely skin had turned ruddy in the damp, chill air. He looked down at the spot on the ground beside her. The prioress bustled her robe and settled in closer to the young sister, all the while flashing Franziskus a warning look. He cleared his throat and wandered off, as if to check on the tents. The prioress laid her head on Devorah’s shoulder and was soon gently snoring, her lips periodically rippling, her eyes moving restlessly beneath their lids.


      ‘Some pilgrimage this is,’ said the widow, Kinge Kloster. She shook the rusty curls of her hair and attempted to settle her generous rump into a more comfortable position.


      ‘What have you got to complain about?’ asked Ivo Kirchgeld, his peevish voice fluting up. ‘At least you don’t have to withstand the constant abuse of ignorant, chattering magpies.’ Angelika watched temptation flit across the faces of Ivo’s adversaries, Waldemar and Jurg, but they refused the bait, contenting themselves with a few modest grumping noises.


      The widow gesticulated enthusiastically, warming to her topic. ‘Where are the sackbuts? Where are the cornets? Whenever you hear about pilgrimages, in all the epics and romances, you hear of the celebrations of the journey. The fine ales. The ripe cheeses. If I’d known it was all going to be damp ground and waiting for the next round of inhuman creatures to attack, I’d have selected a journey of some other sort.’


      Brother Lemoine, scandalised, pursed his lips and raised his brows. ‘Good lady, this is not a pleasure jaunt. It’s a holy duty we here undertake.’


      Widow Kloster leaned across Ludwig, the sailor, to tug at the hem of Lemoine’s sleeve. ‘But we perform it in the name of the goddess of mercy, don’t we?’


      ‘Certainly,’ said Lemoine, gently unhooking his garment from her short-fingered paw. He spoke with the reluctant tone of a man well aware that he was being led into a metaphorical alleyway for a rhetorical mugging.


      ‘Well,’ continued the widow, ‘if I wanted to show mercy on this wilted gang of sorry sojourners, I’d have music, dancing and wine. Surely Shallya wouldn’t object to any of those things. She isn’t forbidding old Sigmar, with his angry beard and his hauberk spotted with the blood of the unrighteous.’


      ‘Milady!’ gasped Lemoine.


      ‘Good widow!’ sputtered the friar.


      ‘More blasphemy!’ choked the summoner.


      Widow Kloster rocked back on her haunches, pleased with herself. ‘I bet she’s laughing at your sorry sour faces right this minute. That’s why faith should never be left to the clergy – all you want to do is squeeze all the joy out of living.’


      ‘There’d be plenty more joy in my life if you’d shut your gob, you nattering old harpy.’ It was Ludwig Seeman, the gnarled, white-haired sailor.


      A feline smile flitting across her face, Kloster edged over, forcing the old salt to do the same. ‘Harpy, is it? It figures that’d be the worst insult you could dredge up.’


      ‘What are you saying?’ Ludwig muttered.


      ‘It’s my womanly nature that gets up your nose. As a man who’s spent his entire life out on the seas, in the company only of other men, you plainly fear the female species.’


      ‘Fear?’ Ludwig demonstrated his amazement at the idea by hocking a generous wad of spit into the flame, where it briefly fizzed. ‘I no more fear women than I fear the buzzing gnat, or the crawling earthworm.’


      Kinge caught Angelika in her gaze. ‘Are you going to let him impugn our sex in this way?’


      Angelika threw up her hands. ‘You started it.’


      ‘I know what we can do to while away the time,’ said Jurg, brightly. He paused for someone to ask him what this might be. His shivering companions peered at him distrustfully. When it became apparent that no one was prepared to pick up his cue, he said, ‘We can discuss the provenance of the gewgaw that dangles from the bailiff’s neck!’


      ‘Oh shut up about that,’ said the puffy-faced bailiff.


      ‘We were interrupted as we discussed this before. Tell us again what that is around your neck.’


      ‘Just ignore him,’ Seeman said.


      But Altman could not. He wobbled to his feet, fumbling under his tunic to produce a length of silver chain. Angelika’s posture straightened, as it always did in the presence of jewelry. At the end of the chain swung a pendant, about the size of a baby’s hand. It was comprised of a ring of rough, crudely worked silver, encircling a smooth chunk of dark, polished wood. Ancient engravings, perhaps runes, incised the setting’s surface; they seemed as if they’d be too worn to read even on close inspection. Angelika frowned; it was merely a religious relic. These were difficult to sell. The settings were usually crude, like this one, rarely worth much for the metals or gems alone. Their value depended on their authenticity, which, in the case of a piece lifted from a corpse, could never be proven.


      Angelika did not believe that even supposedly real divine relics had any miraculous powers, but even if they did, it was not a thing you could test, like the purity of a gold bracelet. If she were to take Altman’s relic to her buyer, Max, he’d offer, at most, a handful of shillings for it.


      ‘This is a true piece of Sigmar’s hammer!’ the bailiff cried, stepping around the fire to wave it in the miller’s face.


      ‘I’ve seen a thousand just like it!’ the miller laughed.


      ‘It was splintered off from the handle of the great hammer right here in the Blackfire Pass, at the decisive battle of the World’s Edge Mountains. It was picked up by Sigmar’s banner-bearer, Haug the drummer, who worked this silver with his own famous hands–’


      ‘In all my surveys of the ancient texts, I’ve never seen any mention of a drummer called Haug,’ Waldemar sniffed.


      Altman shook the fist that held the pendant. ‘He existed then as sure as you and I do now, summoner! Surer! Because it passed down through his family for generation upon generation, then to a noble family of Altdorf, who fell on hard times, whereupon it became collateral for a debt incurred at the gaming table. And then it fell to me, or rather my lord, in lieu of rent, and I paid a solid hundred crowns – a bargain for a thing so holy and potent as this. I paid out of my own pocket for it. And I am not a wealthy man, I assure you. Simply a devout one, who could not bear to see such an object pass into irreverent or ungrateful hands.’


      The miller fell into a fit of laughter so severe he had to gasp for breath. ‘And you did not for a moment think that perhaps your lord’s tenant was telling you a story, so he could discharge a debt for next to nothing?’


      Altman stuffed the pendant back under his tunic. ‘He spoke quite sincerely.’


      Jurg wiped tears from his right eye. ‘And I am sure your master was also sincere, when he allowed you to take the relic off his hands, for a mere hundred.’


      ‘He was most insistent, in fact.’


      This statement sent Jurg pitching over at the waist, seized again by helpless laughter. Some of the others – the widow, the merchant, the lawyer – who’d been suppressing their amusement, now joined in explosively. Widow Kloster, overcome with laughter, pounded her nemesis, the sailor, on the back. He shifted, to put himself out of her range.


      ‘Thank you, Jurg,’ said the widow, ‘this is nearly as good as music and beer!’


      Angelika rose to join Franziskus.


      ‘Remind me never to complain about your company again,’ she told him.


      ‘You’re delirious,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘Outside of your young nun, and possibly the landowner,’ Angelika said, ‘there’s not one of them I wouldn’t love to drown in a good, cold creek.’


      Franziskus turned to steal a pensive look at Devorah. As if detecting his gaze, she turned, blushed, and averted her eyes again. Franziskus flushed. He shook his head; his expression grew serious. ‘They’re frightened, Angelika. They find themselves a long way from home, in an undertaking that has turned out to be much more dangerous than any of them had reckoned on. They want to trust us to save them, but can you blame them for their apprehension?’


      ‘Point taken,’ said Angelika, heading toward the tent where they’d left poor Krieger.


      ‘Rather than show their fear, they’re sniping at one another. Be glad they’re squabbling amongst themselves. They could be making us the targets of their blame.’


      ‘I’d like to see them try.’ Angelika slipped into Krieger’s tent. He tossed his head, semi-awake. A fresh trail of drool, diluted with blood, dribbled down his chin. Angelika looked around for a cloth to wipe him with, but there was nothing at hand. She patted her sleeve against his wet lips and dabbed it on his forehead. His eyes flew open.


      ‘I’m going,’ he said. There was a certainty in his lone that Angelika found chilling. She saw that her sleeve had done nothing more than smear dirt across his forehead. It made him look like a congregant on the festival of Morr, after the ritual application of ashes.


      ‘I’m sorry if I prolonged your suffering,’ she said. A lump appeared in her throat. She got angry at it, but it stayed right where it was. She laid her cold fingers on the side of his face; he was icier than she was.


      Krieger worked hard to smile for her. ‘Death and pain await us all. I’m lucky to go in this…’ His strength failed him. His eyelids dipped shut; Angelika thought he was about to slip again into his dying slumber. Then he opened them.


      Angelika completed his sentence. ‘You’re lucky to go in service to Shallya.’ She didn’t believe it, but he did, it seemed.


      ‘Please, if you get the chance, mention my name to Mother Elsbeth.’


      ‘I’ll do that.’


      ‘I was not a good man, for most of my life,’ he said, after a lengthy pause.


      Angelika shushed him.


      The dying officer would not be silenced. ‘I was no worse and no better than the men around me, but is that truly enough? The preachers say no.’


      ‘Should I go get one of them for you?’ Angelika did not know who was worth bringing. Perhaps the prioress? The churchmen in the group seemed an especially ratty lot.


      Krieger pitched his head laboriously from side to side and it took a moment for Angelika to recognise that he was answering her question. He was telling her not to go. ‘It’ll only distress them.’


      ‘Aren’t there last unctions, or some such, that could be performed?’


      He grasped her wrist, his grip surprisingly strong. ‘This is my unction: I want a promise from you.’


      Angelika got a sinking feeling.


      ‘You must guarantee their safety. Especially the ecclesiasts.’


      Angelika returned the tightness of his grip, squeezing hard. She said nothing.


      ‘Promise, please. Before I go.’


      Angelika swallowed.


      Franziskus stepped in closer. ‘I’ll guarantee it,’ he said.


      Krieger struggled to summon another tortured smile. He wanted it to seem fatherly and wise. ‘Take no offence, boy,’ he coughed. ‘But it’s her promise I want.’


      Angelika leaned in close. ‘I know you don’t want a false promise.’


      Krieger’s eyes closed and stayed that way.


      Angelika whispered in his ear, with a lover’s softness. ‘I’ve nothing against you, understand? It’s sad you’re dying, but I swore off sentimental gestures a long time ago. I’ll do my best, but I won’t martyr myself for those people – or anyone.’


      Blood dribbled from his mouth. He tried to reply but died instead.


      Angelika and Franziskus walked back to the fire. Any burial would have to wait until later as there wasn’t enough dirt here to sink him deep enough.


      ‘He’s gone,’ she said, but her breath failed her, and her words were inaudible. The pilgrims were laughing, apparently at Ivo Kirchgeld’s expense.


      ‘I know,’ said the miller. ‘I have an idea. It’ll pass the time and keep us all in good spirits.’


      ‘What might that be, my dear?’ asked the Widow Kloster, clamping an affectionate hand on his shoulder.


      ‘We’ll keep ourselves entertained with a spate of tale telling. Make a contest of it. Each of us will tell two stories in the course of our journey to the Holy Mountain, then two on the way back. How say you all?’


      Angelika interrupted them. ‘I’ll smack anyone who even tries it.’
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      Chapter Four


      There were footsteps.


      They were his.


      Mother Elsbeth had become skilled in the identification of footfalls, ever since Manfried Haupt’s arrival at the Holy Mountain. His was a confident tread, though there was a pronounced scraping of the soles, as he moved along the abbey’s stone flooring, like he was anxious to push the world behind him with every step. Elsbeth’s frail heart ticked feebly in her rattling chest. The trembling of her bony, knotted hands accelerated. She rose from her wooden bed, with its thin, woollen pallet, to examine herself in a small round mirror she’d recently had nailed to a crossbeam in her tiny cell.


      There, in the mirror, was that ghostly face. It looked back at her, its skin nearly translucent. All the veins and vessels were working sluggishly below the surface, backed up and brackish, like rivers clogged with silt. The whites of her eyes had turned parchment-yellow; the irises were the grey of an overcast sky.


      Elsbeth tugged her top lip up, exposing the teeth and gum line. Although she knew that there was considerable rot and decomposition in the molar region, her slightly protruding front teeth retained their miraculous longevity: they were large, straight, strong, and had taken on the colouration of old ivory. She lowered her head to examine her scalp; she was losing hairs again, though those that remained were an increasingly coarse and determined crew. Under a bright light, these resolute survivors were not white, but clear. Elsbeth pointed the tip of her sagging jaw upwards, to expose her neck. She checked the red, blotchy blemish that had recently made itself known on the seam of her neck, just above the clavicle. Yes, it had expanded since she’d last looked for it. Now it resembled a crimson island marked out on a faded old map.


      Elsbeth’s cell had but one window: a small circle cut in the stone, about three feet above her head. She’d had it covered with oilskin, so that only a muted glow escaped through it. It was enough; there wasn’t much to look at in her cloister, anyhow.


      Until recently, she’d never much noticed how bare it was. She had always thought of it more as a retreat than a cell. Material things had never mattered to her before. Now, though, she thought she might ask for a small, painted icon of the goddess Shallya, to give her solace. Father Manfried could not deny her that. He would want to perform the gesture. He did not want to think of himself as her jailer. If she asked, he would go to one of the many travelling vendors among the flood of pilgrims and buy the fanciest, most expensive icon he could find for her. He would get her one of those ones with gold leaf pounded into the halo and semi-precious stones worked into the frame.


      No, Mother Elsbeth decided, better not to rely on the young priest’s taste. She’d have one of the novitiates hunt for something simpler.


      She sniffed. The room smelled of mould and dust. Nearly eight decades ago, when she’d been a small girl, her scholar father had gleefully shared a terrible fact he’d picked up from one of his books: he’d explained to her that dust was mostly made up of bits and pieces of dead and fallen skin, too small to see.


      At the time, when she was a little mouse-faced child with dull, credulous eyes, Elsbeth had not appreciated the full import of this. Now, surrounded always by the smell of this place, she found it perhaps the most salient fact of all: the journey from life to death, from ashes to ashes and from dust to dust, was not a sudden thing, an abrupt and shocking drop from the bright world of the living to the gloomy halls of the dead.


      No, it was continual, a slow and inexorable slipping away. She’d been dying for nearly as long as she could remember. And now this man, this Manfried Haupt, this bright-eyed, bantam-sized, battering ram was here to make certain that she would linger in this state of near-expiration for as long as he could possibly prolong it. It made her want to renounce her vows, to take the stone bowl from which she ate her daily gruel, to feel its hard edge beneath the pads of her papery-skinned fingers, to dash it against his temple – and then what? To escape. To run down the mountain, Shallya’s beloved peak, and let it take her.


      But of course even if this were a sensible plan – and she had the strength to down such a vigorous young man in a single blow, without being intercepted by his underlings or the countless pilgrims streaming up the mountain like frantic rats – here was the greater point: it would be the grossest of sins against Shallya, the goddess to whom Elsbeth had absolutely dedicated her life, her thoughts and, ever since the gift came upon her, the very fibres of her body. This was not a test – Shallya was not so cruel as to continually tempt her most fervent followers – but Elsbeth would have to bear it as if it was.


      The door opened. Manfried swept through it. Elsbeth did not flinch or jolt. She never flinched.


      Diffused firelight filled the room. One of Manfried’s stone-faced factotums stood behind him, setting a lantern down on the stony floor. Manfried came into the room without asking, and without knocking. No introductory pleasantries for him. They were a waste of valuable time.


      He gestured to Mother Elsbeth, beckoning her to turn his way, for inspection.


      ‘How are we today, your holiness?’ he asked her.


      Manfried Haupt was short and small of frame, but it was easy to tell that all of the flesh under his exquisitely maintained black cassock was muscle, ropy and well defined. A high, perfectly level hairline set off his rectangular face. Boxy ears hugged flat to the sides of his head, their inner structures as intricate and complex as any Mother Elsbeth had ever seen. Sharp, pointed eyebrows occupied the space above Manfried’s eyes, perpetually signalling his many ambitions. But it was the eyes themselves that were Haupt’s most memorable feature: they glittered, dark as coal, telling all but giving away nothing.


      ‘I interrupted you at your meditations?’ he asked. No matter how loudly he spoke, his voice always carried with it a harsh, whispery undertone, giving his simplest utterances the impetus of menace and emergency.


      ‘If you learned to knock, you wouldn’t have to fear interrupting me…’ Elsbeth’s voice still surprised her; she’d said little for many years, its thin, vibrating sound belonged to nearly forgotten memory.


      Father Manfried dismissed her rebuke with a twitch of his razory eyebrows. ‘I come to see to your health,’ he said.


      ‘I am tired.’


      ‘Pilgrims continue to gather outside.’


      Elsbeth said nothing. It was a good tactic: the one response that always seemed to flummox him was no response at all.


      ‘More are arriving every day. They come by the dozens. Hundreds.’


      ‘I told you this was a big mistake.’


      ‘What was?’


      ‘Telling the world I was once again ready to receive penitents. You shouldn’t have done it.’


      ‘Mistake? It shows the great need out there.’


      ‘There will always be need.’


      Manfried sat himself down on her pallet, testing it. He immediately stood up again. ‘See there? This is what I’ve been talking about. The reversal. It’s me, the servant of Sigmar, who always finds himself arguing for mercy, and you, the proselyte of Shallya, who wants to withhold it.’ He was not looking at Elsbeth, but at his lantern-bearer, who made a more appreciative audience – he continually nodded at his superior.


      Mother Elsbeth returned to her mirror. ‘The world is sick and dying. There’s never mercy enough to go around.’


      ‘You make it sound as if you’ve lost your faith, your holiness.’


      ‘Faith is not a well that can be constantly drawn upon. At least, mine isn’t. I need rest.’


      ‘That’s what the powers of darkness would like you to say, isn’t it?’


      Elsbeth spotted a long and wayward hair corkscrewing its way out of her eyebrow. She plucked it, then held it close to her eyes to study it.


      ‘I’ll confess,’ said Manfried, noting the confines of Elsbeth’s cell, trying to work out how to pace in such a small space, ‘that when I was denied my post at Averheim, I felt that my true calling had been stolen from under me. Now I see that Sigmar had a bigger task in mind for me. He sees the need for Shallya’s mercy. As any general sees the need for medics in the field. And what is the general’s greatest task?’


      Elsbeth did not attempt a guess.


      Manfried answered his own question: ‘To attend to his troops’ morale. That is my task here. To re-stoke the fires of your flagging determination. You must get out there and heal again.’


      ‘I am not a soldier. And you are not my general.’


      ‘We are all soldiers, in the fight against Chaos.’


      The trembling of Elsbeth’s hands stepped itself up even further. ‘We didn’t ask you here. The priests of Sigmar have no authority over the priestesses of Shallya.’


      Manfried exchanged an almost smirking look with his lantern-bearer. ‘Of course we don’t. We’ve come merely to guard you from harm. A great wave of Chaos sweeps the lands of men. Haven’t you heard?’


      ‘So you say, but it still gives you no authority–’


      ‘What lesson do you think it teaches the faithful, to come all this way, and be refused?’


      ‘You’ve no right to enforce your will on us.’ She turned to face the wall.


      ‘My god’s mission is the very survival of mankind,’ hissed Manfried. He darted his head at her, so she couldn’t help but meet his black-eyed gaze.


      Elsbeth’s knees wobbled.


      The young priest continued, ‘If we must protect you mercy priestesses from your own sloth and weakness, if we must seize authority in this time of tribulation, then I say: so be it.’


      ‘No matter how eager I might be, I can never see everyone.’


      As if nothing had happened, Manfried shifted back to his attitude of pretend concern. He shrugged. ‘You can’t serve everyone. So you insist on helping no one?’


      Elsbeth sighed.


      Father Manfried clapped his hands together, twice. On the back of his right hand, Elsbeth saw the crisscrossing slashes of an old war wound. ‘In particular, there’s a man and his daughter, who I want you to meet.’


      Elsbeth lay back down on her wooden bed.


      Manfried’s brows spasmed in annoyance. ‘He is an important man. A very pious man. He owns a good third of Averheim’s best land. He’s a copious contributor to the new cathedral there.’


      ‘The cathedral your grandfather planned and your father built,’ said Elsbeth, placing her sweat-stained, flattened pillow over the top half of her face.


      Manfried smiled happily. He thought she was making his point for him. For such a calculating man, he had a wide streak of naiveté in him. ‘Yes. And he is very influential in the church. He has sent his sole and precious daughter all this way. She is barren, you see.’


      ‘Not crippled, or infected with some wasting disease, or suffering the creeping taint of Chaos?’


      ‘No,’ said Manfried, ‘just barren. And it is very important to the father that she be marriageable.’


      ‘If she’s yet to be married, how do you know she’s barren?’


      ‘Her previous husband, when there was no issue, annulled the union, and sent her back. It was quite humiliating for the father. Now he has a chance to reverse his mortification and seal a great alliance – providing the girl can be made fruitful.’


      ‘So now Sigmar is an arranger of marriages?’


      ‘It is, in fact, crucial to the Empire that its wealthy nobles are bound together in this time of crisis. That they prosper, so that armies might be fielded and equipped.’


      ‘And it wouldn’t be that if you please this man, that he might use his influence to get back what was stolen from you? Make you prelate of the church at Averheim?’


      Manfried’s face constricted. ‘You seem well enough. Or is it time for another treatment?’


      Elsbeth felt the fear again. It shamed her, but she couldn’t help it. Running a retreat full of sisters had never prepared her to deal with a man like this. She looked at her stone bowl. She imagined striking him with it. ‘I don’t need another treatment,’ she said, her voice breaking.
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      Chapter Five


      A night spent sleeping on cold rock had dampened the pilgrims’ spirits, rendering them dull-faced but compliant. They pulled down their tents quickly, hoping that vigorous effort would get some warmth back into their bones. The formation proved easier to set now that Krieger was dead; Angelika had Altman drag the stretcher, with the corpse strapped to it, down the side of the plateau.


      After several hour’s worth of downward climb, they found a patch of forest where the earth was deep enough to make a shallow grave. The friar stepped up to speak words in aid of the slain. It would have been better to have a devotee of the death-god, Morr, do the honours, but Gerhold’s prayers would have to suffice. He commended Thomas’ soul to Sigmar, pointing out that he had died both a warrior and a pious man, Angelika watched as Franziskus, Richart and Jurg spaded earth over Krieger’s body, which was already shrunken and diminished. Under the handkerchief covering the poor man’s face, Angelika knew that his expression still bore the shock of death.


      Krieger’s effects were not much, but Angelika had claimed them out of principle. She needed to assure herself that she had not taken leave of her senses altogether. In her pocket was the purse she’d removed from Krieger’s belt. It contained a mere dozen crowns and a brass brooch of questionable value. His sword and hauberk would be worth more than these, so she’d added them to Franziskus’ pack.


      The group made good, quiet progress through the woods. They’d almost returned to the lowest level of the pass and were skirting a long stretch of impassable rock. The thick trees would screen them, Angelika hoped, from any marauders prowling the floor of the pass. They’d also give the miller more chances to whip branches in the summoner’s face, but so far he hadn’t availed himself of any.


      Noon arrived along with the sound of a rushing stream, up ahead. Angelika declared an hour’s stop for rest and water.


      Franziskus volunteered to fill water skins for Devorah and the prioress. By the time he’d got back, Heilwig had gone off into the woods to attend to her bodily business, leaving him alone with the pretty sister. ‘Here you go,’ he said. She unscrewed the container’s copper cap and lifted it to her lips, drinking greedily. The water glugged as it cascaded down her throat. Little streams of it escaped her lips and dripped down her skin. Her head was turned so that the sunlight illuminated the network of tiny, downy hairs on the side of her cheek.


      ‘Aaah,’ she said, as her thirst was quenched.


      Franziskus tried to think of something to say. Over the course of an instant, a number of possibilities came to mind, all of which he rejected. He would not say ‘Cold water, isn’t it?’ Or ‘It’s good to drink, after a long walk, is it not?’ Or ‘Whenever you need more water, just ask.’ Or any of the dozen other variations of a similar theme.


      ‘So are you a deserter?’ she asked him, brightly.


      He stammered.


      ‘Why else would you be down here, a young man of such obvious qualities?’


      ‘Ah,’ Franziskus said, at length. He did not think she was teasing him, or criticising, but he could not be sure.


      ‘I would think it would be very hard to serve in the army. It’s a brutal life.’


      Franziskus nodded. ‘My troop was wiped out. If it weren’t for Angelika, I’d have shared their fate.’


      Devorah watched Angelika, who sat on the edge of the stream, trailing her small bare feet through the icy water. Her expression was masked. ‘You two are…?’ Devorah asked.


      ‘No, no,’ said Franziskus. ‘Not in the slightest. We are travelling companions, that is all. I owe her my life, so I’ve sworn to protect her as best I can.’


      Devorah gave Angelika a thorough squint. ‘Though she, like me, is of the weaker sex, she doesn’t look as if she needs much protecting.’


      ‘She has made that point herself,’ Franziskus said. ‘And perhaps I made the wrong decision. But I decided it was to her I owed the higher debt, and so stayed at her side, instead of returning home to Averland and joining up with a new troop. Which is what the law would have me do.’


      The sister cocked her head thoughtfully. ‘I think fighting wars is right for only certain kinds of men. Others, with finer sensibilities, should do other things.’


      ‘Perhaps you are right.’


      ‘I had two brothers go off to the wars. One of them, the older brother, was the proper sort for it. He fought bravely and rose to quartermaster. My younger brother, was a frail sort, and melancholy. He didn’t outlast his first engagement. In the end, though, my older brother wound up joining him. It’s the way of this world of ours, or so I suppose.’


      A pause ensued, during which Franziskus struggled for a way to navigate the conversation to more congenial waters. ‘So what moved you to enter the cloister?’ he heard himself asking. He cursed himself for being an idiot.


      Devorah kicked absently at a small stone. ‘My father was a free farmer. Our land got blighted by Chaos. We’d plant grain and vegetables and all we’d get for our labour was a field writhing with strange, rotting worms. In the end we were depending entirely on my brothers sending home part of their combat pay. When they both died…’ She dipped her head down. Franziskus patted her on the arm. She snaked an arm around him and squeezed him lightly. Then, just as quickly, she disengaged from him. ‘When they both died, my father pleaded with the prioress to take me in. If it weren’t for her mercy – I wouldn’t like to think how I’d be earning my living now.’


      ‘Then you owe everything to Shallya’s mercy,’ Franziskus said.


      Devorah nodded. ‘I’m afraid that’s so.’


      ‘Are you still in contact with your father?’


      She wiped at her eyes. ‘Let’s think of something cheerful to say to each other.’


      Nothing came to mind. Franziskus saw Ivo Kirchgeld at the stream, bending low to fill his water container, his narrow buttocks wiggling up into the air. He caught Devorah’s gaze and nodded toward the pardoner, letting her in on the joke. She covered her mouth, giggling like a wind chime.


      ‘You’ve chosen some colourful travelling companions,’ Franziskus said.


      Devorah laughed. ‘I didn’t choose them. The group just formed itself, up in Grenzstadt. We were all ready to leave at about the same time, and–’


      ‘So there you are!’ a loud voice cooed. Franziskus turned to see the Widow Kloster bustling up toward them, thick feet tromping through the weeds and wet grasses. He sighed and clenched his teeth. He thought he saw an instant’s worth of frustration on Devorah’s face, too, but could not be sure. ‘You now!’ cried the widow. She tottered over to him, puffing from the effort, and steadied herself by grabbing onto his shoulder. He struggled to keep his balance.


      ‘I’ve been meaning to talk to you, young man.’ She’d added a new fillip of beet-purple makeup to her mask of rouge and powder; smudgy triangles ran from beneath her eyes up to each temple, in an apparent attempt to simulate cheekbones. In actual effect, it made her round head resemble a red cabbage. Though no expert on female self-decoration, it seemed to Franziskus that this new make-up colour did not go well with her orange hair.


      ‘You’re not going to just stand there like a post, are you?’ she asked him. She brayed out a laugh and shot a practiced elbow into his ribcage. ‘I know young men like you. All stiff and straight. It’s the uncertainty of youth. You need a little breaking in. What was your name again?’


      ‘Franziskus.’


      ‘The exact name had slipped my mind but I knew it was a bold and handsome one.’ The Widow Kloster fished into a little leather pouch that dangled from her belt. She withdrew a small silver box, enamelled with a pink and thorny rose, and popped it open. She held it under Franziskus’ nose. ‘Snuff?’ she asked. Franziskus made a face. The widow packed a ball of snuff into her right nostril and inhaled mightily. Devorah and Franziskus watched as she coughed and sputtered. Finally she caught her breath again. ‘They say the young are wild and profligate,’ she went on, ‘but my experience is the opposite. So many of them are like you two, nervous of your every desire and frightened of life.’ She tamped a bigger wad of snuff into the other side of her nose.


      ‘You wanted to speak to me about something?’ Franziskus asked.


      ‘I’m doing it right now.’ She inhaled the snuff, shuddered as it did its work on her then placed her paws on Devorah’s arm. ‘He’s a lovely one, isn’t he?’


      Devorah did not know what to say.


      ‘See?’ crowed the widow. ‘That’s what I’m speaking of. Clearly the two of you are moon-eyed for one another, yet you have no idea what do to about it. So you stand about like a couple of bewildered scarecrows. Young people must not waste themselves on one another. They don’t know what they’re appreciating. You, my dear’ – she pointed at Devorah with the jagged fingernail of her little finger – ‘must get yourself out of that wretched habit before you go all mouldy inside, like that stuck-up prioress of yours. Put that fine frame of yours to its proper use. Find a silver-templed old fellow with a codpiece full of coin. That’s what I did when I was your age. Never regretted it.’


      Devorah edged away from her. She ignored the girl, her attention now fixed on Franziskus. ‘Flow many husbands do you think I’ve had, young Franziskus?’


      ‘Only one at a time, 1 should hope.’


      She caromed a jolly punch off his shoulder. ‘A japester! How delightful! Five, Franziskus, I’ve had five husbands. Each one ideally suited, more or less, to my circumstances at the time. The first ones had money. And once I had their money, I made certain the later ones had… something else.’


      She grabbed Franziskus’ buttock, giving it a lingering, appreciative squeeze.


      ‘Milady…’ Franziskus protested.


      Kinge Kloster chortled. ‘I’m not a lady and I know you want to seem shocked but are secretly relieved by my forwardness. It was the same way with my previous husband, Baldwin. Muscular but shy. He was grateful that a woman of experience came along to take his reins in her teeth. Always said so.’


      Devorah spoke up. ‘What dreadful fate befell poor Baldwin?’


      The widow’s expression turned mournful – or as mournful as her painted smile allowed. ‘He was taken in the night, by some ghost or daemon, I was awakened by our bedroom shutter banging in the wind, and my sad, beautiful boy was gone. The mattress was still warm where he had lain. A dreadful loss.’


      ‘So you are going to the Holy Mountain to pray for Baldwin’s return?’ asked Devorah.


      ‘I would not so impose on Shallya’s powers. A replacement will do me fine.’


      Franziskus saw movement on the fringes of his vision. He stepped back to peer into the woods. To shield the ladies from undue alarm, he kept his manner calm.


      ‘As you say, Widow Kloster,’ said Devorah, ‘you are worldly and I am not. But is your attitude toward love not a little… mercenary?’


      The widow’s reply began with a laugh. Franziskus only half-heard it, his ears perked for untoward sounds from the trees. Then the smell hit him – the tell-tale sour vinegar of goblin sweat. He hauled his sabre from his scabbard. ‘Angelika!’ he shouted. ‘Goblins!’


      They came from the tops of the tallest pines, licking down the trees like green flames. There were at least a couple dozen of the hunched, human-shaped creatures, and they were coming at Franziskus and the ladies from all sides. They chittered and hissed, their tiny red eyes gleaming with violent malice. Their faces were pointed, oversized, and angular. They had big noses, sharp ears and spear-tip chins.


      The goblins’ greasy hides were a variety of forest colours, and their brownish warts and mottles lent them added camouflage. Some had clad themselves in furs, others in armour. Still others wore baggy, oversized clothing taken from waylaid travellers that were still stained with the blood of their original owners. A few were completely naked, save for a few splotches of war paint. They held crude, jagged daggers in their knotty little fists. They were four to five feet high, gobbets of muscle wired to their bony frames and they moved with an oddly riveting, crab-wise agility. Franziskus had fought goblins before. Although less frightening than their larger, braver cousins, the orcs, they were cunning hit-and-run lighters. He didn’t see or smell any of the giant wolves that some goblins rode, and was thankful for that: the mounts were generally deadlier than their riders.


      Goblins hit the flatland running and loped at Franziskus. They saw his big, swinging blade and altered their course to swerve around him, dashing at the sister and the widow. Kinge Kloster screamed, ‘Franziskus! Save me!’


      Franziskus lunged to Devorah’s side, stabbing his blade downwards to impale a naked goblin. Pinned to the ground, it bucked and writhed. Franziskus kept his grip on its hilt and worked the sword back and forth inside the goblin’s screaming body until he felt the blade get between vertebrae. Then he twisted it. Crunching ensued; the goblin stopped moving.


      Another leapt at Franziskus’ face. He smashed it with his elbow. As it went down on its behind, he planted his boot in its crotch. It caterwauled furiously until Franziskus brought his blade chopping down into its throat. Thick, gluey goblin blood, hot and sticky, squirted up onto Franziskus’ face, matting his long blond locks to his tunic. He heard the widow screaming and turned her way. Then he saw that Devorah had a goblin clawing its way up her leg. He dived at it, bringing his sabre down like a cleaver, half-severing its left leg at the knee joint. It gargled, arterial blood firing into the air behind it, but it kept on clawing at Devorah, shredding her habit, exposing her pale, thin legs. Franziskus stabbed down with the tip of his sabre half a dozen times, not stopping until the thing went entirely limp.


      Franziskus looked around for the widow. He saw her being dragged away by a quintet of armoured goblins, one of whom had shoved its fingers into her squealing mouth. Another goblin dashed from the bottom of a tree at Devorah. Franziskus stepped into its path, and used his blade like a bat to clobber it in the face, flattening its nose and sending a shower of malformed teeth raining down onto the forest floor. It fell back, stunned. Franziskus brought his blade back over his head, readying himself for a powerful slashing blow. The bleeding goblin turned tail and pelted for the trees, scrabbling on all fours like a wounded dog.


      Franziskus called again for help from the camp but saw that they, too, were besieged. Angelika had rounded the able-bodied men into a circular formation around the less robust pilgrims; their weapons pointed outwards at the charging gobbos. Brother Lemoine smacked a goblin with his staff; it grabbed on tight, so he hefted it into the air like a massive fish and brought it crashing into a rock. It twitched, played dead for a moment then ran off, limping. One of its comrades took a dagger in the eye as Angelika broke from the formation to run Franziskus’ way.


      Franziskus heard a crashing beside him and wheeled just in time to incise a cut in another goblin’s brow. Blood dripped into the creature’s eyes. Franziskus kicked its blade from its hand and then swung again at its head, slicing off the tip of its cauliflower ear.


      A trio of goblins rallied about twenty yards away and loped in together, brandishing daggers and yelling war cries in their discordant, throaty language. Franziskus backed into Devorah until he could feel the heat of her slim body against his. ‘There’s a dagger in my belt,’ he told Devorah. ‘Take it.’


      ‘I don’t–’ said Devorah.


      ‘Take it!’


      ‘I don’t–’


      The goblins charged; Franziskus could tell that his dagger was still in its sheath.


      Franziskus readied his next blow for the biggest of the goblins, which ran in the middle, its eyes locked on his. He would have to take it down in a single strike and then deal with the others who would start circling Devorah. The goblin carried a big wooden shield, haphazardly studded with nails and bits of melted lead, and had scraggly white mutton chops extruding from its cheeks. It opened its mouth and lolled out a long, veiny tongue.


      It was within range and Franziskus sent his sword hammering down. The goblin deflected the blow with its shield then banged the edge of the shield up into Franziskus’ armpit, throwing its weight onto him, knocking him off his feet. Franziskus’ perceptions slowed for the ensuing moment of flight. He sailed backwards through the air, apparently for an eternity, his sword-arm helplessly splayed out at his side. The mutton-chopped goblin was lying on his chest, its eyes rolling crazily back in its skull. Then came the awareness of impact, followed by wracking, generalised pain–


      Then time started up again.


      The goblin slavered into Franziskus’ face and raised its fist, which it had wrapped in a plate-mail glove studded with rusty spikes. At the same time it jammed its other forearm under Franziskus’ jaw, holding him still to receive the blow. It gave itself a moment to chortle. A dagger sprouted from its neck, its point piercing its Adam’s apple from the inside. The goblin slumped onto Franziskus’ chest. Franziskus rolled it over onto the ground. He looked at Angelika’s second dagger, shoved to the hilt in the back of his enemy’s neck.


      Her face, sweaty and scratched, loomed over his. She held out her hand for him. He took it and got to his feet. He saw Richart Pfeffer, the landowner, comforting Devorah, who trembled in his arms. ‘I couldn’t take–’ she kept saying. ‘I couldn’t take–’ Franziskus soon realised that she meant she couldn’t take his dagger from his belt, and blamed herself for it.


      ‘Your hide leaking?’ Angelika asked, examining him.


      ‘Not unduly,’ replied Franziskus.


      Richart’s eyes met his, and the landholder stepped aside for him. Devorah rushed into his arms. ‘I’m sorry; I couldn’t take up your weapon. My faith forbids it.’


      ‘Of course,’ said Franziskus, placing his hand, gummy with goblin blood, on the back of her wimpled head. He pressed her face into his shoulder. ‘Of course.’


      She pushed away from him, struck by sudden realisation. ‘The widow!’ she exclaimed. ‘You’ve got to go rescue the widow!’


      A series of grim and knowing looks passed between Angelika, Franziskus and Richart.


      Angelika patted the girl on the back. ‘The prioress is back with the others,’ she said. ‘She was in the woods when the goblins came, and seems distressed. Go attend to her.’


      Devorah nodded and slowly padded her way out of the trees back to the stream.


      ‘You owe Richart your thanks,’ said Angelika. ‘I couldn’t have dispatched all three goblins on my own. Not in time, leastways.’


      Franziskus clasped Richart’s hand. ‘I didn’t see you.’


      ‘Melee can be confusing,’ Richart said.


      ‘How many of us are any good in a fight?’ Angelika asked.


      ‘The three of us,’ said Richart, studying a sizeable slash across the back of his right hand. The young physic would have to part with more of his bandages.


      Franziskus felt a pang of offence that the balding landowner had suddenly been admitted to the decision-making circle without his say-so, but decided that the feeling was envious and unworthy, so suppressed it.


      Richart continued his list: ‘The shipman. Altman and Lemoine, at a pinch. The doctor and the summoner, perhaps.’


      ‘We all know what state the widow’s in now – if she’s lucky,’ said Angelika. ‘But for the morale of the others, we can’t seem to callously abandon her.’


      ‘On the other hand,’ said Richart, ‘you don’t want to get anyone else killed for the sake of her corpse.’


      ‘Indeed,’ said Angelika. ‘So we can’t send the entire group crashing into the bush to find her. Nor can we leave them here undefended while we go off as a search party.’


      The three of them spent a quarter hour reiterating the disagreeable choices they faced. Finally they decided that Richart would stay with the others while Angelika and Franziskus went out to track the goblins. They’d spend no more than half a day on the search, and would fall back at the merest whiff of another confrontation.


      Angelika and Franziskus set off, leaving Richart to explain where they’d gone. Almost immediately they found a trail of flattened grass and followed it. A damp, dark substance spattered the grass.


      ‘Blood,’ said Franziskus.


      Angelika nodded. She sniffed the air. No vinegar smell. She looked up into the tree-tops. No signs of goblins. They followed the trail as it wound around a rotten log. Behind it they found the widow’s corpse, its torso opened up to expose the organs inside. Franziskus blanched. Angelika put the back of her hand across his chest, to stop him from going ahead.


      Angelika crouched. She squinted, searching for snares or tripwires. She checked the ground beneath the body, in case the goblins had dragged her onto a deadfall. ‘It’s not trapped,’ she said. ‘I thought they might have taken her to lure us out here. But I don’t see any sign of them.’


      ‘Why did they take her, then?’


      Angelika shrugged. ‘Why do goblins prey on anyone? They thought she might be carrying some shiny things.’ She squatted over the widow’s feet and took a tentative tug at them. A gentle sloshing noise arose from her body cavity, as her innards shifted. Angelika’s face wrinkled up in revulsion. ‘This will be messy work. I wish we had a tarpaulin.’


      ‘Perhaps we should bury her here. Spare the others the sight of her.’


      ‘Then they’ll just imagine ten times worse. Here, help me roll her. We’ll let her drain out a bit before we try to move her.’


      Franziskus paled but got on his knees to help roll the widow nonetheless. ‘Once more I am proven the fool,’ he said.


      ‘How so?’


      ‘I thought guarding a few pilgrims would prove less gruesome than our usual pursuits.’


      They stood back as Kloster’s juices soaked into the earth. Angelika tensed at a scrabbling sound. They whirled, but saw only a pair of squirrels chasing one another around the trunk of a beech tree. They waited. They hefted the corpse – Angelika taking the arms and Franziskus, the legs – and trudged warily back in the direction of the stream.


      When they could see the stream through the trees, they set the body down. They approached the group, which Richart had gathered into a small knot along the stream-bed. Angelika beckoned him forward and told him what had happened.


      ‘How fares your search?’ asked Stefan, the advocate.


      Angelika ignored him.


      ‘We all have a right to know!’ he called.


      Angelika stared him down. ‘Then go among her things and gather up some bedding. We need a shroud.’


      Stefan appeared stricken. He stood rooted in place. Devorah got the widow’s bedroll and went to Franziskus’ side with it. He went to take it from her, but she kept it.


      ‘I’ll attend to her,’ she said. ‘It is nothing new to me. I have attended to sisters at the cloister, after their passing.’


      ‘Very well,’ said Angelika, leading Devorah to the corpse. As if tucking her in for the night, Devorah gently rolled Kinge Kloster’s mortal remnants into the bedding. Angelika watched over her.


      ‘I thought unmerciful thoughts about her, moments before she was taken,’ Devorah confessed.


      ‘She was an annoying person,’ replied Angelika. ‘The manner of her death doesn’t change that.’


      ‘It is my duty to rise above.’


      Angelika did not have a reply. The prioress could give the girl whatever penance or counsel she required. For her part, Angelika was glad someone else was willing to do the dirty work, for once.


      She helped the girl carry the body to the stream, where the group of pilgrims parted, eyes averted. Devorah unwrapped the widow, stripped her of her bloodied clothing, and washed her body with the rags. The pilgrims broke up. Normally, Angelika would have warned them to be careful and to stick together, but in this instance the point seemed obvious. The stream ran briefly red then was clear again.


      Angelika took Franziskus and Richart aside as the young sister continued her ministrations. ‘We’ll need to get the widow quickly into the ground and get ourselves moving,’ Angelika said. They spoke for a while about goblins, trading guesses on the odds of a return sally.


      Devorah approached, the sleeves of her habit pushed up past her elbows, her hands and forearms damp. ‘She’s ready,’ said the sister.


      ‘Then let’s get a hole dug,’ said Angelika.


      Richart cast his gaze around the camp. ‘I have business to attend to,’ he said, and marched off into the trees.


      Franziskus grunted self-righteously. ‘Herr Pfeffer turns out to be a shirker, when it comes to the spadework.’


      ‘Why should that surprise you?’ asked Angelika, as they went to find the shovels. ‘The two of you come from the same stock, don’t you?’


      ‘I think not,’ Franziskus said, working to keep the sniff of snobbery out of his tone. ‘Nothing in his bearing suggests a noble education. He most likely came by his land holdings through a soldier’s grant – or by trade, even.’


      ‘Heaven forbid,’ said Angelika, tossing him a shovel. He grabbed it and they walked over a small hump in the earth in search of an appropriately sheltered spot. ‘You think she’d like it here?’


      ‘I’m sure she’d prefer to be in some handsome young fellow’s bed.’


      ‘Wouldn’t we all?’


      They started digging.


      A scream rang out.


      Friar Gerhold came running at them, mouth open wide, snowy hair askew, his grimy rope belt flying out behind him. ‘The goblins have been back!’ he wailed. ‘They’ve killed the bailiff!’
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      Chapter Six


      ‘No goblin did this,’ said Angelika, kneeling over Altman’s body. He was sprawled where the friar had found him, his eyes staring heavenwards. The bailiff’s well-fattened features had settled into a frozen glare of fright and outrage.


      The others gathered all around Angelika, hemming her in. She gestured for them to move back, and they did, only to creep up again almost immediately.


      ‘But that’s a goblin blade!’ exclaimed Jurg. Indeed, a jagged goblin dagger, still slick with the bailiff’s blood, lay in the pine needles, a few feet from the body.


      ‘It certainly is,’ said Angelika, picking it up. ‘And that’s why it can’t have been a goblin who did this. To you or me, this dagger’s trash – it hardly counts as a weapon. But to a wretched gobbo, a blade like this would be his most precious possession. You never see a goblin leave his weapon on the battlefield.’


      ‘But it’s quite evident that the dagger’s covered in blood,’ said Brother Lemoine.


      Angelika held the blade up to the fatal wound – a jagged gash cut across Altman’s throat. ‘Oh, this is the weapon that did it, all right. The serrations match the wound. It’s just that it was wielded by someone other than a goblin.’


      Rausch was next to object. ‘Who else but a goblin would use a goblin weapon?’


      Angelika lay the weapon down in the grass and rose to her feet. ‘Don’t tell me you find this anything but obvious.’


      The pilgrims indicated universal bafflement.


      ‘One of you did it,’ Angelika said. She kept her attention on the corpse, hoping that Franziskus would be clever enough to watch for telltale signs of guilt.


      ‘Where would any of us have got our hands on a goblin blade?’ Rausch asked.


      Angelika beckoned to the site of the recent battle. ‘Didn’t we just slay a raft of the devils? They can’t take their weapons with them when they get killed, can they?’ She gestured to a fallen tree, behind which the greenskin corpses were heaped. ‘Anyone here could have helped himself – or herself – to one of their weapons. Did any of you see anyone else skulking around the bodies?’


      Ivo raised a trembling finger to point at Richart. ‘He was the one who piled them all over there, while you were gone. He had ample chance to snatch up one of those stinking knives!’


      Richart took a step at him; he hid behind the prioress. ‘You wretch! After I stood up for you…’


      ‘You were there…’ Ivo burbled.


      ‘Yes, I was,’ said Richart, his olive skin turning rosy with anger. ‘And I threw all of their weapons into a pile by the bodies, and left them. I was leery to even touch them, lest I give myself lockjaw.’


      Devorah gulped, summoning the courage to speak. ‘But Fraulein Angelika – how can you presume that one of us did it?’


      ‘Indeed,’ Waldemar said. ‘Surely it could be that there’s some human bandit shadowing us, hoping to throw us off the trail by posing as a goblin. We must depart in haste, and leave him far behind.’


      ‘Or smoke him out as he tries to follow us,’ suggested Udo, the merchant, idly running his fingers through his tawny fringe of beard.


      Angelika threw up her hands. ‘One of you did this. Those of you who pretend otherwise might be next.’


      ‘What motive would any of us have?’ asked Gerhold, in apparent sincerity.


      ‘That’s the question, isn’t it?’


      ‘We are penitents, on a holy pilgrimage,’ said Ivo.


      ‘I’m not sure what that has to do with anything. Whichever of you killed Altman might have done so out of some private grudge. Or you might be planning to slay more of us. I wish I could stop to figure out which of you did it, but with goblins all around us, we don’t have that privilege. So gather up your gear. We’ve got to put some distance between ourselves and this place.’


      ‘You mean you’re just going to forget this ever happened?’ asked Stefan, puffing his chest in preparation for an eloquent tirade.


      ‘What do you think? I’ll have to march and interrogate simultaneously.’


      The advocate, his cap-feather bobbling in the breeze, faltered momentarily then recovered his dignity to embark on a new line of attack. ‘I am an officer of the law. It should be I who conducts the interrogations.’


      ‘You’re a suspect,’ said Angelika.


      ‘Excuse me for asking this,’ said Lemoine, ‘but caution is the watchword, Fraulein Angelika.’


      ‘Out with it.’


      ‘How do we know it wasn’t you?’


      ‘Because it wasn’t.’


      ‘Angelika was with me, burying the widow,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘But – and I say this only because in my abbey, back in Bretonnia, we were taught to think in a highly methodical, critical manner, which I know is a mode of thought unaccustomed to you simpler folk of the Empire. It must be pointed out that the two of you are confederates, so to speak. Therefore, if you did intend a plan to systematically murder us and strip us of our goods, it would make logical sense that you would vouch for one another, ah, in the course of so doing.’


      ‘Does anyone else here,’ Angelika intoned, ‘believe that Franziskus and I are here to murder you all and take your possessions?’


      ‘Well, since you took over the task of looking after us, three of us are already dead,’ Ivo muttered.


      Ludwig swatted him on the back of the head.


      ‘Ow,’ he complained.


      ‘You prize idiot,’ said Ludwig. ‘If it weren’t for these two, the entire lot of us would be goblin food.’


      Ivo had nothing to say to this.


      Ludwig stepped from the crowd and pointed a gnarled forefinger around at his fellow pilgrims. ‘And furthermore, I say anyone else who tries to stop Angelika here from finding out which of us did it, is probably the one, and we ought to string him from the highest tree branch. Is there any man to gainsay me?’ His finger stopped on Brother Lemoine.


      ‘I hasten to add,’ Lemoine sputtered, ‘that I was speaking not from my personal assessment of Fraulein Angelika and Herr Franziskus, which could not possibly be higher. I was merely making an academic point.’


      Ludwig thrust his face into that of the other man. ‘Well if you have any more academic points for us, you should know that you’re in danger of me thrusting them up your monastical backside. Understand?’


      Lemoine set his jaw. ‘Perhaps it’s just this sort of unbridled fury that Angelika should be examining as she–’


      Richart stepped in to separate the two men, shoving Ludwig back. Ludwig shot his arm past Richart’s head to jab his pointing finger once more at Lemoine’s forehead. ‘In my years at sea, I served with many a Bretonnian,’ Ludwig spat, ‘and none of them was worth a rancid dog’s liver. And my opinion of monks ain’t so high, either, come to think of it!’


      ‘Does anyone else have any brilliant thoughts?’ Angelika asked. They shut up. ‘Then in that case do what I say and go get your things. And I’d like to get finished with this murder before the next one occurs, so no one is to wander away while we’re breaking camp. Even if you’re only ducking behind a tree to relieve yourself, take someone with you.’


      ‘Preferably not the killer,’ Jurg said.


      ‘Go!’ Angelika barked.


      The pilgrims shuffled discontentedly away. Angelika could hear mutterings of mutiny as they went. Waving Franziskus over to her side, she crouched over the body once again.


      Without enthusiasm, Franziskus approached. ‘Do you really think you can tell anything by looking at the poor fellow’s body?’


      ‘I may have seen more battlefield deaths than ordinary murders, but I do know my way around a corpse. Look at this.’ She held up Altman’s limp right hand. ‘Our culprit had some reason to break Altman’s fingers.’ The first three fingers were snapped completely back, broken at the knuckle. Holding it at the wrist, she offered the hand to Franziskus, but he declined to take it. He straightened himself back up and groaned, rubbing at the small of his back. The sudden exertion of the fight was catching up with him, and his muscles were cramping.


      ‘Anything else of note?’ he asked.


      ‘Not that I’ve seen so far. But I’m going to stay kneeling here for a while, as if I’m learning all sorts of incriminating things. Then you can round them up and we’ll get ourselves back on the trail.’


      As she’d done during the first day of their journey, Angelika took the group up into the hills surrounding the floor of the pass. With goblins about, it would be supremely idiotic to stay down on the flatland, even though the well-forested slopes made it hard to keep a vigilant eye out for the killer.


      Angelika told Franziskus to take the lead. She didn’t entirely trust him with point position. Though he was steadily improving, the young Stirlander was not yet a seasoned woodsman. She could easily imagine him stepping into a viper’s nest, or leading the group into an ambush. It couldn’t be helped, though. If she was going to play the role of inquisitor, she’d have to devote her full attention to it. Perhaps she would be lucky, and Altman’s murderer would turn out to be an inept liar. Most killings, Angelika knew, were impulsive or ill planned. With the exception of a few hardened professionals, most men found it easier to commit murder than to convincingly deny it afterwards.


      The prioress was closest, so Angelika pulled her aside first. Heilwig huffed, and fussed agitatedly with a set of lacquered ebony prayer beads. ‘Surely you need ask no questions of me,’ she said.


      ‘Of course not, but as an example to others I’m sure you’ll play along.’


      The prioress searched Angelika’s face for the signs of condescension. ‘Very well then.’


      ‘You had no quarrel with the bailiff?’


      ‘I have no quarrel with anyone. Murder is the very antithesis of Shallya’s doctrines.’


      ‘And Altman did not test your vows more strenuously than any other here?’


      Heilwig shook her head. ‘I would never stoop to harm any person, no matter what I thought of them. But if I was forced to name one among us who tests my forbearance, it would not be poor Altman.’


      ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘That silky-haired mooncalf you call your partner.’


      ‘Franziskus?’


      ‘He’s leading my Devorah into gross and carnal temptation. With those dewy eyes of his. And those velvet cheeks. I request that you order him to cease all attempts at seduction. She has vowed her chastity to Shallya. By pursuing her, he imperils her soul.’


      ‘But Shallya is the goddess of mercy, is she not?’


      ‘You know that she is.’


      ‘If Devorah were to take Franziskus to her bed, it would be a surpassing act of mercy. I’m sure Shallya would understand.’


      ‘I should have expected my plea to fall on deaf ears. You’ve made your irreligion plain.’


      ‘Don’t worry about Franziskus. His finely attuned sense of guilt will stop him from doing anything more enjoyable than a little chaste pining.’


      ‘I’ve seen his sort before. He cloaks himself in virtue, but when his lusts are aroused…’


      ‘The preservation of Devorah’s maidenhood seems of great importance to you. I don’t suppose the bailiff laid his hands on her?’


      ‘His eyes perhaps wandered where they should not, but I laid a righteous scolding upon him, and after that he comported himself acceptably.’ Heilwig’s speech slowed as she realised that she’d just assigned herself a motive for the crime. ‘And even if I were inclined to callous slaughter, do you think I, a feeble old woman, could have overpowered that great hog of a man?’


      Angelika shrugged. ‘I merely ask questions. Tell me – is your abbey prosperous?’


      ‘We are blessed with many benefactors. The funds I control are disbursed to the needy.’


      ‘But they would be more than enough to pay one of these other rag-tags to send Altman prematurely to his maker, if you were so inclined?’


      ‘I have said it already: I am not.’ With a conclusive flap of her habit, she swept away. Angelika observed her as she fixed herself to Devorah’s side. The canny old bat had certainly changed the subject quickly. Her concern for Devorah’s chastity would seem a poor reason to kill – unless, Angelika mused, the prioress herself harboured a few untoward feelings for her pretty young charge. It wouldn’t be the first convent romance. Angelika resolved to question Devorah closely.


      But before doing that, she selected another pilgrim by whim, settling on the merchant, Udo Kramer, who had so far made little impression on her. He was perhaps on his way to fifty years old, with a vigorous manner, a trim frame, a healthy crop of curly chestnut hair sitting happily on top of his head. A matching fringe of beard highlighted his jaw-line. He wore sturdy, rugged clothing in forest tones: thick trousers of earthen brown and a pine-green tunic.


      ‘We have not yet had much occasion to speak,’ Angelika said.


      ‘As you mostly speak to us in order to abuse us, I am pleased to have been excluded from your discourse,’ the merchant replied, his tone light and bantering.


      ‘You are a wit, I see.’


      ‘In my profession, one must never let the customer know what one thinks of him. No matter how carefully honed my wit may be, I rarely get the chance to take it from its scabbard.’


      The group reached a narrow trail bordered on the right by a steep drop down onto exposed rock. Angelika checked the front of the line; Franziskus seemed to be maintaining close attention to the pilgrims’ safety.


      ‘What is your profession, precisely?’


      ‘I am an importer and reseller of goods. I bring in shipments from all over the Empire, to my shops in Averheim.’


      ‘Shipments of what?’


      ‘Grain and meal. Oil, and the lanterns to burn it in. Rugs, tapestries, fine brocades. If you can think of it, one of my enterprises most likely buys and sells it. Lately we’ve been doing a brisk trade in ornately decorated beer steins.’


      ‘And you’ve come on this pilgrimage for what reason?’


      ‘It is well known – at least, all the preachers say it – that trade stains the soul. Even one as successful as I am is little more than a wretched grubber after money, or so it is written. Yet without my efforts, they’d all starve: from the lowliest friar to the Grand Theogonist himself. But who am I to question the received wisdom of the ages? So here I trudge, seeking expiation for the sins of commerce I’ve already taken upon myself – and dispensation for those I’ll commit in the future.’


      ‘You seem to have the transaction all worked out.’


      ‘A blessing from Mother Elsbeth will carry weight with Averheim’s city fathers, with whom I must often negotiate.’


      ‘And the bailiff – what was he to you?’


      Udo thought a moment before answering. ‘A fellow pilgrim, no more, no less. I had little call to speak with him.’


      ‘A good merchant is a skilful judge of character. How would you assess him?’


      ‘Not quite the jolly fool he made himself out to be. I am glad he fought against those orcs. He was brave.’


      ‘Who would want to do him in?’


      ‘The miller, as you know, mocked him in front of all of us.’


      ‘Maybe Altman perhaps went after the miller, who then got the better of him?’


      Udo shrugged. He sidestepped to avoid a cloud of gnats, but they shifted to follow him. Screwing his face up in revulsion, he spat one of the little insects out of his mouth then wiped his lips repeatedly, to rid himself of any residue. ‘I don’t know what happened,’ he said.


      ‘But it was Jurg who found him, correct?’


      Udo parcelled out a noncommittal nod. ‘I lack specific knowledge of his guilt.’


      A shriek came from up ahead.


      Angelika grabbed her knife and dashed past Udo, weaving between the other pilgrims. She saw Franziskus stooped on the tip of a granite outcrop, hands on the sides of his head. He was peering disconsolately down into empty space. She crept up beside him, first testing the rock to see that it would hold both of them.


      Franziskus turned to her. ‘Look what he’s done now,’ he said.


      Ivo Kirchgeld had fallen down the slope, which was nearly so steep as to qualify as a cliff. Much of it was clad in a layer of earth and grass, but erosion had exposed a network of sharp-edged rocks and boulders. An intermittent brown streak of torn-up sod marked the path of the pardoner’s jaunt down the hillside. Ivo stood on an expanse of naked rock, frantically struggling to free his foot from the roots of a dead and twisted pine. The pine enveloped the slab of stone, sending a dried-out, branchless trunk shooting up crookedly into the air. ‘I’m stuck!’ Ivo cried. His high-pitched voice reverberated up through the mountains above them. ‘Stuck!’ He was twenty feet or so down from the level of the trail.


      Angelika hissed at him. ‘Silence yourself, you nitwit, before you attract every predator in fifty miles!’


      ‘But I’m stuck!’ he cried, lowering only slightly the volume of his wails.


      Angelika edged over for a better look at him. ‘If you got your foot in there, you can get it out.’


      ‘I’m stuck, I tell you!’ His ridiculous ears paddled up and down.


      ‘I need rope,’ she told the others.


      Franziskus, Richart and Ludwig went fumbling into their packs for it. Ivo’s pine tree creaked alarmingly. Angelika shook her head and climbed down from the outcrop, carefully picking her way down the slope. The grass proved slippery; she found it easier to keep her footing by stepping from one protruding stone to the next.


      ‘Don’t fall!’ Ivo shouted.


      ‘I appreciate the advice.’ She could hear the holding of breath above as the others watched her climb. The hillside became progressively more vertical the closer she got to Ivo. Angelika told herself that it was impossible for her to fall, because there was no earthly way she was going to die saving someone like Kirchgeld. She made her way down to him, holding onto the dead tree trunk, feeling gravity’s pull.


      ‘You’re lucky your ankle got caught,’ she said. ‘Otherwise it’d be – how far down do you think that is? Fifty feet?’


      Ivo followed her gaze to the floor of the pass below. ‘It seems soft and grassy, however.’


      ‘Then you won’t mind if you slip.’ Angelika incrementally tilted herself until she could jam a hand between the roots that held Kirchgeld’s feet to the rock. ‘You’ve just got to shift your foot a little,’ she told him.


      ‘I can’t,’ he said, trying to move his foot in the wrong direction.


      ‘The other way,’ she said.


      Kirchgeld easily removed his foot from its trap. Holding tightly to the log, he moved his leg out over empty space, tentatively rotating his ankle, to see if it still worked.


      ‘You hadn’t tried the other way at all?’ Angelika asked.


      ‘I thought I was stuck,’ he said.


      ‘Start climbing. We’re going to have to get moving quickly, thanks to your caterwauling.’


      Kirchgeld directed an uncertain look up at Franziskus and the others, now a good twenty feet above them. ‘We should wait for a rope, shouldn’t we?’ Roots tore from their tiny patch of dirt as Ivo scrambled up.


      ‘I’ll be right behind you,’ Angelika lied. She would, in fact, be off to one side of him, ready to quickly sidestep and hug the cliff-side if it looked it looked like Ivo was about to plummet. But once he worked his way free of the tree trunk, the pardoner showed an unexpected agility travelling easily from stone to stone.


      ‘So would you have had any reason to murder Altman?’ Angelika asked him.


      ‘What? Why? Is there something I ought to know?’


      ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘You were asking if I had motive to kill Altman. I don’t think I do. Have you discovered something? People are always plotting behind my back. Are they accusing me? I bet it’s that summoner, Waldemar, saying I did it. Well, you should look at him. He has a streak of cruelty in him as wide as the River Reik.’ A rock rolled out from under Ivo’s foot, sailing past Angelika’s shoulder. Ivo waved his arms, wobbled, and steadied himself. He chuckled in what seemed like disbelief. ‘On the one hand, it’s well known that I’m very clumsy. Except that I have a very good sense of balance. You’d think the two things wouldn’t go together.’ He continued on up the slope.


      Angelika became aware of her heart, pounding intensely. ‘Isn’t there a saying, that Shallya has a soft spot for children, animals and idiots?’


      ‘I think in the actual saying the word used is fools, and I resent–’


      Up above, Rausch let loose a shout of recognition. He pointed at Jurg. ‘Look! Look at his belt! He did it! He killed Altman!’


      The miller reached wildly for an object swinging from his purse: it was Altman’s relic, the supposed chunk of Sigmar’s hammer.


      ‘You lying swine!’ he shouted. He grabbed the offending object and tried to rip it loose, but it was tied too tightly. Rausch lunged at Muller. Franziskus headed into the fray, but the pilgrims were gathered closely together. He tried to navigate around the prioress, but she turned the same way to avoid him, and they collided painfully.


      Muller dashed along the lip of the slope, with Rausch on his heels. Richart Pfeffer followed.


      ‘Murderer!’ the prioress screamed.


      The sailor joined the chase, but lost his footing on a skiff of dead leaves and slid along the ground, grunting in pain. Franziskus disengaged himself from the prioress. He smacked into Brother Lemoine, who’d been standing and vacillating, deciding whether or not to join the pursuit.


      Muller ran until the slope smoothed itself out then dashed down a mound-like hill into a well-forested gully. Rausch leapt over a log to close the distance and come at his flank. Muller reached for the knife in his belt, but Rausch struck first, crashing into him shoulder to shoulder. Muller skidded on damp pine needles and slid into the trunk of a tree. He fell to his knees. Rausch stuck out an elbow, and fell on the gasping miller. It struck its target at the base of Muller’s neck. Muller howled. He was crawling on hands and knees to Richart, who grabbed him and pulled him to his feet. Rausch grabbed Muller’s legs.


      ‘I’ve got him!’ the young physic shouted. ‘I’ve got him!’ Muller twisted, wrenching himself from Richart’s grasp, and launched himself at Rausch, pressing thumbs into his eyes. Richart threw himself onto Muller’s back, knocking him off the doctor. Rausch staggered back, blinking furiously to confirm that his eyes were still safely in their sockets. His groping hands found a piece of branch as long and thick as a man’s arm.


      Angelika, stuck on the slope, clambered her way back up toward the trail. To get past Ivo, she angled herself to the right; Ivo compensated in the opposite direction, blocking her path. Angelika went left; Ivo went left. His boot heel knocked loose some dirt; the wind blew it onto a fuming Angelika.


      Muller rolled on top of Rausch, punching furiously. Rausch raised the branch, readying his aim to club Muller down. Franziskus shouted for calm, as his boots slipped beneath him and he slid down into the gully. Rausch swung his branch, but it connected with Franziskus’ temple, spinning him around, sending him to the forest floor. Rausch got his hands on Muller’s throat and squeezed. Rausch looked at Franziskus, then at Muller, then at Franziskus, then at Muller, deciding who he should attend to. He chose the miller. He clubbed him in the back of the head with the big branch. Blood cascaded from Muller’s mouth. His head hit the ground. Rausch brought the branch down on his head again. Muller’s head bounced on the ground. Richart danced around the brawling men, and held up his hands as Rausch readied another blow.


      ‘Enough!’ he cried.


      Muller’s body spasmed; he coughed up more blood and reached an arm out to grab at Richart’s trouser cuff. Richart stepped away from him.


      Finally, Angelika made it into the gully. She pulled Rausch away from Muller who was lying on his back, his stare unfocused, his mouth working like a fish on a dock. Rausch circled him, moving into Angelika’s blind spot. Muller lifted up a hand then dropped it at his side, next to his knife. Rausch smashed him in the face with the log. Muller twitched and was still.


      ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Angelika shrieked, seizing Rausch by the tunic and shaking him. The branch dropped at Angelika’s feet. She picked it up and cocked it to swing at the physic. He flinched. She shook its blunt, dirty end in his face. ‘Did you want to kill him?’


      Franziskus stumbled over to Muller’s side. He jabbed Jurg’s throat in search of a pulse. He tested the miller’s wrist. ‘I think he did kill him,’ Franziskus said.


      Rausch sank, quaking, to his knees. Thick beads of sweat issued from his neck and forehead. ‘He was the murderer,’ said Rausch, his voice flat and distant. ‘He was going to get us all.’


      Without turning her back on the physic, Angelika bent to double-check Franziskus’ diagnosis. Indeed, Jurg was dead, his skull deeply indented by Rausch’s blows.


      Rausch kept talking, his words gaining a childish speed and intensity. ‘Bad enough we come out here and find that everything in the world wants to eat and kill us, when it’s supposed to be a holy pilgrimage of love and mercy. Bad enough with orcs and goblins and wolves out to slay us. They’re the enemies of mankind; that’s how it is. But him. He was one of us. He was one of us.’ Rausch stopped to twitch, and to take in short, shallow puffs of air. ‘Traitorous swine. That’s what he was. I didn’t mean to kill him but I’m glad I did. He deserved it.’ Rausch sat down in the dirt, sticking his head between his knees. ‘Deserved it.’


      ‘You don’t even know for certain he did it,’ Angelika said, more for the others’ sake than for Rausch, who had clearly left rational thought behind him.


      Richart tugged at the dead miller’s purse, untying the bailiff’s holy relic. ‘He did have this,’ he said, dangling it up for Angelika to see. Blood now slicked its chain. ‘It is a motive for murder. Anyone who believed Altman’s claims would think it worth a dozen fortunes.’


      ‘But no one ridiculed those claims with greater fervour than Jurg.’


      Richart clucked his tongue pensively. ‘Maybe he thought it was clever, if he was planning on stealing it, to make a big show of how little he thought of it. Or he might have been overcome with sudden greed. He wouldn’t be the first man to enviously disparage the thing he secretly covets.’


      The rest of the pilgrims approached, led by Ludwig, his arms well scraped from his fall. Behind him came the summoner, the friar and the advocate. The others hung back. Devorah stood behind the prioress, who tightly held her hand.


      ‘All of you come and look at this,’ Angelika said. ‘I want you to see the physic’s handiwork.’


      The hangers-back nudged infinitesimally ahead. Ludwig limped right up to look indifferently down into the dead miller’s face. Waldemar frowned and did the same, though he quickly averted his gaze.


      ‘From now on,’ Angelika announced, ‘the meting out of justice will be left to me. Do you all understand?’


      ‘You are our guide, not our leader,’ Waldemar sniffed.


      ‘I agreed to get you to the mountain alive. All of you – not just those of you who remain after you start killing each another. Let me make it plainer. The next one of you to raise a hand to one of your fellows gets my dagger between their shoulder blades.’


      ‘What difference does it make,’ scoffed the sailor, ‘that it was the doctor who dispatched him? You’d have done the same, once you were sure he killed Altman.’


      ‘It’s far from proved. Jurg was nettlesome but I saw no evidence he was stupid. Why would he murder a man for a relic, break his fingers to free it from his dying grip, then leave it dangling in plain sight, for all to see?’


      The question provoked a chorus of shrugs and murmurs.


      ‘The killer’s still among us, alive and well,’ announced Angelika, as she strode behind Rausch to wrap her fingers around his ear. He dryly swallowed. ‘Clearly he slew Altman for some reason unrelated to the relic, then planted it on Muller to draw suspicion away from himself. Or perhaps he did kill for Altman’s holy trinket, but then grew frightened and got rid of it. At any rate, you did his work for him, Physic Rausch.’


      ‘What you say is merely speculation,’ Rausch stammered. He seemed to have regained a portion of his composure.


      Angelika shook her head. ‘If I’m wrong, it makes little difference. If you’re wrong, you rashly slew a man for no good reason.’


      ‘But he ran away! Surely that implies guilt!’


      ‘Or he might have thought he was in the sort of crowd who’d falsely accuse him and then beat him to death.’ As she spoke, it occurred to her that maybe Rausch was the killer, and that he’d clubbed Muller’s skull to cover his own guilt. Angelika resolved to keep an especially close watch on him.


      As if reading her suspicions on her face, Rausch stood to address the others. ‘Let us have a tribunal, then. If I am to be reproached, let’s have the entire group reproach me. The rest of you would have done the same. I know it!’


      Prioress Meilwig stepped forward. ‘Indeed, Fraulein Fleischer. To elect you as our magistrate and executioner would be greatly imprudent. How do we know you’d hand down your sentences any more mercifully than the physic here? I’ve already petitioned you on a matter of justice, only to be rudely rebuffed!’


      Devorah gave the prioress a puzzled look; Heilwig puckered her haughty brow.


      Stefan Recht, the advocate, made it his turn to speak. ‘The prioress is right. The entire group must decide what Rausch’s punishment would be.’


      ‘I don’t warrant any punishment at all!’ Rausch stood, exchanging his pitiable demeanour for one of anger. ‘You all saw that things simply got out of hand! If he hadn’t fought us, it’d be him on trial now!’


      ‘Angelika’s right,’ said Ludwig. ‘There’s many a party of pilgrims who never made it to their destination, because they fell to fighting amongst themselves. I say we cease our squabbling, grant the physic proper naval justice, and string him up.’


      The handsome doctor puffed in disbelief. ‘You say that now, but just wait until one of you gets snake-bitten or needs a wound dressed. You need me – if you noose me up, you’ll be dooming yourselves!’


      Ivo snapped his fingers in thwarted recollection. ‘Isn’t there a test of guilt we could perform on Muller’s corpse? You know – as with witches, when you put them in water, to see if they drown?’


      ‘No, no, no,’ snapped Waldemar. He kicked a foot in the direction of Muller’s body. A dark patch had formed in the dirt around the dead man’s head. ‘Again your doctrinal ignorance is conclusively exposed. Anyone with even the faintest awareness of the subject knows that such ordeals work only when the victim still breathes!’


      ‘I was just making a suggestion,’ said Kirchgeld.


      The friar patted him on the shoulder. ‘Your logical error is a simple one: the ordeal by water – or its cousin, the ordeal by fire – demonstrates the individual’s innocence by killing him. Since Muller is already dead, he can’t be so exonerated.’


      Angelika crossed her arms. ‘Now that we’ve finished hearing from the theologians, I’ll tell you what will happen. Unless you count this tongue-lashing, no punishment will fall on Physic Rausch. He just got carried away by the madness of battle. I’ve seen it happen all too often. So the rest of you – do not start any more fights, because in the blink of an eye a body can end up dead. And that body could be yours.’
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      Chapter Seven


      A ruddy-faced acolyte at his side, Father Manfried Haupt stood outside the abbey gates, impatiently shifting his weight from left to right and back again. He did not want to pace, not in front of his young inferior. Pacing was a sign of weakness. He had resolved to break himself of it, as well as the fidgeting, lip chewing, nail biting and his constant habit of clenching and unclenching his fists when his hands had no other duty to perform.


      They stood near the edge of a lip of rock. A few determined patches of sod clung to it, along with the occasional woody, survival-minded weed. Their angle prevented them from seeing down the mountainside, so they looked out into an empty blue sky. Behind them squatted the dumpy abbey building. Around it brooded a trio of much higher peaks, draped in curtains of ice.


      Manfried could not prevent himself from asking, ‘Where is Father Eugen? You said he was on his way.’


      ‘So the message said,’ replied the acolyte, whose name was Gisbert, or Gismar, or Giselbrecht, or some such. He was a sharp-nosed, dark-haired fellow who concealed a glint of smirking intelligence behind an expression of bland obedience. Gisbert, or Gismar, was all of nineteen years old, thick of hew, sprung from a family of no great consequence. Manfried sensed that he was clever, and, since he distrusted the cleverness of others, particularly in the young and strong, he resolved to be rid of him as quickly as he could.


      Caution would be necessary, however, as it was entirely possible that this Giselmar, or Gisbrecht, or whatever he called himself, had been installed in Manfried’s retinue by his enemies within the church.


      ‘Are you not cold?’ Manfried inquired.


      ‘We are exposed to the winds here, father.’


      Manfried reached for the warhammer that swung at his belt. Its long handle was carved in oak and its blunt head had been cast in iron, moulded so that it bore the angry face and flowing beard of Sigmar, his warrior god. The acolyte had a hammer too, though not a fancy one. ‘Perhaps we should spar, to pass the time, and keep us warm.’


      The smirk fell from the acolyte’s face. ‘I am sure Father Eugen will be here any moment. The journey up is steep, and takes its toll on lungs unused to this thin mountain air.’


      ‘To the true warrior, there is no such thing as a spare moment. There is always time to hone one’s art.’


      The acolyte looked up at the sun, which was making its slow and resentful progress up into the cloudy morning sky. ‘It is still early, sir. I thought you promised the sisters there’d be no banging of hammer on shield until after morning prayers.’


      Manfried placed his hammer’s handle back in its loop on his belt and scowled back toward the abbey. The principles of ecclesiastical architecture were like mother’s milk to him, and he despised this horrible brick pimple of a building with every iota of his being. The abbey at Heiligerberg was a modest affair: two storeys of crumbling stone rooms arranged in the shape of a box, with a meagre courtyard in the middle. A fat and cosy chapel grew like a goitre from the abbey’s west side.


      When Manfried had first heard of this fabled mountainside shrine, where a goddess herself had deigned to touch the stinking ground with her divine and perfect feet, he had envisioned a soaring, airy construction shooting delicate limestone spires up into the heavens, rooted to the side of a stormy, implacable peak by a network of regal buttresses. The real thing was nothing like this. Granted, the structure was very ancient and thus partook of the simplicity of earlier times. Manfried understood the impulse to mistake plainness for honesty, but in this case it was man’s duty to make glorious, monumental church buildings that reflected the true and awesome power of the gods. To do otherwise was to disappoint the faithful, the simple worshippers who knew best about these things.


      The countless pilgrims making their ant-like way to the Holy Mountain would have expectations like Manfried’s. They would come all this way and have naught to behold but a dumpy assemblage of ancient, pitted, crumbling brick. There would be no decorations to catch the eye and provoke a sense of awe or wonder, as was fitting. Nor were there mouldings of unfurling leaves on the columns, or ornate traceries on the windows. Neither protective angel nor capering gargoyle stood above the archways to usher congregants from the profane outer world to the spiritual region of the abbey grounds.


      To be sure, Manfried had to admire the effort of its long-dead builders – to make anything in such a distant and inhospitable place was an accomplishment to be reckoned with. He would not want to have had to haul so much brick up the side of a mountain, or to try to lure sufficient numbers of skilled and haughty craftsmen so far from civilisation’s reach. Yes, he had drawn up several sets of plans for new, more suitable Heiligerberg abbeys during his brief time here. But he had done so merely as an exercise, to while away the slow, deadening hours. To undertake such a plan would be to admit defeat and to forfeit all of his ambitions. At any rate, it would be too difficult to marshal the fusty, resistant sisters to the cause. They liked the shrine in its present state, as dowdy and neglected as they were. Then there were the financial hurdles – who would donate to the grandeur of a church few people would ever see?


      Even the mountain itself had been a disappointment to him. By rights, it should have been the tallest peak the eye could see in any direction. Instead, Heiligerberg had mightier, sharper peaks looming all around it, like younger warrior brothers keeping their distance from a spinster half-sister. Its peak was not a thrusting spire, but a dome-like projection with a gigantic notch knocked out of it, as if it had been clubbed by some primordial titan. Granted, it was this very flaw that created the expanse of flat rock, about half a square mile of it, on which the abbey and its grounds rested. But it appeared naked and shabby, like an accident of nature.


      The sister’s ancient predecessors had carried mounds of earth up onto the flat rock, a legendary effort that Manfried could not help but admire. Every day the sisters toiled to keep alive a meagre expanse of green around their abbey. They tended to hardy weeds and scraggly bushes as if they comprised the private garden of the Grand Theogonist himself. There was even a patch of fresh soil, where the sisters constantly struggled to grow vegetables and the occasional, wizened rose.


      Below this half-plateau, the mountainside sloped down at a forty-five degree angle for several hundred feet of bare, snow-swept rock. The slope became gradually gentler at the mountain’s tree line, sweeping out and down for hundreds of feet. Hidden by the trees, Manfried knew, would be hundreds or even thousands of pilgrims, huddled up and shivering, but convinced that their ordeal was not only expected but worthwhile – if only they could gain audience with Mother Elsbeth. The angle of Heiligerberg’s slopes was such that it was possible, though brutally trying, to hike all the way up to the abbey without the use of ropes. Once they reached the final stage of the ascent, the mountain took mercy on its climbers, as it devolved into a series of stepped rock terraces that were relatively easy to traverse. There were harder ways up – a sheet of glaciated rock on the south face, for example – but Manfried could not imagine why anyone would be foolhardy enough to take it. They would all use the simplest route, the one the sisters’ servitors used for ferrying up their meagre supplies.


      ‘I should have gone down for him,’ Manfried said, referring to Father Eugen.


      ‘Sigisbold and Volkert have gone down to receive him. They’ll rope themselves to him and get him up fine.’


      ‘We should spar,’ Manfried said to his underling.


      ‘Wait,’ the acolyte replied. ‘I think I hear them.’


      Manfried walked quickly to the plateau’s edge. Two more of his men stood at the top of the steps, ready to repel uninvited visitors. They had never been called on to do so: the real work of prevention was done by a team of men below. Manfried saw his men straighten their postures as he approached and was pleased. He treated them to a benevolent smile.


      Looking down onto the precarious steps, he saw Eugen, roped between dark-eyed Sigisbold and blond-haired Volkert. Eugen’s big bony face widened with pleasure. He waved up, huffing out a jolly greeting, rendered inaudible by his lack of breath. Sweat dotted his broad forehead, his wide, thick nose and his jutting chin. Further perspiration poured down from Eugen’s dark mass of wiry curls. ‘Ho, Manfried!’ he said, pausing to refill his lungs and crack his knuckles. ‘When our colleagues decide to exile a man, they don’t do it in half measures, do they?’


      Manfried frowned. Eugen sometimes spoke too freely in front of the rank and file. ‘I see the climb has not dampened your humour,’ he said, doing his best to seem unperturbed.


      Sigisbold stepped up onto the lip of the plateau and turned to hold a hand out to Eugen, who grabbed it firmly and allowed himself to be hauled up onto level ground. He tottered dizzily over to Manfried, arms out. Manfried embraced him. He clapped Eugen on the back. Eugen returned the gesture with a weakened attempt at a bear hug.


      ‘My head swims,’ he said. ‘It’s like I am back at school, drunk on ale again.’


      Manfried put his arm around Eugen, steadying him. ‘Shallya is merciful, but at this shrine she parcels out air like a miser’s gold.’


      ‘I can see why one might have visions here. Me, I’m having a vision of a chair. Soft and well-stuffed.’


      Manfried ushered him into the courtyard. ‘A soft chair will have to remain a vision. The sisters’ taste in furnishings ranges from austere to punishing.’


      Eugen stopped in the middle of the courtyard to breathe and to take in the sight of the abbey. ‘So this is the famous abbey at Heiligerberg,’ he said, moving his eyebrows up as far as they would go. They resembled blackened caterpillars.


      ‘Not so grand as one would imagine, is it?’ Manfried said.


      ‘It doesn’t need to be. Look at those,’ said the older man, gesturing around him to the mountain spires surrounding Heiligerberg. ‘The wise architect never competes with nature.’


      ‘You’re quoting my grandfather to me, aren’t you?’


      Eugen smiled.


      Manfried looked back to confirm that his men had dropped out of earshot. ‘So how did you fare?’ he asked.


      Eugen shook his head. ‘It is difficult.’


      Manfried clenched his fists. ‘Those miserable sons of bastards. They know it is I who should preside over that cathedral.’


      Father Eugen patted Manfried’s shoulder. ‘Your grandfather was my mentor, and your father, my dearest friend. Daily I pray for you to realise their great project.’


      Manfried came to an iron bound wooden door. He paused with his fingers wrapped around the handle. ‘But I must learn to conceal my sense of entitlement. I know, I know. I was foolish. Every day I spend in this frozen hole, I’m reminded of my folly. Acutely so.’ Manfried wrenched the door open and ushered Eugen into the tiny cell he’d claimed as his working and living quarters. He left the door open, to let the light in. Mother Elsbeth and her grimy sisters might have preferred to creep about in the dark, but he wanted all the brightness he could get. He reached for a badly made wooden chair and set it out for Eugen to sit on. Eugen instead stepped to the tiny, mildew-spotted panel of a window and gazed out at the mountains. Manfried perched on the edge of his hard and narrow bed. ‘I run through my litany of obvious mistakes and wonder how I could possibly have made them. I was arrogant. I failed to cultivate allies. I would not flatter, or bob my head, or humour their stupidities.’


      ‘Careful. You don’t want to sound like Luthor Huss.’


      Huss! The very name set Manfried’s chest to tightening. It was the name that had heralded his downfall. ‘Don’t tell me that contemptible insect remains uncrushed.’


      ‘Afraid so. He’s making worse trouble every day. His followers now openly proclaim their allegiance to him. They come to services and shout out catcalls during sermon. Go into the streets and you’ll hear ordinary folk talk of the schism in the Sigmarite church.’


      Luthor Huss was an apostate, a renegade priest who, after arriving at the sudden and startling conclusion that self-interest and money played a role in politics, had gone on to perpetrate an escalating series of outrages against the church of Sigmar, culminating in a symbolic attack on the new head of the church, the Grand Theogonist, Esmer. He’d smashed down the doors of the cathedral at Nuln and nailed an effigy of the Holy Father into their shattered remnants. Now he wandered the countryside, smiting the minions of Chaos, inveighing against the alleged corruption of the church fathers, and accruing to his side a raggedy band of followers, every one of them a frothy-mouthed flagellant or screaming heretic.


      Manfried Haupt had never been within a hundred miles of Huss, but the man had laid him low just the same. The archlector of Averheim had demanded that his priests convene to draft a condemnation of Huss and all his Hussites, which each of them were to sign. Manfried had merely proposed that certain incendiary phrases in the document be reduced slightly in temperature. Let’s not, he’d argued, cause hard feelings among those elements of the lay folk who ignorantly harboured sympathies for the apostate. Instead, let’s win them back with openness and understanding.


      Manfried could still hear the naive words spilling from his mouth. Idiotically, he’d told those grey-faced men the truth: that Huss posed a greater threat than they realised. He’d even gone so far as to proclaim that certain grievances against the church, exploited so dangerously by the megalomaniac Huss, were real, and needed to be remedied.


      The grim silence that followed his speech still haunted his nightmares. He might as well have pulled out a second effigy and nailed it to the archlector’s forehead. All the priests he’d slighted over the years, all the envious seat-fillers who feared his ambition and hated his talent, saw their opportunity – and seized it. They went to the archlector. They whispered into his ear. They twisted Manfried’s words. Before he knew it, he’d been tarred, if not as an outright supporter of Huss, as an appeaser. And when the Grand Theogonist issued a bill demanding that the leaders of the church search out and discipline potential schismatics within their ranks, the pointing finger fell on him. The lector sent him from Averheim to conduct a roving ministry in the outlands. Manfried would always remember the self-satisfied look on the lector’s face as the new assignment was meted out to him.


      Manfried stood and opened a tiny chest of drawers, out of which he plucked a bottle of fine Estalian brandy. ‘One of my men went down among the pilgrims and acquired this. I saved it to drink with you, Eugen.’ With a pocketknife, he sawed away the layer of hard wax that covered the cork.


      Eugen rubbed his hands together in sublime anticipation. ‘I wish I’d done more to deserve it. I spoke to Father Drechsler. He says some of those who spoke against you now regret the severity of your punishment.’


      Manfried poured the brandy into a clay cup and handed it to Eugen. ‘They’re finding it hard to wring my donors’ purses, I bet.’


      ‘Yes, offerings are down. The pews aren’t so full, either, now that you’re no longer giving sermons.’ Eugen sipped luxuriously from the cup, closing his eyes and breathing deep, to show his appreciation of the vintage. ‘And with Chaos nibbling at the Empire’s edges, the city defenders have been complaining about your absence. They want you there to help lead the fight if hordes of beastmen come pouring into the city, lusting for blood. It doesn’t help that you took all of the toughest young warrior priests with you when you went.’


      ‘Then we have leverage.’


      ‘You’d think so, but all anyone can think about is the schism. I was sure Drechsler would stand up for you, but even the suggestion of it terrified him. The archlector is looking for more scapegoats to present to the Grand Theogonist. They fear they’ll end up here in exile, too, if they speak on your behalf. Or worse. There might be priest-burnings before this mess sorts itself out.’


      Manfried put cup to lip and disinterestedly sampled the brandy. ‘And what of these Chaos manifestations?’


      ‘The city’s abuzz with omens and rumours. The chapel at Friedendorf collapsed in a billow of choking green smoke; cultists are to blame, they say. A young girl, distantly related to the elector, vanished from her family’s manor, and was found on the street a week later, bled dry.’


      ‘I heard the story from a pilgrim but said it couldn’t be true.’


      Eugen bent close and spoke quietly. ‘The worst part of it was – the girl was still alive. With not a drop of blood in her. She spoke in a terrible tongue, and thrashed and writhed for days before expiring. Oh, and beastmen were found inside the main grain warehouse. Forty tons of tainted grain had to be taken outside the city walls and set ablaze.’


      ‘I should be back in the city fighting this,’ Manfried intoned. ‘What of the war?’


      ‘Chaos armies gather in the north. News is never reliable when it comes from so far away, but word is that they’re on the verge of overrunning Kislev. Or perhaps they’ve taken Kislev already and are already on the Empire’s northern borders.’


      ‘Maybe I should take my men up there, to join the fight. If I came back to Averheim dripping with martial glory, the lector wouldn’t dare deny me.’


      ‘We’re on the opposite end of the Empire. To get there would take months.’


      Manfried slammed his cup on the side table. ‘There must be something!’ Eugen jumped back, startled. Manfried sat back on his bed, burying his head in his hands. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I think I’m losing my mind in this place.’


      Eugen sat beside him. ‘We’ll find a way, Manfried.’


      ‘Sigmar’s testing my strength, isn’t he?’


      ‘That could be it,’ he said.


      Manfried stood. He grabbed his hammer. ‘Let’s go out and you can watch me spar with some of the boys.’


      ‘If we’re going back out in that cold, I need some more of this.’ Eugen reached for the brandy, filling his cup to the brim.


      ‘That’s the thing of it,’ said Manfried. ‘Sigmar’s testing me and I must be patient. He’ll show me the way.’ Leaving his cell, he smacked the door with his hammer. Eugen paused to look at the dent, took a careful sip of brandy and followed his protégé across the courtyard, holding the cup at arm’s length, so as not to spill any.
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      Chapter Eight


      Angelika led the group along a winding trail where two ridges of exposed grey rock met. The ground was uneven and hard on the feet, even Angelika had difficulty navigating it. The ridges caught the wind, squeezed it until it howled, before blasting it into the travellers’ faces. Angelika turned her back to the wind and saw her charges struggling behind her, grit whipped down from the rocks and into their squinting eyes. They now struggled along with little complaint; Angelika reckoned that she’d finally broken their spirits. A day and a half had passed since they’d buried Jurg Muller. Altman’s murderer had done nothing to reveal himself.


      A laboured panting rose up just behind her. She turned to see Waldemar Silber, the summoner, picking his way through the rocks, an expression of pressing business on his elevated brow. She increased her pace just a little. He called out to her.


      ‘Yes?’ she said, her gaze still fixed on the treacherous pathway of rock before her.


      ‘I would have a word with you!’ Silber’s tone had a peremptory note of command in it.


      ‘Yes?’ she repeated, easing back to her previous speed.


      ‘Please wait up,’ he said.


      Satisfied that she’d shown him who was in charge, she stopped just long enough for him to come up alongside her. The rock sloped down wickedly, and she kept firm possession of the flattest portion of it. Waldemar had to walk on angled ankles as she pressed on.


      ‘Yes?’ said Angelika.


      ‘Hurm,’ said Waldemar. ‘Yes.’


      Angelika could have put him at his ease by giving him an opening to speak. She could have said, ‘What is it, Waldemar?’ Even a blunt, ‘Out with it, Waldemar, I haven’t got all day,’ would have got him started. She did not, however, wish to encourage him.


      ‘Hurm,’ said Waldemar.


      She skipped sideways to avoid a slick application of bright green moss on the stone beneath her feet.


      ‘The point of the matter is this.’ Waldemar paused. ‘Or rather… because it is said with your best interests squarely at heart, you must agree not to be offended by anything I am about to say.’


      ‘Now why on earth would I do that?’


      ‘Hurm,’ said the summoner. ‘You are a wary creature, I’ll say that.’


      ‘How charmingly condescending of you, Waldemar.’


      He sputtered and seemed to lick a bitter taste off his lips. ‘The nub of the question is as follows. You are not the sort of woman I am accustomed to meeting.’


      ‘Your social circle is not packed full with corpse robbers?’


      ‘That statement encapsulates the issue in the shell of a nut. You clearly possess bravery, resourcefulness, and, indeed, physical magnetism, yet…’


      Angelika blew a big disgusted breath of air through her teeth.


      ‘Are you proposing to me, Waldemar Silber?’


      His fine-soled shoes hit a patch of slippery moss; he jittered and nervously stopped himself from toppling headlong into the rocks. His face was still flushed deep crimson long after he’d recovered his balance. ‘You mock me, Fraulein,’ he finally said.


      ‘Yet you wonder what a creature of my obvious charms is doing, living on her own out in the wilderness, touching corpses, pawning jewelry, and performing all manner of other unwomanly acts?’


      ‘You have cultivated a scathing wit, Angelika Fleischer, to protect yourself against the villains you meet. But I, Angelika Fleischer, am no villain. Far from it.’ He reached out to clomp his hand onto her shoulder, but she evaded his gesture.


      ‘You are proposing to me.’


      ‘I would not impose on you that way, after so brief an acquaintance. But it is clear that you need protection. The shielding embrace of a respectable home. An income, so that you need never again… pollute yourself in this appalling way.’


      Angelika laughed. ‘You want me as your mistress?’


      ‘Perhaps a more debonair man could express it more deftly. Negotiations of the heart have never progressed smoothly for me.’


      ‘You don’t say!’


      ‘You repeat your mockery, but I will ignore it. Our journey together will be short – there is little time to squander on preliminaries. You want jewels? Jewels I can give you. Gold? It is but a petty thing. Safety? Any new situation would be safer than this.’ He looked back at the others – Prioress Heilwig in particular. Her attention was devoted entirely to her struggle to remain upright on the uneven rocks. He inhaled deeply, filling his lungs to bursting.


      ‘In your position,’ he said, ‘you’d be a fool to turn me away.’ He leaned in close to her. ‘Before I laid eyes on you, I thought there’d never be another woman to bring heat to my loins.’ He snaked his arm out to snatch her wrist. She applied his momentum against him, taking his arm with both of her hands, thrusting it out to knock him off balance. At the same time she brought him to his knees with his elbow wrapped around his throat. She stood behind him, choking him with his own arm. Franziskus sprinted toward her, but she signalled him to stay. She had the situation well in hand.


      She hissed into the summoner’s ear. ‘The only thing I might be planning to bring to your loins is the toe of my boot.’ She let that one sink in for a while, then added, ‘Is that ambiguous to you in any way?’


      Waldemar did his best to shake his head. She let him go. He tumbled to the rocks; she kept on going. Silber waited until several pilgrims had passed him by – none of them looking him in the face – before getting up and slapping dirt from his trousers. He had deserved this. He had been his usual clumsy self – worse, in fact. He would have to improve his discourse immeasurably, if he wanted to tame this particular tigress.


      The trail got tougher. Angelika checked on the pilgrims behind her. The prioress had slipped down the sloping trail, twisting her ankle again. Devorah caught her before she fell. The group stopped to gather around Heilwig. The physic pushed his way through them. Heilwig, held by Devorah and Gerhold the friar, stuck her foot out for Rausch to examine.


      Franziskus left his position at the rear of the procession to confer with Angelika. She peered up into the mountains. She’d been hoping to speed the pilgrims to their destination by taking a hard but relatively direct route. Now she’d have to admit she was wrong. She felt a roiling in her gut.


      Angelika suppressed the urge to argue and picked her way through the rocks to join the others. She gave them a choice – continue on through this difficult route, or to take a longer journey through less punishing terrain. The easier way won quick support.


      ‘You understand that we’re more likely to run into others if we do that,’ she said.


      ‘If we’re presently on a path no other group would choose, perhaps we should ask ourselves why that would be,’ deadpanned Udo, the merchant.


      ‘Neither choice is lacking in danger,’ said Angelika. ‘The question is, which do you prefer – human or natural?’


      She could not shake them from their preference for a more forgiving landscape, and so, after Rausch pronounced Heilwig’s ankle no worse than the last time she’d wrenched it, they reversed course. The reversal alone would cost them half a day. Devorah slipped up beside her.


      ‘We would like to thank you,’ the young sister said.


      ‘Who’s we?’


      ‘All of us. Most of us.’


      ‘Thank me for what?’


      ‘For asking us our opinion. Thank you, Angelika.’ She dropped back to rejoin the prioress. Angelika did not know whether she ought to take her gratitude at face value, or to see it as a subtle knock against her previous behaviour. She tried to put the question out of her mind, but, as she jumped from stone to stone on their way back out of ridge lands, it preyed on her. It would be a terrible mistake to develop warm feelings for these hapless zealots. They were a business proposition and nothing more. At length she chose to be insulted and her sense of mental equilibrium was restored.


      The rocky hills gave way to softer ground and soon they were once again surrounded by tall, thin pines. They had to walk crosswise down a fairly steep incline. Angelika now knew the general direction but could not be sure where exactly in the pass they’d come out. Also worrying her was the fact that it had been a while since they’d last been attacked. She sniffed the air.


      ‘Smelling for goblins?’


      It was Richart, walking just behind her, in her blind spot. Angelika did not let him see he’d surprised her. ‘You should be careful, creeping up like that,’ she said.


      ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t want to get cut by that dagger of yours.’


      ‘I might mistake you for the killer,’ Angelika said.


      ‘Still waiting for him to reveal himself?’


      ‘I don’t expect any confessions.’


      They walked together. Behind him, the pilgrims were carrying on with their usual murmuring and chattering. Ivo and Gerhold shared a laugh. Gerhold’s bassoon-like guffaws rang loudly through the woods. Angelika turned to shush them, but saw that Franziskus had already moved up to tactfully remind them of the need for quiet.


      ‘Why can’t they remember for ten minutes that we travel through hostile territory?’ Angelika muttered.


      ‘I’ve been thinking,’ said Richart. ‘The murder must have been connected with that relic Altman had.’


      ‘If the killer wanted it so badly, why would he palm it off on poor Muller?’


      ‘I think he got a good look at it and reckoned it wasn’t so valuable after all.’


      Angelika spotted glinting metal under a brown skiff of dead pine needles. She held up her hand to stop Richart in his tracks. ‘Hand me your sword,’ she said. He gave it to her. She swept its tip across the bit of concealed metal, revealing it as a mere pewter plate. She bent to examine it, then flung it aside. ‘Worthless,’ she said.


      Richart continued, as if there’d been no interruption: ‘To tell a good relic from a bad one, the killer would have to know a bit about the field.’


      ‘Are you an expert?’


      ‘Not remotely. I’m just an interested layman. But have you overheard anyone else going on about the subject?’


      ‘About religious treasures?’


      ‘Perhaps I’m wrong. But it seems a question worth asking.’


      An hour later, they proceeded as before, winding through the hills alongside the pass. Angelika took the lead; Richart, the rear. Franziskus, his head now throbbing, took a place in the middle of the procession. Devorah sidled his way, but was pulled back by Heilwig, a firm hand clutched around her wrist. The summoner sped his pace to catch up with Angelika.


      ‘So,’ he said. ‘Ah. When you reach the abbey at Heiligerberg, do you intend to stay long?’


      ‘No,’ replied Angelika.


      ‘Ah,’ said Waldemar. Angelika increased her speed. Waldemar dropped back into the middle of the pack.


      Half an hour or so into their trek, Angelika called a halt. She whistled for Franziskus and when he arrived, she pointed his attention down into the pass.


      Nine or so bodies, plus the fresh-slain carcasses of five horses, lay spread out on the flatland below. Both men and women numbered among the dead; all were expensively clad and the horses had been fine, well-fed animals.


      ‘You wait here and keep the others in line,’ Angelika instructed.


      ‘Should you take the physic?’


      ‘No, I think they’re all past his help.’ Then she was off. Franziskus watched her as she found a spot where the hillside was not so steep and clambered down it, sideways. When she hit the bottom of the pass she crouched and looked in all directions. Then, still bent down, she scurried to the place of slaughter. Angelika moved cautiously from body to body, making a general survey before touching anything. Then she moved to the large packs strewn about the scene, moving methodically from one to the next. She started with one that was only a burlap bag, tied at the top with a noose. She dumped its contents on a bare patch of ground and laid the sack itself out flat, like a blanket. Minutely examining certain objects and quickly discarding others, Angelika sorted efficiently through the pile, then moved onto the next sack, her head swivelling regularly for any sign of approaching danger.


      ‘What is she doing?’ said a voice at Franziskus’ ear. It was Stefan, the advocate, his mouth pursed up into a tiny, disapproving circle.


      ‘Plying her trade,’ said Franziskus.


      The prioress came up on his other side. ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘She’s searching for valuables,’ Franziskus explained. ‘Salvaging their gear.’


      ‘She warned us she might do this,’ Stefan told the prioress.


      ‘She said something of the sort, but to actually behold it is another matter entirely.’ The prioress snapped her head to face Franziskus. ‘And you approve of this?’


      ‘Do you see me down there with her?’


      ‘I demand you stop her!’


      Angelika had now sorted her way through a quarter of the packs. Franziskus braced himself, knowing that the worst was yet to come.


      Rausch nosed his way into their little conclave, his handsome features running quickly from curiosity to outrage. ‘What’s this?’ he asked.


      The conversation repeated itself: Franziskus told him what Angelika was doing and Stefan pointed out that it was all part of the bargain they’d made.


      ‘You must stop her,’ Rausch told Franziskus. ‘We are tainted by association! How can we expect to have miracles worked on our behalf, if we sanction such evil?’


      The young Stirlander shrugged. ‘Whatever argument you care to marshal, I can promise you I’ve already tried it.’


      ‘But Shallya would never approve of this!’


      Franziskus left them to their fuming and went looking for a good place to sit, knowing that Angelika would take at least half an hour with the pilgrims’ bodies. Rausch and Heilwig stayed hard at his heels.


      Franziskus walked over to a mossy log. He bent down to feel its surface, concluding that it would stain the seat of his trousers if he sat down on it. He waited for further protests. He turned around. He saw the physic and the prioress marching down the slope toward Angelika. Franziskus sighed and hopped after them.


      ‘It’s best that you turn back,’ he called.


      He heard one of them respond with an affronted snort. He was not sure whether it was Rausch or the prioress.


      ‘This can only lead to trouble!’ he called. Behind him, others had noticed the fuss and now approached: Waldemar, Gerhold and Richart. Franziskus caught Richart’s eye, telling him to go back and keep an eye on the others.


      As Franziskus and the others followed after the prioress, Richart reluctantly turned back to obey.


      Down in the pass, Rausch and Heilwig stormed at Angelika. ‘Get back,’ Angelika said, raising her head.


      ‘We must have a word with you!’ the prioress proclaimed.


      ‘This is wrong and immoral!’ Rausch cried.


      Angelika ignored them, finishing up the last of the packs. The newcomers stopped, taking in the details of the carnage. Franziskus, at the head of the approaching group of pilgrims, had already perfected the art of looking away.


      The prioress leapt back, realising that the dirty orb near her feet was a decapitated head. She let out a yelp as she trotted backwards, nearly stepping on a severed hand. She shrieked and covered her mouth with her hands.


      Rausch’s gaze was locked on the body of an old woman. She lay twisted on her side, her torso slashed open. Her attacker had taken hold of her intestines and strewn them about the field. Another of the slain pilgrims had been dismembered and stuffed inside the ribcage of a slaughtered horse. Rausch turned pale and dashed behind a boulder, where, loudly and at great length, he heaved up his most recent meal.


      Angelika moved to the dead horse with the murdered pilgrim inside. Leaning to avoid the gore, she stretched out to unbuckle a pair of saddlebags.


      ‘Shallya preserve us!’ choked Friar Gerhold. ‘Who could have done this monstrous thing?’


      ‘Monsters, of course,’ said Angelika. Opening a saddlebag, she found a dinner fork with a cracked enamel handle. She tossed it onto her discard pile.


      ‘It looks like the work of beastmen,’ Franziskus told Gerhold. ‘We’ve encountered them in the pass before.’


      The very word sent a chill through the assembled pilgrims. They’d all heard of beastmen, the misshapen half-man, half-animal warriors of Chaos. But none had ever seen one, or hoped to. The mere sight of the things was said to be enough to drive a healthy mind to acts of madness.


      ‘These ones were bold, to come right out into the open in broad daylight,’ Angelika said. ‘You should all get back up under cover. The things could be watching us right now.’


      She’s only saying that to scare them, Franziskus thought. If there really were beastmen about, they’d sense it. Their skins would be crawling. They’d feel light-headed. The edges of the world would seem unnoticeably wrong.


      Gerhold rocked back on his heels, stunned. He’d noticed that all of the pilgrims had their tongues torn out. Then he saw the tongues, arranged in a neat row, on top of a log. ‘Why,’ he stammered, ‘why do they do this?’


      Angelika shrugged. ‘Because they are Chaos?’ She bent down over the remains of a burly pilgrim, rolling him from back to front. The prioress moaned at the sight of his pulped face and torn throat.


      ‘What are you doing?’ she asked.


      ‘You’re slowing me down. Go back.’ Angelika’s fingers darted in near the man’s ruined neck. She had found a gold chain and was working around the back of his neck to find its clasp. Though her fingers were wet with his blood, she deftly got it loose. She held it up to the sunlight. A dark gem, set in filigreed gold, hung from the chain. ‘Garnet,’ she said to Franziskus, indifferently. She held it out for him, but he wouldn’t take it. She dropped it into her keeper pile. Then she returned to her work, pulling the corpse’s trousers down.


      ‘This is outrageous!’ the prioress said.


      ‘Indecent!’ the physic chorused.


      ‘How can you allow this?’ the friar demanded of Franziskus.


      Angelika tugged at a leather belt strapped to the man’s thigh like a phylactery. It came loose and she saw that it contained a dozen gold crowns, each neatly tucked into a slot of its own. She thumbed each coin from its hiding place, clanked them together in her cupped hand, then moved them into her open purse. The belt she threw onto the discard pile; it lay there like a fresh-killed snake.


      Angelika arranged herself over the man’s right leg. She clamped her hands around his ankle and pulled on the boot.


      Rausch put his hand on her shoulder. ‘We’ll have no more of this. Stop that right now!’


      Angelika whirled, knocking Rausch’s legs out from under him. She was atop him in an instant, her knee in his chest, a dagger at his eye. She bared her teeth at him. ‘Have you grown tired of living?’ she asked.


      Gerhold took a step in their direction. He looked to Franziskus, who shook his head, warning him off. The friar backed away.


      ‘Answer my question!’ hissed Angelika.


      ‘No,’ said the physic. ‘No.’


      Angelika moved the dagger an eighth of an inch closer to Rausch’s eye. He whimpered. Angelika shifted more of her weight onto his chest. ‘Then you’ll never again interfere with me. Do you understand?’


      ‘Very clearly,’ Rausch said.


      She rolled off him and up to her feet. She brandished the dagger at Heilwig and Gerhold. ‘This is my profession,’ she said.


      Heilwig regarded her stonily. ‘You even steal their boots?’


      Angelika came at her. ‘No – sometimes they hide items of value there. I would.’


      Heilwig did not falter. ‘It is grossly immoral. Eternal damnation awaits you if you do not immediately repent these vicious sins.’


      Angelika turned her back on the pilgrims and went over to another body. It was that of a gaunt, dark-haired woman who appeared to be missing much of her brain. ‘Get them out of here, Franziskus,’ she said.


      Franziskus took Heilwig by the arm and led her off. She pulled it away, but then meekly accompanied him as he took her back toward the hills. Rausch followed, walking with a peculiar gait. Franziskus saw why: the physic had stained his trousers.


      An hour later, Angelika returned to the temporary camp, weaving under the weight of a single heavy pack. This whole pilgrimage business presented a series of problems she had not properly considered. It had never occurred to her that pilgrimage could be more lucrative than war, but it was now clear that everyday citizens killed en route to a shrine carried goods that put all but the richest soldiers to shame. Just from this one windfall, she’d collected so much swag she’d have trouble carrying it all. She might have to detour off in search of a hiding place where she could safely cache her take. She would also have to beware of the others in her own party. No matter how self-righteous they made themselves out to be, there were surely one or two of them who might find an excuse to pilfer her newfound riches.


      The pilgrims stood and surrounded her as she approached. She thunked her sack down near Franziskus’. Her stomach rumbled. Sitting cross-legged, she reached into her trail pack, groping around for a wedge of cheese. Paring knife in hand, she cut away its protective layer of mould and began to gnaw at it. The pilgrims milled around her, apparently waiting for Angelika to say something.


      Finally Rausch spoke. ‘We have taken a vote,’ he said.


      ‘Congratulations,’ replied Angelika. She frowned; the cheese was leaving a nasty coating on her tongue. She spat it out. It landed at Brother Lemoine’s feet.


      ‘We can’t be a party to your grave-robbing,’ Rausch continued.


      ‘Fair enough,’ said Angelika, sorting through her pack in search of camping sausage. She was sure she had a good chunk of it left, but had trouble locating it. ‘So what have you decided?’


      ‘We present you with this ultimatum: unless you utterly renounce this vile activity, we will be forced to discharge you as our guide.’


      ‘Must I renounce it for all eternity, or only while you employ me?’


      Rausch appeared unprepared for this question. He leaned back to speak to Heilwig.


      She pushed him aside. ‘Each of us must see to our own souls. What you do after you’ve left our service is not our concern.’


      ‘Not our direct concern,’ amended Brother Lemoine. ‘In the broader sense, it is every faithful man’s responsibility to–’


      ‘Shut up, Lemoine,’ said the prioress.


      Angelika found her piece of sausage and cut a disk of meat off the end. ‘So I have to promise not to do any more scavenging until I get you to the shrine?’ She popped the sausage bit into her mouth and chewed it appreciatively.


      ‘Yes,’ said the prioress.


      ‘Forget it,’ said Angelika. She stood and hefted her belongings. ‘Goodbye.’


      ‘Goodbye?’ asked Ivo Kirchgeld.


      ‘I dislike ultimatums,’ Angelika said, buckling her pack on. ‘And I don’t like people who agree to arrangements and then want to change them. Are you coming, Franziskus?’


      Franziskus addressed Rausch and the prioress. ‘If you think she’s bluffing, I can tell you she isn’t.’


      Rausch wavered. The prioress silenced him with a wrathful look.


      Franziskus looked at Angelika, then at Devorah.


      ‘You know your way around these parts,’ Stefan Recht said to Franziskus. ‘We’ll hire you to take us to the mountain.’


      Franziskus shook his head. ‘I made a vow to stay at her side. I cannot break that oath.’


      ‘Sure you can,’ Angelika said. Franziskus picked up his own pack. He looked back at the pilgrims. ‘Your decision is a principled one, but still I beg you to relent. This place will not forgive mistakes.’


      The prioress crossed her arms. ‘It is not I who must relent.’
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      Chapter Nine


      Franziskus followed Angelika down the slope and into the pass. Behind them, they heard a new procession of pilgrims, driving a half-dozen canvas-covered carts, protected by a phalanx of mercenaries, clad in varicoloured outfits and brandishing enormous halberds. The procession stopped briefly at the site of the beastman attack, then sped onwards. Their carts kicked up dust. It blew over Franziskus and Angelika.


      He raised a hand to his face, shielding it from the cloud of dirt. ‘We’re heading to Heiligerberg on our own, I take it?’


      Angelika clanked her bag of loot. ‘There’s more where this came from,’ she said.


      They walked. The day was growing warmer. Franziskus removed his hat and fanned himself with it.


      ‘It’s going to be like that, is it?’ Angelika said.


      ‘Like what?’


      ‘The silent reproach.’


      ‘I’m not reproaching you.’


      ‘So you approve?’


      Franziskus contemplated.


      ‘Are you deciding what you think,’ Angelika asked, ‘or working out the best way to say it?’


      ‘I will say this.’ Franziskus said. ‘They should have known what the result would be, when they confronted you.’


      ‘But still you think I should go back with my tail between my legs and beg for the chance to protect them?’


      ‘I think they need looking after. Maybe Richart can keep them safe. Though he doesn’t know the pass, he seems to have a head on his shoulders. And he can fight.’


      ‘I’m not so sure he doesn’t know the pass.’


      ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘He was a more experienced woodsman than he let on.’


      ‘Why would he pretend otherwise?’


      Angelika shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter now.’


      A peculiar sound issued from the woods to their right. They froze. It sounded like painful, strained chirping. Then like singing. Then it was a voice.


      ‘I love you,’ croaked the voice.


      ‘What is that?’ Franziskus asked.


      ‘I don’t want to know,’ replied Angelika.


      ‘I need your help,’ said the thing in the woods. Its timbre had changed; now it sounded like Angelika’s voice.


      Franziskus drew his sabre and headed toward the sound.


      ‘Franziskus…’ Angelika warned.


      ‘I know,’ said Franziskus.


      She cursed and followed him.


      ‘I’m so grateful to you,’ said the voice.


      ‘Sigmar’s hammer!’ blurted Franziskus. He stood over a patch of ground blanketed with puffy, pus-coloured toadstools. In its centre lay the half-digested body of a goblin, coated in translucent slime. Ropy, plant-like tendrils looped around it; thick bristles stuck into its flesh, as if drinking it dry. Portions of the goblin’s skull had become visible through its skin. Its beady eyes fixed themselves on Franziskus. Its mouth moved. It spoke to him in Angelika’s voice.


      ‘Thank you for rescuing me,’ it said.


      ‘What are you?’ Franziskus asked.


      Angelika put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Let’s not engage it in conversation, shall we?’


      ‘I am grateful for all you’ve done,’ the creature said.


      ‘What is this?’ Franziskus asked the real Angelika.


      She swatted him. ‘What do you think it is? It’s Chaos! Let’s get out of here!’


      ‘But how has it gained the mechanisms of speech?’


      ‘Chaos, Franziskus, Chaos! Who cares?’


      ‘A creature like this should be incapable of–’


      ‘You can stay here and ponder if you want – I’m leaving.’


      The goblin swivelled its head at Angelika. It spoke in a male voice that Franziskus recognised, but could not place. ‘I really do care for you,’ it said.


      Angelika shuddered.


      ‘Should I go in and kill it?’ Franziskus said.


      It spoke to Franziskus, in Devorah’s voice. ‘We can be together.’


      ‘That’s what it wants, for you to go in there.’ Angelika yanked Franziskus’ arm, turned, and ran. Franziskus ran after her. ‘Come back!’ the thing shrieked. They ran through the pass for a good half an hour, until Franziskus was out of breath. He stopped, hands on his knees.


      ‘We should go back and kill that thing,’ he gasped.


      ‘I’m not going back there,’ said Angelika.


      ‘We’ve got to slay it, so it can’t lure anyone else.’


      ‘Let some warrior of Sigmar come along and give it a good smiting. I’m not going back.’


      ‘What was that thing? It knew what was in our minds.’


      Angelika twitched. She breathed deep. She put her arms over her head and stretched them, trying to work the fear out of her muscles. ‘You heard the others going on about there being an eruption of Chaos up north?’


      ‘That’s why so many are anxious to go on this pilgrimage, to bless themselves against it.’


      ‘When Chaos stirs, all sorts of weird and terrible things can happen. I heard a scholar go on about it once, in a tavern. Said that when Chaos gets strong, it can start to leak into this world. Bubble up through the cracks and start to devour nature itself, just like a Chaos mutation can infect a person. I thought he was full of it, but I guess he was right.’


      ‘So what do we do?’


      ‘Let’s not even think about it. I don’t want to give Chaos any further invitation to go rummaging in my thoughts. Do you?’


      Franziskus thought she might mention the way it had used Devorah’s voice on him, but she did not, and he was grateful to her. He started walking again.


      Together, they rounded a bend in the pass. They saw the well-equipped pilgrims again; they’d stopped to roast a sheep over a fresh-dug fire pit. Delicious aromas of greasy meat wafted their way.


      ‘I don’t believe it. They’ll have every greenskin in the pass swarming over them,’ Angelika said. ‘Let’s get clear of here.’


      Behind them, they heard their names shouted. Franziskus unsheathed his sword and spun around. He imagined he’d see the goblin creature, grown gigantic, tottering their way, translucent claws clacking at him. But it was Ivo and Richart, waving and panting.


      ‘How did you find us?’ Franziskus asked, when they got within earshot. He was still not sure they weren’t a Chaos manifestation.


      Richart hiked his shoulder at Ivo. ‘Ivo thought you’d go follow the best chances for… salvage. That you’d stick to the pass.’


      ‘I was right,’ said Ivo, pleased with himself.


      ‘What do you want?’ asked Angelika.


      ‘We need you back,’ said Richart.


      ‘No. There’s trouble up that way,’ said Angelika. ‘There’s a bunch of foolhardy pilgrims ringing the dinner bell for orcs and goblins.’


      ‘I stopped and warned them,’ Richart said. ‘They put out their fire right away.’


      ‘And there are Chaos things.’ Richart and Ivo exchanged weighty looks. ‘There was a pit full of toadstools, devouring a goblin. It shouted some strange things at us. We kept moving.’


      ‘I’m not going back north,’ Angelika said. ‘I’m freed from my promise.’


      ‘We can head through the hills, skirt clear of the Chaos and those fool orc-attracting pilgrims.’


      ‘No,’ said Angelika.


      ‘We need your help,’ said Richart.
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      Chapter Ten


      The trip back took half a day and the four of them arrived at camp as twilight crept up on the pass. The pilgrims wore sullen expressions, but brightened notably when they saw Angelika. Devorah bounded through the bush to Franziskus. She embraced him and sobbed. He could not make out her words.


      Rausch sat propped against a tree, his arm in a sling, a dark bruise spreading from the centre of his face, the white of his left eye replaced by red. His once-regal nose was pushed to one side; it appeared broken. He acknowledged Angelika’s arrival with a bleary nod.


      ‘What happened to him?’ Angelika asked.


      ‘A scuffle broke out,’ said Richart, looking away.


      ‘He seems to have got the worst of it.’


      She walked past Ludwig and Waldemar, their faces lacerated and etched with remorse.


      ‘What was it about?’ Angelika performed a quick head-count. The prioress was missing.


      ‘The doctor’s judgement was called into question.’ Richart stepped around a large, waxy-leafed Emperor’s Bush. Behind it were the two sections of Prioress Heilwig’s corpse, cut raggedly in two, just above the waist. Set out beside her was the instrument of her demise: an ingenious, man-sized variation on the bear trap, made from logs and vines, with triangles of jagged scrap metal for teeth.


      ‘She went over here, I assume to relieve herself and we all heard the snap and the crunch.’ Richart explained.


      ‘It was ghastly,’ muttered Ivo.


      Angelika bent over the device. She kept her fingers well clear of the jagged teeth.


      ‘Goblins?’ Richart asked.


      ‘Most likely,’ Angelika said. ‘Could be skaven, I suppose, but you don’t often see them around here. The trap’s old; I’m surprised the vines had still enough tension in them to do this much damage.’ She stood and addressed the group. ‘This is why you must always be careful here. Act as if everything wants to kill you.’


      ‘So you’ll come back and lead us?’ Waldemar said.


      ‘Let’s just see,’ said Angelika. In a theatrical gesture, she placed a hand over her eyes and peered at each of the surviving pilgrims, in turn. ‘Do I have everyone’s attention?’ Her gaze lingered on the resentful face of Victor Rausch. She turned and took the prioress by the arms, dragging her upper torso out of the trap. Devorah covered her face; the others stared dumbly at Angelika as she reached, with a flourish, down into the dead abbess’ bosom. She withdrew Heilwig’s silver dove pendant and held it out for all to see. She slipped it into a pocket. ‘Is there anyone here who does not understand the nature of my arrangement with you?’ she asked.


      None spoke.


      ‘Good,’ she said, reaching down to take the abbess’ purse.


      Telling them that the corpse-smell would attract predators, Angelika ordered the pilgrims to move out in darkness, as soon as they’d got the prioress into a soft spot in the ground. ‘A humble burial for a humble woman,’ the summoner had pronounced, over her improvised grave. Angelika restrained her laughter. After about an hour of struggle through thick brush across a steep hillside, Angelika stopped to listen to noises emanating up from the pass. She picked out laughter, the banging of tambourines, the scraping of cutlery against stoneware plates, the whicker of horses, and the whoops of young men drunk on lager. Angelika called a halt to the procession and motioned for the others to gather round. Through the trees, down in the pass, they beheld bobbing spots of orange-yellow torchlight.


      ‘I’m changing the plan,’ she told her charges, who now numbered only ten. There was Ivo, the pardoner; Friar Gerhold; Brother Lemoine; Advocate Recht; Ludwig, the sailor; Waldemar the summoner; the physic, Rausch; Udo, the merchant; Richart and Devorah. ‘Do you know why crows gather in flocks?’ she asked them.


      ‘The same reason men band together – for mutual defence,’ said Rausch.


      ‘It’s safety in numbers, all right, but not for the reason you think. A crow in a flock plays a game of numbers. He’s much less likely to be eaten by a fox than he would out on his own, because the fox has so many more other crows he can eat instead. Well, we’re about to adopt the tactic of crows.’ She parted the branches to reveal a pass swarming with pilgrims.


      ‘We must be getting close,’ marvelled Ludwig. ‘There’s enough wayfarers down there to fill a village.’


      Rausch made a sour face. ‘There’s music. And merriment. Scarcely befitting a holy pilgrimage.’


      Gerhold gravely bobbed his head. ‘Yes, listen to them. They act as if they don’t know the world’s ending.’


      ‘If I thought the world was truly ending,’ said Angelika, ‘I’d be drinking and listening to minstrels, too.’ She gestured to Rausch’s wounds. ‘Let’s contain our disapproval, shall we? The last thing we need is another fight.


      ‘We’ll be threading through the various parties of travellers, always keeping someone else between the hills and us on either side of the pass. So when greenskins or beastmen come crashing down from the woods, there’ll be others to get killed first.’


      ‘I feel that I must state the following,’ Lemoine started.


      ‘Let’s all just pretend you said it already,’ said Ludwig, tramping over to Angelika’s side. ‘I didn’t trouble myself knocking sense into Rausch’s head just so that you could take over as chief worry-wart.’


      ‘It is my obligation to say it,’ Lemoine continued. ‘To do proper homage to Shallya, we should do as she would, and put ourselves selflessly between others and the dangers that threaten them.’


      ‘Shut up, Lemoine,’ said Physic Rausch, stepping around him and toward Angelika, adjusting his head-bandage.


      As they walked down into the pass, Ivo sidled up to Angelika. He glanced back at his fellow pilgrims before clearing his voice to speak. ‘Your momentary departure – it was all a ruse, wasn’t it? To flush out the killer.’


      Altman’s murderer. Amid all the other matters concerning her, Angelika had allowed this crucial question to slip nearly completely from her mind. ‘Yes,’ she lied. ‘I am deploying a clever ruse.’


      Ivo made another furtive check to see that none of the others had got too close. ‘I have a fact that might be of great importance. I think Richart Pfeffer’s the killer.’


      ‘How so?’


      ‘I caught him going through my pack. He’s nothing but a thief. He meant to rob me, just as he robbed Altman of that fake relic of his.’


      Angelika called out to Richart, who was already heading toward them, angry red tones rising to colour his olive skin.


      ‘What lies is that pusillanimous wretch telling now?’ he demanded, as he reached Angelika’s side. She positioned herself between the landowner and his accuser.


      ‘He says he saw you going through his pack.’


      ‘I did no such thing!’ Angelika saw Richart’s hand flit to the hilt of his scabbarded sword. ‘He lies!’


      ‘I saw it with my own two eyes!’ Ivo exclaimed, his words taking on an absurd vibrato. ‘I confronted him! He backed away! Guiltily!’


      ‘Completely untrue!’ Richart shouted.


      Brother Lemoine, lifting his leg high to step over an exposed tree root, placed his finger in the air. ‘Alas, I must bear witness,’ he said.


      Richart’s head snapped around as the monk drew nearer. ‘Witness to what?’


      Lemoine shook his head mournfully. ‘Honesty compels me to say it. I witnessed Monsieur Pfeffer yesterday, on a separate occasion, also fixing to open Ivo’s pack. ’Twas I who warned Monsieur Kirchgeld to keep a close eye on his belongings.’


      ‘Wait,’ said Angelika. ‘You’re sure you saw Richart open the pardoner’s bag?’


      ‘Yes, we were encamped, and I was returning from the side of the trail, after performing necessary bodily elimination, and there was Monsieur Pfeffer, his fingers untying the clasp on Monsieur Kirchgeld’s sack. He quickly darted them out again and made as if nothing was amiss, and I chose not to confront him directly – for I feel Shallya would frown on it – but instead issued a quiet warning to Monsieur Kirchgeld.’


      Richart seethed. ‘You saw no such thing.’


      Lemoine pulled his shoulders up to his neck for a long, sad shrug. ‘I place no interpretation on what I saw. Ivo says it proves you’re the killer. Please note that I draw no such judgments, one way or the other.’


      ‘It’s obvious he’s the killer!’ Ivo declaimed.


      ‘The killer is Richart?’ said Waldemar. He and the others knotted around Ivo, Richart and Angelika.


      Angelika looked up into the hills, waiting for orcs to appear and start lopping pilgrims’ limbs off. ‘The side of this hill is not the place for this discussion,’ she said, and marched on.


      Ivo darted down to stick by her right side. ‘What are you going to do about this?’ he demanded.


      ‘There’s nothing to do! I’ve done nothing wrong!’ argued Richart.


      ‘Silence yourselves – both of you!’ Angelika commanded.


      As they got closer to the bottom of the hill, a grunting sound rang out from the trees below. ‘Who goes there?’ Angelika shouted.


      A corpulent, red-faced man wearing a breastplate came out from around a thick tree, hauling at his trousers and gesticulating at the approaching pilgrims with his sabre. ‘More damned pilgrims!’ he shouted. ‘Can’t you leave a man in peace for half a minute?’


      Despite the fact that he’d drawn his weapon, Angelika judged that the mercenary – for this is what his motley garb made him out to be – planned to use it only for emphasis. The hill was too steep to allow her group to slow itself or change its course much, so she waved them onward. As she got closer to the man, her angle on the tree changed, and she saw a red-lipped woman behind it, reaching under her skirts to rearrange her undergarments. Angelika addressed the woman. ‘Doing brisk business?’


      The woman responded with a complicated obscene gesture. She took the mercenary by the arm and led him off to a more secluded tree, but he pulled himself away from her. ‘The moment is ruined now,’ Angelika heard him hiss at her. ‘And I’m not payin’, neither.’


      Devorah watched them go, mouth agape. She saw Franziskus looking at her and flushed deep red. Franziskus turned a matching shade of crimson.


      ‘A crowd this big attracts commerce,’ said Angelika. ‘There must be wagonloads of doxies trundling up from the domain of the Border Princes.’


      ‘Will this ghastliness never cease?’ exclaimed the young physic. He winced, holding his throbbing head, and steadied himself by grabbing Gerhold’s shoulder. The friar patted his hand in a grandmotherly fashion.


      ‘Let’s go,’ said Angelika, waving the others on ‘Like I said, let’s find the middle of this throng. And don’t think the only dangers will come from the hills. Human beings can be just as dangerous as orcs and beastmen, even when they come wrapped in cassocks and collars.’


      They meandered past shouting fruit-sellers, around wagons yawning with goods, and through a line of penitents lined up to receive sacrament from a mangy-looking priestess. She was chanting unintelligibly and holding up a chalice dripping with wine.


      Devorah wrinkled her nose. ‘False prophets and heretics,’ she said, to Franziskus, who had given up his position at the rear of the group to walk by her side. ‘If the prioress was here, she’d give them what for.’


      ‘I’m sure she would,’ said Franziskus. ‘What’ll you do now?’


      Devorah’s head turned as a halfling, wearing only a pair of black pantaloons, walked by, listlessly flogging his hirsute back with a knotted piece of wire. The little fellow, no more than three and a half feet tall, had shaved his head bald and tattooed it with a variety of holy signs, each significant to a different god. Blood rushed in rivulets between his shoulders and down to the waistband of his trousers. Dazed, he muttered something about the coming of Chaos and then bumped into Recht, the advocate, who shoved him away, before dabbing at his expensive outfit.


      ‘Damned flagellants!’ Recht cried. ‘You can’t get away from them, these days.’


      ‘That is also heresy,’ Devorah explained to Franziskus. ‘To scourge yourself like that is to deny the primacy of mercy.’


      ‘So,’ said Franziskus. ‘I was asking what you’d do.’


      ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘You were obligated to the prioress, but now she’s gone. I imagine you’ll continue to Heiligerberg, in her honour…’


      ‘Yes, I owe her that.’ Devorah’s dull, dazed expression was not far from that of the halfling flagellant.


      ‘And you…’ Franziskus paused. ‘I guess you haven’t had time to contemplate, what might happen after that.’


      ‘I’ll let Shallya show me the way,’ Devorah said.


      Angelika halted the group. Oxen groaned to her right as a large party of travellers circled their wagons for the night. To her left, several dozen men and women, all garbed in identical off-white robes, bedded down in the open air, throwing down bedrolls. She spotted a recently abandoned fire pit that lay roughly between the two groups. Immediately she raced toward it, heading off a trio of stocky men in dark cloaks and high boots. They stood considering her for a moment. Angelika stamped her foot at them and they scattered, grumbling. She directed her group to circle around the fire pit and pitch their tents. Arms crossed, she watched over them, casting an evaluating look around the crowded pass.


      Franziskus joined her. ‘We’ll have to set up watch, against robbers.’


      ‘And now that Richart’s suspect, we can’t make use of our third-best swordsman.’


      ‘I find it hard to believe that he’s a thief, much less a killer,’ Franziskus commented. ‘But why would Lemoine lie?’


      A voice rang out from amid the party with the carts and oxen. ‘Waldemar!’ it cried, jolly and surprised. Waldemar’s head popped up. Angelika saw a pained look cross the summoner’s face, which he quickly replaced with a mask of good humour. Rising, he greeted a portly, harmless-looking fellow decked out in burlap robes, his puffy, indistinct face beaming out from under a wide-brimmed hat. The stranger halted for a blustering sneeze, wiped his nose on his sleeve and moved to embrace Waldemar, kissing him on both cheeks. Waldemar returned the gesture dispassionately.


      Not satisfied with the kissing, the mush-faced man clapped Waldemar on the shoulders. ‘Waldemar Silber, you old hound!’ he happily exclaimed. ‘You’re the first decent sight I’ve seen in two weeks of arduous travel!’


      ‘It is good to see you, also, Hildred Biber.’ Waldemar watched a clear wet trail establish itself between the bottom of the man’s nose and the top of his lip. ‘You are not unwell, I hope.’


      ‘No,’ chortled Biber, chucking him on the shoulder, ‘just my damnable hay fever acting up again. Shallya only knows what atrocious humours fill the air here. I reckon my left lung’s glued shut with snot, and my right, with bitter black bile.’


      ‘You have always imagined yourself in colourfully poor shape, Hildred.’


      Hildred nodded happily at this observation. ‘When I stand before Mother Elsbeth, I’ll be well cured of all that ails me, for once and all. But I thought you weren’t coming on the pilgrimage.’


      Waldemar’s hands drifted down to his belly; a queasy look came over him. ‘I altered my plans,’ he said.


      Hildred gestured magnanimously to his party’s massive carts. ‘Well, it’s fortunate we’ve come across each other. You can join us and travel in comfort the rest of the way.’ He leaned into Waldemar’s ear and spoke in a whisper that was louder than his regular speaking voice. ‘Frankly, it looks like you joined into a party at the last minute and have fallen in with rather mangy company. It will be an utter scandal and outrage if you don’t come right over and bunk in with us. Everyone’s over there: Josef, Aldebrand, Ivan – even old Gobble-Guts!’


      Waldemar shifted uncomfortably stepping in front of his shabby tent, to hide it from his acquaintance. ‘It would be an imposition, I’m sure.’


      Without warning, Hildred sneezed heartily into Waldemar’s face. Like a beagle, he shook his jowls. ‘Nonsense!’ he barked. ‘There’ll be some squeezing in to do, but we wouldn’t hear of letting you stay with lice-ridden strangers.’ He said this with a smile, apparently unconcerned that the lice-ridden strangers in question stood all around him. Angelika saw Ludwig reach for his gnarled club.


      Hildred clapped hands over his porcine ears. ‘You cannot still be angry at poor Aldebrand!’


      ‘Naturally not.’


      ‘He and that woman of which we shall not speak – they have parted company now, you know.’


      ‘Is that so?’


      ‘Yes, yes, she proved herself a most brazen strumpet – treating him as she did you. So now both of you are hoisted on the selfsame halberd. You should gather together and quaff a flagon or three of ale, commiserate, and drown your foolish conflict. I am quite sure Aldebrand is prepared to forgive you.’


      Waldemar ground his teeth together. ‘If I were still occupied by this affair, which I assure I am not, Hildred, I would say when a man beds another’s wife, it is not he to whom forgiveness is owed.’


      ‘Whatever, my fellow, whatever! A good friendship cannot be allowed to founder on the rocks of a woman’s falseness. They are all harlots, Waldemar, to a one.’


      Waldemar looked at Angelika. She did her best to seem as if she hadn’t been listening, though the booming volume of Mildred’s voice had given her, and the rest of the party, no choice but to hear.


      ‘It is not true, Hildred.’


      ‘Let us argue that over dark Tilean brandy.’


      ‘We’ve all made a pact of mutual protection,’ Waldemar said. ‘I can’t go breaking my oaths now.’ He pointed heavenwards. ‘Not with Shallya so dose.’


      Hildred dabbed his sleeve under his nose, then took a look at the dark spot. ‘You always were a stickler for that sort of thing. Well, perhaps we’ll meet up at the mountain. When I see her grace, I’ll do my best to see she grants you audience.’ He waddled back to his cart.


      Waldemar squatted down beside his half-pitched tent, cold sweat beading on his pale and regal forehead. He caught Angelika’s eye, as if inviting her to inquire into his affairs. It was a temptation she found eminently resistible.


      A soft voice came up behind her. ‘You’ve done it, Angelika.’ It was Gerhold, the friar. The firelight from nearby camps played on his worn features. Angelika squinted distrustfully at him. She had given him little thought over the course of the journey. Unlike almost every other member of the assemblage, Gerhold struck her as genuinely kind and pleasant. It had to be a trick. Maybe he was the murderer.


      ‘Done what?’ she asked.


      Gerhold covered his surprise with an affable chuckle. ‘Your responsibility weighs heavier on you than you like to admit,’ he said.


      ‘You know my rule about preaching. Now what are you telling me I’ve done?’


      Unfazed, he smiled and pointed into the southern sky, where a low blanket of night clouds parted. Moonlight spilled onto the mountaintops, silvering their snowy reaches. ‘Hold out your arm,’ Gerhold instructed. She did, and he directed it toward a modest, truncated peak backed by a trio of more impressive brothers. ‘That’s it,’ Gerhold said. ‘The Holy Mountain. You’ve done it. You’ve brought us to Heiligerberg.’
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      Chapter Eleven


      Angelika took first watch. She positioned herself on a makeshift bench made by draping her bedroll over her pack. Gradually the torches of the pilgrims around them were extinguished. She kept her ears alert. Every so often a stray traveller or two would come wandering past them, but none aroused Angelika’s sense of threat. One, a beady-eyed young man with a half-witted grin, made to approach her, but she scared him away with a growl and a brandish of her dagger, which she’d been absent-mindedly sharpening with her whetstone.


      Just as she was beginning to reconsider the wisdom of camping amid so many others, she heard a metallic commotion, followed by shouts of exertion and screams of pain. A fight had started to the north. It was hard to tell, with the din of struggle bouncing off rock faces to the west and the east, but her experienced guess placed the scene of battle about a quarter mile away. There were dozens of encampments between them and the melee, but Angelika woke her people anyway, so they’d be ready to fight or flee, as required. Amid the shouts rose harsh and guttural cries; Angelika recognised these as the products of the orcish larynx. Her crow’s stratagem had proven wise.


      The sound of clashing arms lasted for perhaps ten minutes then subsided. Groans and curses continued for a little while after that. But by then the others in Angelika’s party were already settling back into their tents and bedrolls. It was time for Richart and Lemoine to take over watch, but the clamour of the skirmish had set Angelika’s blood to racing and she decided to give them more time to rest. Part of her wanted to creep off and find the site of the battle, to glean its treasures. But if the humans had won – and it sounded as if they had – there’d be nothing to take anyway.


      She stood and craned her neck, hoping to see what had happened. She heard the sounds of parties breaking camp. Soon the pass shook with tramping feet and creaking wheels, as pilgrims moved away from the place of trouble. As they began to tromp around her spot, she hailed them, asking what had gone on. It was greenskins, an angular sister called out, her face all straight nose and high cheekbone. A dozen pilgrims were killed before their bodyguards beat them back, she said. No, corrected another woman, an ice-blonde creature in noblewoman’s attire, there’d been two dozen killed, perhaps three.


      Richart stirred and came to join her. She told him what had gone on.


      ‘I didn’t kill Altman,’ he said. ‘You can trust me.’


      ‘I don’t even trust myself.’ Angelika felt suddenly exhausted. She lifted herself up and dragged herself over to the snoring Lemoine. She delivered a swift, stern kick to his ribs. He jolted up, snorting and coughing.


      She pulled her bedroll off of her pack and laid it out on the ground. She sank into it and soon was deeply asleep. Yet as Angelika slept, she maintained an awareness of the vast campsite around her, with its clanking of pots, its snapping, popping fires and the muted wails of the sick and dying.


      She was propelled headlong into dream. Through a trackless forest she endlessly wandered, searching for an unspecified something. Franziskus was there, impossible to get rid of, as always. Her other companions melded into one another, changing identities like snakes bulging from their skins. She mistakenly joined a procession of the dead. Thomas Kreiger reproached her for not taking the oath he’d demanded of her. He told her he considered her bound to it regardless, and that her heart agreed with him. The prioress, her top half sliding around precariously on her severed hips, told her she was now obligated to marry Franziskus, so that Devorah’s chastity would be protected. Muller, fluid leaking from an aching pit in his skull, demanded that she send his killer, Rausch, to keep him company in the afterlife.


      Something is wrong with me, Angelika thought, as the dead circled around her, preventing her from moving forward. She saw the mountain – and in the dreams it was the tallest peak around – but every time she took a step toward it, the slain pilgrims grabbed hold of her and hauled her back. Altman climbed onto her, jutting his fat face down at her. At least Muller knows his killer, the bailiff accused. You forgot to look for mine, didn’t you? You have no idea who it is, do you?


      Angelika squirmed, trapped, wanting to tell him that yes, she did know who it was. And in her dream state, she did know. Angelika wanted to hear herself say it. She would remember it, she promised herself, carrying the knowledge into the waking state. But as she tried to speak, a stream of bloodied gold came from her choking mouth, blocking her words, and stopping her from naming Altman’s killer. Now Altman was beside her, solicitous hands on her shoulders, popping the heel of his hand against her back, to no avail: she spewed up jewels, gems, stickpins, chains and a brace of tiny swords. You must tell us, dream-Altman demanded.


      Wait, dream-Angelika thought. You’re the one who was killed. You tell me who did it.


      She woke up, chilled to the bone, her gorge still rising. She ached as if she’d been beaten. Through watery eyes, the darkened campsite swirled around her. On hands and knees she crawled past Franziskus, his features angelic in sleep. Devorah lay beside him, fully clothed and blanketed; her hand stretched his way. Angelika sneezed. She choked. She made her way to the camp’s perimeter, to a muddy trail trampled by hundreds of pilgrim sandals. She opened her throat and sprayed their footprints with gelatinous pink vomit. For an instant, she was thankful that it was not gold and silver coming out of her. Then it felt like a fist had reached down into her innards and pulled them inside out and more vomit exploded from her guts.


      By sunrise, it was plain that nearly everyone had the sickness. Angelika stretched out on her side, passing in and out of consciousness. Franziskus could stand, but his head felt heavy and hot. Waldemar was on his knees, coughing and shaking. Gerhold and Devorah sat shoulder to shoulder, shivering.


      Pinch-faced pilgrims passed their camp, turning up their noses at the stink of vomit. ‘They’ve got the plague,’ one muttered. ‘Someone should have them burned, then,’ said another.


      Angelika fought to marshal a few drams of strength. She worked herself up to her hands and knees.


      ‘It’s Chaos plague,’ said Stefan Recht.


      ‘Don’t be stupid,’ said Ludwig. ‘Bad things can happen without them being Chaos.’


      Stefan had his shirt open and was checking his chest for any pustules or buboes that might be bursting from his skin. His search revealed nothing worse than a few speckly moles and some sweat-matted grey chest hair. ‘The transformations will begin any moment now. Not even Mother Elsbeth can cure those.’


      ‘Mother Elsbeth can cure anything,’ Devorah insisted.


      Angelika made it to her knees.


      ‘Stefan’s hypothesis, may not, I dread, be discounted out of hand,’ said Lemoine, reaching under his monk’s cassock to perform a self-examination of his own. ‘The dread possibility of Chaos looms everywhere.’


      ‘Nonsense,’ snorted Ludwig. ‘This is naught but a bad case of the croup.’


      Ivo sat slowly up; the illness made him seem drunk. ‘No point in talking sense to them. Little minds see Chaos everywhere.’


      ‘Chaos is everywhere,’ said Recht. ‘Especially now.’


      Ivo lay back down, pulling his road blanket closer around him. ‘All right then, Chaos is everywhere. But we don’t have to fear it, not as much as people think. It’s fear that gives Chaos its power.’


      ‘An arrogant doctrine,’ Lemoine wheezed.


      ‘A typically false and blasphemous doctrine,’ amplified Waldemar, ‘which is to be expected, from a shameless pardoner.’


      Ivo threw off his blanket and capered over to Waldemar, holding his hands behind his head, mimicking the horns of a daemon. He wiggled his fingers and stuck out his tongue. ‘Boo! Boo! I am a Chaos daemon! All must fear me!’


      Waldemar shrank back. ‘How dare you tempt fate so grievously?’


      Lemoine stretched out to grab Ivo and pull him off his feet, but the effort exhausted him and he collapsed halfway to the pardoner’s dancing feet. Ivo disgustedly tossed his blanket down on the ground. ‘How many of you have actually met a Chaos worshipper?’


      Ivo’s question was greeted by a series of horrified stares.


      ‘Well, I have, and I can tell you they’re nothing to be afraid of. A pack of drooling, deluded cretins, that’s all they are.’ The pardoner arranged himself on his blanket, on his back, his fingers interlaced on his chest. ‘And the likes of them are supposed to bring down the Empire? Later, when we’re over this perfectly ordinary malady, and it no longer hurts to laugh, remind me to do just that.’


      ‘And just how did you happen to keep company with the minions of Chaos?’ Waldemar asked.


      Lemoine protectively put his hands to the sides of his head. ‘Let us hear no more! He might spill blasphemous secrets into our ears, leaving us with no choice but to scourge ourselves.’


      ‘I don’t know which of you is stupider,’ muttered Ludwig.


      ‘Flagellation is another false doctrine,’ said Waldemar.


      Ivo snorted derisively, but it came back on him and resolved into a wracking cough. He rolled on his side and pounded his breastbone for relief. ‘Never fear, Lemoine,’ he finally sputtered. ‘There’s no tale to tell. A covey of the gullible sots once approached me, wishing to purchase pardon for their misdeeds.’


      ‘As if the taint of Chaos may be erased with gold!’ Waldemar huffed.


      ‘Gold? They weren’t even willing to pay silver!’ said Ivo. ‘They thought they could cheat me and that the pardon would still be valid. Imbeciles, every last one of them, barely able to tie their own bootlaces. Ever since I realised that, I’ve given Chaos no hold over me.’


      ‘Your logical error is thus:’ pontificated Lemoine. ‘Men who choose to worship the dark gods may, as you say, be nothing but fools. After all, their devotions guarantee their own eventual destruction. That, however, does not mean Chaos itself – its devouring gods and its slavering beastmen – lacks all capacity to harm us. You’ll regret your loose words, when we begin to sprout black horns and ropy tendrils of corrupt, inhuman flesh.’


      Angelika stood. She wavered. Franziskus tripped over to her side, to prop her up.


      Ludwig picked up a stone and faked a throw at Lemoine. ‘That’s a steaming pile of fresh-laid twaddle! It ain’t Chaos that’s given us this little throat-rattle. It’s Waldemar there.’


      Waldemar closed his eyes, as if resigning himself to the downswing of the executioner’s axe.


      Ludwig kept at it: ‘His rich friend, from last night. What was his name? Biber? He couldn’t have been sneezing harder if he had been paid to do it. It was him who salted the air with ill humours.’


      Lemoine bolted up from the waist, energised by this opportunity for academic argument. ‘It is you who twaddles, Ludwig. All scholars agree that disease is communicated by malign configurations of the stars.’


      ‘And Chaos leaking into the world,’ added Stefan.


      ‘Yes, yes,’ Lemoine nodded. ‘That goes without saying.’


      Angelika opened her mouth to speak. Franziskus moved his lips too, as if this could coax the words from her. ‘Got to get out of here,’ she finally said.


      ‘What did she say?’ Ivo Kirchgeld asked.


      ‘We’re easy prey for others now,’ Angelika managed. ‘Find a secluded spot. To hole up.’ She went limp in Franziskus’ arms. With effort, he steeled himself and stayed upright himself. Devorah’s face took on an unforgiving cast.


      ‘Who feels well enough to find us a better spot?’ Franziskus asked.


      Richart sniffled. ‘I’m hale enough, so far.’


      ‘Once, aboard the Entenmuschel, I suffered simultaneously from scurvy and the shingles,’ huffed Ludwig. ‘This is nothing compared to that.’


      ‘It’s too dangerous to go off into those orc-infested woods when we’re this weak,’ Angelika said. ‘But if you can find us a more sheltered spot, as close by as possible…’


      ‘We’ll do it,’ said Richart.


      Ludwig marched over to Rausch, who still slept soundly in his bedroll. ‘He doesn’t look sick. Not a drop of sweat on him. Let’s wake him up and take him with us.’ He bent to shake Rausch by the shoulders. Rausch’s head lolled on his neck.


      ‘There’s something wrong with him,’ Ivo said.


      Ludwig shook him more vigorously. ‘Claptrap! He’s malingering!’ Rausch did not respond.


      Angelika lurched over to Ludwig, weakly shoving him aside. The old sailor yielded. She knelt down, put her fingers to Rausch’s neck. She shook her head. Under her breath, she told Muller’s spirit that he’d got the company he’d asked her for.


      ‘He’s dead?’ Ivo gulped. ‘Just when we need a physic most, he’s gone and died on us?’


      ‘He doesn’t even look sick,’ Ludwig said.


      Angelika pulled at Rausch’s bandage. She rolled him. His blood had stopped flowing; it was collecting in those parts of him that had been nearest to the ground. ‘He died before the disease had a chance to get at him,’ she said.


      ‘From the head wound?’ asked Waldemar, his complexion turning even paler than before.


      ‘Had to have been.’ Angelika felt another tide of nausea wash through her; she concealed it by sitting down beside the corpse.


      ‘We slew him,’ said Waldemar.


      Ludwig protested. ‘What we dealt to him weren’t more than a series of taps!’


      ‘Just go find us a new spot,’ Angelika said. ‘We can blame each other later.’


      Ludwig peered down at the corpse. ‘Worthless pansy,’ he said. ‘If you can’t take a knock on the head, you’ve no business getting into tussles.’ He stomped off to the west, followed by a dubious Richart.


      They came back a few minutes later, reporting that there was a gully nearby, away from the main flow of travellers. Any enemies who wanted to come at them from the hills would have to climb down through a treacherous rock slope. Angelika lifted herself up to her feet; the others followed suit, the healthy aiding the sick. Tortuously hefting their packs and bags, they dragged themselves a distance of a few hundred yards, until they reached the gully. Angelika surveyed it through bleary eyes. It would not offer much protection. She checked the rock face: it might be hard going for human climbers, but neither orcs nor goblins would find it any great impediment. Still, she was too sick to go elsewhere, and some of the others were much worse off than she was. Waldemar dropped his pack and fell to his knees beside it. He propped himself up on all fours, dropping his head and opening his mouth, ready to retch.


      Ludwig placed his boot on Waldemar’s behind and shoved him with it. ‘Go off to the side and do that!’ he bellowed.


      Waldemar meekly crawled on hands and knees to the hem of the rocky slope and then heaved extravagantly, his wretched groan echoing up the stony hillside. His companions cringed at the reverberant sound of his puke splashing into the rocks. Then a breeze caught hold of the smell and sent it drifting their way.


      Richart gulped, paled, ran to the rocks and threw up. He was quickly followed by Gerhold, Ivo and Devorah. Their efforts sent another malodorous wave rippling through the polluted air. Lemoine clutched at his gut. Udo’s hand clawed up to his throat. Ludwig inhaled deeply, to steady his rising sense of nausea. As one, the three of them stepped swiftly to the makeshift vomiting trough and began to disgorge.


      Their exodus left only Franziskus, Angelika and Recht standing. The stink of stomach bile intensified. Angelika pressed a hand to her breastbone, expecting to join them at any moment. But the urge did not quite come; she’d already retched up all she had in her. She waved a hand in front of her face.


      ‘Look on the bright side,’ she choked.


      ‘There’s a bright side?’ asked Franziskus.


      ‘There’s no creature that doesn’t instinctively shy away from the smell of puke,’ Angelika explained, wiping water from her eyes. ‘Be you man, greenskin or skaven, you know it means sickness and misery, and you stay away.’ She fumbled with the clasps on her pack. Franziskus took over for her, opening it up and laying out her bedroll.


      ‘What about beastmen?’ asked the advocate. ‘Will it keep beastmen away?’


      As she fell into sleep, Angelika’s last thought was probably not.


      She awakened with morning light all around her and Franziskus sitting at her side, his long white fingers on his knees. ‘You’re awake,’ he said.


      She pushed herself off the ground, but he crouched over her, placing gentle hands on her shoulders to move her back down. She let her eyes close again.


      ‘You’re not sick,’ Angelika said.


      Franziskus laid his palm on her forehead. It felt like ice to her. ‘My lineage is known for its ridiculously strong constitution,’ he said. ‘During the plague years, not a single one of my ancestors suffered so much as a single lesion.’


      ‘I owe them my thanks then, for bequeathing you such a hardy bloodline.’


      Franziskus arched a tawny eyebrow. ‘Grateful for my presence? You have gone delirious.’


      ‘Where’s your Devorah?’


      Franziskus’ shoulder twitched. ‘Over sleeping, with the others.’


      ‘Have we lost anyone, yet?’


      ‘Not so far, though Ivo Kirchgeld seems in a bad way. I’m worried about Waldemar, too.’


      ‘Anyone other than you who hasn’t fallen ill?’


      ‘The advocate appears unaffected, so far. Gerhold is already recovered, it seems.’


      ‘Maybe we’re in luck, then, if the sickness is virulent but quick in passing.’


      Waldemar crawled over on hands and knees.


      ‘Go back to your bedroll,’ Angelika told him.


      ‘I heard my name spoken,’ he croaked.


      ‘We worried about your condition,’ Franziskus said. ‘So please don’t make us fret any further.’


      Waldemar clutched up at Franziskus’ fine coat. ‘If I am as ill as you fear, then the urgency of my purpose is increased,’ he wheezed.


      ‘Shut up and sleep,’ said Angelika.


      Franziskus crouched before the summoner, which seemed to calm him.


      ‘You love her too, don’t you?’ Waldemar asked Franziskus.


      ‘We are partners,’ said Franziskus, quickly.


      ‘See how she cannot even bear to look at me,’ Waldemar moaned.


      Angelika stood, hoping to escape. She felt woozy.


      ‘I have offended her, Franziskus,’ said Waldemar. ‘I poured my heart out, which is always a rash and often unasked-for thing. I deserve her scorn. I am unlucky in love. Not just unlucky. Cursed, utterly. I tried to love your Angelika in a selfish, commanding way, to armour my heart, but I have failed at that too. Now listen to me. Shamefully burbling.’


      ‘It is the illness speaking,’ Franziskus said, crouching lower to shine his crystalline eyes into Waldemar’s face. ‘This is not you. You are a dignified, well-respected fellow. And you will go back to your bedroll now and rest, and all you have said will pass and be forgotten, along with the other poisons of this sickness.’


      ‘Yes?’ asked Waldemar.


      ‘Yes,’ Franziskus affirmed.


      Waldemar did as instructed. He crept back to his musty field blanket, pulled it over his face and whimpered.


      ‘Well handled,’ said Angelika, as Franziskus helped her back down to the ground.


      ‘Thank you.’


      ‘I should have you field all of my marriage proposals.’


      Now Franziskus looked a bit ill.


      The friar padded over. From her prone vantage point, Angelika saw that his toenails were bleeding and caked with dirt. He ducked down to her, handing over her own water skin, full and heavy, its metal cap dotted with moisture.


      ‘There’s a stream down the ways a bit,’ he said. ‘I took everyone’s vessels down to refill them.’


      Angelika hesitated. ‘You made certain the stream was clean?’


      ‘I went past the muddy part.’ He unscrewed the cap for her. ‘Go on, drink. You all need your waters back.’


      She drank tentatively at first, but then slurped it down with gusto. ‘I know I said no more god talk,’ she said, when she was finally finished, ‘but answer me this, friar. We come all this way, reach the foot of your precious Holy Mountain, and now that it’s right within our reach, we’re all struck down, unable to so much as crawl toward it. If this isn’t proof the gods are laughing at us, what is?’


      ‘Despite your hard crust of scepticism, you hunger to believe, like everyone else.’


      Angelika drew back in annoyance. ‘Just like a priest. Never answering the question.’


      Gerhold’s mild features stiffened. ‘The real answer, then, is this. One cannot blame the gods of virtue for–’


      New boots strolled into the camp. Angelika looked up. Seven men strode in, cudgels in hand. All but one were blond and fair of skin, like Franziskus. The other, the bulkiest of the lot, had shaved his skull and sported a thick, black moustache. All wore the dove emblems of Shallya, embroidered on their quilted doublets. They walked to the sick, sleeping pilgrims.


      ‘Ho there!’ Franziskus called, stepping quickly at them. ‘What purpose have you?’


      The bald man spoke, pointing the tip of his cudgel at Franziskus. ‘Hold now. We’ve no wish to hurt any of you.’


      Franziskus gripped his sabre, but left it sheathed. ‘Nor I, you.’


      The bald man smiled tightly. A vein quivered at his temple. He looked at his companions. They smiled back at him, more amused than he was. ‘That’s a sharp sword, I’m sure, but you’re outnumbered, boy. And as I said, we’ve no wish to bloody our hands.’


      Angelika fought for the energy to raise her body up. She slumped down onto her bedroll.


      Recht, who stood on the other side of the intruders, sidled around, warily seeking a good position. Two of the men turned to keep a watch on him.


      Gerhold moved to Franziskus’ side. ‘You bear the emblems of Shallya. Surely you intend nothing wicked.’


      The bald man bowed his head. ‘No, friar, we do not. We mean only to take what we need, from those who need it no longer.’


      ‘We have nothing to give you,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘Perhaps if you enumerated your needs,’ Gerhold said, placing a hand on Franziskus’ sword arm, ‘there are a few things we can spare.’


      The bald man looked again to his companions; they kept their chins thrust resolutely forward. ‘Shallya will understand,’ he said. ‘We were robbed by other pilgrims, while we slept. We’ve nothing to haul water in, and hardly any food. All our money is gone.’


      One of the blond companions broke in. ‘So we’re doing to you what was done to us. If you stand back it won’t be painful.’


      Franziskus sneered. ‘We’re going to die of the croup anyway, so it’s acceptable to rob us? Is that what you mean to say?’


      ‘Restrain them,’ the bald man told his men. Two advanced on Franziskus. Two marched at Stefan Recht.


      ‘What are your names?’ Gerhold demanded. ‘Where do you hail from?’


      An intruder unslung a length of cord from his belt and headed behind the friar, to tie his hands. ‘If you want it to be easy on you, friar, you won’t be getting our blood up, now, will you?’


      Gerhold thrust his wrists behind him, ready to be tied. ‘It’s not my wrath you need worry about,’ he said.


      The man looped the cord around the friar’s wrists and jerked on it viciously. ‘Don’t go threatening us with curses,’ he threatened.


      Franziskus unleashed his sabre and lunged at one of the intruders, who confidently evaded his blow. The other got behind Franziskus and grabbed hold of his sword-arm, wrenching it in his socket. Franziskus kicked back at his legs but the other man out-wrestled him. The target of Franziskus’ blow danced from side to side, cudgel ready, waiting for a good chance to clonk his skull without hitting his partner.


      Two intruders inched toward Recht, who had his rapier ready. Suddenly he ran at them, slashing wildly. He hit one on the arm, tearing open his sleeve but drawing no blood. The other brought his club down on Recht’s back; it sent him stumbling to the ground. Recht flipped over and caught a cudgel blow on the edge of his chin. He stuck his rapier up at the intruder on his left, but the other got behind him and wrapped a beefy forearm around his throat. Recht dropped his weapon to claw with both hands at the choking arm.


      Franziskus lurched forward, shifting his body weight to slip free of the man holding him. He spun and swung his sabre, but the man stepped back. His second opponent took a cautious step at him; he turned and cleaved his sword through the air. Then he turned to swipe it again in the other man’s path.


      By now the sick pilgrims had woken and were crawling out of their bedrolls. Two of the intruders circled around them, blocking their escape.


      ‘This is absurd,’ the bald man said. He drew a long straight knife from a sheath strapped across his chest and bent low over Angelika. She rolled over onto her stomach; he caught her by the hair and pulled on it until her throat was exposed. He held the knife to it. Angelika became still. Though the man hadn’t bothered to disarm her, he could cut her throat long before she could get one of her own daggers out.


      ‘Give up now, or she dies!’ the bald man cried. Franziskus had already dropped his sabre. He held his arms up in the air. The intruder nearest him bent down to pick up the weapon. He moved to stash it in his own belt, then to unbuckle Franziskus’ belt and sheath.


      ‘What are you doing?’ the bald man growled, his knife quivering at Angelika’s throat.


      ‘Taking his blade. And a belt to stick it in,’ the intruder sullenly replied.


      ‘What did we agree on?’ the bald one prompted.


      The sullen one threw the sabre down at Franziskus’ feet. Its hilt hit Franziskus on the toe; he winced in pain. ‘We only take the same things that was taken from us,’ he said, like a scolded child repeating the household rules.


      The intruders herded the healthy members of the entourage – Franziskus, Gerhold, Stefan – up against the trunk of a stripped and dying spruce. They left the others on the ground. They tied kerchiefs around their mouths to block the ill humours in the air and moved quickly, frisking each of the pilgrims and emptying their packs. They took purses and water skins and cheeses and sausages. When their own packs were full, they commandeered Stefan’s, then Udo’s. ‘This is more than was taken from us,’ one of the intruders said to the bald man, who looked anxiously back into the pass, as if fearing that some god-fearing sorts might come along to play havoc with their robbery.


      ‘We don’t have time to parcel out exact amounts,’ the bald man said, letting his exasperation show. ‘Just take what we said we’d take.’ He reached over to open Angelika’s pack. His hand darted in to grab at one of the leather purses inside. He clanked it. ‘Shallya’s teats, you’re no ordinary pilgrim,’ he said. ‘What have you been up to?’ He reached into her pocket and snatched out Heilwig’s silver dove pendant. ‘This wasn’t come by honestly, was it?’


      Angelika’s hand itched for her dagger. She calculated: could she get it into her waylayer’s neck before he could slice her throat open? No, she concluded. She could not.


      The bald man ran his hands roughly along her body, taking a few moments to linger over her breasts and thighs. Angelika gritted her teeth. He reached down into her leggings, finding a thin leather purse strapped behind her knee. It was held only with a leather cord, which he cut with his blade. He took the purse and jammed it into his doublet.


      ‘You’ve been robbing pilgrims long before we fell into it, haven’t you?’ he asked.


      She wanted to spit into his face. ‘Not like this,’ she said.


      The bald man rose and placed his heel over her throat. ‘Time to go,’ he called to his men. ‘Let’s depart carefully, yes? Don’t want our backs sprouting any knives in them.’ His men withdrew, taking cautious backwards steps, clubs ready. He stayed in place, looking down at Angelika, his boot held steady at her face. ‘I understand now,’ he said, his eyes darting up to the heavens. Angelika was not sure if he was addressing her, or merely speaking to himself. ‘When I came here, when I first proposed this, I thought I had fallen into villainy. But now I see that Shallya herself has guided my hand. You’re the villains and we are heroes still.’ He had that faraway look on his face that came over religious fools when they got to talking their religious foolery. ‘By stripping you of your ill-gotten gains, I do heaven’s work. By letting you live, I show you Shallya’s mercy, so you can have a chance to mend your ways. So it all does make sense, doesn’t it?’


      Angelika placed her tongue between her teeth and held it there.


      The bald man waited until his men were well clear of the gully and then moved his boot from Angelika’s throat. With his knife stuck out at her, he jogged back a few paces, then turned to run. Angelika saw that her own dagger was in her hand. She lacked the strength to throw it.
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      Chapter Twelve


      Manfried Haupt turned sideways, sticking his shoulder outwards, to guide himself through the multitude of pilgrims. They’d invaded the abbey grounds! Scarcely a square yard of the flat and barren ground around the abbey was now free of thronging penitents. With the press of their bodies, they’d snapped the branches from its few, pathetic trees. There had to be at least a hundred of them. Maybe twice that number. Moneyed burghers in fine, dyed clothing jostled elbows with rag-clad wretches. Men, women and children alike stamped impatiently wailing and praying. Some carried tents in great bundles on their backs as Manfried’s men stopped anyone who tried to pitch one. It was the same with fires; fires would have to be lit on the rocks below.


      Manfried had underestimated these seekers of mercy. He had imagined them to be as ill prepared for this misbegotten wilderness as he had been. He should have known that their desperation would breed ingenuity. They’d found ways to bypass the ancient stairs, and with them, his gate keepers. They’d pounded metal rods into the very rock of the mountain and strung them together with filaments of dwarfish chain, making themselves a network of hand holds up the steep and naked slope.


      Just yesterday, he had learned a fact so obvious in hindsight that he had literally been forced to slap himself in the forehead: the pilgrimage was now so famous that professional mountaineers had come to Heiligerberg, to make their fortunes ferrying petitioners along its slopes! Manfried could see a few of these ragged opportunists in the throng; they rang a bell and screamed out for customers who wanted help getting down the mountain, now that they were up it. A smirking halfling held the bell, as he sat on the shoulders of a swarthy bull of a man, his face a tangle of scars. Father Eugen had gone to talk to them. They styled themselves adventurers and said this was a much easier way of earning a living than plumbing monster-ridden old dwarfish ruins in search of antique gold.


      These accursed adventurers – did not the very term scream out their blatant anarchy? – these accursed adventurers had found alternate routes that made a mockery of all Manfried’s painstaking plans. One route stretched up the side of the taller mountain to the west, then required a thirty-foot vertical climb on ropes to the extant part of Heiligerberg’s dome-shaped peak. The rest of the journey, though tricky, could be accomplished on foot, ending in the sisters’ garden, which had now been trampled beyond recognition.


      It also transpired that there was a passable route up along the side of the mountain, which the sisters knew about but had not thought to mention. Everyone just naturally took the terraces, they told him. The terraces were easier. The sisters were impossible. The thought that one might want to control the number of pilgrims on the peak was completely unnatural to them, and, despite many hours of trying, he had yet to instil it in their unworldly little heads. If they’d omitted these crucial details out of treachery, he might have understood it! They would be just like his fellow churchmen back home, those drooling curs! But to betray him out of sheer ignorance – frankly, he was astounded!


      All around him the invading pilgrims coughed and chanted and wheezed and sweated and stank. He stuck out his elbows to part them, but they’d been pressed together long enough that gentle measures scarcely fazed them. He turned sideways to use his shoulder as a battering ram. The oval head of a skeletal young woman failed to bob out of his way in time. Manfried banged her in the face with his shoulder. She meekly stumbled backwards into the blobby arms of her pinch-faced nurse, who cursed loudly and variously while Manfried ploughed his way through the crowd.


      He surged too close to an old woman who she bared her few remaining teeth at him until he barked at her to stand aside. After he had left her in his wake, he felt a sudden moistness at the back of his neck. He touched his fingers to it and saw that she’d hocked a great wad of foamy spittle onto him. Manfried resisted the urge to turn around and punch the last dangling teeth from the woman’s rancid gums. He even restrained himself from ordering that she be ejected from the mountain. He would, however, point her out to the gatekeepers and instruct them never to admit her into her grace’s presence. This was not petty vengeance, but prudence: it would not do if the crazed old harridan spat on Mother Elsbeth, would it?


      He came finally to the gates, where four of his men nervously stood guard, halberds held aloft. Manfried looked at their faces, then at the heavy but deteriorating planks that made up the gate. He turned to take in the totality of the massing crowd and then exchanged grim glances with his men. The only force preventing the mob from trampling them, smashing flat the doors and stampeding as one into the abbey grounds was its collective desire to behave. In other words, the personal safety of himself and his men, and of all the sisters, now hung on a matter that could not remotely be depended on.


      It was clear: Mother Elsbeth could not be allowed to slacken the pace of her audiences.


      Because if she did, the mob would very likely fall into a frenzy and kill them all.


      A distressed voice cried hoarsely from the other side of the gate. ‘Father Manfried! I must find Father Manfried!’


      ‘I’m right here,’ Manfried boomed.


      ‘You must come quick, sir!’ said the voice on the other side of the door. It was Giselmar, or Giselbrecht, or whatever his name was.


      Manfried gritted his teeth. ‘Prepare to open the door,’ he told his men. They kept agitated eyes fixed on the roiling crowd behind him. ‘We must open the door,’ he said.


      The four guards turned, hammers in hand, seeking out the biggest, boldest pilgrims at the head of the crowd, staring them down. ‘Ready!’ one of them hollered.


      Inside the gate, two other guards lifted the big, fresh-sawed plank that served as the door’s bar. ‘Ready!’ they chorused. They pushed the doors open, on rusty, complaining hinges. They held their hammers, ready to strike.


      Manfried stood facing the crowd, the gate on the periphery of his vision. He waited until the gap between the opening doors was large enough for a proper departure. He would not turn his back to them and slip through a mere tiny crack. These people did not know him, but he was their commander all the same. They could not be permitted to think he feared them.


      The crowd surged at him. He stood his ground. A broad-shouldered fellow with a battle-scarred face was pushed from the mob, toward Manfried. Manfried stepped toward him. He trembled sheepishly and tried to force his way back into the mob. The crowd rippled as those in back pushed and shoved to get closer to the opening gate.


      Manfried held his hammer aloft, as the Grand Theogonist would do with his dragon-headed sceptre. ‘Halt!’ he boomed at them. ‘Halt now, lest you be forever cursed by Shallya!’


      The shoving slowed then stopped.


      ‘What unholy dogs are you,’ Manfried bellowed, ‘that you would try to rush these gates?’


      He let a lengthy pause excruciatingly unfurl itself over the crowd. He breathed in deeply, to hide the pleasure it gave him, to exert mastery over this unruly throng.


      ‘The patient – the deserving – will be healed!’ he orated. ‘But ye who make of yourselves an insensate mob, not only will audience be denied to you – your souls will be forever damned! So get back – and search yourselves for the strength to wait, as these trying circumstances demand!’ With long backwards lopes, he swept backwards through the gap. The interior guards scrambled to bang the door shut. Pilgrim voices exploded once more, calling out prayers and panicked entreaties. Manfried’s men grouped around him, bracing for the doors to come splintering in at them.


      He turned smartly on his heels, beckoning Gismar, or Gisbert, or whoever he styled himself as, to lead him wherever he was supposed to go. He wished Eugen were here. With Eugen, he could let himself boast a little. He would have liked to see any of his fat-bottomed rivals back in Averheim handle a crowd like this. He pictured mutton-lipped Father Erwin in front of a horde like that, trying to worm his way out. Or his ultimate nemesis, boozy-eyed Father Ragen. If it had been Ragen, the entire abbey would already be aflame.


      ‘The exalted mother is faltering,’ said Gisling, or Gasbert – whoever.


      ‘Not again.’


      The man nodded gravely.


      Just what I need, thought Manfried, as he pushed his way past his vaguely-named inferior into the abbey’s dank and coal-grey corridor. They passed together into the cloister and through its dull, unforgivably plain columns. Then he beheld the tent in which her grace met carefully selected members of her endless, bleating flock.


      He stopped short. A dozen or so waiting pilgrims had somehow eked their way through the abbey gates and now milled aimlessly along a courtyard wall. Two more of his men poked at them with their hammers, trying to herd them back toward the big wooden doors.


      ‘What is this?’ Manfried asked.


      ‘They slipped through earlier, sir, when the supplies were brought in. They refuse to rejoin the throng. They claim it’s too dangerous out there, and–’


      Manfried made a fist and shook it. ‘Get them out of here, or club them down!’ His words seemed to animate the heel-dragging penitents, who edged back toward the gates – and directly into the path between Manfried and the entrance to Elsbeth’s tent.


      ‘Make way!’ Gibbrecht cried, taking the license to gleefully shove any pilgrims who moved too slowly from his path. Manfried revised his estimation of the fellow; perhaps he had potential after all.


      ‘I keep forgetting your name,’ Manfried confessed.


      ‘It’s–’ the fellow said, but his next word was drowned out by a sudden banging in Manfried’s ear. One of the misplaced pilgrims, a gaunt, toothy man, his face wreathed in an idiotic smile, banged cruelly on an enormous drum, as his fellows began an ululating chant that set Manfried’s teeth to clenching.


      ‘You know what this experience has taught me?’ Manfried asked, frowning back at the cacophonous worshippers.


      ‘What, sir?’


      ‘Religion should be left to the professionals.’


      He pushed on as his still-nameless subaltern continued to part the way for him.


      Father Eugen sat on a stool next to a crude wooden bed, which someone had dragged into the tent without Manfried’s say-so. In the bed lay Mother Elsbeth, her skin damp with sweat. Eugen mumbled soothing words and mopped at her forehead with a cloth. Four of Elsbeth’s fellow sisters stood off to one side, their noses ostentatiously out of joint. When they saw Manfried enter, they made a point of sniffing at poor friendly-faced Eugen, making it clear that their prerogatives had been usurped. Among them stood a stooped old sister with an emaciated figure that reminded Manfried of the sticks and branches of a small tree. She wore a soiled patch over her left eye; her chin wobbled in the perpetual rhythm of palsy. Dema was her name, and her disapproval offended Manfried; he had considered her one of his few allies here.


      Manfried stood over Mother Elsbeth. ‘You’re certain you can’t go on any longer?’ he said.


      She did not reply.


      ‘She struggles just to remain conscious,’ said Eugen.


      ‘The supply of holy liquor is not infinite,’ Manfried told him, repeating a fact the older priest already knew. ‘We must receive the greatest possible number of pilgrims between each dosage.’


      ‘She can’t receive anyone in this condition,’ said Eugen.


      Manfried addressed Dema. ‘How is it that we’ve got through so few visitations this time?’


      ‘She has treated dozens since the last restorative,’ Dema croaked.


      ‘How many dozens?’ Manfried demanded. ‘Can it be that no one is keeping track?’


      Eugen whispered at him. ‘Manfried, she’s awake and can hear you…’


      Manfried bent over and took hold of Mother Elsbeth’s limp and yielding arm. He felt the wrist for a pulse. Frowning, he forced open one of the holy woman’s eyelids. ‘Awake? She’s barely alive!’ Manfried rounded on the sisters. ‘You’re letting the life ebb out of her!’


      Dema tilted her neck, in what might or might not have been a shrug. Another of the sisters, a trout-faced woman named Ursula, stepped forward to defy him. ‘It is her stated desire that we should do so!’ She drew herself close to Manfried; her breath smelled like cabbage. This Ursula had already impressed Manfried as truculent and uncooperative, but never before had she dared to openly challenge him.


      He met her stare. ‘You aim to replace her, do you?’


      Ursula sputtered. ‘How dare you!’


      ‘You may have your naive fellow sisters fooled, but I know ambition when I see it. You’re putting yourself on record as having stood up to me – while at the same, ushering your predecessor into her grave.’


      Ursula turned red. Her mouth gaped, as she groped for words. ‘A shocking accusation!’


      Seeing her response, Manfried revised his opinion of her. He concluded that she was sincere, as unsophisticated as the rest of them. Not that it mattered. ‘Answer me this, Ursula. Are you a miracle worker? Certainly, you can take over temporal command of the abbey. You’re a tough-minded woman and I dare say you’d do a better job of it. But I don’t see you curing any plague, or knitting any twisted bone back into its proper shape, do I?’


      Ursula crammed her pasty brows together.


      Manfried almost felt sorry for her, but continued nonetheless. ‘Nor do I see anyone else around here who can take on her mantle of healing power. If I’m wrong, show me her true successor and I’ll regretfully stand aside as you hasten your dear Elsbeth’s demise.’ As this last comment left his lips, and he saw Ursula heave in a great gust of air, Manfried realised that he had overstepped himself. It was his favourite mistake – he could never resist that final twist of the knife.


      ‘Don’t pretend you care for Elsbeth’s welfare!’ Ursula cried, a fat finger in Manfried’s face. ‘We’re the ones who care what she wants! And she has begged us to finally let her die a natural death!’


      Manfried strolled nonchalantly to the mouth of the tent. ‘And take all of those poor sick and dying people with her? Are you certain Shallya would forgive you for that?’ He faced away from Eugen, avoiding his probable disapproval.


      ‘Mother Elsbeth is my superior,’ said Ursula, deflated. ‘She must be the judge of Shallya’s wishes.’


      ‘Don’t absolve yourself so easily, Sister Ursula. Your god and mine are very different, but both of them ask hard things of their followers. Shallya tests your faith, that much is plain, even to a blustering, bullish outsider like me. And to pass the test, you must help Elsbeth from her bed and down to the treatment chamber, so that Shallya may heal her, and she may resume the healing of others. Even though it makes you unhappy to do it.’


      The argument would continue for several more minutes, but Manfried could tell from the defeated set of Ursula’s shoulders that he had won it already.


      Eugen stepped aside as Ursula moved to Elsbeth’s bedside. Ursula pulled Mother Elsbeth’s bony frame from her bedcovers and arranged herself under her arm. Dema’s young, scar-pocked aide slipped in to hold her up from the other side. Manfried checked to see that the stray, milling pilgrims had been herded back out of the gates then gave the all clear. Ursula and the young sister carried Elsbeth out of the tent and into the courtyard. Manfried followed; Dema came up alongside him. The profile she presented him was the one with the eye patch.


      ‘This would be easier if we had the holy implements back,’ she said.


      Manfried mustered his most flavourless tone. ‘There is no news on that front, since we last spoke about it.’


      ‘You haven’t heard back from your man?’


      ‘I would not count on the implements’ quick return,’ Manfried said. ‘As I believe I already explained to you, my man believes he has found the person who stole them. But he has not found the items. They’ve probably already been sold. He thinks the thief is coming back to get the rest of the set. When he has caught the culprit, I assure you he will be subjected to the most persuasive methods of interrogation available to the church of Sigmar.’


      ‘If I had the full set of implements, we could double the time between treatments. We might even perfect the general serum.’


      Manfried had nearly given up on the prospect of a general serum. His initial interest in Dema’s project had made her his sole ally among the sisters. The treatment that revived Mother Elsbeth could safely be used only on the most holy devotees of Shallya. Dema hoped to use it as the basis for a restorative that would work its miracles on anyone, even those of merely ordinary faith.


      At first, Manfried had seen this as his deliverance from Heiligerberg. Imagine if Elsbeth’s healing power could be distilled into an easily transportable liquid form! He could return to Averheim with a barrel load of the stuff, dispense easy healing to the rich and powerful, and reclaim his patrimony as a matter of course. Unfortunately, it transpired that Dema’s work was insufficiently advanced; she had yet to hit upon a formula that did not immediately and fatally poison those who quaffed it.


      Just a fortnight ago Manfried had stood and watched, as the last subject’s jaw had melted away, dribbling liquified flesh down his tunic and onto the hard stone floor. This most recent victim had been a self-important bellyacher named Vilmar, who styled himself a great friend of Manfried’s rival, Father Ragen. He had importunately demanded access to this revolutionary new treatment as soon as Manfried let slip a hint of its existence, and although Manfried found it impossible to mourn his demise, he would admit, if pressed, to losing confidence in the one-eyed sister. She kept insisting that these stolen holy relics would make all the difference. It was beginning to sound like an excuse.


      ‘You’ve made that clear, Dema. All we can do is wait for my man to do his work.’


      ‘You said he’d be here by now.’


      ‘He and his quarry are travelling with other pilgrims. I imagine they’ve found the journey more arduous than expected.’


      Ursula and the scarred sister took Elsbeth across the courtyard. When they reached the cloister, the holy woman began to moan and weakly kick her heels. Ursula patted her on the head. Elsbeth attempted to wrench herself free but her protector kept a strong grip on her. Her cries resolved themselves into a single word, which she repeated, again and again.


      ‘Please.’


      A choking odour roiled up from below, cutting off her words. She reeled as the smell unfurled, by turns reminiscent of rancid butter, then honey, then dust, then wine, then rotting flesh. Manfried had withdrawn a cloth from his pocket to hold it over his mouth and nose.


      Ursula and Dema hauled an increasingly resistant Elsbeth down thirteen stone steps to a round chamber, in the middle of which stood four copper vats. Each of the vats sat atop a grate, three of which were filled with liquid. Steam rose from them and billowed out toward Manfried; they were the source of the complex, awful stink. The vat closest to the stairs boiled and hissed. Just south of these a stone slab, about six feet long, rose up from the floor just past waist height. A man-sized washing tub was recessed into the uneven rock floor next to the far wall. A small dark archway could be seen opposite the stairs that led to a darkened chamber.


      A pair of sisters slaved over the boiling vat, sweating in their heavy habits, perspiration slicking their faces. The first, young and plump, her face still round with baby fat, might have registered as comely, were it not for a dense cross-hatching of scars that marred both her cheeks. She brandished a wooden paddle, which she held over one of the vats, as she peered intently into it. The second had baleful, slate-grey eyes. She reminded Manfried of a dried apple jammed onto a stick.


      The baleful sister interrupted her stirring. ‘We are not ready,’ she said.


      ‘I told you to be ready at any time,’ replied Dema.


      ‘I did not expect it so soon.’ She took an unhappy appraisal of Elsbeth’s condition. Manfried could not be sure if her defiance arose from sympathy for the abbess, or a more basic truculence.


      ‘Hop to it,’ Dema said.


      Baleful stood her ground. ‘We have not harvested.’


      ‘Then harvest,’ Dema countered.


      Baleful gestured to Elsbeth with her paddle. ‘It upsets her.’


      Elsbeth had slumped into Ursula’s shoulder. Manfried hoped she’d gone unconscious, but she propped her head up and opened her eyes. ‘That’s right, Mechthild. You mustn’t.’


      Mechthild turned back to her vat.


      ‘Am I not still the superior of this abbey?’ Elsbeth asked, her tone more pleading than commanding.


      Mechthild bowed her head. ‘It’s a sinful thing, you know, to want to die. You’ve no right to leave us, not until Shallya takes you.’


      ‘It is unnatural!’ Elsbeth nearly toppled off the stairs, but Ursula caught her in time. She wrapped thick arms around the abbess’ frail midsection. Elsbeth sagged. Ursula cooed and petted her head, crackling off shards of desiccated hair.


      ‘It is holy,’ Ursula whispered. ‘When you are better, you will see it correctly.’


      ‘I will not be better for long.’


      Mechthild and Dema bustled, along with the plump one, toward a darkened archway. Manfried, wishing to be spared Elsbeth’s pitiful whimpering, followed. Mechthild turned to glower forbiddingly at him, but he ignored her and nonchalantly squeezed past the shoulder she stuck out to block him.


      He entered a small chamber, its rough stone ceiling forcing him to duck his head. It snaked jaggedly into the rock for about fifteen feet or so, with less than two yards of clearance from one wall to the other. The chamber, lit only by spare light from the adjoining room, was the abbey catacomb. Weathered wooden shelves abutted each uneven wall, each holding up to five levels of linen-wrapped bodies. About half of the shelves were empty, so there were fifteen corpses in all, by Manfried’s rough count. Dema’s sisters had prevented him from making an exact inventory.


      Manfried inhaled deeply. This room smelled sweeter and fresher than Dema’s vat chamber. Manfried made out a tang of rose petals, overlain with traces of cinnamon, honey and nutmeg. The place settled his mood: he no longer cared about the threat posed by the mass of wheedling pilgrims above, or even his ultimate fate. The first time he’d stood here, he’d worried that it might steal from him all of his will and volition. The feeling had not lasted, thank Sigmar.


      The sisters muttered to one another in muffled tones, but Manfried’s ears were too keen for them and he heard them clear enough.


      ‘Mother Kristen?’ mumbled Mechthild.


      Dema threw her head back, consulting a memorised registry of names and dates. ‘Last harvested a fortnight ago. Unlikely.’


      ‘Mother Emagunda?’


      Dema briskly shook her head. ‘Seventeen days.’


      ‘Marien?’


      ‘That was but ten days back!’


      ‘But she’s been producing well lately.’


      Dema shrugged indulgently and moved to a body ensconced on the middle shelf of the stack directly ahead of Manfried. He edged up for a closer vantage point. Dema’s rough hands took brusque hold of the shelf and yanked it out, along grooves filmed with sawdust. Mechthild and the plump girl swept in to unroll the corpse’s milk-white shroud. Their movements were deft and confident, but also solicitous, as if they thought their patient still lived.


      Manfried never managed to completely suppress his surprise at the first sight of these beautiful corpses. Mother Marien’s body showed no speck of corruption; her pink flesh retained all the spring and suppleness it would have had in life. Long brunette hair flowed extravagantly from the crown of her head. The nails of her fingers and toes had kept their sheen, and maintained a perfect trim. It was impossible to determine her age from mere examination; her face seemed old and wise, yet her elongated body had a willowy girlishness about it. If Dema had her facts right, Mother Marien was born in the year 2178 – well over three hundred years ago.


      The young-old body lay unclothed beneath her shroud, a fact that Manfried found vaguely unsettling.


      Mechthild backed up, crunching her heel deliberately on Manfried’s foot. When he did not move, she croaked indignantly at him. He stepped back a little.


      Dema reached out for the dead abbess’ wrist. She manipulated it, twisting with both hands on the flesh of her freckled forearm. She bent down and aimed her single eye at the spot she was manipulating. ‘No,’ she said, straightening herself, ‘she’s dry.’


      ‘Mother Adeline, then,’ said Mechthild.


      Dema ticked her tongue doubtfully. ‘Perhaps. It’s been a month, but last time she seemed brittle. We mustn’t overtax her.’


      They pushed back Marien’s shelf and moved over to slide open a top shelf on the opposite wall. They unwrapped a squat, wide-hipped woman with short white hair and heavy, drooping breasts. A deathly grimace, exposing grey gums, pulled at the woman’s lips. The three sisters recoiled.


      ‘Oh, heavens,’ said the plump one.


      ‘She’s corrupting,’ said Mechthild.


      They quickly rewrapped her. ‘If we let her be for a year or so, she’ll come back,’ said Dema, but she sounded unconvinced by her own words.


      Mechthild wheeled to face Manfried. ‘You’re burning them all up! They were never meant to be harvested at this continual rate!’


      Dema’s restraining hand settled on the baleful sister’s shoulder. ‘No, Mechthild. It is the terrible times that force this. Father Haupt is but their harbinger.’


      ‘You must slow Elsbeth’s audiences! Soon we won’t have a single source of divine elixir!’


      Not deigning to argue, Manfried returned to the vat chamber. Ursula had found a chair for Elsbeth, who swooned in it, her head held at a listless angle.


      ‘No time to waste!’ Manfried called, into the funerary chamber.


      After a few more moments, the three sisters emerged, delicately hoisting yet another shrouded body. They carried it over to a stone slab that rose from the centre of the room, and laid her out on it. They unwrapped the shroud yet again, exposing a body barely escaped from puberty. Her hair was so blonde that it was nearly white; her eyes refused to close, their irises a penetrating, leafy green. Manfried had gotten to know her well – this was Dema’s champion producer, the child prodigy Sister Friedhilda (2265 - 2250.)


      Mechthild and the plump girl spread-eagled her on the slab as Dema crossed to a shuttered cabinet attached to the far wall. An old padlock hung from its rusted handles, a belated measure against thievery. It had been from this cabinet that an unknown thief had filched some of Dema’s blessed instruments; he would have taken the rest if Dema hadn’t removed some of the pieces for cleaning. The lock would not stop a determined bandit, but that was the job of Manfried and his warriors. Dema keyed the lock open and withdrew a bundle of strange gilded implements. Unpacking them on the slab next to the dead girl, Dema revealed a hook, several small paddles, a series of jars and a wedge-shaped scraper.


      Dema moved close to Friedhilda’s corpse and got to work dragging the golden scraper over the body’s soft skin. She pressed firmly, running it along the grain of the dead girl’s musculature. At first, her movements seemed to have little effect, but gradually, a strange, gummy substance the colour of beeswax began to eke from Friedhilda’s pores. The air filled with the same sweetness that suffused the catacomb. Mechthild and the plump one beheld the process with open-mouthed awe, while Dema held herself to an efficient, dignified demeanour. After five minutes or so, she had finished work on Friedhilda’s front parts and had scraped an ounce or so of saintly residue into the jars. Dema’s assistants stepped up to roll the body over. Dema gave equal attention to the girl’s back, harvesting another jar’s worth of the substance.


      Mechthild placed the open jars in a wire cage. The plump girl rewrapped Friedhilda’s corpse, softly cooing to her as she would a child. Dema returned to the cabinet and withdrew various glass containers filled with salts and herbs. Taking up the stirring paddle, she poked it into the vat, sniffing to evaluate its vapours. She dropped in a handful of red salt from one container and a sprig of some dried plant from another. Mechthild handed her the cage; she lowered it into the liquid, hanging it on the vat’s lid by its wire hooks. Old burn tissue covered the surface of her fingers. If contact with the vat’s hot surface caused her pain, she did not show it. Glistening dots of golden grease appeared in the bubbling liquid. Dema threw in a few shavings of what looked like leather, stood back, then nodded in satisfaction.


      Elsbeth stirred. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I beg of you.’


      Dema’s two assistants hauled in buckets brimming with glacial water. They poured it into the tub then came back with more. Dema dipped smaller buckets into the boiling vat, tossing the liquid into the tub water. Steam billowed, obscuring vision.


      When the tub was filled, Dema stooped to test its temperature. She nodded. Ursula and Mechthild flanked Elsbeth, drawing her unwillingly from her chair.


      Mechthild fixed herself on Manfried, grinning. ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like to dip your hand in, just as an experiment?’


      ‘You’ve an odd sense of humour, for a follower of the mercy goddess,’ Manfried remarked. He thought of Vilmar, the dupe on whom Dema had performed her most recent experiment. Manfried still had small scorches on the backs of his hands, where sizzling morsels of Vilmar’s melting flesh had hit him.


      Manfried turned away as the sisters stripped Elsbeth of her vestments.


      ‘No!’ she cried. ‘Please!’ Finding a hidden reserve of energy, she wiggled free of Ursula’s grip and dashed for the stairs. A draft caught Elsbeth’s grey hair and unfurled it into a mad, silvery halo. Manfried squinted in revulsion as her pale, naked body came at him. He saw the toll her healing audiences had taken on her, and gasped. She tried to run around him, but he was too big and fast for that. He caught her wrists. She turned her cloudy eyes on him. She opened her lips to soundlessly beg for freedom; her gums were coated and bloody; she had only a single jagged tooth left. Elsbeth kicked at Manfried with an unshod foot, her yellow toenails slashing at him. He jogged aside and her foot hit the stone-wall and turned. It snapped. She shrieked; Manfried winced. He ducked down to sweep her legs out from under her and carried her, one arm under her knees, the other holding her back. To see where he was going, he had to look at her, too. On the battlefield, he seen much worse things than the bare body of a dying old woman, but he was revolted just the same.


      ‘Put her in the bath,’ Dema said.


      Elsbeth sobbed.


      Manfried didn’t know what would happen if any of the bath happened to get on him. It might do nothing. Or it might burn his flesh. Or fill his flesh with worms and tumours. Maybe Sigmar would protect him. He did not want to find out.


      He dropped Elsbeth into the tub and stepped back so none of it would splash him. She thrashed, but, oddly, none of the liquid escaped. Instead, it adhered to her and soaked into her skin. Her frail, skeletal body shook. Dark streaks appeared in her wet, snowy hair. Morbid, flabby muscle firmed up and gathered around thickening bones. The cataracts melted from her eyes. As she screamed, her voice gained youth and renewed power from her lungs. New teeth jutted from her gums: they grew quickly and filled their sockets, before gleaming with a pearly, unnatural symmetry. Manfried could not help but watch as her flat, empty breasts swelled up and formed themselves into pink and perfect orbs like you’d see in a painting. Elsbeth rose from the tub, her strong and healthy fingers clutching its rim. The last droplets of restorative liquid found her pores and forced their way into her skin.


      Manfried looked around for Eugen, but realised that he had not come down as far as Dema’s chamber.


      It was hard to say how old Elsbeth now looked. She was both newborn and ancient. Her skin shone youthfully, but her hair was still mostly grey and thinning, so the shape of the skull could still be seen beneath her glowing face.


      She exposed her flawless teeth to him. The purity of her rage reminded Manfried of a mountain cat.


      ‘You,’ she said, ‘must let me die.’
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      Chapter Thirteen


      Angelika lay in the gully, aching. She stirred before taking stock of her condition. A throbbing sensation radiated out from the bridge of her nose and eventually filled her head with pain and dull stupidity. Acrid mucus poured down the back of her throat. She swallowed; another cascade of wretched slime slithered down to replace it. She coughed, rattling loose a chunk of phlegm. She spat it out, realising only belatedly that she’d hocked it Franziskus’ way. He was crouched near her, inspecting her with that damned attentive look of his. That furrowed brow. The rosy bottom lip tucked just beneath those accursedly perfect front teeth. Franziskus moved his hand so that her airborne sputum would not hit it. He forced a shy smile, as if to deny that he’d been at her side for any length of time.


      Angelika blinked wet and gummy eyes. ‘You look healthy enough,’ she said. ‘How are the others?’


      Franziskus did not need to answer. The pilgrims lay all around Angelika, wheezing, groaning, eyes half-open. ‘Fate laughs at my folly,’ she muttered. She imagined the warm tavern she might well be sitting in if she hadn’t agreed to help these god-addled fools finish their suicidal mission. In her mind’s eye, she saw herself raising a cup of brandy to her lips. She savoured the brandy’s imaginary richness as she rolled it across her tongue. A hypothetical heap of logs burned in the tavern’s fireplace; Angelika let its warmth seep through her, dispelling her chill.


      She watched as a group of four heavily armoured pilgrims – or perhaps they were merely mercenaries – made a wide circle around their camp. They were sizing them up with sidelong looks, barely bothering to disguise their predatory intentions. Angelika cursed loudly, invoking the most intimate elements of the mercy goddess’ anatomy. Her blasphemy sent a stir through the suffering pilgrims. She shot a hand out at Franziskus; with a gallant flourish, he grabbed onto it and hauled her stumbling to her feet.


      The fever, or grippe, or whatever it was, had taxed her sense of balance. Beneath Angelika’s feet, the traitorous ground whirled and shifted. She stumbled. Franziskus caught her, steadying her with a discreet hand on the small of her back.


      She battled her congested lungs, gathering the air for an authoritative pronouncement. ‘No matter how sick we are,’ she hoarsely gasped, ‘we have no choice… but to be on our way. Our robbers left us without slitting our throats… but we can’t assume we’ll be so lucky… the next time.’


      ‘Yes,’ grunted Ludwig Seeman, who’d propped himself up against a pine tree, his knobby-kneed legs splayed out on either side of him. ‘It’s time you lot of malingerers got up off your soft behinds and got moving.’ Seized by a fit of coughing, he pounded himself on the breastbone until his balky respiratory apparatus submitted itself to his will.


      ‘You don’t exactly seem to be moving,’ Recht said to him. Dark rings hung under the advocate’s eyes. It took obvious effort for him to launch himself up onto his elbows.


      Ludwig snorted. ‘I was waiting for the lot of you, but you’re right. This situation calls on a man to lead by example.’ He remained in place. ‘What we’ve got here, hardly qualifies as a disease at all. I’ve had so much worse I can hardly think which story to begin with. One time I–’


      ‘Use your breath for standing up,’ Angelika told him.


      ‘This is nothing!’ Ludwig scoffed, still firmly ensconced against the tree-trunk. ‘It’s certainly not Chaos.’ He slapped the air dismissively with the back of his hand. ‘I know, believe me. When I served aboard the Stammigkanonen, the entire lot of us came down with something that shrivelled our limbs and dried up our bowels. But we kept working all the same and were the better for it. I promise you, what we’ve got here is hardly more than a throat-tickle compared to that.’


      ‘Old sea stories aside,’ said Angelika, ‘who here feels well enough to actually be of assistance?’ Richart, Gerhold and Franziskus raised their hands; Ludwig’s remained conspicuous by its absence. Along with the volunteers, Angelika picked her way through the moaning pilgrims, helping – or pulling – them to their feet. Franziskus approached Ludwig and extended his hand. But the sailor stormed to his feet without aid, then held his hands in the air, like a man expecting applause. When none came, he grunted in displeasure.


      Franziskus, Richart and Gerhold split up the packs of the weaker pilgrims, then added them to their own burdens. Franziskus made sure that he got hold of Devorah’s pack. Everything was lighter, now that they’d been robbed of half their food.


      Devorah trembled, transfixed, as a chill wind came down at them from the mountains. Her skin had taken on a pale, papery quality and her lips were dry and chapped. She swung her willowy frame listlessly from side to side as Franziskus and Angelika approached. Angelika frowned. Devorah seemed the least able to move, but she also had the most to lose if they remained as targets in the gully. No matter how bad she looked now, she was still a fetching young woman.


      Franziskus stooped beside Devorah. Angelika turned, to keep a watch on the armoured men. They appeared to be heading off south, toward the base of the mountain, but it could easily be a ruse.


      She saw movement behind her and turned to see that Ludwig had sunk back down to a seated position, his back up against the tree. So many fine and cutting remarks occurred to Angelika that it was impossible for her to choose between them. So she settled for a derisive snort and moved his way.


      Ludwig’s face turned grey. His eyes became pinpoints of appalled realisation. His Adam’s apple bobbled in his throat. He threw his head back and his mouth popped open. A shower of bright orange liquid blew past his lips and washed down his tunic and leggings. Angelika rocked back on her heels, covering her nostrils, as the combined odours of decaying food, bile and blood rolled over her. The acid stench made her eyes water.


      When she was able to open them again, she saw that Ludwig had pitched forward, and orange muck was still issuing from his mouth and nose. His head hit the ground. He lay there, convulsing. The smell stopped Angelika from approaching him. As it wafted onto the rest of the party, Recht stooped over to vomit, followed by Waldemar, then Devorah and Udo. Ludwig’s body ceased writhing. Trickles of blood escaped from his ears and the corners of his eyes. Angelika did not need to touch him to know he was dead.


      She turned her back on the corpse. There’d be gold in his purse. Angelika suspected there was more, sewn inside his shirt: she’d heard Ludwig clanking as he walked. She hesitated. If he’d merely been covered in gore and viscera, she’d already be sorting him out, relieving the body of every last groat. She sniffed tentatively at the air and shook her head. No, this was too much, even for her. Maybe for thirty crowns she’d do it, but she was sure Ludwig didn’t have half that much on him. She plodded on, ordering the others to follow, leaving Ludwig in a pool of his own rotten juices.


      She waited for someone – Franziskus, if no one else – to complain, to tell her she ought to stop for a decent burial. No one did. She thought Gerhold, at least, or Lemoine maybe, would offer a few pieties, or find a few words of praise to speak in the dead sailor’s memory. Silence prevailed.


      Finally Angelika spoke. ‘I never saw a man kill an orc like Ludwig did on the day we first met.’ She listened to the trudge of her boots as she worked her way up the slope. ‘To shove a cudgel down a greenskin’s throat, handle first. That was a new one on me.’ Richart indicated his agreement with an appreciative nod. Angelika turned back to see if she could see a hint of sorrow on any of the faces behind her. She hadn’t cared for him particularly, but someone ought to. Someone ought to at least pretend, for a moment or two.


      Other pilgrims, already labouring their way up the hillsides, filled the air with chatter and the grunts of bitter exertion. Tinny bells clamoured from higher up in the hills. A round of chanting began, but it was abruptly silenced. Somebody laughed, somewhere.


      The group moved out of the gully toward the base of the mountain, which was swaddled with layered foothills, like the rolls of fat on a glutton’s belly. Not long before, these would probably have been covered with tall grasses or even overgrown with shrubs, like the other hills around them. Now, the skirts of the Holy Mountain were bare and brown – they had been reduced to mud and rock by the teeming, crawling masses. Angelika stopped. She reckoned that a healthy party could make it up the hills in just under a day. How long it would take her group remained an open question.


      She craned her neck to survey the rest of the mountain. The hills eventually gave way to a flat expanse of dark, scraped rock. Rising from this plateau was the final rock summit, draped with carpets of glacial ice. It would be these, Angelika realised, that the party would have to climb before they reached the summit, which was now hidden in a mass of charcoal-coloured clouds.


      What Angelika could not determine was the effect that the sheer number of travellers might have on their progress up the mountain. Several hundred travellers, at the very least, were scrabbling up the soiled hills. She watched as an oversized woman slid backwards, spilling loose earth and soil beneath her heels. She was roped to about a dozen other climbers, so her weight pulled them downwards with her, until all of them were somersaulting down the hillside together. They screamed, their limbs thrown helplessly outwards. Pilgrims below them scattered to escape the line of tethered, falling climbers. The less agile among them were caught up in the growing tangle of bouncing, rag-doll bodies. Finally the mass of tangled bodies hit a small shelf of relatively flat, exposed rock and came to a scraping, collective halt. They lay groaning and wailing, but it was not long before they clasped their hands together and began to chant out a wounded, weeping prayer to Shallya. A couple of the fallen seemed to be dead; their companions wailed and lifted their arms heavenwards, in either supplication or reproach. The fallen party reconstituted itself with surprising efficiency; the strays caught up in their dragline dusted themselves off and hauled themselves up to rejoin their own groups. Angelika watched as the slain were laid out on the rock and left behind with nothing more than a few hasty prayers. From here on, the dead could expect neither burial nor ceremony. They might – if they were exceedingly lucky – be retrieved by loved ones on their return.


      Angelika plodded up the hill, no longer caring who kept up with her, or what formation they maintained. Soon they would merge with this rippling human mass and it would no longer much matter who kept beside who. No half-sensible orc or bandit would bother to attack the mob on its way up the hill; they would have to expend breath climbing. If there were marauders about, they’d be hiding in the woods, waiting to pick off travellers as they returned and broke off into small, vulnerable groups.


      ‘I feel better, having purged myself of unclean humours,’ Udo announced. Then he stopped abruptly before rushing a few paces away to throw up. Angelika kept the others moving and not long afterwards a pale and chastened Udo caught up with them.


      ‘I thought myself empty,’ Udo said to Franziskus, who had taken a position at the back of the straggling procession. He held up Devorah, who leaned against him. He turned her head away from the merchant.


      ‘Please,’ said Franziskus. ‘No more vivid descriptions.’


      Devorah’s lips brushed the lobe of Franziskus’ ear. He straightened his spine. He angled his shoulder a bit, so as to put a more discreet distance between himself and the soft-voiced young sister.


      Udo, not too bleary to lift a knowing eyebrow at Franziskus, moved on to join Ivo and Lemoine, who were the next nearest travellers in the ragged column.


      Devorah wormed her way past Franziskus’ defences, cuddling into him again. Franziskus felt a tingling of arousal. He tried to smother it with a quickly mumbled prayer, but the feeling remained.


      ‘Muh,’ Devorah said.


      ‘Ssssh,’ Franziskus shushed.


      ‘Muh-Mother H-Heilwig.’


      Franziskus patted the back of her wimpled head. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘She is gone, and that is a source of great sorrow. But you haven’t the strength to mourn her now. So ssshh. Lean against me and I’ll get you to the mountain.’ He pulled her close to him. He couldn’t tell whether his words had helped the girl, but they’d quelled his own shameful urges. Franziskus made a silent promise to Shallya, that he would find some worthy sacrifice to make on her behalf, when they reached the top of the mountain, in atonement for this unseemly moment of carnal awareness.


      ‘Mother Heilwig,’ Devorah mumbled.


      ‘Don’t talk. Conserve your strength.’


      ‘Mother Heilwig, you will forgive me, won’t you?’ Devorah turned glazed and imploring eyes on Franziskus.


      Realisation dawned on him – she wasn’t speaking to him about Heilwig. In her delirium, she’d confused him with the prioress. ‘It is not Heilwig,’ he said to her. ‘I’m Franziskus.’


      Devorah touched his face with blind and groping fingers. ‘Heilwig,’ she said.


      Franziskus saw that he and Devorah were falling further and further behind the other members of the party. Ivo and Udo, the nearest of the bunch, walked at a meandering pace, about three yards ahead. He wondered if he should call out for help, to find someone to take the girl off his hands. He dismissed the thought; there was no one else in the group he’d trust to take better care of her.


      ‘Delirium clouds your mind,’ he said. ‘Heilwig is dead, Devorah. Remember?’


      A giddy smirk appeared on her parched lips. ‘Yes, mother. I know that you are dead. I can tell because you are surrounded in… radiant light.’ Widening awestruck eyes, grinning ecstatically, Devorah went limp in Franziskus’ arms. She lolled her head back, basking in some unseen energy. Franziskus, unprepared for her entire weight, tottered backwards, and nearly twisted his ankle in a narrow depression forged by the wheels of a heavy cart. Devorah thrust her arms out before her in a gesture of supplication. ‘Oh, thank you, Mother Heilwig,’ she said. ‘Bless you. You already know what is in my heart. I do not have to ask you.’


      Franziskus knew it would be wrong to ask what this meant. It would be like listening in on a confession.


      ‘You know, and you already forgive me,’ Devorah said, to her vision of the dead prioress, who once again seemed superimposed over Franziskus.


      He blurted the question out. ‘Forgive you for what?’


      ‘Now I can be with him.’


      ‘With who?’


      ‘You know,’ she said, firmly, as if it was a silly question. ‘Now I can renounce my vows.’


      ‘No, no,’ said Franziskus. ‘You can’t do that.’


      Devorah was unperturbed. ‘You saved me, Mother Heilwig, from a life of wretchedness and iniquity. My debt was always to you. Now that you have transcended to Shallya’s realm of perfect love, that debt is discharged.’


      ‘When you recover from this state,’ Franziskus said, ‘you will realise that your vows were made not to the prioress, but to the goddess. Surely these vows remain in force…’ Franziskus disentangled himself from her. Then he set her on her feet and began to march ahead. Now a good ten yards separated them from Ivo and Udo. Angelika, who was at the head of the column, was at least twenty yards away.


      ‘Shallya is merciful,’ Devorah muttered, stumbling reluctantly along beside him.


      ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘Shallya has mercy.’


      ‘She takes mercy on those who follow her. If they see true happiness on another path, she permits them to take it.’


      Franziskus put the back of his hand on Devorah’s forehead. It burned. ‘How can you be sure you’re right?’ he asked. ‘The goddess may have other plans…’ Realising that he was arguing with a fever dream, Franziskus cut himself short.


      ‘I know,’ said Devorah, her face glowing with perspiration and beatific certitude. ‘I see it just as plain as I see you, Mother Heilwig. He and I, in a clay-shingled cottage, smoke curling up from the chimney. Already I feel the hearth-fire’s warmth. Children play at our feet. Laughing, squealing. I hold him tight’ – she tightened her grip around Franziskus’ waist – ‘and it is through him that I feel Shallya’s grace.’


      Franziskus pictured the things she spoke of. His breath caught in his throat. ‘No,’ he said.


      Devorah’s eyes were shut. ‘I am so happy mother, that you and Shallya understand.’


      ‘No,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘I love Franziskus.’


      ‘It is temptation.’


      ‘And Franziskus loves me.’


      ‘It is blasphemy.’


      ‘Goodbye, Mother Heilwig.’


      ‘These thoughts, Devorah – they are the sending of some foul imp or daemon.’


      Devorah pitched abruptly forward. Franziskus grabbed at her, but could not catch her. She fell flat into well-trodden mud and grass. She lay there, unmoving.


      She’s dead, Franziskus thought. She’s dropped dead, just like Ludwig did and Rausch before him. I rejected her, and it killed her. If I hadn’t rejected her, it would have been a gross sin against the gods. I did, so she died.


      He crouched over her. He felt hot tears spill down his cheeks. He heard himself burbling and sobbing. He heard the others, running back toward him.


      He rolled her over. Her porcelain face was muddied and still.


      I murdered her.


      Her mouth opened. She spat out a mouthful of damp grass. Her eyes opened.


      ‘Franziskus!’ she said.


      She reached up to wrap her arms around him and pulled him down onto her. She lapsed once more into unconsciousness.


      Another pair of hands gripped Franziskus by the collar and yanked. It was Angelika. Franziskus fought his way free of Devorah’s grip and let himself fall backwards into Angelika’s. She let him drop, then stalked off to the side of the trail, as the other pilgrims, led by Brother Lemoine, tended to Devorah. Franziskus heard someone say, ‘I think her fever has broken.’ He stumbled over to Angelika.


      ‘I’ve been keeping an eye out for our interests,’ she said. ‘While you’ve been busy trying to get your paws under that girl’s habit.’


      ‘I assure you the opposite is true,’ Franziskus said.


      Angelika watched as the others helped Devorah to her feet. ‘I don’t doubt that for a moment, sad to say. If you did give her a nice, solid groping, you’d both be better off for it.’


      Angelika turned back toward the mountaintop and resumed her ascent.


      An enervated, gasping voice spoke into her ear. ‘We’ll all die on these hills, won’t we?’ Angelika turned to see that it was Waldemar. She bared her teeth at him. She shoved her hands on his chest and grabbed up handfuls of his tunic. She shouted huskily at him, shaking him, and she kept doing it until the others had gathered all around her with sorry, querying looks on their faces.


      ‘No!’ she shouted, finally letting go of the summoner’s shirt. ‘All of you are going to hear me, understand, and believe what I say! Am I making myself clear?’


      They nodded haplessly, frightened of her again. Even Franziskus stepped back from her. Part of Angelika was caught up in her anger; the other part wanted to laugh. She wondered which part of her was crazier.


      ‘You’re all going to stop dying now. How about that? Is that fact clear to you?’ She darted among them, bobbing her head like a crow, poking her face into each of theirs in turn. Ivo gulped, his moony ears twitching. Richart stuck his chin out in a gesture of defiantly maintained dignity. She snapped at him. He weaved back from her. ‘You won’t be dying on me, will you?’


      Richart shook his head, solemnly promising that he wouldn’t.


      Angelika noticed that pilgrims from other parties were beginning to gather around, drawn to her fury like moths to a lantern. She told herself that they did not exist.


      Brother Lemoine poked a crooked finger into the air, ready to ask a question. To get at him, Angelika let go of Devorah and elbowed Recht aside. She clasped Lemoine’s wrist, the one with the question-asking finger on it, and twisted it around to face him. Lemoine feebly moaned.


      ‘Yes?’ she growled. Lemoine quivered. ‘Did you mean to ask if this shows some kind of change of heart on my part? That I now somehow care about your fates?’


      Lemoine’s trembling seemed to suggest that no, he was not under this impression.


      ‘Because that is not the case,’ Angelika said, letting the monk’s arm flop down to his side. ‘If anything, your collective inability to survive this situation, into which all of you raced headlong, makes me angrier every time I stop to contemplate it. You idiots. You damn holy fools.’ She raised her voice to encompass everyone on the despoiled hillside. ‘Is this worth it? No.’


      ‘I assure you,’ she hissed, still bearing down on Lemoine, ‘that I am still as selfish as ever. I want you to live merely because your dying disturbs the sublime tranquillity of my thoughts. And I do not intend to let you do that any longer. Understand?’


      Lemoine, belatedly realising that he had again been called upon to react, nodded mechanically.


      She turned to survey the entire group, or what was left of it: Ivo, Gerhold, Waldemar, Udo, Stefan, Richart, Lemoine and Devorah. Gerhold earned himself a second look, as he was the only one who had kept his composure. Beneath his reserved demeanour Angelika detected a distinct whiff of pious condescension.


      ‘Go ahead – tell me I’m talking nonsense!’ she spat.


      Gerhold raised a white, caterpillar eyebrow. ‘I would never dream of it.’


      ‘You’re thinking my threats are idle, aren’t you? Because if you’re dead, what more can I do about it? Well, I promise you, one day, when my long life ends and I wake up in hell, the first thing I’ll do is seek out each and every one of you who let me down by getting himself killed. And you have my direst vow that no matter what torments you’re suffering, whatever daemon is gnawing on your innards, whatever spit you’re being roasted on, those punishments will utterly pale compared to what I’ll do to you! Need I elaborate?’


      No one answered her.


      ‘Good,’ she said, stomping upwards, a new energy coursing through her. Overhead, the clouds lightened and finally parted, revealing a sky of shining blue. Cold air swept down from the mountain; Angelika let it roll over her; it was refreshing. Her words had worked, she decided. From now on, they would all be too frightened to die.


      Hours passed. When Angelika grew tired, the group rested. When she felt ready to go on, they went on. No one grumbled. No one tugged at her sleeve. She told herself that she felt free and confident.


      She stumbled. She looked to see what had tripped her. It was a dead hand, barely visible in the freshly disordered soil. She called another halt. With her bare hands, she dug the body up. It turned out to be the remains of a fat, moustachioed man. He had been dead no more than a few hours. His belt had no purse on it; neither did he wear boots or jewelry. But he looked like he’d been a wealthy, well-fed individual, so Angelika opened his mouth and found what she was looking for: a quartet of gold teeth, one at the front and three around the back. Yes, her haul to date had been stolen from her, but that didn’t matter. Now that she was on the mountain, she would replace what she’d lost, and more. Whistling contentedly, she plucked her dagger from its sheath and started harvesting.
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      Chapter Fourteen


      Angelika bounded up the slope, relying on the others to keep up with her. It was as if she’d never been ill at all. Corpses littered the hillside, many abandoned as they had fallen: some were lying face down in the gravel or with limbs pinioned under their torsos. Others had been left under blankets, carefully arranged on their backs, with hands clasped together over their chests. Up ahead of her, Angelika saw one such blanket being taken by the wind and blown across the slope to land on a troop of struggling sisters. Angelika whistled happily. She had already found a pair of golden earrings dangling from the dead lobes of a sunken-eyed maiden; their green stones were jade, from the distant Cathay. From the wrist of a wire-haired old woman, she’d helped herself to a silver bangle, bristling with dwarfish-cut diamonds. Seven pendants, each bearing Shallya’s dove emblem, tangled together their chains of gold and silver in Angelika’s pocket. Then there were the parses – four in all so far, just left there in the open, for anyone to take. One of them had given up nearly a hundred crowns! Her total now stood at one hundred and forty-two, bringing her nearly to where she’d been before the robbers came. She bent to roll over the bloating remains of a fat-bellied burgher. Though he lacked a purse, his cloak-clasp was exquisitely enamelled and would earn her five or six crowns. None of the dozens of pilgrims around them, who were heaving themselves up the slope, puffing and dull-eyed, shook so much as an impotent fist at her. If it weren’t for Gerhold’s dismayed clucks and Waldemar’s showily averted eyes, she would have felt no judgement upon her at all. Angelika’s pack of feckless pilgrims had led her to a grave-looter’s paradise.


      She had also found a surprising quantity of food, and so many containers of water that she had to leave some behind. Angelika parcelled out figs, salted fish, slices of dry sausage and misshapen lumps of hardtack. Intertwined in the deceased fingers of one emaciated traveller, she found a jug of bitter brown ale. She poured most of it out before handing it over to the others. As much as they deserved a good drink, it would not help their progress any.


      Devorah sank to her knees. Franziskus caught her.


      Angelika bounded down to his side. ‘I thought she was recovering.’


      ‘The disease has relapsed.’ The sister drew tortured, shallow breaths. Angelika felt her forehead. It was hotter than it had been during her first bout of fever.


      ‘I think she’s dying,’ Franziskus whispered.


      ‘No, I won’t let her do that,’ said Angelika. ‘I’ve already explained this.’


      ‘We need to find a sheltered place, where she can rest.’


      ‘Over there,’ it was Ivo, pointing off to the north where big buttresses of raw stone burst out of the earthen hills. ‘Behind those rock formations. I think,’ – he stopped for breath – ‘I think there are some ledges there, where we can stop safely for a while.’


      Richart came up behind the pardoner and clapped a hand on his shoulder. ‘You’ve never been in these hills before,’ he said.


      Ivo stepped deftly away from him, slapping at the landowner’s unwelcome paw. His eyes worked from side to side. ‘No, I haven’t.’


      ‘It just seems curious.’ Richart turned to face the formation he’d pointed at. ‘That you should know what’s behind there, without having seen it.’


      Ivo was quick to answer. ‘I said I think there’s probably ledges there. Based on my observations of similar formations that we’ve seen before throughout this journey.’


      Devorah stirred in Franziskus’ arms, then fell back into unconsciousness. ‘We’ve no time to debate the principles of geology,’ he snapped. ‘If we don’t get some food into her…’ There was no need for him to complete the sentence.


      Angelika’s attention flew to a couple of figures on the ridge above them. ‘Yes,’ she said. She drew her knife. She addressed Franziskus without looking at him. ‘You take her around to see if Ivo’s right about the sheltered spot. Anyone who feels like a tussle, come with me.’ She pointed at the men in the distance with the tip of her blade. ‘I thought I saw them earlier, and there they are. Our robbers.’


      Her targets stopped for a moment, as if to consider why their ears were burning. The bright sunlight clearly highlighted the features of the lead bandit. Another of them was by his side. There were only the two of them.


      ‘I’ll go,’ said Waldemar, grim and eager.


      ‘Me too,’ said Gerhold.


      ‘We’ll get above them before we go at them,’ said Angelika.


      Angelika crept up the hillside, heading for a point about a hundred feet to the north of the robbers’ position. Waldemar and Gerhold kept close by her. Ivo stood in contemplation and then took off after them. Richart followed him.


      This left Lemoine, Stefan and Udo to help Franziskus with the girl. Lemoine bent to help pick her up, gently lifting her by the legs. Franziskus held her under her arms. Stefan took the lead, picking his careful way along the slope toward the rock formation Ivo had shown them. Udo followed the procession, watching their war party scramble cautiously up the hill. ‘If they get themselves killed, we’re all done for,’ he said, but no one was listening.


      Angelika, nodding meek apologies, threaded her way through a group of unlikely-looking, bearded penitents cloaked in heavy furs. Waldemar and Gerhold did the same. The furry men grumbled and closed ranks, staunchly blocking Ivo’s path.


      ‘What are we,’ one of them said. ‘A herd of sheep, to be walked through willy-nilly?’


      Ivo turned to check on Richart’s progress. There was a boulder beneath his foot. He kicked it loose. It rolled down at Richart, then bounced. Ivo spun on his heels and ran crabwise up the hill, away from Angelika, and away from the robbers. Richart hugged flat to the hillside; the rock flew well past him. He cursed and bolted up to chase the pardoner.


      Angelika stopped, holding a halting hand up to Gerhold and Waldemar. They’d moved quicker than the robbers, who seemed not to have spotted them among the swarm of climbing pilgrims. They were now about twenty feet higher than the two bandits, who’d stopped to lie and catch their breath with their backs flat against the steep hillside. Waldemar stole a backward glance and saw that Ivo and Richart had gone missing.


      ‘Weren’t they–’


      Angelika ssshhed him. He reached for the hilt of his rapier. She shook her head. They moved diagonally to close the lateral distance between themselves and their prey. The robbers had chosen to rest under an especially steep spot, and it was all Angelika and her companions could do to remain upright.


      ‘Now,’ said Angelika. Waldemar hauled his sword loudly from its scabbard. Gerhold brandished a thick oak branch, which he’d been using as a walking stick. They had to skid to prevent themselves from overrunning the men and rolling down the slope. The bandits beheld them with weary faces and held their hands up. The leader coughed; vomit caked the other’s tunic. They reached slowly for their belts and undid them, tossing aside their still-sheathed blades.


      ‘The vengeance of the gods is complete, then,’ the leader choked.


      ‘Where are your friends?’ Angelika demanded, her dagger jabbing their way.


      ‘Claimed by the plague you gave us,’ said the robber-pilgrim.


      Angelika gestured to a pack by the man’s side that bulged like a sausage. Gerhold slipped over to it and hefted it.


      ‘Is our food in there?’ Angelika asked.


      The leader tried a laugh; it came out as a croak. ‘Except for one meal, we haven’t had much of an appetite.’


      The second robber groaned and shifted in discomfort.


      ‘Don’t drag it out,’ the first man said, addressing Angelika. ‘Do what the deities command.’ His dry tongue came out to brush his whitened lips.


      ‘I don’t work for them,’ said Angelika.


      With a gesture, she got Waldemar and Gerhold moving. She waited until it was clear that the sickened robbers wouldn’t try anything, then turned and followed them.


      * * *


      Ivo ran, curving around a knot of barrel-chested, naked-backed men, who were making resolute progress up the hill, whilst simultaneously flaying themselves with long, delicate lengths of spiky chain. Richart scrabbled up the slope behind him and leapt, hurling himself at the pardoner. He hit Ivo in the midsection, bringing him down. He grabbed a fistful of hair and pushed Ivo’s face into the dirt. Ivo’s hand shot down to his scabbard. Richart seized him by the wrist. Ivo wormed his way onto his back and out from under the smaller man. Richart smacked his free elbow into Ivo’s teeth.


      One of the flagellants shambled over. Blood dripped down from his shoulders onto Ivo’s face. ‘Do not strike each other,’ he intoned. ‘To gain salvation, you must strike yourselves.’ He placed his hand on Richart’s shoulder. Richart shrugged him off; Ivo took advantage of the distraction and jumped to his feet. He kicked Richart in the throat. Richart fell to the ground, saw-horsed. The flagellant gulped and scurried off to rejoin his fellows.


      ‘Why are you doing this to me?’ Ivo petulantly demanded. He directed several kicks, one of them well aimed, at Richart’s ribcage. Richart groaned. ‘You’re working for them, aren’t you?’ Ivo howled, his absurd voice fluting upwards to its highest pitch. He wiped his mouth with the side of his hand. ‘You’ve cracked open my lip!’ Seeing that Richart’s hand was near his foot, he brought his heel down on it, twisting. ‘You’re with the damn priests, aren’t you?’


      Richart hung his head and caught his breath. ‘And what quarrel have you with priests?’


      ‘If you’re so cleverly ignorant of what we’re speaking of, then why did you chase me?’ Ivo kicked at him.


      Richart spun around and wrapped both hands around Ivo’s flailing calf. He pulled on it, bringing the pardoner down on his backside. Ivo grunted. Richart reached for his sword. Ivo struck out with his legs, wrapping them around the scabbarded blade, and bending it, so that it could not be drawn. ‘I bet you wish you weren’t posing as a landsman now,’ he triumphantly yowled. ‘Then you could carry something stronger than an effete nobleman’s blade.’


      ‘And when I’m done with you, you’ll wish you were truly a mere stinking pardoner, not a purloiner of holy relics!’ Richart tugged fruitlessly again at his weapon hilt, then threw himself on Ivo, punching furiously at his face and chest. He took hold of his enemy’s oversized ear and twisted. Ivo shrieked childishly, then found his knife. He swooped it past Richart’s throat, with scarcely an inch between his enemy’s jugular and the edge of the blade. He brought it stabbing down at Richart’s face. Richart clawed his hands onto Ivo’s arm and wrenched the muscle until he dropped the knife. Ivo brought his knee smashing into the side of Richart’s face. Richart fell back, stunned, and Ivo turned to run.


      With blurred vision, Richart sat and watched as Ivo fled, bounding around wary climbers. Richart stood, shook off the pain, and followed him. Ivo’s movements were a paradoxical mixture of the nimble and the clumsy: he slipped often as he skittered along the hillside, but deftly incorporated these mistakes into his stride, somehow using them to propel himself onwards. Richart pounded ahead; Ivo was faster now, with his longer legs, but he also had less muscle on his bones, and his sprint would likely falter before long.


      Richart ran straight at a nobleman’s palanquin, borne by six breathless, purple-faced strongmen. He ducked under it, regained his full height, and saw Ivo standing stupidly on the edge of a precipice. He took his scabbard in hand, unbent his measly rapier, and drew it. He advanced on Ivo, swishing it experimentally through the thin, cold air. A plume of steam escaped from Ivo’s worried lips.


      ‘Well, thief,’ said Richart. ‘It appears you’ve run out of mountain.’


      ‘There must be an arrangement we can make, you and I.’ Kirchgeld said, holding his palms pleadingly before him.


      Richart halted. ‘You still have the stolen implements?’


      ‘Not on me.’


      Richart advanced. ‘Do you still have them somewhere, or have you already sold them?’


      ‘Yes.’


      An aggravated scowl twisted across Richart’s round, brown face. ‘Don’t play games with me, worm. Which is it?’


      Ivo formed his mouth into a small, open circle of hurt and outrage. ‘There’s no need to insult me.’


      Richart lunged at him, grabbing around, trying to get a good bunch of Ivo’s hair into his fist. Ivo smiled and slipped aside. He seized Richart by the shoulder and heaved him off the precipice. He spun to watch Pfeffer fall, but by the time he was safely around, his pursuer had already dropped out of sight.


      Ivo rubbed his hands together and treated himself to a heaving, blissful breath. People thought Ivo was stupid. But it was in fact they who were stupid.


      Angelika hugged the robber’s pack to her chest and made her way down and around to the rock shelf Ivo had shown them. Gerhold and Waldemar trailed behind her. Sure enough, it was sheltered from the view of other climbers, and offered a large, flat surface for the entire group to rest on. Franziskus stood beside a prone Devorah, who slept, wrapped in a blanket. Franziskus’ cloak lay under her head, bunched up into a pillow. Angelika performed a count: Udo, Stefan and Lemoine sat ringed around Franziskus and Devorah, staring dully into the middle distance. So with Gerhold and Waldemar, they now had six pilgrims and two guides.


      ‘Where are Ivo and Richart?’ she asked.


      Franziskus’ face was drawn and mournful. ‘They left with you.’


      ‘We got split up. I thought they’d come back here. Ivo knew where it was.’ She sat cross-legged and opened the robber’s pack. She found her accumulated treasure and threw it aside. She dug out sacks and emptied them: she located the trail sausages, the sacks of nuts, the crusts of cheese and the desiccated fruits that had been stolen from them. They were still wrapped in brown paper. At the bottom of the sack were skins full of water, cold to the touch. She drank heartily herself and passed the skins around.


      ‘Gulp down all you want,’ said Angelika. ‘There is no need to ration: we’ll soon be up on the glacier, and we can scrape the containers full of ice.’ All but Franziskus pounced on the food, stuffing their mouths with more than they could chew or swallow. The young deserter took a handkerchief from his pocket, wetted it with the mouth of a water skin, and then dabbed it carefully onto Devorah’s lips.


      ‘How long do we wait for them?’ said Udo, taking a fastidious pull on his recovered water skin.


      Angelika cast a doubtful glance up at the mountain. ‘With or without them, I think we should spend the night here. I’m spent, and I look better than the lot of you.’


      ‘Is it safe?’ Udo inquired.


      ‘It’s a little late to be asking that.’


      Waldemar shifted himself closer to Angelika. ‘What could have happened to Richart and Ivo? One moment they were behind us, and…’


      Angelika shifted away from Waldemar. She shrugged.


      ‘Should we go look for them?’


      She got up and wandered over to Franziskus. ‘How is she?’


      Franziskus shook his head.


      Stefan came up behind them. He spoke quietly. ‘Our only hope is to get her up to Mother Elsbeth for healing. Otherwise we’ve lost her.’


      Angelika stood back. ‘But we’re likely to finish her off trying to get her up that mountain.’


      ‘Nonetheless we must try,’ Stefan said.


      The three of them stared for a while at Devorah’s peaceful, dying face. ‘Maybe,’ Angelika said, ‘the true mercy would be in letting her slip away from this rotten charnel house of a world.’


      ‘You can’t think that way,’ Franziskus said.


      Stefan deftly performed the sign of Shallya. ‘If you had asked me, even a few days ago, why I embarked on this pilgrimage, I could not give you a good reason for it.’


      ‘That’s because–’ began Angelika. Franziskus silenced her with a forbidding look. For some reason, she obeyed him, and let the advocate go on.


      ‘It was just a feeling I had,’ Stefan said, fixed unwaveringly on Devorah’s features. He touched his chest. ‘In here. I have always been a man of the mind, not the heart. Of argument, debate, precedent. Law. For once, though, I felt impelled to follow the dictates of my heart, so I joined this group of fellow fools and sinners, without knowing why. Only now do I understand. It is Shallya’s mercy that has placed me here, to ensure that this one innocent girl is carried into her arms, to gain intercession through Mother Elsbeth. I do not need healing. I am already healed. It does not matter what the rest of you say: I will do my best to get her to Heiligerberg, and if I die, I shall do so in a state of divine grace.’


      Gerhold’s eyes glistened. Lemoine tottered over to fold his arms around Stefan. Udo joined the scrum from behind: ‘I know of what you speak, good Stefan! I, too, came here insincerely! I was even more insincere than you! And, although I do not feel it yet,’ he said, his voice breaking, ‘If I act like I feel it, I know I surely will!’


      The moon hung low and bright in the black sky over Heiligerberg. Winded, Ivo fruitlessly choked in ragged breaths of thin mountain air. He paused to pound on his sunken chest, in a desperate attempt to pummel his lungs into greater efficiency. His head spun; the last bit of the climb had been punishing, even more so than the last time he’d done it. He bent; hands clasped onto his thighs and pointed his head earthwards. He waited. Gradually his body quieted its protests. Ivo straightened up, hummed merrily, and pushed his way through the pilgrims who thronged the gate.
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      Chapter Fifteen


      They climbed. Angelika looked up. The sun hid its position behind a canopy of thick, dark clouds, but she knew it was the middle of the afternoon, or thereabouts. Or maybe it wasn’t. Perhaps the ache in her muscles was fooling her. Another possibility: it merely seemed as if a long time had passed, because the struggle had been so hard. Because they had gone so far. Because there was so far to go.


      Angelika turned and looked behind her. They were all on their hands and knees: Gerhold, Stefan, Udo, Waldemar. They appeared to her as shambling, amorphous dots on a vast and angry field of ice. Behind them, Franziskus and Lemoine fought to pull a sled, to which Devorah was lashed. They’d found the sled with a dead noblewoman and a large guard dog that was also dead stuck fast to its wooden slats. It had taken some chipping and kicking to get them off it, to make a transport for their sick young sister. Devorah was unconscious, and had been that way since the marrow-chilling morning hours. Now she sweated feverishly, and her face was flushed. Her head jerked tortuously from left to right. Stefan and Waldemar had been told to keep themselves below the sled, but they’d abandoned their rear guard positions to scramble on the glaciated slope along with everyone else.


      Angelika calculated the slope’s angle: thirty degrees, perhaps. Thirty-five? Her lungs burned. She could not see the top of the mountain. Somewhere up there, it terminated in some sort of ledge or plateau, but all she could see before her was filthy, trampled snow, gouged and pitted by the efforts of hundreds of scrabbling pilgrims. Nor was it possible to turn and look back to see where they’d come from, there was just more ice, receding into a curtain of fog. They were nowhere, hurting, and eking their way up into more nowhere.


      She could see no other pilgrims but her own. Past the boundaries of the fog, there were voices and shouts. Grunts of pain, perhaps, or of defeat. But no one else to see.


      Blood, half-coagulated, half-frozen, coated the tips of each of her fingers; she could no longer see her nails. Angelika punched them into the glacier’s outer crust, a layer of crystalline snow like dead and sloughed-off skin. After making a handhold in the crust, she hoisted herself upwards. Then she did the same again. And again. Her fingers had enough feeling in them for a new jolt of dull pain to throb up through her arms each time she made a new handhold. The others would follow her path, using her handholds, so their hands would not suffer as much as hers. She paused to pant and wheeze. Many other pilgrims had already made this trek, she reminded herself. Surely they could not all have perished and slid down the mountainside. Yes, she had found many bodies, some of them lucratively kitted out – but not that many. Someone had to be surviving this trip. She would survive, too. It was true that the others were impelled forward by faith, by their moronic belief in the importance of this mountain and the woman who lived atop it. That was not true of Angelika. She had something better. Her own faith. Faith in herself.


      And as soon as she got down from this stinking mountain she would promise herself never to go up another one ever again.


      Abruptly she realised that she’d dropped down onto the ice. She pushed herself up, brushing frozen crystals from her cheek. She stretched her arms out. She dug her fingers into the crust. She made another handhold. She pulled her body upwards. Her thin chest heaved, exchanging one lungful of chill, unsatisfactory air for another. She pulled herself up. She thrust her arms out. She stuck her fingers into the ice. Made another handhold. Hauled her body up.


      What am I doing this for, she asked herself.


      For money, she answered.


      For little bags of gold I don’t even spend, squirreled away in dozens of tiny holes, dug all across this misbegotten wilderness.


      Angelika questioned the validity of her goals.


      Then she pushed.


      Stretched. Dug. Pulled. Heaved. Pulled. Pushed. Gasped. Pain. Hauled.


      Pushed.


      Stretched.


      Dug.


      Pulled.


      Hurt.


      Heaved.


      Fought.


      Pushed.


      Gasped.


      Pain.


      Wheezed.


      She’d rested her face in the ice again. She jolted up. She wrenched around. She sat on her behind. Let it freeze for a while, she thought. Let it match the rest of her.


      ‘How is everyone down there?’ she called.


      She wasn’t sure whether she’d really said it. Yes, her lips were working up and down, and she was vocalising the thought, but was there enough air to make the actual sound?


      Apparently so.


      The others stopped. They waved. They pulled, pushed, hauled, hurt, wheezed, gasped.


      Franziskus called. His mouth moved. She heard the sounds he made, but she had to furrow her brow hard to understand what they were.


      ‘She is fading,’ he appeared to be saying.


      She. The sister. Devorah. She was fading.


      Well, good for her.


      Miracle she made it this far.


      Isn’t that what they all want, when all is said and done? To die on this holy slope?


      Angelika turned back to the unending carpet of ice. Dug in another handhold. Grimaced.


      She hurt, hauled, wheezed. The handhold was icy and her bloody lungs were rasping.


      Angelika realised she was hallucinating.


      All the whiteness had become warm and good, and she no longer strained. Her muscles no longer felt strain and pain; the snow had become a balm.


      And she was floating somewhere, somewhere good. Space and her relation to the physical world no longer mattered. It was just whiteness, and that’s all there was to it. There was no need to trouble her mind any more than that. Just whiteness.


      And there beside her, glowing, clean, swaddled in robes of purest white linen, and radiant from the inside, was the old officer, Thomas Krieger. There was no sign of his wounds.


      ‘You’re angry with me,’ she said.


      ‘No I’m not,’ he replied softly.


      ‘You have good reason to be. I didn’t swear to protect the others, as you wished.’


      Krieger shrugged. It was beautiful, the way he did it. ‘You made no promise, so you broke no promise.’


      ‘I’ve let so many die,’ she said. She ticked off the list on perfect, bloodless fingers. ‘The prioress. Jurg. Rausch. The widow Kloster. Ludwig.’


      ‘You promised nothing.’


      ‘And now Richart and Ivo – they’re both dead, aren’t they?’


      ‘If you say so.’


      ‘And Altman – murdered. And yet I am no closer to naming his killer.’


      ‘What does it matter?’


      ‘What does it matter?’ she repeated, suspicion seeping into her tone. This was not what the real Krieger would say, if he sent his shade to visit her.


      The false Krieger chattered blithely on. ‘Chances are, whoever killed Altman was among those who have themselves since died. Ludwig, let us say. Or Rausch.’


      ‘I’m in a delirium, aren’t I?’ Angelika said, accusingly. ‘Brought on by thin air and exertion.’


      ‘You were right to make me no promises, Angelika. Promises lead only to disappointment.’


      ‘You’re just my own starved mind, telling itself what it wishes to hear.’


      ‘When next you get the chance to make a foolish promise, do exactly what you did with me. Refuse. Give away nothing.’


      She treated the imaginary Krieger to a series of her favourite obscenities. He blurred, became indistinct, then there was nothing at all. Not even the whiteness.


      It’s me who’s dying now, Angelika realised.


      She shook herself.


      She found she could not move.


      She shook herself harder. Shook her head. Shook her hands. Put them in front of her weary eyes. The tips of the fingers were bloody again. That was a good sign at least. She shuddered.


      Whiteness faded, gave way to greyness.


      She came to. Franziskus loomed over her. He was jostling her up and down, commanding her to awaken. She lay on her back in the snow. She bolted up – so quickly that her forehead smacked right into his. The dreary sky and the dirty white mountain swam and buckled hazily before her, until her vision sharpened and resolved itself. Franziskus took her by the shoulders. Tiny diamond beads of frozen water had taken up housekeeping amid the feathery white hairs of his invisible, boyish moustache.


      ‘You collapsed,’ he said.


      ‘I did no such thing,’ she replied, brushing snow from the arms of her jacket. He pushed his face, made florid by the frosty wind, so close to hers that it entirely occupied her field of vision. A bump was already rising on his forehead, where she had smacked him.


      ‘The sister,’ she said. ‘Is she–?’


      Franziskus gestured to the sled. Devorah’s chest moved in time to her shallow breathing.


      A frozen spike of dark hair dangled down to tickle Angelika’s forehead. Franziskus brushed it out of the way for her. She rewarded him with the slightest of smiles.


      ‘You know we’ll get off this frozen rock alive, don’t you?’ she asked him.


      He nodded.


      ‘The two of us, I mean,’ she said.


      He stole a glance at Devorah. ‘More than just us,’ he said.


      A bellow arose from below. Angelika did not know whom it was coming from, until she saw him charging up the glacier: Waldemar, face crimson, eyes screaming back in his head. ‘Get away from her!’ the summoner cried. ‘Get away!’


      Franziskus, still crouching, spun, hand ready on his sabre hilt. Flecks of froth fell from Waldemar’s howling mouth. ‘It’s the sister you love!’ Waldemar shrieked, making startlingly quick progress up the slope, grasping hands held out before his face. ‘Angelika is mine! Move away from her, or I’ll–’


      He tripped on a large, buried object and flipped face-first into the ice. He rose up, snow caking his beard, making him seem even wilder and madder than before. He stepped over the obstacle, then fell – backwards this time – as it gave way beneath him, rolling down, taking him with it. Waldemar frantically whirled his arms, but he could not regain his balance. He slid, yowling, then disappeared from view in a cloud of displaced snow particles.


      Angelika stood and moved carefully down the slope, until she could again see the summoner. He lay flat on his back, a widening nimbus of deep red blood suffusing the snow and ice around the back of his head. Dizzily at first, Angelika ventured toward him. He’d slid about ten yards, until a sharp jut of rock had stopped him short, piercing his skull. Angelika knew he was dead before she reached his side. She shouted up to the others: ‘He went mad and now he’s dead. Keep going. I’ll catch up.’ She stooped over him. ‘So you loved me, did you?’ she asked him. With dully aching fingers, she reached into his pockets, relieved him of his purse, and teased fat gold rings from his swollen hands.


      She followed his tracks up the slope. As she had suspected: the object that had tripped him up was a corpse, frozen to the side of the mountain. It was a young woman, younger than Devorah, though with coarser features. She brushed snow crystals aside. The corpse’s eyes were open and frozen to the core; it occurred to Angelika that if she were to tap them with the tip of her dagger, they would make a chinking sound. Between stone-solid fingers, the young dead girl clutched a string of silver prayer beads, complete with a jewelled dove. Angelika cracked the hand with the pommel of her dagger, breaking the fingers off. She teased the beads from the shattered hand, dropped it into her purse and then hustled to catch up with the others.


      Soon she was ahead of them. A peculiar energy, from a source she could not name, suffused her. But it did not last. And the ice went on for hours.


      The putrid green of a distant Chaos-storm tinged the clouds as ice gave way to a patch of rock. The angle of the slope flattened out. Other pilgrims huddled before a fire, sheltered by a shallow natural alcove. They waved and called out in praise to Shallya. There were half a dozen of them, men and women, wrapped in furs. They warmed uninjured hands at a fire. Leather gloves hung from their belts. Coiled ropes lay at their feet, along with chains and spikes and hammers – all the proper equipment for a long climb on ice.


      Angelika stumbled alongside Recht and hissed. ‘Why didn’t we have this?’


      Recht shook his head. ‘Clearly they were better informed than we. We knew the journey would be difficult, but we scarcely imagined…’


      ‘Idiots,’ Angelika muttered.


      Seeing Devorah’s condition, the climbers rushed to her sled and dragged it, scraping on the rock, towards the fire. They poured a hot cup for her from a steel teapot, but she remained unconscious, even when Franziskus laid his warming hands directly on her soft, pale cheeks.


      ‘She’s not long for this world,’ said one of the fur-clad pilgrims, a tall man with pinched eyes and a long, leathery face.


      ‘No time to waste,’ said another, a round-faced, flat-nosed fellow with a reedy voice. Their accents marked them out as northerners. ‘We must get her up the rest of the way, so Mother Elsbeth can cure her.’


      Without further discussion, they doused their fire with their fresh-brewed tea then efficiently assembled their climbing gear. ‘You’ve done the hard part already,’ said the leather-faced man, thrusting a hearty hand to Stefan. He introduced himself as Primus Lichtman. He did not bother to name his companions. ‘Coming up the ice without suitable clothing and no gear whatsoever. The lot of you are quite insane,’ he cheerfully observed.


      ‘I wish I could disagree,’ said Angelika.


      He pressed his squinty eyes even further shut, clasped his hands together, and addressed the sky. ‘Bless you, oh goddess Shallya, that you have brought these unfortunates to us, that we may extend the benefits of our superior planning to others needier than ourselves, and thereby prove our love to you, that our prayers of mercy toward all may be strengthened, and the rancid hosts of Chaos be thus turned back and dashed upon the shoals of all-encompassing love.’


      This place, Angelika thought, is blessed with more than its share of entirely mad persons.


      But the happy, healthy pilgrims did as they promised, wrapping Devorah’s skid in a cocoon of ropes, as the others jaunted ahead up the rock, happily pounding in spikes and laying in a preparatory network of ropes and chains. ‘This last expanse won’t be difficult at all,’ Primus Lichtman reassured them. ‘There is a great hustle-bustle of importuning persons up around the shrine, and we have been waiting for a pressing cause to join it.’


      ‘Yes,’ said Angelika, still wondering what trick these well-fed pilgrims meant to play. Would they dash her and her charges down the side of the mountain and then venture down to collect their valuables? She kept her hand as near her knife as decorum allowed. ‘I reckon there’s no greater cesspool of contagion and disease within a thousand leagues of here. All those sufferers of the mange and shingles, and Chaos plague no doubt, all packed together around the gates of a tiny abbey…’ The leathery face of Primus Lichtman lost some of its deep-brown colour. Angelika’s mood improved immensely.


      Like a swarm of eager, helpful rodents, the pilgrims clambered back down the rocks, having fashioned a makeshift pulley system to ferry Devorah’s pallet up the rocky summit. Contentedly brushing both Franziskus and Lemoine out of the way, they moved to the young sister’s side. They attached her to their rope system and heaved her up, harmonising their rhythm with a breathy chant. Using their rope-and-chain handholds to drag herself up the stony slope, Angelika followed the blissful pilgrims, and was followed in turn by Franziskus, Lemoine, Stefan Recht, Friar Gerhold and the merchant, Udo Kramer. She braced herself, waiting for Primus’ men to slash the ropes, and send Devorah’s sled crashing down on them, but they did no such thing. Instead, they disappeared over a lip of rock, taking the girl with them. Angelika tensed, imagining any number of cruel scenes. But Primus and the double-chinned man quickly returned, standing on the ledge, their uncallused hands beckoning her on. They reached out for her and pulled her up.
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      Chapter Sixteen


      Angelika stood before a throng of pilgrims that crowded the worn, pitted walls of an old, drab abbey. She couldn’t see a front gate and asked Primus to explain. He pointed to her left, where the sound of shouting and chanting suggested an even greater mob of penitents around the corner.


      ‘We came up the side way,’ he said. ‘There are natural terraces around the front,’ he said, proud of himself.


      ‘There are terraces?’


      Primus nodded.


      ‘On the mountain? Stairs on the mountain?’


      ‘Indeed, yes.’


      ‘And we came up the side?’


      Primus became grave. ‘We scouted those terraces and found them suspiciously hospitable. In the scaling of mountains, there is no killer more ruthless than simple complacency.’


      A familiar voice fluted ominously in the distance. ‘That’s them! That’s her!’


      Angelika clenched her teeth.


      It was Ivo Kirchgeld, flanked by two guardsmen, who clanked towards her in the full armour and martial regalia of Sigmarite warrior priests. Ivo pointed his forefinger at her face. ‘I knew it was fruitless waiting for them at the front. If there was a sneaky way to come, they’d find it!’


      Franziskus placed a restraining hand on her knife-arm. The gesture was redundant; Angelika had already figured the odds. Two large, fully-armoured, doubtlessly well-trained men against one slim woman. Even if she weren’t exhausted, she’d never be fool enough to start a tangle with fighters like these.


      ‘Hands above your heads!’ the older of the two guards commanded, addressing both her and Franziskus.


      Ivo Kirchgeld rocked back on his heels. ‘Yes, that’s it. The two of them. Don’t mind the others, they’re harmless dupes. I was the only one to see these two for the impious villains they are.’


      ‘Hands above your heads!’ the elder Sigmarite repeated, animating a complex network of wrinkles and creases. Angelika slowly moved her hands out from her sides, crooking them slightly above her head. Franziskus did the same.


      ‘It is true that there are dupes present, but they have been misidentified,’ said Angelika, meeting the lead soldier’s glare. ‘I don’t know what tale this jackanapes has peddled to you, or what he hopes to gain by it, but you can be sure that it and the truth are only coincidentally acquainted.’


      A series of tics cascaded across Kirchgeld’s face. ‘The hag’s tongue is as sharp as I said it would be.’


      The older guard took a step away from Ivo as his younger companion, an open-faced man with deep-set blue eyes, advanced on Franziskus.


      ‘No, her first,’ said Ivo, tapping the elder Sigmarite’s armoured shoulder. ‘She’s the dangerous one.’ The guardsman jerked away from Kirchgeld, silencing him with a scowl. The young Sigmarite bared his teeth and took hold of Franziskus’ belt, working the buckle open. He seized Franziskus’ scabbard as the belt loosened, handing it back to his superior.


      ‘At least tell us what we stand accused of,’ said Angelika.


      ‘You know full well,’ Ivo sing-songed.


      The young guard moved to Angelika and reached for her belt. She put her hands in front of her. ‘I’ll do it myself, thank you,’ she said. The guard pulled a baton from his belt and slapped it into his glove. Angelika unhooked her belt and tossed it at her feet.


      ‘The boot, too,’ Ivo said. ‘She’s got another in her left boot.’


      Angelika’s face tightened. She placed her foot in front of the young guard. His cheek twitched. ‘You want the knife, don’t you?’ she asked him.


      He stared down at her boot.


      ‘You don’t want me to reach down for it, do you?’ Angelika asked.


      ‘Listen to her!’ Ivo fluted. ‘Even under threat of arms, she mocks you!’


      ‘Quiet yourself,’ the elder Sigmarite told him. Then, to his subordinate: ‘Get the knife!’


      With his blue eyes trained guardedly on her, the young guard knelt before Angelika, patted the side of her boot, found the dagger, and teased it out. Angelika smiled hatefully at him. He stood, walked around her, and seized her by the back of her neck.


      ‘Recht, you’re an arguer of law,’ she said, her tone only slightly strained. ‘Aren’t you going to ask them what crime we’ve committed?’


      ‘The girl,’ Recht said, stepping forward. His fancy hat, with its lordly feather, had gone missing – another casualty of the climb, no doubt. Its absence left his balding pate exposed. Recht caught the senior guardsman’s attention and pointed over to Devorah’s sled. The sister faintly moaned. ‘This girl,’ Recht said, ‘is desperately ill. We must get her to Mother Elsbeth without delay.’


      The guardsman wiped at his nose. ‘That’s not my responsibility.’


      ‘I tell you, she is dying,’ replied Recht.


      The young Sigmarite removed his hand from the back of Angelika’s neck and took a cord from his belt. ‘Hands behind your back,’ he said.


      ‘I’ll do as you ask,’ Angelika said, ‘but tend to the girl.’


      The guardsman slapped Angelika on the back of the head. ‘You’ll do as we tell you, whether we help the girl or not.’


      Primus Lichtman stepped up to clamp his hand around the young guardsman’s wrist. ‘Now look here, you mannerless whelp!’


      The guard planted his free hand in Lichtman’s gut. The fur-clad pilgrim doubled over, jowls puffing out, veins dancing on his temples.


      Lichtman gasped up at him. ‘You bloodstained Sigmarites have no place here.’


      ‘No,’ said Angelika.


      ‘Stop,’ said Stefan Recht.


      Lichtman continued, even as the guard grabbed him by the throat: ‘You are usurpers. Get us a priestess. We demand to speak to a priestess.’


      ‘Stop it,’ said Stefan.


      Ivo slipped away.


      ‘I’m sick of you spotty useless pilgrims!’ the guard cried, tightening his grip on Lichtman’s throat. ‘And your constant screaming and whining!’


      He’d turned his back to Angelika, but the cord had not completely tied her hands. If she wanted to, she could wrap it around his neck, like a garrotte. She decided she didn’t want to. She checked the position of the other guard. He was wading toward her. Brother Lemoine rushed in from the side to importune him.


      ‘The girl,’ Lemoine said, his pontificating finger crooked into the air before him. ‘Let the girl be saved.’


      The older guard shoved Lemoine aside. Angelika took the opportunity to reach for her dagger, which the young Sigmarite had stashed in his own belt, at the small of his back. As he struggled with Lichtman, she plucked it loose.


      ‘All of you, stop it!’ the senior guardsman cried. ‘Stop what you’re doing!’


      Quickly, Angelika took the tip of her dagger and cut a notch in the cord.


      Lichtman made to free himself from his enemy’s grip on his throat by falling backwards, but merely brought the young guard sprawling down on top of him. The guard kneed him between the legs before laying down a flurry of slaps on his face and neck.


      Angelika dropped her dagger in the mud, a few feet from the fray.


      The old Sigmarite charged toward his junior. One of Lichtman’s fellows rushed in to intercept. The helmeted warrior downed him with a single head-butt and then stepped neatly over his body as it folded to the dirt. He grabbed his own man by the cloak, hauling him to his feet. Lichtman flailed his limbs, working to right himself. Both guards joined forces to kick him in the side until he curled into a quivering ball and begged for mercy.


      ‘You dropped that,’ said Angelika, pointing to her knife.


      Grimacing, the young guardsman stooped to pick it up. Angelika turned, the cord still looped around her arms. She thrust her wrists out at him. ‘Go ahead,’ she said. ‘Finish your work.’ Panting, the young guard did so. Angelika had arranged the cord to conceal the cut from him.


      One of Lichtman’s companions knelt at the man’s side, examining him for injuries. He hissed at the guardsmen: ‘You’ll pay for this, when we finally speak to the priestesses.’


      Recht’s features puckered in chagrin. He turned on the young fellow. ‘Dolt! Do you seek to doom the girl with your damnable insolence?’


      Primus’ man stammered. Recht shook his fist at him, before turning to the senior warrior priest. ‘These men are recent acquaintances. I disavow their rude and violent behaviour.’


      The old guardsman sniffed at him.


      ‘I am Stefan Recht, an advocate of Averheim. You are…?’


      ‘Bernolt Steinhauer, hammer-brother of Sigmar. Also of Averheim.’ He over-enunciated, to make his impatience clear.


      The junior finished tying Angelika and moved on to restrain Franziskus.


      ‘Then perhaps I know your commander.’


      ‘It is not impossible. Father Manfried is known to many.’


      ‘That would be Father Manfried Haupt, whose father built the cathedral in Averheim, soon to be consecrated without him?’


      ‘He is that Manfried Haupt, yes.’


      Recht patted the damp hair on top of his head. ‘I won’t tell you that he and I are intimates, but… Let us say that I know of his dilemma, and also that I know certain intriguing facts about those responsible for it.’


      ‘We have orders to take these two thieves into custody. Those orders are not flexible.’


      Recht swiped an arm in Angelika’s general direction. ‘What of it? They merely served as our guides on the way here. I disavow them and whatever they have done. But the girl…’


      The tip of the guardsman’s tongue ventured thoughtfully out between his pursed lips.


      Recht leaned in to softly press his case. ‘Father Haupt will have instructed you to grant special attention to persons of influence. I am sure those orders, too, are lacking in flexibility.’


      The man nodded.


      ‘Then you will see to it that this girl is taken directly to Mother Elsbeth, that she bypasses all other penitents, and that she is given all possible care. You will do it now, for both our sakes.’


      ‘Take her then!’ the guardsman cried. Lemoine, Udo and Gerhold scurried to pick up her sled. ‘You deal with these two,’ he instructed his junior, as he placed himself in front of Devorah’s bearers. He withdrew his baton from his belt and held it out, as a crowd-parter, leading the way around the corner of the abbey wall. Recht followed without looking back.


      ‘I never thought I’d see the day,’ Angelika said.


      ‘When Recht would betray us?’ whispered Franziskus.


      ‘When an advocate would prove himself useful.’


      ‘Shut your holes,’ the junior guardsman sulkily demanded. ‘I suppose now I have to decide where to put you.’


      Angelika smiled sweetly. ‘There’s no jail here? What kind of holy place is this?’


      The guardsman clenched his fist but chose not to hit a woman. He saw that Primus Lichtman still lay on the ground, a few feet away, clutching his gut, and went over to feint at him, as if prepared to kick him a few more times.


      Bernolt Steinhauer led the pallet-bearers, including Stefan, past the queue of penitents gathered inside the abbey courtyard. He marched toward the large tent in which Mother Elsbeth’s healings were staged. Its front flap was down, but that would not deter him. A leprous old woman, her expression dazed, wandered out of the line and into his path. He barked at her and her companions skittered out to reel her back in before the guardsman could push at her with his out-thrust baton.


      Bernolt disliked this place. The tent he disliked especially. He would never question the judgments of his blessed commander to commit the sin of pride, but the tent seemed to him a sign of the entire place stinking and not being worth a rounded ball of frozen horse dung. Surely an abbey worth defending would already possess a decent-sized indoor receiving hall? It would not require them to press one of their field tents into service.


      Bernolt bit down on his grumbles and forged on to the entrance. A figure muddled its way through the flap – Father Eugen. Eugen did not, at first, notice Bernolt; he was intent on making an announcement to the muttering, snaking queue. He cupped his hands around his mouth, bushy brows accenting his eyes like a pair of uneasy circumflexes.


      ‘Pardon me, my friends,’ he said, his voice failing to rise above a conversational volume. ‘Many pardons!’ Then he turned and saw Bernolt, then the sled, then its carriers, then the pale and feverish girl strapped to it. ‘Goodness,’ he said. ‘Bernolt?’


      ‘This one must be taken to the healer right away,’ Bernolt said.


      Eugen peered dolorously into the girl’s dying face. ‘No, I don’t think that will work.’


      ‘Tell me how it can be made to work, father.’


      Eugen scanned past the makeshift procession to the wall behind them. ‘The others here have been waiting a long time… Mother Elsbeth’s last audience was severely taxing.’


      With a precise jerk of his shoulder, Bernolt indicated Stefan Recht. ‘This one’s a fancy advocate. Says he can be of help to the cause. But only if we help the girl.’


      Stefan gave Father Eugen a curt wave, suggestive not only of respect, but knowledge and influence too.


      Eugen bit his lip. ‘I don’t know if she has another healing in her, just now.’


      A hoarse voice grated out from the middle of the queue: ‘You’re not taking her ahead of us, are you?’


      Steinhauer twisted back to brandish his baton. ‘This one’s dying, you mewling idiot! Can you say the same for yourself?’


      The crowd groaned an inarticulate protest.


      Stefan thrust himself in front of Eugen. ‘We beg you, my friend. If you can’t take her now, she’ll get no other chance.’


      ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ Eugen muttered, clumsily parting the canvas flap. Steinhauer stepped up to open it wider and the four pilgrims carried in the sled.


      The tent was spackled with mildew and stank of urine and lamp oil. Near its far wall lay a bed, linen sheets draped messily from its elevated wooden pallet. Stains from various fluids blotched the sheets; a pile of even more greatly soiled bedding sat bunched in a corner. A circle of lanterns surrounded the bed, leaking smoke.


      A stringy old man, naked except for a precariously dangling loincloth, danced a tiny-stepped, exultant jig on the well-trampled mud floor. ‘They’re gone,’ he delightedly cried, looking down at his slack and wrinkled flesh. ‘The tumours! The lesions! Gone! Gone! I am whole again!’


      A weary sister sidled up to the cured man, mindful of his recklessly swinging elbows. ‘You must go now,’ she whispered.


      ‘Whole!’ he cried.


      ‘Put on your robes and go,’ she commanded.


      He stopped dancing and huffed peevishly. ‘I am grateful that my life is saved, but you still must accord me the respect my position demands.’


      She stalked over to the cured man’s attendants, took hold of the robes they held out for him, and thrust them into his arms. ‘Go,’ she said. The man grumbled but quickly wrapped himself up.


      Then the priestess turned her attention to Bernolt and Eugen.


      ‘No,’ she said.


      ‘You must,’ said Bernolt.


      ‘No more until her next treatment.’


      ‘She’s dying,’ said Eugen.


      The sister wiped at her eyes. ‘So is Mother Elsbeth!’


      No one spoke. Udo suppressed a cough. Stefan bent to lower Devorah’s pallet to the ground; the others followed suit.


      ‘No,’ said the priestess.


      A frail voice came from the bed. ‘I will take her.’


      The priestess bowed her head. ‘Do not do it,’ she said.


      ‘Bring her to me,’ said the woman on the bed, raising herself tremblingly onto her elbows.


      Stefan Recht jerked backwards, recoiling into Udo Kramer, who stood behind him. Lemoine gasped.


      The woman could barely support the weight of her head; as she rested it on one sharp, bony shoulder, then on the other. It appeared oversized in comparison to her shrunken body. Rheumy eyes blinked dimly from dark pits beneath her brow. She opened her mouth in a tortured smile, showing jagged, decomposing teeth. An incisor dropped from her top gum and fell into the rancid bed sheets. ‘Please,’ she hissed, ‘bring her quickly.’


      ‘Mother Elsbeth!’ Lemoine gasped.


      Father Eugen took Bernolt Steinhauer by the shoulder. ‘Get Manfried,’ he whispered. ‘Quickly.’


      Steinhauer loped from the tent.


      ‘Bring her here, I tell you,’ croaked Mother Elsbeth. She picked at the back of her head, then examined what she’d caught between her fingers: a sheaf of brittle, colourless hair. She crackled it in her palm, turning it into dust.


      Recht twisted back, to see that Udo, Lemoine and Gerhold all stood frozen, the only difference between them the degrees to which their mouths swung agape. Mumbling disgustedly, he bent down to unlash Devorah from the sled, then folded her carefully in his arms. On unsteady feet he dragged her over to Mother Elsbeth’s bed. The healthiest-looking of the sisters moved to block his progress, but seeing Devorah’s face, relented. Sighing desolately, she helped to roll the unconscious girl closer to the dying high priestess. The death’s-head of Elsbeth’s features transfigured itself into a rictus of maternal anxiety. She coughed and another rotten, yellow tooth detached itself from her mouth, tumbling over her lips and into the linens. The holy woman opened her arms, pulling Devorah closer to her.


      Devorah’s eyelids fluttered.


      ‘My daughter,’ croaked Elsbeth. ‘Don’t fret. You’re home now.’ She enveloped the girl in twig-thin arms, rocking her as if she were an infant. ‘You are a special young one; I can feel that.’


      Devorah murmured and rolled onto her side, hugging herself tighter to the old woman’s feeble body.


      Recht stepped back from the bed, hands clasped in prayer.


      ‘You will need all I can give,’ said Elsbeth, laying her palms on Devorah’s forehead. She pulled the front of her robe open.


      Recht meant to avert his eyes but could not.


      Open, puckering lesions broke the skin of the healer’s naked torso. The tell-tale discolorations of leprosy spotted her body. Purple bruises mottled the flesh of her distended belly. Tumours, greyish and fist-sized, hung from her ribcage like extra teats.


      Recht put hand over mouth as understanding came. This was how Mother Elsbeth healed wounds and ailments of her suffering flock – by taking them on herself.


      Elsbeth tightened her embrace on the girl. She shuddered. The healer’s already sallow skin grew paler. Her pupils dilated. Her pores opened, leaking turbid sweat. She and the girl convulsed together.
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      Chapter Seventeen


      Grey light snuck through the weathered planks of the tiny shed, which, before being hastily pressed into service as a prison cell, had held only tools for the abbey’s meagre garden. Franziskus sat glumly, his back resting against a wall, the edges of his cloak protecting his posterior from the floorless shack’s cold ground. Angelika paced, the cord still around her wrists.


      ‘It’s been, what? Six hours now, at least? How long are you going to pretend that rope still binds you?’ sighed Franziskus.


      ‘What?’


      ‘I know you cut it. I saw you.’


      ‘Well, yes.’


      ‘So?’


      Angelika squatted beside him. ‘I’m still deciding,’ she said. ‘If I untie myself and you, I’m fairly certain we can break through the walls of this shed.’


      ‘They are in poor repair,’ Franziskus agreed.


      ‘But what then? There’s at least one brawny Sigmarite on the other side of that door.’


      ‘I think I heard two.’


      ‘Without weapons, we’re no use against even one guard,’ calculated Angelika. ‘But let’s say we do get past them. What are our odds of getting down the mountain before they catch up with us?’


      ‘Unpleasant at best.’


      ‘Whatever it is they think we’ve done, we’re in the unusual position of not having done it. So, before trying the hard way, why not at least try to talk our way out?’


      Franziskus made a grumping noise.


      ‘Why so skeptical? I thought these Sigmarites would be just your sort. They’re the forces of good, aren’t they? The smiters of Chaos?’


      ‘Yes, but they are large men with warhammers. And I am a deserter, and you are… you do what you do. So let us not delude ourselves. Ivo may seem a heretic to some, but he’s still a churchman.’


      ‘Or claims to be.’


      ‘At any rate, they believed him over us.’


      ‘Another reason to stay. I’d like a few minutes alone with him.’


      ‘If the place doesn’t erupt first.’


      ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘The mood is palpable. There are too many penitents here. We know how desperate the journey has made them. You saw how quick Primus Lichtman and his fervent friends were to lunge at the Sigmarites, when a dispute arose. And how eager the Sigmarites were to smack them down. How long will it be before they shove the pilgrims one step too far, and the abbey winds up in flames?’


      The door opened. ‘An intriguing scenario,’ said a new, rich voice. A Sigmarite in well-polished armour stepped through. His eyes were intense; his face, long; his ears, wide. He squatted beside Franziskus, like a comrade.


      ‘I am Father Manfried Haupt,’ he said. ‘I command these… large men with warhammers.’


      ‘How long have you been listening?’ Franziskus asked.


      Manfried reached forward to snatch the bindings at Angelika’s wrists. He yanked on them, finding the notch, snapping the cord. He smiled malignly. ‘Long enough,’ he said.


      He stood before Franziskus, leaving him bound. ‘So you think I’m an incompetent, do you?’


      Franziskus kept his head down. ‘I said no such thing.’


      ‘Not directly. But you implied it, didn’t you? You think me incapable of controlling one paltry little abbey in the middle of nowhere?’


      ‘If we knew we were being spied on, we would have spoken more diplomatically,’ said Angelika.


      Manfried whipped round to Angelika, a razor grin slicing across his face. ‘So, from now on your words will be perfumed?’


      In a gesture both ironic and precise, Angelika held out her hand for Manfried. He bared his teeth and played along, heaving her to her feet. She recovered her balance and deftly concluded her move in a pose of mock daintiness. ‘It seems you believe something told to you by Ivo Kirchgeld. And he is a jackass of the highest order. What does that make you?’


      He grabbed her by the hair on the back of her head. ‘I won’t be spoken to that way.’


      She grimaced but did not cry out. ‘Ah yes, you’re in control, aren’t you?’


      He pushed her down to her knees. ‘Do you always antagonise those who hold your destiny in their hands, wench?’


      She kept her face serene, despite a tear of pain traitorously welling in her right eye. ‘It is my strictest rule,’ she said, with voice unbroken. ‘What’s yours?’


      ‘I serve Sigmar!’ he shouted. ‘I have no time for this – Chaos eats the fabric of the world!’ He slapped her. Franziskus lunged for him. He whirled and punched the blond Stirlander in the throat. Franziskus wheezed, clutching at his jaw-line, and sank to his knees. As he battled his way back up to his feet, Manfried smashed him on the side of the face. Franziskus hit the wall and slumped to the floor. Manfried strode over to him, picked him up by the front of his tunic, and shook him. ‘The implements – where are they? They’re no mere curios, to be flogged off for a few pieces of gold! They’re weapons against Chaos – they can get us out off of this misbegotten mountain and back into the fray!’


      Blood dribbled out from a crack in Franziskus’ lip. ‘Neither of us has the faintest notion of what you’re talking about,’ he said.


      Manfried threw him to the ground. ‘Richart Pfeffer! Don’t tell me you don’t know that name!’


      ‘Of course,’ said Angelika, drawing his attention away from Franziskus. ‘He was one of the pilgrims we shepherded up here.’


      ‘He was my man,’ Manfried said. ‘I hired him to find the person who, posing as a pilgrim, came here and stole a set of blessed thaumaturgical instruments from the abbey’s reliquary. He suspected you, and so joined your pilgrimage in the hope of finding proof – or perhaps the implements themselves. You led him to his death, but not before he confided in this good pilgrim, this Ivo Kirchgeld.’


      Angelika laughed. ‘That’s absurd. We met Richart and the others completely by chance, in the middle of the Blackfire Pass, long after they’d assembled themselves into a party. If he joined the pilgrimage to track a thief, it would have to be one of the others – I’d say Ivo, wouldn’t you, Franziskus?’


      ‘Indubitably,’ Franziskus groaned, lying on his back in the cold dirt.


      Angelika knelt at his side. ‘It’s a surprisingly common thing, for people to seize on the very first version of a story they hear. And they cling to it tenaciously, despite all contrary evidence.’


      Manfried twitched.


      ‘I understand,’ said Angelika, dabbing at Franziskus’ lip with a corner of her sleeve, ‘it is especially prevalent among those of a religious cast of mind, who are accustomed to taking things on faith.’


      ‘Quiet yourself and let me think,’ Manfried growled.


      ‘If I were you, my thinking would be as follows: is there anything else in this place worth stealing, and, if so, is Ivo Kirchgeld currently stealing it?’


      He made a fist for her. ‘Shut up!’


      A rap echoed through the shed’s flimsy door. ‘Sir?’


      ‘What is it?’


      The door opened. It was Bernolt, with Devorah behind him. Franziskus lifted himself up. His eyes widened. The girl was not only upright, but she was apparently strong and healthy. She wore a fresh new sister’s habit. Her skin glowed; her eyes had regained their piercing clarity.


      Devorah saw Franziskus and cried his name. She rushed through the door, but Manfried interposed himself so she couldn’t get to him.


      ‘What is it?’ he barked.


      ‘Mother Elsbeth sent her,’ faltered Bernolt. ‘To fetch this… this Angelika Fleischer and bring her to a private audience.’


      Manfried spoke through gritted teeth. ‘Quite impossible. Her holiness requires another treatment.’


      Devorah raised her chin up and pointed her stunning face at Manfried. ‘She has had another treatment. I watched as it was administered to her. I was healed by her, so I saw her condition before she was bathed in the healing mixture, as well.’


      ‘Just who is this?’ he demanded of Bernolt.


      Devorah straightened her spine. ‘I am Sister Devorah. I am a devotee of Shallya. You are here at the pleasure of our most merciful goddess. And I am here to tell you that Mother Elsbeth, abbess of Heiligerberg, desires to speak with this woman, Angelika Fleischer.’


      Manfried shook his head like a spaniel flecking water off its muzzle. The girl had somehow transfixed him. He looked to Bernolt, then to his two captives.


      ‘Very well,’ he said, ‘the situation is at any rate ambiguous. The blond-hair stays captive, as a surety. And find me that Ivo Kirchgeld!’


      He stormed from the shack, angrily gesticulating. After a moment of indecision, Bernolt stalked off, too, in another direction, then reversed course to take Angelika by the arm, leading her toward the abbey gate.


      His departure left Devorah inside the shack, under the questioning gaze of the Sigmarite warriors stationed to guard it. ‘I must speak to my friend here,’ she told them. ‘Then I’ll return to her grace’s side.’


      They shrugged and retook their positions outside the shack. Devorah swung it gently shut. She took Franziskus’ cloak, rolled it up into a pillow, and slid it under his head. She gripped his hand in hers and looked down into his battered face.


      ‘Oh Franziskus,’ she said.


      ‘You’re alive,’ he managed.


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘You’ve recovered.’


      ‘Mother Elsbeth healed me. But, oh, the terrible price she pays for it…’


      ‘What’s going on here? Are the sisters Manfried’s prisoners?’


      ‘In all but name. But Manfried is sure he acts righteously.’


      Franziskus sat up. He looked at her perfect hand, resting in his. He brought it to his lips, ready to kiss it.


      She pulled it away from him. She averted her eyes. ‘Franziskus,’ she said.


      ‘Yes?’ He put his arm around her. She patted it. The gesture was a touch too sisterly for Franziskus’ taste.


      ‘There is something I must tell you,’ she said.


      In matters of wooing, and in fact of the entire female sex, Franziskus considered himself far from expert. But even he had enough experience to know, with absolute certainty, what those seven words foretold.


      ‘Go on,’ he said. He had never really loved her anyway, he decided.


      ‘I am transformed, Franziskus. Although I love you with a passion that words cannot express, and will always love you until the day I die, I cannot be with you. Shallya has reclaimed me for her own!’ She threw her arms around him and held crushingly onto him, pushing her tearful face into his shoulder. Her hug put pressure on the contusions Manfried had just given him.


      ‘I feel the holiness in me, reverberating,’ she wept. ‘Growing. I do have a calling. And the fact that I must sacrifice our love on the altar of Shallya’s mercy – why, that is the spiritual fuel that makes it all the more powerful!’


      ‘You’re hurting me,’ Franziskus whispered.


      She let him go, then sobbed all the harder. He put his arm reluctantly around her.


      ‘You do understand, do you not?’


      ‘It is a matter of the gods, and they are an ineffable, eternal mystery.’ Franziskus did not know what this meant, and in fact suspected that it meant nothing at all, but also was reasonably sure that it would make Devorah happy if he said it.


      Her face brightened. The tears ceased. ‘You do understand!’


      Angelika stood just inside the threshold of Mother Elsbeth’s cramped cell. Bernolt stepped past her and closed the door behind him.


      ‘No,’ said the thin, elderly woman perched on the edge of the pallet, her features lost in shadow. Though elderly, she seemed quite hale. Her teeth were particularly striking: each one straight, firmly in place, as perfectly white as a young baby’s. Angelika could only presume that this was the vaunted Mother Elsbeth. Her voice and carriage suggested a certain authority, but even so, Angelika could not see what it was about her that would inspire hundreds of people to risk death, journeying dozens of leagues into this malign, unforgiving wilderness, just for a chance to stand in her presence.


      ‘No,’ Elsbeth repeated.


      Bernolt realised that she was addressing him. ‘Pardon me, your holiness?’


      ‘You will leave the two of us to speak privately.’


      ‘But–’


      ‘Go.’


      Bernolt addressed Angelika. ‘I’ll be just outside the door, waiting,’ he said, sounding a softly threatening note.


      The old woman watched the guard leave. ‘He thinks you’ll do me harm,’ said the old woman. A dusty beam of light escaped from a narrow window; she tilted her head slightly and it fell across her face long enough to illumine an odd, ironic smile.


      ‘Why would I want to do that?’ said Angelika.


      ‘Devorah told me all about you.’ Elsbeth patted the bedding next to her, bidding Angelika to sit. Her touch freed a cloud of dust and sent it spinning up into the air.


      Angelika remained in place.


      The old woman shifted to face her better. A cough rattled around her voice box. ‘You are wary,’ she said.


      ‘It is a prudent stance to take, when summoned to the side of an influential person who has yet to make her purpose clear.’


      Elsbeth shook her head ruefully. ‘Influential? Me?’


      ‘Your word was good enough to get me out of a cell. Maybe my perspective is limited, but that seems like power to me.’


      Elsbeth bowed her head. ‘I am a prisoner too.’


      ‘Then why do they fear you?’


      ‘Fear?’ She rubbed at her eyes. ‘They do not fear me – only my departure. This Manfried, the poor tortured soul – he thinks my poor tired bones will end his exile.’


      Angelika stuck out a hand to lean against the sloped roof of the abbess’ cramped quarters. ‘How so?’


      Elsbeth told her about Father Manfried Haupt – his expectations of presiding over the family cathedral, his expulsion from Averheim, his arrival in Heiligerberg, and his decision to put himself in charge of its miracles.


      Angelika fidgeted impatiently while she spoke. She waited until she was sure the old woman was done. ‘I don’t know what fit of babbling nonsense Devorah succumbed to, but if you think I’m capable of ridding you of this enemy, you’ve been seriously misinformed.’


      Elsbeth stood and shuffled to her, placing a dry hand on her cheek. ‘I am a high priestess of Shallya. I would never ask you to harm another person.’


      ‘Even your captor?’ Angelika tried not to flinch from the old woman’s touch. Up close, she smelled like a sneeze that hangs in the air.


      ‘Shallya forbid! My only hope for the poor boy is that he learn the difference between the greater good and his own desires.’


      ‘So if you don’t want me to strike against Haupt on your behalf, what do you want?’


      She shuddered and lost her balance, tipping toward Angelika. Angelika caught her. She righted the abbess quickly before stepping back. The old woman had backed her into a corner. She felt its cobwebs brushing into her hair. ‘I want you to speak to Devorah. She has seen the toll it takes on me, to heal this endless throng Manfried has so capriciously attracted here.’


      ‘If you want something from me, you’ll have to come out and tell me yourself.’


      ‘I can scarcely describe it. Perhaps I will let you attend to me, as I endure another round of healings. Then you will see the suffering.’


      ‘I thought you priestess types enjoyed suffering.’


      ‘If you enjoy it, it isn’t suffering, is it?’ Elsbeth spasmed as a series of coughs wracked her body. She gasped. Angelika sat hesitantly beside her and applied a few gentle thumps to her back. Elsbeth took Angelika’s hand in hers. ‘Do you think me some faith-crazed flagellant, mistaking agony for epiphany: Suffering is suffering, and over the years I’ve done more than most? More than my share. And I wish it to stop. Again, I implore you to ask Devorah what she has seen. I cannot share the gruesome specifics; I am too ashamed.’


      Elsbeth told her of the nature of her healing gift. Of the healing baths Manfried forced her to take.


      ‘No,’ said Angelika.


      ‘Beg pardon?’


      Angelika stood. ‘I finally see what you want.’ She tried to look out the smudgy window. ‘I won’t do it.’


      The holy woman bolted up and moved in close. ‘But Devorah says you are a robber of graves. She has seen you paw through the bloodiest of corpses for a few mere coins!’


      Angelika spun to face her, staring down into her milky little eyes. ‘Yes, I earn my living in a way that all fine people despise. That doesn’t mean I’ll do anything. Specifically, I will not kill you.’


      Elsbeth’s knotted hands grabbed up big folds of Angelika’s tunic. ‘You must.’


      ‘I will not.’


      ‘I beg you.’


      ‘No.’


      ‘It would be an act of sheerest mercy.’


      ‘I reject all faiths and theologies, old woman. My rules are my own. Chief among them is a rule against murder.’


      ‘You have never killed?’


      ‘I do make an exception for people who try to kill me, but somehow I doubt you’re up to it.’


      ‘How can I convince you?’


      ‘There is nothing you can offer me that will make me murder you.’


      Mother Elsbeth tottered back from her, recovering her composure. ‘You will not waver?’


      ‘If you’re so anxious to die, why not order one of your fellow priestesses to do the job?’


      ‘They’d refuse.’


      ‘Then don’t tell them. Have them brew a poison for you; tell them it’s medicine.’


      ‘They’d never be deceived; they know their herbs better than I.’


      ‘Have Devorah do the deed.’


      ‘I cannot stain that innocent soul.’


      ‘But mine is already soiled enough, so one more little slaying won’t matter?’


      ‘It’s a costly favour I ask of you, I know. If there was another I could turn to, I would not trouble a stranger.’ Elsbeth moved to the foot of her bed and pulled out a wooden trunk. She bumped it along the stone floor. She lifted the lid and reached inside, withdrawing an armload of cotton robes, each as plain and unadorned as the one she wore. She held them out for Angelika to take. Angelika twitched her nose in annoyance but accepted the mound of clothing. Elsbeth again stooped into the trunk, this time taking out a bundled blue scarf, dripping with tassels. She dropped it onto her bed and unrolled it, flipping loose a dagger with a six-inch blade of gleaming steel. It was an expensive display piece, its hilt gilded, its pommel cast in the shape of a wolf’s head, with gleaming ruby chips for eyes. The materials were valuable, but it was the craftsmanship that would make the piece eminently saleable. Angelika guessed that she could get seventy-five crowns for it – a hundred, if she dickered well.


      ‘That’s a fine piece.’


      Elsbeth turned it over in her hand. ‘It was given to me decades ago, by a warrior I healed. I wanted it but could not explain why. It is beautiful, isn’t it, in its own terrible way? I told myself I was keeping it so that it could shed no more blood. I’d offer it to you, but I suppose you’d be offended.’


      ‘Good thing you’re not offering it, then.’


      She handed the knife to Angelika, hilt-first. ‘It would be helpful, when you want to escape…’


      ‘We’ve done nothing wrong.’


      ‘When Manfried has his mind fixed, he is hard to budge.’


      Angelika weighed the dagger in her hand. ‘I doubt this blade ever shed much blood. It’s an art piece, not balanced properly for fighting.’


      ‘But in a tough spot it would be better to have it than not.’


      Angelika shrugged. ‘Yes, but what of it? I won’t do as you ask. Not for a knife, not for any price.’


      Elsbeth curled her fingers around the hilt and look back the knife. ‘I wish to trade this weapon for a different favour.’


      ‘You buy and sell jewels and other items of value, yes?’


      ‘I retrieve and sell them.’


      ‘You have heard of holy relics?’


      ‘Of course.’


      ‘And that sometimes these items are the very bones of famous priests and priestesses? Finger hones, cross-sections of arms and legs, even bits of skull…’


      ‘I have seen such things. They are hard to properly value.’


      ‘Even after I die, these weary bones of mine will know no rest. If I am lucky, my body will be hauled down to the mausoleum, where eventually it will be unwrapped and laved for bits of holy grease. But I know Manfried. He has been waiting for a gift from heaven, to free him from his exile here. He will haul my corpse onto a cart and take it back to Averheim. He’ll lay it out before his rivals as the greatest of treasures, and say, ‘Give me my cathedral back and I will give you an unending stream of miracles.’ And then I’ll be installed there, on display, under glass, for the pleasure of every gaping curiosity seeker. Every year, perhaps, I’ll be taken out and put on display. My miraculous state of preservation will be remarked upon. From these few moments together, Angelika, I can see there’s nothing you hold dearer than your dignity. Would you want such a thing to happen to you?’


      ‘A grim fate, to be sure. But you’ll manoeuvre me into no foolish promises.’


      ‘This is what I want you to do: make sure I am buried in my home village. It is a place called Ruhgsdorf, about a league south-east from Averheim. Bury me with no marker, no special ceremony – I want no one to guess who I was, and dig up my bones. If anyone’s to get the benefit from them, it should be the people I abandoned, years ago, to come to this place. Ruhgsdorf. You’ll remember that name?’


      Angelika shrugged. ‘Remembering it doesn’t mean I ever have to go there. Especially not with the mouldering body of a presumptuous old woman bundled over my shoulder.’


      Elsbeth held the tip of the wolfs-head dagger close to her face. ‘Is this a sharp blade?’ she asked.


      ‘Yes,’ said Angelika.


      ‘Devorah said there was another whose promise you refused. What was the name?’


      ‘Don’t say it.’


      ‘Thomas Krieger. That was the name.’


      Devorah pushed up close to Franziskus. He felt the warmth of her body through the thin fabric of her habit. His back was pressed against the shed wall; its splinters tried to prick him.


      Devorah opened her mouth but struggled to find her words. Finally she said, ‘But if I am to sacrifice all chance at ordinary, human love, in favour of a pure, disembodied love for the goddess, should I not acquaint myself with its nature, a little first? Otherwise, what does the sacrifice mean, if I give up a thing I have never known, except from songs and poems?’


      ‘I am no expert in theology,’ hesitated Franziskus.


      She touched his face, the tips of her fingers lingering over his bottom lip. ‘Kiss me,’ she breathed.


      The shed door banged open. A short man hunched in the doorway, backlit by the grey sky behind him. He grabbed the doorframe for balance, paused for a moment and then lurched into the shed, drawing a sword from his belt.


      Franziskus shoved Devorah away from him guiltily. She whirled, checking her wimple to hide any escaped locks of hair.


      The man stopped. He frowned. ‘You’re not Ivo,’ he said.


      Franziskus altered his angle for a better look at the man’s face. It was bruised purple and pitted with superficial, pinprick scabs. ‘Richart?’


      Richart Pfeffer wrinkled his brow and winced from the effort. ‘They told me they’d caught my relic thief. What are you doing here, Franziskus?’


      ‘We thought you were dead,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘Ivo did his best to see to that. He threw me off the side of the mountain – but I fell only a dozen yards or so before I hit a green patch and bounced. I lay hurt for a good long while. Still, here I am.’


      ‘You can clear our names then. Among other charges, Kirchgeld has us accused of murdering you. He said you were working for the Sigmarites. The two of you found evidence to prove Angelika and me guilty of stealing sacred relics from the abbey – or so his story went.’


      Richart groaned and propped himself against a wall. ‘I was hired by Father Manfried to find out who had stolen holy implements from the sisters here.’


      ‘You’re not a landowner at all then?’ asked Devorah.


      Richart shook his head, ‘Just a lowly man at arms,’ he grinned, painfully. ‘I traced the pilfered items to a dealer in Grenzstadt. He purchased them through an intermediary, without ever meeting the thief face to face. Though he couldn’t describe him to me, I made him tell me what he did know: he planned a second expedition to the Holy Mountain, to steal what he couldn’t the first time. Supposedly he’d just joined a group of pilgrims led by an old cavalry officer. When I found Krieger’s party, I reckoned his was the group I was looking for. When Altman was slain for his holy relic, I knew I was right.’


      ‘But if Kirchgeld’s a stealer of relics, why didn’t he keep the one he took from Altman?’


      ‘He looked at it long enough to decide it was a fake, then planted it on Muller to throw me off his trail.’


      ‘And I’d judged Kirchgeld a mere fool.’


      ‘From the beginning, there was a wrong smell about him,’ Richart said. ‘He’s no more a pardoner than I am a landsman. But it wasn’t until he showed detailed knowledge of the mountain landscape that I knew he’d been here before, and so he was my man.’


      ‘So you went to confront him?’


      ‘And he got the better of me. His clownishness led me to underestimate him. He can handle a weapon. So you have no clue where he might be?’


      ‘No, but he must be planning to rob the abbey again, mustn’t he?’


      ‘Doubtless. He was clever to have someone else arrested for his crimes – he’s put Manfried’s men off their guards.’


      ‘Take Angelika and me to this Father Manfried, and see to the clearing of our names. Then I am sure there’s nothing she’d sooner do than help you catch up with Ivo Kirchgeld.’
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      Chapter Eighteen


      Mother Elsbeth held the knife. She’d rolled up the sleeves of her habit, uncovering sallow forearms traversed by a marching legion of scars and discolorations. She saw that Angelika was looking at them. ‘The healing bath is powerful, but the worst of the wounds still leave permanent marks.’ She held the edge of the blade against her skin. ‘You won’t try to stop me?’


      ‘What you do is your business. But I don’t see why I have to watch.’


      ‘It is not my intent to distress you, but I am rarely left alone these days. This may be my only chance for quite some time.’


      ‘There’s a guard outside the door. If you do it, I’ll be blamed.’


      ‘You are a resourceful woman. And Shallya shall unfold you in her mercy, and protect you from harm.’


      Angelika faced the door, uneasily figuring her chances of getting away from Bernolt. He was older than she was, so she might be faster, if she could just get past him and into the hall… ‘Surely if you tell Bernolt to return me to my prison, you’ll have enough time then to–’


      ‘I can wait no longer.’ Angelika heard a faint but telltale squish of flesh parting on either side of a blade, and turned to see that Mother Elsbeth had pierced her forearm with the knife. Gouts of dark blood, sluggish as molasses, dropped reluctantly from the wound and onto the floor. Elsbeth shuffled backwards, regarding the dripping knife. A whimper slipped free of her barely parted lips. The blood made a suppressed slapping sound on the stone floor as it fell around her feet.


      ‘That’s not enough,’ said Angelika, her voice hushed. ‘If you want to die quickly, you have to keep going.’


      ‘I can’t.’


      ‘You’ve got to widen the cut.’


      ‘Please…’


      ‘Then do the same with the other wrist.’


      ‘I can’t.’ She held out her arms, the wounded one still speared through by the dagger blade, in a gesture of pleading and supplication. ‘Please.’


      ‘No.’


      ‘Please.’


      ‘Damn it,’ Angelika said.


      She wrapped her left hand around the blade’s decorative hilt and yanked it out of Elsbeth’s arm. The old woman lost her balance and fell into Angelika, who held her up. With the blade still in her hand, Angelika embraced Elsbeth, pulling her into her own body and holding her tightly. Angelika could feel the wetness of the old woman’s blood as it soaked through the sleeve of her own tunic. She cradled Elsbeth’s head. ‘You want this fast,’ she said.


      ‘Yes,’ Elsbeth managed.


      Angelika placed one hand on the holy woman’s shoulder and another on the back of her head. Then she jerked Elsbeth’s head, snapping her neck. The old woman gasped once and then went limp in Angelika’s arms, dead.


      The door opened. Angelika turned, her hands and face sticky with Elsbeth’s blood.


      Richart Pfeffer stood there. Behind him was Franziskus. Bernolt Steinhauer peered in, too.


      Richart shouted: ‘Murderer!’ He rushed into the room, drawing his sword. He took it out too soon, so it clanged against the doorframe as he bolted in. Angelika fumbled for the ornamental dagger, which had fallen into Elsbeth’s bed sheets. Richart charged into her sideways, his shoulder pointed at Angelika like a battering ram. She leapt up on the bed, but its rickety frame gave way under her weight, sending her crashing into Richart, who swung wildly back at her with his sword. She pushed his arm aside, adjusting her position, wrapping her long legs around his chest and neck.


      Pitching forward at the waist, Richart tried first to throw her off, then to smash her head into the sloping stone ceiling over Elsbeth’s ruined bed. Her hands flat against it, her knees now firmly pressing against Richart’s temples, Angelika twisted herself around. Richart wrenched himself out of her grip and then collapsed. Angelika fell on top of him. She groped for the dagger but came up only with a handful of bloodied bed sheet. Richart rolled back and up to his feet. He charged at her with a swinging sword. It banged against the low, inclined ceiling. He tossed it aside and leapt on her, fists clenched tight. She threw the blanket over his head and then proceeded to punch his injured face. He cried out in muffled pain.


      Franziskus and Bernolt stood shocked and gaping. As Franziskus jerked abruptly into the room, Bernolt seized him by the shoulders and dashed his head into the doorframe. His vision blurring, Franziskus reached down to yank Bernolt’s baton from his belt. Bernolt grabbed his arm and twisted, but Franziskus stomped his boot, forcing him to let go. He wrapped a hand around each end of the baton and jammed it into Bernolt’s throat, pressing him against the doorframe. Bernolt shot a muscular knee into Franziskus’ groin. Franziskus groaned but maintained his choking grip on the baton. Bernolt’s face went slowly blue.


      Angelika manoeuvred her way behind Richart, twisting the bed sheet to tighten its grip on the nut-brown man’s head and neck. He clawed at it.


      ‘Relent,’ Angelika commanded. ‘Don’t make me hurt you.’


      The sheet over his mouth smothered Richart’s response. ‘You murdered our saint!’


      ‘I’ll explain if you relent,’ Angelika told him.


      He drove an elbow into her ribs. She held the sheet snug around his head and smacked it into the wall. ‘Relent!’ she cried. He struggled. Again she dashed him into the wall. ‘Relent!’ He sank to his knees, trying to force her down. He choked. She kicked him; he fell flat against the floor. She kicked at his ribs until he stopped moving.


      Bernolt Steinhauer passed out. Franziskus supported the man’s weight as his legs gave way beneath him, then laid him gently out on the floor. He fished two fingers around his mouth to make sure he did not swallow his tongue.


      Angelika surveyed the wreckage of the room. ‘Help me get her onto the sheet,’ she told Franziskus.


      ‘What? We have to run!’


      She picked up the sheet and unfurled it, laying it out on the floor. ‘Roll her onto it,’ she said.


      ‘Are you mad?’


      ‘Yes, undoubtedly, because we’re taking her with us.’


      Franziskus heard shouts and rushing footsteps. ‘Someone’s heard the fight! We must go!’


      Angelika took a final look at the holy woman’s body and then followed him out of the door and into the corridor. They checked right and left for oncoming guards.


      ‘What’s the best route down the mountain?’ Franziskus asked.


      ‘We have to stay and hide,’ said Angelika.


      ‘Pardon me?’


      ‘We can’t let them take her body.’


      * * *


      Devorah poked her head outside the shed. A dry, cold wind buffeted her face, yanking back her wimple and tugging at her lush chestnut locks. She was sure that there was a place she ought to report to, but did not know where that might be, or even how she might find out. Elsbeth had made her a sister of the Heiligerberg Abbey, but had not thought to tell her where her quarters might be, or which priestess or senior sister would supervise her devotions. Devorah’s spirits sank. She was as lost as ever. She put her hands on her forearms, to warm them, and set off back toward the abbey gate. It would be a terrible struggle to get through all of those poor wailing pilgrims again. Perhaps she would find Lemoine, or the others, and could tell them of her new status. Say final farewells. She would not tarry with them, however, as the twin voices of regret and doubt were already whispering in her ear, telling her to cast off her habit, flee this place, and never again set her slippered foot inside a cloister.


      She stepped through the trampled garden and hugged the abbey wall as best she could, ducking and dodging her way through the mass of pilgrims. Some of them, seeing her habit, grabbed at her, implored her, and wheezed into her face. She was one of the sisters, they told her. She could help them. She could get them in to see the holy woman. Devorah wanted to scream and tear herself away from them. She wanted to kick at their spindly, weakened legs, with their sores and their bandages. ‘No,’ she told them, she could not help. She had only just started here. ‘Let me through,’ she told them. ‘Please let me through.’


      It took her half an hour to push through the crowd. Just as she was thinking she should have waited at the shed for an escort to take her back through the throng, one of the guards stationed at the gate saw her and pointed. ‘That’s her, isn’t it?’ he asked his fellow. They both plunged into the crowd. They took her by the shoulders and pulled her through the last few layers of mobbing, crowding penitents. Two guards opened the gate, as another four stood ready with warhammers, to repel a surge at the gates. ‘Order!’ one of them screamed. A liver-spotted hand shot up above the level of the crowd to hurl a rain of pebbles and stones at him. A chant swelled through the throng. ‘Let us see her! Let us see her!’


      When Devorah was on the other side of the gates, a new pair of guards took her, each taking a firm grip on one of her upper arms. ‘You can’t touch me like this,’ she said.


      ‘Father Manfried wants you,’ they replied, slightly off unison.
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      Chapter Nineteen


      Devorah stood waiting in the middle of Elsbeth’s abandoned healing tent, alone, fighting back a wave of nausea. About a quarter of an hour had passed. The place still smelled of burnt oil, blood and pus. Every so often she heard a distant, muffled eruption of hoarse male shouts, or the rattling footfalls of running, armoured men.


      The tent door parted as Father Manfried entered, striding directly at her. He wore a breast-plate and armour on his arms and legs, but had no helmet and carried no weapon. Black leather gloves encased his wide hands; he flexed them, and the leather creaked. ‘You were bold with me earlier,’ he said.


      Devorah could not think how to reply. When she’d demanded that Angelika be taken to see Elsbeth, she’d spoken not with her own authority, but with the holy woman’s. As she hesitated, Manfried studied her voraciously. She shrank back from him. He moved nearer. He stooped to pick up an oil lamp, then he held it close to her face. Her mouth and throat dried out.


      ‘What?’ she stammered. ‘What is it in my face you search for, father?’


      ‘Evidence of guilt,’ he replied, calmly.


      ‘Guilt?’


      ‘I am curious how knowing a confederate you were.’


      ‘Confederate?’


      Manfried smiled. He brought the lamp closer; Devorah could feel its heat on her cheeks. ‘That is true innocence I see, isn’t it?’ Manfried said, more to himself than to her.


      ‘Innocence of what?’


      ‘Yes, yes, yes,’ he said, turning his back on her, setting down the lamp. ‘She sullied herself, but left you pure.’


      ‘Sir, I am just a poor sister, unschooled in sophisticated discourse. You must speak more clearly, if I am to understand you.’


      He spun gracefully on his heels, plucking up a small wooden stool and moving it over beside her. He gestured grandly to the stool. ‘You should sit yourself down, my poor little fawn. I have news that will break your heart.’


      Devorah sat. ‘It is a heartbreaking world,’ she said.


      ‘Wise words.’ He knelt beside her and spoke with the gentleness of a country priest. ‘Mother Elsbeth is dead.’ Devorah quivered and Manfried caught her hand in his, steadying it. She had not noticed him doing it, but at some point he had slipped his hands free of his dark leather gloves. His hand was callused but warm.


      ‘Dead?’


      ‘Yes, dear Devorah. And worse, it was not a natural death. Richart – you know Richart Pfeffer, though not as one of my men – came upon Angelika smeared in Elsbeth’s blood. She was standing over her freshly killed body, a knife nearby. Naturally, he thought it a case of murder.’


      ‘Murder?’


      Manfried let go of Devorah’s hand. He gave it a paternal pat. ‘Yes, you are quite innocent. Richart was mistaken – it was suicide. Certainly Elsbeth was feeble and used your guide, Angelika, to bring about her own death. But self-slaughter it was. A terrible thing, don’t you agree, to deprive all those people out there of her blessed touch?’


      ‘Suicide?’


      Manfried gravely nodded.


      ‘Why did she do it?’


      ‘Shallya’s power became a burden to her. It weighed her down, and finally broke her. At first I thought it selfish, her decision to end her life. But then I came to wonder.’ He paced, deftly circumnavigating the various piles of soiled linen. ‘I’ve been studying the chronicles of this abbey,’ he continued. ‘Never once has there been a time when more than one woman was gifted with Shallya’s healing touch. Sometimes – always when the forces of Chaos slumber – there is no one at all to act as conduit for the goddess’ miracles. Yet in troubled times, like those we live in now, there is always one. As near as I can tell, a new recipient’s powers manifest shortly after the death of her predecessor. Do you see what I mean?’


      ‘No.’


      He had reached the other side of the tent. He turned and moved toward her in slow, perfectly measured strides. ‘The chronicles never vary. The gift is always given to the youngest, fairest, most innocent among the sisters of Heiligerberg.’ He put his hand gallantly out to her; she took it and rose, as if mesmerised, from the stool.


      ‘Who could that be, do you think?’ he asked her.


      ‘I could not say. I do not know the sisters of Heiligerberg.’


      Abruptly he took Devorah’s face in his meaty hands and adjusted its angle, so that she peered up at him. She trembled. ‘Your soul already knows what your mind does not. It is you, sweet girl. You, Mother Devorah, are Shallya’s gift to me.’


      Bernolt Steinhauer gingerly patted his bruised throat. He leaned uneasily against a slab in the subterranean chamber that housed Sister Dema’s reeking alchemical vats. Bernolt did not like this place. It was dank. Inky mould grew in its corners.


      He’d been assigned here, he was sure, as penalty for his failure against Elsbeth’s killers. He wanted to be out with his comrades, scouring the mountainside for the evildoers – especially the one who’d choked him, that deceptively lank Franziskus. Instead he’d been sent down to take orders from the eerie, one-eyed Dema. Yes, his throat still hurt a bit, but a contusion or two did not turn a hammer-brother of Sigmar into an invalid. Bernolt leaned over a vat to peer in, but as an acrid stink penetrated his nostrils, he immediately regretted his curiosity.


      His instructions were to protect the cabinet full of Dema’s tools – not from Angelika and Franziskus, but from yet a third, unconnected miscreant – a man named Ivo with a comical voice and oversized ears. It was ridiculous. For the ninth time, Bernolt strode to the cabinet in question and tested the lock.


      One of the old sisters came stooping into the room, shaking and bobbing her head. Her wimple disguised her features. The sisters, with their stale old woman smell, were all the same to Bernolt. He wished he were nowhere near them. Bernolt wanted to be back in the Empire, fighting Chaos, risking all in service to his warrior god.


      The sister shuffled up behind him. With a thin, sharp blade, she stuck him in the side, between his armour plates. She stabbed repeatedly, twisting the blade to rend tissue and mince organs. Bernolt gurgled; the sister clamped a long-fingered but masculine hand over his lips. She cut Bernolt’s throat for good measure, then swept back to let his body topple. Bernolt fell against a vat; his hand dropped into the flames beneath it, to blacken and scorch.


      Ivo Kirchgeld pulled off his wimple for a better view of the cabinet. It had been difficult, hiding among the wrapped corpses in the mausoleum. He was sure that the sisters would be smart enough to check. But they hadn’t. It must have been reverence for the dead – or perhaps they simply lacked imagination. He scanned the room for something heavy enough to break the lock. Of course – Bernolt’s hammer! He ducked down to pick it up.


      The sky was clear but starless. Franziskus and Angelika shivered, crouching behind an old and crumbling wall they’d found on the sheltering mountain slope that abutted Heiligerberg’s flattened summit. The stand of mortared blocks belonged to some long-ruined outlying building; Angelika did not care to expend her attention guessing what it had been used for.


      They pressed against each other for warmth. They had their hands under each other’s tunics.


      ‘You’d better not be enjoying this,’ said Angelika.


      ‘There’s no need to say that every single time,’ said Franziskus. It was too dark for either to see the expression on the other’s face.


      ‘Hrmp,’ said Angelika.


      ‘It’s far from the first time we’ve been caught out in the cold, and not been able to light a fire.’


      She growled.


      ‘If you’re going to make a belittling, threatening joke every time, you could at least make it a new joke.’


      ‘Objection noted,’ said Angelika.


      ‘I still think we should just start climbing down the mountain.’


      ‘You’re still free to do so.’


      ‘All this risk – out of loyalty to a dead woman?’


      ‘I made a promise.’


      ‘Krieger asked you to make a much nobler promise, and you refused him.’


      ‘What does one fact have to do with the other?’


      ‘And let me ask you this. Let us say the mere presence of her earthly husk can now work miracles. Shouldn’t it be taken to the place where it can do the most good?’


      ‘Those weren’t her wishes.’


      ‘But if she’s withholding balm from the people in a time of terrible trouble, her wishes are wrong, are they not?’


      ‘I won’t let them chop her up and make her into trinkets. I won’t let them put her on display.’


      ‘Of all people, to suddenly care about the dignity of the dead…’


      ‘Let me ask you this.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘Do I sound as if you’re going to convince me?’


      ‘Hrmp,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘Go to sleep,’ said Angelika.


      He put his head on her shoulders. ‘Before Richart came in, I had the strangest encounter with Sister Devorah…’


      ‘I’ll wake you when the night’s half done.’


      As promised, Angelika woke Franziskus in the middle of the night.


      Franziskus, in turn, woke Angelika at the first shudder of pre-dawn. ‘There’s a commotion up above,’ he said.


      Angelika ventured out from the alcove and peered up. Sure enough, the pilgrims at the summit were stirring as a mass, buzzing in collective dismay. ‘They’re learning the news,’ Angelika said. The buzz became a groan. ‘They know Elsbeth’s dead.’
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      Chapter Twenty


      Udo Kramer shook Stefan Recht awake. They’d spent the night under blankets, beside a now-dead fire, a few yards from the abbey wall. Gerhold snoozed beside them. Lemoine, who’d been with them when they fell asleep, was gone.


      ‘I’m not sure what, but something is happening,’ Udo said, taking Gerhold by the shoulder and giving him a careful shake.


      The white-haired friar snuffled into consciousness. He blinked and wetted his lips. ‘What?’ he asked.


      Lemoine ran at them, pushing his way through a gauntlet of pilgrims that surged the other way. ‘Come quick!’ he called, his sandaled feet flying beneath him. His three companions fought the cold from their bones and shuddered to their feet.


      Lemoine tugged on Gerhold’s collar. ‘She’s dead! Mother Elsbeth is dead!’


      ‘Shallya be merciful!’ cried Gerhold.


      ‘How did she die?’ Stefan inquired.


      ‘She’s dead,’ chorused the roiling throng.


      ‘What happened to her?’ Stefan demanded. He fumbled in his pockets for his splendid cap, but remembered that he’d lost it for good.


      ‘To come all this way for nothing,’ Udo muttered.


      Lemoine hauled on his collar, too. ‘But there’s still chance for a blessing! They bring the divine remnants out now!’


      The monk’s momentum pulled Udo into the crowd. A beefy elbow, swung high, smacked him in his curly-haired temple. He called out in protest, only to have his foot soundly tromped on by a bovine young woman to his left. Udo retaliated with a two-handed push, sending the offender bowling into a rough-looking fellow beside her. The rough man shoved the woman into a third pilgrim, A fist, emanating from an unrelated scuffle, flew at Udo from the opposite direction; he ducked. The blow hit Lemoine in the shoulder. Udo looked back for Gerhold and Stefan, and saw the silver-tongued advocate stumbling to pick up the friar, who had fallen and was in danger of being trampled by a new cascade of pilgrims coming in behind them.


      Udo and Lemoine reached a clearing in the crowd. They both flailed their hands and elbows with abandon, battling for a forward position. Before them stood a high-wheeled wooden cart, covered with a long white sheet. The obvious shape of a slim human form stood out beneath the sheet.


      ‘Mother Elsbeth!’ a man shrieked, in lido’s ear.


      ‘It is her!’ came a cry from the crowd, as it converged on the cart’s other side. A dozen Sigmarite warriors ringed the cart, their backs against it, alarm dawning on their helmeted faces. One close to Udo deftly drew his axe and whirled it through the air in a parade-ground display. ‘Get back!’ he grunted. His fellows all pulled out their axes too, though they brandished them with less aplomb. ‘All of you get back!’


      Udo reeled as a sudden fury welled up in his chest. Each of his fists formed itself into a tight, hard ball. He dug his ragged fingernails into the soft flesh of his palms. ‘We’ve come all this way!’ an angry voice proclaimed. Udo was about to call out in agreement when he realised the voice was actually his. It had been him, shouting down the hammer-wielding men. He, Udo Kramer, was drunk with rage. Never had he felt so free, so invincible. ‘It would be a great injustice to deprive us of her final blessing!’ he crowed, flushed with confidence. He widened his eyes into an expression he hoped would seem mad and intimidating, and stomped a slippered foot in the direction of the nearest guard.


      The Sigmarite shrank back and shook his weapon. ‘None come near us!’ he rasped.


      ‘Injustice!’ cried the crowd, echoing Udo’s words.


      Something hit Udo behind the shoulder blades. He looked back and saw that it was Gerhold, propelled forward by pushing hands behind him. Udo executed a counter-shove to maintain his footing then turned sideways, giving the old friar a spot in his wake.


      The throng howled. ‘We’ve come all this way!’ Their disparate protests sorted themselves into a single, unified chant. ‘Give us our blessing! Give us our blessing!’


      Another shove pushed Gerhold forward a pace. A Sigmarite feinted the haft of his weapon at him. Udo grabbed out to take the friar by the collar. He turned back to issue commands to the pilgrims behind him. ‘Stop pushing!’ he ordered.


      They kept pushing. Udo held his ground. Gerhold slipped and was thrown out into the no-man’s-land between crowd and guards. Tripping, the friar landed at the feet of the axe-flourishing Sigmarite. The man scowled, baring yellow teeth, and brought the steel pommel of his Weapon down on Gerhold’s head. The blow scraped open Gerhold’s scalp, spraying his blood across the guard’s leggings. Udo screamed the friar’s name and lunged toward the cart, tearing a short sword from the scabbard at his belt. The crowd surged with him, wailing and grunting. A blow caught him in the ear – whether from the front or back he could not tell – and soon he was awash in a sea of squirming, shoving bodies. ‘Give us our blessing!’ the penitents roared. Udo tasted blood in his mouth, and was not sure that it was his.


      Angelika leaned out from the rocks to see what was happening above. She heard screams. She watched as the mob engulfed the cart, rocking it. Then there were so many pilgrims around it that the cart could no longer be seen at all. The mob surged closer to the slope. A man jogged back to extricate himself from the roil of flying limbs, slipped, and fell backwards, falling down onto the rocks directly above Angelika’s head. She winced as he bounced her way. The falling man’s head impacted on a sharp jutting piece of dark limestone. Angelika ducked back as his corpse dropped past her. Above her, the crowd’s caterwauling reached a new crescendo.


      ‘What’s happening?’ Franziskus asked.


      ‘The next time I ask you why I live in a godforsaken wilderness, far from contact with the great mass of humankind,’ said Angelika, ‘please remind me of this moment.’


      ‘The riots have begun?’


      Angelika nodded. ‘I think that’s Elsbeth’s body they’re clawing at.’


      Franziskus leaned out for his own peek. He saw a woman slide slowly down the mountainside, weeping a prayer to Shallya. ‘What can we do?’


      ‘From here?’ Angelika pulled the decorative dagger from her belt, looking for something to stab. ‘Nothing!’


      ‘What of our friends?’ Franziskus hefted himself up, as if preparing to scale the rock face. ‘What if they’re in the middle of it?’


      ‘Friends?’ Angelika sank back into the stone alcove. ‘We don’t have any.’


      * * *


      Udo’s sword arm met resistance as his blade sank into a torso. A man in a helmet groaned, so he was reasonably sure that it was a Sigmarite he’d stabbed. There was a pilgrim mashed up on either side of him. At least two men pressed against his back, pushing him forward. A woman was lying on the ground, in front of him, her helpless hands held up in a defensive posture. Udo tried to move back, but there was another body on the ground behind him. Viciously elbowing the pilgrim next to him, he forced himself to one side, avoiding the toppling body of the guard he’d run through. Evidently, he’d killed the man. It surprised Udo, that all signs of inner life had so quickly left the man’s face. The Sigmarite landed face-up, right beside his foot. Udo could not resist. He placed the sole of his slipper on the man’s face, his toe on the forehead, his heel on the chin, and pressed down. He felt gratified, and, at the same time, more furious.


      The mob bayed exultantly and Udo saw why: they were tipping the cart over. Its wheels rose into the air, shattered and spinning. The press of pilgrims broke as the crowd ran frantically around the tipped cart to get at the body. Udo whipped his sword backwards so that the rushing penitents would give him a wide berth. He saw that Gerhold lay in the mud, his robe in disarray, his bare legs exposed and dirtied. With his off-hand, he pulled the friar to his feet.


      ‘Are you hurt?’ he asked.


      ‘Where’s Stefan?’ replied Gerhold, his face scraped raw, his scalp still bleeding freely from where he’d been hit with the axe pommel.


      Together, their heads turned, and they saw Stefan, in his dark finery, running around the cart with the rest of the pack. Udo grabbed Gerhold by the arm and pulled him along, in the same direction.


      ‘We must–’ panted Gerhold, as Udo belaboured his fellow pilgrims with the flat of his sword, smacking rumps, shoulders, arms and skulls, parting the mob like a curtain. Dazed, Gerhold allowed himself to be pulled into the fray, muttering. ‘We must touch the sacred body,’ he said. ‘Merely touch. To be blessed…’


      They cleared the corner of the cart and Gerhold, shocked out of his stunned reverie, drew back in horror. The pilgrims had set upon Elsbeth’s body, unrolling it from its snow-white shroud. At least a dozen of them pawed her naked flesh with their filthy hands. Most held their heads back, their eyes fluttering skywards in ecstatic transport. Others readied knives and swords, or merely pulled and twisted at her toes and fingers. And there, amid the blaspheming horde, crouched Stefan Recht, his face puffed and sweaty, his eyes wide. He held the dead abbess by the wrist, drawing his knife.


      ‘No!’ Gerhold shouted, hurling himself at the advocate. He hit Recht in the side, bowling him over, knocking the blade away. His thumbs flew to Recht’s throat. ‘Blasphemous rogue!’ he shouted, grinding them into Stefan’s thyroid cartilage.


      Stefan seized the friar’s hands and pulled himself free of them, gasping. Gerhold leapt on him, punching wildly. Stefan’s groped at the friar’s face, and pushed him away, eventually manoeuvring him into a headlock. ‘What are you doing, you old fool?’


      ‘Stopping you from committing the basest act of–’


      Stefan caught him with a sudden blow to the chest, knocking the air from his lungs. Gerhold let his weight drop onto the advocate, pinning him against the frosty ground. Stefan kicked and struggled to be free. ‘Dunderhead!’ he sputtered. ‘She’s no ordinary corpse, to be respected with flowers and pieties! She’s a veritable mine of precious relics!’


      ‘Sacrilege!’


      Stefan grabbed a hank of his hair and pulled. ‘You know it to be true! We must get our share before they do! Look!’


      Gerhold turned his head and saw that a massive, bosomy matron standing over the body with a captured axe raised above her head. She was ready to strike, presumably to lop the abbess’ lolling head from her shoulders.


      ‘Stop her!’ the friar cried, catching Udo’s eye. Udo nodded and bulled his way in. Gerhold cried, ‘Not like that!’ as Lido caromed his sword into the woman’s neck, opening an artery. The shocked woman clamped a fat hand to her neck then her legs gave way beneath her. Udo stooped to disentangle the axe-haft from her dead fingers.


      ‘Yes, Udo!’ exhorted a smiling Gerhold. ‘Heel the rest of these slavering curs till the guards return!’


      Udo took the axe and chopped off Elsbeth’s right hand, severing it just below her already-mutilated wrist.


      ‘No!’ wailed Gerhold.


      Two other pilgrims, one ruddy-faced and balding, the other young and muscular, dived simultaneously to fight for possession of the lopped-off hand.


      Udo sank the axe deep into the young pilgrim’s back. Stefan leapt into the melee, taking the balding man from behind and wrapping an elbow around his throat.


      ‘You mustn’t!’ Gerhold called.


      ‘We’ve earned our claim to it!’ Recht grunted.


      Udo reached down to snatch up the hand. A stout stick of severed bone protruded slightly from its torn flesh. ‘I hold here the holiest of relics! Do you have any concept of its worth, old friar? Ten thousand crowns, at least!’


      ‘A hundred thousand!’ said Stefan, as he scrambled backwards in the dirt, pushed by the ruddy-faced man, who tried to free himself of the lawyer’s grip by rolling to one side.


      Hungry-eyed pilgrims surrounded Udo, grabbing for the hand. He swung the axe in a wide arc, driving them back.


      ‘Let go of it,’ Gerhold begged, on hands and knees.


      Stefan’s pilgrim flipped the advocate onto his back and climbed up on him. He planted his knees on his brocaded chest and flailed laboriously at his face with heavy fists. Stefan slipped his arms between his chin and the rain of incoming blows.


      Udo feinted at his encircling pilgrims; others dropped away to saw at the corpse with swords and pocket-knives.


      A familiar voice cried at them from the direction of the abbey. ‘Scatter! Scatter! They’re readying their crossbows!’ Ivo Kirchgeld ran, stork-like, into the tangle of pilgrims, headed for Udo.


      Udo exclaimed in surprise. ‘Kirchgeld?’ Then he saw the line of regrouped Sigmarites, raising sleek, well-polished crossbows to firing position.


      Ivo kept to his course, running.


      Gerhold, palms out, staggered at the Sigmarite crossbowmen. ‘Peace, brothers!’ he coughed.


      ‘Out of the way, old man,’ growled their sergeant.


      Stefan writhed under the weight of the red-faced pilgrim as the man found a brick-sized rock and held it up above his head, ready for the downstroke.


      Ivo bounded past Udo, snatching Elsbeth’s hand away from him. ‘This way!’ he called, beckoning Udo to follow him. A large sack, slung over his shoulder, bobbled and clanked as he ran. Udo hesitated, then bolted after him. They disappeared past the lip of a ledge.


      Gerhold took another step toward the sergeant. ‘Let reason prevail!’


      ‘Now!’ called the Sigmarite sergeant, to his men.


      The thwangs of released bowstrings reverberated through the crisp mountain air. The line of crossbowmen let loose a rain of metal-tipped bolts.


      Gerhold jolted. He looked down at his chest. It was penetrated in three places. Blood leaked from the impact points on his shattered breastbone. He plunged to the ground.


      All around him, pilgrims fell, crossbow bolts protruding from limbs and torsos.


      The red-faced pilgrim still crouched on Stefan’s chest. A bolt thunked through the back of his neck and exited out the front. The rock tumbled from his fingers. It hit Stefan between the eyes, caving in his forehead, robbing him instantly of his senses.


      It took Gerhold a minute to die; he spent it praying for mercy. Recht would linger for nearly half a day, never regaining consciousness.


      Lemoine stood a hundred yards away, against the abbey wall. He could not bring himself either to approach, or to look away. He crooked his finger into the air, as if petitioning Shallya to take mercy on his fragile senses, and reverse everything he’d just seen, or at least to remove his recollections of it.
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      Chapter Twenty-One


      ‘Are they shooting the pilgrims?’ Franziskus asked.


      Angelika did not budge. She spoke quietly, her jaw held tight. ‘Only as many as they need to, I reckon.’ They waited for a second volley, but none came.


      ‘Should we move from here?’


      ‘Not until it’s safe,’ Angelika said.


      Manfried frowned as Elsbeth’s body, now missing a hand, was gently rewrapped and placed on a sledge. Father Eugen stood at his side, worriedly flexing his heavy brow.


      ‘What was she doing on a cart in the first place?’ Manfried asked his sergeant-at-arms.


      The sergeant cast a doubtful look at the mountain slope.


      ‘Carts do not go up and down mountains,’ Manfried enunciated elaborately. ‘This cart has been here for generations; it was used for the sisters to move items about. But it would not help us get our holy cargo down the mountain, would it?’


      ‘I accept your censure, father,’ the sergeant agreed. ‘But I respectfully submit the pilgrims would have swarmed any conveyance whether it was suited to the task or not.’


      ‘Which brings me to my next query – why was it so ill-guarded?’


      ‘Th-these–’


      The sergeant was reduced to inarticulate stammering. ‘These were penitents on a holy pilgrimage – how was I to dream they’d stoop to such blasphemous depths?’


      Eugen cut off the impatient response he could see brewing on his protégé’s face. ‘You have a point there,’ he told the sergeant.


      Manfried picked at his teeth with a well-lacquered fingernail. ‘We need a sledge of some sort. Possibly guided by a system of ropes or pulleys. Find some mountaineers among these pilgrims, who can arrange such a thing.’


      The sergeant nodded. Manfried turned; Richart and Devorah stood several paces away from him. Lemoine hung even further back. Manfried frowned and strode at Richart, pulling him aside.


      ‘I told you to keep her away from this.’


      Devorah ran to the pile of pilgrim bodies, dropping to her knees beside Gerhold’s lifeless frame. Richart kept close behind her. Manfried shadowed him, clearing his throat unhappily.


      ‘They were our travelling companions,’ Richart said.


      ‘Some companions, to treat her grace as loot to be pillaged,’ said Manfried Haupt.


      A comment came to Richart’s mind, but he declined to enunciate it.


      Devorah cradled Gerhold’s head in her lap. ‘Gerhold would never have done so,’ she said. Manfried shrugged as she spotted Stefan’s body and crawled to kneel beside it. Her breath caught in her throat as she saw that the advocate still breathed, though shallowly. Her healing knowledge was that of a mere novice, but even to her it was clear that Recht was dying. She intertwined her fingers in his. She thought about what Manfried had said, that she might be the inheritor of Elsbeth’s gift. Might she use it, to revive poor Herr Recht? The very concept froze her insides. She shifted to keep Manfried in the corner of her eye. He would catch her at it, if she even tried. She let go of Stefan’s hand.


      Manfried took advantage of the girl’s distraction to speak in a low tone to Richart. ‘I don’t expect that the loss of the hand will mar our plans completely. Nonetheless, I want it returned.’


      ‘I’ve already spoken to witnesses,’ said Richart, ‘and I have a very good guess whose stinking little clutches it’s in right now.’


      It was Father Eugen who located the mountaineering pilgrim, Primus Lichtman. After a round of apologies for earlier rough treatment and general indignities, the latter created a system to convey Elsbeth’s body down the mountainside. Lichtman’s companions banged pitons back into their holes in the rock. They set up their pulleys. They taught the other members of the procession how to safely navigate their way down.


      The pallet on which Mother Elsbeth’s body lay passed directly over the alcove where Angelika and Franziskus hid. Franziskus stood as far back from it as he could. Angelika stayed in place. She could have reached up and marked its underside with a piece of chalk, if she’d had a piece of chalk.


      Angelika waited for about three hours before emerging from the alcove. It was a good enough interval of time, she decided – not so long that she couldn’t follow Manfried and his procession, but also not so short that his men could turn back and catch her.


      ‘Are you certain Manfried still has reason to wish us ill?’ asked Franziskus, as he crouched precariously to slow his slide down the glacial slope. ‘Surely he’s realised by now that it was Elsbeth who sought her own death, and that you helped her under protest.’


      ‘That could be true, but somehow I don’t feel like confirming it.’


      The mountaineers had left a trail of piton holes behind them, clearly marking the procession’s path across the ice. Franziskus fell on the ice and rose up, rubbing his backside and cursing euphemistically. He resumed his backwards crouch and continued to ease his way down. Below him and off to the side, Angelika moved in the same diagonal, tentative manner.


      Franziskus paused to dolefully examine his frost-damaged fingers. ‘I thought going down would be easier,’ he complained.


      ‘It would be,’ said Angelika, ‘if you went down extremely quickly.’


      Pilgrim corpses lay neatly stacked beside the path of piton marks. Lichtman’s mountaineers must have moved them there, out of the way as they laid their trail. The fallen pilgrims stared up at Angelika with frozen eyes, their pockets gaping tantalisingly open. She scowled and passed them by.


      Four hours and three falls onto the ice later (one for Angelika, two for Franziskus), the mountain deposited them at the glacier’s hem, on the flat, rock-strewn expanse where they’d rested before the final ascent. They heard voices; Manfried’s procession had paused there too, in a milling assemblage of priests, warriors, mountaineers and hangers-on. They were at least fifty strong.


      The nearest of them were twenty-five yards to Angelika’s right. She ducked down and scouted for cover. About a dozen yards to her left loomed a menhir-shaped rock, its fat base tapering up to a spiking point. Angelika dashed for it; Franziskus joined her. If they squeezed tightly together, they could both hide from Manfried’s crew. After a minute’s pause, Angelika peered around the rock for a better look at the evacuation party. Watchful Sigmarite guards, perhaps two dozen of them, formed an outer orbit around the rest of the group. Mountaineers and favoured pilgrims gasped and puffed, leaning on pick-axes, or against boxes, or simply sitting on the ground. In the centre of the crowd rested the sledge, a rough coffin of old boards was securely lashed to it. The coffin’s planks, Angelika guessed, had been pillaged from the walls of the shed where she and Franziskus had been imprisoned.


      An angry female voice rang out from the other side of the sledge. It was Devorah’s. The young sister came rushing into view, pursued by a solicitous Brother Lemoine and a worried Richart Pfeffer. Richart caught up to her, taking her by the arm. She pulled away from him, but he danced around to block her path. Manfried, in full black armour, also appeared from behind the sledge. He marched over to Devorah to settle a gloved hand on her shoulder. She drew back from him, treating him to a bitter vituperation that Angelika could not quite make out.


      Angelika ducked back behind the menhir. She leaned into Franziskus’ ear: ‘Let’s say I told you that they’ve got your Devorah and are keeping her against her will. You’d so something foolish, wouldn’t you?’


      ‘For the moment,’ Franziskus whispered, ‘I’m prepared to be sensible.’


      They leaned against the big stone, listening as Primus Lichtman strode among the procession, ordering pilgrims and soldiers alike to rest fully and efficiently, to prime themselves for the long downward climb they were about to face. ‘More injuries occur on descent than ascent!’ he warned. ‘Maximum care must be taken!’ Angelika saw two of the soldiers make a throttling gesture behind Lichtman’s back.


      A hubbub arose from the glacier above. Within moments, the soldiers had their weapons out and were pointing up at it. A wave of pilgrims slipped and slid down the glacier’s face, surging toward Manfried’s rest stop. There were about a hundred pilgrims, Angelika guessed, slipping and bouncing down the unforgiving ice-face. Many fell, bowling over others; soon, a cascade effect took hold and a mass of screaming penitents crashed uncontrollably toward the sledge and the travellers gathered around it. The Sigmarites bolted into action, forming a barrier between the sledge and the onrushing agglomeration of shrieking pilgrims. A few readied their firearms but most stood ready merely with their enormous hammers. Brother Lemoine rushed at a guard, trying to push aside the man’s blunderbuss. His altruism earned him a sharp kick in the leg that sent him down to the rocky ground.


      ‘Overwhelm them!’ exclaimed a man perched well out of shot-range, on a small, level shelf of ice about a hundred feet up. ‘Claim what is ours!’ Angelika did not have to look to know who it was, but she did anyway: it was Ivo, goading the pilgrims on. Udo Kramer stood at his side, his posture apprehensive.


      The first wave of sliding pilgrims crashed into the Sigmarites, who roamed among them, punching with gloved fists or crunching down with the butts of their weapons. Manfried had joined them, vigorously kicking and punching and ordering the attacking pilgrims to stand down, in the name of Sigmar and Shallya alike. One scrawny, half-naked old man in an unfurling robe leapt from the ice onto Manfried’s chest. Manfried scrambled back, allowing his assailant to land face-first in the rocks. Then he bent down to seize the man by the neck and by one of his thighs. He raised the skeletal, squalling old penitent up over his head. Red-faced, Manfried heaved the man down, collapsing him into a heap of twisted limbs.


      ‘How dare you?’ he bellowed, reaching for a blunderbuss, which one of his guardsmen held ready for the firing of a warning shot. ‘You style yourselves true pilgrims, yet you defy the manifest will of Sigmar?’ Gun in hand, he pointed the barrel down into the writhing mass of oncoming penitents and pulled the trigger. A mist of blood wafted up, but Angelika could not see who he’d hit or how fatally he’d aimed.


      Franziskus shook her by the shoulder. He’d abandoned their cover and now stood in full view of Manfried’s men. Thankfully they were occupied with the cascade of pilgrims.


      ‘Look!’ he exclaimed, pointing at Devorah, who had broken from the party and was running at full bore across the rock flat and toward the yawning down-slope. There was no one to stop her: Lemoine lay moaning on hands and knees in the rocks, and Richart had joined with Manfried’s other followers to hold off the invasion from the glacier.


      Franziskus ran after Devorah. Angelika shrugged and did the same. Devorah leapt from the rocky shelf, disappearing to the incline below. Angelika and Franziskus reached her point of take-off moments later. They paused to see that she’d selected a spot where the grade was more forgiving, so they jumped down after her. Long-legged Franziskus soon caught up to Devorah and they ran together, half-tumbling down the slope. Angelika chased them. Hearts in throats, the three ran until the path became too steep to safely negotiate. They broke their fall by crashing into a stand of young pine trees. Gravity pulling on them, Angelika, Franziskus and Devorah held onto branches, their chests heaving. At first they could hear only the blood rushing in their own ears, but eventually it gave way to the grunts, shots and screeches of the clash above. Angelika rolled onto her stomach and found a safe, stable position. Devorah copied her and then Franziskus did the same.


      ‘You’re going to complicate our lives, aren’t you?’ Angelika asked the young sister.


      ‘Father Manfried wants to keep me for his own,’ Devorah gasped. ‘As he did Mother Elsbeth. He thinks I might have inherited her gift. He wants both a dead and a live healer, for his cathedral in Averheim.’


      ‘Shallya’s teats,’ Angelika cursed. ‘So now he’ll be hunting us…’


      Devorah sobbed. ‘I’ll go anywhere with you. I don’t care where. I won’t be his prisoner.’


      ‘Unfortunately,’ said Angelika, ‘we’re bound for Averheim too. Not the best hiding place if you’re running from Manfried Haupt.’


      ‘She’s decided to liberate Mother Elsbeth’s remains,’ Franziskus explained, as moans of pain chorused above.


      Devorah widened her features in shock. ‘As one of your ghastly treasures?’


      ‘No, you tedious little–’


      Angelika took a deep breath. Then she started again. To fulfil her last presumptuous wish – to be buried in a peaceful, anonymous grave.’


      ‘Don’t ask her why,’ Franziskus said. ‘She hates that.’


      Angelika made her favourite rude gesture and wrenched herself up into a sitting position. She studied the steep curtain of stone below them. ‘There are better places on this mountain to climb down from,’ she muttered. ‘But we’d better get at it. I don’t imagine Ivo’s gang of suicidal cretins will last much longer against Manfried’s guns. And after that – how many days to Averheim, do you figure?’
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      Chapter Twenty-Two


      It was eighteen days to Averheim, they decided, give or take. The return trip would be faster, with only one defenceless pilgrim to shepherd. The descent took them the better part of a day; they made their way circuitously down and spent the night in a gully concealed by ground-hugging shrubs.


      The next day, Angelika kept herself, Franziskus and Devorah hidden in the gully. Manfried’s men would be looking for the girl. The three of them would be too easy to spot if they moved up the pass right away. Better to let the procession get a head start and trail after them. Angelika went off, attracted by the sounds of a nearby stream and came back with six fat, silvery fish impaled on a sharpened stick. She permitted them a fire, but for only the time it took to cook their meal. Then they lay with full bellies on the gully floor and slept in shifts.


      On the second day, they ventured northwards, past Heiligerberg’s footprint and into the Blackfire Pass. Word of Elsbeth’s passing had travelled, reversing the flow of pilgrims, so they now streamed back toward the Imperial border. Angelika found seven freshly fallen corpses and with them a handful of coins (bringing her total to one hundred and fifty-seven crowns), some good sausages and a wheel of barely-mouldy cheese. There was even a hooded cloak in which to conceal Devorah’s face. Even so, a hatchet-faced young man, travelling alone, fell in with them.


      He pointed at Devorah, exclaiming, ‘You’re the one they’re looking for! There’s a reward for you, you know!’


      Angelika caught him in a chokehold from behind and held him until his limbs stopped twitching. She dragged him off the trail into a thick stand of trees. Then she stripped him to his well-bleached loincloth and tied him to a spindly young oak with his own shirt and leggings. A dozen crowns jangled in his purse but, as he was not dead, Angelika left it at his feet. She rubbed at a shoulder muscle, which she’d pulled during the struggle, before turning to Devorah, ‘If I have to do that too often, I may just leave you to your own devices,’ and tramped back to the trail.


      On the third day, rain poured down from a light grey sky, as a stiff wind twisted low-hanging clouds into troubling shapes. Most pilgrims sought shelter in the trees, and the three made good progress padding steadily on through the downpour.


      On the fourth day, Franziskus said to Devorah: ‘If you don’t mind my asking – do you have the gift?’ Devorah said nothing.


      On the fifth day, Angelika came upon a quartet of dead pilgrims, propped against the grey-barked base of a copiously branching hornbeam tree. She had opened the first one’s purse when the second pilgrim, his chest peppered with shot, opened a weary eye. ‘Take it,’ the man said, revealing himself to be not quite as dead as he initially appeared.


      ‘You were shot by the Sigmarites, up on the glacier,’ Angelika said, half-recognising him.


      ‘Go ahead and take it,’ the man nodded, ‘and finish me while you’re at it.’


      ‘I’ve had quite enough of that,’ said Angelika, leaving another purse behind.


      On the sixth day, exhaustion caught up with them and they spent an afternoon’s good travelling time huddled against a rotting log, watching a colony of small black snakes catch and swallow an unending succession of mice.


      On the morning of the seventh day, the sky turned the colour of blood and its surface rippled like water on the verge of a boil. ‘Chaos,’ Angelika whispered. They backtracked to the rotting log and made themselves small, while the black silhouettes of flapping, leather-winged lizard things glided calmly through the corrupted sky. ‘Is this the end?’ Franziskus asked. The manifestations continued past twilight. They stayed awake all night, afraid to dream.


      But the next day all seemed normal again. They slept a bit, then set off, not saying a word until the chill of evening came. Then Devorah killed the silence by saying to Franziskus, ‘I do not have the gift. And even if I did, I would commit sins of the flesh until I drove it out of me.’ Later she added, in a smaller voice, ‘Not so terrible sins of the flesh you understand.’ Franziskus kept his face turned away from Angelika, to avoid the wiseacre look he knew she’d be wearing.


      On the eleventh day, they had just woken up from a sleep amid dead leaves when they heard a stream of urine steadily splashing against a tree. They looked up and saw one of Manfried’s men. They became still; Angelika slipped the decorative dagger from her belt. But the man finished his business and wandered off, unawares, to join a comrade. Eavesdropping, Angelika learned that the two were deserters and that Manfried’s procession was at least two days ahead of them by now.


      On the thirteenth day, Devorah fainted. They took her to a stream, dashed water on her face, and waited for her to come around before plodding on.


      Two days later, they entered the Empire, passing through the ruined gates of the border town of Grenzstadt, where Devorah and the other pilgrims had met up. Angelika and Franziskus knew the town too: they’d been present just before its recent sacking by orcs. Franziskus suggested that Angelika pay for an inn, but she reckoned that certain of Grenzstadt’s authorities might still have a low opinion of them. They staggered past the town and along a dusty road through the farmland to its north. They slept in a hayloft, leaving before dawn.


      They walked for half a day but then bought three mules – named Daemon, Horror and Patches – from a farmer called Hostler. They rode off the main road for most of a day. They lodged above a tavern named the Sickly Friar. Its sign reminded Devorah of Gerhold and made her throat bobble up and down when she first saw it.


      Another day of mule travel brought them over a rise, from which they could finally see, off in the distance, the mighty walls of Averheim.


      Just below the rise, a crew of frightened men, kerchiefs over their mouths and noses to protect them from the smoke, dragged the corpses of men, women and children onto a raging pyre. Some of the dead had additional eyes blinking blindly out from their foreheads. Others had tentacles in place of hands, or strange fissures on their bodies, lined with tiny teeth.


      ‘Chaos,’ Franziskus said.
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      Chapter Twenty-Three


      The three of them walked through deserted streets. A stiff wind moaned across the city’s cobble-stoned alleys and walkways, whirling around the cornerstones of its leaning, stuccoed buildings, tossing a dust of dry, fine sand against the shuttered windows of its close-huddled taverns and workshops.


      Angelika kept her head down. Even at the best of times, she hated this city and the grit it was throwing in her eyes provided a splendid reason not to have to look at it. Devorah took it all in by shielding her eyes with her hands. She marvelled at the worn, creaking old buildings as if she had never seen a city before, which she hadn’t. Most of its structures were tall, thin wooden houses three or four storeys high, covered in plaster and framed by blocky, blackened oaken timbers. The few that boasted any ornamentation bore linen-fold mouldings cut into the timbers, or perhaps the odd imp or cherub carved in wood, clinging insouciantly to a steeple or roof-point. Flags and pennants, in the yellow and gold of the province of Averland, hung from poles. They flapped suicidally, tearing themselves apart in the violent wind.


      Devorah’s childish amazement aroused doting feelings in Franziskus. He opened his mouth to discourse knowledgeably on the architecture, to explain that these buildings were in an old style, but one that Averheimers considered fine and proper. That the black timbers suited their famous melancholy. But then he got a mouthful of dirt and halted his lecture before it had begun.


      The trio drew back as a man in a butcher’s smock came cantering out of an alleyway, twirling a cleaver over his head and screaming about encroaching Chaos. The raving man even mentioned several of the Chaos gods by name. Angelika reached for her dagger, but when the butcher saw them, his hamhock features convulsed in alarm, and he turned and ran back the way he had come.


      Above Averheim’s low-slung buildings soared a few monstrous structures, clustered in the centre of town, about a league away. Franziskus pointed them out to Devorah: one would be the old town fortress, another, the elector’s palace. The tallest was a vaulting structure, surrounded by flying buttresses, bristling with turrets, in lustrous grey limestone, fresh-quarried and sharp-edged. A multitude of writhing gargoyles and hammer-wielding holy warriors, chiselled from unyielding stone, framed its stained-glass windows and stood guard around its vast and haughty arches. Angelika squinted at it. ‘Manfried’s cathedral,’ she said. ‘But before we scout it out, I need food and sleep.’


      With the wind pushing at her, Angelika strode up to the stoop of a tavern. Overhead, its sign, a large iron ball painted cobalt blue, swung threateningly on squeaky hinges. Angelika knocked, waited, knocked and waited, knocked harder and waited, banged and yelled, waited and banged some more. Finally she leaned back as the door swung open in front of her. A middle-aged woman with haggard rings under her bulging eyes ushered them quickly inside. Her body, wrapped in folds of linen, was a comforting collection of curves; her bodice offered up a generous helping of cleavage.


      ‘You’re mad to be out there,’ the tavern keep said.


      ‘Good thing you let us in then,’ replied Angelika.


      A room full of unhappy faces regarded the new arrivals. Angelika challenged their suspicions by straightening her posture and marching determinedly to one of the few empty tables. ‘We’ve come a long way. We’re hungry, thirsty, and well-funded,’ she announced, plunking a gold coin into the taverner’s wrinkled palm.


      Tall flagons of ale appeared before them; Devorah pushed hers gently aside, but then relented and sipped from it apprehensively. Plates of food followed soon after: red cabbage, white sausage, dumplings and pork steaks glistening with beads of fat. As the tavern keep delivered the last of the grub, Angelika took her by the forearm and urged her to sit with them for a moment. ‘We need news,’ Angelika said. ‘Tell me what goes on here and why the streets are so empty.’


      Bosom jiggling, the taverner leaned in close, casting a nervous glance around the room, as if afraid unseen beings might overhear her. ‘Chaos is on the loose. There’s a plague of it. No one’s safe from the foul winds. My own cousin, sprouted tiny, crippled wings, greasy and black, only last week.’ She shuddered. ‘Naturally her parents had to turn her in to the city guards, to be bludgeoned and then burnt on a pyre.’


      A full-bearded oldster at a nearby table chimed in. ‘Where’ve you been? Word travels fast in times of woe. The whole Empire’s suffering in the grip of Chaos, from top to bottom. There’s armies of beastmen marching from the north. The crops are blighted in Stirland. Burghers of Nuln have been caught coupling with curs and swine.’


      ‘That’s nothin’ new for Nuln!’ cried a joker behind him. His jape netted only a smattering of weary chuckles and he took to murmuring bitterly, something about a little gallows humour never hurting nobody.


      The taverner put her hand on Angelika’s wrist. ‘Here it’s the Chaos plague. The city authorities have put in a curfew, but there’s no need. No one wants to venture out and get infected by Chaos humours. They come in on the wind, near as we can figure. We keep praying that it’ll die down, after the Theogonist comes and performs the ceremony. It has imprisoned us here. We are no longer ourselves – now we’re no better than rats, scurrying in the dark.’


      ‘Theogonist?’ asked Angelika. The Grand Theogonist was the highest-ranking Sigmarite in the entire Empire – the whole Old World, for that matter. The earthly representative of the Chaos-smiting hammer god himself. Even she, who did not give half a fig for priests and their religions, could not help but draw back in her chair, impressed.


      ‘The new Theogonist, Esmer, will be consecrating the great cathedral. I forget exactly when it’s supposed to happen, but he should be coming into town any day now. When that happens, surely the tide of Chaos will be turned back, held at bay by Sigmar’s almighty power.’


      The bearded man again interjected. ‘And they’ve got an awesome relic now, to install in its crypt – the beatified body of the holy woman, Mother Elsbeth. That’s sure to turn the Chaos back.’


      Angelika gripped her fork so tightly that its handle began to bend. ‘Let me guess. The one who fetched it has been put back in charge of the new cathedral…’


      ‘So runs the scuttlebutt,’ said the tavernkeeper, standing to acknowledge a signal for more ale. ‘Though the workings of churchly politics is beyond me…’


      ‘Don’t listen to her!’ joked the jokester. ‘She’s always got a priest or two beneath her bedcovers!’


      She flicked her wiping rag at the man and bustled off into the kitchen.


      Angelika’s throbbing head demanded a pillow to lie itself on. Her task was already difficult enough, but now that there was a Theogonist on the way…


      Even though the world was seemingly on the brink of annihilation, Franziskus could only think of only one thing. He was alone, in a room all his own, in an inn, with an actual bed to lie in. It had been over a month since he’d slept in a real, genuine bed. This one looked scruffy and he was sure the straw mattress was full of biting insects, but he didn’t care. There were linen sheets. They even seemed clean, more or less. He stripped off his clothing and flung himself into the bed. The pillowcase was cool against his face. He felt himself drifting immediately to the realm of sleep.


      A tap came at his door, jolting him. It would be Angelika, no doubt, determined to discuss plans of attack. He scrambled back into his breeches.


      ‘Please, let me in, quickly,’ a voice said, on the other side of his door. It was not Angelika’s. His toes tangled in the cuffs of his trousers. Franziskus tripped over to the door and lifted up its bar.


      Devorah rushed at him, taking hold of the door handle and gently shutting it. She had a sheet wrapped around her.


      ‘Devorah,’ said Franziskus. ‘What is it?’


      She dropped the sheet. The only light in the room slipped in through the door-jamb, but even so, Franziskus could not help but see. She surged into him, wrapping her slender arms around his back, pressing her bare chest against his. She kissed his breastbone, his throat, his lips. He turned his head from hers. She took his face in her hands and pulled it down to hers, and kept kissing him.


      Again he pulled back. ‘Devorah,’ he said. ‘I cannot be the one to sully your purity.’


      ‘Sully me,’ she breathed. ‘Franziskus, I beg it of you.’ She climbed on top of him. ‘Sully me.’


      Before dawn, Angelika crept along creaky corridor floorboards to Franziskus’ room. She passed Devorah’s door and saw that it was ajar. Smirking, she departed the inn on her own and ducked through gusty, winding streets until she reached the city’s central square and stood before the cathedral. Across from it stood a smaller, more modest Sigmarite temple; a few priests and penitents scurried up its worn steps. It would, no doubt, go out of use after its replacement was consecrated. Beside it, an even humbler temple to Shallya nestled, its roof bowed in, its shingles shaking as each gust rushed over it. But it was the cathedral where Angelika’s business lay. She sidled across the square and hid herself behind a marble fountain depicting a covey of cavorting nymphs. Its waterworks sprayed her with mist droplets.


      A grand set of steps led to the cathedral’s massive, iron-shod doors, bounded on each side by a stone rail decorated with axes, hammers, and the fierce heads of divine, Chaos-eating wolves. Living guardsmen, alert and fully armoured, lined the cathedral steps, ready to repel any onslaught of mutants or beastmen that might suddenly decide to fall upon Manfried’s mighty church tower.


      She would need to know where the hidden entrances were. She required a floor plan.


      The wind blew harder; the spray from the fountain became a drenching torrent.


      It occurred to her that there was a person who would be almost guaranteed to have a full set of architectural plans already in his possession, with secret entrances clearly marked. And, though she did not know where to look for him, there was a second person who could surely point her in the correct direction.


      With the streets empty, and those few who ventured out driven witless by the fear of Chaos, it was difficult to get passers-by to stop and answer questions. Those willing to speak to her were mostly of the male persuasion; circumstances forced her to stoop to eyelash batting. Each time, she halfway expected the man she was interrogating to throw off his robes and reveal a hideously mutated body, festering with the tendrils, suckers and sores of Chaos, ready to engulf and devour her. But if the minions of the dark gods were about, they were also keeping to themselves.


      She knew that Udo Kramer had business interests in Averheim, but she hadn’t guessed how extensive they would be. Half of those she spoke to had heard of him. Each named a different store, warehouse, or workshop. Each time she found one, she was directed to another. Angelika leaned wearily against a storefront wall, then trudged on to her next destination: a rug shop that Udo had apparently bought, or was thinking of buying, or perhaps had recently sold. It would be found without sign or symbol, at the end of a snaking, dead-end laneway, distinguished only by its bright yellow door and a stone carving of a jester’s head above its archway.


      She found the place after a series of wrong turns. Her ankles ached from walking on uneven paving stones; she’d grown too used to soft forest floors. Angelika ventured down the alleyway, looking for hiding spots. She heard a groan, nearly drowned out by the keening wind. Plastering herself against a wall, she inched cautiously along it and turned a corner. The groan came from a basement window, no more than six inches high, covered by a wrought-iron grate.


      She bent down and peered inside. A man in monkish robes sat tied to a broken-down wooden chair. His head was slumped down, his chin resting on his chest. Angelika recognised him from his abundant curls of caramel-coloured hair: it was Brother Lemoine.


      Through bloodied lips, he addressed a figure Angelika could not see: ‘No matter how many times you strike me, I can’t tell you what I do not know.’ He braced himself for another hit.


      Udo Kramer stepped from the shadows and obliged him, smacking him in the side of his face with a chainmail glove. Red droplets sprayed the basement’s limestone wall. ‘No matter how many times you deny it, you pontificating prig, I won’t believe you. You know when he’s coming. You have to know.’


      Lemoine vainly struggled to loosen his bindings. ‘What makes you think that? I’m not one of them. I’m not a Sigmarite warrior priest, just a monk – and a foreigner, at that!’


      Udo took hold of Lemoine’s left ear and squeezed it as if he was wringing out a dishrag. Lemoine winced. ‘I refuse to believe that it’s such a damn secret!’


      ‘It is! It is! The Theogonist faces many threats to his person! Chaos minions… the rag-tags of that heretic, Luthor Huss… Esmer will arrive with fanfare, but no advance notice!’


      Angelika moved to the yellow door and pounded on it with her off-hand. Her fighting arm already held her blade.


      ‘Who is it?’ called Udo, his voice muffled.


      ‘Hrmmm hrmm!’ replied Angelika. ‘Hrrmm!’


      ‘What?’


      ‘Kirchgeld sent me!’


      ‘What?’


      ‘Kirchgeld!’


      The door opened. Udo stood dumbfounded. ‘Angelika?’


      She kneed Udo in the groin. His eyes bulged. He stumbled at her, grabbing at her legs. She brought her dagger hilt down on the base of his skull. The sharp edges of the decorative handle sliced into his flesh. He slumped at her feet. She stepped over him, moving through a small foyer into a storeroom stacked high with eastern-style rugs, stacked flat. She shouted Lemoine’s name. He shouted back, his voice coming from behind a curtain. She pushed it aside, finding stone steps on its other side. Running nimbly down them, she stopped short in front of Lemoine, tied to his chair. As Angelika moved behind him to untie the knots that bound him, she made a quick survey of the cold basement. It was expansive, its walls mortared with rough chunks of limestone, its floors flat and tiled in stone. Raw timber support posts appeared in twin rows. Stacks of rugs, some piled to shoulder height, occupied most of the room’s floor space.


      ‘You’ve come to rescue me!’ Lemoine cried.


      ‘You were not in my plan, I assure you,’ Angelika said, giving up on the knots, which were too well-tied. She began to saw her way through the rope with her knife.


      ‘They’re planning to steal holy Elsbeth’s body!’


      ‘So am I, and I was hoping to trick them into helping me. But you ruined that, didn’t you? Sitting here looking pathetic and getting yourself mutilated.’


      Udo staggered down the basement steps, an ungainly matchlock pistol in each hand. ‘So – you meant to trick us?’


      He straightened his arm to aim at Angelika. She dived behind a pile of carpets. ‘Now what kind of argument for mercy is that?’ she said, ducking her head down. ‘I could’ve slit your throat, just now, you know.’


      ‘Point taken,’ said Udo, edging across the basement floor, his bowlegged stance showing the toll of Angelika’s groin-kick. ‘Remind me to send flowers to your grave.’ Snarling, he approached Lemoine, then saw that the monk’s bindings had been cut.


      Lemoine let loose with a garbled cry and leapt on the merchant, who cudgelled him neatly in the temple with the butt of his gun. The monk folded, toppling from the chair, onto his knees. Udo kicked him in the buttocks; Lemoine went prone. Udo bent down, placing a pistol barrel at the base of the Bretonnian’s skull. ‘Don’t give me cause to waste a valuable shot on you,’ he said.


      Lemoine whimpered his obeisance; Udo straightened.


      Angelika popped up from behind a stack of rugs to hurl her dagger at Udo’s head. But the intricately decorated piece was not balanced for throwing, and it spiralled wide, missing the merchant by a good two feet. It clattered into the stone wall behind him. A grin unfolded like the bellows of a squeeze-box across Udo’s bearded face. Angelika ducked back behind the rugs, looking around for something else to throw.


      ‘I misjudged you,’ she said.


      Udo inched cautiously toward the rug pile. ‘Is that so?’


      Angelika deepened her crouch. By her estimate, Udo would now be standing on the other side of the rectangular stack of rugs. If he went to the left, she could keep covered by going right, and vice versa. She wanted him to talk as he moved, so she could tell which way he was headed without peeking up and exposing herself to the barrel of his gun. ‘During the journey, Udo, you struck me as cynical, self-satisfied perhaps… but to learn you’re a torturer and killer – I admit, you had me fooled.’


      For a moment, the only noise was Lemoine’s low, injured wheezing.


      Then Udo obliged her: ‘I haven’t murdered anyone. Though that last leap is but one squeeze of the trigger away, isn’t it?’


      Yes, he was moving to the left. She scrambled to the right.


      ‘You were in league with Ivo all along?’


      ‘Not remotely. To be frank, I was never completely certain why I risked life and limb to go on that pilgrimage. It was not until the incident with the cart, when I beheld Mother Elsbeth’s body, that I finally knew why destiny had impelled me there.’


      ‘Destiny?’ she prompted. She checked the flooring around her feet. There was nothing to throw at him, not so much as a stray pebble.


      Udo had turned a corner, and was standing at one of the rug pile’s narrow ends, facing roughly east. Angelika hunched down at the other end, her back near a wall, pointed west. The door out of the basement would be about twenty paces away, if she ran diagonally. Kramer could easily get off a shot, probably both of his shots, in the time it would take her to cross that distance.


      ‘Throughout my life,’ Udo began, ‘I have dedicated myself to a single goal, the only one I consider important in an otherwise brutal and meaningless existence. That goal is the accumulation of wealth.’ He paused to listen to her movements; Angelika stayed still and made no noise. ‘The hypocrisies of society being what they are, I would normally be loath to reveal this. But with you, Fraulein Fleischer, I feel free to say so, as you so clearly believe the same.’


      ‘I agree; gold is the only thing worth struggling for,’ she said, a plan forming in her mind. ‘But Mother Elsbeth’s corpse isn’t composed of it.’


      ‘Ah,’ said Udo, warming to his subject. ‘Gold is a mere representation of a higher goal, the achievement of superiority over others. A man may be the most influential of priests, or born with the bluest blood in his veins, but when he must come crawling to me for a loan, he is the basest of beggars, and I – I am the man with the gold. But do you know what, Angelika?’


      ‘No. What?’


      ‘Believe it or not, I came to a juncture where I had as much gold as I could possibly use. All around me acknowledged my brilliance and acumen. Then I reached that most sorrowful of days, when the most recent bag of gold to cross my threshold seemed, for all intents and purposes, identical to the last.’


      ‘Surely you were deluded.’


      She jumped up to lob an imaginary object at him. And by the time he had fired his matchlock, she was already back down again. Curls of grey smoke wafted past her and her ears rang. Now Udo was down to one shot. Even in the hands of an experienced gunner, pistols like these took nearly a minute to reload.


      ‘Did I hit you?’ he asked, his voice raised to compensate for the damage he’d done to his own hearing.


      ‘Sorry to disappoint,’ she called.


      She heard his shoes scraping her way. He turned a corner and now stood along the rug pile’s southern edge. She in turn moved to its opposite side. They had exchanged positions. Lemoine lay directly behind her and if she dared to risk it, the door was back there too. She reconsidered her position. Udo did not seem especially proficient with his expensive weapons. It was possible, even likely, that she could make a break for it without getting herself shot. That, however, would leave the injured Lemoine behind, and herself no closer to her original objective.


      ‘You were saying,’ she said, ‘that you lost your faith in money.’


      ‘A man unanchored by eternal verity is lost. I did not undertake the trip to Heiligerberg merely to impress pious business acquaintances. I sought a new system of meaning, to replace what I’d lost.’ He aimed his gun at a spot just above Angelika’s head. ‘I admit now that I felt utterly alone among the other pilgrims. I aspired to all their fine feelings. Yet, try as I might, I could not summon them. I pretended, Angelika, to be just like that quaking buffoon on the floor behind you, but could not do it.’


      ‘Then you saw Mother Elsbeth’s body.’ Her fingers crept up, sliding surreptitiously beneath the top carpets on the pile, brushing under its fringed, silky hem. ‘And you knew why you were there.’


      ‘Yes,’ said Udo.


      Angelika moved her legs beneath her torso, coiling them. ‘You were looking at a treasure infinitely more important than mere gold.’


      ‘Yes,’ Udo breathed.


      ‘And your alliance with Ivo Kirchgeld – a momentary convenience?’


      ‘Naturally. I’ll dispose of him once I’ve got the relic safely stashed away. I think I’ll have a secret crypt dug for her. I’ll top it with a tower, perhaps. A pity no one else will know what’s in it, but I will, and that’s what truly counts, isn’t it?’


      ‘To be the one who has what everyone else desires.’


      ‘Yes. Yes…’ Udo intoned. ‘You do understand me, Angelika.’


      She nodded to Lemoine, who by crawling on all fours, had finally come within an arm’s-length of her. He set the dagger, which he’d retrieved, on the floor beside her boot. ‘And now,’ she said, ‘you’re going to tell me what a pity it is you have to kill me.’


      ‘I apologise for my predictability,’ he replied.


      She sprang up, taking the rug in both hands and flipping it out like a washerwoman folding a sheet. She swiftly brought it up into the air and then dropped it over Udo’s head, blinding him. He fired his pistol, blasting a hole through the rug. It filled the air with a dust of atomised threads. Angelika swept back, took up the dagger, jumped onto the rug pile, dived on Udo, and stabbed. She stabbed and stabbed. Udo, still thrashing under the rug, sank down, his throat gurgling, crimson quickly spreading through the pricey carpet.


      Angelika kicked the rug aside to be sure he was dead. He was. She released it back over his surprised, frightened face. Backing up, she bumped into Lemoine.


      ‘To think, we treated him like one of us,’ said the monk, ‘when, all along, his heart was a nest of churning vipers.’


      ‘He gave greed a bad name,’ shrugged Angelika. Her body quivered, as it sometimes did in the wake of sudden violence. She gripped the stack of rugs, trying to hide this embarrassing show of weakness. ‘Where’s Ivo?’ she asked.


      Lemoine touched his forehead, bloodying his fingertips. ‘Gone to an abattoir near the piers. Ivo stopped here first, to get some guns Udo’d stored here. They were illegal, I gather.’


      ‘Not to mention phenomenally rare and expensive. The Emperor prefers to keep powder weapons out of the hands of all but state forces.’


      Lemoine retrieved his chair, threw the ropes aside, and sat, dropping his head between his knees. ‘When they started speaking openly in front of me I knew they’d slay me, no matter what I told them.’


      ‘What did they say?’


      ‘The Chaos winds plaguing the city – Kirchgeld reckoned he knew who was responsible for them. The abattoir – it’s a meeting place for Chaos cultists, he said. Followers of Tzeentch, the god of dark manipulations, he said. Though it seems to me that the creation of a pestilence is more the modus operandi of a different dread deity, Nurgle, the lord of decay–’


      ‘Stifle the tangents, Lemoine.’


      ‘Whichever god these cultists follow, whatever their ultimate allegiance, Ivo knew them from a transaction several months ago, when he tried to sell them a set of consecrated implements.’


      ‘The alchemical equipment he stole from Heiligerberg the first time around.’


      ‘These items, if desecrated, could then be used to great effect in certain dread rituals. But the cultists would not pay Ivo’s price. As the negotiations dragged on, he came to suspect that they meant to kill him and take his goods. So he sold them elsewhere and thought little of it – until he got back to Averheim and found it gripped by this plague. Then he remembered his dealings with them and seemed quite delighted. He was hopping up and down, testing the firing mechanism of Lido’s blunderbuss, practising his reloading. He also borrowed a hand-axe and chuckled as he swiped it through the air. I knew not what to make of it, except to shudder.’


      ‘I know what to make of it,’ said Angelika. ‘Udo wouldn’t have any other weapons stashed here, by any chance?’


      Lemoine fell to his knees, clasping his fingers, shaking them beseechingly. ‘I beg of you, Mademoiselle Angelika, there must be no more weapons! No more bloodshed!’


      ‘I agree with the general sentiment, but there are particular persons who’ll have to bleed copiously before this is over.’


      ‘No, mademoiselle! Violence begets only violence!’ His Bretonnian accent seemed thicker now that he was burbling and crying.


      ‘If he had guns hidden here, I bet he had other weapons too. Where do I look for them?’


      Lemoine wrapped his arms around Angelika’s legs and held on tight. ‘The world’s gone mad! All thought, all reason, all analysis – pointless, utterly pointless!’


      It suddenly dawned on Angelika that Lemoine was not staring blankly off into some religious haze, but that he had his eyes fixed on a real, concrete point behind her. Still clamped in his blubbering embrace, she turned to see a rumpled, disarrayed carpet on the stone flooring in a corner, about twenty paces distant. Extricating herself from Lemoine’s scraped and clutching hands, she swept over to the carpet and yanked it out of place.


      Lemoine wailed. ‘Humanity is left with but one hope – utter prostration before the gods!’


      Below the rug was a board. Angelika heaved it out of the way.


      Lemoine’s wounded face contorted. ‘We must be scourged!’ He pulled at his monk’s shift, hauling it up over his head. ‘The only blood we may shed must be our own!’


      Beneath the board was a hidden recess in the floor. In the recess sat a large, wooden chest, its exquisite surface gleaming with thick layers of lacquer. Angelika hopped down into the recess, flipped up the chest’s filigreed silver latches, and opened the chest.


      Except for a linen wrap precariously twisted around his waist, Lemoine had stripped himself bare. ‘Our only salvation,’ he danced, ‘is self-flagellation!’


      The chest was full of guns, placed haphazardly, like pick-up sticks. Angelika whistled. Udo truly did have more gold than he knew what do with. On another day, she might have carted these prize pieces off for resale, but now she needed armaments she knew how to use. She dug through the rifles and pistols, tossing them aside without regard to their value.


      Lemoine lurched to Udo’s body, freed the dagger from the dead man’s chest and, gritting his teeth, used it to dig a narrow slice across the length of his own pectoral muscles. Gobbets of sweat gushed from his pores, mingling with his blood. ‘Sigmar! Shallya!’ he screamed. ‘Hear a sinner’s humble plea!’


      Angelika found a sabre for Franziskus, its scabbard dripped with silk tassels. She tore them off, set the sword carefully aside and then resumed her digging.


      Lemoine dug another line in his chest, marking himself with an X. ‘I suffer for you! I suffer for you!’ He ran at a black-timber support beam, smacking his face into it. He fell back and flopped on the floor like an eel.


      Angelika unrolled a supple sheet of leather the size of a washcloth, on which four thin, silvery daggers hung. She slipped a dagger from its leather slats, wrapping her fingers tightly around its blued, swept hilt. Immediately she could tell that it was a good, sharp blade. It seemed the right design for throwing, too. To test this hypothesis, she whipped it at the support beam Lemoine had just head-butted, using as a target the irregular blot of a bloodstain he’d left on it. The dagger hit the beam and vibrated proudly. It had hit the spot precisely. Angelika crossed to the beam, circumnavigating Lemoine’s wriggling limbs, and tugged the dagger out.


      She stuffed it into the empty sheath on her belt and made to exit. But she hesitated. Something in the bottom of Udo’s gun chest had caught her eye. She darted back over to the chest and took a careful look at an irregular bundle of raw tapestry fabric, which was loosely wrapped around an object a few inches in diameter, tied off with a strip of blackened leather. With the tip of her finger she gave it a cautious prod. Her head bowed down as queasy realisation dawned. She tore loose the leather strip, unwrapping the bundle. As she’d feared, it contained Mother Elsbeth’s severed hand. An impulse made her touch it; its flesh was at least as fresh and pliable as it had been when she’d last seen it, attached to a living owner. In fact, a pleasant burnt sugar smell wafted from it. The touch of Elsbeth’s hand suffused Angelika with a feeling of peace. She hastily got it bundled again, to block its influence over her.


      Devorah had told her all about the hand incident, but Angelika hadn’t expected to recover this particular bit of the abbess. She wondered what to do with it. She looked to Lemoine; could he be trusted with it?


      Lemoine stood, unsteadily, and touched the welt rising in the middle of his brow. If he’d seen the hand, or understood its significance, he made no show of it. ‘You must scourge yourself as well,’ he told Angelika. ‘All must scourge themselves.’


      ‘I need you to do something for me,’ Angelika said.


      He held out clawed, palsied hands. ‘The knife. Take the knife. Cut yourself. Cut me.’


      ‘This is for Mother Elsbeth.’


      He covered his face. ‘She’s dead. Dead. Our impiety killed her. Mankind’s grossness and corruption and changeability–’


      ‘Lemoine, concentrate.’


      He lunged. She tripped him. He went ludicrously sprawling onto the floor. No, he was in no condition be a custodian of anything. Angelika moved to the stairs and headed up them.


      ‘All must scourge themselves,’ said Lemoine. He rose to take a second run at the beam, but collapsed before reaching it, and lay on the floor, weeping impotently.


      Though time was in short supply, Angelika had no intention of poking into a den of Chaos by herself. She ran back to the Blue Ball and found Franziskus sitting glumly on his own in a corner of the tavern. A dish of pork hocks had grown cold on a plate in front of him.


      ‘The girl’s upstairs?’ she asked.


      ‘Sleeping,’ he said, turning his head listlessly toward her.


      She tossed a sabre, liberated from Udo’s weapon collection, onto the table. ‘I need you,’ she said.


      He stood and took the sword. She detoured up to her room, where she hid the hand inside the straw of her pillow. It was not the best hiding place history had ever known, but at least there was no risk of the proprietors cleaning the bedclothes.


      A few minutes later, Angelika and Franziskus strode together through deserted midday streets. As they traveled, she told him where they were going, and why. He unsheathed the sword and tested its weight. ‘A quality weapon,’ he said.


      ‘I’m sure Udo would be pleased by the compliment, if he were still around to hear it.’


      They walked through the centre of town without further words. They reached its docklands district, which smelled of river and wet, rotting wood. Long, single-storey warehouses sullenly sat along dark, bowed piers, doors and windows shuttered tight. Indignant gulls patrolled flat storehouse rooftops, hoping that the workers would reappear to spill scraps of food for them. They screeched at Angelika and Franziskus, bobbing their heads in outrage when their plaints were ignored.


      ‘You’d think a fellow would be cheerier,’ said Angelika, ‘after having had his first tumble since… how long have we known each other?’


      Franziskus ground his teeth. ‘If you’re trying to make me angry, so I fight better, keep on going.’


      ‘Oh, I understand,’ said Angelika. ‘She lacked accomplishment, between the sheets.’


      Franziskus stopped, his expression hot. ‘Not everything in this world is a joke.’


      She softened her tone. ‘I know that.’


      He strode onward. ‘A man can feel used, you know.’


      ‘Forget I spoke.’


      ‘Not everything is a joke.’


      Angelika held up her hands, relenting.


      Franziskus kept on. ‘It was not me she wanted. Not specifically. I just happened to be at hand.’


      ‘Couplings of convenience are not to be underestimated. Some of my most satisfying times have been–’


      He clapped his hands over his ears. ‘I will not hear this!’


      Angelika shrugged. ‘If you don’t want cheering up…’


      ‘I shouldn’t have given in. I wronged her, and I wronged myself.’


      ‘You can’t expect me to hold my tongue, if you persist in saying things like that.’


      ‘I had a duty to Shallya to refuse her.’


      Angelika paused to adjust the dagger in her right boot. It was a little sleeker than the ones she was used to, and kept slipping out of place.


      ‘And also,’ said Franziskus, ‘I think she may be manipulative. And of a changeable nature. I’m not sure I even like her.’


      ‘Some of my most satisfying times have been with men I didn’t even–’


      ‘Maybe, when I have been at this life as long as you have, I’ll have succeeded in making myself heartless, too.’


      Angelika laughed. Franziskus’ expression darkened.


      They found two ordinary, working slaughterhouses before they located the one they sought, at the end of a street of decaying buildings. It was a low-slung structure with a bowed roof, plaster falling from its walls in pancake-sized chips.


      ‘Notice something different?’ asked Angelika.


      ‘What?’


      ‘To be specific, the lack of something? Listen.’


      Franziskus listened. ‘The winds have died down.’


      ‘Right. The howling has stopped. And if there was any truth to Lemoine’s story, and these cultists of Ivo’s brought them into being…’


      They circumnavigated the building, squeezing through a tiny space between it and the decaying tenement next door. Behind it they found a back door, unpainted and scored by woodworms.


      ‘Do we talk our way in, or fight?’ Franziskus whispered.


      ‘A moot question, I think.’ Angelika put an ear to the door. ‘I hear no one.’


      Franziskus kicked the door in; it fell satisfyingly to pieces beneath his boot.


      Sun streamed into a large stone chamber, stacked high with sheets of quarried granite. The fallen door displaced clouds of fine, sandy dust that rose to fill Franziskus lungs. He doubled over, coughing and shielding his eyes. Angelika waited for the dust to die down and stepped into the room, moving to a workbench loosely strewn with stone-cutting tools. She picked up a mason’s chisel.


      ‘Not the equipment you expect to find in an abattoir,’ she said.


      Franziskus tried vainly to lift one of the stone slabs stacked near the doorway. ‘You recognise these stones, don’t you?’


      ‘They are identical to those on Manfried’s cathedral.’ Angelika crossed the room, to a wooden shelf structured like a wine rack, with half a dozen long, narrow openings on each of a dozen shelves. Inside about a third of the openings sat either scroll cases, or large, rolled-up sheets of parchment. She pulled out one of the sheets, untying a small piece of dirty twine. When unfurled, the parchment contained a crude sketch of an architectural plan.


      ‘A section of the cathedral?’ Franziskus asked.


      ‘I’m no builder, but I’d lay a hundred crowns on it.’ Angelika squinted at the parchment, turning it sideways.


      ‘So Manfried had a nest of Chaos worshippers helping to finish his family’s cathedral?’


      ‘Not knowingly, I’m sure. These maggots live by trickery.’


      ‘What do the cultists mean to accomplish?’


      ‘What do they ever mean to accomplish?’ Angelika tossed aside the parchment she had in her hand and popped open the nearest scroll case. ‘Think like a slavering, slack-jawed minion of Chaos. What prize would be so important that you’d get off your robe-wearing posterior and give up all your chanting and blood sacrificing in order to undertake genuine, backbreaking labour?’


      ‘A chance to sabotage the cathedral. A secret entrance, perhaps?’


      ‘My money’s on a secret tunnel into the basement.’ Angelika pitched another plan over her shoulder. ‘Curse it, this one’s just a staircase.’ Franziskus joined in the search, plucking another tube of parchment from the rack.


      Flies, buzzing and iridescent, zigzagged in through the open doorway.


      Angelika took hold of the most striking scroll case: an ivory tusk carved with orgiastic figures. She unscrewed its cap. It was empty. ‘And I’ll bet you a second hundred crowns that this case used to hold the plan we’re looking for – the one that shows their secret entrance.’


      ‘Why would they leave an empty case?’


      A small swarm of flies had materialised, each member butting its mindless insect head incessantly against a small wooden door in the room’s furthest corner. Angelika nodded once; Franziskus stepped over to it and shoved it open.


      It opened into a small, shadow-strewn chamber. Murdered bodies lay strewn about it. Other flies, already inside the room, were hard at work, flitting from corpse to corpse, laying their eggs. Their colleagues hummed in to join them.


      The dead numbered seven in all, five men and two women, all robed in coarse burlap decorated with strange sigils, which Franziskus and Angelika both took to be occult signs. Many had been torn apart by gunshots but most had been finished with sword blows to the head and neck. Under their bodies, Angelika could see a pentagram incised in the floorboards.


      A pile of skulls – mostly of cattle, but with a few humans, and even that of a man-sized rodents, thrown in for good measure – sat atop a crude wooden altar. Franziskus made the sign of Sigmar and hesitantly approached it. Angelika marched right up.


      A length of thin copper chain dangled from the altar, fastened to its surface with an eye hook. Angelika examined its last link, which was broken. She took a close look at the darkened oak panel that served as the altar’s top. She pointed, showing Franziskus the dark brown dots that spattered its surface. ‘Dried blood,’ she said.


      Franziskus’ complexion betrayed his nausea. ‘I shudder to imagine how many sacrifices have taken place here.’


      ‘But look at this spot in the middle – there is not a speck on it.’ Angelika indicated a rectangular shape, about three feet wide by one foot high. ‘Something used to sit here, while the blood sprayed.’


      ‘The space is shaped like a book,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘Ivo Kirchgeld did this. He knew about the cultists and their secret entrance. He came here and dispatched them, stole the map to their tunnel and a book from their unholy altar.’


      They contemplated the implications of this. Flies feasted.


      ‘Franziskus,’ she said, ‘I think this bodes ill.’


      As they rushed from the abattoir, Devorah stood, a good mile away from them, in the cathedral square. She wore a simple shift she’d borrowed from the tavern keeper. Devorah nervously patted it down, straightening a line of fabric that bulged across her curving hips. She looked up at the line of Sigmarite warriors arrayed on the temple’s great staircase. She pulled her fists tight and swallowed her fear. Stepping quickly, she glided over uneven cobblestones to shudder open the heavy wrought-iron gate leading to the cathedral grounds. Its creaks brought her the immediate attention of the soldiers above.
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      Chapter Twenty-Four


      Father Eugen’s eyebrows knitted themselves together. He rubbed his hands as if he were cold. He shifted his head from side to side. Then he patted the top of his head, pushing down a thick mat of dark, wire-brush hair. ‘Well truly,’ he said. ‘Truly indeed.’


      He stood before Devorah, inside the cathedral, on the lacquered wooden tiles of a private chapel built for a wealthy family: the Abendroths. They would take possession of it after the consecration ceremony. The pater- and materfamilias of the Abendroth family would get to meet the Grand Theogonist, when he arrived. But for now the chapel was empty and it was as good a place as any for Eugen to speak to the young girl. She sat on an oaken pew, gazing up at a colossal marble statue of a grimacing Sigmar, his crushing hammer held aloft. A wretched minion of Chaos was planted beneath the tread of his relentless boot. Stained glass in the tall windows above placed diffuse patches of coloured light on the girl’s white garment.


      ‘Well truly,’ Eugen repeated. The girl’s eyes glittered at him. They made him wonder what it might have been like, to have trodden a different path, to have had a daughter.


      She’d started talking again, he realised. ‘So you will act to help me – Mother Elsbeth, I mean.’


      Eugen had left too long a pause. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Ah. You do make a number of persuasive points.’


      She leaned close to him. ‘It is not the usual thing, is it, for temples to Sigmar to contain the bodies of devotees to Shallya?’


      Eugen swayed back a step. ‘No, indeed, it is not usual. Though I can see the justification for it. All the gods of life and virtue are on the same side, after all, arrayed against Chaos. And if Elsbeth’s weary bones can act as a bulwark–’


      Devorah took hold of his oversized hands. Her porcelain skin was too soft and delicate for Eugen’s liking. He could see why poor young Manfried had been stricken by the girl’s beauty and purity. His protégé was a young man, his veins charged with warrior blood. A creature like this could easily, without even trying, wrench him from duty’s path.


      ‘But it is not usual,’ she pressed, ‘and moreover, Mother Elsbeth herself forbade this. By installing her in this temple, against her will, might you not turn her blessing into a curse?’


      Eugen backed into an exquisitely carved rail of gleaming rosewood. ‘Yes, yes, that point struck me as telling, when you made it before,’ he said. ‘I will argue it with all possible vehemence when next I speak to Manfried.’


      She clutched his forearms, backing him completely into the railing. ‘You mustn’t!’ she wailed. ‘You must do this on your own, without telling him!’


      Eugen’s spine stiffened. ‘Young woman,’ he said, ‘I may have trained Manfried, and I am lucky to say I still have his ear. But he is my commander; not I, his.’


      Devorah inched closer. ‘Your care for your student reverberates in every word you say about him. You must know he’s headed for perdition! Madness and pride eat at him, as a flame slowly licks a log of wood into ash and charcoal. You must do your best to steer him straight again!’ Finally she backed away from him; Eugen sat on the front pew and sank his head into his hands.


      ‘You speak with insight,’ he glumly moaned. ‘You have indeed inherited her grace’s voice.’


      ‘Don’t say that,’ she whispered. She wiped her eyes. Then her chin jutted out, as she recaptured her composure. ‘You know, it isn’t safe for me to be here. And the two guides who brought my party to Heiligerberg – Angelika and Franziskus.’


      ‘The ones who helped Elsbeth to die.’


      Devorah let the tears pour down. She took to her knees before the curly-haired priest. ‘I was with them for weeks. They are unpredictable, resourceful, ruthless. And they intend to take her grace – by violence if need be. You must avert this and have her smuggled out peacefully.’ She swept an arm to indicate the cavernous nave of the great cathedral, its elephantine columns, its gilded archways. ‘Otherwise blood will be spilled here, I am sure of it. And even a warrior like Sigmar cannot want this, not in his own holy house, just as it is to be consecrated!’


      She waited to see the effect of her speech on Eugen, but he seemed stunned by it, which was not the precise result she’d hoped for. Then she realised that he was gazing behind her. She turned, but not in time.


      Manfried seized her from behind, gripping each of her wrists in a big, bony hand. He bent down, touching his weathered cheekbone against the side of her face.


      ‘I thought you’d come here to plead for your predecessor,’ he said, ‘Though I never imagined you’d show the perfidy to try to set my truest friend against me.’


      Eugen rose, his face flushed.


      Manfried turned, minutely examining Devorah’s face, as if searching for imperfections. ‘Nothing worth taking comes without struggle,’ he said, ‘but you will be brought to heel. And made to heal.’ He paused to savour his own wordplay.


      Eugen became intensely interested in the condition of his shoes.


      ‘Whether or not either of you likes it, you and Mother Elsbeth are indispensable assets in our war against Chaos,’ Manfried said. ‘You will fight that battle here, in my spiritual fortress, under my command. Do you comprehend me, girl?’


      Still on her knees, she grinned up at him, with a smile twisted at the corners. ‘I have quit,’ she told him.


      ‘What?’


      ‘I have sullied myself.’


      Manfried seized her by the elbow and hauled her up to face him. ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘High priestesses of Shallya must love only the goddess,’ she said. ‘Need I spell it out?’


      Manfried raised a hand to smack her, but he caught Eugen giving him a reproachful look. He turned away from her. ‘With the blond mercenary?’ he asked. He held up a hand to forestall her answer. ‘No. I am better off not knowing.’ He whistled up his guards. ‘Find a place to store this one,’ he said. ‘We’ll see later if we can’t return her to her original, useful condition.’


      From the north of the city came the lowing of distant horns. On the streets of Averheim, the people looked up. For the first time since the arrival of the Chaos winds, ordinary citizens had found it safe to venture past the thresholds of their homes and hovels. Housemaids scuttled through the streets on errands for their masters. Merchants took the shutters off storefronts. Farmers drove pigs and sheep through cobbled streets, to meet their butchers. Drunkards found their way to jugs of ale. Now all were stilled as the horns grew slowly closer, soon to be joined by the rattling of martial drums. Averheimers traded questioning glances; what did this portend, exactly? Mothers pulled children nearer. Men checked their belts, taking comfort in the nearness of their weapons.


      Barefooted children came pounding through the street, calling out the news. ‘The Theogonist is here!’ The shout went up, travelling from balcony to balcony, from window to window. ‘The Theogonist has come!’


      ‘Our prayers are answered,’ some breathed.


      ‘Finally,’ other tongues wagged. ‘He should have got here sooner, when there was still a Chaos plague to banish.’


      The procession lumbered carefully across the main bridge over the River Aver, and into town, where it trundled majestically down the city’s central thoroughfare. It was a messy column of men, beasts and conveyances. At its head rode a lector on a mule, holding aloft the pieces of a mended shield, as Sigmar’s bearer, Tobias the Humble, had done nearly twenty-five hundred years before, at the Battle of Unberogen Hill. In the lector’s wake hovered an agitated young squire, equipped with a long-handled silver shovel for the immediate scooping of any mule droppings that should happen to fall at his pointy-shoed feet. Then followed a full company of Sigmarite warrior priests, three hundred men in all, their armour polished, their hammers proudly poised above their heads, ready to smite any Chaos creatures that might lurch their way. Behind the priests came the banner-bearers, waving flags commemorating the great victories of divine Sigmar, and of the most famous inheritors of his mantle. Then the trumpeters marched, bow-legged, blowing into their serpentine instruments, each a monstrosity of brass modelled after the famed and magical horn of Sigismund. Then the drummers, then a covey of older priests, too feeble to fight, swinging censers, wafting blessed smoke to billow down Averheim’s streets. Behind them came the squires and altar boys, young men in training to become tomorrow’s warrior priests, if there was to be a tomorrow. They wore white tunics and dark red stoles; they scattered rose-petals on the paving stones. Some chanted in eerie countertenor voices.


      Giant wooden wheels, bound in ancient lead, rolled forth, crushing the rose petals laid out before them. Now came the most awesome component of the procession: the Imperial war altar. Pulled by a pair of barded, caparisoned warhorses, thick of haunch and wild of eye, it creaked and rolled, axles groaning to support its four crunching wheels. At the back of the cart loomed a bronze statue of a screaming griffin; it held a mammoth warhammer clutched in its inhuman claws, and a spectacular cape of feathered wings rose up behind it. In the centre of the cart sat the stone altar where Sigmar, when still a mortal, was pronounced king, and later crowned Emperor. It stood but a few feet high, solid and grey, sculpted with arches and relief figures, marked out in fresh red paint.


      The people of Averheim lined the edges of its great central laneway, pushing and jostling for a glimpse of the ineffable artefact. Fathers told sons that they would never again see an object so important. Sons squinted to understand why the altar mattered; then gazed upon it, and understood.


      ‘Hmp,’ said Angelika, as she watched the procession enter the square and circle around to the cathedral gates. ‘It’s not even made of gold.’


      Franziskus elbowed her in the ribs. They were part of a quickly assembled throng. ‘Easy on the blasphemy,’ he whispered into her ear.


      ‘That’s the Grand Theogonist?’ She sounded unimpressed.


      On the lip of the cart, shoulders staunchly level, jaw grimly set, glowered a man of average height, weighed down by a solid seventy pounds of ceremonial garb. A crescent collar rose like a halo behind his round, white-haired head. A phoenix breastplate spread its wings across his chest, the tips of its jade wings obscuring the lower reaches of his face. Emerald robes, their hems burning with brocaded flames, flowed all around him, shaping his form into a cone. With a quivering arm, he thrust skyward a titanic sceptre, its pale wooden haft bearing the blessed name of Sigmar.


      Angelika sidestepped a young, dirty-faced girl who intended to push her way between her legs. A fat burgher shoved her back. A hand appeared on her shoulder.


      She looked back, then down a bit. It was Richart Pfeffer. ‘Someone wants a word with you,’ he said.


      Manfried Haupt stood on the cathedral steps. Arrayed around him were his erstwhile rivals, men who’d engineered his banishment. Fat-jowled Father Erwin had informed on him to the Theogonist, when he had been foolish enough to waver on the issue of heresy. Father Varl, thin-lipped and petty, who had never tired of drawing unfavourable comparisons between Manfried and his father and grandfather. Dear old Father Wechsler, his mouth wide as a toad’s, had not acted against Manfried, but then again, he hadn’t been of much positive use, either. And, at his very right hand, Manfried’s chief rival, the corpulent, brandy-breathed Father Ragen, suffered and grumped. Ragen had been behind all of it. He had very nearly had himself installed as lector of this cathedral. But then he had not brought a relic so fresh and potent as the body of Mother Elsbeth. He had not secured any relics at all. And now he was doomed to a career of submission to Manfried’s boot. Manfried smiled at him: Ragen blinked blearily in return. Manfried had a detailed list of humiliating tasks prepared for Ragen and his cronies.


      As his loyal warriors drew back the iron gates to admit the Theogonist’s procession onto the temple grounds, Manfried’s heart thudded, in delirious joy. He looked for Father Eugen, then remembered he was occupied elsewhere, preparing the Theogonist’s quarters. Poor planning, really: no one had more right to gaze upon him in his triumph than good old Eugen. Manfried would make it up to him – he would assign him the lavish apartments Ragen now tenanted. Manfried chuckled. He bounded down the steps to shake the mailed hand of Esmer, Grand Theogonist of the Empire, prince of the church, the earthly avatar of divine Sigmar himself.


      A worker had left a pickaxe in the hollowed catacomb beneath the cathedral; Angelika picked it up and whacked its haft against the stone, searching for the hollow reverberation that would signal a hidden tunnel on the other side.


      ‘I’m very sorry to rush you, but there’s no time for that,’ said Eugen, who fretted at the foot of a narrow stone staircase. It led up two dozen-feet to a small door of newly painted pine. ‘I’m supposed to be seeing to the Theogonist’s living arrangements.’


      ‘You have a right to fret,’ said Angelika. ‘I understand the risk you took, sneaking us in here.’ She moved a few steps along the wall, and again whacked it with her pick handle. Tiny chips of rock flew from the point of impact, but the wall sounded good and solid. ‘But the Theogonist might not be in need of living arrangements of any sort if Ivo Kirchgeld bursts through his hidden entranceway and does what I think he’s going to do.’


      They were gathered in a largish chamber beneath the cathedral’s nave, hewn from rock and lined with marble shelves, on which the caskets of wealthy donors would someday lie. The shelves lined three of four walls, stacked six high. Manfried had made provision for a great many benefactors. Angelika leaned in across a shelf to tap at the wall behind it. Nothing.


      Franziskus slipped the tool from Angelika’s hand. ‘Heed him, Angelika. As vile as he may be, Ivo Kirchgeld is no more than a distraction to your true aim.’


      Richart who stood a few paces behind Franziskus, stoutly crossed his arms. ‘I’ll take care of Kirchgeld.’


      Angelika cocked her head at Father Eugen. ‘And Manfried – you consider him your protégé, you say?’


      Eugen could not meet her eyes. ‘As a son, since his father passed away.’


      ‘Explain to me again why you’re betraying him.’


      Eugen’s gaze returned to the door, as trumpets blared above. ‘I am saving him, just as you intend to save Mother Elsbeth. Perhaps it would not be such an odd thing, to inter a Shallyan holy woman in a Sigmarite temple – if it were done for righteous reasons. Manfried, though, has given into his pride and his vengefulness. This place of worship would be forever blighted if such motives were consecrated along with its altars and fonts. That’s why you must take the body far from here – so that this church may be a true beacon, and that Manfried may return to the path of selflessness and sacrifice.’ He cleared his throat. ‘It was the girl’s words – no, her eyes – that convinced me.’


      ‘Where is she?’ blurted Franziskus.


      Eugen tugged uneasily at the phoenix clasp that held fast the collar of his ceremonial cassock. ‘Manfried will be introducing her to his holiness.’


      ‘And when he does, you should act,’ said Eugen. ‘Young Devorah has a… mesmerising effect. She will rivet the attention of all. She is your distraction.’


      ‘I don’t care for this,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘He’s coming in now,’ said Eugen, ears perked. He mounted the first of the stairs. ‘I must go to join the ranks. Wait until the line’s fully formed for his holiness’ inspection. We’ll be facing toward the altar and away from Elsbeth’s crypt. The only one who might spot you is Esmer himself – and it’s my understanding that the great vicar is… somewhat short of stature. It’s my hope that those of us in the inspection line will block his view–’


      ‘We know the plan, Eugen,’ Angelika said. ‘The key.’


      ‘Oh yes,’ said Eugen, nodding like a pigeon, as he fumbled in the front pocket of his blindingly decorated cassock. He found a small shiny black skeleton key and tossed it to Angelika. His throw fell short, causing the key to bounce off a step and onto the floor near Franziskus’ feet. He stooped to take it. The thick-browed priest rushed up the steps, the heavy fabric of his robes fluttering like a flock of winging birds. Eugen heaved open the door at the top of the steps, leaving it slightly open.


      Silence descended. Angelika regarded Richart. ‘Don’t you have to be up with the others?’


      The short man snorted out a laugh. ‘I’m no priest, let alone a grandee of the church.’


      ‘You aren’t going to be a problem to me, later?’ she said, claiming the key from Franziskus. ‘You were unhappy with us, when last we met.’


      Richart’s shoulder twitched dismissively. ‘My hands have an appointment with Ivo Kirchgeld’s throat.’


      ‘Manfried pays your hire. He’ll feel you ought to stop us from making off with his prize.’


      ‘It’s been a problem all my life – only being able to think of one thing at a time.’


      Angelika crept up the stairs with Franziskus close behind her. Richart grabbed the pick handle and took up where she’d left off, tapping the walls.


      Tensing her shoulders, Angelika pushed gently on the door, widening by an inch or so the space between it and the doorway. She exhaled, silently, thanking its hinges for staying quiet. Peeking out, she saw a line of priestly backs pointed at her, some clad in plated armour, others in colourful cassocks like Eugen’s. There must have been three or four dozen of them, more than a hundred paces to her right. About eighty paces to her left, a raised dais displayed a sarcophagus of lead and crystal, in which Elsbeth’s body stretched out in deathly repose. It was draped in a rich blue silk she’d never have worn in life.


      Angelika watched the backs of their heads, which moved almost imperceptibly, in unison, following the approach of a figure that remained unseen to Angelika, except for the top of the staff he carried. The Theogonist. Now was the time.


      Franziskus clutched her shoulder. A young woman in a sister’s habit stood in the middle of the line. The priest beside her – the confidence of his carriage identifying him as Manfried – stepped from the formation, pulling her reluctantly with him.


      ‘Devorah!’ Franziskus said.


      Ignoring him, Angelika embarked on a crouching sprint, heading away from the array of priests and lectors, toward Elsbeth.


      Franziskus stood frozen in the doorway. His head turned to Angelika, then to Devorah, then to Angelika.


      The unhappiness of Esmer, the Grand Theogonist, always manifested itself in the form of phlegm that clogged the back of his windpipe. This, he supposed, was why some of his erstwhile colleagues, now inferiors, referred to him, behind his back, as phlegmatic. And as this Manfried fellow, the ambitious man who he, Esmer, sight unseen, had elevated to this important lectoric, broke from the line of inspection, to present an unexpected thing to him – an unexpected thing in the shapely shape of a young woman in a sister’s habit – the ball of phlegm increased suddenly in size, so as nearly to choke him. Esmer hocked to dislodge it. But his attempt gave rise to a rasping, guttural crack that was magnified to a humiliating degree by the cathedral’s merciless acoustic.


      In short, the Grand Theogonist was displeased.


      Esmer – a wrinkly, stubble-headed man cursed with pudding-soft features that he laboured mightily to harden, practising daily before a shining mirror – advanced on Manfried and the unknown girl. The fabled robes and accoutrements of his office fought to impede him, but Esmer charged on all the same. He paused to clear this throat again, and in this brief moment, Manfried, obliviously smiling, inserted his words of introduction.


      ‘Your divine grace,’ Manfried began, ‘I beg the indulgence of a small surprise. This is–’


      ‘Haacccck,’ interrupted Esmer, completing the clearing of his throat.


      ‘This is–’


      Manfried continued, slightly discomfited by the sounds emerging from his pontiff’s larynx. ‘Permit me to introduce to you a puissante new ally in the battle against Chaos, the heir to the legendary healing gifts of–’


      ‘I am here against my will!’ Devorah cried.


      The Grand Theogonist reared back, unbalanced by the weight of his jade phoenix breastplate. His throat-blockage expanded exponentially.


      Manfried grabbed Devorah by the wrist. ‘Graceless wretch!’ he spat.


      Devorah jerked on his offending hand, pulling it to her face. She bit him, drawing blood.


      The line of priests and warriors broke. Some rushed to pull the girl from Manfried; others, to place themselves between this strange new threat and their Theogonist. Eugen edged to block Manfried’s view. But Manfried spun and saw a figure hunkered at the foot of Elsbeth’s sepulchre, working away at the lock that secured its crystal lid.


      ‘Angelika Fleischer!’ he screamed.


      Franziskus ran three strides from the doorway then halted. He looked to Devorah, then to Angelika.


      Behind him came a crash of collapsing rock. He heard Richart Pfeffer’s piteous screams. Franziskus turned, into a billowing cloud of granite dust. An inhuman shriek emanated up from below, so piercing that he felt it in his marrow.


      He swallowed and rushed into the dust, toward the terrifying cries.


      Manfried ran at Angelika but Devorah jabbed a delicate leg between his, tripping him, sprawling him headlong across the cathedral floor. She fell, too, landing on his back.


      Angelika’s head darted back, to take in the commotion behind her. She twisted the key in the lock. It snapped. Cursing, she withdrew its twisted, broken end from the lock mechanism.


      Franziskus bolted back down the narrow steps into the catacombs, stopping himself desperately short, almost toppling. The flooring of the catacomb level had collapsed. It gave way to an open maw of a hole, dozens of yards in diameter, revealing an entire second basement below it.


      The new chamber was hard to see, amid the dust that filled the air, but it seemed roughly hewn, with a dirt floor and walls shorn up with bending timbers. A carpet had been rolled out in its centre, and on this plain white rug was marked a pentagram limned in a brownish dried-blood hue. On the edge of the carpet, Ivo Kirchgeld howled and gesticulated, reading from a hefty, yellowed tome bound in cracked and mottled leather.


      Richart Pfeffer dangled from the bottom of the stairs, his fingers scrambling for purchase, his legs kicking directly above the sweeping claws of a horrible apparition that rose from the pentagram’s borders.


      The creature was ten feet tall and growing. Its screams emerged from a flattened, wide-jawed head that combined elements of bear and lizard. With a trio of long, multi-jointed arms, each of its seven fingers tipped with a dripping, dagger-like nail, it reached for Richart’s frantic legs. A fat, warty belly jiggled over wide hips, from which flared stubby, toad-like legs. A tail lashed furiously. Ivo, still chanting from the text he held in his wildly trembling hands, ducked each of its swipes nimbly but nervously.


      Franziskus covered his mouth, choking, as the beast’s stench assailed him. Bulging warts covered the creature’s hide. As it expanded, fissures parted on its flesh, exposing a layer of fungal black flesh, which then bubbled and fizzed until it hardened into leathery scar tissue. The thing was still gaining mass. It became eleven feet tall, then twelve, thirteen…


      Finally swollen large enough to grab Richart, it did so, wrapping slimy fingers around one of his legs, and dashed him into the stone wall. It held Pfeffer’s limp form in front of its face. It bit off his right foot, spat it out, then tossed him over its shoulder. Richart’s body landed behind Ivo, who concluded his chanting, snapped the book shut, and dropped it unceremoniously at his feet. He grabbed Richart’s head by the hair and bobbled it up and down like a puppet. ‘You thought I couldn’t, didn’t you?’ he yowled. ‘Who’s the fool now, hah? Hah? Who’s the fool now?’


      Franziskus ran down to the last extant stair, drew his sword, prayed to Shallya for protection, and leapt down into the hole, on a trajectory he hoped would bypass the creature’s swinging arms and gnashing mouth.


      Up on the cathedral floor, Angelika had her dagger out, using its pommel to smash the lock open. So far she had only bent its thick loop of metal shackle.


      Manfried fought his way out of Devorah’s restraining grip and up to his feet. He kicked her in the face, stunning her, he tore his warhammer from his belt and ran bellowing toward Angelika.


      A knot of war-priests bunched themselves around the protesting Theogonist.


      ‘Haacccckkk!’ Esmer’s phlegmy throat rattled.


      Others, mostly Manfried’s loyalists from his months of banishment, bolted after their commander.


      In the basement, Franziskus bounced off the creature’s back. It swam through the dusty air past him. He landed in the sub-basement beside Ivo, who still maintained his grip on Richart’s head.


      He raved: ‘Finally, I’ll be rich! Unimaginably rich! And can you stop me? You can’t!’


      ‘I can,’ said Franziskus, slashing down at Ivo with his sabre. Ivo rolled under the blow, staggered back, ducked under a second sabre-swipe, and snicked his rapier from its scabbard. ‘You’ve no cause to be butting in!’ he protested. ‘I don’t even have a grudge against you!’ He thrust at Franziskus with his sword tip. Surprised by the move, the young Stirlander barely managed to deflect it.


      ‘Then why did you accuse me of your crimes?’


      ‘I had to accuse someone, didn’t I? To take personal offence is unjust!’ He lunged forward with a new vicious thrust. ‘Besides, your partner – she kept making sport of me!’


      ‘I’ll make more than sport of you, Ivo Kirchgeld!’ Franziskus exclaimed, pressing on with a new flurry of wild swipes.


      ‘Again,’ fluted Ivo, ‘what business is this of yours?’


      Their swords smashed together, forming an X. They pushed against each other, muscles straining.


      ‘You’re a minion of Chaos!’ sputtered Franziskus.


      ‘No, no, no!’ rebutted Ivo, aggrieved. ‘I just need the diversion!’ He kicked the legs out from under Franziskus and whipped his sword down at him.


      Above, Manfried reached Angelika. She stood with her back to the sarcophagus. She was crouching, ready, with a dagger in each hand. Manfried was bigger and stronger than she was, and he swung a formidable weapon. One good hit could kill her. She was faster than him – perhaps. It would be her only advantage.


      Oh, but wait. There was one other: taunting.


      ‘You don’t want to swing that now,’ she said. ‘And risk smashing up your prize.’


      He swung his hammer. She ducked. It banged against the thick crystal dome shielding the holy woman’s body. A tiny crack appeared in the crystal. Manfried swung the hammer again. Angelika rolled acrobatically away from him. Springing back up, she tossed a dagger. He intercepted its trajectory with the haft of his weapon and then stomped after her. She leapt up onto a pew, where she balanced, cat-like.


      ‘These benches are expensive, aren’t they?’ she cooed. He charged her. She stepped onto the back of the pew behind her. He raised his hammer to smash through it, but reconsidered. Instead he rushed down to the end of the row. He looked back to see where his men had got to.


      They engaged the Chaos daemon that had burst through the doorway to the catacombs, leaving a huge hole in the wall behind it. They thumped at it with their hammers, but it grabbed them in its arms and picked them up in its claws. It dashed heads against walls and lashed throats open with its razor tail. It stomped torsos until they squished.


      Eugen joined a covey of lectors hustling the Theogonist behind the high altar. They cowered behind the rooster-like foot of a towering bronze griffon. Devorah hid behind them, at a remove.


      ‘Truly, this is the end!’ quailed a stalwart of Esmer’s entourage. ‘A daemon in a high temple of Sigmar!’


      Esmer bristled and hacked. ‘Idiot. It isn’t a temple until I consecrate it!’


      The offending functionary blushed and submissively bowed his head. ‘I profusely apologise for any offence my ignorance has–’


      Esmer smacked his sceptre on the floor. ‘And if it was anything more than a lesser daemon, you’d be bleeding from the ears by now!’


      ‘Of course, your holiness! A lesser daemon!’


      ‘And I may have only recently been installed as Theogonist, but I’m still the living legate of Sigmar on earth and a lesser daemon is something I am fully capable of exorcising!’ He aimed a stubby finger at a book, which rested on a stand about twenty feet away, on the cathedral pulpit. ‘Get me that text, one of you!’


      The assembled pontiffs of the church looked at one another, to see which of them would rush from hiding to seize the book.


      Angelika ran from pew to pew, as Manfried raced along the rows.


      ‘Don’t you want to join your men, in battle with that thing?’ she taunted.


      ‘And leave you to steal the holy Elsbeth?’ With his hammer, Manfried broke apart the pew she stood on. It sent her tumbling back and smacked her head on the pew behind her. He lumbered at her as she sat dazed on the floor. She recovered as he reached her; she lifted up her knees and caught him just the right way, using his momentum to hurl him over and past her. He crashed into the side of a pew. She dragged herself clear of the seating. To her left was Elsbeth’s coffin. To the right was an exit onto the cathedral grounds. Ahead of her was the opening to the basement, where she presumed Franziskus was trapped. She ran that way.


      The warriors backed the creature up against one of the cathedral’s great columns, where it hissed and lashed at them. Some held it at bay with their hammers while others ran for crossbows and blunderbusses. The creature mewled and backhanded the column, shattering it. Stones fell, crushing warriors. The cathedral’s domed roof groaned and shifted.


      Eugen was the one to skitter up to the pulpit to get the Theogonist his book. He tripped back to his holiness and proffered the hefty volume. Esmer snatched it from his hands, wetted the tips of his fingers with his tongue, and flipped to the relevant page.


      Manfried tackled Angelika, halfway to the catacomb door. She broke her fall with outstretched hands and rolled from the path of an onrushing fist. She kicked herself free, slashed her dagger across Manfried’s forehead, and ran through the nearest doorway. She saw that she’d retreated into the entrance to a cathedral tower. She tried to duck out again – fleeing upwards was always pointless – but Manfried kept on her. She ducked a hammer blow. It loosened stones from the tower archway. He backed her up the stairs.


      ‘Why thwart me in this way?’ he cried, smashing down at the steps in front of her, forcing her to leap back and up. ‘How do you profit from this, gutter wretch?’


      That’s it, she thought. Keep talking. Use up your breath.


      ‘You think you are free to do what you want?’ His wayward blow brought a banner down from the staircase wall and it fell onto him, giving her the time to turn and bound up several sets of stairs, increasing the distance between them. She turned and was ready by the time he’d untangled himself.


      He panted. ‘You are an outlaw. Perhaps your kind is, unlike the rest of us, truly free.’


      She backed up the stairs. He paced her.


      ‘But you cannot free Mother Elsbeth.’


      Five stairs. She breathed. He breathed.


      ‘She has a destiny.’


      Six stairs.


      ‘A responsibility, even in death.’


      More stairs. Her backing up, him coming inexorably forward.


      ‘She will meet it here.’


      More stairs. More.


      ‘Even if I must smack open your skull, to prevent you from troubling her any further.’ Manfried roared and surged up at her. Twisting lengths of railing bounded the staircase as it spiralled up the tower. Angelica put a hand on each and tried to push herself up over him as he came at her, so she could get back on the other side of him. But he reached out to butt her with his hammer, knocking her against a wall. She fell against a stair. She felt a heavy blow land on her – a punch or kick, but not a hammer strike. He lifted her into the air.


      Below, Esmer read from the book, chanting the rites of abjuration. Stricken by Sigmar’s power, the creature lurched across the cathedral floor, gripping another column, tearing it from its moorings. A ripple traversed the arched ceiling above it. A dozen Sigmarite gunners dropped to one knee and fired; a dozen shots hit the creature’s generous target of a belly.


      Further below, Ivo attacked and wheedled. ‘Just surrender and get out of my way!’ he told Franziskus, who had a leg bent behind him. He was struggling to bash aside Ivo’s raining slashes. ‘Hear that? I’m losing my diversion!’


      Ivo’s head turned a bit, to indicate the action on the cathedral floor above him. Franziskus took advantage: he directed a snapping blow to the wrist of Kirchgeld’s sword-arm, then whisked the rapier from the false pardoner’s twitching fingers. Ivo dashed to grab it up, but Franziskus leapt into his path and got the tip of his sabre under his enemy’s throat.


      ‘No,’ Ivo pouted.


      ‘Yes,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘But Franziskus, old comrade.’ Ivo held out his palms, placating. ‘I know you. You’re too sweet and honourable to injure an unarmed man. Aren’t you?’


      Franziskus paused, relaxing his arm just slightly. Above him, the monster rallied, and the cathedral chorused with the final shrieks of dying men. Ivo attempted a mollifying smile.


      Franziskus speared his sabre through Ivo Kirchgeld’s throat, steadying it with both hands while he convulsed and died.


      Manfried, on the tower steps, pressed Angelika against a stained-glass depiction of Sigmar’s coronation day. Angelika kicked and writhed, but Manfried was too strong. He had one hand around her throat and the other firmly clamped on the top of her head. ‘I’m going to snap your neck,’ he told her. ‘But first, you godless, interfering slut, you will acknowledge the supremacy of Sigmar!’ His spittle sprayed across her upper lip. One of his eyes, injured by her slash to his face, had clamshelled closed.


      Through one of the window’s few fully translucent panes, Angelika saw Ivo’s creature, leaking inky blood. It made one last lurch across the cathedral floor, bashing through the pews as if they were toothpicks. Esmer, sceptre raised, advanced on it, completing his holy imprecation.


      Angelika pointed a hand around her throat, indicating her readiness to speak the surrendering words Manfried demanded of her. He moved his hand down to her tunic, which he grabbed up in a great bunch.


      She spat in his face. ‘I scrape to neither god nor man!’


      He reached back for his warhammer.


      The creature smashed into the base of the tower, tearing it from its foundations. As the tower buckled beneath them, Manfried was thrown into Angelika, pressing her into the window. Its frame twisted, exploding the stained glass portrait of Sigmar behind them to a thousand shards. Both Angelika and Manfried were cast out into the empty air above the cathedral floor. They fell, a wave of stone and mortar cresting behind them.


      Manfried landed on the floor amid his slaughtered men. He hit shoulder-first, pulverising bone and pulping muscle. He had time to glimpse the decapitated head of Gisbert, or Giselbrecht, or Gismar, or whatever his name was, beside him. A shadow appeared over him; it was the rain of stone. Tons of granite hit the flooring, pummelling Manfried Haupt. They flattened his helmeted skull, and mixed his gore and tissue to those of his subordinates.


      Angelika hit Mother Elsbeth’s coffin with sufficient velocity to crack open its crystal casing, dislodging its lid. Her body struck it, then rolled to the other side, and fell onto its back. Her neck was broken, her organs ruptured, her lungs and esophagus pierced by sharpened stakes of shattered rib bone. A spring of arterial blood welled up through her mouth. Angelika felt no pain; she only knew that she could not move, even to close her eyes.


      Franziskus, climbed up through the wreckage of the basement, howling her name. He ran heedlessly past the jaws of the expiring Chaos beast, which was already dissolving into a black, foetid dew.


      Angelika could tell she was dying; she saw the shades of those she’d disappointed around her. All the pilgrims were there, crouching, peering down curiously into her ruined face. Waldemar, the summoner, blinked away tears of thwarted passion. Rausch, the physic, reached into his spectral bag of medicines and bone-saws. A mournful Friar Gerhold shook his head and closed its clasp. The Widow Kloster shoved both aside to get a better look. Prioress Heilwig took her by the collar and dragged her back, where the gnarled salt, Ludwig Seeman, held her grudgingly by the shoulders. Jurg Muller’s ghost, with an unwelcome arm slung around Stefan Recht, leered sardonically down at her, as if this was all a big joke, and an expected result, besides. Udo Kramer, still clutching his neck-wound, hovered at an abashed distance. The bailiff, Altman, had also separated from the others. His fatty face stiffening, he headed for the doorway to the catacombs, some urgent business on his mind.


      Closest to Angelika, the old campaigner, Thomas Krieger, crouched.


      ‘I forgive you,’ he said.


      ‘I don’t need your forgiveness,’ she said, through ghostly lips.


      Krieger’s ghost shook its head indulgently.


      A light sprang up, blinding and white. The dead pilgrims parted. Mother Elsbeth shuffled toward her; it was she who radiated the light. Angelika squinted, but still she could see the holy woman, now looking young and fresh, all her wounds washed away, coming at her.


      ‘Come with us now,’ Elsbeth said. ‘We’ll take you to Shallya.’


      ‘I scrape to neither god nor man,’ Angelika said.


      Elsbeth reached out her perfect hand for Angelika’s broken one.


      Franziskus skidded through blood and ichor, leaping over fallen stones, to get to Angelika.


      Mother Elsbeth’s corpse had been pushed over onto its side by the force of Angelika’s fall. A wrinkled, deeply gashed hand dangled from the sarcophagus, over Angelika. She reached up to touch it.


      Angelika’s body shook. She died.


      Franziskus reached her side. He took her up in his arms. He rocked her and bawled unashamedly. Franziskus felt a compulsion to let her go so he set her down gently on the floor, in her pooling blood, and wept.


      Devorah, hidden behind the altar, peered out, features rigid. Her lips became a hard, horizontal line.


      A second spasm bucked Angelika’s corpse. Her ribs withdrew from her lungs and guts, and moved back to their designated places. They knitted back together; the punctures they’d left behind sealed up. Her torn heart rethreaded itself; her liver and spleen ceased their haemorrhaging. Blood reversed its flow, pulling muscles back to their previous tautness. A convulsive fist of breath unfolded itself inside her. Angelika coughed, shook, shuddered and lived.


      Eugen tentatively approached the holy woman’s coffin. While the corpse was busy healing Angelika, an inner light had shone from its chest. Now the body blackened, and wisps of sweet-smelling smoke curled from the sarcophagus.


      Franziskus wrapped his arms around Angelika, but she squirmed her way loose. Pain descended. Before she passed out, she looked for the ghosts; they had all gone.
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      Chapter Twenty-Five


      It was a crisp early summer morning in the hamlet of Ruhgsdorf when, in the absence of a priest of Morr, Lemoine performed the final rites of memoriam over an unmarked hummock of grass, where Mother Elsbeth’s body, its severed hand included, had just been interred. Ruhgsdorf was nothing more than a small cluster of buildings around an old mill. But its hills rolled, its birds chirped, and its grass was green. There were worse places for one’s bones to moulder, Angelika thought.


      She stood uneasily by the graveside. The last thing she wanted to hear was more praying and god talk, but without a good look at the final resting spot, she could not be sure that she’d won.


      Franziskus was glued to her side, ready for her to succumb to a fainting spell and heave herself, helpless, into his arms. This had been a danger during the first few months of her recuperation, but no longer. She now felt whole again, or reasonably so. Her lodgings and nursing had been underwritten by the Sigmarite lectoric of Averheim; it was her opinion that the irony inherent in the arrangement had greatly hastened her recovery.


      Lemoine concluded his prayers and stepped away from the grave. He carefully folded the liturgical stole he’d worn around his neck. He was clad in the simple muslin tunic and cotton leggings of an ordinary peasant. He had given up the cloth; this would be his last act as an ecclesiast.


      He put his arm around Devorah. She had likewise given up her robes and wimple. Her peasant garb clung tightly to her, scooping flatteringly at the bodice. Lemoine kissed her temple. She hugged him tight. They walked in silence to a small farmhouse.


      Richart lingered by the graveside, propped up by his crutch. His right boot concealed a false foot of oak, but he had yet to grow proficient in its use. He caught Franziskus’ eye and gestured to the departing lovers.


      ‘You can’t win every battle,’ Richart told him.


      ‘Better him than me,’ Franziskus replied.


      ‘I’ve some brandy in the house.’ Richart had been granted use of a small plot of nearby land owned by the temple, so he could keep an eye on Elsbeth’s grave and see that no one pillaged it. Eugen, the new lector, had deemed this a wise course of action. He and the Theogonist had been in staunch agreement – to keep the body in a Sigmarite temple would be profoundly ill-fated, whether or not Manfried’s cathedral was ever rebuilt. Since he was crippled, Richart would be unable to work the land, so he’d extended an offer to the former monk and former sister, to join him.


      ‘I’ve an itch to keep moving,’ said Angelika. Franziskus and Richart embraced. Her forbidding posture warded off any similar maudlin gestures.


      A quarter of an hour later, Angelika and Franziskus walked by themselves, along a road.


      ‘So,’ said Angelika, breaking a silence. ‘During the pilgrimage, did you see any hint at all that Devorah lusted for Lemoine?’


      ‘Not one,’ replied Franziskus, his tone carefully neutral. ‘But then much of the time we were looking for a murderer. One can’t notice everything.’


      ‘She changed horses quickly, didn’t she?’ Angelika got no answer. ‘It was funny, wasn’t it? When he reappeared, claiming to be back to his rightful senses and retreated from the dread error of flagellation. I told him he’d never shown much in the way of rightful senses before and ought not to bother now.’


      Franziskus seemed cheerless.


      ‘And no sign of any miraculous healing powers,’ Angelika continued, her tone unusually buoyant. ‘That’s a great relief to her, I’m sure.’


      ‘Gifts from the mercy goddess ought not to be refused. Perhaps, though, there is some young novice at Heiligerberg who has become the new vessel of Shallya’s compassion.’


      ‘If there is, you can bet they’ll keep it secret. They’ll be glad to be rid of all those pilgrims.’


      ‘You’ll go on saying impious things all day long, if I continue to engage you.’


      A russet-coloured cow regarded them blandly from a pasture, then returned to its chewing.


      ‘She could have been yours, you know,’ said Angelika. ‘If you’d pressed your case, during my convalescence.’


      ‘A man who must press his case is not truly wanted.’


      ‘And her leap into Lemoine’s bed – that just confirms that you were right all along?’


      ‘I wish them well.’


      ‘I think she was just trying to make you jealous, and is too proud to back down.’


      ‘You have, I see, completely recovered your jaundiced view of humankind.’


      ‘I bet, even now, if you went back and bent your knee, and spoke fine aristocratic couplets into her ticklish little ear…’


      Franziskus shrugged. ‘I have a new topic for us to discuss as we travel. Where are we headed, incidentally?’


      ‘Where do you think the next battlefield will be?’


      ‘My new topic is this: as someone would sooner be spat on than receive divine blessing, how did it feel to–’


      ‘It’s still you she wants, Franziskus.’


      ‘How does it feel to be the recipient of a miracle?’


      Angelika paused. She reached for her purse and clanked it. It was heavy. ‘This is the miracle. That I get to finish one of our little enterprises with more gold than when I started.’


      ‘You reached out for her hand, Angelika.’


      ‘My vision was clouded. I thought the hand I reached for was yours.’


      ‘Mine?’


      ‘So next time, don’t be so blurry.’ She sped up. ‘In my final moments, I don’t want to be grabbing any old stranger.’


      He moved in front of her, jogging backwards. ‘Jesting aside, Angelika. What was it like? What did you see?’


      ‘Nothing,’ she said, marching smartly. ‘Our senses were all addled by that creature’s presence.’


      They came to a bigger road; it gave them the choice of going either north, or south. She picked a direction at whim. Franziskus followed.


      ‘It never happened,’ Angelika concluded. ‘None of it.’
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      Chapter One


      The ring – Angelika had to see it again. She could feel its presence easily enough, patting the spot above her right hip where she’d sewn its secret pocket to the inside of her tunic. There it was, safe as ever, beneath her fingers: the round band of metal, the tiny claws holding the gem in place, the stone itself. This was not sufficient. She had to look at it, perhaps to be certain it was real, that all of her work – the danger, the exhaustion, the rough living – was almost done with. Though not given to self-indulgence, Angelika was ready to grant herself this one foolish impulse. There was no one around to see her, to take it from her, to observe her in this instant of weakness.


      Angelika Fleischer sat against a mossy, rotten log. Her body was slight, but lithe and muscular. Dark eyes glittered above her high cheekbones and knifepoint chin. Before she stirred, she completed yet another unobtrusive check of the dark pines all around her, their grey trunks balefully lit by a pregnant moon. At length, when no sign of surveillance had presented itself, she decided it was safe. She leaned against the fallen tree and slid gracefully up to a standing position. Her worn leather coat moved silently with her, hardly daring to crack or squeak. Under it she wore a coal-coloured tunic that extended halfway down her thighs, partially covering tight woollen leggings. A belt with a knife in it encircled her waist; a second dagger waited snugly in the cuff of her boot. She’d recently used it to cut her silky dark hair; her work had made even more of a mess of it than usual.


      Angelika was young, but the wary grace of her movements displayed a hard-won competence that was neither youthful nor feminine. She was as beautiful as a razor.


      Faint snoring sounds, half murmur, half purr, escaped from a lanky, blanketed bundle at her feet – Franziskus, her self-appointed bodyguard. They’d been on the trail together for more than a year. He still hadn’t told her his last name. She still hadn’t asked.


      His sleeping body eased itself onto its back; a flap of bedroll fell away to expose his face. The lunar light flattered his fine, aristocratic features. Months of outdoor living had done little to weather his skin or dull his cerulean eyes. When lit by the sun, his long, rich hair shone like gold; now, by night, its sheen was more like silver. His rough elk’s-hide cloak, which he wore under his blanket, added bulk to a still-boyish frame.


      Angelika wondered where the young man would go, and what he would do with himself, after they parted ways. That time would be very soon in coming. It was a subject Franziskus, otherwise talkative to a fault, had punctiliously avoided throughout their long trek out of the frontier regions of the Blackfire Pass and back into the Empire’s outlying provinces.


      She’d expected more enthusiasm from him when she’d announced the imminence of her retirement. For years, long before meeting Franziskus, she’d made her living as a scourer of battlefields. She rolled the corpses of recently slain soldiers, gleaning their weapons, armour, jewels, and the contents of their purses. At least until recently, Franziskus had never missed an opportunity to express his disapproval of her profession.


      Despite his annoying bouts of moralising, Angelika had allowed him to tag along after her. It was her punishment for one of her periodic lapses into foolish altruism: she’d risked her own neck to save him from a mob of blood-mad orcs. In return, he’d vowed to stick by her side and return the favour, whether she liked it or not. She was pretty sure he’d discharged this duty at least once, perhaps even on multiple occasions. Nonetheless, he persisted.


      She examined his pale, sleeping face. If he was prone to a certain vexing self-righteousness, it was because his heart was good. He hadn’t seen as much of the world as she. Angelika had learned to see through the world’s many lies at a tender age. Franziskus had so far blissfully evaded any such disillusionment.


      There would be some sadness in their parting, she had to admit, and he would take the brunt of it. If it was his genuine desire to return home, he’d have done so already. She’d grudgingly come to accept his presence, to respect his usefulness and pluck, even perhaps to feel a touch of sisterly affection for him. But in the new life she was headed to, there’d be no place for him.


      Certain no one could see her, she reached up past her tunic’s frayed lower hem and into the crudely fashioned pocket. From it she withdrew her ruby ring.


      She’d bought it from Max, the vendor to whom she sold her gore-grimed merchandise. Over a period of months, she’d taken a final tour of her various crannies, caches and hidey-holes, scattered throughout the dangerous, inhospitable reaches of the Blackfire. With deft fingers she’d retrieved the coins Max had paid her over the years. With girded dagger, awaiting ambush from every cave and cliff-side, she’d hauled her swelling purse of gold and silver out of the pass and to her rendezvous with Max on the Empire’s borders, near the town of Grenzstadt. There, she’d converted her money into its present eminently portable and resaleable form.


      She held up its slim and filigreed mount of gold, so that its translucent red gem covered the moon, and was illumined by its light. Its clarity, it’s exquisitely cut facets, stood out to her as never before. This jewel was as valuable as Max had claimed, maybe even more. It would buy her an entire life of modest ease, away from corpses, from battlefields, from nights spent out on the cold ground, from monsters, bandits and madmen. Away from accursed, damnable mountains. Angelika never wanted to go up another mountain for as long as she lived.


      Everything else in the world might be a lie, but this ring, this tiny object – it was truth.
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      Chapter Two


      This is the sound of the world ending, thought Jonas Rassau: the scream of dying horses. All around him the poor beasts writhed, upended, their bellies pierced by the swords and lances of the advancing Chaos army. Dead or wounded riders had fallen beside them. Each was a lord or heir to an estate, laid low by a Chaos axe.


      The battlefield stank of mud, manure and gore. A stale wind carried resinous smoke from the north, where a pine forest burned, torched by the Kurgan horde. The smoke blew into Jonas’ face, welling his eyes with angry tears. It swathed the battle, so that men who fought only a few yards away, friend and foe alike, were obscured from view, shrouded as if they were already ghosts.


      Jonas called out to his men as they braced themselves to charge the enemy’s flank. He heard his own hoarse, ruined voice as if it came from someone else. Blood dripped from his face down into his mouth. It was not his, but the enemy’s. The experience of battle was exactly as his father had said: time had slowed. Opposed sensations, of calm and of terror, ran through him like strong drink. He gripped the hilt of his sword more tightly. Only this cold, hard weapon, Jonas told himself, was real. Nothing mattered but the trajectory of his blade as he brought it down on the bodies of his foes. He would not die here today: it would be the enemy who would fall. Today, Jonas Rassau assured himself, his father’s reputation would pass to him, like a mantle.


      He repeated his cry to his men, his words nearly unintelligible. ‘Victory,’ he howled. The men responded with a chorus of roars. Jonas looked back, showing them a lupine grin. He was a head taller than any man with him. His shoulders were broad; his waist, slim and his legs long. As did his comrades, Jonas wore the yellow and black of the Stirland armies. A new breastplate, polished to a sheen, bulwarked his midsection. The plumed helmet that denoted his junior officer’s rank had been knocked from his head, and was lost somewhere on the battlefield. Sweat stuck strands of sandy hair to his neck and brow.


      Heredity had blessed Jonas with a magnificent jaw and a sublimely symmetrical face. If it bore an imperfection, it was a slightly prominent brow. In refined company, these features, along with his loping, restless gait, made him seem too much the tiger. Here, with sword unsheathed, he was a man others wished to follow.


      He pointed the tip of his weapon toward the dark, smoke-wreathed figures ahead. They fought on the hilly pastures of Stirland, north of the River Aver and south of the Stir, a good threescore leagues to the west of the World’s Edge Mountains, over which the Chaos tribes had come. This range comprised the Empire’s south-eastern border. Over the centuries its tall and toothy reaches had provided a reliable barrier against the barbarians of the Kurgan steppes. Now, spurred by some harsh new leader, they’d found the unity and purpose to pour across its length, intent on destruction. In the time it had taken Stirland’s armies to muster, barbarians had already overrun dozens of border villages, their every conquest a massacre. Advancing as ragged marauders, they’d spread themselves across the plains, forcing the Stirlanders to do the same.


      This clash was but one of many. Throughout the borderlands, other similar engagements would be raging. Every time an Imperial regiment failed, a column of pillagers would be loosed into the province’s heartland. They would not stop with Stirland. Armies from neighbouring provinces, from Averland, Talabecland and even Wissenland, were on their way to staunch the flow of Kurgan fighters before their own lands were ravaged. Few expected them to arrive in time.


      Morale was poor; gloom had fallen on the regiments of the Empire like a dusting of snow. As they huddled at night, when they thought no officers would hear them, the common soldiers whispered the unthinkable, forbidden thought: that the last days might finally be at hand. Because they felt them, too, the officers found it difficult to suppress the footmen’s trepid pangs. Even if they won this nameless battle, the war had barely started.


      The Empire, forged in battle against Chaos, had survived for twenty-five hundred years. Even the simplest man knew of its eventual doom. One day the skies would run crimson and Chaos’ seething armies would rain down their final victory. The Empire, along with all the lands of men and dwarfs, would be consumed. It was a testament to the grim fortitude of the Empire’s heroes, and the power of its rival war gods, that the men of the Old World had for so many centuries staved off this inevitable cataclysm.


      When Jonas was a child, in the days when his father rode lustily into battle at the head of a shining regiment, people talked about the doom of the Empire, but as a prophecy of the distant future, not an event they would live to see. It was a campfire ghost tale, a figure of speech. A generation later, it had taken on a terrible credence. From three directions, from north, south and east, the various hordes of cultists, beast-men, mutants, marauders and daemons that made up the hosts of evil overran the Empire’s gates.


      Jonas knew these things without having to think them. All that mattered now was that his arm was strong, his eye was quick, and that his hunger for glory was no less than his enemy’s for murder and destruction.


      The engagement was seventeen minutes old. Two regiments of Empire forces, mostly Stirlanders, but with a smattering of free companies from Averheim and the Talabec, marched to meet an unruly column of marauders as they made a fast march through the province’s eastern dales. Acting on the orders of regimental commander Henlyn Vogt, a man Jonas loved with a fervour he otherwise restricted to blood relatives, the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen had stood in formation, drawn the foe out, and sent their young highborn bravos around on horseback to encircle them. Then hundreds more of the wild-eyed Kurgan footmen had boiled out from the burning forest to the north of their chosen battlefield. They surrounded and killed the lordly riders.


      Jonas had been ordered to come at the enemy from the flank with a third of the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen at his side. There had been empty ground, and smoke, and enemy fighters. These they had slain; the two who sank under Jonas’ blade were the first men he’d ever killed. They deserved it, and he was proud. He whooped with heartless joy that he was alive and they were not. After making sure that no fallen foe would again rise to his feet, Jonas and the men had run blindly through the smoke, seeking more fodder for their longswords.


      Now they were upon them: a crew of barbarians gathered together in a ragged rank, likewise on the prowl for new opponents. Each had clad himself in partial armour, haphazardly rigged together with straps of blackened leather. In matters of battle gear, the Kurgan allowed themselves no middle ground: either an arm or torso had been plated in steely armour, or it lay entirely bare. Dark lines of tattoo ink trailed across the tight layers of skin covering their hard and fatless flesh.


      Some marauders stared madly out through horned helmets; others trailed long top-knots of black, greasy hair from otherwise shaven heads. Some were bearded; others, not. Many were lightly wounded, sporting fresh gashes that would, if they survived the day, join the legions of scars traversing their drawn hides.


      Jonas resolved that not a one of them would survive to see another scar form. He screamed and ran at the nearest Kurgan fighter, who happened also to be the largest. Jonas exulted in the shouts and mucky footfalls of his men as they joined him in the charge.


      As Jonas reached his chosen foe, his perception of time slowed further. He heard his thundering heart as a distant drum beat, marking out a rhythm for his courage. The Kurgan opened his mouth wide and howled furiously. Blindly, he swung his long-hafted axe. It took him hardly an instant to loose his blow, but Jonas, instinctively calculating its arc, ducked easily under it. The barbarian’s thwarted momentum sent him off-balance and Jonas pivoted, stepping beside him to aim a powerful strike at the back of his neck. He felt the blade find and overcome resistance in enemy musculature.


      In anticipation of a counter-attack, Jonas moved back to crouch behind his shield. His opponent Jet his weapon slip from trembling fingers, then clapped a hand to the back of his neck. He did not hesitate; he pushed into the Kurgan with his shield and stabbed him between the ribs. The marauder slumped into him and Jonas slipped back under his slackened weight. He eased out of the way to let the Kurgan plummet onto the ground, face-first. He stole a fraction of a moment to note the depth of the blow on the back of his dead enemy’s neck then he readied himself for the oncoming axe of the next man in line.


      On his father’s parade grounds, from the age of six onwards, Jonas had been schooled in sword and shield. Three different sergeants had taught him their best tricks. Combat was a language of motion, it came to him instantly and without effort, as words appear on a man’s tongue when he speaks.


      The bald-headed marauder who came at him was strong but clumsy, sweeping his axe about in wide, uncontrolled arcs. His technique was difficult to predict. Jonas watched his eyes; their frenetic jerking reliably betrayed his upcoming actions.


      Jonas skittered back, as if pressed hard by the blows, allowing the Kurgan to develop and repeat a cycle of moves: step forward, swing axe down, to the side, swing axe up, step back, swing axe overhead. The axe banged against Jonas’ shield, the blow’s force rippling up through the bones of his forearms.


      Finally, near the end of the cycle, the Kurgan did what Jonas knew he would, and left his throat exposed. Jonas shot his sword up to gash it open; blood fountained from the wound. Jonas kicked the dying man over, into another, tangling him in his comrade’s limbs. He ducked low, flanked the astounded marauder, and dug his sword tip-first into his lower back. From the corner of his eye he saw that one of his men had stopped to marvel at his three quick kills.


      A Kurgan shield clipped Jonas solidly behind the ear and hurled him to the ground. He shot out his shield-arm to break his fall. The shield did so, but he landed on it with a crunch, bruising the muscle of his upper arm. He rolled, but not in time; he got onto his back before his foe leapt upon him. The barbarian pressed his knees, each protected by a spiked section of plate, onto Jonas’ chest. They could not pierce the thick front of his cuirass, but this was not the Kurgan’s aim: he meant merely to keep Jonas down as he drew his axe back for a coup de grace.


      For the first time, Jonas saw his attacker well: he was a wiry with crazed eyes. Jonas rocked back to free himself, but the old man rode him with daemonic persistence. He madly clanged his axe down on the young officer’s breastplate. Jonas’ teeth rattled in their sockets. The man lifted the axe to aim a blow at a softer target.


      Tiny hands enfolded themselves around the bony wrist of the wrinkled Kurgan’s weapon-hand. The barbarian screeched in anger and pivoted to address this affront. Jonas took advantage of his distraction to buck him off with pushing hips. Now the barbarian was pinned, his leg stuck under the back piece of Jonas’ cuirass.


      Jonas saw his saviour: not one of his own men, but a halfling, a fat-fingered man barely three and a half feet tall. He struggled to wrest the axe from the barbarian’s hand, eyes blazing blue, a wild mop of curly hair casting droplets of perspiration into the air. Just to the south lay the Moot, the bumpy lowland these miniature folk called home. They, too, had mustered to fight for hearth and home.


      The halfling, who’d had both hands clamped around the barbarian’s wrist, detached one of them to reach for the dagger at his belt. The Kurgan caught him in the throat with his elbow. Choking, the halfling reeled back, relinquishing his hold on the barbarian’s wrist. Jonas grabbed tight his sword, but could not find the proper leverage for a decent blow without also freeing his target’s leg. The Kurgan dug his axe deep into the halfling’s shoulder. The brave little fellow whitened and sank to his knees, a crimson stain rapidly spreading across the quilted cotton vest he wore for armour. The barbarian yanked again to get his leg out from under Jonas, who, sword at the ready, let him do it. He shoved his weapon deep into the man’s back, cutting through his spine. The Kurgan’s body shuddered; his limbs flopped. He jolted up, then dropped to the ground, Jonas’ sword still spearing out of him. Even then, his leathery muscles held tenaciously to life.


      Jonas stepped forward to seize his blade-hilt, to pull the weapon from his dying victim. He was still struggling to free it when he saw another Kurgan crunching toward him, swinging a gigantic two-handed mace with a studded, globe-like head. Jonas ducked down to pluck the dying Kurgan’s axe from his twitching fingers. He had a second to heft it and test its weight before the mace-man bore down on him. He swung, notching it uselessly into the mace’s pole-like haft. The barbarian smashed him in the chest, the blow’s force hauling him a few inches up into the air. Jonas fell backwards and landed with a bone-jarring thump. He scrambled his legs out and pushed his shield against the ground to quickly right himself. The axe had flown from his grip and his weapon hand was again empty.


      His attacker was gone from view. Jonas looked behind him just in time to evade a blow aimed at the back of his head. A swordsman of his company charged at the mace-wielder from the side, winning time for the unarmed Jonas to pull back. The swordsman, a mustachioed carouser whose name was Doring, slashed at the big man’s back, drawing him away from Jonas.


      Growling deep in his throat, the mace-man switched his homicidal intentions to Doring. Shield held high to protect his face and throat, Jonas skimmed across the muddied ground in search of a usable weapon. All around him, smoke-obscured figures grunted and clashed. Jonas’ gut churned: a comrade’s face stared up at him, eyes widened by death. It was impossible to tell what had killed him; aside from his stricken posture and expression of frozen panic, he seemed utterly untouched. Jonas muttered a hasty prayer to Sigmar, who would surely clasp the soul of a fallen warrior to his armoured breast, then stooped to take up the soldier’s unbloodied sword.


      He turned to rejoin the skirmish just as the ball of the mace-man’s enormous weapon smacked against the side of Doring’s head, breaking it open. Doring collapsed, and Jonas darted toward him, prepared to avenge his death or injury, whichever it turned out to be.


      At that moment, a collective, despairing sigh arose from the main site of the battle to the north-west of Jonas’ position. Men of the Empire groaned. Worshippers of Chaos croaked in bloodthirsty jubilation. Barbarian horns blatted and shrilled. Kurgan drums pounded while those of Stirland were silent.


      The Kurgan horde had broken the Imperial ranks. Now they could dash unmolested to the undefended towns and villages to the west, south, or north.


      Jonas’ target, the mace-man, swiveled his massive neck toward the breach in the Empire line, where his brethren would already be trampling on through. Jonas hurled himself at the man, shield-first, realising even as he did it that he was making a stupid, hotheaded mistake. The first rule of battle was never to let anger rule your actions. Anger leads to error. Errors are for the enemy to make, and for the clever warrior lo turn against him.


      The mace-man swept out of his way, then tripped him. Jonas hit the mud for the third time in but a few minutes of fighting. It was a bad place to be. He gripped his dead comrade’s blade and held it up, preparing as best he could to defend from his inferior position. The Kurgan mace-man, though, looked down at him with a contemptuous curl of the lip, kicked mud Jonas’ way, and turned to join his fellows in the rushing column headed for the breach in the ranks. Jonas sprang up from the slippery mud, only to be bowled over by the falling body of a Talabec gunner, whose arm had been shorn off below the elbow. The man threw himself gasping into Jonas’ arms.


      Even though he knew better, Jonas was still surprised by the utter confusion of the battlefield. What his father’s sergeants had told him was true: when you’re fighting it, a war is not about great movements of troops, of thrusts and counter-thrusts as played out on a map by generals in training. Instead, it is like the world’s largest, most lethal tavern brawl, except that it is unbounded by walls – and afterwards, it’s much harder to locate the grog.


      The gunner’s breathing accelerated, then grew shallower. He expired with his head in Jonas’ lap. Relieved, Jonas slid him down on the ground, broke himself from his unworthy reverie, and stood to pursue the barbarians. Yet in the thickening smoke, he could see neither foe to harry, nor friend to call to his side. He ran toward the fading sounds of battle, but got lost in the smoke. He tripped over a gutted halfling and was nearly kicked in the groin by a wounded horse. He dropped into stance to fight a man who came toward him in the smoke. As the man drew nearer he turned out to be not an enemy, but an especially burly Stirland halberdier. The left side of the man’s beard was burned away, most likely by a torch thrust into his face.


      ‘Don’t slice me, mate,’ said the halberdier, ‘unless you want to finish me, in which case you’d be doin’ me a favour.’ Considering that he addressed an officer, he spoke with undue familiarity, but Jonas was not the kind who’d upbraid a soldier for petty reasons. Especially not one from another command. Instead, he subtly straightened his shoulders, so the man could see the braids that marked his rank.


      The halberdier changed his attitude straightaway, and the two of them walked through the smoke. It got into Jonas’ lungs making him cough and choke.


      The involuntary movement awakened the pain from his blow to the head and his fall upon his shield. He tried to ignore these aches, but as the ardour of battle faded, they took a stronger hold on him. Soon they reached a point that was empty of slain and battered bodies. Jonas realised he’d got himself turned around and was undoubtedly moving in the wrong direction, away from whatever regrouping would be underway. He stopped and tried to guess where he ought to head.


      A distinctive rapping of sticks on kettle drums started up. Jonas perked to attention; it was his company’s muster call. He moved towards the sound. The halberdier tagged along.


      ‘How many did you kill, soldier?’ Jonas asked him.


      The halberdier spoke in a dull, sleepy tone. ‘None, I don’t think. I nicked one, maybe.’


      ‘You’ll have your chance sooner than you think, my friend.’


      The bleary halberdier registered little enthusiasm for this prospect.


      ‘They possessed the upper hand from the start,’ said Jonas, not sure which of them he hoped to reassure. ‘We had to defend many points; they could choose to attack but one. We’ll pursue them to the ends of the Empire if need be. One by one we’ll cut them down.’


      The man wiped his nose with the back of his hand.


      They trudged toward the sound of the drums. Jonas picked up his pace but the halberdier lagged behind and within a minute or so was lost to the billowing smoke, which was increasing in intensity. Jonas wondered how many acres of timber would be lost to the fire. The sky was clear, and only the gods in their celestial perches knew when the next rain would come.


      From the smoke stepped others of his company: there was Glauer, who cut his beard in a mutton-chop, and Madelung, who was broad-faced and earnest. They were barely recognisable under a dusting of ash. Jonas had to figure his face had been similarly adorned. Companies of swordsmen were more freewheeling than other Empire troops, and Jonas felt a more potent bond of comradeship with his men than would a junior officer in charge of hand gunners or archers. ‘What news of the others?’ Jonas asked them.


      Glauer shrugged. ‘We got separated early. Kurgan scouts were hiding in the bushes and drove us down toward the river.’


      It did not take them long to find the drummer. Beside him, astride a nervous, cantering steed, waited Jonas’ commander, Henlyn Vogt. Vogt was his patron in the regiment, not that he ever showed a hint of kindliness to Jonas’ face. Perhaps he’d smoothed Jonas’ way because he still remembered the achievements of Jonas’ father, who had held this very position over two decades before.


      A straight, thin nose bisected Vogt’s long, pitted face. Weariness was his standard demeanour, but now he projected a distracted energy. His eyes flitted from right to left as he rode toward Jonas and spoke.


      ‘You live,’ he said, as if at a mild, pleasant surprise.


      ‘You should have seen him, sir!’ It was Pinkert, the sauciest of the men. His hand was bandaged. ‘He killed four of them, just like that. Chop chop chop chop.’


      It was three, Jonas thought, but did not correct him.


      Vogt waved Pinkert away like he would a beggar. Pinkert’s shoulders sank. He slunk away from Vogt’s horse, mouthing the words he’d just uttered, sifting for the offence in them.


      ‘Listen carefully, lieutenant,’ Vogt said. ‘I’ve already sent most of our units off in pursuit and must make haste to rejoin them.’


      Jonas looked up at Vogt. The angle was unfortunate; lie had no choice but to gaze straight into his superior’s oversized nostrils. ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘There’s no guarantee these are the only Kurgan who’ll come at us over those peaks,’ he said, gesturing lo the purple reaches of the World’s Edge Mountains, on the eastern horizon. ‘In fact, we must assume the contrary. These are barbarians. They lack the organisation to agree on and execute a single rendezvous.’


      ‘Indeed, sir,’ Jonas agreed.


      ‘For all we know there’s an even bigger force gathering up there in those mountains to strike after we’ve gone off chasing this lot. But we can’t afford not to pursue, can we?’


      ‘Absolutely not, sir.’


      ‘You’re in command of the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen. Also I’m giving you the remnants of the Chelborg Archers. In addition, you’re to pick up whatever other stragglers you find wandering about this accursed field and attach them to your company. Yes?’


      ‘Yes sir, but what about Lieutenant Oerlenbach?’ Jonas referred to his immediate superior, the leader of the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen.


      Vogt expressionlessly tilted his head, drawing Jonas’ attention to a makeshift pallet laid out on the trampled ground. A body lay there, its head and torso covered by a woollen blanket. Oerlenbach’s boots, as polished as ever, still secured his feet. The company standard-bearer stood to attention, the flag of Stirland listlessly wrapped around its pole of oak.


      ‘Congratulations. You’ve just received a battlefield commission. First Lieutenant Rassau.’


      Jonas bit down to suppress a stammer. ‘Thank you, sir.’ He’d looked up to Oerlenbach. A bit of a taskmaster, but a good, caring leader. It would be hard to match the job he’d done.


      ‘No time for thanks, Rassau. The battle’s far from over. This is just a regroup, that’s all. We’ve to chase those stinking Kurgs wherever they run. My other companies are already biting into their backsides and I’ve to hasten after them. So listen quick; you’ll get these orders but once. I don’t suppose your father and his sergeants schooled you in the principles of mountain combat.’


      Jonas shook his head. ‘Neither my father, nor his men, ever had cause to serve in the mountains, sir.’


      Vogt stared unhappily into the east. ‘You’ll need a good scout, then. Preferably one who knows his way around a mountain. Do you have a good scout?’


      ‘Yes sir, there’s Baer, sir. A huntsman that Lieutenant Oerlenbach attached to our group. I don’t know if he’s had mountain experience specifically, sir, but–’


      ‘Pray he does, Rassau. Your mission is this: make your way to those mountains. Go up into the hills and harry any Kurgan you find still straggling their way towards us. Understand?’


      Jonas nodded. ‘Who do I report to, sir?’


      ‘To yourself, Rassau. This mission is yours alone. We lack forces as it is. If I had huntsmen to spare, I’d send them, but I don’t, so it’s you.’ Vogt seemed to spot the trepidation on his protégé’s face, and moderated his expression. ‘I see what you’re thinking.’ He leaned down from the saddle and spoke with greater sympathy. ‘You’re right, Jonas. If there are Kurgs still coming over in substantial numbers, this could be like trying to empty a bucket by tossing a rag into it.’ He paused, phrasing his next thought carefully. ‘You’re a bright boy, Rassau. Bright on the parade grounds, at any rate. Here’s your chance to prove yourself a real leader.’ He straightened himself in the saddle, once again adopting the posture of command. ‘Be smart. If the hills seethe with the accursed scum, hide, manoeuvre, and take your chances as you get them. You have a company, and then some. Make them seem like a regiment. And waste no time provisioning. Go now. You see another large force massing, send messengers to warn us.’


      ‘Yes sir.’ Jonas pulled the muscles of his legs tight, to hide the quivering of his knees. Standing beneath Vogt’s coldly assessing gaze, he was frightened, more than he’d been in the heat of combat. Realising that he was not paying full attention to Vogt’s words, he forced himself to concentrate.


      ‘Remember,’ Vogt was saying, ‘the Kurgan aren’t mountain people either. They come from a land flatter than this. Make the rocks and hills your handmaiden. If he’s got half a lick of sense, your scout can show you how.’


      ‘Now wish me luck. I’ve Kurg to slay.’ Vogt rode abruptly off, and soon was swallowed by the smoke.


      Jonas stole a moment to compose himself before striding over to the company drummer, Mattes. Many of the other swordsmen had gathered around him, in varying postures of doubt and dismay. It was right that they should mourn the death of their lieutenant, but Jonas could not allow their morale to sink, or to let them see that he shared their trepidations. He cleared his ashy throat and called for his sergeant-at-arms. ‘Where is Sergeant Raab?’


      ‘Here, sir,’ said Emil Raab. He’d been kneeling beside the corpse of his dead commander, perhaps in prayer. Emil had survived nearly two decades of battle and at the age of forty-two he was the oldest member of the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen, by far. A bushy, peppered beard sprouted from his weathered cheeks to completely hide his jaw and neck. An old river of a scar meandered across the furrows of his brow.


      Emil left his old commander to approach his new one, eyes cast respectfully downwards. Jonas tried to think how many first lieutenants of the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen Emil had outlived. Some, like Jonas’ father, would have risen to other commissions, but surely he had buried many others.


      ‘Sir,’ said Emil.


      Though the word choked Jonas with emotion, he did his best to suppress an unmanly display. The men would be depending on him to remain stoic. ‘How many?’ he asked.


      Emil spoke tonelessly; to list a roster of the dead was scarcely new to him. ‘Four dead: Allgau, Hoger, Vosgerau, Doring.’


      Jonas curtly nodded. He had seen Doring die, and Hoger dead.


      ‘Kuhlmann,’ continued the sergeant, ‘was run through by a spear and will soon be joining them, I reckon. Eichhorn and Becker are too badly hurt to go anywhere. And six still unaccounted for.’


      ‘Then keep drumming out for muster!’ Jonas cried, yelling out to the drumsman. He turned to address his sergeant. ‘That leaves us thirty-seven?’


      ‘Thirty-five, sir, but we’ll find some of the six, I’m sure of it.’


      Arranged in an anxious perimeter around the sword company stood somewhere between one and two dozen men wearing quivers on their backs. They clutched bows in their hands; some allowed them to disconsolately rest in the mud. These would be the Chelborg Archers Vogt had spoken of. Later, Jonas would introduce himself to them, ask after the fate of t heir commander, and appoint a sergeant from among them, if they lacked one. It surprised him that a company of archers, who should have been far from the fight, had fared so badly in it. He would inquire after the details when time allowed.


      ‘How many are they?’ he asked Emil.


      ‘Seventeen, sir.’


      Sixty men to stop what might well be an entire second Kurgan army. Jonas wondered if he’d been given the mission based on talent, or expendability.


      The prevailing winds changed. Cold air whipped down from the mountainous east, entering into battle with the clouds of smoke from the burning forest to the north. The company flag rose from its torpor to flap noisily from its standard.


      Jonas asked his sergeant to fetch him Baer, the huntsman.


      ‘Baer’s among the missing, sir.’


      Jonas could not hear him above the rapping of the kettle drum and the rising wind. ‘Pardon?’


      ‘He hasn’t come back, sir.’


      The wind sent the smoke pluming high up into the air, dispersing it. Low wisps of it blasted like fog, close to the ground. Otherwise the battlefield stood revealed as if by the raising of a curtain on a stage. Jonas gasped at the sight.


      Bodies of the dead and dying stretched out for half a mile in all directions. Many lay half-buried in mud. A gravely wounded man, his legs shorn from his body, pulled himself up onto the carcass of a lifeless horse, then slid down again, motionless. Lost helmets, weapons and armour pieces were strewn throughout. The hafts of spears and axes jutted from the ground like saplings. Crows and ravens, who had been circling overhead, swooped down through the clearing smoke to hunt for morsels of flesh. Jonas was surprised by the numbers of slain Kurgan; though victors, they’d paid a heavy toll for their triumph. For every one of them slain, though, there were two or more Empire fighters, especially near the spot where their line had broken.


      Emil pulled his helmet from his head and bowed it down.


      ‘We’ve got to find Baer,’ Jonas said, plunging on into the field of slaughtered men. He stepped over a toothless Kurgan, its visage fixed in a final glare of intermingled joy and hate. Jonas wondered how these men thought, how they were driven to such madness. Supposedly, the Kurgan considered warfare and pillaging to be acts of worship, which would win them the blessings of their corrupt and feral gods.


      Jonas waved the drummer, the weather-beaten Mattes, to follow him.


      ‘I’ll assemble a party to look for the others, sir,’ Emil offered.


      ‘I’ll do it,’ Jonas replied, impatiently. ‘I want to do it.’ Without Baer, his first command would be lost before it started.


      Emil followed after Jonas as he wove his way between the slain. He stepped on a hand, and its owner hissed. It was a barbarian with blood oozing from his chest and side. Jonas stood back as Emil finished him with a sword-thrust to the throat. This pause gave the drummer time to catch up, and the three swordsmen plunged further into the corpse-field, bringing with them the kettledrum’s rap-tap-tap.


      To their left, he saw three men approaching. Their gaits and frames were well-known to Jonas: three of the missing men. Behind them, Jonas beheld a series of black mounds. Squinting, he saw that they were dead horses. Jonas pointed. ‘That must be where we first hit the enemy’s flank,’ he said. He leapt over bodies to move quickly to the three men. Indeed, he recognised one of the lifeless cavalrymen. This was the spot.


      ‘Where’s Baer?’ he asked the men.


      In unison they shook their heads.


      He pushed past them, then stopped suddenly short. At his feet lay the wracked and torn body of the huntsman, Nathan Baer. An axe-blow had torn him open from hip to shoulder.


      Jonas dropped to his haunches beside the poor fellow’s remains. He wiped his hand wearily across his face, pushing back loose strands of hair. They smelled of smoke.


      Where was he going to find someone who could scout the mountains for him now?
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      Chapter Three


      Angelika Fleischer looked overhead to the cloud of converging crows. The black birds were peeling off now, diving down to the earth below, a sure sign that the commotion of the battle was over. She’d never seen so many carrion birds gathered at once; in the Blackfire Mountains to the south, they were neither as numerous nor as fast to gather. She guessed that she and Franziskus were still a league or so away from the main site of the engagement.


      ‘You seem uneasy,’ she said to Franziskus.


      ‘We’re travelling at speed to a place where a gigantic plume of black smoke fills the air,’ replied Franziskus. ‘Where carrion crows circle to feast on the flesh of the dead. In what way could these facts possibly breed unease?’


      ‘I liked you better before you discovered sarcasm.’


      Strapped to his back was a sabre, a weapon heavier than the rapier he’d favoured when Angelika had first met him.


      She grinned puckishly, an expression Franziskus had learned to dread. She would tease him, and he would take her too seriously, and wind up flustered and blushing.


      ‘Franziskus, Franziskus… I’m startled.’ She spoke with mock innocence, also never a good sign.


      Franziskus wearily humoured her. ‘Startled?’


      ‘Ever since my announcement, I’ve been observing you keenly. But you’ve yet to leap out of your skin in celebration of your hard-fought victory.’


      The young Stirlander’s feet hurt, they hadn’t stopped to rest or eat for many miles. Their canteens were in need of filling, too. ‘If I’ve won any victories of late, I regret to say they have not greatly impinged themselves upon me.’


      ‘All the time you’ve had yourself clamped to my side, you’ve been at me to abandon my livelihood. Now that I’m about to do it, I think you should at least perform a little jig of happiness or what-not.’


      ‘Perhaps I’d feel greater jubilation if we weren’t currently speeding to another cadaver-strewn battlefield.’


      Franziskus laboured to accept this teasing with good grace. It was, he reminded himself, her only way of showing affection toward him. Any straightforward expression of comradely feelings would be, in her eyes, an admission of weakness. If there was one thing he’d learned during their awkward partnership, it was that she would never allow herself to depend on anyone, even slightly.


      Franziskus knew that beneath it all Angelika had a good heart; he had seen her act selflessly, even heroically, on numerous occasions. Mind you, she complained the entire time and then denied that she’d done anything at all, but nonetheless she had time and again demonstrated her potential for redemption. It was his profoundest desire not only to protect her from harm, as she had done for him, but to dissuade her from her loathsome trade.


      Now suddenly his tireless exhortations had finally achieved their desired effect, or so she claimed. Franziskus had long awaited this day, and now that it was imminent, he felt none of the satisfaction he’d always imagined. He had to admit that over the course of the journey north, he’d been positively sullen company. Or, rather, he was prepared to admit such a thing to himself. To Angelika he would make no such concession. The ring: Franziskus knew what it looked like; she’d shown it to him, once, in a moment of giddy abandonment. She’d gone so far as to let him hold it, as they sat by the fire on a chill summer night. It seemed pretty, to be sure, but Franziskus had never seen the value that men attach to certain stones and metals. Perhaps his upbringing, amid the trappings of wealth, had dulled him to the allure of mere adornments.


      ‘You don’t believe me when I say I’m quitting?’


      They’d already had this conversation a hundred times in the weeks of travel up the pass and into Stir-land. ‘I will judge your actions when they, in fact, occur.’ he said.


      A note of offence crept into her voice. ‘You think I’m lying to you?’


      ‘No, to yourself. I am but a collateral recipient of any unfounded claims.’ Franziskus smiled. He rarely scored as well as she in their verbal fencing matches, so any clear hit was a thing to be savoured.


      ‘My goodness,’ tut-tutted Angelika, recovering her air of good-natured repartee. ‘Were I capable of feelings of guilt, I would in all likelihood be feeling them now.’


      ‘On what grounds?’


      ‘All this time, you’ve been working to infect me with your idealism, yet I fear the interchange has gone the other way: I’ve turned you cynical.’


      ‘I’m not a cynic. I’m a skeptic. There’s a difference.’


      ‘And what would that be?’


      ‘A skeptic would say that the mere intention to quit means nothing, until virtuous action is in fact taken. A cynic would say it doesn’t matter.’


      Angelika nodded thoughtfully. ‘I will contemplate that distinction, my friend, when I sit at nights in my cozy cottage, a fire blazing by my feet, a cup of brandy sitting at my elbow. Perhaps I’ll get me a kitten to play with.’


      ‘Now you’re mocking me.’


      ‘Not one bit. That’s precisely how I mean to while away the rest of my days. I don’t see what’s so incredible about it. Aren’t you tired of sleeping on hard ground and waking up with cold in your bones? Of tramping through pine forests and up the sides of mountains? I want to be able to go inside when it rains. To light a fire when I’m chilled, without having to worry about attracting a host of enemies. I’m sick of having to fight for my life, and of getting dragged off onto wild crusades and goose chases. Many of which were at least in part engineered by you, I hasten to add.


      ‘You may think me some kind of restless freebooter, but I swear to you, I’ve counted my days in coins of gold, and now, in this ring’ – he patted her pocket – ’I have all that I need to get out, for good and ever. I’m sorry if that interferes with your plans to die alone and unmourned on top of some wintry peak, Franziskus. I’ve tolerated your judgement of me when I was rifling the purses of slain men, but I scarcely thought you’d be fixing me in your faultfinding glare now that I want to give it up.’


      They’d stopped walking and now stared at each other uncomfortably. Franziskus was taken aback by her vehemence; she seemed to be, too. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.


      These last two words were so shocking to Franziskus that he had to concentrate for a moment, to be sure he’d heard them. Then she turned away and increased her speed towards the crow cloud.


      Franziskus felt ashamed. He knew, in truth, why he was unhappy. There were at least two reasons, neither of which he’d dream of admitting to her. One impulse was completely unworthy, the other less so, but at any rate, he had spoken selfishly, and done a disservice to them both. ‘Of course it is right that you should want to leave this miserable profession of yours,’ said Franziskus. ‘I apologise if I offended you.’


      ‘How could you possibly have done that, Franziskus?’ she asked.


      They walked in leaden silence for twenty minutes through the eerily empty fields of Stirland. On a normal day, these lands would be alive with farmers and livestock. Now the rolling pastures were eerily absent of all activity. Even the bees and butterflies had abandoned the air.


      ‘We’re going the wrong way,’ Franziskus said.


      Angelika pointed unerringly to the distant battlefield. ‘We haven’t wavered, Franziskus.’


      ‘If you want to quit, quit. Let’s turn around. Let’s simply go.’


      Angelika shrugged and continued on. ‘You may, as always, go where you will. As for me, fate has given me one last gift – from what we’ve heard, a battlefield bigger than any I’ve ever seen. One last harvest, Franziskus, and then it’s over.’ She increased her pace to a rapid stride.


      ‘Angelika!’ Franziskus sprinted to catch up. ‘I remember someone telling me once – or perhaps it was dozens of times – that fate never has our best interests at heart. I don’t suppose you recall who it is who always says that?’


      She spat dismissively. Though not aimed in his direction, Franziskus nevertheless had to turn to avoid the spray. ‘You well know, Franziskus,’ she said, into the wind ahead of them, ‘that when I speak of fate, I do so metaphorically. There is no such thing as destiny. Life proceeds by accident and mishap. Some suffer, some prosper, nothing really means anything, and no curse awaits us on that battlefield ahead.’


      They came upon a silent farmhouse, its stone walls scorched by fire, its thatched roof consumed. Flies buzzed around a bull’s severed head. From the state of decay, it had been dispatched no more than a day ago. Angelika crept up a worn pathway to pause before its shattered gate.


      Franziskus’ premonition of doom redoubled itself. ‘You don’t mean to go in there?’ he asked, under his breath.


      She drew her dagger. ‘Is a sacked home different than a battlefield?’ She stepped over the flattened gate and into the yard. A smallish well stood in a rock garden beside the house. Franziskus reached into his pack for his canteen, then asked Angelika for hers. ‘We’re running low,’ he said.


      Angelika stepped up to the farmhouse door, which was half way ajar. As she drew closer to it, strengthening winds seized it and slammed it against its frame. She started. Franziskus, halfway to the well, paused. ‘An omen?’ he asked.


      ‘No omen tells me what to do,’ replied Angelika, grabbing the door and stepping through it. Inside she found a family of half-burnt corpses, a man and a woman old enough to be her parents, and a woman about her age. The marauders who’d killed them had then arranged them in an obscene manner. Angelika was hardened to the aftermath of violence, but this appalled her. Franziskus appeared over her shoulder, and winced.


      ‘Why do they do this?’ she asked, her voice quiet.


      ‘To show their hatred of mankind,’ Franziskus answered.


      They made the wordless decision to disentangle the bodies from their disgraceful positions. Though the raiders had set the place alight, burning off the roofing, the fire had consumed only sections of the farmhouse interior. Chairs and a chest by the far wall were deeply scorched, but other furnishings near the door had been spared by fickle flames. Franziskus found blankets on a bench in the untouched area and placed them reverently over the dead. Outside the distant noise of feasting crows grew louder.


      Angelika had yet to search the farmhouse for loot. ‘There won’t be anything in here,’ she announced. ‘The warriors of Chaos will have scoured it well.’


      It did not seem to Franziskus as if the marauders had done anything but kill and desecrate the occupants, then spark a half-hearted fire. He did not, however, argue with Angelika’s decision to leave it uncombed.


      ‘Now that we’re nearing civilization, perhaps it would be best if you stopped using that word,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘Chaos?’ During their time together, they’d grown all too familiar with this awful force.


      ‘Here in the Empire, most folk fear to even call it by its name,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘Wisely so, perhaps.’


      ‘These days, The enemy is the correct euphemism.’


      ‘I’ll try to remember that.’


      As they drew closer to the place of battle, bodies began to appear in the pasturelands, like scattered seedlings. A few were dead Chaos troops, pierced by arrows or downed by sword blows. Though normally a marauder could be counted on to possess nothing of value, Angelika paid special heed to these, as some would be carrying sacks of booty taken in previous stages of their invasion.


      She rolled each dead marauder over, the especially muscular ones requiring considerable effort on her part. Franziskus, as was his custom, withheld his assistance while she robbed the dead. Instead, he stood watch, the quiet of the scene doing little to calm him. Angelika grunted in disappointment each lime she pushed a Kurgan over. She hoped they’d leave sacks or purses pinned beneath them, but after half a dozen tries, none did.


      Most of the dead were ordinary Stirland folk in farmer’s garb. These Angelika hesitated to disturb. Many had been subjected to extraordinary mutilations, as if their attackers despised them for the crime of living. None of these poor wretches could have offered a meaningful defence to the onrushing horde; they were slaughtered for sport. Angelika moved on, in hope of finding soldiers, who were both more likely to have valuable items still on their person, and less troubling to disturb.


      They walked along a soft, grassy ridge overlooking a narrow gulley. Improbably, a small herd of sheep still grazed down there, nonchalantly feeding amid a collection of tiny corpses. For an instant Angelika thought they were the remains of armed and armoured children, but then she understood: these were halflings. The area just to the south was crawling with them. Angelika rubbed her hands together in anticipation of profitable labour and searched out an easy path down the hillside. To strip dead halflings of their belongings would cause her no qualms. Many people of the Empire regarded this diminutive race with fondness, at least in principle, but, having met several of them, Angelika harboured no such sentiments. In her experience, the little blighters possessed all of the mendacity and spite of regular people, compressed down to fit inside their freakishly small frames.


      She looked back at Franziskus, who’d staked out a high vantage on the ridgeline, to survey the area in four directions. Annoyed, she beckoned him down. He wavered, then obeyed, crashing through a stand of goldenrod. She waited for him.


      ‘If anyone was coming, I wanted to see them,’ he said.


      ‘And up there, everyone would have seen you,’ she replied. ‘For miles.’


      ‘If there’s trouble, don’t we want to see it coming?’


      ‘Stand out like a beacon and you’ll attract it,’ she said, making straight for a halfling, who lay on his face under a broken shield. ‘We’re not in the mountains anymore, where there’s cover everywhere and always a higher spot.’ She knelt over the halfling and yanked a fat-hilted dagger from the fellow’s belt. Soft blue gems encrusted its pommel; she squinted at them as they caught the sunlight.


      ‘Of course, you’re right,’ Franziskus murmured, looking away from her.


      ‘Of all people, you should be the last to want to make himself conspicuous in Stirland,’ she said.


      The remark stung Franziskus. So she had remembered his situation, after all. Franziskus had been down in the Blackfire as a junior officer in the Stir-land army. When Angelika rescued him, his entire regiment had been wiped out in a battle against orcs. Though his comrades were all dead, duty compelled him to return home for reassignment to a new unit. Instead, he’d stayed behind in the wilderness, with her. Franziskus was a deserter. His parents had every reason to believe him dead. Franziskus did not wish to be returned to either his superiors or his family.


      If Angelika quit, he had no place to go.


      Angelika shoved the dead halfling over, looking for a purse. Human soldiers typically kept chains of gold or other small treasures in their boots. Halflings, annoyingly, had no need of footwear, instead preferring to gambol about the battlefield on nothing but their hirsute, bony-soled feet. She unbuckled the halfling’s undersized hauberk, then reached down the front of his tunic, where she found a silvery locket. This she added to her purse. Then, ducking down, she moved to another halfling body, bypassing the mostly naked remains of a Kurgan axe-man. She found no weapon on this next halfling, whose round face looked disconcertingly childlike.


      Angelika had his breastplate half unbuckled when she abruptly froze.


      She held up a hand of silence, to warn Franziskus.


      ‘We’re being watched,’ she hissed.
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      Chapter Four


      Angelika flattened herself on the ground behind a row of tall, dry weeds. She seized Franziskus by the (oat collar and pulled him down next to her. With a flick of the head, she directed his eyes to a smoothed knob of grassy rock rising from the lip of the gulley. The spot stood about twenty yards away from them, to their right, there were another seven or so up the gulley slope. It poked up from the ridge line like a boil on a plague sufferer.


      Franziskus squinted, unsure he was even looking in the right place. ‘I don’t see anything,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘Just wait,’ Angelika whispered.


      Franziskus concentrated his attention on the bump’s highest point. For a moment a black speck of movement flickered, then ceased. He gave Angelika a questioning look. She pointed him back to the knob. The movement repeated.


      ‘A spear tip,’ said Angelika.


      Franziskus studied the object, whatever it was, as it poked intermittently up behind the wall. As far as he was concerned, it could have been anything. Perhaps a flitting bird. A darkened leaf or seed pod on a bush, blown back and forth by the wind. An old coat caught on a branch. Franziskus listened. A songbird chirped. Blowflies buzzed.


      Now a flash of motion came from the side of the rocky knob. Franziskus thought he saw a hand, perhaps holding the haft of a spear, as Angelika had said. She was right. Someone was back there, thinking he was hiding from them. Under a gaze less keen than Angelika’s, he would have been.


      Franziskus widened his eyes, cupped his palms out, and held them out to Angelika, asking, who is it up there?


      Angelika shrugged, a tight twitch of a gesture.


      ‘What do we do?’ Franziskus asked, quiet as he could.


      Another tight gesture, a shake of the head: nothing, it said.


      Franziskus hunkered down. The thing to do was wait. Let whoever it was expose himself, come to get them. Then act accordingly.


      It occurred to him that the two of them communicated best when words were disallowed.


      On top of the outcrop, a hat appeared. Franziskus found it difficult to make out, from so far away. Eventually he identified it as a floppy felt cap, green as the grass around them.


      ‘Halflings!’ Angelika growled.


      ‘Halflings?’ Franziskus asked.


      Angelika’s reaction was one of an exasperated tutor. ‘That cap’s too small for a human head. Or a dwarf’s, for that matter.’


      Franziskus frowned. He had learned to trust in Angelika’s keen senses, but it was a mite unfair of her to expect the same acuity from him. ‘They’ve put the hat up there on purpose,’ he said, hoping to prove himself less than a complete dullard.


      ‘Yes, testing us to see if we have missile weapons, and are so dumb as to fire them.’ Neither Angelika nor Franziskus were, in fact, equipped with gun or bow.


      ‘If these are halflings, you don’t imagine they are friends or relatives of these poor wretches here?’ Franziskus indicated the slain half-men she’d just been manhandling.


      ‘I do imagine.’


      ‘And if they meant to dispute with us in a civilised manner, they wouldn’t be skulking behind that rock, would they?’


      The question was rhetorical, so Angelika let it go unanswered. ‘We have the superior position here,’ she said.


      ‘When we’re sprawled flat on wide-open ground?’


      ‘They can’t see us until they charge from out behind that rock. When they do, follow me. Be ready to–’


      She stopped short. A flare of reflected sunlight blazed from the gulley’s opposite ridgeline. She pushed Franziskus flatter into the ground.


      Jonas Rassau watched the two freebooters through his spyglass. The woman seemed to look directly at him, then freeze. He cursed and slipped back below the ridgeline: she’d seen the sun flash against his lens.


      Beside him was Emil, his sergeant. Below were the unit’s two remaining horses. The unit was safely encamped a mile or so to the west.


      ‘The halflings spotted you, sir?’ Emil asked. There was reproach in his flat tone. Without saying so, he’d already made clear his disapproval of Jonas’ side mission. He was one of those sergeants who thought a commanding officer should never go off and do anything for himself, that Jonas should instead sit like a wilting flower inside the perimeter, and let others do for him what glory demanded he do himself. Also he’d taken none too kindly to Jonas’ bringing him along. One of the two of them should be with the men at all times, he’d argued. Jonas thought otherwise. If the men couldn’t secure a simple encampment on their own, they’d be no good whatsoever in their new role as mountain harriers. He’d given Glauer his old rank, as second lieutenant. To command a camp at rest would be an easy first test of his abilities.


      ‘No, not the halflings. The woman,’ he said, answering his sergeant’s question.


      ‘With respect, sir. We’ve better things to do than trail halflings about while they chase looters.’


      Shouting from the opposite ridge drowned out Jonas’ reply. He popped his head back up to see a trio of halflings boil over the rocky knob to slide with uncontrolled speed down the gulley slope. The two human looters on the floor of the hollow were already in motion. To Jonas’ surprise, they did not flee directly away from their short-legged pursuers, toward his ridge. Instead, they ran south for a few yards, then up onto the same slope the halflings hurtled down.


      Jonas tapped Emil on the shoulder, tugging on his garment until he crawled up alongside him. ‘Watch this,’ he said.


      The halflings reached the gulley floor, one of them losing his footing and tumbling face first onto the chewed-up sod. His spear flew out at his side. His fellows grabbed an arm apiece and roughly hauled him to his feet. They ran down the gulley floor to the spot where they’d first seen the two looters. For their part, the looters had already scrambled up the slope and were a mere few yards from the far ridgeline. The baffled halflings scoured the tall weeds for them, poking at every bush and bramble with the heads of their spears.


      ‘I don’t understand,’ Emil muttered. ‘Can’t the half-men see the looters up on the slope?’


      Jonas grinned. ‘No, they can’t.’


      Emil hunched forward, face screwed up in confusion. ‘But they’re right there. What is it? Magic, of some odd sort?’


      Jonas slapped his back and laughed. ‘The magic of geometry, sergeant. It took me a moment to see it myself. It’s a matter of sightlines. These slopes curve and swerve, and appear wholly different from any given vantage. By running south, these two obscured themselves behind that bend in the gulley wall there.’ He pointed to the relevant spot and Emil peered quizzically at it. ‘We could see them from over here, but to the halflings it was as if they’d vanished. Most clever, wouldn’t you agree?’


      The two soldiers watched as Angelika and Franziskus reached the ridgeline and hopped down, disappearing behind its other side.


      ‘Not so clever now that you explain it.’


      The halflings had fallen into quarrelling. The largest of the three had seized the smallest by the tunic and was shaking him. The remaining one kept fruitlessly poking the ground with his spear, declining to intervene in the struggle between his mates.


      ‘You’re always slow to admire, Emil. If we go down onto that gulley floor, I’ll show you how clever it is.’ He stood, placing himself in the halflings’ plain view. Emil reached up to pull at him, but he ignored his sergeant. Raab stood beside him, the lines on his face contracting as the sun hit them. Jonas turned himself sideways to make his way deftly down the slope toward the halflings. Emil stuck close to his side.


      ‘Besides,’ said Jonas, ‘they were wily, and did the unexpected. If you were being chased by halflings, what would you do?’


      ‘Halflings? I’d stand my ground and cut them down.’


      ‘Well, granted,’ said Jonas. ‘But let us say you had reason to fear them should they catch up with you.’


      ‘I’d run away.’


      ‘In the opposite direction, yes?’


      ‘Naturally.’


      ‘Did these two do that? No, they defied these little beggars’ expectations.’


      Finally the halflings ceased their quarrelling and took notice of them. They wheeled, spears at the ready, even though Jonas and Emil were still many yards away, and were advancing on them at a casual pace, weapons sheathed.


      ‘Not so startling an accomplishment,’ said Emil. ‘These ragamuffins are dumb as dirt.’


      ‘Who goes there?’ called the tallest of the halflings, who wore a beaded ring through the lobe of his right car and was missing much of his left. He gripped his spear tightly and pointed it toward the approaching humans with as much menace as he could muster.


      ‘I am Lieutenant Jonas Rassau, of the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen,’ said Jonas, his voice calm and commanding. ‘This is my sergeant. Who are you, and what’s the commotion down here?’ Neither soldier slowed his stride.


      The one-eared halfling widened his stance and jabbed his weapon at them. ‘Leader of swordsmen you may be, but you’ve no right to order us around or question our movements.’ The other two gathered themselves behind him, spears in hand and trepidation on their faces.


      Jonas became stern as he swept toward them. ‘This is a battlefield and I am an officer of the armies of Stirland. I may order and question you as I deem fit. Now stand your weapon down.’


      The smallest of the three, whom One-Ear had been wrestling with, placed a hand on his arm, prompting him to lower the spear. Eyes cast down, he pushed himself forward. His hair was dark, his features compressed and somewhat ratlike. ‘We’re from Hochmoor,’ he said, pointing vaguely south-east. ‘A little town not far from here. I’m Filch, and these are my brothers, Curran and Deely.’


      The one-eared brother, evidently the one called Curran, clouted Filch on the back of the head and stepped forward to bear the burden of Jonas’ attention. ‘Many of our boys made up a militia and went out from town to fight the enemy. This is what’s happened to them.’ He gestured to the bodies sprawled in the grass. ‘That’s my cousin there, and that’s our town blacksmith, Elias Two-Beer. So we’re good and loyal sons of the Empire, and you’ve no right bossing us around nor threatening us, neither. We’ve bled for you, and haven’t much to show for it, have we?’


      Deely, whose thinning pate and crow’s feet made him seem the eldest of the three, interposed himself between Jonas and his brothers. ‘Don’t be mad at my brother. We’re all cut up by grief, seeing our friends all dead like this.’


      Curran wheeled on him, jabbing a thumb back toward the humans. ‘It’s them what let us down, isn’t it? They couldn’t hold the Kurgan horde, could they? Why should we take orders from them?’ He spun around to Jonas, still brandishing his spear. ‘This here’s what you ought to know. There was grave robbers down here, desecrating our dead. That’s what the commotion was. We was chasing them, ready to run them through. I don’t suppose you saw hide nor hair of them, did you?’


      Jonas scratched idly at his nose. ‘No, we didn’t. We were out for a forage, heard you shouting, and came down to see what was afoot. I thought you fellows might have run into some Kurgs and could use the help. You know there will still be scattered elements of the barbarian army about.’


      Curran dropped his spear to his side. ‘Well if we run across them they can fear the same fate as those accursed grave robbers.’


      Jonas fixed the halflings in the light of his finest smile. ‘You must be mindful, my friends. There may be further fighting, and Stirland needs all its able-bodied sons hale and ready.’


      The one-eared halfling studied him intently, then took a similar appraisal of Emil. ‘You didn’t see nobody leave this gulley?’


      ‘If I had, I would certainly tell you. I’d pursue them myself. The Empire takes a dim view of looting.’


      ‘But they was just here.’


      ‘What way would they logically have gone?’


      The three halflings fell into fretful conference, reconstructing their movements and pointing out possible exits from the gulley. At length, they concluded that they must have run to the west. Jonas concurred with their reasoning, then asked for a description of the looters. ‘Should we run across them,’ he said, ‘you can know we’ll capture them and take them to your townsmen for just punishment. In the meantime, perhaps you should go back and get pallets to reclaim your dead. You don’t want the wolves getting at them. Or more looters, for that matter.’


      Curran was unconvinced. ‘Maybe I’ll send Filch back. Someone’s got to pay for what was done here.’ Shoulders slumped, he stalked off to the west, remaining on the gulley floor. His brothers tagged after him. Jonas and Emil watched them until they rounded a bend in the ravine and were gone from sight. Then Jonas beckoned his sergeant to the spot where the two looters had lain. He kneeled down, and gestured for Emil to do the same.


      ‘Look here,’ he said. ‘Lying here, would you have known to run that way?’ He pointed to the southern slope, where Angelika and Franziskus had fled.


      Emil removed his helmet and massaged his scalp. ‘I suppose not, but like I said, with just those three halflings why not stand and fight?’


      Jonas clapped arms around the big man’s shoulders. ‘You really don’t see it, do you, Emil? The brilliance of it. Think.’


      With straightened spine, Emil staunchly withstood his superior’s unseemly familiarity. ‘I don’t understand, sir.’


      Jonas gesticulated wildly. ‘The bend in the gulley wall is hard to see from here, yes? Much harder than from where we were before.’


      ‘Yes.’


      Jonas urged him on, dragging up the slope to the knob of rock where the halflings had hidden. He pointed to the spot they’d just occupied. ‘Now, from up here, you can see how obstructed the view is. How they’re completely out of sight if they simply run a few yards to our left.’


      ‘Yes I see it sir, but what has this to do with our mission?’


      Jonas circled around the gulley’s edge, where the two ridgelines met, heading back toward the old fence where they’d tethered their horses. Emil struggled to keep up with his commander.


      ‘That woman, from down on the gulley floor, could look at the terrain and calculate in her head what it would look like from up on the rock. Two completely different views, Emil. In her head.’


      Ravens had gathered on the ridgeline, waiting for the soldiers to depart. They scattered into the air, then lazily circled overhead, knowing they would soon return to their meals.


      ‘We’re going to catch up to those two,’ Jonas said. ‘She’s what Vogt told me to find – a proper scout. I bet she knows mountains like she knows her own name.’


      ‘A woman, sir?’


      ‘A gift of the battlefield, sergeant. Fate has provided her to us, and we shall take her.’
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      Chapter Five


      Angelika and Franziskus ran until they found a place to hide. They dashed across a meadow oversown with fiery summer wild flowers. Angelika skirted around a mound of piled human bodies, barely pausing to note that most of them still wore expensive armour pieces.


      Corpses grew scarcer as they travelled. Occasionally they glanced back; Franziskus thought he might have seen shapes on the horizon behind them. Finally, they spotted a dark tangle of what seemed like gnarled, stunted trees and made for it. Only when they were closer did they identify it as a burned-out vineyard. They charged downhill and vaulted a wall of crumbling stones. They sat up against it, gasping for breath. With jittery hands they rubbed at the cramped muscles of their sides and legs.


      ‘You should go home, Franziskus,’ Angelika said, when she had air to speak.


      ‘Home?’


      ‘It’s somewhere around here, isn’t it? Your family’s estate?’


      ‘Did you hear hoofbeats behind us?’


      ‘Hoofbeats?’


      ‘I thought I heard hoofbeats.’ Franziskus turned to peer back over the wall. Angelika winced. He caught the message and hunkered down again. ‘I admit that I am a merely serviceable swordsman, Angelika, but it is humiliating to have to cower before mere halflings.’


      ‘We likely could have taken them,’ said Angelika, tossing her head back against the wall. ‘But you never know. You can’t get killed in a fight you don’t get into.’


      She reached into her pack for her canteen and guzzled its contents. ‘You can go home now, Franziskus. Your promise to me is done with.’


      ‘I swore to stay by your side in times of danger. If this isn’t danger, what is?’


      She handed him the canteen. ‘As soon as we’re sure we’re not pursued, we’ll part ways. I was an idiot to…’ She paused, her words swallowed by the need for air. Finally she composed herself. ‘It was stupid to try to work here, where people live. Down in the inhospitable Blackfire, it’s different. No angry relatives to catch you in the act as you’re stripping a corpse of the family heirlooms. But here…’


      He drank her water sparingly as he had his own. ‘We’ll have to lay low here for a while, I think. We can worry about the future when we’re sure we lost them.’


      Angelika shook her head. ‘No, the future is now. Continuing is out of the question. I owe those halflings a debt of gratitude, Franziskus.’


      ‘Personally I feel poorly disposed toward anyone who tries to stick me with a spear.’


      ‘That time it was only halflings, but next time it could be a whole regiment. This is likely the richest battlefield I’ve ever stumbled across, but why should that matter? I’ve already got all the money I need. Isn’t that what half the stories in the world are about? Fools destroyed by their own greed?’


      ‘It is a common theme of troubadours and minstrels. Yet they pass the hat around at the end of every show.’


      Angelika threw up her hands and let out an incredulous laugh. ‘I don’t believe what I was about to do.’ She tapped her forehead, as if attempting to jolt her brain back into proper balance. ‘I was about to fall into the oldest trap in the book.’ Then she settled back. ‘If I let myself be killed or captured now, over a few more measly coins, I’d never forgive myself.’


      Franziskus saw a look on her face he’d never seen before – not only was she smiling, but she seemed to be mocking herself, and in a comradely manner. He should have been glad to see her finally treating him in this way. Instead, her smile made his heart sink, for it meant their time together was over.


      Her words confirmed his worries. ‘This is it,’ she said. ‘I’m done. Retired, as of this instant.’


      Franziskus saw a small stone building a few dozen yards away, with a root cellar entrance. He chose to seem jolly. ‘You think there’s wine in there?’


      ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘let’s celebrate. Toast to the end of cold mornings and danger, and clinging to the sides of godforsaken mountains.’


      Neither of them moved.


      ‘When we’ve caught our breath.’


      They sat in silence for a few moments.


      The sound of beating hooves, distant yet growing steadily closer, assailed them. They made themselves small against the eroded stone wall. Each wrapped fingers around the hilt of a weapon. They locked eyes, ready to bolt at the merest signal. Angelika listened. She held up two fingers: a pair of riders neared.


      The hoof beats quieted. Angelika and Franziskus tensed, this meant that the riders had stopped. The horsemen were looking for them. They heard a muffled utterance: an instruction, most likely, from one man to the other.


      Angelika studied the rows of charcoaled trunks from which the grapevines grew, gauging distances, hoping they were too close together for a horse to navigate. They were not. With the vines themselves scorched away, the rows between trunks gaped disconcertingly wide.


      It would do no good to bolt. There was one horseman to chase each of them and nowhere to run where steeds couldn’t follow. They had only the slim hope that the men would give up looking before finding them slouched down against the wall. Angelika cursed herself. It had already happened; she’d been done in by her own stupid greed, after all.


      A dozen yards to Angelika’s left, the vineyard wall was broken. A chestnut horse stepped across the breach, a handsome young man perched on its saddle. He wore a Stirland officer’s uniform, soiled in recent battle. For a moment, it seemed as if he would ride on through without noticing the two fugitives pressed against the wall. Then he turned, betraying no surprise, and held his palms up in a gesture of placation.


      If it weren’t for the second horseman, his position unknown, Angelika would have thrown her dagger at this one. Instead she relaxed, feigning nonchalance. She stretched her feet out in front of her as if enjoying a casual vineyard picnic. She yawned and stretched. When she was done, her hand had migrated from the knife at her waist to the one in her boot.


      Franziskus watched her do this and tried clumsily to play along. The sight of a Stirland officer’s uniform suffused him with guilt and dread.


      From his horse, Jonas Rassau smiled. ‘I thought I might find you here,’ he said.


      Angelika abruptly straightened herself. Once standing, she saw that the second horseman had ridden up to the other side of the wall. He was directly behind them. The second man, burly, grizzled and bearing shoulder insignia that marked him as a sergeant in a sword company, projected an attitude in sharp and threatening contrast to his superior’s show of bonhomie.


      Franziskus warily rose to stand by Angelika’s side.


      She concentrated her attention on the officer, who eased his horse closer to her. Franziskus kept the sergeant in his peripheral vision.


      ‘You speak as if we know each other, lieutenant,’ said Angelika. She leaned against the wall, cocking her knee forward, placing her boot dagger again within easy reach.


      He mimed the doffing of a non-existent hat. ‘Excuse my rudeness, Fraulein. I am Jonas Rassau, first lieutenant of the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen. This is my sergeant,’ he said, barely nodding in Emil’s direction. ‘I am forward, I know, but these are times of war and urgency demands it. I happened to observe the two of you back in that hollow, just now.’


      It was Angelika’s policy, when caught red-handed, never to compound her humiliation with ridiculous denials. So she said nothing.


      Jonas dismounted, but refrained from moving any nearer. He glanced at her boot-cuff, to let her know he’d seen the dagger there. She shifted positions, taking her hand away from it. She twitched out an unhappy smile.


      ‘I imagine we’re equally acquainted with the penalties the province of Stirland metes out to looters,’ he began.


      ‘It is fortunate, then,’ Angelika replied, ‘that I was interrupted before any such crime could be committed.’


      Jonas burst out laughing. ‘A fine answer. Though not one that would hold up before a magistrate. I’ve told you who I am. Perhaps it would be polite to reciprocate.’


      Franziskus stepped between them. ‘I am Franziskus. This is Angelika.’


      Jonas ignored him. ‘Angelika, with so many about to die, unless we strike hard and well against the armies of the damned, I cannot bring myself to care for the dignity of those already killed. I have the authority to subject you to summary justice, but not the will. So the two of you may relax and be at ease.’


      Angelika did neither. ‘What do you want, then?’


      Now he edged towards her. ‘You’re wasting your talents, Fraulein. The way you judged the lay of the land, when the halflings chased you. That sort of feel for terrain and tactics is not a skill one acquires by accident.’


      ‘Yet you claim you don’t care that I may have looted the odd body, now and then.’


      ‘If you’ve been in this line of work for a while, you’ve been down in the Blackfire Pass. Haven’t you?’


      It occurred to Angelika that she ought to be dissembling, at least a little, until she knew exactly what the officer wanted from her. Overcome by her customary frankness, she went ahead and told the truth anyway: ‘It is good to be where opportunities are plentiful, and summary justice is not.’


      ‘You know your way around a mountain, then.’


      It all became clear, he meant to recruit her. Angelika’s stomach rolled. ‘Perhaps.’ She judged the odds of escape. If she came at him quickly, caught him in the throat with her knife as she passed him, then kept on going, she could…


      …get about a dozen yards, at best, before the sergeant rode her down and hacked her apart.


      Damn, she thought. Damn. She would have to talk her way out of this.


      ‘You are accustomed to autonomy,’ Jonas said, in a silky voice one might use to calm an injured doe. The sun had begun its journey down to the western horizon and its light played flatteringly on his chiseled features. ‘I understand this. You are unwilling to submit to military discipline.’


      ‘I am, after all, a woman,’ Angelika said.


      She wasn’t entirely pleased by the evaluating glance she received from Jonas. It was not that she found him unattractive. She had the opposite problem: often she was drawn to men like him, whom she might be better off stabbing.


      Thought, it might have been a trick of the light, Jonas appeared to blush. ‘You are, at that, milady.’


      ‘I said woman, not lady.’


      ‘From these few moments together, I can tell already that you’re better disciplined than most of my unruly sex,’ riposted Jonas.


      Though far from amused, Angelika laughed. ‘You want me to go with you into the mountains?’


      ‘My company has been assigned a mission there, and I lack a scout.’


      ‘No sane woman would place herself alone in the wilderness with a company of soldiers.’


      ‘I suspect any man who tried anything with you would soon face your dagger’s wrath. My men are good men.’


      ‘Your men are soldiers.’


      His eyes shone. ‘The world is ending, Angelika, unless we fight to save it. Every man – and every strong woman – must rise to the call.’


      ‘The world is always threatening to end, yet never seems to follow through.’


      Jonas’ face knotted up. ‘You want pay? I’ll see to it you get pay in excess of your dreams.’


      Angelika shrugged, her indifference withering. ‘Pay? As the Empire burns? I bet your men haven’t been paid in months.’


      Franziskus heard scuttling sounds from deeper in the vineyard. The sergeant was still watching him closely; he did not want to alarm the burly man with any sudden movements. He edged sideways, hoping to see what was making the noise. Other members of Jonas’ company, perhaps, lurking in ambush?


      ‘I will see to it, when we’ve done our job, that you are compensated,’ said Jonas, spitting out each syllable of that stark last word.


      Angelika remained steadfast in the face of the soldier’s rising anger. In fact, it excited her. Now, even though he was undoubtedly the better fighter, she half-hoped he’d go for his sword, and the two of them could have it out.


      Franziskus had seen this look before and, leaving the scrabbling out in the vineyard as the lesser of two threats, moved towards her.


      She ignored him, instead remaining fixed on the lieutenant. ‘Money has abruptly lost its allure for me.’


      Jonas took a step back. ‘Then what do you say to this: you may loot what enemy bodies we find, under my protection, unfettered by the law.’


      ‘You’re fighting Kurgan,’ Angelika scoffed. ‘The wealth they carry typically extends to a bird’s skull and a bag of rocks.’


      Franziskus’ head turned; there’d been a blur of movement out among the burned vine-trunks.


      ‘Besides,’ Angelika continued, ‘you happen to have caught me on the day of my retirement.’


      Franziskus saw that Jonas was now looking at him, and seemed to have taken notice of his discomfort. Jonas squinted down the vineyard’s rows, where Franziskus had been directing his anxious glances. He appeared to come to a decision, and clapped his hands together.


      ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘As you are a woman, I cannot legally press you into service.’ He paused. ‘Not as I could with this one here, if he seemed useful. You, Franziskus.’


      ‘Yes?’ Franziskus unknowingly placed a hand on his thumping chest.


      ‘You’re no particular help as a scout, are you?’


      ‘I have taken a vow to stand by Angelika,’ he said.


      Jonas seemed puzzled by the indirect response, and by Franziskus in general. Finally he asked, ‘You’ll not try to persuade her?’


      ‘I would if I thought it possible.’


      ‘Very well,’ said Jonas, planting a foot in the stirrup of his saddle. ‘That is that, then.’ He heaved himself onto the back of his horse. He waved to Emil and the two of them rode off, in the direction they’d come from. They seemed to slow just as the crest of a hill cut off Franziskus’ view of the departing riders.


      Franziskus sidled up to Angelika and spoke from the side of his mouth. ‘Someone or something’s lurking just behind those trunks over there. Waiting for them to leave.’


      They turned slowly and moved together, as if nothing was wrong, toward the breach in the wall. An angry cry howled through the vineyard.


      The three halflings burst out from hiding, spears out-thrust, charging.


      Angelika leapt over the wall.


      Franziskus hesitated, half reaching for his sword. ‘They’re only halflings,’ he said.


      The small one threw a rock. It hit Franziskus in the temple.


      Franziskus went down.
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      Chapter Six


      Angelika heard Franziskus’ groan and then the smothered thump of his body as it collapsed to the gravelly vineyard pathway. She turned to see a second fist-sized rock hurtling toward her own head. She ducked and it landed uselessly in the grass behind her. It was the rat-faced halfling who’d thrown it. His two slightly bigger compatriots galloped on prodigious hairy feet toward the prone Franziskus, spears out. Angelika soared back over the wall to grab at Franziskus’ coat. He moaned and rose up onto his elbows. Angelika expected to see a red rivulet running down from his scalp line, but the stone had left his skin unbroken. She tried to pull him to his feet, but he was too dizzy to make his way up.


      The halflings were just a few yards away. Angelika had no choice but to stand her ground and defend Franziskus from their steely spearheads. She growled one of her best obscenities and yanked her knife from its belt.


      Curran, the leader, boomed out into the lead, bellowing, displaying his yellow back teeth. Deely sprinted to keep up. Pebbles crunched beneath their feet as they charged.


      Angelika faked a knife-throw at Deely. The halfling awkwardly ducked, slowing his momentum. Then he stopped to look for the supposed dagger, hoping to pluck it up. Filch was still searching for another suitable rock to hurl, leaving only Curran for Angelika to deal with.


      His spear afforded him a substantial reach advantage, but, as a knife-fighter, Angelika was used to getting in close to better-armed opponents.


      He closed the distance and came at her with his spear. She waited until he was fully committed to the thrust then slid aside from the blow. Quran’s rushing legs flew into Franziskus’ prone body. The halfling tumbled over him and onto his back, landing on the haft of his spear. A dizzy Franziskus rose up to his knees, then threw his dead-weight on top of the halfling leader. Curran protested and struggled beneath him, limbs working like those of an upended beetle.


      Deely rushed at Angelika. Over his shoulder, she could see that Filch had acquired another chunk of stone and was winding up to throw it. It sailed across the vineyard at her. She jogged suddenly sideways, putting Deely in its path. It hit him in the back of the knee, then rolled down to the ground, where it got beneath his foot. Deely tripped and as he fell, Angelika wrenched the spear from his grip. Having no particular desire to kill these absurd assailants, Angelika let her dagger drop point-first into the dirt and then whirled Deely’s spear around, reversing it so she was fighting with its haft. She brought it down like a club above Deely’s ear. He grunted in complaint, then retreated under her blows, protecting his face with his arms.


      When it seemed he’d been beaten into submission, she turned to see that Curran had crawled out from under Franziskus. He was reaching down to pick up a heavy object. He lifted it up over his head, and Angelika swore in dismay as she realised that it was a loose chunk of wall masonry about a foot across and four inches thick. Curran raised it up over Franziskus’ head. Franziskus tried to crawl away, but the halfling easily matched him. Angelika dashed his way, slamming into his shoulders. She slid in the pebbly dirt and the rock came down painfully on her shoulder.


      She got up and surveyed the state of the opposition: Curran was prone and appeared dazed, while Deely had taken up her abandoned dagger and now hopped toward her with it.


      Then a heavy weight was on her back, clawing hands digging into her neck and chest. It was Filch, who’d leapt down onto her from the nearest grape trunk. She ducked down to grab her boot-knife, but his weight overbalanced her and the two of them collapsed in a heap. The little man tightened his hold; he choked the air from her windpipe. She tried to jolt him with her elbows, but missed. Blackness rolled in on her and she lost consciousness.


      Angelika jarred awake. She saw blue sky, the ruined vineyard, Franziskus tied up beside her. Curran the halfling had thrown a pail of water onto her, to bring her around. No, it wasn’t water. It was wine. He’d tossed wine in her face. Some of it got into her eyes and stung them. She tasted what little of it remained on her tongue. A vintage of indifferent quality.


      ‘You awake?’ Curran asked. Rather redundantly, Angelika thought, as she was already angrily staring at him.


      ‘No, I’m having a dream, in which I’ve been captured by pint-sized idiots,’ Angelika replied.


      He slapped her with a tiny hand. She smiled. When taken prisoner, her first priority was always the severe annoyance of her captors. Distracted by temper, they would then make blunders, which she could exploit in making an escape. At the very least, they would let useful information slip. Or so the theory went.


      Franziskus was already conscious. Like hers, his wrists were bound tightly behind his back with a thin, strong length of silky rope. It was a better quality rope than her adversaries usually bound her with. It was heartening that the legendary halfling love of comfort extended to the imprisonment of their enemies. The beginnings of a bruise mustered itself on Franziskus’ temple, otherwise he seemed ruffled, but uninjured.


      Curran poked her shoulder with the butt of his spear. ‘Stand up!’ he ordered. He glanced up; inky clouds invaded the sky from the cold north. ‘We must get home before nightfall.’


      His younger brothers, Deely and especially Filch, hung back from him, a hint of shame in their bearing. These weren’t warriors, they were rustic village folk. Angelika imagined that this was their first taste of fighting, and that it had simultaneously thrilled and frightened them. If so, they were decent men. It was Curran, who’d caught a whiff of exhilaration from it, who might prove dangerous.


      Perversely, this insight impelled Angelika to further antagonise him. ‘How can I stand when you’ve got me sitting on the ground with my hands tied behind my back?’


      ‘Get her to her feet,’ Curran bellowed. Filch and Deely hurried to comply. An awkward waltz ensued, as the two diminutive men pulled at Angelika’s elbows and made themselves her leaning posts. Having learned the technique, they repeated it for Franziskus.


      The halflings led their prisoners at spear-point out of the vineyard and through a series of gulleys. The winds whipped up again, their fierce sound mingling with the howling of a distant predator. Curran had his spear at Angelika’s back while Deely covered Franziskus. Filch tagged beside Angelika, skipping excitedly through sheep-shorn grass. ‘You are an adventurer, aren’t you?’ he asked.


      Angelika did not respond, so Filch repeated the question.


      ‘Adventurer? I don’t know what that means.’


      ‘Shut it, Filch,’ Curran commanded.


      Filch was undeterred. ‘You know. A freebooter. What I mean, is, you’ve been out and done things. Haven’t you?’


      ‘Yes, I get waylaid and choked by halflings. It is quite a glamorous life.’


      ‘I tied those knots around your wrists, you know,’ Filch piped.


      Angelika tested them again, for his benefit. ‘And what a splendid job you did.’


      Filch beamed. Curran told him to shut it.


      The wind gusted, dusting them in ash from the forest fire. The howling seemed closer still.


      ‘It surprises me that we haven’t run into any stray barbarians,’ said Angelika.


      Curran scanned the horizon, as if expecting some Kurgan to abruptly make themselves known.


      ‘Yes, you’d expect some stragglers to hang back from the main force,’ Franziskus agreed. Though Angelika was surely saying it to discomfit their capturers, it was also the truth. It was odd that they’d seen no signs of Chaos since the great battle earlier in the day. Unsettlingly so.


      ‘Why?’ blurted Filch. ‘They’ve all gone on to attack the interior, haven’t they?’


      ‘They’ll hit whatever targets arouse their lust for rape and pillage,’ said Angelika. ‘What about your home village? Has it been razed to the ground, and all its people driven out?’


      The three brothers exchanged perturbed glances.


      Angelika took this as a ‘no’.


      ‘Then you may have bigger worries than a couple of scroungers,’ she said.


      Curran got close enough to breathe onto the back of her neck. He smelled of chives and butter. ‘The man whose body you desecrated was my dearest friend. He led the toasts at my wedding.’


      ‘If we are ambushed by barbarians,’ said Angelika, ‘I trust you’ll cut our bonds and hand us back our weapons.’ Angelika’s blades were in Filch’s belt; Deely bore Franziskus’ sabre on his back. ‘If it comes to a fight, you’ll need our aid.’


      ‘I see no difference,’ hissed Curran, ‘between them and you.’


      The encampment of the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen lay a few leagues to the north-east of the vineyard, in a hollow shrouded by ancient willows. The men roused themselves at the sound of pounding hooves; Jonas and Emil rode back in. At Jonas’ command, Emil called for Pinkert. Pinkert hopped to it: ‘yes sir?’


      ‘You were raised near here, yes?’ asked Jonas, still on his horse.


      ‘That’s right. Over that way.’


      ‘Any villages which might have halflings in them?’


      Pinkert contemplated for a moment and pointed to unmarked spots on a map Emil unrolled for him. ‘I forget the names of the other two,’ said Pinkert, ‘but the likeliest one is called Hochmoor.’


      After another hour’s walk – which Angelika and Franziskus could have made in forty minutes, without short-legged halflings as pacers – they were led along a dirt road up a gentle hillside dotted with low, shambling hovels. These were of two types: stone houses with thatched roofs, in the standard style of Stirland peasants, and also squat wooden structures built right into the hill, as halflings did. The stone houses occupied flat shelves of cemented earth carved out from the hill. Some boasted untamed wildflower gardens, or jostled for space with ramshackle poultry coops. The flat shelves of lawn in front of the halfling dwellings were strewn with the remnants of ale casks, broken down for firewood. Amid their unkempt flowers lay emptied brandy flasks and the odd shattered wine bottle.


      Angelika counted a few dozen of each type of house as they were prodded up the roadway. A wooden arch spanned it, staffed by a trio of bored humans, who lolled torpidly on stools. One leaned near a bristly, twine pull-cord connected to a bronze bell dangling from the arch. It was clear to Angelika that the war had not yet touched the place; if it had, its sentries would not be so blasé. They would not last long if the enemy arrived. They stood as the party approached. To Angelika’s surprise, it was Deely who told them to be at ease. She’d taken Curran for the leader. Apparently his authority was unofficial.


      ‘Welcome to Hochmoor,’ chirped Filch, as if Angelika and Franziskus were their willing guests.


      The windows were shuttered, the doors slammed tight. No children played on its emerald slopes. An escaped chicken clucked desolately from the top of its coop, vainly begging for a safe return to its imprisonment.


      ‘Turn and walk backwards,’ Curran ordered.


      Franziskus complied and Angelika reluctantly did the same. Curran placed the head of his spear at her throat. Deely’s spear kept a less menacing distance from Franziskus.


      A few hundred yards further up the road, Curran placed his free hand to the side of his mouth and called out to the villagers locked inside their homes. ‘We caught some,’ Curran cried. ‘We caught the looters.’


      Windows opened. Heads, human and halfling both, popped out from behind doorframes. Some villagers seemed confused or frightened. Others joined Curran in his righteous exultation.


      Angelika searched for a means of escape. Curran’s spearhead kept close to her throat. The halfling trio walked her and Franziskus backwards up to the very end of the road, which terminated at the gates of a decrepit stone fort on top of the hill. Angelika was not especially good at judging the age of buildings, but this one had to go back several centuries. In its prime, it would have served as a stout retreat for the entire village in times of war. If invaders came today, they’d have an easy time passing their way through its ruined outer walls.


      Several grim-faced human men joined Curran’s procession. Angelika and Franziskus were led through the outer gate and into an equally worn-out inner keep. Curran gestured them onwards through a metal doorway into what might once have been an armoury. The men hauled the door shut, locking it with a heavy key. The room was bare; its stones, at least, still held firm to their appointed places.


      Deely stood on tiptoes to peer at them through a barred panel in the middle of the door. ‘Spend these few moments searching for sincerest contrition,’ he said. ‘The tribunal will take but an hour or so to convene.’


      ‘Don’t waste your sympathy on them,’ said Curran. Deely detached his child-like fingers from the bars and disappeared from view.


      Angelika got to work searching for loose stones, but found none. ‘How’s your head?’ she asked Franziskus.


      ‘It wishes to remain attached to its body.’ Franziskus inspected the door, finding it all too sturdy.


      ‘I agree with it wholeheartedly.’ Angelika paced. ‘I refuse to be executed by halflings. Maybe we can break out as we’re led to the tribunal. Or at the proceedings themselves.’


      ‘Or it’s Deely who’s right, and we should express contrition and seek their mercy.’


      Angelika bleakly laughed.


      ‘It is not us they truly seek vengeance against,’ said Franziskus. ‘It is the barbarians – the savages who made this war on them. How many men do you think they’ve lost? We must make them see that, whatever crimes we have committed, we are not the enemy. Beheading us will not return their beloved dead to life.’


      Angelika crossed her arms. ‘I won’t bow and scrape to Curran, or any bully.’


      ‘He’s not a villain. He’s a decent townsman, scourged by grief.’


      ‘He stuck a spearhead in my face.’


      Franziskus attempted to take her hands in his, but she resisted, turning away from him. ‘I’m not asking you to prostrate yourself before them, or to beg. Just let me do the talking. Sheathe that cutting tongue of yours.’


      She nodded, but he was by no means certain she could bring herself to do it.


      The Gerolsbruch Swordsmen, now incorporating a third of the Chelborg Archers and nine soldiers separated from other units, marched east, towards the mountains on a route set to take them past the village of Hochmoor. Jonas rode in front of the column whilst Emil paced his steed so that he was sometimes at the rear, other times beside the middle ranks, and, on occasion, at his superior’s side. Like most sword companies, the Gerolsbruchers cultivated a reputation as a high-spirited bunch, but now they were silent. Dark clouds clung to the sky like a low ceiling. Sparks of lightning skittered through them, but the threatened thunder never came. Heavy winds flapped at the soldiers’ cloaks. The swordsmen, who took a peacock’s pride in the splendour of their wide-brimmed hats, had surrendered to the grabbing wind, folding them away in their packs.


      They came to a river, and traversed alongside it. The river had ebbed down below the limits of its marshy banks. Cat tails, swamp gorse, and other wetland weeds, dried brown by the high summer sun, spiked up along them. In the far distance, ahead and to the right and left, rounded hillsides sloped.


      About half an hour before, Jonas had become aware of a nervous mannerism: he caught himself repeatedly gazing through his spyglass, directing it compulsively toward the horizon. Eventually he sensed that the men grew quieter each time he did this. He’d accordingly resolved to keep the device in its place, hanging from his saddlebag, until confronted by something genuinely worth looking at. The mere cry of faraway wolves, for example, provided no justification for panic. Now that he was first lieutenant, it was Jonas’ duty to present an image of solidity and dash to his men, even when he did not truly feel it. Most especially then.


      Jonas tensed. Hunched figures skulked in the reeds ahead. He saw a horned helmet and a barbarian shield. He tore his sword from its scabbard. ‘The foe,’ he called. His eager horse responded, plunging headlong toward the stand of rushes. His swordsmen followed, blades out, screaming.


      Confronted with the oncoming hooves of Jonas’ steed, the would-be ambushers turned and fled. One fell under his horse’s churning legs. Jonas kept on, pursuing the second of them, leaving the trampled barbarian to be pierced by the points of his soldiers’ swords. Desiccated weeds slapped into his legs as he charged through them. Two Kurgan stood in the river’s calf-deep waters. One resumed his flight; the other threw back his head and roared in defiance, standing to receive Jonas’ charge.


      Jonas’ steed crashed boldly onward as the Kurgan lofted his axe. Water sprayed the air. The fleeing barbarian slipped below the river’s surface to swim for the other shore. Jonas reached his quarry and let his reins drop free to swing at him two-handed. The blow rang off the enemy’s ox-horned helm. The helmet fell down over the enraged man’s eyes; Jonas wheeled his steed to come in for another pass. Already his men were wading into the shallow river, ready to engage. Jonas rode past the Kurgan as he struggled to see, driving a mortal wound into the flesh of his back.


      On the other side of the river, the Kurgan climbed onto the banks. In the rushes there, the Chelborg Archers saw two more barbarians about to aid their comrade. Swiftly, they drew their bows and sent arrows slicing across the river at them. One found its mark between the shoulder blades of the swimming barbarian; he slumped. His fellows abandoned him, darting across a brushy field.


      The wading swordsmen made to pursue, but Jonas held up a hand to halt them.


      ‘Our post awaits us in the mountains,’ he said. ‘This bunch is but poor meat for our hungry blades.’


      The men hurrahed him, and they continued on, cheered by their brief and sudden win.


      The escaped Kurgan lay flat in the grass. They had shamed themselves. They should not have run from an enemy, even when they were only a pair of warriors, facing an entire company of black-and-yellows. It was better to die than to flee. The two of them, if any of their tribesmen had seen them, would now be branded as mutaa – cowards, less than men. Women would spit in their faces. Men would treat them as dead.


      They rose and surveyed the brambly field around them. They stood, then slowly crept back toward the riverbank. The enemy army was disappearing from view ahead. They would follow it and attack.


      They opened their throats and bellowed then turned and ran at speed toward the riverbank.


      Behind them, a fiendish and familiar tattoo pounded out: the hoof beats of their chieftain’s eerie steed. The barbarians stopped in their tracks. As if from nowhere, as shadows pass across the sun, Ortak Nalgar appeared, booming toward them.


      He stood six feet and four inches tall. From his towering helmet, a rack of twisted iron antlers grew. Behind it flowed a mane of pitch-dark hair. Plate armour shielded him from head to toe, covered in a raised ornament of thorns and serpents. Jagged spikes sprouted from his knees and elbows. A pair of gargantuan swords crisscrossed his back.


      His mount was sized to carry his mammoth frame. It was not a horse, not exactly. In the sockets of its eyes, green orbs glowed. When it rode its master to battle, its cries were those of a roc or eagle. It was watchful, and malignant.


      As their war-chief came at them, the smaller of the two Kurgan conceived an idea. He turned on his companion and drove the three spikes that protruded from his wrist-guard deep into his throat. He held on tight as his battle-brother convulsed and died. The Kurgan felt no qualm – this man was, after all, a mutaa. A coward.


      The dead man flopped at his feet. The barbarian steeled himself as his chieftain approached. Ortak Nalgar slowly dragged a well-notched greatsword from the rough sheath across his back.


      The Kurgan spoke: ‘Oh mighty chieftain, this man was a mutaa, so I slew him. I saw him run from black-and-yellows, across this river.’ He pointed.


      Ortak Nalgar turned his helmeted head. He saw the enemy warriors.


      He looked at the living man’s boots. They were coated with the same river mud as his slain comrade’s.


      Ortak Nalgar muttered a low command to his mount, not in the language of the steppes, but in an older, inhuman tongue. The horse-thing snaked its head forward, clamped its jaws around the marauder’s throat, and viced them shut. It shook its muscled neck; a grinding sound followed. The creature snorted and dropped the mutaa’s carcass to the ground.


      The Kurgan had a word for the weak, lazy, doomed men of the civilised lands: they were merely turm. Ortak Nalgar watched the last of the turm as they crossed the horizon.


      He’d received commands from Vardek Crom, the Chief of Chieftains, who had defeated the leaders of all the tribes, including Ortak Nalgar himself. He had business in the mountains. He had gathered many dislocated tribesmen in the hours since the battle; they would come with him.


      But first he would follow those turm, and see where they led him.


      Angelika and Franziskus spent several hours in their makeshift cell, tensely resting themselves. Finally, the snap of a key in the door lock brought them to attention. Angelika pressed to the wall by the door frame, in case whoever stepped through it was sufficiently incautious to let her out behind him.


      Curran inched prudently in, preceded by his spear. Angelika shifted instantly to a pose of casual boredom, and pretended to have been startled by his entrance. He edged into the room, spearhead trained on Angelika, but alert to Franziskus’ position, too. Deely followed, to put his spear at Franziskus’ back. Angelika couldn’t help but admire their technique. Rustic townsmen they might be, but they put to shame many of the supposed professionals who’d tried to keep her prisoner. They were good because they were unsure, and so remembered to fear her.


      The halflings prodded their prisoners out into the old fort and through its broken entryway. Gathered around it were dozens, perhaps as many as a hundred, townsfolk, divided equally between humans and halflings. The human men wore unassuming, colourless tunics over plain leggings while their women dressed in drab and sack-like frocks. Their halfling counterparts preferred more elaborate garb, adding ruffles, fringes, lace and embroidery patterns to the outfits of male and female alike. Every garment, whether humble or showy, exhibited the fraying scars of repeated mending.


      Whatever good impression their frugality conveyed was, to Angelika, dispelled by their apparent desire to kill her. Women beheld her with seething rage; some spat as she was pushed out into the courtyard. Clean-faced children stared out with bald curiosity from behind the skirts of their mothers. The men grumbled to one another; Angelika, heard the word ‘strumpet’. The people pushed so tightly around her that Curran had to shout at them to make room. So much, thought Angelika, for avenues of escape.


      Townsmen dragged two long and battered benches from the fort out into the dirt. Children and an elderly woman lunged for them, but Curran shooed them off, declaring the benches as seating for the tribunal. Seven villagers shouldered through the crowd to take their seats. Angelika’s hopes sank when she saw women among them. Though esteemed as the more forgiving sex, Angelika was well-acquainted with the vindictiveness of wronged women. If these were new widows, the sentence would be death. Overall, the tribunal consisted of four humans and three halflings – only three of them male.


      Rickety chairs were provided; Franziskus and Angelika were shoved down into them. Angelika’s was sized for a halfling. Though shaped for an expansive backside, its legs were short, forcing her to sit with raised knees, like a mantis. Filch again showed off his mastery of knots, tying both prisoners’ wrists and ankles to their chairs.


      Curran led the proceedings, an unfairness that came as no surprise to Angelika. A lengthy preamble laid out the rules, the clauses of the village’s ancient charter that granted them the authority to mete out any sentence to defendants of lowly rank, such as themselves. Curran would declare the charges against them; they would be permitted to speak in their own defence, or to admit fault and plead for clemency. Then Curran could, if he so desired, question them to clarify their testimony. Witnesses might then be summoned by Curran to rebut any factual claims she or Franziskus might make. Then the tribunal would decide their fate. They could be acquitted, banned from ever again entering the village, maimed, or put to death.


      To refrain from saying that it would be a great favour to be eternally disallowed from again setting foot in Hochmoor required self-control of monumental proportions. Angelika congratulated herself for successfully exercising it.


      ‘Do the defendants have any questions regarding the rules I have just laid down?’ intoned Curran. Angelika nodded distractedly, intent on studying the seven jurors, to see how they regarded him. She hoped for looks of boredom or, better still, of strained forbearance. Unfortunately, they all seemed rapt and attentive, and respectful of her prosecutor, Angelika shifted uncomfortably against the ropes that bound her to her chair.


      Curran told the jurors how he and his brothers had gone out to recover the remains of the heroically slain, only to discover two grave robbers desecrating the bodies. The jurors recoiled on their bench, lips curled. Behind them stood Filch, who seemed excited, and Deely, on whose face Angelika read the only mercy in the crowd. She wondered if Filch still had her daggers, and where Franziskus’ sabre might be. Then she saw the hilts of her knives sticking up from Deely’s belt. Could she maybe contrive a demonstration that would get her out of the chair, where she could seize a hostage?


      Finally Curran finished calumnising them, and called on Angelika: ‘how do you defend yourself against this monstrous charge, witnessed in the light of day by three of us here?’


      ‘May I be freed of my bonds, to speak and gesture freely?’


      ‘No you may not.’


      A woman juror smirked as Curran made his ruling.


      ‘In that case, I protest the manifest injustice of this proceeding. What does your charter say as to the dignity in which a prisoner is permitted to plead his case?’


      She could see that Franziskus was displeased by this line of argument, but it was she that Curran had called on to speak, not him.


      Suddenly she understood why this was: Curran knew her temper. He wanted her to annoy the jurors.


      She regarded their prim, disapproving faces. She wanted to slap them.


      Angelika swallowed. If she could fight goblins, hold her own against orcs, and survive climbs up icy glaciers, she could summon the willpower to be pleasant to a covey of sour-faced townsfolk.


      ‘The charter makes no specific provisions for a criminal’s dignity,’ Curran announced.


      ‘But as we have, of yet, not been proven to be criminals, surely you will show me the justice you’d expect yourselves, if you were tried in some other town.’


      A rejoinder formed on Curran’s lips, but before he could give voice to it, Deely stepped forward to untie her. ‘It is only fair, brother,’ he said. The crowd murmured its displeasure at the halfling’s gesture of decency. Angelika took care to thank him as she stepped from the chair, but pleasantries were not her specialty, and her words seemed forced. She rubbed her wrists and wondered what to say.


      ‘I won’t lie to you,’ she began. ‘Nor will I dispute your friend’s account. Yes, I was looting a fallen soldier on the battlefield. And if Curran identifies the dead man as one of your neighbours, then of course, he is right.’


      Curran dangled the locket, which he’d confiscated from her during the forced march to the village. ‘This is what you took.’


      ‘Yes, I took that locket,’ said Angelika.


      Unprepared for honesty, the jurors exchanged confused glances.


      In an attempt to put herself on eye level with the seated jurors, she perched herself on her chair’s unsteady arm. ‘I have two things to say to you. The first, and most important, is that my companion here, Franziskus, is not guilty of this theft. Curran told you as much – he described me searching the bodies. Me taking the locket. Franziskus did neither of those things. Though he does not despise me, he does despise the act of looting, as he will tell you, if you ask him. He takes no part in it. He had no part in this.’


      ‘He protects you,’ Curran interjected. ‘He is therefore your accomplice.’


      ‘How did he protect me? You came at us and we ran. You pursued us and waited in ambush. Your brother hit him with a rock, and he fell to the ground. He neither assisted me, nor impeded you.’


      Curran moved close to her, propelled by a jabbing finger. ‘He would have, though.’


      ‘If you were to start prosecuting folk for what they might have done, given the chance, I daresay you’ll have to string up half the Empire.’


      A snort of laughter erupted from the crowd. It was Filch, covering his mouth. Beside him stood two other halflings, both of whom seemed at least partially amused.


      Curran glared at his sibling. ‘Shut it, you,’ he demanded.


      Emboldened, Filch stepped forward. ‘But she’s got you there, hasn’t she? We didn’t wait and give the fellow a chance to see if he was good or bad.’ He addressed Franziskus, who was still yoked to his chair. ‘If it turns out you aren’t bad, I’m sorry for hitting you with that rock. Normally my aim’s not that good.’


      A few townsfolk suppressed snickers and grins. More shushed Filch and waved him back into place.


      He adopted a hangdog look. ‘Can’t a fellow be sorry now?’


      ‘Shut it,’ Curran hoarsely cried.


      Filch sheepishly melted back into the crowd, but soon his friends were lowly conversing with him, adding a distracting buzz to the proceedings.


      ‘The tribunal has heard this first point you wished to make,’ said Curran. ‘You seek mercy for your accomplice.’


      ‘The point is that he is not an accomplice.’


      ‘Speak to your second point.’


      ‘All right. Everyone here knows one thing. You may dislike the thought of people removing goods from a battlefield–’


      Curran interrupted. ‘Desecrating the corpses of our loved ones, you mean.’


      ‘It may not please you to think it, but the day the first war was fought, the first looters cleaned up afterwards. I don’t pretend it’s a reputable undertaking. You’ve caught me with something that belongs to one of you. Normally this would not embarrass me in the slightest. I have never believed in the existence of good and honest folk, outside the stories and fables we tell each other. Certainly I have never met any – though perhaps you’re the ones who’ll prove me wrong.’


      ‘A peculiar line of defence,’ muttered Curran.


      Angelika shrugged. ‘You may find many of my beliefs peculiar. Franziskus certainly does. But here is one thing we can agree on: I did not bring sorrow on your heads today. It’s the war. Blame who you want. Blame the hordes of Chaos. They’re the ones who want nothing from you but your complete eradication. Blame the Empire, for not protecting you, so you had to send farmers out to do the work of soldiers.


      ‘Me, I prefer to direct my rage at fate itself, at this entire stinking world of death and falseness. As someone who’s seen it, I can tell you – life’s all sorrows and betrayals. It rewards and punishes us at random, whether we are good or bad.


      ‘You grieve, and wish to feel better. You can’t behead Chaos, or the Empire, or fate, so you seek solace in killing me. I seem to have no way of stopping you, except to warn you that my blood won’t lighten your hearts, not for the tiniest moment. You’ll feel sick and empty, and nothing more. If you really are the clean, honest, hardworking people you think you are, I suggest you stay spotless, and not stain your hands with yet another pointless slaying.’


      Curran’s spear rested against the fortress wall. He dashed to grab it and wheeled on Angelika. ‘A disgraceful plea. An obscene plea.’


      She stood her ground and he stopped just short of stabbing her. ‘Lies are soothing. The truth is not.’


      ‘You call that the truth?’ Curran yowled. He turned to the jurors. ‘I say we have heard enough. Now’s the time for our righteous verdict – a verdict of death.’


      Angelika decided to grab Curran’s spear. Her odds against an entire angry village were terrible, but she would not go meekly to her–


      Franziskus, she saw, had a dagger against his throat, held by a gaunt human townsman.


      Damn, she thought. She would have to find another way.


      Then came a shout from the back of the crowd: ‘Soldiers! Soldiers are here.’
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      Chapter Seven


      The knot of townsfolk turned in rough unison, giving Angelika their backs. Curran, she was annoyed to see, had shifted his gaze from her only slightly – and his spear, not at all. The bony human, however, had enthusiastically abandoned his post at Franziskus’ throat, sliding his knife into his belt and pushing into the crowd, craning his neck to see what they saw. Curran grimaced and called him back; he returned grumpily to hover over the prisoner. The knife, Angelika noted, remained on his hip. She feigned a relaxed and casual posture, vowing to find a moment she could exploit. At the same time she rehearsed a new clemency plea for use on whatever new authority was entering the village. If made aware of her crimes, any officer would want to make her an easy example of his stern discipline. Perhaps she could somehow pit townsmen against soldiers…


      Wooden sticks beat against the tight skin of a kettledrum and their echoes hit the fortress walls like cracking muskets.


      A head bobbed above the crowd. It was Jonas Rassau, on horseback.


      The villagers parted, revealing an entire company of mixed Stirland forces, finishing its ride up the dirt-road to the old fort. Angelika quickly counted upwards of threescore men. At the rear of the approaching column she spotted Rassau’s sergeant. Even though the lieutenant seemed unconcerned by her looting activities, and his sudden appearance could theoretically offer up a useful distraction, instinct told Angelika that her troubles had taken a sharp turn for the worse.


      The inky sky lent a sharp backdrop to flatter Rassau’s sculpted features. He peered down at the thronging civilians. ‘Who speaks for you townsmen?’ he called.


      Deely approached Rassau, signalling meekly that it was him. ‘Our headman went out with a dozen volunteers to join this morning’s battle,’ he said. ‘If the fight had gone well lieutenant, he’d be back by now. I am the village reeve, though.’


      Jonas smiled and swung from his horse’s saddle. Deely tugged nervously at the collar of his tunic. Angelika wondered why. Curran chewed his lip impatiently throughout these formalities, as if he thought he should take charge of the parley.


      ‘Ah, I was hoping this would be your village up here. Deely, wasn’t it?’ said Jonas, thrusting out his hand for the halfling to shake. Deely shyly complied.


      ‘Yes, I am Deely.’


      Jonas swept his head around. Angelika was sure he could see her, but he gave no sign of it. ‘Did you find the looter you were seeking?’


      Angelika figured it out: they’d already met. The halflings had asked if they’d seen her. Then, later, in the vineyard, they’d hidden from the lieutenant as he attempted to recruit Angelika. Hence Deely’s nervousness. Jonas might be displeased if he realised they’d been skulking around on him.


      ‘Ah,’ said Jonas, his gaze landing showily on Angelika and Franziskus. ‘Would this be them?’


      Feeling suddenly light-hearted, Angelika happily retook her spot in the chair she’d been bound to. A fascinating performance was about to commence. The halflings knew Jonas had already seen and spoken to her, but couldn’t accuse him without also admitting to spying on him. Angelika savoured the disconcerted mix of anger and dismay on Curran’s one-eared face. Finally he’d grown distracted, and lowered his spear.


      Rassau’s soldiers coolly ringed themselves around her – she was as trapped as before.


      ‘This would be them,’ Curran announced, ‘and you have interrupted our tribunal.’


      Jonas’ expression turned grave. ‘They stand accused of battlefield looting?’


      Curran puffed out his tiny chest. ‘Indeed they do.’


      Jonas scratched his stubbly chin as if wrestling with a delicate conundrum. ‘Then as a commissioned officer in time of war, it is I who have jurisdiction over crimes committed on the battlefield. We’ll take these wrongdoers off your hands, good Deely and Curran, and subject them to military justice.’


      He nodded to his men. Two swordsmen moved to clap a hand on each of Angelika’s shoulders. Another pair marched to Franziskus. Curran wheeled with his spear to hold them off. ‘No you don’t,’ he growled.


      The men stood their ground, hands slowly drifting to sword hilts. The other soldiers reached for their own weapons.


      ‘Curran, don’t,’ Deely said.


      Curran stamped his foot like a bull announcing a charge. ‘This is our village and it’s our friends they defiled.’


      ‘They are soldiers,’ said Deely.


      ‘I uphold the charter of our village.’


      Jonas moved between the men Curran held at bay. He held up his hands. ‘It is you, and your kind, we soldiers are sworn to protect. Do not make us draw on you.’


      Curran flushed with helpless rage. ‘It’s our friends they defiled.’ Other townsmen gathered behind him. The gaunt one pulled his knife.


      ‘Stop this, all of you,’ Deely cried.


      Curran pointed his spear at Jonas, the motion was half gesture, half threat. ‘You know what he’ll do if we hand them over? Nothing. He wants her to scout for him.’


      Jonas stayed still. ‘Why do you say that, Curran?’


      Curran looked to his fellow villagers for support. ‘Do you deny it?’


      ‘I ask you what makes you say it.’


      Curran addressed the townsmen. ‘As we waited for an opportune moment to seize these vile desecrators, we heard you make that offer.’


      Jonas sternly crossed his arms. ‘You hid from us?’


      Curran increased his volume, but also trod back a step. ‘We heard you with our own ears.’


      ‘Why did you not come forward, to press your claim?’


      Curran sputtered. ‘We heard you say you did not care.’


      ‘You mean to say you eavesdropped on us? Like vile and furtive sneaks?’


      The flustered halfling failed to summon an answer.


      Jonas turned to address the other villagers, turning his back to Curran’s spear. Angelika followed the ready gazes of the two swordsmen who flanked him; if Curran lunged, they’d cut him down. ‘Yes, this is what I said: we are at war, my friends, and today the enemy has dealt us a fearsome blow. This village has been spared the foeman’s merciless attack. Your neighbours have not been so lucky. Even now, the Kurgan horde rampages further into the heart of our land. And in those mountains’ – he pointed to the looming peaks of the World’s Edge range – ’that malefic army will fester and grow. They will come sweeping down again, and soon, you can be sure of that.


      ‘Who is there to staunch their hideous advance? Only we few soldiers. A mere handful of men. To protect this village, here, and all the others around here, and our very nation. Curran is correct to mourn the dead. He makes the gravest error, however, if he blinds himself to the true nature of the threat we face today. Do not spare these criminals. Force them to serve you, by binding them over to me. This woman’s skills, honed in a loathsome trade, must now be bent to the most righteous of causes. I assure you, my friends, it is not a fate she relishes.’


      He paused to let the crowd confer with itself. He waited till the murmuring had crested. ‘And further, my friends, I beg you this: if you truly wish to avenge your fallen, you’ll send men with us, to join our fight. We need every able-bodied slinger or spearman your village can spare. Take up the weapons of your forefathers. Fight so that you may have descendants to pass them onto. Fight lest these lands become a blasted plain, a graveyard for your women and children.’


      The people of Hochmoor nodded in glum agreement. Angelika had to credit his eloquence. Filch and his friends seemed especially roused by Rassau’s words. She checked Curran’s attitude, he would be the key.


      He stuck his spear into the dirt, his fist tightly balled around its haft. ‘Don’t listen to him. He doesn’t care a fig for us. If there are more of them coming, we need every able man here.’


      ‘Perhaps, brother, it’d be better to stop them from getting this far,’ said Filch, his voice meekly trailing.


      Curran spat. ‘The hope he offers you is nothing but a lie.’


      Rassau turned on him. ‘I’ve had all I’m ready to stand from you, little man.’


      He stopped himself short, but it was too late. Offended muttering broke out among the village’s halflings. Curran sizzled with happy spite.


      ‘Hope is never a lie,’ said Jonas. It was a game try, but he’d punctured his own authority.


      Curran pressed his case, gesturing to Angelika. ‘You wish a decision from our people. Well then, let’s have the defendant speak. You do, I suppose, wish to be spared, so that you may be press-ganged by this fiery hobnail?’


      ‘I wish to be spared,’ said Angelika.


      ‘And should we send our soldiers with him?’


      ‘That’s none of my concern.’


      ‘Would you do it, in our shoes?’


      You don’t wear shoes was the first answer that came to mind. After discarding that response, Angelika said, ‘I don’t know what you want to hear, so I’ll tell you the truth. You’re probably doomed no matter what you do. If you send men with him, they’ll likely die. If you hole up here and wait for the enemy to come and get you, I imagine it will. Get you, that is. Maybe your best bet is to abandon your homes and flee – though with that barbarian horde rampaging unchecked through the land, that’s not such a safe bet, either.’


      She was sitting, so the tightly grinning halfling was able to go nose-to-nose with her. ‘But if you had to choose?’


      ‘If it were up to me, I’d do whatever let me feel free, till my moment of reckoning came.’


      Curran broke from her to confront Jonas. ‘The scout you want so badly has little regard for your chances, lieutenant. I guess you were wrong about her.’


      Jonas was unfazed. ‘She doesn’t know me yet.’


      Curran poked his spear at Franziskus. ‘What about you?’


      ‘I go where she goes.’


      The halfling’s air of bloodthirsty amusement returned to him. ‘In that case, my friend, I daresay you’re accompanying her to hell. Tribunal, what say you? Render your judgement.’


      Jonas had withdrawn from the circle and was conferring with his sergeant. Angelika took this as proof that a fight would break out between villagers and soldiers if the tribunal refused to bind her over. That would be her time to bolt. She looked to Franziskus, and saw that he was ready, too.


      The sentry bells rang briefly, then fell silent. Kurgan war horns blasted from below. Half a dozen figures pounded up the road, astride dark horses. Angelika looked down the hillside; barbarian fighters swarmed up all sides of the slope.


      The village burned.
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      Chapter Eight


      Townsmen dashed to the lip of the hilltop. When they saw their homes afire, they ran down toward them. Humans and halflings spilled down the slope in scattered groups. Curran ran among them, trying to block them, crying out for order. Women and children fled for the doubtful safety of the crumbling fort.


      Angelika looked for the hillside escape route most likely to bypass the swarming barbarians. She was still unarmed.


      ‘Stay up here,’ Jonas cried. ‘Defend in good formation!’


      The townsmen, drawn like moths to the flames of their blazing homes, ignored him.


      Mounted Chaos marauders threw up clouds of dirt as they thundered up the road. Townsmen scattered as they came, diving into the bushes and saplings that grew alongside it. A rotund halfling tumbled beneath the hooves of a black steed and squeaked as it trampled him.


      A halfling girl fell in front of a corpulent human woman who dashed for the fortress entrance. Franziskus swept in to snatch her up.


      Angelika searched for Deely, who had her blades. She spotted him dashing for the slope and sprinted furiously after him. Her long legs gave her dominance over a thump-footed halfling. She tackled him, hitting him in the shoulders and bringing him down.


      Deely rolled. Angelika, waiting for him, pounced, planting her pointy knee on his sternum. He threw his arms back into the grass, in submission, seeming to know what she wanted from him. She rolled him onto his side, fleeced her twin daggers from him, and leapt off. Returning to the edge of the hilltop, she plotted an avenue of escape that would circuit through the invaders in their various groupings. She looked for Franziskus.


      At their sergeant’s command, the soldiers formed a semi-circle inside the broken gate, braced to receive the charging Kurgan cavalry. Jonas shouted for the remaining townsmen to join the formation. Curran surged at him like a furious bantam, uselessly waggling his spear, hectoring him unintelligibly. Jonas’ elbow shot out, catching the enraged halfling in the forehead. Curran wove, staggered, and folded in two. An unruffled Jonas resumed his barked commands.


      Filch and several other halflings, ignoring the indignity dished out to their compatriot, rallied to the Stirland officer. Clamouring for their friends to follow, they joined the half-circle of human soldiers, as other townsmen poured away down the hillside to fight for their hovels and cottages.


      Six barbarian riders reached the top of the hill. Their sturdy steeds broke easily through the wide gaps in the ruined stone gate. They crossed through a single volley loosed by the Chelborg Archers. Arrows clunked off helmets and shields. One found purchase in a patchy equine flank, another in the leg of a howling Kurgan. Barbarian horsemen rode into Stirland swordsmen. Axes and maces hammered down; heavy sabres jabbed and pierced in return. A mace smacked squarely into a swordsman’s face, pulverising it. Its owner flew backwards into the dirt and lay there, stunned and dying. The Stirlanders groaned in wrath and consternation.


      A sole Kurgan horseman, his armour bulkier and more ornate than the rest, had paused in a slight depression in the middle of the road about twenty yards from its summit. He sat confidently upon his huge and snorting horse, surveying his battlefield to see where he was needed. This was the Chaos chieftain, Ortak Nalgar. He waited, holding back from the battle.


      Jonas mounted his horse and Emil, who’d done the same, rode after him. Jonas bore down toward the barbarian who’d downed his man. The Kurgan wheeled his mount to better face his charge. Jonas rode past screaming and countered the swing of the Chaos worshipper’s mace with a brisk downturn of his sabre. The blade hit the Kurgan’s fingers, severing two and ruining the others. He squalled in agony as his weapon fell between his horse’s hooves.


      Jonas came circling back for a second charge. The barbarian rode off toward the ruins of the fort, where the women and children were. Jonas urged his steed on and overtook the barbarian’s. He struck wildly at the enemy’s back until he slumped in the saddle, then keeled over. Upended in his stirrup, the barbarian’s head bounced from rock to rock as his mistreated horse, freed of its reins, zigzagged aimlessly down the hillside.


      A pair of Kurgan footmen reached the hilltop and stampeded over its lip. They saw Franziskus standing alone, blocking the fortress entranceway, and heaved their massive bodies toward him. He hadn’t recovered a weapon. He reached down for a rock to throw. Low chortles arose from barbarian throats as they came at him.


      One tumbled headlong, his chin smacking the dirt. A knife protruded from the back of his neck. Angelika, perched on a fallen slab of outer wall, had thrown it. Franziskus had no time to thank her; the second Kurg was charging fast. For an instant he saw Angelika advance on the dead barbarian, to retrieve her dagger. Then the big man was on him. He ducked a swiftly-swung axe, and kept his balance to evade a repeat thrust. He jogged back, hoping desperately for aid or respite.


      Jonas rode between them, tossing Franziskus a spare sabre. He masked Franziskus’ vulnerability with a sweeping feint at the Kurg’s head. The Kurg swivelled to protect himself, only to see Jonas’ steed gallop back to the main melee at the roadway’s head.


      The marauder turned his attention back to Franziskus. They circled one another, testing sabre against axe. The enemy had fifty pounds on Franziskus, all of it heaving muscle. A filament of drool hung from the side of the Kurgan’s mouth. Franziskus wondered if there might be some way to bring his obviously superior intelligence to bear on the situation. He shifted his weight to his left side, winced, and limped backwards, holding his leg to feign an ankle injury. The barbarian smirked. They swayed around each other, Franziskus faking his injury and allowing the Kurgan to back him into the fortress wall. Then, foretelling his blow with his eyes, the Kurg aimed a low strike at Franziskus’ supposedly bad leg.


      It threw him off-balance, just as Franziskus had reckoned, exposing the steppe fighter’s neck. Franziskus slipped out of the way and slammed Jonas’ razor-sharp sword down onto the enemy’s naked spine. The wound seemed paper-thin at first then it welled with blood. The barbarian belaboured him with a wide and impetuous strike. Then he stopped, seeming to realise that he was dead. He sank to his knees, teetered, and slumped to the dirt.


      Franziskus heard a shouting voice – it was Angelika, beckoning him to follow her down the hillside. He wondered why she meant to join the battle down there, when it was best to keep the most dangerous foes, the mounted warriors, up on the hilltop, where Jonas’ forces were concentrated. He followed her a short distance to the lip of the hill. There he realised that Angelika, who skittered sideways down the slope, meant simply to flee the town. Franziskus watched her run.


      Widening his view, he saw helpless villagers falling beneath the clubs and axes of the Chaos horde. He turned to join Jonas’ men. As he ran toward their formation, Chelborg arrows downed a Kurgan steed. Stirland swords flew into the air and then down to slash at the unhorsed foe. Two barbarians clambered up the slope to dash at him, one from the front, one from behind.


      Angelika stopped midway down the slope to see Franziskus facing two bigger opponents. She called uselessly after him, hesitated, and reversed course, climbing up to help. All the way up she swore dark thoughts at him: if he wanted to rejoin the army he’d deserted from, that was fine by her, but if he was going to get himself killed, he should show the basic courtesy to wait till he was out of her sight to do it. No, Angelika wasn’t having any of that. Franziskus could under no circumstances die in a way that would induce even the slightest shred of guilt. Not with her new life of calm and safety so close at hand.


      When she reached the top, one of the barbarians had compassed his arms around Franziskus’, and held him, squirming and kicking, chest exposed. The other Kurgan, pausing to savour the moment of slaughter, swung his axe in a circle on its leather throng. He ululated a war-cry in the glottal Chaos tongue. He had his back to Angelika, and he was both helmeted and cuirassed, offering no tempting targets to her knife. The marauder holding Franziskus, on the other hand, wore no face-plate.


      She took a chance and threw her dagger at his face.


      It burrowed itself deep in the man’s eye socket. He grunted and fell from Franziskus, who stepped deftly away, to avoid being brought down with him. The axe-wielding man erred, turning back to see who’d thrown the dagger. Franziskus took the opportunity, snatching his dropped sabre from the ground. He swung the heavy sword into his enemy’s well-protected temple. The barbarian staggered back, stunned, then shook it off.


      Angelika ran toward the melee, as if ready to join it, though her intent was merely to circle around the barbarian, distracting him. Franziskus now seemed to have little need of her help, pounding his sword repeatedly across the helmet and breastplate of his opponent. She turned to tug her dagger from the skull of the Kurgan she’d killed.


      She stalked the battlefield like a crow, looking for safe blows to strike. Franziskus was wearing down his opponent; intervention in that fight did not justify the risk. Amid the clanging of weapons and the crackle of burning thatch, she felt the calm and detachment of being outside herself. Angelika was where she never wanted to be – in the heart of battle.


      Ahead of her, at the meeting point between road and hilltop, Jonas Rassau’s men appeared to be making headway against the invading barbarians. Only one Kurgan horseman still contended with them; the rest of their foes fought on foot, as they did. The defenders’ ranks had burgeoned, increased by townsfolk, including a few halflings, crazed with sudden bravura.


      Shelter. That’s what she needed. A vantage point. Especially now that the battle was turning, it would be unbearably ironic to be injured by a stray arrow or flying axe-head. She would find a safe spot, wait for Franziskus to get his alabaster hide out of harm’s way, and then quickly decamp, before the lovely folk of Hochmoor remembered their plan to lynch her. She looked to the dark walls of the crumbling fortress.


      Keeping a wary watch for enemies and flying objects, she skipped to a crumbled bit of wall and hauled herself up onto it. The missing bits of mortar made for fine handholds. With the facility of a stick insect, Angelika scaled a lone, freestanding section of wall. She perched about fifteen feet above ground level to watch the melee below. The wall creaked and shifted, then adjusted to her weight.


      A cacophony issued from the Stirland ranks. Suddenly men were falling back, bowled over. A new horseman, larger than the others, had joined the fight. Ortak Nalgar waded into the press of attackers and defenders, moving men aside with axe and elbow. The weapon-sharp hooves of his nightmare steed slashed into the chests of swordsmen and archers. The chieftain’s followers took heart and redoubled their attacks against the Stirland formation. Defenders fell or fled. Ortak Nalgar swung his axe and the heads of two archers separated from their bodies and sailed above the crush of men.


      Jonas’ horse reared back, withdrawing from the battle. Hugging tight to its muscular neck, legs wrapped firmly in the stirrups, he regained control of the panicked beast. He rode it in a circle around the hilltop, readying a charge against the Chaos chieftain.


      Spotting an opponent on horseback, and deeming him to be the leader of the enemy tribe, Nalgar trampled his massive steed over both barbarian and Imperial soldier in an effort to get to him.


      Angelika calculated the Chaos chieftain’s trajectory. He was headed straight for Franziskus and his opponent. Occupied by their exhausted, fruitless exchanges, neither saw the chieftain soar at them. Nalgar raised his axe.


      Angelika decided to do something stupid.


      Before Franziskus and his opponent, long before he reached his final target, Lieutenant Rassau, the chieftain would pass within a few feet of Angelika’s wall.


      His horse swung past her.


      She leapt.


      She fell onto his back. The impact knocked the wind out of her. She bounced off his thickly armoured frame and into the air. Ortak Nalgar flew from his saddle, beside her. He hit the earth first. She landed on him, his body breaking her fall. Feeling him strain beneath her, she scrambled off his back to land, dazed, a few feet away. Pain shooting through her, she got up to a crawling position. She heard a snort behind her. The gigantic chieftain was already on his feet, fixing her in his gaze. His axe lay in the dirt between them. He strained down but she grabbed it first. His boot crunched onto her fingers. White dots of agony pulsed in Angelika’s vision.


      Pounding hooves approached: Rassau was finally upon him, holding his sword out like a lance, aiming to run the chieftain through. Ortak Nalgar stepped off his axe, freeing Angelika’s hand. She rolled out of the way, executing a half-formed backwards somersault.


      Ortak Nalgar grabbed Rassau’s sword arm as he charged, yanking him from his horse. Rassau leapt onto him, gloved hands punching without effect on the chieftain’s helmet. Nalgar wormed his vambraced arm between them and pushed at Rassau’s throat, heaving him away. By some miracle of agility Rassau managed to remain standing, falling back onto his heels.


      Angelika’s head spun. She understood that she should be getting off the battlefield and out of the way. She blinked and tried to bring the world back into focus. The fight between Rassau and the chieftain became a struggle between slowed and lurching cut-outs.


      Skirmishes elsewhere on the hilltop and on the slopes of the village echoed distantly. Angelika wrenched around. Franziskus and his opponent had fought to a standstill, and now stood staring and panting at one another, neither able to take a step forward or raise his blade for another blow. Tears of effort streamed down both men’s faces.


      Angelika spun again. Ortak Nalgar suffered several free blows from Jonas’ sabre, then stooped to recover his axe. Thus equipped, the chieftain manoeuvred the smaller man easily around the battleground, pushing him back, draining his strength with one feint after another. Then Franziskus lurched into view. His opponent had somehow fallen, and had now wrapped one leathery hand around his ankle.


      Franziskus kicked him in the face, but he would not let go. He lifted Franziskus’ boot off the ground. Franziskus fell onto his back, ripped off his helmet, and smashed him a half-dozen times on the back of the head. The Kurgan kicked, twisted, bucked and finally slumped. Franziskus tore free from him and, in a daze, wandered into the fight between Jonas and the Chaos chieftain. Ortak Nalgar swiped at both men and they stumbled back.


      A third Stirlander leapt over to help bring the chieftain down. Though forced into a defensive mode, Ortak Nalgar fended off all three men with apparent ease. Angelika wanted to shout to Franziskus, to urge him away from the battle. To remind him that these people wanted him dead, just minutes ago, and would likely turn on him again, if their anger remained unsated. There would be no use in it, though: it would merely spur him on. Despite all their time together, he was still in thrall to romantic notions of heroism.


      On the edges of the fray, she beheld Filch, as he fled from a huge Kurgan warrior. She remembered his facility with a thrown rock. Angelika regarded the wall behind her, and recalled how unstable it had seemed when she’d jumped from it. An idea coalesced. While the three Stirlanders worked to keep Ortak Nalgar encircled, she snatched a large piece of dislodged brick. Too large, in fact; she dropped it in favour of a smaller cousin. She weighed it in her hand. She thought about throwing a knife, and the differences between a dagger and a rectangular chunk of stone. If she erred, this could go very wrong. But the chieftain seemed to be gaining his second wind, so the risk seemed worth taking.


      She waited for the fighting men to reach the right point in their orbit. To mark out their pace, she counted in her head. One gold crown, two gold crown, three gold crown.


      Angelika threw the rock.


      It banged into Ortak Nalgar’s helmet, striking a few inches above the bridge of his nose. A flanged ornament of cresting spikes detached from the dented headpiece. It swung uselessly, humiliatingly, from a tiny screw. Ortak Nalgar turned to Angelika. Quaking with fury, he ripped the ornament from his helm. He pushed past Franziskus, knocked down Jonas, and charged at her, swinging his axe and shouting out foul Kurgan curses.


      As Angelika had guessed, it was a particularly gruesome blow to a steppe barbarian’s pride to be assaulted by a combatant of the female persuasion. He would have to act immediately to recover his honour. He hurtled at her.


      The next move was more than risky. Possibly fatal, if she got it even a hair wrong. So dangerous that she could not conceive of a solitary rational reason to even attempt it, except that it was already too late to stop.


      At the last possible moment, she adjusted her stance. She readied herself to receive the blow, and turn it to her own ends. As he made impact, she drew back and around him, pivoting him into the decrepit wall, letting the force of the slam throw her clear.


      Half a ton of ancient brick escaped its bonds of decaying mortar to shower down upon him. Ortak Nalgar wailed in outrage and then fell silent, entombed in a heap of rubble. A cloud of brick dust drifted from it.


      Angelika had landed painfully on her tailbone. Jonas came to her side and pulled her up. The pair of them stood dumbly before the debris pile. Jonas held his sabre ready, in case the chieftain suddenly shrugged his way through the crushing stone. Behind them, where the main mass of men battled on at the head of the road, the sounds of combat had dulled.


      She promised herself that that trick was the last foolish risk she’d ever take.


      Ortak Nalgar’s black steed wheeled, stamping the ground in a tight, crazy circle. Through foam-flecked teeth it howled, producing a sound more like a wolf than a horse. It bolted at Angelika and Jonas, intent on trampling them. Angelika turned and leapt into a space between sections of fortress wall. Jonas stood his ground as the beast bore down on him. He drove his sabre deep into the raging animal’s underbelly. Its momentum took it headlong into the pile of bricks, where it collided with a terrible impact. Jonas flinched at the sound of its cracking bones. The dying beast writhed and groaned, waggling its broken limbs.


      A lone Kurgan marauder, unchallenged by any defender, wandered toward the debris pile, mouth agape. Two halflings charged, flanking him; Angelika recognised one of them as Deely. The Kurgan, his fortitude sapped by his master’s demise, turned and ran. He swung his axe wildly out at his side, trying merely to fend off his tormentors and escape. Deely fell back, clutching his throat. The marauder picked up speed, though it did not matter: the second halfling had dropped his spear and rushed to Deely’s side, holding him upright.


      The Kurgan ran past the ranks of his compatriots at the roadhead, squalling in disbelief. His cries struck confusion into his fellows’ hearts. If unengaged, they froze. If stuck in combat, they faltered. A few, torn by grief, fell abruptly beneath Stirland blades, or quivered, impaled, on halfling spears. Most, feverish with unreasoning fear, disengaged deftly from their melees.


      Jonas moved to his skittish mount, clucking soothingly at it. He hauled himself up onto the stirrup and, caressing the horse’s neck, impelled it forward, toward his men. ‘Stand down!’ he called. ‘Do not pursue.’ The men regarded him with obvious relief, then watched as the barbarians dispersed. A few, bolting from burning homes, were trapped, brought down and slaughtered by furious townsmen. Dozens more escaped. Within minutes, the surviving Chaos troops were gone, each routing in his own random direction.


      Emil led the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen in tending to their dead and wounded. A pair of swordsmen had been killed, along with the two archers whose heads the chieftain had taken.


      Worried halflings gathered around Deely, who lay prone near the rubble pile. The right sleeve had been ripped from Curran’s shirt and wrapped around his brother’s torn throat. It was already stained through with bright arterial blood. Filch was at his brother’s side, too. Deely tried to raise himself up on his elbows to speak to him, then sank back down.


      Angelika ventured from her hiding place and Franziskus hobbled over to join her.


      ‘Wounded?’ she asked him.


      He shook his head. ‘Tired.’


      ‘Let’s go.’


      ‘Shouldn’t we at least–’


      ‘I’d prefer to subject my execution to a permanent postponement.’


      ‘That was before you saved their village, Angelika.’


      ‘If you want to count on their forgiveness, you’re free to stay. I’m going.’ She clenched her fists, Jonas was approaching. An unobtrusive exit would not be possible until she’d shaken him.


      He stood beside Angelika. Together they watched as a grey-bearded village healer dribbled a thick brown potion onto Deely’s resistant lips. ‘You see the dangers now,’ said Jonas.


      ‘I was never unacquainted with them.’


      ‘You must help us. We must stop more of these barbarians from crossing the mountains.’


      ‘I’m no soldier.’


      ‘Soldiers I have already. It’s your services I require, Angelika.’


      ‘No.’


      ‘You dealt ably with that chieftain.’


      ‘I wouldn’t be able to repeat that trick up in the mountains.’


      ‘You’ve more tricks than that, I’ll warrant.’


      ‘My answer remains no.’ She indicated the rubble pile. ‘Maybe you should move some of those bricks and make sure that chieftain is truly dead.’


      ‘He could not possibly be alive under there.’


      Angelika shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t want to be in this village if you’re wrong. He seems likely to bear a grudge.’


      ‘By the by,’ she said, raising her voice so that the townsmen gathered around Deely could hear, ‘how is it that the barbarians arrived here so quickly after you did? It isn’t possible, is it, that you led them here?’


      Heads turned their way. Jonas flushed. ‘Of course not,’ he said.


      ‘So you saw no enemy marauders on your way here?’


      Emil, along with others of the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen, came near, attracted by the rising edge in Angelika’s voice. The disquiet on their faces was plain: her guess was right. They’d encountered Chaos forces, who’d followed them to Hochmoor.


      ‘We did not,’ said Jonas.


      ‘Then they were able to follow you completely undetected.’


      Villagers drifted nearer, among them, the gaunt knife-man. Franziskus attempted to interpose himself between Angelika and Jonas; she moved to prevent him.


      Jonas spoke soothingly. ‘It is not seemly to argue now. We faced a common foe. Working together, we drove it off. That is what counts.’


      ‘The truth is,’ said Angelika, ‘that these folk might not have had to drive it off, were it not for your lack of caution.’


      ‘No,’ said Jonas, punctuating his exclamation with a snap of his cloak. ‘What is true is that we are at war. Against an enemy who hates all that we stand for, and wishes harm to all of us. You of Hochmoor have fought gloriously today, and brought defeat to that common adversary. Again, I say, it is time for loyal sons of Stirland to step forward, to join us as we journey to the mountains, to staunch the flow of barbarian foemen.’


      ‘Join you?’ The gaunt man pointed his knife at Jonas. ‘Your soldiers have brought us nothing but disaster.’ His bloodied friends murmured their assent.


      ‘Our homes are aflame,’ an old woman cried.


      ‘Imagine your fate if we hadn’t been here to protect you.’


      ‘The grave robber’s not right, is she?’ asked the gaunt man. ‘You couldn’t have led them here, to a defenceless village, its best fighters already slain on your godforsaken battleground.’ He advanced on Jonas, brandishing his weapon.


      Jonas’ swordsmen had casually encircled him, and now closed tighter, to defend him. They pushed past Angelika, leaving her outside the stiffening jostle. Angelika inched crabwise, toward a promising route of escape.


      ‘Listen to me!’ Jonas called. ‘Are you cowards, or are you Stirlanders? You are Stirlanders, are you not? Is that not the important truth?’


      His ardour increased. ‘You are right to protest the injustice of war. But it’s the wretched enemy you must blame for the harm done to you today. Are we such fools that we’ll allow him to divide us?’


      Angelika’s estimation of his oratorical skills, already high, increased by yet another degree. Already he had the distrustful, grief-maddened villagers at least halfway swayed. It was time for Angelika to speed her exit. Franziskus would have to shift for himself. He could find her later, or join Jonas, if he preferred. They were due to part, anyhow.


      A halfling voice threw a declamatory obstacle in Jonas’ path. ‘If you led them here, tell us the truth, and we’ll forgive you.’ It was Filch, Angelika realised. He seemed to think he was being helpful. Angelika was almost tempted to stay, just to see how it all turned out.


      Angelika found herself at the rubble pile. She looked at it uncertainly. The corpse of the chieftain’s steed still lay on it. There was no sign of the barbarian leader beneath it – not a leg, not a protruding hand. No way of being sure he was dead. The stones were heavy, but the Kurgan had been well-armoured. Despite Jonas’ certitude, he might still be breathing under there.


      ‘It pains me to say it, Filch,’ came Jonas’ reply. ‘But do we know for sure it was not you and your brothers who were followed here?’


      The crowd hummed its horror at this unthinkable suggestion. There was no truth to it: if Chaos had been on their trail during the trek to Hochmoor, Angelika would have noticed.


      She froze. One of the bricks seemed to shift.


      ‘Deely’s dead,’ Curran ran toward her, from the side, blinded by tears. He had his spear out.


      ‘Stay back,’ Angelika cried. ‘The barbarian–’


      ‘If it weren’t for you, he’d be alive.’ Curran came at her from her right, occupying her chosen path out of the village. Behind her was the rubble pile, which she had no desire to interfere with. If she ran ahead, she’d be right back in the crowd. She ran to the left, toward the treacherous fortress walls.


      Curran hurled his spear; it came at her as she wove between gaps in the wall. She skipped left to avoid it, her shoulder grazing the still-extant part of the wall she’d toppled. Stones barraged down onto her head and shoulders. Her chin hit the ground and her vision blurred. Before she lost consciousness, small, angry fists were grabbing her hair, pounding her skull against the stony ground.
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      Chapter Nine


      Her beating and rescue swam before her in flashes of dulled, fragmented awareness. The halfling was on her, a tenacious daemon crawling on her back, hurting her, shrieking into her ear. Voices chorused: an audience to watch her downed and brutalised. The daemon was lifted from her back, screeching, demanding blood in the disconcerting voice of a child. There were blows struck, not against her, but against him. His face fell in the dirt before her, a soldier’s boot at the back of his neck, holding him in place as he sputtered and jigged. Crimson trickled from his scalp; his cheeks puffed out in impotent fury. More contending voices: the villagers arguing with the soldiers. Jonas placating. Unfamiliar voices demanding. Swords unsheathed. A hush – the quiet that precedes a fight. The delicate tread of boots on gravel, men shifting positions, preparing to spring.


      Lower voices, full of threat. A stand-off. A resolution. A falling-off of tension. Negotiations.


      Angelika lifted up into the air. Droplets falling on her lips. Tasting them: blood, presumably her own.


      Trying to walk. Unable to do it. A familiar smell nearby: Franziskus’ hair. He was carrying her on his shoulders. Someone else holding her up from the right. Jonas?


      Lifted up further. Bonds tying her in place. Breathing shallowly. Her vision labouring to unblur. The rhythm of her own breathing, against that of another creature. Lying against the neck of a horse. Tied into the saddle. They had her on a horse. Her pulse, against its. Calmness, blackness.


      She was being taken into safety, and also danger.


      Jonas had rescued her from the villagers.


      Jonas had taken her prisoner.


      She was going to the mountains.


      Jonas and Franziskus walked together beside the horse that bore Angelika along. The Gerolsbruch Swordsmen marched toward the World’s Edge Mountains, Emil in the lead. Hochmoor was only an hour behind them. Jonas had allowed himself to straggle back from the pack, though not so far that he and Franziskus could not rejoin the column should enemies crash suddenly into view. The soldiers trudged along a wide and treeless plain, far from the threat of ambush.


      Franziskus checked Angelika’s condition. He’d replaced her head bandage twice already. Unlike the others, this one had remained white and pristine. He wondered whether he should wake her for water, and decided not to.


      ‘Not nearly as bad as she looks,’ Jonas said. He was only a few years older than Franziskus, but addressed him with an air of confident seniority. ‘She’ll be up before we know it. Mostly shock, I think.’


      Franziskus walked closer to the horse to check on Angelika’s condition. He’d be happier if they found a safe, stationary place for her to rest. ‘I was afraid she wouldn’t stop bleeding.’


      ‘Scalp injury,’ shrugged Jonas. ‘They always look worse than they are. Plenty of blood, but the wound’s superficial.’ Franziskus had stood over while the unit’s medic stitched her; it was true that the cut was much smaller than he’d imagined.


      ‘I hope you’re right. Head injuries can fool you.’


      ‘Unfurrow your worried brows. That hot-headed halfling may have bashed her around some, but I got to him before he did any real harm.’


      Franziskus winced. Jonas had probably broken several of Curran’s ribs when he threw him down. Though naturally glad to see him pulled away from Angelika, Franziskus was nonetheless twinged by a residual sympathy for the poor fellow. He’d lost his best friend, and his brother, too. If Franziskus had got to Curran first, he wouldn’t have hurt him so badly. But then, Jonas did what needed doing. Any injuries the halfling had suffered were ultimately of his own making.


      ‘Franziskus, I’ll be frank with you. The simple truth of it is that your friend will be assisting us in our mission. Make it easy on her. Help her to see the way.’


      Franziskus grimaced. ‘I don’t see how you intend to get her into those mountains if she doesn’t want to go.’


      Jonas spoke softly. ‘That’s your job, my friend.’


      ‘Why do you think you need her so badly?’


      ‘I know it, because my commander ordered me to find someone like her, and there she is, right before me. The gods have provided. Surely you have faith, Franziskus?’


      ‘Yes. Sigmar will deliver us. But I suggest you not use that argument on Angelika.’


      ‘The gods may bind the godless to their cause.’


      ‘Especially don’t say that.’


      Jonas laughed, though Franziskus had not been joking. ‘You’re a Stirlander,’ he said.


      Franziskus couldn’t deny it, his accent gave him away.


      ‘Like me, you come from a pedigreed family.’


      Unwanted emotion choked at him. ‘I have lost any claim on a noble name,’ he said.


      ‘Maybe we’ve even met before. When we were children, perhaps?’


      Franziskus shrugged.


      ‘Which unit did you desert from, Franziskus?’


      He buttoned his coat, as if torn by a chill wind. ‘If you wish to bring me up on charges, the articles of military justice of course permit you to do so.’


      The lieutenant’s hand appeared on his shoulder. ‘You’re here, aren’t you? Fighting when it counts.’


      ‘As a warrior for the Empire, I’ve proven myself of little use. Instead, lieutenant, I’ve adopted a narrower goal – the aid of a single person, who protected me when there was no one else to do it.’


      ‘We are peers, Franziskus. Honour me by referring to me as Jonas.’


      ‘You spoke very eloquently to those townsfolk back there, Jonas.’


      ‘You think me a silvertongue? A dissembler?’


      ‘I wouldn’t say that. But you look quickly into a man’s heart and plumb there for ascendancy.’


      Now Jonas chuckled. ‘Your meaning eludes me, Franziskus.’


      ‘You can tell I yearn for the respect of a man like you. A leader of soldiers. A hero of the black and yellow. So I’ll warn you – the more I argue your cause, the more Angelika will resist. On my clumsy lips, any call to virtue or sacrifice seems absurdly naive.’


      ‘I suspect you’ve more influence over her than you know.’


      ‘You haven’t seen us together much.’


      Jonas’ voice dropped down into the conspiratorial registers. ‘You aren’t the first man to ever doubt himself, Franziskus. I might look to you like a great hero or some such, but this is my first command. And I tell you, I will not allow myself to fail. You agree that the enemy force – that which we cannot name – it must be vanquished, yes?’


      ‘Without question.’


      ‘You saw how unprotected that village was, from even a few stray marauders. If there’s a second wave of enemies about to swarm down those mountains, and you have the power to stop them, then you must. Yes?’


      ‘If I could, yes, I would.’


      ‘Well, Franziskus, we can, together. With your friend’s help. And if what you say is right, that you can’t secure that help, well then you must do your bit to advise me. Yes?’


      A vague nausea swept through the blond deserter. ‘She won’t do it. She’d sooner slash her own throat than follow an order. Nothing matters to her more than her freedom.’


      ‘That will mean nothing if the Empire falls.’


      ‘Here’s what she’ll say to that: that ever since it was founded, twenty-five hundred years ago, the Empire has been falling, and it’s nowhere nearer to hitting the ground than it ever was.’


      ‘She’s wrong. Never have we been more besieged.’


      ‘If there is a fact she does not wish to hear, she will not hear it. By the end of the argument, she may have you convinced you’re wrong. That up is down, and the sun rises in the north each afternoon.’


      ‘It would require a certain contrariness, to live as she does.’


      Franziskus nodded vigorously. ‘You don’t know the half of it.’


      ‘She loots graves for a living?’


      ‘Battlefields only. She lives by a strict credo. Never does she rob from the living. Nor will she kill, except in self-defence.’


      ‘That will pose us no difficulty. The moment you meet him, any Kurgan warrior will give you ample reason to kill him. How long has she plied this trade of hers?’


      ‘I’m not sure. She was quite experienced when I met her, nearly two years ago now.’


      ‘It can’t be a lucrative profession.’


      ‘You’d be surprised at the wealth soldiers carry with them.’


      ‘You take a share of this money?’


      ‘She has offered it but I refuse, always. Though I am still a little tainted: sometimes she pays for my lodging and food, with the gold she’s earned.’


      ‘She fritters away the rest on drink? On other amusements?’


      ‘She’s no wastrel.’ Franziskus blurted the words a bit curtly. He took a breath, to tamp down his growing anger.


      ‘I meant no offence. And surely it takes a kind of bravery, to do what she does. Sometimes the dead are less so than they at first appear.’


      ‘Or they have angry relatives,’ said Franziskus. ‘I’ve begged and pleaded with her to stop, you know.’ He looked to Jonas for a response, but the lieutenant simply waited for him to continue. ‘And she’s retiring, finally.’


      ‘So you do hold sway over her, after all.’


      ‘It’s nothing I said. To that I can attest. But now she’s left the Blackfire, and – she’s already admitted it, the attempt to loot up here in Stirland was a foolish, greedy error. We were about to part ways. Jonas, you can’t drag her off to war. I won’t have her put in danger again, now that she’s at last decided to live a quiet life.’


      ‘You fear fate’s cruelty?’


      ‘The gods are too fond of irony. Now that she seeks safety, that’s when they’ll strike her down.’


      ‘The gods are on our side, Franziskus.’


      ‘Let her rest up, then go on her way.’ Franziskus seized the lieutenant by the sleeve. ‘I’ll go in her place. I’ve learned my way around crags and forests. I implore you, Jonas, don’t make her go with you.’


      Jonas patted Franziskus’ hand as he detached it from his arm. ‘I’ll ask her to come. I won’t force her, I give you my word on that. If it’s gold she craves, I can offer it.’


      ‘She doesn’t need any more–’ Franziskus cut himself off.


      ‘She has all the wealth she needs?’


      ‘She has given up this life.’ Franziskus’ ears burned. He looked over at Angelika. She seemed to be stirring. He dashed to her side, then took a canteen from the horse’s saddlebag to wet a cloth. He pressed it gently to her cheeks. Her eyes opened.


      ‘I’m going to kill that halfling,’ she said, and fell back into her wounded slumber.


      Hands clasped behind his back, Curran hunched over the pile of rubble on Hochmoor’s fortress hill, stubborn annoyance tightening his rounded features. Strands of Angelika’s dark hair still clung to the cuffs of his shirt and to his perspiring palms. At Curran’s side hovered his gaunt human friend.


      ‘But Gundred,’ Curran said to him, ‘it only took you and Ingwold here half a week to move that garden wall from the old Hide property.’ He hiked his thumb at a freckled young man, Gundred’s cousin, who lingered nearby, eager to be assigned an important task.


      Wind gusts seized smoke from the town’s smouldering homes and pulled it like spun sugar into the sky above them.


      ‘I think we should leave it,’ Gundred said.


      ‘Leave it? We can’t leave it,’ said Curran.


      Gundred called back to Ingwold. ‘How about you? Do you think we should leave it?’


      Curran did not wait for Ingwold’s opinion. ‘Who knows what contagions his corpse will release as it rots? We must get it out of there and burn it. It is a thing of the enemy.’


      ‘He may worship that dread force, but he is a man.’


      ‘A man from the lands of madness. After all we’ve been through, do you wish a plague on us besides?’


      Ingwold wandered closer. He kicked tentatively at a mortar chunk on the pile’s edge. ‘You don’t think he could still be alive under there, do you?’


      Curran grunted his exasperation. ‘Of course not. If he was, he’d have crawled out from under there already. Wouldn’t he?’


      ‘I suppose,’ Ingwold allowed.


      Curran stalked over to a wheelbarrow some feet away from the pile, seizing a shovel and thrusting it into Ingwold’s callused hands. Ingwold took the spade but made no move toward the heap of stones. Curran snorted contemptuously at him. Ingwold gestured feebly and thrust the point of the spade into the pile. He overturned one stone, then another and they tumbled down into the grass.


      Ortak Nalgar erupted up through the rocks, mortar dust plastering his face and unfettered, shaggy hair. He snatched the shovel from Ingwold’s hands and brained him with it. Terror locked Gundred’s feet in place. The chieftain stepped carelessly over Ingwold’s twitching body. Bellowing for help, Curran ran to his spear, which leaned against the fortress wall. Gundred collected himself and drew his knife. Ortak Nalgar clamped a hand over the gaunt man’s wrist and snapped its bones, releasing the blade. Gundred tripped back as Nalgar stooped to claim it. The barbarian charged him, sweeping the knife before him.


      Gundred felt his throat: wet blood gushed from a deep slit opened by Nalgar’s wide swipe. The gaunt man fell to his knees. Nalgar left him to bleed and turned his attention to the halfling. A chortle rattled in his throat as Curran bolted at him. He rocked back in his boots, bracing for the charge. The halfling’s spear hit the centre of Nalgar’s breastplate, barely swaying the much larger man.


      ‘Curran,’ a voice cried. A townsman peeked up over the lip of the hill. Nalgar turned to look and without further utterance, the man reversed himself and fled.


      ‘Help me,’ Curran keened.


      Nalgar grabbed the spear haft to pull the halfling toward him. Curran let go, turning to sprint for the road. Nalgar pursued him, outpacing him without effort. He tripped the fleeing halfling, bouncing him like a ball across the grassy hilltop. Curran struggled to right himself, but then the chieftain was on him. Nalgar placed one wide hand between his legs and another on his neck.


      Groaning in gleeful exertion, he hoisted the squirming halfling up into the air, then brought his spine down on the point of his armoured knee. Curran felt himself instantly paralyzed; the barbarian tossed him onto the ground to gasp for air. The last thing he saw, before his fatal impalement, was his own spear in the chieftain’s hand, poised to pierce his throat.


      Ortak Nalgar cast his eyes about for his great-axe. When he did not see it, he strode confidently down the hillside. It would be somewhere in this town. And once he had recovered it, he would assemble for himself a new troop of raiders for a second assault on the Empire. He would go to the mountains.
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      Chapter Ten


      The Gerolsbruch Swordsmen hiked out of the valley and into hillier terrain. As the high summer dusk filled the sky with pink and orange light, the unit passed a series of stone markers, some recently overturned. They marked sheep pastures, explained one archer who knew the country. They trudged on. Angelika was still slumped over Jonas’ horse; it made a hard ascent up ever-steeper slopes. Franziskus kept by her side, to catch her if she slipped from the saddle. A pulsing, organic sound buzzed up ahead.


      Clearing a rise, they beheld clouds of blowflies, shining blue and green, swarming around the corpses of slain sheep. Their meat had rotted and was falling from exposed femurs and ribcages. The animals were two or three day’s dead. Further ahead lay a large wooden structure, partially burned: a sheep-herder’s barn. Beside it stood a set of stone foundations, half-buried by wood ash – the remains of a home. A smaller hayloft, only lightly scorched, sat a few dozen yards away from the main structures. Fire-red sumacs, arrayed like a horseshoe, surrounded the enclosure on three sides.


      Jonas conferred with Emil. He ordered his men to take the barn as their base, and to set up a perimeter including the hayloft. He returned to his horse. Angelika was awake and blinking, rubbing the back of her head with the heel of her palm. Franziskus stood by, to help her dismount. She slung herself down into the stirrup. Wavering only slightly, she stepped down onto the grassy ground. Franziskus went to her, to hold her up. Jonas moved to take up position on her other shoulder.


      ‘We’ll get you into that hayloft over there,’ Jonas grunted. ‘Get you some privacy, away from the men.’


      ‘I’m fine,’ Angelika muttered. She squirmed, but both the men kept a tight hold on her.


      ‘You need to rest a bit more – then you’ll be fine,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘What kind of a delicate blossom do you think I am?’ Angelika twisted free of them, then pitched forward onto her knees. They came to help her but she waved them off. ‘I’ve been awake for hours,’ she said. ‘What I need is to walk around for a while. And some food, if you have it.’


      Jonas gestured to Emil, who barked out an order to the supply chief. He went ahead into the hayloft, with sausages, cheeses and a smallish cask of brandy. A swordsman laid a fraying blanket out on the straw-covered floor. Jonas, Angelika and Franziskus dug into the provisions in relative silence. Only after repeated invitations did the latter two accept the lieutenant’s brandy. Angelika sipped gingerly, then rolled her eyes. ‘My head isn’t ready for this,’ she said.


      Emil knocked lightly on the loft’s open doorframe and Jonas leapt up to hear him. They spoke softly; evidently, the men had found bodies in the barn. Jonas shook his head. ‘Bury them out back, behind that grove of trees.’


      He sat on the floor, placing his back against a support beam, eating nothing more. Angelika and Franziskus kept ravenously chewing.


      ‘This is good food,’ said Angelika.


      ‘It isn’t, but you’re hungry. A shock can do that to you.’ Jonas closed his eyes; for a moment, it seemed as if he’d nod off to sleep.


      Angelika cocked her head charily. ‘I suppose I owe you thanks for rescuing me from that tiny lunatic.’


      ‘I suppose you do,’ replied Jonas, eyes still shut.


      Silence returned.


      Angelika was the one to break it. ‘Perhaps I was dreaming, but it seemed to me like the two of you were talking the whole way, like long-lost brothers.’


      ‘We spoke for part of the way,’ said Franziskus.


      Jonas hunched forward. ‘Franziskus and I were acquainting ourselves with one another, alone. I’m hoping he’ll excuse himself, so that you and I can do the same.’


      Franziskus remained in place.


      ‘I owe you the courtesy of a chat,’ said Angelika, ‘but your rescue party has taken us in the wrong direction. I’m not going with you.’


      Jonas smiled. ‘Your candour is appreciated. However, you may be the last woman I see for a long time. You can’t deny me a few pleasantries, can you?’


      Angelika dragged herself over to a beam opposite Jonas’. ‘You heard him,’ she said to Franziskus. ‘He’d like to flirt with me a while.’


      Franziskus slowly stood. He stalked gradually out of the loft, taking care to step close to Jonas’ feet on the way out.


      ‘He’s protective of you,’ said Jonas, when he’d gone.


      Now Angelika’s eyes closed. ‘Do you require a bodyguard? He’ll soon be at a loose end.’


      ‘It’s a scout I need.’


      ‘He might do a passable job of that. There’s probably a warrant for desertion out on him. You could help him clear that up, reunite him with his family.’


      ‘Your young friend is a deserter?’


      ‘I’m telling you nothing you haven’t already figured out on your own.’


      ‘It is rather plain.’


      ‘Then belay the gamesmanship. He needs your help. You need his. What could be more perfect?’


      ‘I’ll do all you ask for him – if you come with us.’


      She swatted the air dismissively. ‘That would repay his services, not mine.’


      He positioned himself next to her. She let him. ‘What fee do you desire?’


      ‘I’m not for hire.’


      ‘Franziskus says you don’t like taking orders.’


      ‘Who does?’


      ‘Most men, as a matter of fact, but let’s not distract ourselves with philosophy.’ He held up his brandy cup and made a toasting motion.


      Angelika inserted a pause, then mirrored his gesture.


      ‘I feel sorry for him,’ he said.


      ‘Who? Franziskus?’


      ‘He loves you.’


      ‘I, too, feel sorry for anyone in love with me.’


      ‘You can’t be that horrid, can you?’


      ‘I most certainly can.’


      ‘His chances are nil, then?’


      ‘Did he promise to talk me into going with you, if you pitched woo for him?’


      ‘He told me I’d never convince you.’


      ‘He’s right on that count.’


      ‘He’s glad you’re giving up your unwomanly ways, to live in a manner more fitting to your sex.’


      Angelika sat up. ‘He said that?’


      ‘Ah. I’ve committed a gaffe. Please consider that I have paraphrased him liberally.’


      ‘What else did he say?’


      ‘You can’t blame him if he’s a mite possessive.’


      ‘I suppose you’re the same way.’


      Jonas laughed. ‘No, the opposite.’


      ‘You flee from women?’


      ‘Only afterwards.’


      ‘My policy also. Avoid romantic entanglements.’


      ‘No wedding ring will yoke you?’


      ‘A woman should buy her own ring, that’s my theory.’


      ‘Is that so?’ Jonas appeared lost in thought for a moment.


      Angelika leaned forward to take more brandy. This time she filled her cup near to the top, and drank heartily from it. ‘I can’t believe Franziskus came out and said that.’


      ‘Perhaps I’m exaggerating.’


      ‘He didn’t say he loved me.’


      ‘No, but it’s plain after half a minute, isn’t it?’


      ‘I try to ignore it.’


      ‘You prefer a fellow with a bit more meat on him, and a few more years.’


      ‘Not too much more of either.’


      ‘Most of all, you prefer a man who’s about to depart for a long journey.’ He placed his hand on her knee.


      She let it lie there. ‘One I’m not going on.’


      ‘Me, I like a sharp-edged woman. You know, a spot of trouble.’


      She placed her hand on his. ‘Everybody makes a foolish mistake now and then.’


      Franziskus sat among the men of Jonas’ unit, in the barn as they drank well-watered grog and chewed on hardtack. The Gerolsbruchers laughed and told bawdy jokes, each one filthier than its predecessor. One of the men suffered an epic bout of flatulence and his fellows guffawed until tears filled the creases of their cheeks. They threw dice and laid copper-penny bets. The archers took seats apart from the swordsmen, muttering amongst themselves. The stragglers from other regiments sat even further away. Emil leaned himself in a distant corner, cataloguing the scene through half-open eyes.


      Franziskus thought he perhaps ought to be doing the same, but another matter occupied his mind. He couldn’t believe it. All that time Jonas had been prying information from him, and it hadn’t been for a noble purpose at all. It wasn’t about saving the Empire, or receiving a gift from Sigmar, or requiring a scout for his regiment. His plans for Angelika were of the most selfish, basest kind. And Franziskus had been entirely taken in.


      He left the barn. The situation demanded the most delicate circumspection. Though resistant to his advice in general, Angelika would not tolerate even the tiniest intervention in her amatory activities. Yet, if his vow was to protect her, the attentions of this snake – this wolf – were surely as ripe a danger as a pit trap or goblin nest. She’d recently been hit in the head. By definition, then, she was in no shape to make decisions, especially not of a delicate nature.


      Franziskus paced outside the barn, hoping to summon the proper argument, or simply a credible diversion to pry the two of them apart.


      Watchers posted by Emil followed his movements.


      He forced himself to calm down. He was aware that he wore his emotions like an emblazoned tunic, rendering them all too clear to casual observers. If he hoped to be successful, he would have to conceal his feelings behind a hard and neutral mask – the way Angelika did.


      He required a pretence. A reason to casually appear. To split them up, or merely to interpose himself. Without giving himself away. Then later he could think of the right thing to say to Angelika, once they were apart. Franziskus thought. And thought, until perspiration soaked his collar.


      To blazes with it, he thought. That was his problem – he thought too long, and never acted. He would go to them, and then something appropriate would pop to mind. As would occur for any true man of action.


      No, wait. He would pretend to be heading out back, to – well, to attend to bodily needs, of course. And he would simply walk past them, and see.


      Franziskus walked past the open doorway and saw Jonas and Angelika locked in an embrace.


      Shaking sweat-drenched locks, he stomped away from the buildings.


      A rustling arose in the high bushes a few yards away. He glimpsed a spearhead.


      Not again! ‘Intruders!’ he cried. ‘Intruders!’

    

  


  
    
      [image: Knife silohette.tif]

      Chapter Eleven


      Two small figures wriggled from the bushes at Franziskus as he drew his sabre. They hit his legs, giving a clear chance to bring his sword slashing down into either attacker’s spine, but instinct told him not to do it. One of the tiny men wormed his way behind Franziskus’ right leg; the other pushed, to trip him. Franziskus shifted his weight, to throw them off, but misjudged and the three of them plummeted to the ground in a thicket of battling limbs.


      Soldiers ran from the barn, the light of swinging lanterns playing wildly over them. A third figure emerged from the bushes, pulling and tugging at the two who’d positioned themselves on Franziskus’ chest and legs. ‘No, no,’ he shouted. ‘That’s Franziskus!’


      Tired of playing patsy, Franziskus got his fingers around the throat of the halfling sitting on his chest.


      Lantern light briefly filled his face but Franziskus did not recognise his gurgling assailant. ‘Will you get off me?’ he demanded. The halfling, though limited by the choking grip on his windpipe, nodded and rolled away. Franziskus kicked at the other attacker, bringing his boot heel into solid contact with a halfling shoulder. Rassau’s swordsmen reached them, pulling the halflings to their feet and holding them fast. They fruitlessly kicked and squirmed.


      The unimpeded halfling stepped into the light, palms up in surrender. It was Filch. He grinned, as if in expectation of a hearty welcome. ‘We’ve come to join you.’


      Franziskus helped himself to a soldier’s lantern and held it to his two captured fellows. ‘Who is we?’ he enquired. He saw Emil joining the crowd from the barn, and both Angelika and Jonas emerging from the hayloft, but, as the aggrieved party, felt he had standing to lead the interrogation.


      Filch attempted to sidle his way, but found himself restrained by a pair of Gerolsbruch sabres across his chest. Through his feathery brows a sense of concern belatedly flickered. ‘You know we’ve come to join you, don’t you? It was his speech that told us to come. We want to fight for our people. Go the mountains with you.’


      ‘Release them,’ Jonas commanded.


      The captured halflings brushed daintily at their calfskin coat-sleeves. One still bore the red imprints of Franziskus’ fingers on his throat: at a full four feet, he stood a few inches taller than the average halfling. ‘This is Bodo,’ Filch announced. Bodo’s face was bony and hard, lacking the wreathing of fat typical of his food-fond race. His eyes were wet with bottled fury. ‘You said we’d be well-greeted here,’ he said to Filch, accusingly.


      ‘You should have approached us openly, then,’ Franziskus said, smacking dirt from his trousers.


      ‘And this is my other friend, Merwin,’ Filch said. Merwin’s gaze shot around the encampment; his thick, shoeless feet jittered anxiously beneath him. Beside the broad-shouldered Bodo and slender Filch, Merwin seemed an altogether average exemplar of his kind: nearly four feet tall, with a rounded face and a roll of fat shelved over the rope-belt that held up his short-legged trousers. Of the three, it was Merwin, with veiny nose and florid cheeks, whose features most clearly reflected his people’s reputation as a race of prodigious drinkers. An unmistakeable whiff of spirits clouded the air around him.


      ‘As Filch has said, we have come to fight with you,’ said Bodo. Implicit in his tone was a demand for an apology. He held himself more like a miniature man than the typical hunched and furtive halfling.


      ‘You’re right,’ Filch said to Franziskus, ‘we should have better announced our coming. But we wasn’t sure entirely that you were who you are, so we thought it best to have ourselves a recce first. You understand – in case you was more barbarians.’


      Jonas took a moment to unravel this statement, then posed a question to Franziskus: ‘Are you satisfied by this explanation?’


      ‘No harm has been done,’ said Franziskus.


      Jonas approached his new recruits, his demeanour brightening. ‘So it was my words that stirred you to follow us?’


      Bodo answered: ‘One thing we have learned today. The fight will not pass our village by. Let us then take it to our foes.’


      ‘You move me, halfling friends.’ Jonas held out his hand for each of the new arrivals to clasp in turn. ‘We need every sword, every bow, every spear. I welcome you to our brave and blooded company.’


      ‘I don’t suppose,’ interjected Angelika, ‘that any of you happens to be a seasoned mountaineer?’


      They shook their heads in sorry unison.


      ‘We are farmers,’ said Bodo. ‘Not warriors, nor scavengers.’


      Angelika accepted the insult unblinkingly. She took note of Emil’s reaction: he crossed his arms, as if unconvinced of the halflings’ usefulness.


      ‘Though Bodo’s actually a butcher,’ said Filch. ‘Not to undercut your point, you understand, Bodo.’


      Jonas hunched down to speak to him. ‘Your brother did not choose to come with you?’


      Filch dropped his ratty face downwards. ‘Curran’s dead. Just like Deely.’


      ‘How so?’


      ‘That barbarian general, chieftain, whoever he was – the one you left under the pile of stones. Well, he weren’t dead after all. Hours later he came out from under there and killed three more. Including my brother. At least him and Deely will go together to the world beyond. Protect each other along the way.’ Filch sniffled and rubbed at his nose.


      Jonas reached into an inside coat pocket to give the tiny man a handkerchief. ‘I mourn with you, my friend. And I will see to it you have your chance to avenge them.’


      Filch loudly blew his nose. ‘Yes. That’s what we want. To make those Chaos scum pay for what they did to us. For no reason. We never attacked them. Well, we’ll show them, won’t we, lieutenant?’


      ‘That we will, Filch.’


      Angelika surveyed the soldiers. Though they tried to camouflage it, the little man’s grief moved them.


      ‘Tell me, Filch,’ asked Jonas, ‘which way did the Kurgan chieftain go?’


      ‘He came this way. To the north.’


      Jonas turned to his men. ‘He’s headed the same place we are.’ Then back to Filch and his companions: ‘You’ve brought good bedding with you, I hope.’


      Filch nodded.


      ‘And food?’


      ‘How could we not?’ declared Merwin. The halflings seemed shocked by the suggestion.


      Jonas caught himself before patting Merwin’s tousled head. ‘Tonight that barn shall be our barracks. Emil will get you squared away.’


      The halflings gathered around the sergeant, who led them to the barn. The other soldiers drifted after them.


      This left Jonas, Angelika and Franziskus.


      Franziskus hiked a thumb toward the barn. ‘Should I…?’


      Angelika’s hand snaked to Jonas’ shoulder. ‘Perhaps you should.’


      Franziskus felt a punch to the gut greater than any halfling could deliver. ‘Yes well then,’ he said, remaining in place.


      Angelika turned; Jonas followed. ‘Goodnight, Franziskus.’


      He watched them stroll back to the hayloft.


      ‘Are you sure…?’ he called after them, but his voice did not carry. Shoulders sagging, he shuffled back along the path to the barn. He kicked at a rock. It turned out to be more firmly lodged in the earth than it looked; pain radiated out from his toes and into his foot. The sensation improved matters, somehow.


      He reached the doorway of the barn. Emil hovered there. He too, looked unhappily at the hayloft doorway. Franziskus turned back to see Jonas hanging his cloak up over it. The sergeant’s glance invited no conversation, so Franziskus scouted for a spot inside the barn. The halflings had installed themselves in a corner, to covertly swig from a pewter flask. For every sip Bodo took, Filch had a gulp and Merwin drank twice that much again. The soldiers ignored them, returning to their dicing and their crude jokes.


      Franziskus made it a point not to hear the men’s jests. He could tell from their sniggering tone that they concerned their commander’s obvious trysting. Surely this was a violation of good discipline, to behave this way in front of one’s men. Franziskus would not have done so, in his place. But then, Franziskus would never be in his place, because he had deserted – to be with Angelika.


      He sat down near the halflings. Filch, at least, seemed happy to see him.


      Jonas finished pinning up his cloak and turned to Angelika. She paced around him like a fencer alert for an opening. ‘This won’t be a discipline problem?’ she asked. His laugh was uncertain. ‘I don’t follow you.’


      ‘With the men. You’re taking a bit of license in front of them, aren’t you?’


      He stopped to lean against a timber support beam. ‘The men and I understand one another.’


      ‘They mustn’t think I belong to the company, as a prize to be passed around.’


      He came toward her, taking her into his embrace. ‘Angelika, you are my prize alone.’


      She slipped from his arms. ‘Oh no. Whatever we do together, it will not make me yours. Understand that, or go no further.’ But she said it with a predatory gleam.


      He untied the lace that kept closed the collar of his tunic. ‘I am accustomed to the opposite. In my circles, a woman demands mutual possession before so much as a kiss is exchanged.’


      ‘I am not the women you know.’


      He sat on a hay bale and fought to ease his boot off. ‘None of them would be any use, where we’re going.’


      ‘You still think I’m going with you.’ She sat on the bale, behind him. She kissed his neck. ‘You’re fetching, not irresistible.’


      He turned to reciprocate but before he could return her kiss, she’d resumed her prowl. ‘I won’t cage you, Angelika.’


      ‘So you understand, then.’


      ‘Yes, I do.’


      ‘What do you understand?’


      ‘Um…’


      She straddled him. ‘That this means nothing, other than what it is. It is only tonight.’


      He bit her ear. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘This means nothing.’


      * * *


      Jonas sat up on his elbows. The lamp still faintly flickered. He’d convinced her to leave it burning. She looked more lovely in its light, and he wanted to look at her, he’d said. It was not untrue: he paused to again admire her captivating surfaces. The perfect paleness of her skin. The sharp and unyielding curve of her shoulder beneath the blanket. If the woman he married was half as alluring as her, he’d count himself a fortunate man.


      It had taken Angelika at least an hour to doze off. To stave off sleep for himself, he’d dug his fingernails into his palms, every time he’d felt himself drifting. He sat and watched her for a good long time. She’d fallen deeply into slumber. He congratulated himself for successfully wearing her out. He, too, was exhausted, but had a mission to complete.


      Slowly he shifted himself into a sitting position. That was one good thing about sleeping in a floorless building: there were no boards to creak when you moved. He crept over to her ball of passionately discarded clothing. There was a leather purse on her belt. As he had expected, it contained nothing.


      From what Franziskus had told him, she’d been scavenging for years, then had decided to retire. She had to have some way of transporting her years of earnings out of the Blackfire. There would obviously be a valuable object on her, small enough to conceal from casual eyes. She would not be so stupid as to keep it in her purse. It wasn’t a jewel she wore on her person; he’d pored over every inch of her. There had to be a secret pocket. He took her leggings in his hands and methodically searched them with his fingers. Nothing. Next, her tunic.


      He found it. A round band and a stone: a ring. He took it from its pocket and held it up to the light. A ruby. Quickly he stashed it under a bale of straw. Later he’d transfer it to a better hiding spot.


      He laid himself down next to her, but the flush of his success kept sleep away. He huddled in next to her pale, warm body, and breathed as she did.
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      Chapter Twelve


      A familiar, awakening hand lightly pressed itself against Franziskus’ shoulder. Months ago, a touch like this would have jolted him into consciousness. He would have cried out, thrashing his arms and legs. Now Angelika had him well-trained: he snapped silently to alertness, already reaching for his sabre. He saw her looming over him. He remembered where he was, and why: the barn, the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen, the halflings. The capture, the escape, the journey north.


      The light of early morning crept diffusely into the barn: soldiers, scattered across its floor, snored and tossed. The halflings snoozed on either side of him. Filch’s sleeping face was a picture of forgetful contentment.


      Angelika placed a silencing finger across her lips. Franziskus nodded. There would be no goodbyes.


      This morning, he was more than ready to forgive her habitual unsociability. He folded and tied his bedroll, then gathered up his pack. Angelika held out a hand for him; the leather of his boots issued only a few cursory creaks as he rose to his feet. The two of them padded painstakingly to the exit, through a maze of sprawled and sleeping bodies.


      On a stool outside the doorway, a sentry dozed. His insignia identified him as one of the spares, a man separated from another unit.


      They stepped across the threshold and there stood Emil, arms folded.


      The sergeant beckoned Angelika closer. ‘Leaving?’ he asked.


      She nodded. Though she gave no outward sign of it, Franziskus could tell she was poised to run.


      ‘Good,’ Emil said. With a gesture, he bade them to follow him as he trudged toward the perimeter. There, alert guardsmen patrolled. They snapped to attention as Emil came near; under his breath, he told them to stand down.


      ‘The lieutenant won’t be pleased,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘I’ve received no orders to hold you against your will,’ replied the sergeant, his expression closed and neutral.


      Franziskus, who had witnessed the severity of certain officers in the past, wanted greater assurance that Emil was not exposing himself to punishment. Angelika, however, kept moving and was soon a dozen yards ahead of him. Franziskus waved an awkward farewell to the sergeant, and, when the stoic man did not react, flushed with mortification at the stupidity of the gesture. He dashed to catch up with Angelika, who moved gracefully down the well-grazed hillside, bouncing from point to point. Franziskus stumbled over rocks and nearly caught his toe in an exposed root, but reached her side nonetheless. When they reached the bottom of the hill, Angelika scanned for a destination, choosing a forest of straight-trunked pines positioned vaguely to the north-west.


      Franziskus could not restrain himself. ‘You left the lieutenant to his slumbers?’


      ‘He needed the rest.’ The words coiled with warning.


      They walked to the trees.


      ‘You’re welcome to stay with him if you like,’ she said, as they stepped into the cooler air of the forest. Its bed of dried brown needles was dotted with dew. ‘I figured you’d want me to fetch you before I left.’


      ‘Thank you.’


      ‘Though he is prepared to aid you with your desertion problem. If you go back, and serve with his company as they go about their mad errand, he’ll vouch for you. See to it that any warrants against you are dropped.’


      ‘I might do that, if I knew you were safe.’


      ‘I have always been safe.’


      He ducked a low branch. ‘Is that so?’


      Angelika’s pace increased. ‘What does that mean?’


      Franziskus shrugged, though he was behind her and she could not see the gesture. ‘Nothing.’


      ‘No, no, go ahead. I know what you’re going to say. Say it. You’re scandalised. Aren’t you?’


      ‘You behave as you desire. What I think is of no relevance.’


      ‘That’s more than true, but still you’re looking down your nose at me. Aren’t you?’


      ‘I wish to protect you, that’s all.’


      She turned on him. ‘I don’t need you to be my chastity belt.’


      Franziskus stepped back. ‘It’s just – you are untrusting, Angelika, and in your world, in these circumstances, that is – It is good and necessary. Yet when – when…’


      ‘When what?’


      ‘When you find a man who – ah…’


      Hands on hips, she let him squirm.


      Franziskus started again. ‘When a man seems attractive to you, suddenly you toss aside all risk and doubt and… Who knows what he could have done to you?’


      Her knife was in her hand. She twisted it in the air. ‘Any man who’s ever taken liberties with me has paid a price in blood.’


      Franziskus held his hands up. He was mostly certain she’d drawn the dagger for emphasis only.


      ‘You are not my father, Franziskus, and not my priest. I’ll take no more of your disapproval.’


      ‘I did not mean to offend you.’


      ‘No, you couldn’t help it.’


      ‘I am sorry.’ Franziskus plunged onward into the forest, in the direction she’d been heading.


      She was at his heels. ‘I’ve disappointed you. You think me some kind of strumpet.’


      Heat welled up in Franziskus’ face and he sped up, not wanting her to see it. ‘I did not use that word.’


      She pursued him. ‘What word would you use, Franziskus? Harlot? Tart? Something worse?’


      ‘Never any of them.’


      ‘This may startle you, Franziskus, but I am not the first woman who has ever desired a man, and had him, merely for the satisfaction of it.’


      ‘Please, I am sorry. Let’s speak no more of this.’


      ‘He struck me as handsome. Compelling. I liked his eyes, and the bones of his face. It has been months since I felt a man’s touch–’


      ‘Please, Angelika–’


      ‘–months since I felt a pair of lips against my own. And yesterday I was almost executed. You may not know it from the books you grew up reading, but there’s no aphrodisiac like the nearness of death.’ She reached him, clamping her hand onto his shoulder. To keep going, he’d have to fight her. ‘What of it? What harm does it do you?’


      Franziskus turned to face her. He had an answer, but could not give it. Instead he said, ‘I find your honesty difficult.’


      ‘No man judges me,’ she said.


      ‘I am sorry,’ he said, yet again.


      Finches trilled in the high branches above them. Franziskus looked up. ‘Those are the first birds I’ve heard in days that weren’t screaming for carrion.’


      Angelika let the tension fall from her shoulders. She sheathed her knife. ‘Must be a high wind in here. Your eyes are wet.’


      ‘Yes. A high wind.’


      ‘You should give some thought to it,’ she said. ‘Before we go much further. Go back to the lieutenant. He doesn’t think you’re as good as me–’


      ‘And I’m not.’


      ‘And you’re not, but you’ll do for what he needs. Go be a soldier, like your family wanted for you. Get your good name back. I am done, Franziskus, with all my wandering. I am out of danger.’


      ‘Everyone’s in danger, with Chaos running wild in the heart of the Empire.’


      ‘All the more reason for you to go and fight it, then. We should part now, where it will do you some good. You have been a help to me, Franziskus. Now help yourself.’


      ‘Not until I know you’re safe.’


      ‘I’ll make a vow to you, Franziskus. I will be safe. I’ll go find my little farmhouse somewhere, in a corner of the Empire far too boring for any barbarians or Chaos worshippers to bother with. I’ll find a place to sell my ring and–’


      She patted the secret pocket.


      There was nothing there. The ring was gone.


      She doubled over. She broke out in a sweat. She swore, using every obscene word in Reikspiel, starting with the worst ones, the compound words, and working her way down to the borderline crudities. She repeated the ripest ones, then dipped into her reserves of Bretonnian and Tilean profanity.


      ‘It’s gone.’ Angelika wheeled, retracing her steps.


      ‘When was the last time you had it?’


      ‘I check it every – I don’t know.’


      ‘Did you check it before you left Jonas?’


      ‘Yes. No. No, I didn’t. I – I’d – how could I have been so stupid?’ She punched a tree and winced in pain. Franziskus winced with her. ‘For what, one day’s time, it was out of my mind. First we were captured, then the trial, the fight, then I was unconscious, then with Jonas–’ She patted the pocket a third time, a fourth: it was, of course, still empty. ‘How could I have been so incredibly stupid?’ Her hands went to her temples. ‘That’s – that’s everything. All I’ve worked for. Five years. In one little object. A hundred times I’ve risked my life for the gold in that ring. I’ve been punched, kicked, frozen, stabbed, burnt by Chaos magic, interrogated, imprisoned, terrified…’


      Not to mention killed and miraculously brought back to life, thought Franziskus. But she hated to be reminded of that particular incident, and he wouldn’t dare mention it now.


      ‘I’ve lost it,’ she muttered. ‘I can’t believe… I’ve lost it.’ She reversed course, back to the sheep farm. ‘Got to retrace my…’


      Another question Franziskus dared not ask: could Jonas have it?


      ‘Five years,’ Angelika said. ‘Five years of my life. My retirement. Everything.’


      ‘A ring?’ asked Jonas. He stroked his chin thoughtfully, like an actor in a stage play. He stood a few feet from his men as they prepared themselves for muster. They’d emerged from the barn to check packs, inspect belts and scabbards, and rub the road from their boots. Archers counted arrows. Swordsmen examined blades for hints of corrosion. The halflings sat on a blanket to nibble cheese curds and a salad of fragrant mosses, in a dressing of pepper and malt. Emil walked among the men, but also observed the colloquy between his commander and the two scavengers.


      ‘A ruby ring,’ said Angelika. She’d already scoured the hayloft.


      ‘If I’d seen it,’ said Jonas, ‘I’d have noticed it.’


      ‘What about the men?’ asked Franziskus.


      ‘I’ll have Emil make an announcement. If one of them has found it, he’ll turn it over.’


      ‘No,’ said Angelika. ‘Not yet.’ It was too obviously valuable an item; no infantryman halfway in possession of his faculties would voluntarily give it over. An announcement would get them hunting for it in one another’s packs, clouding the matter completely. If a soldier had the ring, she’d find it by herself.


      ‘When was the last time you’re sure you had it?’ Jonas asked.


      The question already made her teeth grind together. He did not mean to remind her of her own stupidity, but reminded she was. ‘Before I was captured. Before Hochmoor.’


      ‘In the fight with the chieftain – you fell onto him.’


      ‘Yes?’


      Jonas squinted as if in recollection. ‘Right after that, when the barbarian righted himself. I saw him stoop to pick up some object on the ground. Perhaps I’m imagining it, in retrospect, but I’d swear there was a glint from the sun. In the tumult of battle, I paid no further heed to it – I thought he’d dropped a dagger, perhaps. What if the big Kurgan has your ring?’


      Why, thought Franziskus, that would be extraordinarily convenient for you, wouldn’t it?


      Angelika contemplated the sturdy angles of the lieutenant’s handsome, unyielding face. ‘You saw the chieftain take my ring.’


      Jonas shook his head. ‘I cannot swear to that. I know I saw him stoop down. I believe he snatched up some item from the grass – but, bear in mind, I saw it for an instant only. Just as likely, he’d lost his balance, and was only righting himself.’


      ‘But you think you saw a glint.’


      Jonas nodded. ‘I think I saw it.’


      ‘You think you saw the ring, or a glint?’


      ‘A glint, which might have been a ring.’


      Franziskus cleared his throat but she paid him no heed.


      ‘I saw it for barely a moment,’ said Jonas. ‘If I told you I was sure, I’d be lying.’


      ‘And you think the big Kurgan has it?’


      Jonas shrugged. ‘I suggest it only as a possibility.’


      ‘You saw a glint in his hand, though? Right after I knocked into him?’


      ‘I only say perhaps I saw it.’


      Angelika chewed on her lip. ‘Then I’m coming with you.’


      ‘Angelika,’ Franziskus exclaimed.


      Jonas appeared to be surprised. ‘Don’t misunderstand me, Angelika. I believe we need you on this mission. But come to save our homeland. Do not do it only to recover your property.’


      ‘Do you want me or not?’


      ‘Yes, but, Angelika… Yes, Filch says the chieftain’s headed up to the mountains, too. But that’s a big territory. I don’t fancy our odds of running into him again.’


      ‘If he’s got my ring, I’ll find him.’


      ‘But we do not go to seek him. We go to prevent all his kind from invading in a second wave.’


      ‘Our aims are not incompatible.’


      ‘If it comes to a choice, Angelika, you must subordinate your goal to the needs of the whole.’


      ‘If it comes to a choice, you’ll avoid telling me what I must and must not do.’ She caressed the side of his face, lingering to cup her hands around his ear. The gesture was not entirely affectionate.


      Jonas reddened and pulled back. Emil, and some of the men, had seen her do it. He straightened his shoulders and backbone, unfolding himself to his full height. ‘One thing you must not do, Angelika, is diminish me in the eyes of my men.’


      Angelika cocked her head. ‘Fine by me, so long as you don’t expect any bowing and scraping. We’re partners, Jonas. I am not signing on as one of your men.’


      The flush in his cheeks intensified. ‘I would never confuse you for such.’


      Franziskus felt a sudden and inappropriate sympathy for the lieutenant. More than once, Angelika had flummoxed him into a similar state. This newfound solidarity did not prevent him from boldly hooking his hand into the crook of Angelika’s elbow and pulling her aside. Perhaps unable to dumbfound more than one young Stirlander at a time, she followed with minimal resistance. He stopped after a quick march of three dozen yards or so.


      ‘You don’t believe his story, do you?’ Franziskus said.


      ‘Much is possible, but few things are likely.’


      ‘Which answer is that?’


      ‘Even if we don’t believe him, he must think we do.’


      ‘What on earth for?’


      ‘Maybe that war chieftain did take the ring. If he didn’t, who did?’


      ‘He did.’


      ‘I’m not going up into those mountains to get close to that barbarian war chieftain. I could happily live the rest of my days without coming within a mile of that monster again, please and thank you. If I’m to get that ring back, Jonas must think we’ve swallowed his story, bones and all. So we mustn’t be seen in anxious conference.’ Adopting a casual stride, she meandered after the marching soldiers. She veered slightly, so she and Franziskus could remain out of earshot.


      ‘Acting as if we trust his tale will be difficult. Now that I’ve had time to mull it, it seems ridiculous.’


      ‘Yet you believed it as he said it.’


      ‘Oddly, yes.’


      ‘It was the skill of the presentation. Making a suggestion we wished to hear, then making it seem all the more credible by backing away from it when I pressed him.’


      ‘And he thinks we’ll keep on believing?’


      ‘A liar is his own best audience.’


      Jonas looked back to see where she was. She waved at him. Franziskus saw her mouth work itself into a peculiar shape, recognising it only belatedly as her version of a friendly smile.


      ‘I will get that ring back,’ she said, out of the side of her falsely grinning mouth.
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      Chapter Thirteen


      The Gerolsbruch Swordsmen marched to the mountains. Emil estimated that they’d reach the mountains in two days. ‘Three and a half,’ Angelika told Franziskus, under her breath. ‘And then only the foothills. Almost a week till we’re deep in the mountains proper.’


      As they marched, a pattern formed within the column. At its head rode Jonas. In disciplined formation behind him tromped his swordsmen. Behind them, with a notable dip in spirit, the archers trekked. The column then grew increasingly wayward, as the stragglers inducted from other companies, and then the halflings, brought up the rear. Angelika and Franziskus walked with the halflings, out of sympathy and for lack of a likelier rank to trudge in. Emil spent much of his time at the column’s head, with his lieutenant, but periodically rode back to herd the strays and archers back into line. The craggy sergeant looked through Angelika and Franziskus as if they were sheets of glass.


      Franziskus found himself both offended by Emil’s attitude, and apologetic for it. ‘We won’t be needed till the mountains,’ he said to Angelika, after an especially pointed snubbing.


      ‘Good,’ said Angelika.


      The first morning passed slowly by. Emil’s chosen route avoided roads, taking the company through fallow fields and empty pastures. Patches of forested land grew more frequent, but these were kept at bay, too, to deprive the enemy of cover for ambush. The soldiers passed no settlements, and were therefore spared the sight of burnt-out buildings, or the strewn corpses of slaughtered farmers. That first morning, they saw not a single indication of the war raging throughout the Empire. It was as if they’d marched together into a happy memory of the past.


      The sun shone every so often through gaps in a cloudy sky, sending down sharp beams of golden light to brighten Stirland’s green and rolling ridges. They heard crickets and beetles; they saw no creature larger than a sparrow. Wild flowers bloomed beneath them: regal gentians, trumpeting primroses, and lacy bell-orchids all laid down in meek surrender to the soldiers’ treading boots.


      Emil rode up beside Jonas and paced him, in silence.


      ‘There is something you wish to say to me,’ Jonas observed, in a tone both mild and premeditated.


      Emil denied it.


      ‘Come now,’ said Jonas.


      ‘Nothing a sergeant ought to say to his lieutenant.’


      ‘That’s a womanly tactic, sergeant. Don’t make me drag it out of you.’


      ‘It goes against good order, to have the woman with us.’


      ‘She’ll prove her worth. You’ll see.’


      Emil harrumphed.


      ‘This will not be a fight of protocols and formations, Emil.’


      ‘The best officers know how common soldiers think.’


      ‘We’ll all have to change our thinking before this is through.’


      ‘I’ll say no more, then.’


      ‘No, Emil, go ahead. Out with it.’


      ‘Having her along, it would be unwise even if you hadn’t roistered with her.’


      ‘A charming choice of words, sergeant.’


      ‘A footman expects that many privileges denied to him will be claimed by his commanders. But a woman is not a fine brandy or a thicker, drier bunk. Men are men, lieutenant.’


      ‘The soldiers take their cues from you,’ Jonas said. ‘Show acceptance toward her, and they’ll do the same.’


      A fly buzzed at Emil’s face. He grimaced at it, then swiped it stolidly away.


      An hour later they arrived at a fast and narrow stream. Emil nodded to a drum-corporal who tapped out a blistering roll on his drumhead, calling the column to halt.


      Angelika drew back, balling up her fists. The drumbeat echoed from ridge to hill and beyond. As the men broke from their formation, she loped up to Jonas. He blinked in apparent annoyance at her approach.


      ‘Better switch to hand signals from now on.’


      ‘What?’ asked Jonas.


      ‘The drum. You want every frothing Kurg and goat-headed beastman within ten miles to come lumbering down on us?’


      Half a dozen heads turned their way. They belonged to swordsmen, refreshing their canteens in the stream’s icy water.


      Jonas spoke through shuttered teeth. ‘Speak to me more deferentially,’ he said.


      ‘I defer to no one. Don’t take it personally.’ She’d lowered her voice a notch or two.


      ‘The men are watching.’


      ‘I don’t care if Sigmar Himself is sitting over there on a silver stool, Jonas. We made quite the opposite arrangement. I’ll treat you with the respect due an equal partner. No less, no more.’


      Jonas painfully smiled, wrapped his arm around her shoulder, and led her several paces from any of his men. ‘Then we must amend our arrangement, or neither of us will achieve our ends.’


      ‘Why do you want me here?’


      ‘To be a good scout.’


      ‘You want me for my knowledge and advice. Maybe none of the enemy heard us this time, but if your man keeps banging that drum, they certainly will.’


      ‘All I ask is that you protect my authority as well as my life.’


      ‘Where we’re going, survival depends on silence and stealthy movement.’


      ‘An officer’s survival, and that of his men, depends on the preservation of his authority.’


      ‘I suppose that’s true, but if I do have something to tell you, I may need to say it quickly, without taking half an hour to shuffle my feet and tug at my fringe.’


      ‘I don’t care if you think of me as your superior. I’m merely asking you to pretend.’


      Angelika shook her head. ‘I don’t defer, and I won’t lie.’


      ‘Think of it as merely playing a role, Angelika.’


      ‘It’s deception. We are partners, and I won’t pretend otherwise.’


      Jonas walked away from her. ‘Matters such as this – minor matters, to drum or not to drum – take them to Emil. Trouble me only when you have something to tell me, and need to say it quickly.’


      Angelika stalked back to Franziskus, who knelt over the riverbank, filling clay jugs of water for the halflings, who clustered around him. Evidently they were concerned about falling into the stream, and had cajoled the soft-hearted Stirlander into doing their chores. Each had brought with him a pair of heavy clay jugs, suitable for the watering of a stable’s worth of horses. These would prove a hindrance when they reached the mountains, but Angelika had dispensed enough unwanted advice for one rest stop.


      As soon as he saw her, Franziskus asked her what was wrong.


      ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘We’re doomed.’ She conveyed the general drift of her discussion with the lieutenant.


      ‘I see,’ said Franziskus. ‘And you did not bring this up with Emil, as he asked?’


      ‘Our deal is not with the sergeant.’


      Franziskus heaved the last of the halfling jugs up onto the reedy riverbank. Brushing mud from his trousers, he sought out the sergeant. As he approached, Franziskus felt himself impaled on a lance of the veteran’s disfavour. If he had returned from his unit’s debacle in the Blackfire, to accept assignment to a new company, Franziskus would still be an officer, the unquestioned superior of a man like this. Now he was an outlaw, a crawling, worthless creature, fully deserving of a sergeant’s contempt. His heartbeat sped. Emil made him speak first.


      ‘A question has arisen,’ he said.


      ‘Has it?’


      ‘The peal of the drum. For all intents and purposes, we now enter enemy territory. We must presume ourselves to be outmanned, and the enemy to lurk behind every tree and rock.’


      ‘I see. Except when already engaged, orders must be given by hand signal.’


      Franziskus nodded.


      ‘This was the subject of discussion just now, between my commander and your… confederate?’


      ‘Ah, yes.’ Franziskus fought the urge to adjust his coat collar. He lost. ‘I think… In future, I believe it will be best if Angelika conveys advice to me, and I, to you. Do you agree?’


      Emil nodded.


      ‘Well, ah – good, then,’ replied Franziskus, moving guardedly away. He skirted a pair of swordsmen, one young and tall, the other older and squat, who were engaged in some great discussion. The young one saw Franziskus and called him over.


      ‘You can’t see it, Cassel, because you’re old,’ he said, continuing his argument with the squat one. ‘Your heart’s curdled. You don’t think like a young man, like I do.’


      ‘Pfah!’ said Cassel.


      ‘You are young like me,’ the tall one told Franziskus. ‘You explain to Cassel here how we think. What a young man feels towards a woman.’


      ‘What?’ asked Franziskus.


      ‘Its little wonder you confuse others, Rappe,’ said Cassel, ‘as you are very confused yourself.’ He turned to Franziskus. ‘Excuse this poor benighted pup here. I have shared with him a fundamental truth, and he wishes to evade it.’


      ‘Truth,’ scoffed Rappe.


      ‘Yes, truth. That woman is the natural enemy of man, much more powerful than our poor sex. And that man’s only weapon against her is deception.’


      ‘He says I must learn to lie to my girl,’ Rappe explained.


      ‘Yes, train yourself now, while she’s young, too, and not yet reached the height of her powers.’


      ‘But you have not seen her. She is so beautiful. I don’t need to lie to her. With her in my bed, I’ve no need to prowl anywhere else.’


      ‘You’re a man of the world,’ Cassel told Franziskus.


      ‘You misjudge my character,’ Franziskus replied.


      ‘Yes, tell him,’ said Cassel, ‘how quickly it will change. I’ve six women, a child by each, and there’s not a one of them who isn’t precious respite from the others.’


      ‘Each child is a girl child, isn’t that so, Cassel?’


      ‘So what of it, Rappe?’


      ‘You’ll be telling me next they’re the enemy, too.’


      ‘I dream at night they find each other, form an implacable band, and hound me through the streets,’ said Cassel. ‘Put up to it by their mothers, I might add. But that is neither here nor there.’


      It took Franziskus nearly an hour to extricate himself from the conversation. Minutes later, Emil gathered the men, telling them that formation orders previously communicated by bugle call would now be given with signals. Corporals would be required to remain on constant alert for new orders from the head of the column. This new protocol established, the marchers reconstituted themselves and continued the journey north.


      Not long afterwards, a heavy clomping resounded from the eastern horizon, which lay only a half mile or so ahead of the company, on a rocky ridgeline. Emil’s hand shot up; down the line, the arms of corporals flagged sharply upwards, repeating his signalled orders. The men ran forward, forming themselves into ranks of ten. Swordsmen crouched down, to allow archers to fire over them. The strays at the rear of the column had to jostle in between the last line of sabres and the first of bow-men; clearly, an error had been made in the relative arrangement of the three forces.


      Angelika hit the dirt, lying flat against a gently grading patch of red and violet flowers. Franziskus hesitated, wondering whether he should join the stragglers in forming a final buffer in front of the archers. Angelika grabbed him by the back of the knee and he fell beside her.


      ‘Let the soldiers fight,’ Angelika said.


      Her comment was not meant to wound, but it did.


      Large brown shapes darted between the ridge rocks. They were mountain antelopes, of the breed called the steinbock, the largest known in the World’s Edge Mountains. Franziskus counted seven of them. Five were large males, each as high as a horse, their heads topped with sharp, curving horns marked by periodic, gnarled rings. The other two beasts were about two thirds their size, so Franziskus reckoned them to be females. His father used to go with his friends to the mountains to hunt them. A set of their ringed antlers decorated the family dining hall.


      It was not usual for these creatures to come down from the mountains. Franziskus could only imagine what dreadful manifestations of Chaos had driven them into unfamiliar territory. They would not long survive here. Even in more prosperous times, such magnificent beasts would be quickly culled by lucky huntsmen.


      The soldiers held fast to their formation as the creatures stampeded nearer, assuming that something was chasing the wild beasts, and would soon appear atop the ridge. The archers kept their arrows ready, relaxing only after several minutes had passed, and the antelope were galloping skittishly past them. All but one loped determinedly onwards, but the last steinbock, one of the slim females, halted on the flank of the soldiers’ dissolving formation.


      ‘Sigmar’s given us a gift of fresh meat!’ an archer cried.


      ‘No, wait,’ shouted Angelika, but she was too far from the formation.


      Bowmen pivoted to launch a half-dozen arrows into the antelope’s haunches. The creature staggered at them, then fell neatly on its flanks.


      ‘No,’ Angelika yelled again.


      A corporal from the archer’s ranks, laughing excitedly, separating himself from his fellows to trot over to the slain creature.


      Angelika stood and ran, waving her arms and shouting.


      The bow-corporal hunched over the thrashing steinbock. A sharp-tipped, keratinous tentacle erupted from the dying animal’s flank to plunge between the soldier’s legs and up into his body cavity. His throaty grunt of appalled astonishment lasted for a brief instant before falling silent. The corporal’s neck distended upwards. Gore spurted from his ears and mouth. The tentacle had pushed its way up through him, and now pressed itself against the roof of his skull. It lifted his dangling feet from the ground. His fellow soldiers stood watching, stock-still, bows held uselessly at their sides.


      Stunned inaction was a common reaction to the presence of Chaos.


      The steinbock was situated on the column’s right flank. Emil rode down its left side, shouting, exhorting the men to fire.


      Angelika covered her face with her hand. Franziskus drew his sabre. She reached under his coat to seize him by the belt, to stop him from running at the creature.


      The corporal’s neck stretched and strained. A second tentacle snaked out from the antelope’s carcass, coiling tight around his ankles, snapping them together. The two appendages worked together to snap the soldier’s body taut. His arms flailed; he was still alive, struggling helplessly.


      ‘Finish him,’ Emil shouted. ‘Finish him!’


      The archers raised their bows, and, with trembling, wayward arms, loosed a volley of arrows. Contrary to Emil’s command, they aimed not for their comrade’s writhing body, but at the jigging carcass of the stein-bock. A handful of arrows pounded into its ribs and haunches. The rest struck far wide of the mark.


      At the junction between neck and torso, the tensile power of the corporal’s flesh reached its limit. The head tore bloodily loose, exposing the serpentine tentacle inside. It flopped and writhed, the corporal’s head stuck to its end like a puppet. It swung itself at the column of stunned men, who fell back before it. The archers tripped over one another in an effort to escape it. One, his route of escape blocked by the jammed bodies of his comrades, received a glancing blow from the corporal’s skull. He fell to his hands and knees and quaked, piteously sobbing.


      Sabre in his off-hand and reins in his right, Jonas rode down on the mutated beast. His nervous horse tried to veer but with soothing words and legs tight in the stirrups, the lieutenant kept it steady. As his steed galloped between the steinbock and the slain corporal, Jonas’ sabre cut through the main tentacle. The archer’s corpse thudded to the ground. The antelope’s body shuddered and bucked; Jonas rode his horse back to spear it in the side. He left the weapon inside the beast’s quivering trunk. Jonas let his horse carry him a good distance from it, then dismounted. The horse circled and bucked; Emil led his to its side, to help calm it.


      What was left of the company’s formation shattered. They formed a wide circle around the lifeless bodies of the creature and their comrade.


      Angelika approached Jonas. ‘Burn the body. Your man, too, just to be safe. The smoke can be noxious; build the pyre downwind.’


      Jonas squinted but was otherwise expressionless. ‘You were shouting, before the – the Chaos thing attacked.’


      ‘Indeed I was.’


      ‘Warning them.’


      She nodded, a little.


      ‘You must stay beside me, to give me quick advice.’ He wiped something from his eye. ‘No matter what the whisperers may say.’


      The afternoon’s march was a dispirited trudge. The clouds parted and the sky grew blindingly bright. As the air warmed, soldiers doffed cloaks and coats, adding them to the weighty bundles on their backs. The soldiers swigged intemperately from their canteens. Few words were spoken. The shock of the Chaos attack resonated in every cough.


      Franziskus did not know where to place himself. Angelika walked up front, alongside Jonas’ horse. An invitation to join them had not been forthcoming, and he wasn’t sure he wanted one, anyway. He found himself among the stragglers. Several of the archers, presumably friends to the slain corporal, had joined their number as well. They shuffled along, dragging their feet, like old men after a long night of over-indulgence. Franziskus assigned himself the task of finding heartening words for them. He failed at it, miserably.


      The ground grew rockier as the day drudged on. Eventually they left the long grasses behind to shuttle along a series of stony crests shaped like lolling ocean waves. The company trekked up, then down, then up again. Between the second and third crests, they found an obelisk of polished white quartz tilting from a filled-in crevasse. It was ten feet tall; angular runes, pitted and smoothed by centuries of exposure, ringed only its lower surfaces.


      ‘What is it?’ asked Jonas. ‘Some Kurgan hex?’


      Angelika took a cursory peer at it, just to be sure. ‘No, dwarven. And very old. It’s just a territory marker. I don’t read dwarf script, but you see even older ones in the Blackfire, where their colonies are all long abandoned.’


      Jonas ran gloved fingers along the raised runic letters. ‘They’re not warning us to keep out, are they?’


      ‘As I said, I don’t read Dwarf, but my guess is this is one dwarf clan telling another where their lands begin. If you’re worried about dwarfs, you shouldn’t have come up here. These peaks are rife with them.’


      ‘The dwarfs hate the enemy as much as we do.’


      ‘My understanding is that if they hate something, they hate it much worse than anyone else.’


      ‘I wish we would run across some, to enlist their aid. Or advice, leastways.’


      ‘Maybe they could loan you a scout.’


      ‘Doubtful. Their forces have been drawn north to fight an orcish army that’s allied itself with the foe.’


      ‘That may be for the better. Dwarfs can be quick to reach for their weapons if you catch them in a foul mood. Which is how one always catches them.’


      ‘They’re our allies in this war.’


      ‘Let’s hope they keep that in mind.’ Angelika patted the menhir. ‘At any rate, if there are dwarfs here, they’ll see us before we see them.’


      ‘They’ll parley before firing their crossbows at us.’ Jonas gestured to Emil, who waved the men onward. They responded sluggishly. From their sighs and grunts, it was clear they’d hoped for a longer stop.


      About an hour later, a soft hand tugged at Franziskus’ fingers. He looked down to see which halfling it was. Filch held out a small heel of hard white cheese. ‘Care for a snack?’ he asked.


      Franziskus did not, but accepted the nugget of food to be polite. He nibbled cautiously at it. The cheese proved rich and comforting, with a walnut aftertaste. It was, truth be told, the best piece of cheese Franziskus had tasted for as long as he could remember. He gulped it down shamelessly. Filch and the two other halflings, who had ringed around him, smiled proudly.


      Filch pointed to the fidgety one. ‘This is his cheese. He’s a cheesemaker.’


      Franziskus tried hard to remember the name, and finally it came to him: Merwin. And the third one, the fellow with the proud carriage, was Bodo. ‘That is an extremely fine cheese, Merwin.’


      Merwin beamed. ‘I don’t have provisions for everyone, but seeing as we know you…’


      ‘That’s especially kind, given that our acquaintance consists chiefly of your friend Filch here banging me in the head with a rock.’


      Filch hung his head. ‘The cheese is meant by way of apology.’


      ‘It is such a splendid cheese that any mea culpa is unquestionably accepted.’ Franziskus preferred a smile.


      ‘Unquestionably,’ repeated Filch. ‘That’s good. I was worried you might bear a grudge. You tall folk are sometimes slow to let go of a grievance. No offence.’


      ‘Our skulls are, compared to yours, regrettably thin and delicate. It is best not to try to stave them in, if you wish to stay in our good graces.’


      ‘It was a lucky shot, I promise you. And also I want you to know that I in no way wished you hanged. Neither did Merwin or Bodo, either.’


      ‘That is reassuring, Filch.’


      ‘Beaten, perhaps. But never hanged.’


      ‘And only slightly beaten, I hope.’


      ‘Oh yes. Only slightly. Would you also like a dash of tawny port?’


      Franziskus allowed that he would, and Merwin produced and uncorked a small ceramic jar. He dribbled a tiny serving of fortified brandy into a wooden cup, which he’d brushed clean with his forefinger. He handed it up to Franziskus, but Filch nudged him.


      ‘Human-sized portion, Merwin. Human-sized portion,’ he muttered.


      Merwin poured again, then passed over the more generous serving. Franziskus let the thick liquor loll about on his tongue; it was potent and sweet.


      Filch watched him drink. ‘You are experienced, Franziskus, with this sort of business?’


      ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘This business of warfare. And – you know. Chaos.’


      Bodo cleared his throat – a deep, disapproving sound. ‘What he means to say is, he and Merwin have got cold feet. Now that they saw what they’re facing.’


      His compatriots fussed at him in protest. Merwin muttered something about having said no such thing. Franziskus gave the cup back. Merwin upended it over his tongue, getting the last few drops out of it before returning it, unwashed, to his pack.


      ‘Well,’ Franziskus extemporised, ‘I am no witch-hunter. Certainly no bold officer, not like Lieutenant Rassau. But this is not my first encounter with daemons and the like. I wish it were.’


      ‘Seeing that,’ said Filch, rubbing his stomach, ‘it upset my digestion completely.’


      ‘You’ll have to harden yourself,’ said Bodo, ‘if you want to go to war.’


      ‘Have you, Franziskus?’ Filch asked. ‘Hardened yourself?’


      ‘You can never harden yourself, not completely. Perhaps against orcs, or goblins, or troops from another country. Chaos, though… it never loses its power to knot a man’s gut. So if you feel fear, do not think yourselves inadequate. I have heard much talk of Chaos, but from my experience of it, it is pure wrongness given solidity and clothed in flesh. It terrifies us, because it is everything that should not be. If you do not feel dread, when you see a thing like we just saw, that is the time to question yourself. Because then you know that madness has taken you completely.’


      ‘I would not like to go mad,’ said Filch. ‘But even worse would be if the children and old people from my village were forced to meet such horrors. That is why we’ve come – because the lieutenant’s words stirred us, and helped us to see that.’


      ‘Then that is all you must do, if called upon to face a creature like that. Remember why you fight.’


      Filch’s lips moved, as if he was memorising Franziskus’ words for later reference.


      ‘We can fight fiercely, if need be,’ declared Bodo. ‘Our kind might be small and weak, compared to them Kurgan barbarians. But we have determination, and will not give up.’


      ‘That is my friend Angelika’s strength, also.’


      They’d allowed the gap between themselves and the last of the human stragglers to widen. Franziskus quickened his stride; the halflings followed suit. Bits of dried brown vegetation crunched beneath their bare and bone-shod feet.


      ‘Filch, who is left to care for your kinfolk, with your two brothers gone?’


      ‘I have no kin, not to speak of. Unless you count Curran’s wife, Lily. Which I do not, seeing as she’d as soon hit me with a broom as look at me.’


      ‘All of her people, all the Whiteapples, has always been the same way,’ said Merwin. ‘Pinched and thin-skinned. Only a fellow as stubborn as Curran could ever have married her. Not to speak ill of the dead.’


      ‘No,’ said Bodo. ‘Not to speak ill of the dead.’


      Merwin could clearly see that he’d upset his friends, but seemed to feel he could dig himself out if only he kept yammering. ‘No, not to speak ill at all. Because everyone will be the first to say that good old Curran had a temper on him. For example, him getting all lathered because of your friend Angelika being caught looting the body of Elias Two-Beer. Our neighbour, who he carried on as if they was best friends or somewhat. Why, him and Elias hadn’t said a kind word to each other in six, seven years. Isn’t that the truth, Bodo?’


      Bodo held his tongue.


      ‘Curran said that this friend of his had toasted him at his wedding,’ Franziskus ventured.


      Merwin was undeterred. ‘That’s just what I’m saying, then, isn’t it? Because that was well more than six, seven years past.’


      ‘What does it matter now?’ Bodo demanded.


      ‘It’s just that people are funny, that’s all I’m saying. I find it odd, that’s all. I’m not saying a man’s not got a right to be odd. Some might say I’m plenty odd, myself.’


      ‘Some might indeed,’ Bodo answered.


      ‘Then you see what I mean,’ exclaimed Merwin.


      Bodo shook his head.


      ‘Perhaps,’ said Franziskus, ‘if Curran had not spoken to his friend in many years, and then seen him killed, that would be the cause of his passion to have us hanged. Regret that he had not reconciled with him before it was too late.’


      Filch sniffled. Bodo whipped a handkerchief from his vest pocket and placed in his hand. ‘You’re wise, for a man of your height.’


      ‘If only it did me any good,’ Franziskus replied.


      They made camp that night on the rock-strewn beach of a cold, round lake. Its shore offered enemies only one approach; sloping hills rose in a horseshoe around the lake from the west, north and east. Alone among the marchers, the halflings took an interest in bathing. They unpacked hand-sized bars of soap and knelt over the shoreline, cleaning their hands and feet. The soldiers gathered from a distance, amused by the high piles of lather the half-men built up on their heads. It gave off a scent of almonds. Merwin offered to share the soap, but only Franziskus availed himself. Though his hair was greasy and lank, he would not risk making a spectacle of himself by washing it in front of the men.


      Angelika stood by as Jonas conferred with Emil. She could not tell if she was meant to take part, or wait to be called upon. The men were nervous. Since the steinbock incident, they’d encountered neither friend nor foe. They’d passed a number of farmhouses, each of them burnt, and had called out to any inhabitants still hiding inside. They’d garnered no replies.


      The day’s heat had given way to a damp chill. Jonas finally consulted her: ‘The men will be happier if they can warm themselves. Is it safe to light fires?’


      ‘Might as well. You’ve nearly six dozen men here. They’ll make so much noise snoring and tossing that any enemy scout with half an eardrum could detect them from a mile away. You can’t rely on keeping yourselves hid; you’ll just have to put up good defences and hope no one comes at you.’


      ‘What about more creatures of the enemy?’


      ‘Who knows what senses they use to find prey? If they come, they come. You’ll have to be ready for them.’


      Emil went off to lay out a perimeter and assign guard duties. Angelika turned to gaze into the lake’s black waters.


      ‘We will of course not be sleeping in any proximity to one another,’ Jonas told her.


      ‘I was about to make the same request.’


      Only after the words had leapt from her mouth did she remember: she’d hoped to get close to him again, so she could search his possessions for her stolen property.


      Angelika tried to conceive a verbal manoeuvre to smoothly move her from her present defensive posture back to Jonas’ side. None came to mind. If anything, her mind conceived of a good half dozen select phrases, each of which would inform the lieutenant of her current opinion of him in definitive and exacting detail. The last thing she wanted from him was undying affection, but this kind of high-handedness was intolerable in any man, let alone a recent bed partner. She stalked off, knowing that any further discussion could lead to bloodshed.


      If there were Chaos creatures or barbarians lurking about the lake, they failed to show themselves. The men woke at dawn and broke camp with wordless efficiency. Angelika stepped across the still bodies of stertorous halflings to rouse Franziskus, placing a gentle boot-tip on his shoulder. He started up and reached out to wake Filch.


      She gestured to stop him. ‘Why don’t you acquaint yourself with some of the men? These halflings won’t have the ring.’


      Franziskus gazed at her blearily ‘I wasn’t looking for it.’


      She walked away. ‘The sooner we find it, the quicker we get out of here.’


      The young Stirlander looked at the busy soldiers, then at the slumbering half-men. They had not asked him if he was a deserter. The Gerolsbruch Swordsmen would.


      * * *


      For the next two days, Franziskus remained with the halflings. The first day passed without incident, marked only by the eerie lack of all contact with man or beast. Angelika came back from the head of the column several times, to inquire after his success in befriending the soldiers. After a while, she stopped asking.


      The entire matter troubled him. Once, Angelika noticed Filch attempting to eavesdrop on them. Franziskus saw that familiar slow fury on her face; it showed itself as a miniscule tightening, an ominous absence of expression. A mental image confronted him, of Angelika’s knife at Filch’s throat. He thought to tell her that, rock-throwing skills aside, the little man seemed harmless. Then he remembered the fellow’s unfortunate name. It hardly inspired trust, did it?


      That night they camped in a forest of spruce saplings, situated on a sloping hillside. Their movements stirred up the ash of an old fire, which explained the uniform age of the trees around them. The men woke up grubby and black; some headed for a small stream at the bottom of the slope, to wash themselves. Emil called out to stop them. The soot, he shouted, would dull the shine of their pasty Stir-land faces, which would otherwise glare like bobbing lanterns in the gaze of enemy lookouts. Franziskus caught Filch and Merwin edging down to the bank anyway and corralled them with a stern head shake.


      ‘Surely he don’t mean us,’ Filch said.


      ‘We’re not Stirlanders, not exactly,’ Merwin agreed. ‘Well, we’re from Stirland, but we’re not human. Precisely speaking.’


      ‘Our faces aren’t so pale as yours. We’re sunburnt farmers.’


      ‘Nut-brown, I’d say. Nut-brown is what our facial tone is.’


      Franziskus shook his head. He felt like the tutor he’d had as a child, always saying no to him and his brothers.


      Filch held out begging hands. ‘Please. It’s a terrible-bad affront to a halfling, to make him go around like a ragamuffin.’


      Bodo stomped down to end the argument. ‘We’re soldiers now. If the sergeant says no washing, then filthy we will be.’


      The day was a slow tramp up ever-steeper grades. Earthen ground gave way to naked stone. The horses would go no further. Jonas dismounted to coax his on, but its hooves could not navigate the rock’s uneven surface. Emil heaved himself down from his saddle and waddled over to confer with the lieutenant.


      Jonas addressed a quiet reproach to Angelika. ‘You should’ve warned us.’


      ‘Of what?’


      ‘To do something about the horses.’


      Emil said nothing. He wore the chagrined look of a man who knew he’d made a stupid error.


      ‘Do what about the horses?’ Angelika asked.


      Jonas was unabashed. ‘We should have found a place to put them earlier in the day. Now we’ll have to go back and–’


      ‘Find a place to put them?’ She looked to Emil. He closed his eyes and gritted his molars.


      ‘Yes,’ said Jonas. ‘A stable or pasture.’


      ‘Do you recall seeing a safe place to leave horses since we entered the borderlands?’ The men were watching, so Angelika struggled to muffle her body language.


      Emil spoke without moving a muscle. ‘If we’d left Hochmoor on better terms, I would have left them there. After that, I was only thinking to stay away from inhabited places, since that’s where the Kurg might be. To be honest, the question of stabling never crossed my mind.’


      ‘And you said nothing, Angelika?’


      ‘What was there to say? I figured you meant to bring them as far as you could, and then…’


      ‘And then what?’ Stifling his agitation, Jonas turned his back to the company. ‘And then what?’ he repeated.


      Angelika shrugged. ‘Then you… eat them. Don’t you?’


      Jonas’ words hissed through a gate of shuttered, pearly teeth. ‘Eat the horses?’


      ‘I assumed you intended a last feast for the men. There’s not much forage up here.’


      ‘You expect me to eat Firebrand? Who was given me by my uncle? Who is bred from the stallion my father rode to battle?’


      ‘When you brought him up here, I reckoned you weren’t so attached to him.’ She noted how the lieutenant’s hand had become a fist. It was not, she reasoned, in his interest to strike at her now. ‘I’m sorry to learn otherwise. But these horses, Jonas–’


      ‘Lieutenant.’


      ‘These horses, lieutenant’ – she spat the word out like rotten fruit’ – they’re dead already. Whether you let them loose here, or walk half a mile back down the slope and do it, they’re going to be eaten by someone or something. Wolves, bears, skaven…’


      ‘I can’t allow it,’ said Jonas. ‘I cannot.’


      From his posture, it seemed that Emil agreed with her plan, but would not risk a rift with his commander by saying so. Not when he had her to shield him. ‘It might be the Kurgs who catch these steeds. You want to feed your enemy?’


      ‘The horses can find grazing, below.’


      ‘If they’re lucky, they’ll be caught and devoured. If not, they’ll starve. If you love that horse, you’ll grant it the mercy of a painless death.’


      He shook his head. He was out of argument but meant to hold fast anyhow.


      ‘Don’t be stubborn.’ She immediately wished she hadn’t said the word. It was never a helpful one, when trying to dislodge a man from his position. ‘You’ve over seventy mouths to feed,’ she continued. ‘When the men get hungry – and they will – what do you want them to think, when they remember what you did with the horses?’


      ‘Do it then,’ said Jonas, breaking from them to stand near his horse. Emil went among the men, asking who among them possessed the needed skills. Bodo the halfling held up his hand. Back in Hochmoor, he said, he was the village butcher. Emil marched the bulk of the column on while a few swordsmen stayed to assist the halfling. Jonas stood, stroking Firebrand’s muzzle and speaking to it in a low, reassuring tone. Angelika could not bear to watch him; she fetched Franziskus and went ahead with the others.


      Twenty minutes later, Jonas joined the others. He passed Angelika by, his eyes blazing. He leapt up to the shelf-like rock that afforded a grander view of the purple peaks ahead. Men found stray branches and laid firewood down in a sizeable depression that would serve as a natural firepit. Soon both carcasses were produced and spitted over a devouring flame. The smoke of cooking horses drew a small party of shy, ill-nourished wolves to the periphery of the camp. Seeing them, Jonas ran to seize a Chelborger’s bow. He let an arrow fly at the boldest wolf; it pierced the creature’s side and knocked it dead. Its kin yelped away, leaving Jonas to mourn in peace. He ate from the meat of neither horse.


      The feast, including a suitable time to lie about and digest, stole over four hours of the company’s time. Then they moved on, each step a little shorter and more difficult than the last. A chill flowed down from the whitened summits looming over them. Soldiers wheezed and sweated. The tightness in the chest, the laboured breathing – these were familiar symptoms to Angelika and Franziskus. An acuter distress struck Jonas and his men. They mopped at brows; they slipped and tripped and hauled themselves sluggishly onwards. The halflings seemed oddly unimpeded. They bounced like goats on hard-boned feet from one rock to the next. Merwin began a collection of alpine flowers, stuffing them willy-nilly into his sleeves and pockets. Franziskus theorised that their race had to be related to the dwarfs, who were born and bred for mountain travel.


      The rocks grew steeper still, forcing the men to grab for handholds as they impelled themselves upwards. As they scrambled, the gradient changed, from twenty degrees, to twenty-five, then nearly to thirty. The rock face extended for at least a mile to the east and west. To the left, it terminated in the steep drop of a canyon, too sheer and deep to act as a pass. It was bounded on the right by a thrusting granite wall, the foot of a peak that extended into the clouds. Straight ahead of them, the slope disappeared abruptly from view, suggesting that it flattened into a plateau.


      Angelika listened to the groans of the men as they battled the elevation. Even Franziskus and the halflings had slowed to an exhausted creep. She circuited between boulders to reach Jonas, who had placed himself on point position and was now the furthest up the hill of any man. He had not sought her counsel since the horsemeat feast.


      She hadn’t disputed his choice of direction. This stretch of mountains was proving to be even less accommodating than those of the Blackfire Pass. Even so, there had to be navigable passageways between the peaks since the Kurgan had found and used them. Neither she nor anyone else in the company possessed a map of the range; if such a thing existed, it was a secret of the dwarfs. They would have to locate its passes and switchbacks by trial and error. For every day of penetrative movement into the mountains, they could easily face two of dead ends, false hopes, and retraced steps. When deciding where to go, they would often reach juncture points where one guess was as good as another. She’d allowed Jonas to make the first guesses, but now it seemed like it was time to double back and try another way in.


      A soldier’s foot freed a salvo of rocks and they bounced down the slope, sending the men behind him dodging to evade them. Each impact of rock on rock clattered and echoed. Angelika frowned – the sound could probably be heard for miles. For nearly an hour her sense of hazard had been rising.


      The problem was not that the rock face led to nowhere. In fact, it seemed to disappear about a hundred feet ahead of Jonas’ position, flattening into a plateau of unknowable size and shape. A flat expanse of gravelly ground would seem like a gift from the gods, if they could reach it. And it could well lead to a switchback or other pass. However, a primary rule of mountain survival was that any spot favourable enough to struggle toward was also sufficiently attractive for some hostile other to occupy.


      Angelika imagined a likely layout and pictured the company from the point of view of a person concealed up the plateau. Hiding would be easy, an ambusher could stay out of sight simply by hugging the ground. Worse, a row of boulders perched near the lip of the plateau. Angelika counted at least a dozen of them, each capable of concealing a muscle-bound Kurg from toe to top-knot.


      She’d got within twenty-five yards of Jonas when a strangled moan rose from behind her. She turned to see a grey-templed swordsman clutching his chest and gurgling. His right arm shot out from his side, stiff as a rod. His face puffed and froze. He sank backwards, his legs locking straight as the rest of him collapsed. Comrades tripped over rocks to reach his side. A low order hissed from Emil’s lips: no one else was to move. He strode to join the man’s helpers. They pried off his breastplate and loosened his collar. The fallen man stiffened and twitched. Emil straightened himself about ten minutes later. He shook his head, his tight expression unmistakable: the man was gone.


      The cause of death posed no puzzle to Angelika: his heart had given out. It was a common thing in warfare. Maybe one in twenty-five of the corpses she found after a battle hadn’t a mark on them – they’d succumbed to burst blood vessels or ruined heart muscles. All the more reason to hunt for an easier route.


      Jonas passed her on the way down the slope. ‘I suppose you want us to eat him, too,’ he muttered.


      No, she thought, but you’re going to want to drag him along with us, instead of leaving him where he fell, and that’s foolishness aplenty.


      The lieutenant surprised her. He made his way down through the rocks to confer with one of his swordsmen. The fellow listened impassively, then removed his helmet and wrapped an arm in a phylactery of black fabric. This insignia marked him as a lay officiate of Morr, the death god. Evidently the dead soldier would be interred on the spot. Four of the dead man’s comrades carried the body to a comparatively even place, laying him out with the gentle care of parents tucking a child into his bed sheets. The acolyte of Morr performed a muttered ceremony. It was not the complete ritual a full priest would do, but the petty version would suffice. It was more than many dead soldiers got.


      The acolyte muttered a blessing, then knelt to ritually close the man’s eyes and dust his face with dirt. Each of the original sword company then proceeded past his body to lay a stone over it, until they’d built up a modest, mounded cairn. The Chelborg Archers and assorted stragglers abstained from this duty; apparently they were not yet fully the fallen man’s comrades, and therefore unfit to take part in his death rites. Filch, oblivious to this nicety, had a hefty stone in hand and was ready to advance on the burial site. Bodo grabbed him by the collar to stop him embarrassing himself.


      When the man lay completely under a blanket of stone, Angelika approached Jonas. She showed him the features of the terrain, reminded him of the noise the company had made already, and pointed at the spots where enemies might be hiding. ‘This feels bad to me,’ she said. ‘We’d best turn around.’


      Jonas peered at the rocks along the plateau line. From this more distant vantage they looked smaller, like tiny slate-coloured toadstools. ‘No. Sterr died to take this hill,’ said Jonas, using the name of the fallen man, which Angelika had not known. ‘The men will not let it beat them now.’


      ‘Jonas, our enemy is not a hill.’


      ‘We’re to turn around every time you feel bad? We’re here to make war. And call me by my rank, Angelika.’


      Jonas ordered the company to resume its climb. They commenced their new assault against the rocky incline in tighter order, going up in waves of four and five.


      Angelika stood watching them. So what if he disregarded her advice? It made no difference to her whether he fulfilled his orders. Whatever those were – their exact nature seemed vague, even to Jonas. Yes, it was an irksome set of circumstances. And yes, it was beyond contradictory that he’d spent so much effort to inveigle her into this, only to balk at her best advice. And yes, yes, certainly, it was supremely tempting, when confronted with bullheadedness of this magnitude, to argue. To prove herself correct. She was right and he was wrong. That was not the question.


      The question was: how to recover the ring? This was the only thing, she reminded herself, she ought to care about. Not the safety of his men. Not the fate of the Empire. Not even the preservation of her self-respect and obvious Tightness in the face of overwhelming folly. Arguing with Jonas would not get her ring back. He might think he wanted her to be smart, to be a good scout for him, but his behaviour said otherwise. Deference, that’s what he wanted. Loyalty. Assurance that he was as wise and good and strong as this father he kept on about, whether warranted or not. She had to win his trust back, so she could search his pack for the ruby. It was not her task to bludgeon sense into him, or to shine a brilliant light on his inconsistencies. She would cater to his pride, and swallow her own.


      If he did have the ruby, though… For every dram of lost dignity, every instant of stolen freedom, she would make him pay. When it was back in her hand, that’s when she’d be proven right.


      Angelika rushed, clambering through the rocks, to catch up with the others. Now everyone was well ahead of her. Franziskus and the halflings were off to one side. Bodo had determined the ideal series of stepping stones and had jumped his way into the lead, hopping with goatish surety from one boulder to the next. Filch repeated his circuitous yet speedy climb with nearly equal agility. Merwin acquitted himself with less aplomb, stopping on every third rock to regain his balance. Franziskus followed their general path but left the leaping to the experts. Angelika shrugged and headed towards him.


      Already, certain of the soldiers flagged. They paused to wheeze and puff. Angelika imagined that they envisioned their friend’s collapse, and aimed to pace themselves. Others pressed on, Jonas especially. Whether out of carelessness or a desire to instil spirit in his men, he’d plunged ahead and was now on point. He made up in speed what he lacked in sense, Angelika thought: he was almost thirty yards up the slope already.


      Instinct drew her gaze to the plateau’s edge. A blur of exposed flesh moved between two of its man-sized rocks.


      ‘No!’ she shouted. ‘Move it!’
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      Chapter Fourteen


      The boulders rocked, resisted, loosened, and fell. They crashed down into the stream of climbing men. Three of the massive stones rolled down together. Others came soon after. One landed on a long side in loose gravel, lodging in a crater of its own making. The others rolled violently down into the disordered column of climbing men, who exclaimed in breathless panic. Each time they bounced, the boulders flattened limbs, caved-in rib cages and split helmeted skulls. Panicked soldiers tried to run, but struck their shins on the small rocks around them. They fell, or, worse, flattened themselves deliberately on the unwelcoming ground, making themselves bigger targets for the cascading rocks.


      Angelika was seized by the same terrified impulse, but found the willpower to stay stock still. It was the best way to decrease the odds of being hit – just as the person who walks in a rainstorm stays drier than one who dashes through the droplets. Ahead of her, Franziskus and the halflings ducked for cover, falling to their knees and pointing their heads downwards. At first, she thought this to be an echo of the same awful error committed by so many of the soldiers, lower down. Then another boulder, the largest yet, tumbled off the lip, right above their position. It sailed through the air right where Franziskus’ blond head had been and it crunched into the slope a yard past him. He’d figured the geometry right: from his position, much higher on the slope, dropping down had been the clever choice.


      The same rock now bounced Angelika’s way. It hit a sharp granite jut, knocking off a spray of shards. The strike altered the trajectory of its bounce, directing the stone closer to her. It touched down again, but its orbit was unaltered. Angelika postponed all breathing. It sailed through the air. It crunched onto the slope, wildly rolling. Its course was now set.


      She looked at the loose stones around her feet. An ill-balanced leap onto any of them could send her unpredictably flying, forward, back, to either side.


      If she stayed put, she was almost certain that it would not hit her.


      Almost.


      She turned sideways, to become a smaller target. She exhaled and held it, rendering her profile infinitesimally smaller.


      She felt the air pulled from around her as the big boulder blasted past her. It kept rolling, veering toward the canyon, which eventually swallowed it up.


      She turned her attention back to the plateau line; only a pair of dangerously large stones remained there. Outsized figures groaned against them, waging a doomed campaign to sway them from their places. Down on the slope, the surviving Chelborg Archers rallied, setting arrows in their bows. The ambushers scurried and dropped from view. Missiles arced up to the plateau and they caromed off rocks or lodged in grassy clods of earth. The attackers might be pinned down by the Chelborg fusillade, but, so long as they stayed flat, would not be struck by it.


      Angelika scanned the slope. Had Jonas survived?


      Yes, he had: the lieutenant rose and signaled his men to charge. ‘On, men, on,’ he cried. ‘Avenge your fallen brothers!’


      Emil, lived, too. He bolted up to repeat Jonas’ gesture. Blood coated the nearest side of his face though it did not seem to be his own. Arrayed around him were broken bodies, some writhing, some still.


      The able swordsmen lurched, uncertainly at first, toward the plateau. A helmeted Kurgan popped up immediately to point a bow into the main charge of onrushing men. Though Jonas’ archers were positioned behind his close-in fighters, the angle of the slope now worked in their favour: they could fire at the barbarians, certain their missiles would whiz over the heads of their comrades.


      A Gerolsbrucher caught a barbarian shaft in the flesh of his off-arm, but kept on clambering. The Kurgan archer slumped, a long, straight Imperial arrow piercing his helmet’s left eye-slit. Another rash marauder stood up, bellowing, and was promptly pin-cushioned by the men of Chelborg. The others waited until the swordsmen were nearly upon them. Then they had no choice but to surrender their prone positions, to stand and fight. They surged up as one, with axes aloft.


      ‘Down now, swordsmen. Down now,’ Jonas called. ‘Let the archers do their work.’


      Some obeyed, falling back, allowing the archers behind them to pepper the exposed barbarians. Others seemed leery and instead clambered onto the lip to fight. Barbarian boots kicked them down. Kurgan leapt from the plateau onto the slope, and the swordsmen. There were less than a dozen of them. They fought crazily, downing three Gerolsbruchers before succumbing to the overwhelming numbers of their foes. Angelika was surprised to see Bodo the halfling among the grim-faced bladesmen who hacked them down. The swordsmen kept stabbing and slicing long after all life had ebbed from the ambushers’ corpses.


      Angelika’s knees belatedly shook. She crouched, pressing her hands against them, to hide her nerves. She surveyed the slope: bodies were strewn all along it. Well-accustomed to tallying the dead, she arrived at a quick count. At least twenty men dead or incapacitated. A third of Jonas’ men, wiped out in a few moments, by no more than a handful of ambushers.


      Franziskus came to her side. Filch and Merwin were with him. Bodo, still up at the plateau line, made no move to rejoin his fellow halflings. Instead, he basked in the grim acceptance of the human soldiers whose comrades’ death he’d helped avenge.


      ‘You’re unhurt?’ Franziskus asked.


      She curtly nodded.


      ‘I thought you’d try to duck.’


      ‘So did the rock.’ She attempted a smile.


      ‘How did you know to stand still?’


      ‘Haven’t you noticed, Franziskus? I’m always right.’ Force of habit brought her closer to the corpses of the crushed soldiers. She was used to gore and decomposition, but never had she seen so many crushing victims. Angelika marvelled at the power of the giant stones, how they could in an instant of impact grind a man into so much pulverised and unrecognizable flesh. She ruled out as unduly risky the prospect of a little surreptitious looting. This did not stop her, as a mere exercise, from estimating the value of the dead soldiers’ property.


      A gold ring stared up at her from the knuckle of a crushed and bloodied hand. She checked, no one was watching. Jonas’ soldiers worked systematically through the fallen, starting at the foot of the slope. Most had gathered around the largest of the boulders: two men were still trapped beneath it. She saw Franziskus nearby, seeming stricken, as if he knew them.


      The trapped men were Rappe and Cassel. Cassel was pinned from the waist down. His chest moved tentatively up and down. All that could be seen of Rappe was a twitching pair of legs.


      From his position, relative to the stone, Angelika imagined that the stone had crushed an arm, and perhaps his shoulder as well. Their rescuers faced an unpleasant dilemma: if they attempted to roll the boulder off Cassel, they’d pulverise Rappe, and vice versa.


      A few placed palms against its granite surface, but dared not push. Others stood back, shifting from one spot to the next, hoping that a solution might be found in some mere change of angle. Angelika did not envy them. Soon they’d realise only one could be saved from severe harm, and would have to choose between them. She wondered how they’d decide. Was one more useful than the other? More congenial?


      Turning her thoughts back to the dead man at her feet, Angelika knelt deftly down. She wiped blood from his ring, to see it better. It was a thick, simple band, with only a few tiny chips of diamond recessed into it. Worth half a crown, perhaps. Over the past five years, she’d taken rings much like this from the fingers of innumerable dead men. If she failed to find her ruby, at least a half-decade of the same labour awaited her. She would not harvest this one, though; it would be like admitting defeat. She hauled herself up and stepped away from the body.


      She’d never thought it likely that one of the soldiers had her ring. If anyone here was the guilty party, it was Jonas himself. However, if there was even the slightest possibility that her ring was here, on the person of a dead man, she would have to punctiliously search each and every corpse. So much for getting back into the lieutenant’s good graces.


      A delicate negotiation was in order.


      She looked for Jonas, expecting to find him directing the effort to free the two trapped men. Instead, Emil had taken charge, showing the men precisely where to place their hands, and how to brace themselves. From the way they were arrayed, it seemed that the decision had been taken to sacrifice Cassel. As the older man, he had fewer years left to him. Bodo stretched out on his side, placing stones in small gaps between rock and earth. The idea, presumably, was to take pressure off the pinned men when the rock moved. Angelika did not think it would help much.


      Jonas strode alone over to the canyon’s edge and stood staring gloomily down into its shadowy recesses. Angelika permitted him a few minutes of this meditation, then crossed into the periphery of his vision. He beckoned her over.


      As she headed to his side, she reminded herself to speak diplomatically, as Franziskus would do. To see what Jonas desired, so she could offer it to him. To hold her tongue when undesirable truths danced on its tip.


      ‘Lieutenant,’ she said.


      ‘Please,’ he replied. ‘Call me Jonas.’ He angled himself to steal a quick view of the funeral detail. None of the men were observing him. He lowered his head and pulled at his hair, punishing himself. ‘I should have listened to you. Shouldn’t I?’


      Angelika was not so foolish as to answer in words. His reversal in attitude was too sudden to trust.


      ‘I was worried about what the men would think. To turn back on that hill, after Sterr had died there. What will I tell them now?’


      ‘Misjudgements happen in war.’


      An anguished groan cut through the air. Their heads turned: Emil’s crew had moved the rock up onto one side, further crushing Cassel’s legs. Bodo and others pulled on Rappe, trying to haul him out from under the rock. They tugged and pulled on his hobbled body. Above them, the pushing swordsmen fell back, as the giant boulder resisted their efforts to move it. Rappe’s screams intermixed with his friend’s.


      Jonas paled and clapped a hand over his mouth. When the shrieks waned into sobs, he found his voice again. ‘Missteps are for the enemy. So my father always said.’


      ‘He was free of error?’


      ‘He never got twenty of his own men killed. Twenty-four if you count those who’re as good as dead.’ For an instant it seemed like Jonas would launch himself at her and grab her pleadingly by the shoulders.


      Angelika girded herself, but the moment passed. ‘So you found out you’re–’ She stopped herself before completing the thought.


      ‘Not the man I thought I was?’


      This Jonas was a damned mind-reader. It was already irksome, to be judged for the things she was impolitic enough to come out and say. To hold her very thoughts against her, too, was unfair in the extreme. ‘Let’s say your father was the greatest officer to ever sit upon a saddle. Did he get that way by caring what his men thought about him?’


      ‘Those who served under him adored him. Any one of them would have laid down his life for him.’


      Angelika thoroughly doubted this, but reminded herself that her job was not to cure the fellow of his delusions. At least, not all at once, by frontal assault. ‘And how does an officer win the respect of his men?’


      ‘By keeping them alive.’


      ‘You brought me all the way here because I know these mountains. You’ll listen to me next time, won’t you?’


      He examined the toes of his boots. ‘I realise my error, Angelika.’


      ‘Then you’ll keep them breathing, as many of them as fortune allows, and the men will feel for you as your father’s men did for him. Yes?’


      ‘You won’t tell them how you warned me.’


      ‘I have a difficult favour to ask of you, Jonas.’


      ‘You can’t tell them.’


      ‘To undermine you is not in my interest. But I wouldn’t rest my command on deception if I were you.’


      ‘They cannot know. What is this favour you want?’


      ‘You remember why I’m here…’


      His expression was blank.


      ‘To get my ring back. One of your men might have it.’


      ‘How?’


      ‘He might have picked up the ring after that fight in Hochmoor.’


      ‘The Kurgan chieftain has it.’


      ‘Possibly. Or possibly not. You said you weren’t sure.’


      ‘The more I think on it, the surer I get.’


      A new round of moans announced a fresh attempt to free the pinned men. Jonas could not bring himself to observe directly, he followed Angelika’s reactions instead. She shrank back as the rock was lifted, with half a dozen additional men pushing from below, hindered by loose ground cover and poor leverage. Rappe was now whisked out from under it, but the soldiers lost control of the rock, and it toppled over onto Cassel’s chest and face. His arms shook and then went slack. One of the pushing soldiers below yelled out, his hand stuck. He tore it loose, then opened and closed his fingers to be sure they still worked.


      The lieutenant still hadn’t looked. ‘Did they…’


      Angelika shook her head. Jonas staggered back. He caught Angelika’s slim, cool fingers in a hot, damp hand. She let him take them. In a movement so fast she barely saw it, he pulled her hand to his lips and fiercely kissed her fingers. Then, just as quick he’d released her, pushing himself away. Dislodged pebbles fell into the canyon’s depths. Angelika tensed; his boot-heels hit the canyon’s edge. He balanced himself forward, forestalling a deadly plunge. ‘Only you know how I feel, Angelika,’ he said.


      She reached into the inside breast pocket of his officer’s coat and rooted around until she found a handkerchief. To mop his brow would be too much, so she balled it up and dropped it into his palm. He blotted it onto the sweat that pearled his face.


      ‘It’s only war-madness, Jonas. War is accident and disorder, and the deaths of good men, for no good reason. Steel yourself.’


      His spine straightened. ‘Yes. My father would have done so.’


      ‘I’ll help you, if you let me. But you must help me also.’


      ‘Yes, Angelika. Anything.’


      ‘I don’t want to see a rift between you and your men. But the dead – you must let me discreetly search them, before they’re buried under those rocks.’


      He thought for a while, his throat occasionally hobbling. ‘Is this blackmail?’


      ‘I’m not threatening to tell them anything.’


      ‘What are you threatening?’


      ‘I thought you were mad when you said you needed me out here, but it turns out you were right. You do need me. And I need that ring back. If you want me to continue along with you, you’ll do two things. You’ll heed me next time–’


      ‘That much is certain, Angelika.’


      ‘You’ll listen to me, and you’ll let me search those men.’


      Jonas turned a tight circle on his heels – the gesture of an overwhelmed child. He stopped, straightened his shoulders and back, inhaled a deep breath of air, and swept back toward the soldiers.


      He signalled to Emil, who called out to the regimental drummer, who rapped out a brief tattoo. Jonas stood on the largest of the boulders, which had landed on its side and presented a conveniently flat surface for him. The soldiers gathered round. Filch bobbed between the legs of taller men for a front-row vantage.


      Jonas held his arms out like an actor delivering the prologue at a mystery play. ‘My soldiers! My comrades!’ He summoned a clear and unwavering voice that betrayed no hint of distress.


      The words echoed off the rocks. They’d have made Angelika nervous, if the sounds of the melee hadn’t already announced their location to every hostile ear for miles around.


      ‘Our brave comrades lay about us, awfully slain,’ Jonas continued, his audience rapt. ‘The blood of the Empire seeps here, into these harsh and thirsty stones. It has not been spilt in vain. So while we mourn our dead, we also set our jaws in new determination, to avenge them. To persist in our mission, to take the fight to the Kurgan. To slit their every filthy throat. We will be resolute. We will not waver. We are men of Stir-land. We will win!’


      Some of the men feebly huzzahed.


      ‘We will win!’ Jonas repeated.


      The huzzahs grew louder.


      ‘We will win!’


      Upturned fists punctured the mountain air.


      ‘Yes, the Kurg is a filthy trickster. Could we have known that he would attack us in this cowardly manner? To let the mountain stones do the fighting for him, when he is too weak and pusillanimous to do it himself? No, we could not.


      ‘Too long have we let fear govern our hearts, my men of Stirland. We have convinced ourselves that the barbarians are bigger, braver, more determined than we. What do we see here around us? The sure sign of his desperation. We thought too highly of our stinking foe. He dares not fight us man to man. He hides. He skulks. He cowers. His blackened soul is weak and scorched, damaged forever in his insane worship of the fell gods.


      ‘What you see around you is not defeat – it is evidence of our certain victory to come. Our hearts are the free hearts. Ours are certain, brave, and true. We are resolute. We’ll not waver. The gods on our side are the gods of good. The gods of life and virtue. What do their gods offer? Degradation and destruction, even for the twisted scum who bow before them.


      ‘The barbarian hates us. But why? Because he fears us. Our coming here was no folly. Now is when we cease to be defenders, and become attackers. As we bury now our courageous fellows, stop and ponder the inevitability of our triumph. Burn the faces of these men into your memories. Harden yourselves for the trail ahead. Our fight will not be easy. It will not be over soon. But when it is over, it is your boots that will press tightly to the throat of your fallen foes.


      ‘Do I speak truth?’


      The soldiers yowled: ‘Yes.’


      ‘Do I speak truth?’


      ‘Yes.’


      Swordsmen brandished their blades; archers shook their arrows. Bodo held aloft his half-sized sabre. Filch scurried on his outlandish feet, pounding his chest and hooting.


      Franziskus had sidled up to Angelika. ‘Do you hear that?’ she asked him, nearly drowned out by the din. ‘We’ve made no mistakes today.’


      ‘The men need rousing,’ Franziskus said. ‘He’s a skilled officer.’


      Angelika made no reply.


      ‘Gerolsbruchers,’ Jonas cried. The men of his original company stabbed their swords toward the sky. ‘It is you who bravely bore the brunt today. You who were in front. You who charged. You who have suffered the gravest casualties at the distant hands of our frightened, stealthy foe. I am proud to be one of you. Rest assured, this day, both the living and dead among you have wreathed yourselves in glory.’


      The soldiers nodded in grunting assent, patting each other on the shoulders. They raised their water canteens to Lieutenant Rassau as if giving him a toast.


      ‘Chelborg Archers,’ Jonas called. ‘Only a few days have we marched together, but today you proved yourselves every bit the equal of my beloved Gerolsbruchers. Your fusillade held the foe like a vice. From your arrows, he could neither run nor hide. Our great triumph today, we owe to you. In my heart, I consider us to be but one company of warriors, forged together like iron. Today, Chelborgers have become Gerolsbruchers and Gerolsbruchers, Chelborgers. My friends, we are one.’


      Now the men of the two companies jostled and elbowed one another in a spirit of boisterous fellowship. An archer offered a swordsman his water skin to drink from and others echoed the gesture.


      Jonas stood over them, waiting for their maddened joy to peak. Then he turned, fixing his sights on Angelika and Franziskus, and the stragglers picked up from other units. His delivery thundered with sudden condemnation. ‘Yet not all with us today carried their burdens in equal measure. You, without companies. You, our scouts. Were you on that slope with us? Or did you hang back?’


      Franziskus’ slim frame tightened up with guilt. The stragglers muttered out their consternation. Angelika folded her arms and concealed a smile.


      ‘If you wish to be one with us, you must charge with us. Fight with us.’


      ‘What’s he talking about?’ complained a stoop-shouldered pikesman. ‘I nearly got crushed.’


      Angelika shushed him.


      The pikesman’s dudgeon would not be mollified. ‘I came closer to getting killed than he did.’


      ‘As a lesson to you, to make you feel closer to us,’ Jonas orated, ‘I assign you now to deal with the best of us – those who have courageously died today. It is you who’ll prepare their bodies for burial. As you do, gaze upon them, so next time, you can emulate their valour.’


      ‘Pardon me if I don’t emulate my way into a grave,’ the stooped man muttered.


      Jonas pointed to Angelika. ‘And you, scout. As you are a woman, I charge you with a womanly duty – to assemble each man’s effects, for transport back to his family. To ensure that each slain man is properly shrouded in his cloak, before he’s laid to rest.’


      Angelika tried to look neither pleased nor displeased by the lieutenant’s order. She would indeed subject the possessions of each dead man to an exacting inventory.


      Angelika found the work of preparation peculiarly relaxing. Handling corpses had become second nature to her, and it was refreshing to do it in the light of day, with no fear of discovery, no need to crouch or hide. Jonas had made it easy to search for the ring. As she reckoned, none of the dead men had it. Regret tugged lightly at her each time she made a pile of a man’s goods: among the dross there were a few good pieces. A pendant, especially, that had to be worth much more than its owner had known. Its filigree work dated it back five centuries, to the craftsmen of the Altdorf School, whose work was much desired by connoisseurs. She considered having Franziskus write a note to its inheritor, informing the lucky relative of its value. Then she thought, let it go to him who can see its value.


      When the sorting was done, she and Franziskus worked together to wrap the bodies. Franziskus, as usual, had some issue or another gnawing at his conscience.


      ‘You were speaking to those two men, earlier,’ she said.


      ‘The two who were crushed?’


      She nodded.


      ‘Their names were Rappe and Cassel. They had opposite views on women. Not that it matters now.’


      ‘It matters to those who remember them,’ she said.


      They worked in silence for a while longer.


      ‘I admired Jonas’ speech,’ he finally said, as he turned the body of a heavy-set, pox-scarred soldier onto its side, so Angelika could fold his cloak over him, ‘up to the point where he singled some out for fulsome praise, then pointlessly scapegoated certain others.’


      Angelika did not comment.


      ‘It’s obvious,’ Franziskus said, ‘that you worked some arrangement with him, to search the bodies for your ring. But why heap scorn on blameless men?’


      ‘You still expect military life to be fair? No wonder it didn’t suit you.’


      The comment seemed to sting him, and she regretted it. It was possible to be honest without being nastily blunt, she reminded herself.


      ‘How does that do any good, to set the men apart from one another?’


      ‘Now the stragglers will fight harder, to be accepted into the ranks of the men Jonas esteems. The favoured ones will fight hard to stay that way. And all of them will now measure their worth by Rassau’s compass. He may not know the first thing about fighting, but other than that, he’s an exemplary officer.’


      ‘He seems quite handy with a sword. I wouldn’t want to face him.’


      ‘Neither would I, but that’s not what I’m talking about.’


      ‘Then why do we place our lives in his hands?’


      ‘I’m not trusting him with my life. That I’ll take care of myself.’


      ‘You do realise that your ring is gone.’


      ‘It’s not. I can feel it.’


      They finished wrapping their current corpse and moved on to another. All the bodies were arrayed on the plateau, above the slope where they’d died. The stragglers were well into the process of digging a large and shallow grave, spading into a thin layer of coarse-grained sand beneath a field of stones.


      ‘You warned him, didn’t you?’


      She nodded.


      ‘Yet he said it was a surprise.’


      Blood had pooled in the hollow at the base of her new subject’s neck. She mopped it with a rag of torn tunic. ‘He was surprised, wasn’t he?’


      ‘So he lied.’


      ‘That he did, Franziskus, that he did.’


      ‘I thought you esteemed honesty as the highest of virtues.’


      ‘I don’t tell anyone else how to behave. Leave that to the preachers.’


      ‘But if his men can’t trust him, how can we?’


      A long curl of flaxen hair rolled itself down from Franziskus’ head and onto the corpse’s gore-soaked shirt. Angelika got it out of the way by tucking it behind her companion’s ear. ‘We can’t and shouldn’t. You don’t know the half of it. But his men – they want to be deceived. They were desperate for those stirring lies. You think they wanted to be told their friends had died in error, and that they’re likely to do the same?’


      ‘I think they wish Jonas to be the man he seems.’


      ‘That’s a harsh standard for anyone to live up to, isn’t it? Besides, all men of power are liars. Their followers depend on it. Demand it.’


      ‘Who speaks harshly now?’


      ‘The trick, Franziskus, is to be neither sheep nor shepherd. A feat very few can manage. Now help me roll him over.’


      Franziskus complied, wondering if she’d truly taught the shepherd his lesson, or if their ultimate destination was the wolf’s den. He was about to ask her, when he reconsidered. The metaphor was a laboured one.


      The plateau led to a switchback threading between two sharp peaks. Angelika walked its length for a quarter of a mile as the funeral rites were completed. Franziskus followed after her, and Filch tagged after him. Though perhaps well-suited for use by mountain deer, the trail seemed inauspicious. At its widest point, the flat surface between slopes was barely two and a half feet across. In many spots, there was no flat at all so the men would have to travel on an angle, their boot soles sideways on bare rock. The trail curved out of sight behind the rightward peak. It was impossible to tell where it terminated, and whether it led to a stretch of traversable terrain.


      ‘Not such a bad trail,’ said Filch.


      ‘Maybe for you, hoof-foot,’ said Angelika.


      Franziskus thought she was being a little sharp with him, but Filch, taking her words as a complimentary, beamed and vigorously nodded his head.


      ‘Jonas’ men will likely sprain some ankles getting through this.’


      When the three of them returned, the company had mustered into formation. Angelika spoke to Franziskus, who approached Emil. Jonas strode up beside them, rubbing his hands together, projecting enthusiasm. A performance, Angelika assumed, for the benefit of his men.


      But when he spoke it appeared that his attitude was genuine. ‘We’ve been dealt a terrible setback,’ he said to Emil. ‘But now that fate has demonstrated her fickleness, we shall worm our way back into her good graces.’ He glanced over his shoulder at the mounded rows of graves. ‘When we’ve distanced ourselves from this unlucky place, our fortunes will turn. We’ll find our nest of Kurgs and send them packing.’ His hand whipped forth to grip and shake Angelika’s forearm. ‘And we’ll find you your lost property, Angelika. I swear it. What did you see, up ahead?’


      ‘I thought we’d established a protocol,’ she answered. ‘I talk to Franziskus, he talks to Emil?’


      ‘Let us dispense with such nonsense. You were right, Angelika. Right all along. This is no place for protocol. Please, feel free to speak to me directly, when the safety of my men is at stake. You, too, Franziskus. Even you, sir halfling.’ He looked down to address Filch and the half-man’s face opened up in adoration.


      ‘In that case,’ Angelika said, ‘you’ll need to break that column back down into single file.’


      ‘A lengthening of our lines leaves us vulnerable, does it not?’


      ‘The path’s sloped. There isn’t room for a double file to move without crashing into each other. The slopes are bare rock, so if anyone comes at us we’ll get plenty of warning. Not a spot I’d choose to ambush from, if I were a Kurg.’


      Jonas waited for Emil’s nod of approval, then mimicked it.


      ‘If it’s one long line, sir,’ Emil ventured, ‘I’d say split the archers between front and back. Our scout, I trust, takes point position?’


      Such is the price of increased trust, Angelika thought.


      ‘If she will do it,’ Jonas said.


      ‘Yes, I will.’


      ‘And I’ll be with her,’ volunteered Franziskus.


      ‘No,’ said Jonas. ‘You and I will take a forward position, but after the first file of archers.’


      ‘It is my custom to accompany Angelika,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘I command otherwise, Franziskus. You and I must get to know one another better.’


      Filch shot his hand up. ‘I’ll go along with her.’


      ‘Very well, my sure-footed friend. Angelika will appreciate the company, I am sure.’


      Angelika curled her lip.


      ‘Where do you want me?’ Emil asked. As usual, Angelika found his mood unreadable.


      ‘Position yourself amid the strays,’ Jonas answered. ‘I was harsh on them before so you must give them hope that they can prove themselves. Find a trustworthy fellow to promote as their corporal, to lead them.’


      Emil nodded, then went out to bellow the soldiers into their new configuration. Jonas, arm around Franziskus, took him aside.


      To get Angelika’s attention, Filch loudly sniffed. ‘This will be a grand adventure, will it not?’


      ‘Grand.’


      Angelika waited till the archers came and the line of men seemed to coalesce, then set off without warning. Filch and the archers lurched after her. There were ten archers left in all, which meant five would join them at the head of the procession, and five would take up the rear.


      Angelika set a slow and heedful pace into the switchback. Behind her, the archers kept their bows ready.


      ‘Point those things skywards,’ she told the nearest bowman, a lean-faced fellow under a windswept mop of thinning hair.


      ‘Skywards?’


      ‘If something comes at us without warning, it’ll be some hideous Enemy flyer swooping down on us from the sky. So point your arrows up there, and away from my backside.’


      The archer pondered the slate-grey clouds. ‘Do such things exist?’


      ‘Don’t worry,’ Angelika replied. ‘I’ve only seen them once.’


      Five bows pointed up. The archers kept an eye on the sky, as if expecting flying Chaos dragons to swoop down at any moment.


      Behind the archers, Jonas and Franziskus spoke. They were just out of earshot, a fact Angelika found unaccountably maddening. They ought to be making friends, she told herself, if Jonas was to take him off her hands. That was the entire plan, wasn’t it?


      ‘Angelika’s concerned for your future,’ Jonas told the young deserter.


      Franziskus was heartened to hear it, but could not say so. ‘While she is in any way under threat, I can give no thought to that.’


      ‘When this mission is done, she’ll give up her ghastly career. Then you must think of yourself.’


      ‘When that happens, I will. Somehow I think it will not.’


      ‘You do not believe her when she says she’ll give it up?’


      ‘She’s broke again. She’ll have to start from scratch.’


      ‘But let us say that we find this chieftain, and get the ring back.’


      ‘An unlikely prospect, wouldn’t you say?’


      ‘No, Franziskus. Sigmar is on our side, remember?’


      ‘Oh yes. I did forget.’


      ‘Like your friend, Franziskus, I am sure we’ll recover that ring.’


      ‘Are you now?’


      ‘Or, if not, I’ll see to it she’s handsomely rewarded, for her services to the Empire. For her contribution to our coming victory. Ring or not, your need to serve her is coming rapidly to its end. You must begin to think of yourself now.’


      ‘I am perhaps not as selfless as you think.’


      ‘Only an honest man is anxious to claim greed’s mantle, Franziskus. I have been thinking. It is a shocking thing, for an officer to desert. A man from society’s highest rank. To smooth this out will not be easy.’


      ‘I’m sure you’re right.’


      ‘I take it you’d be unprepared to lie your way through? To claim, say, that you were taken prisoner by a Kurgan advance party, and held for all these many months against your will, till you escaped and joined up with Angelika? At which point you immediately returned to Stirland, where I swept you up along with the other stragglers?’


      ‘To lie would only compound my dishonour.’


      ‘Ah,’ said Jonas. He slipped on the sloping rock; Franziskus helped to steady him.


      ‘I expected you would say as much. Your concern for honour is admirable.’


      ‘It cheers me to hear you say that.’


      ‘Fortunately there is another way.’


      ‘Oh?’


      ‘A battlefield commission. If I restore your officer status now, and you acquit yourself favourably during this mission, any who would wish to prosecute you will be presented with a fait accompli. As a serving officer of the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen, you will be, by definition, a deserter no longer. After the war, our forces will be badly depleted, in dire need of officers. There’ll be no hunger to prosecute you. Not if you prove your loyalty now.’


      ‘Don’t you already have a second lieutenant?’


      ‘Glauer?’ He directed Franziskus’ gaze to the fellow; he was picking his nose. ‘So far he’s proven an undistinguished choice.’


      Franziskus averted his eyes, embarrassed for the poor wretch. ‘Perhaps he should be given a chance to show you otherwise.’


      Jonas clapped him on the back. ‘With every refusal you increase my esteem for you. It is gentlemanly indeed that you would decline to displace another man. Even one of middling birth and questionable competence.’


      ‘You flatter me. Jonas.’


      A shriek keened from overhead. The archers jolted in anxious unison, pulling back the strings of their bows. A black speck moved through the sky but the crying creature was not a thing of Chaos, just a small hawk. The archers relaxed, slowly easing the tension from their bowstrings, then resumed the difficult hike through the switchback.


      Jonas snapped his fingers. ‘That’s it. The Chelborg Archers. Why didn’t I see it before?’


      Franziskus waited for him to explain himself but Jonas just punched him delightedly on the shoulder. The sting of pain welled up a feeling of nostalgia in him. The shoulder punch was a staple of the interaction between Franziskus and his brothers. He fought twin urges: one, to smack Jonas back with an equal measure of over-enthusiasm. Two, to surrender his doubts and allow himself to trust Rassau entirely.


      ‘The Chelborg Archers,’ Jonas repeated. ‘They’ve been placed under my command, but they are still a unit unto themselves. Thus, they require an officer, to lead them.’


      ‘They are but ten men, now.’


      ‘Nonetheless. The Stirland military code requires me to make a battlefield commission. For that matter, there are the strays. They require greater cohesion, do they not? I can fold them into the Archers. That places sixteen men under your command. A stingy number, perhaps, for a man of your sterling qualities. But they’ll surpass the threshold needed to satisfy a court martial, wouldn’t you say?’


      ‘If – if you say so, Jonas. I’ve no experience with such matters.’


      ‘Trust me, Franziskus. Your dilemma could not have a more perfect solution. Do you doubt now that the gods have intervened on our behalf?’


      ‘I am not so much an egotist as to think that the gods take much of an interest in my activities.’


      ‘You underestimate the reach of the divine, Franziskus. Into all our lives they shine their fearsome light, if only we are brave and let it fuel us. They will grant me victory, so I may do my dead father proud. They will lead Angelika to her ring. And you, my friend, shall be cleansed of your dishonour.’


      ‘Your offer is very generous. And your heart is – I trust in the goodness of your heart, Jonas.’ Franziskus was surprised to hear himself saying this, but he was, and it was true, as far as it went. He recovered himself, lowering his voice. ‘But dual loyalties are difficult, Jonas.’


      ‘I do not know what you mean.’


      ‘If you make me an officer, and then I find myself in a position where I must weigh my duty to you against my vow to protect Angelika.’


      ‘We’ll prevail upon her to release you from that vow.’


      ‘She’s anxious to do that, I assure you, but my vow was made to the gods.’


      ‘Talk it over with her, at least.’


      ‘I will not disavow her. Not while she is in the slightest danger.’


      ‘You will not need to choose between us, Franziskus. Our goals are not in conflict.’
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      Chapter Fifteen


      The switchback led behind the rightward peak and into a steep, heavily forested gorge, the meeting point of two jagged mountains. Centuries of flooding had deposited a layer of loose stones on the valley’s narrow floor. It would be easier going, but the dense stands of trees along either side of the ravine would provide abundant opportunities for ambushers to lurk. Angelika beckoned to Jonas for a conference, and laid out the choice for him: to press on despite the risk, or to turn back, reversing a day’s arduous travel. Dusk was coming. It brought with it swirls of fog. They rolled in the hollows, obscuring the bottom of the ravine.


      Jonas’ gaze swept the lurching, scraggly pines above. ‘Can we get to the other side of the valley before nightfall?’


      Angelika shook her head. It was hard to estimate the length of the ravine, or see what lay beyond it. ‘If you ask me–’


      ‘I am asking you, Angelika.’


      ‘Let’s camp here for the night. That way anyone who wants to sneak up on us can only do it from two directions, instead of four.’


      Jonas nodded his assent and, as the last of the men filed out of the switchback and onto the rocky surface of the ravine, he waved to Emil, who gave the orders for a dig-in. Jonas leaned close to Angelika’s ear. ‘Speak to Franziskus. I’ve made him an offer, and if you care at all for him, you’ll persuade him to take it.’


      Filch offered her cheese. She took it and told him to go away. She sought out Franziskus. He’d found a long stretch of fallen pine log and had sat himself upon it, head in hand and elbow on knee.


      ‘Never have I seen a person so visibly in a quandary,’ she said, sitting beside him. She pressed the halfling’s rind of cheese, uneaten, into Franziskus’ palm. They spent a minute or so debating which of them ought to eat the cheese, which Franziskus knew to be exquisite, before Angelika grew annoyed, ripped it from his hands, chomped it in two, and held the remainder, still moist where her teeth-marks were, in front of his lips. Sulkily he took it from her, turning it over in his hands. He reminded Angelika of a squirrel, deciding whether to devour or bury his latest bit of forage.


      He told her about the offer.


      ‘Take it,’ she said.


      ‘On one hand, he believes each word he says, as he says it. On the other, he intends to drive a wedge between us.’


      ‘His motives don’t matter. Take the commission.’


      ‘I knew that’s exactly what you’d say.’


      She stood. ‘Stop saving me, Franziskus, and start saving your own damn hide.’


      She wandered across the bed of rounded, fist-sized granites and quartzes until she reached Jonas. Two of his swordsmen struck a smallish tent for him. Angelika swallowed, despising the necessity of this next gambit. She’d taken Jonas deep into the mountains, but she was no closer to searching his kit and getting back her ring. She stretched, twisting her body into a girlish posture.


      ‘That fog portends a cold night,’ she observed.


      She got the hungry look she wanted from him. ‘You spoke to him?’ he asked.


      She edged closer. ‘Give him some time. He has a heavy load of guilt to wrestle into submission.’


      He moved back. ‘He can’t wait long. It would be best if he performed some great deed of valour after I commission him. The sooner that happens, the likelier it is he’ll get his chance.’


      Angelika brushed his fingers with the back of her hand. In different circumstances she’d prefer to break them.


      Jonas leaned in. He kissed the back of her ear. Despite herself, she shuddered. Why couldn’t she prefer the reliable, mousy ones, like Franziskus?


      Filch was standing a dozen yards away, cheerfully staring at them.


      Jonas pushed away from her. ‘I have yearnings, too, Angelika,’ he said, under his breath, his lips barely moving. ‘But we must restrain ourselves. We must not only have discipline, but be seen to have it.’ He headed over to Franziskus’ log, presumably to further press his case.


      Yearnings. What Angelika yearned for was to shove him off a cliff.


      Angelika chose Franziskus’ fallen pine as their sleeping spot. Sentries from the company stationed themselves around the floor of the ravine; Angelika counted eight of them. She wrapped herself in her bedroll and set her back against the log. Franziskus settled in to sleep; by sitting up, she’d claimed first watch. Neither she nor Franziskus trusted the soldiers enough to leave watch duties entirely in their hands. They would swap sleeping hours, two on, two off, until morning, as they did when they were alone. This protocol had been arrived at without discussion. It went without saying, now that they were in the mountains, that they would trust their safety only to themselves.


      Filch, with Merwin in tow, skirted his way toward their spot, craning his neck for Franziskus. Angelika scowled at him. They wandered circuitously across the rocks, finally settling in with the stragglers, who’d arranged their bedding out in the open.


      The exhausted soldiers fell asleep swiftly. Snores erupted from their unmoving bedrolls. Fog rose up from the valley floor to obscure their bodies from view. The sun had already set; the indigo sky turned black. Angelika scanned the forested slopes until the last light was gone, then waited in darkness, aware only of sound, and temperature, and the hard contact between her bony posterior and the rocks she sat on. There was no wind to rustle the pine branches above, so every noise stood out: the flapping of bat wings overhead. The strangled chirps they used to locate their insect prey. The muffled stirrings of unconscious men. The moist rumbling of her own innards, as they digested the night’s meal of biscuit and jerky.


      When she’d first embarked on this life, it had been difficult to stay awake like this, in absolute darkness, after a day of enervating travel. Now there was no question that her body would obey her; she would not doze off until Franziskus relieved her. Then she’d fall under immediately, slumbering deeper than a Sigmarite war-priest after a three-day ale binge. She wondered how it would be to sleep in a bed, under a roof, every night of the year. She’d had that kind of life once, but it had been so long ago, she’d forgotten what it was like.


      Until then, she’d keep listening for wrong noises in the blackness.


      Franziskus took over two hours later, pupating out of his bedroll without her having to wake him. They exchanged shifts twice again.


      He shook her awake.


      There was pre-dawn light. Her right hand gripped her knife, as it was trained to do.


      ‘What?’ she mouthed.


      Franziskus pointed to a spot, dense with spruce and low bushes, about halfway up the western slope. A baby spruce wavered and shook, while the trees around it were still.


      Someone or something was up there.


      Franziskus pointed to the sentries, standing in a bunch on the rocky ravine floor, about twenty yards away. Several were archers; they had arrows already notched and aimed, at the position Franziskus had shown her.


      Angelika took off in a crouching sprint toward the archers. Across the way, a sentry poked his head into Jonas’ tent.


      If those were Kurgan, Angelika thought, they hadn’t attacked yet. It would take only a minute for anyone hidden up there to come crashing down on the camp. The archers would only get a few shots off before the melee was joined. For maximum effect, the archers should wait for the lurkers to reveal themselves. If they fired and missed, they’d waste an entire fusillade.


      Jonas came running, strapping on his sword-belt, nearly getting his scabbard stuck between his legs. Anxious, grunting men poured from their bedrolls.


      Idiots, Angelika thought. If they have bows, too, you’re running into range. She detoured off into the ravine, to put some trees between herself and a hypothetical line of fire.


      Grotesque faces rose up behind the spruces. They called out in an alien tongue.


      The archers fired off a volley. An arrow seemed to find its mark; a body fell.


      ‘Stop,’ Angelika shouted. ‘Dwarfs. It’s dwarfs.’


      A dozen stocky figures boiled from the trees, like hornets from a broken nest. Each was about four and a half feet tall, wide-shouldered, and bow-legged. Long beards streamed from broad, shovel-flat faces. The tops of their heads were bald, or they wore bowl-shaped helmets that made them look that way. Rings and studs dotted their notched and circular ears. A few wore heavy plate armour, crisscrossed by raised designs and runic letters. Scales and vambraces of hardened leather protected others. A few lofted shields overhead though most went without, preferring instead the reassurance of a long-hafted, double-bladed axe. These, too, were deeply notched and rune-carved.


      The dwarfs pelted down the slope in a weirdly graceful, half-tumbling run. Their speed at navigating a treacherous slope put even the halflings to shame. Another quartet of dwarfs rose up behind them, firing crossbows.


      The archers stood their ground to fire another round. Jonas and his fellow swordsmen hurried into battle formation, forming a rough wedge against flanking. An archer fell, a bolt penetrating his lower leg. A dwarf rolled down the slope, an arrow stuck in his throat.


      ‘No,’ Angelika yelled, first to the humans, then to the dwarfs. ‘We’re on the same side. We’re not enemies.’


      Franziskus crouched behind her. ‘What do we do?’


      She dived behind an ivy-covered rock, then reached back to tug on his arm. He flattened himself behind her. ‘It’s too late,’ she said. ‘Too late.’


      It was all too common, even for forces of the same nation. In the confusion of warfare, especially in the dark or fog, soldiers on the same side often attacked in error, cutting down allies as if they were foes. Once, down in the Blackfire, she had scoured a battlefield where every combatant had been a member of the same mercenary company, out patrolling against orcs. There’d been no way of telling what fatal miscue had set them to destroying one another.


      Franziskus stood. ‘Stop, stop. It’s a mistake.’


      A dwarf crossbow bolt whizzed past his ear. He ducked.


      Angelika swore. ‘We may not have been enemies a minute ago, but we are now.’ The grudge-bearing capacity of the average dwarf was legendary. The prosecution of feuds and vendettas was the central feature of dwarf society. If any of those fallen dwarfs were dead, the wider war, any sense of joint solidarity against the Kurgan horde, now meant nothing. They would exact a blood debt, or die in the attempt.


      ‘Maybe these are Chaos dwarfs?’ ventured Franziskus.


      ‘Always the wishful thinker.’


      The first of the dwarfs reached the valley floor, sliding down onto his backside and bowling into the line of swordsmen. The back of his hand struck a sharp, upturned stone and his axe flew from it and skidded off. Gerolsbruchers raised their sabres to hack down at his prone, wriggling frame.


      Jonas held out his arm to halt them. He leaned over the dwarf, shouting into his face: ‘Stand down! We are your friends.’ The dwarf reached up, grabbed at Jonas’ ears, and tried to pull him down to bite at his nose. Stirland swords pierced him, digging in through gaps in his armour left well exposed by his splayed-out position. He gurgled indignantly as he died.


      The archers kept steady as more enraged dwarfs bore down on them. Arrows cut into them, but they thumped onwards. A dwarf axe shattered a Chelborger’s bow, then cut through the cuff of his sleeve to slash the arm beneath. The sabres tore up to meet the dwarfs. Their line enveloped the attackers, leaving each of them outnumbered by at least a man, if not two.


      As Filch and Merwin dashed for the cover of the trees on the opposite slope, crossbow bolts thunked around their feet. Bodo charged for a dwarf who’d just reached the valley bottom. The dwarf laughed without smiling and grunted out a threat in his native tongue. Bodo ran at him, at the last minute dropping down to sail between the dwarf’s bandy legs. The dwarf spun, but not before the halfling butcher had slashed the tendon of his right heel. The dwarf’s foot flew out from under him and he landed on his back as Bodo rolled out of the way. The halfling clambered onto his plated chest to stab him in the face and neck. Spitting blood, the dwarf lifted his axe but his strength abandoned him, and the weapon dropped from a claw-like hand.


      More dwarfs joined the fray; these had crossbows slung across their backs, and were presumably the last of their unit. One charged at Bodo, whose back was turned to him. Jonas bellowed a warning. The halfling ducked the blow without turning, only to be kicked to the ground. His chin smacked into stony ground, and he lay stunned. The dwarf, who had a red tattoo incised on each temple, readied a death blow.


      Jonas tackled him from the side but the thickset dwarf did not budge. The Gerolsbrucher grappled his arms around the dwarf’s ample girth and fought to topple him. The dwarf threw him off and paused to decide which foe he most wanted dead. Bodo staggered, dazed. Jonas taunted the dwarf, calling him a fatherless son of a motherless ape. The dwarf hurtled at him, his features twisted with rage. Jonas had time to draw his sabre before the dwarf axe clanged down on it but the force of the strike brought him to one knee.


      Franziskus bolted from his position of safety, toward the fight. Angelika grabbed at him, but caught only a handful of fog. ‘Don’t!’ she called. ‘Get dwarf blood on your hands, and they’ll hunt you forever.’ This was an understatement: wronged dwarfs would chase your descendants, to the seventh generation.


      As Franziskus ran, he saw that the tattooed dwarf had somehow acquired a solid grip on Jonas’ hair. At their feet lay the helmets and weapons of both combatants. The dwarf slammed Jonas’ face down onto his armour-plated knee. Jonas rolled and fell, his forehead scraped. His snorting, wheezing opponent stomped him in the throat. Franziskus shouted, to distract him. Startled, the dwarf scrabbled back and stooped to recover his axe. Surprised by his own speed, Franziskus reached his quarry and slashed upwards with his blade. Its swipe parted the dwarf’s beard. He tested his chin with gloved fingers; they came up bloody.


      He charged at Franziskus, who clouted his back with a glancing blow and then went down. The dwarf butted him above the nose with his exaggerated ridge of a brow. Nimbuses of silvery pain jigged hazily in Franziskus’ vision. The dwarf shuddered; Jonas had recovered his feet and stood above him, chopping his neck and skull with the sharp surface of his sabre. The stocky warrior shook in outraged disbelief, half-heartedly attempted to bite off Franziskus’ ear, and expired.


      Franziskus crawled out from under the stunted hulk of a corpse. The fighting had stopped. Around them were strewn eleven fresh-killed dwarfs. Four more members of the company – an archer, two swordsmen, and a stray, lifelessly bled onto the rocks. Jonas struggled for breath. A red stream gushed from his nose. He reached into his jacket for a rag to staunch it.


      ‘Shallya have mercy,’ he gasped.


      The first yellow rays of dawn haloed the trees on the eastern ridgeline. Angelika moved cautiously into view. ‘We’ll need more than the mercy goddess if their kinfolk ever find out about this.’


      The remark appeared to confuse some of the nearby soldiers, so she acquainted them with the basic facts concerning dwarfs, and their propensity for vengeance.


      ‘This wasn’t our fault,’ said Jonas.


      Angelika moved to the slope, where a dead dwarf lay staring on his back. ‘Tell that to their sons and brothers, when they come to even the score.’


      ‘They were supposed to be up north, fighting the orcs.’


      ‘You didn’t expect every single able-bodied dwarf to be gone from these mountains, did you?’


      ‘It’s their fault for not revealing themselves.’


      ‘They might say the same about you.’ She knelt over the body.


      ‘You mean to loot them?’ Jonas asked.


      Angelika blurted out a horrified laugh. ‘By no means.’ She addressed the men as a group. ‘I don’t know how you feel about souvenirs, fellows, but you’d better take not a scrap from any of these dwarfs here. See those runes all over their armour and clothing? Dwarfs mark their possessions well, for precisely this eventuality. You don’t want to get caught with dear old Uncle Guthnir’s heirloom dagger hanging from your belt.’ The words seemed to sink in, but it was hard to tell.


      From the dwarf’s throat she plucked the fatal arrow and examined its feathering. ‘This pattern, with the alternating red and gold fletching – how distinctive is it?’


      An archer stepped forward, rubbing the wrenched muscles of his pulling arm. ‘That’s Chelborg fletching.’


      Angelika’s shoulders sank. ‘Here’s what we have to do – and quick, in case this is only part of a patrol, and the rest is headed this way. First, comb the bodies and get these arrows out of them. Every single one. Then we need to make this look like they were killed by Chaos troops. So you’ll need to take those axes of theirs and hack those bodies apart like you’re the most frenzied crop of drool-spattered barbarians who ever slaughtered a foe. Then we have to get ourselves out of here as fast as our feet will carry us. And never, ever, as long as any of you live, breathe a hint of what we’ve just done to anyone. Do you all understand?’


      ‘She’s right,’ Jonas said. The bleeding from his nose had stopped, at least momentarily. ‘Get to it.’


      Few of the men broke to it, and even they traced stunned, aimless steps around the dwarven dead. ‘Get to it,’ Jonas shouted, shocking them into action. ‘And get our dead onto pallets. We can’t leave them here, to be found among the dwarfs.’


      The soldiers shuffled like sleepwalkers. They picked up dwarf axes but were reluctant to use them. Angelika wrenched one from a nearby swordsman’s hand, stalked over to a dwarf who lay on his back, and hacked at his neck until she broke through the vertebrae and severed it from the body. She closed her eyes, placed her foot on top of it like it was a croquet ball, and sent it rolling.


      This action stopped in his tracks any soldier who had been working. ‘He said, get to it,’ Emil bawled.


      Jonas came to her as if wanting to talk, but Angelika hiked up the slope. There were more dead up there, and they’d all have arrows in them. Franziskus came with her. She parted stunted spruces and circuited around spiny gorse bushes, Inking diagonally up the gorge to the spot where the dwarfs had fallen. The ground cover was surprisingly thick; to find them, she’d rely on her sense of distance and feel for terrain.


      ‘I know what he’s going to say,’ she said.


      ‘What?’


      ‘Before I told him to be honest with his men, and now he’s going to rub this in my face and tell me how eager I am to deceive, when need be.’


      ‘And what would you say to him, if he said that?’


      ‘I’d say that certain scenarios nullify all general moral considerations. Chief among these is finding yourself knee-deep in dead dwarfs.’


      From below, in counterpoint to their words, played the repeated sound of axes whacking into tissue and bone.


      ‘If we’re on the same side,’ asked Franziskus. ‘Why did they not stand and greet us?’


      ‘They’re a distrustful people. I imagine they wanted to be sure we weren’t yammering cultists of Chaos before they offered us stout and sandwiches.’


      Angelika reached the approximate point she was looking for. A ledge, about four yards long and six to seven feet wide, stuck out from the ravine wall. Tall pines extended up in front of it, providing cover. A trail led down to it from higher up on the slope. It would have been the perfect place to wait and observe the humans. Angelika clambered up onto it. A dead dwarf lay face-first on the slab. She rolled him and plucked an arrow from his throat.


      ‘Damnably accurate archers Jonas has with him.’


      ‘Perhaps we’ll later have cause to cheer that fact.’


      To make him an easier bundle to haul down the slope, she bound his ankles with his belt and wrapped him up in his own cloak. ‘Was there a second one?’


      ‘I’m not sure.’


      There were no other bodies on the shelf. At one point, it offered a natural jumping-off point, to a mound of dirt below. Heavy footprints cratered its surface. To its left was a reasonably surmountable patch of slope; to the left, a collection of rough and peaky boulders. The body of a second dwarf lay flat out on them, as if slumbering in a bed of granite.


      Angelika hopped down, asking Franziskus to come and help. He followed, less sure-footedly than her. Together they turned the dwarf onto his back. A blot of crimson stained the rock he’d lain on and a matching wound blemished his forehead. It wasn’t an arrow that got him; he’d fallen and bashed in his skull.


      The dwarf’s lips parted and his left eye slowly opened. He groaned. Feebly, he closed his right hand, as if he hoped to grip his axe-haft. The weapon lay under him, still stuffed into his belt.


      ‘No,’ said Angelika. She drew back from him. ‘No, no, no, no, no…’


      The dwarf gurgled out a stream of red saliva and some barely audible words, which neither Angelika nor Franziskus understood.


      ‘Don’t you dare,’ Angelika said, her lips barely moving. ‘Finish up and die.’


      ‘Human scum,’ the dwarf mouthed, switching to Reikspiel.


      ‘What do we do?’ asked Franziskus.


      Angelika could not move.


      ‘Our fight… your fight,’ said the dwarf. ‘Without us… Chaos wins…’


      ‘This was not our intent,’ Franziskus said. ‘We took you for Kurgs.’


      This angered the dwarf, and he tried to sit up. He slumped down, the back of his skull hitting his stony pillow. The dwarf tried to remonstrate but was having difficulty speaking.


      ‘It was a blunder of war. But once the first arrow flew, you would not relent.’


      ‘Never…’ A fresh spurt of blood gushed from his mouth into his curly grey beard. ‘Once attacked, never relent.’


      ‘We can get you to safety,’ Franziskus said.


      ‘You must pay,’ the dwarf stammered, his voice growing weaker.


      ‘That wound is bad but you may recover. We’ll bandage you up. Get you home.’


      ‘I will kill you. My brother will kill you. My son, and the sons of his sons, they will kill you.’ He pointed to his brain. ‘I enter you in my book of grudges. All of you. You black and yellows, each will pay.’


      Franziskus knelt closer. ‘Listen. You can’t be saying that. I understand that you’re angry. That your head throbs, and you’re not thinking clearly.’


      ‘For what you’ve done to us,’ said the dwarf, ‘you must die. Your fate is as clear as the water of Ulreid’s Stream.’


      ‘They will not patch you up, you understand, if you’re threatening to kill them.’


      ‘I am Hrund, son of Thorhal, and I will not lie, for any reason.’


      ‘Don’t you see I’m trying to help you?’


      ‘I place a grudge on all of you. Patch me or leave me, you all must die.’


      Franziskus saw that the dwarf was marshalling a wad of bloody spit to hock in his face, and reared back to avoid it.


      Angelika rubbed at the bridge of her nose. She shook her head.


      Franziskus pulled her aside. ‘We can’t just leave him here.’


      ‘No, we can’t,’ she agreed.


      He saw the look on her face and knew what she meant. ‘No, Angelika. You can’t…’


      She moved further off. ‘We’ve got to finish him.’


      ‘The dwarfs are our allies.’


      ‘Not this one. Not now. We can’t have him crawling his way back to Zhufbar, or wherever he’s from, to enlist his kinfolk in a vendetta. He’s seen our faces.’


      ‘He’s delirious.’


      ‘Delirious with vengeance. He’s not joking, Franziskus. We’ve got to do it.’


      She drew her knife and moved back toward the dwarf.


      The dwarf appeared to find a grim amusement in his predicament. ‘You’ll not give me a fighting chance?’


      ‘If you survive this, and find us again someday, will you give us a fighting chance?’


      Hrund, son of Thorhal, laughed up another mouthful of gore. He shook his head.


      ‘You have to admire his honesty,’ said Angelika. She edged closer, preparing to stab down at him.


      ‘Angelika…’ said Franziskus.


      ‘Very well,’ said Angelika. ‘I will give you a fighting chance. You’re lying on your axe. Stand up, Hrund, and you can die in battle.’


      Hrund tried to lift his body up off his weapon. He quivered. Then the tension ebbed from his body, and he collapsed against the rock.


      Franziskus’ heart soared, believing that the dwarf had expired.


      Hrund’s chest panted shallowly up and down.


      ‘Curse it,’ Franziskus said.


      The dwarf chuckled, or wheezed, or perhaps both.


      Angelika hefted her dagger.


      ‘You never kill, except in self-defence,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘Which this is.’


      ‘He’s no threat to you now.’


      ‘If he lives, he will be.’


      ‘In war, soldiers must sometimes kill the wounded. It is something I’ve never seen you do.’


      Angelika shifted the knife uncertainly from hand to hand. ‘I’ve never been implicated in a dwarf-killing before.’ She moved toward Hrund.


      Franziskus stayed her hand. She was about to argue, until he unsheathed his sabre. He hopped onto the rock beside Hrund and hacked at his neck with an executioner’s stroke. The first blow killed him, but Franziskus kept at him until his head was struck from his shoulders. He turned to Angelika and said, ‘I am, as always, here to protect you.’
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      Chapter Sixteen


      On the distant horizon, thick folds of naked granite pushed high into a sudden blue sky. Closer by, more than a dozen callow peaks jostled against each other. Centuries of whipping wind had carved their sandy stone into evenly rising mounds. Points adorned each summit, like the tips of meringues. Needled trees and bushes had taken stubborn root in their ever-eroding soil; bare, narrow trails wormed through them. In their folds and crannies, Angelika saw hundreds of hiding places.


      Spyglass in hand, Jonas surveyed the expanse. ‘Sig-mar’s blood, do these mountains go on forever?’


      ‘We don’t want to go all the way to the Kurgan lands, do we?’ said Angelika. She stood at Rassau’s side, along with Franziskus and Emil. Filch had somehow attached himself to them. Emil pierced him with a hot-poker glare, and he drifted off, as if hunting for edible mushrooms. If such things existed here, a halfling would be the one to find them.


      It had been three days since the dwarf-kill, all hard journeying. The company had seen neither dwarf nor Kurgan. Nor had Angelika found the opportunity to safely rifle the lieutenant’s personal effects.


      Jonas had called the company to a halt after a long slog over a chalky escarpment. They’d used ropes to climb it, up one face and down the other, with metal tent pegs as their pitons. He’d proclaimed it a miracle, a gift from Sigmar, that not one of his men had fallen. These were stout, square-headed men of Stir-land, not nimble mountaineers.


      Now they were stopped on the sides of a rocky sluice, across which a fast trickle of cold, clear water skittered. It barely possessed the depth to fill a canteen. Silent, dust-caked men bent over it to slap its contents into their mouths. Those ordered to stand sentry watched their mates drink, waiting anxiously to be relieved.


      Jonas shoved the spyglass back into his pack and sighed. ‘If honesty is a virtue, I’ll be virtuous,’ he said. ‘I haven’t the faintest idea where to head, or what to count as our destination. We’re to go into the mountains and harry any regrouping Kurgs. Well, it’s been days since we’ve seen any. I reckon this is why I’ve brought you along, Angelika. Where do we find them?’


      ‘Right here,’ she said. With the toe of her long, slim foot, she pointed to a round rock in the middle of the stream. It stood above the others, out of place. A band of mud ran across its exposed side. ‘See that dirt on it, there? That’s from where it used to be lodged, in the bottom of the stream. See how it’s lying on its side? How the part that’s been polished smooth by years in the water is now partly in it, and the rough bit that anchored it has been dislodged?’


      Jonas nodded. ‘Someone knocked it out of place, while walking across here.’


      ‘And recently,’ Angelika said. ‘That mud’s not entirely dry yet.’


      ‘Could it be more dwarfs?’


      ‘They’d never leave such obvious signs of their passing. Dwarfs can be surprisingly light on their feet, especially up here on their native ground. If they’d been by here, they wouldn’t want you to know it.’


      ‘Well, good,’ said Jonas. ‘None of us are in the mood for more dwarfs.’


      The company had yet to shake its melancholy in the wake of the gorge incident. Angelika had expected them to easily shrug off their accidents of war, but instead they’d been dismally determined to reproach themselves.


      ‘If only,’ said Jonas, ‘we could find some of the accursed enemy scum, and give them a solid trouncing. That’s what the men need.’


      ‘Careful what you wish for,’ said Angelika.


      Jonas bristled. He’d been no less touchy and peevish than any of his men. ‘Nothing would please us more than to subject the foe to the full brunt of Sig-mar’s righteous hammer.’


      Angelika gestured to the maze of mounded peaks, ‘Take another look in that spyglass, lieutenant. Every shadow you see, every recess in the rock, every hollow – it could have a nice, fine nest of Kurgans in it, massing for the next great march on civilization. You were sent here to patrol? If I were you, this is exactly where I’d start.’


      ‘Then patrol we shall,’ said Jonas. Angelika could not tell if he was irked by her, or by the complexities of the task. ‘So advise us, then. The Gerolsbruch Swordsmen are no borderers. The men are trained for open battle in full formation, not patrols.’


      Emil cleared his throat. ‘I’ve assigned men patrol duty before, sir.’


      ‘Yes, of course,’ said Jonas. ‘Break the men down into units. Make a map and mark out quadrants to scour. If there’re Kurgs here, we’ll flush ’em out.’


      The sergeant nodded and went off to fulfil his orders.


      ‘If the Kurgs do stage a second wave assault,’ said Angelika, ‘and they’re anywhere near here at all, I can’t imagine them not coming through these hills. They’re so much easier than anything to either side.’ She pointed out the rougher terrain to east and west. ‘Even if we don’t stay here, we should lay down some traps. Make them pay a heavy toll to use this route.’


      ‘You know traps?’


      ‘My main interest is in avoiding them. The goblin ones are particularly nasty. But to disarm a trap, you’ve got to know how to build one.’


      ‘Then I’ll send you out with a patrol, to do that. Now if you’ll excuse me…’ He left, catching up with Emil.


      ‘He’s decided this is somehow my fault,’ said Angelika.


      ‘Not at all.’ Franziskus knelt to fill his canteen. ‘You’re too much the lone wolf to understand a man like that. He’s worried for his men.’


      ‘Always looking for the noble motive, Franziskus.’


      ‘Not to mention, awed by the enormity of his task.’


      ‘It is fairly hopeless.’


      ‘Thank you for offering to build those traps.’


      ‘Why?’ Her voice dripped suspicion.


      ‘I am heartened to see you doing your part.’


      ‘Am I?’


      ‘I knew you couldn’t resist, when it came to it.’


      She threw her hands up and backed away, nearly tripping over a wayward root. ‘Oh, no, don’t you dare. Don’t you think it for an instant. You can go ahead and care about these soldiers and their mission. In fact, for you, I recommend it. But me, I am not forming a scintilla of an attachment. You understand?’


      ‘All I said was–’


      ‘It’s about the ring, Franziskus. About the ring, and only the ring.’


      As instructed, Emil made a map of the mound range. Each hill he gave a name, each beginning with a different, consecutive letter of the alphabet: there was Mount Apple, Mount Barley, Mount Cabbage, and so on, up to Mount Lemon. The names offered a glimpse into the sergeant’s mind: apparently he was mostly thinking of food.


      Angelika went up the south face of Mount Eel with three swordsmen and a straggler: broad-faced Madelung, leathery Mattes, bug-eyed Saar, and the moustachioed Pinkert, who hung back from the rest of the group in order to ogle her from a distance. Though thick around the face and shoulders, Madelung could have been Franziskus’ slightly younger brother. Mattes was the company drummer.


      Saar kept his eyes on his toes and said little; he was not a swordsman, but a handgunner. Pinkert she maintained a close watch on, deciding which of his fingers she’d break if he tried to grope her.


      They’d been up the side of Mount Eel for more than three hours before the subject was broached. She’d already shown them how to step lightly onto dried vegetation, to dampen telltale snaps and crunches. She taught them how to hold the branches of spruce trees as they moved through them, so their brushings would alert neither enemy eye nor ear. When Madelung, heaving himself up a slope, dislodged a boulder the size of a bread loaf, she gave them a climbing lesson, teaching them to identify dangerous spots, and to pick a zigzag route around them. Even lecherous Pinkert listened to her with quiet attention. Whenever she taught them something, she could see the mental effort on their faces, as they committed each tiny lesson to memory.


      ‘Now that you know all this, you’ll teach the others. Yes?’


      They assured her that they would.


      Now they stood on a slope covered by a dense copse of leafy bushes. ‘First thing before laying a trap,’ she said, pointing into the bushes, ‘is to check it isn’t trapped already, by somebody else. So take out your sabres, and comb your way fastidiously through it, parting the leaves from each bit of trunk. Study the ground cover. If you see anything that raises your hackles, back slowly away.’


      The men searched the bushes, as she commanded. When it was plain that there were no traps there, she continued: ‘Next thing is to think like the enemy. Which way will he come from? Your traps are no good if they’re pointing the wrong way.’


      Any enemy troops, they figured, would most likely be headed downslope, after having come down Mount Fennel and then up this hill’s far side. Angelika agreed. They’d brought with them a pack full of sharpened stakes, which they’d hewn from a pine log found down by the stream. ‘From what I’ve seen of Kurgs,’ she said, angling a stake above the ground, ‘they move none too cautiously. They’ll be waving their axes in the air and rag-tagging their way down this slope, showing off for their lunatic gods. So, just like we’re setting these stakes to receive a charge, we can angle them up like so, to catch ’em in the legs or belly. Their own momentum will drive the stakes in. Don’t be miserly with the stakes; the denser you lay them in, the likelier you are to impale yourself a Kurg.’


      They got to work digging. She showed them to make the holes deep, so the stakes would provide resistance when a body hit them. She made them pack the dirt in tight around them.


      ‘Good thing someone here knows what he or she is doing,’ muttered Mattes, the drumsman.


      ‘Careful,’ said Madelung.


      ‘We’ve all been speaking too careful, if you ask me,’ said Mattes.


      ‘Maybe no one did, though.’


      Angelika reposed on a bit of flat ground. Even though it was more productive to supervise and teach the men when they went wrong, she hated sitting still and watching someone else work. ‘If you’re worried I’ll repeat what you say to the lieutenant, you can rest easy,’ she said. ‘I’m no tattle-tale.’


      ‘Never mind us,’ said Madelung. ‘The dwarf incident’s got us all uneasy.’


      ‘And the previous fiasco, so many of us killed by so few Kurg,’ said Mattes.


      Madelung pulled a knifing finger across his throat.


      ‘What?’ demanded Mattes, shifting forward, impinging on the younger man. ‘You won’t be telling me to shut it, would you?’


      ‘Both of you could go ahead and shut it, far as I’m concerned,’ said Pinkert. ‘Pointless gibber accomplishes nothing. I propose a contest for who can recite the filthiest limerick. The winner gets to sit out while the others work.’


      Saar broke his conspicuous silence. ‘I was afraid to say it, seeing that Rassau was never my commander till a few days ago. But compared to the officer of my old company, he’s got me scared. He don’t know what he’s doing.’


      ‘So what if he doesn’t?’ asked Madelung, voice breaking. ‘He’s the only commander we got, and let’s say for a minute he is lacking experience. If we undermine him, it’ll only get worse.’


      Mattes turned himself around, to face Angelika. ‘He listens do you, though, don’t he?’


      She got up and brushed the dirt off her leggings. ‘I’m just the scout.’


      ‘But he does listen to you,’ Mattes persisted.


      ‘He asks for my advice and he takes it or he doesn’t.’


      ‘But you do know what you’re doing.’


      All four of the men had rolled up from the digging positions, and knelt around her. ‘Tell them,’ Madelung said. ‘Yes, we’ve had setbacks, but the lieutenant – that doesn’t mean he don’t know what he’s on about.’


      Disliking their supplicating arrangement, Angelika bent her knee alongside them. ‘Listen. I’ve been meaning to ask you something. All of you were in that fight, near the fort, back in Hochmoor, yes?’


      ‘Indeed,’ said Madelung.


      ‘I don’t suppose any of you happened to see the moment when I crashed down on top of that chieftain.’


      They all shook their heads but Saar. ‘I saw it. I was, ah, between opponents.’ He pulled back from the others as if expecting to be called out as a shirker.


      ‘When the chieftain got up, you didn’t see him bend clown and pick something off the ground, did you?’


      ‘No,’ said Saar.


      ‘And did you see anything come flying out of my pocket?’


      ‘Like what?’


      ‘Like a small object, perhaps.’


      ‘No, I didn’t. But if it was small – I was mostly looking out to make sure no marauders was going to smack my head open. I could have missed it. Why?’


      Angelika paused for a moment to mull the wisdom of her next gambit. She was impatient to make something happen. Perhaps it was reckless, but the cautious approach was getting her nowhere. Maybe if word got around, the guilty party would smoke himself out. If there was such.


      She leaned in conspiratorially ‘I think you’re honourable men, and that I can trust you. Right?’ Angelika did not put much stake in codes of honour, but perhaps they did.


      ‘We are free soldiers of Stirland,’ Madelung proclaimed. ‘It goes without saying that we’re men of honour.’


      ‘I’ve lost an item which is precious to me,’ Angelika said. ‘I won’t lie to you. It’s a valuable item. A ruby ring. You haven’t noticed any of your brothers-in-arms behaving strangely, have you? As if they might be keeping an expensive secret?’


      ‘I can’t believe any Gerolsbrucher would descend to thievery,’ said Madelung.


      The creases on Mattes’ face deepened; it might have been an attempt at a smile. ‘I’ve seen more than him, so I believe anything about my fellow man. But I’ve seen nothing suspicious. I’ll tell you if I do.’


      ‘Let’s keep this between ourselves,’ she said, assuming that the entire camp would know by dawn. ‘If any of you help me find it, I’ll see that a fair reward reaches your family.’


      Mattes chewed on this for a moment. ‘We’re happy to help, reward or no. Aren’t we, boys?’ He waited for the others to indicate their vague assent. ‘Though I’m sure none of us would turn up our noses at a modest sweetener, would we?’


      Pinkert and Saar agreed more vigorously.


      Mattes went on: ‘But what we need from you, Fraulein Fleischer–’


      ‘Angelika.’


      ‘What we need from you is in the here and now. Maybe the lieutenant will do us fine, like Madelung says.’


      ‘I’m sure he will,’ said Angelika.


      ‘I’m not,’ replied Mattes. ‘I been a Gerolsbrucher longer than anyone, except for the sergeant. I seen commanders come and go. The good, the great, and then the ones that couldn’t find their elbows in the middle of their arms. There’s an air the good ones give off. Like you’ll be safe if only you do exactly as (hey say. This one, this Rassau, he don’t give off that air.’


      ‘He’ll figure it out.’


      ‘Oh, I’m hoping so. I’m not one to be spreading discontent and rumours. They can kill a company faster than any foe. But the lieutenant don’t know these mountains, nor this kind of mission. And, like I said, he listens to you.’


      ‘What do I, a mere woman, understand of war?’


      Mattes snorted. ‘That’s a good one. Angelika. You have the air. Like you know the lay of a place like this. I don’t know what magic you got to work to do it, but you’ve got to be the one to keep us safe.’


      ‘This is a wilderness infested with bloodthirsty savages. No one is safe.’


      ‘You get my meaning. I heard you talk, back in that halfling town. We all did. You’re a truthful woman. Isn’t that so?’


      He had her there. ‘Much to my detriment.’


      ‘Then you answer me this, honestly. Can the lieutenant find his elbow?’


      ‘He’s a skilled fighter.’


      ‘That’s not what we’re asking.’


      ‘Like you say, rumours and discontent can be deadly.’


      ‘You agree to stuff some sense into him. Teach him to lead, like you’re teaching us to lay these stakes. And the four of us, we’ll do our part. If that ring of yours is here, anywhere in this campsite, no matter who has it, we’ll see to it you get it back. Do we have us a deal?’


      Angelika stood. ‘Yes. You have a deal.’


      When they’d finished with the stakes, they tramped over to a narrow crevasse, a few yards across and five or six feet deep. They gathered up logs and branches. After placing more stakes down in the bottom of the fissure, they laid the old foliage across the crevasse. Then they covered it with dirt and rocks. Anyone larger than a rabbit treading onto the camouflaged branches would crash down into the crevasse and onto the stakes.


      Angelika watched Mattes and his fellows finish up. She realised that she’d gone and done it again. Promised to protect people. On her honesty, no less.


      Jonas observed Angelika and the soldiers come down from the mound. They were many yards away, too far to hear what they were saying. Something in their body language triggered his sense of caution. Misgivings resurfaced. Perhaps it was unwise to let Angelika deal directly with the men. Beforehand, he’d worried that she’d offend them, that they would hate her, and demand her expulsion from the company. Now that he saw her with the men, saw the easy way she walked, saw their eyes shining at her, a new threat reared its head.


      They would like her better than him.


      It was a problem his father had told him about. Often, in a company, there would be one fellow who was not an officer, but who was charismatic and held in good esteem by his mates. If the commander was weak, they would look to this shadow leader for their cues. Before following an order, they’d check what he thought best. Under fire, they would waver, between their officer, and this other fellow. That arrangement brought hesitation, discord, and disaster. Dual lines of authority, his father had told him, were not to be tolerated. If you got assigned to a unit, and it had a shadow commander, you had to break him, the quicker the better.


      But he could not break Angelika, because he needed her counsel.


      It was surely a conundrum. He wanted a Kurg to come crashing from the low reeds, so he could strike him dead with his sword.


      He paced and thought. There had to be some way to deepen his hold on the woman. Bind her tight to him.


      He searched for Franziskus, finding him, as usual, among the halflings.


      ‘Franziskus,’ he said. ‘We must talk.’


      Franziskus leapt up, returning a bag of nuts to Filch’s hand.


      The two well-born Stirlanders walked together along the rocky stream.


      ‘You’ve weighed my offer?’


      ‘I have.’


      ‘If you’re to be an officer again, Franziskus, you must be prepared to make decisions quickly and irrevocably.’ His eyes followed Angelika, as she stood talking to Mattes and one of the stragglers, a portly fellow Jonas remembered only for his bulging, fishy eyes. He wondered what they were saying to each other. Mattes seemed to be looking at Jonas’ tent.


      Did Angelika suspect? Was she sending Mattes to search his things? He’d never trusted Mattes. He’d been with the company too long, longer by far than Jonas. He had that attitude of seniority about him as if the time he’d put in gave him the right to judge his betters. The man was too sour to be a shadow commander, but as fomenter of trouble, he bore close watching. And that other one, Herr Protruding Eye. Something not altogether square about him, either.


      ‘Surely you do not seek the fealty of a man who would offer it on an impetuous whim,’ Franziskus was saying.


      Pretending his attention had never wandered, Jonas latched his arm to Franziskus’ shoulder and subjected it to a manly shaking. ‘I do want your loyalty, Franziskus. Do I have it?’


      ‘If I was entirely free to give it, I would.’


      ‘You’ve spoken with your mistress?’


      ‘Another expression you shouldn’t use with her. Yes. She wants me to do it.’


      ‘Then do it. Say yes.’ He lowered his voice. ‘There’s a reason for urgency, Franziskus. The men are anxious. I cannot go personally among them and hear what they’re saying about me – about the mission. Emil, he is too much the cipher to be of any help. His allegiance is to the company, not to me. I need a right hand, Franziskus. That is what a second-in-command is for.’


      ‘Glauer can’t do that?’


      ‘He’s as useless as a spigot on a ladder. I’d sack him but the men need no more shocks right now. Anyhow it’s better for you if I put you in charge of the Chelborgers. When we get back to Stirland, you could wind up in permanent command of a reconstituted unit. You do wish for that, don’t you, Franziskus?’


      ‘I–’


      ‘This is no time for irresolution. I’m offering you salvation. Will you take it or not?’ Jonas wiped his brow with the sleeve of his officer’s coat. Over his shoulder, he could see that a couple of the stragglers, and that vexingly ubiquitous halfling, Filch, were pretending not to watch them, from several feet down the riverbank.


      Jonas marched off toward a line of hunched and sickly trees. ‘I fear that I am not instilling the correct impression in the men. Your indisposition to fully commit afflicts me with unease. That is fatal in a leader, Franziskus.’


      ‘Jonas, you’re letting the strangeness of the mountains affect you. My first time in such parts, it was the same. We’re men of the valley lands. It takes a flat green pasture to put our minds at rest. This place, its implacable peaks, its hostility – it would disturb anyone.’


      ‘This is why I need you, Franziskus. At first I thought it was Angelika, but now, I see it is you who understands. And possesses the sense of responsibility I require. Must I ask you yet a third time?’


      ‘You’re skipping breaths. The air is thinner here. Take the time to fill your lungs with air, and immediately, you’ll feel better. I was the same way, at first. You can’t let the men see you like this.’


      ‘No, I can’t.’


      ‘This fear is natural, but you can master it, Jonas. Just breathe.’


      ‘Yes.’


      Jonas calmed himself. ‘I am sorry.’


      ‘Don’t be.’ Franziskus thought he heard something. Edging slowly, so Jonas would not detect his alarm, he saw a yellowed, weedy bush rattling in the wind.


      ‘It is humiliating to you, to see me panic in such a base and childish manner.’


      ‘I did the same, Jonas, I did the same. I hid my fear, from Angelika, who seemed so cold and masterful. I felt ashamed, but I should not have. Only a madman comes here and feels no fright.’


      ‘How can you want to join with me now?’


      ‘I will,’ Franziskus blurted. ‘I will help you, I swear it. Too much hangs on this. We must defeat the Kurgan. You will recover from this moment. I promise you.’


      Jonas dashed behind a tree and doubled over, sure he was about to throw up his meagre morning meal. Nothing came. Eventually he straightened.


      Franziskus, to his credit, kept his distance, and leaned against a tree trunk as if they were engaged merely in casual conversation. ‘I can’t count the number of times I nearly did that, my first few months in the mountains,’ he said.


      Jonas examined a tremulous hand. ‘You must teach me to conceal these awful shakes.’


      ‘It is mostly a matter of practice.’


      ‘I’ve no time for that. I must lead these men now.’ He moved closer to Franziskus. ‘At least now I have a confessor. That will help. You have a helping instinct, Franziskus. There is no trait more admirable.’


      Though intended as a compliment, the comment set Franziskus’ nose to twitching. Would he always be the helper? Perhaps it was time to become the primary actor in his own life.


      ‘Have I offended you, Franziskus?’


      ‘No, no. What would make you say that?’


      Jonas fixed his gaze up to the ribbon of rock covering the south-eastern horizon. ‘And Angelika. You can tell me honestly. How does she regard me?’


      Franziskus found this new mood difficult to read. ‘She wants her ring back.’


      ‘Yes, yes, that I know. But aside from the ring. How does she see me?’


      Franziskus felt suddenly cold.


      Jonas saw him draw back. ‘Don’t misunderstand me, Franziskus. It’s clear you feel… like a brother to her. A protective brother. If she has said anything to you in confidence, I would never…’


      ‘She would not speak to me of such matters.’


      The bush was wavering again. The actions of winds were sometimes hard to discern, but it seemed to Franziskus that the dry fronds shook more heavily in one spot than in any other, and that they did so against the general direction of the breeze.


      ‘Again I am ashamed,’ Jonas announced.


      Franziskus moved toward the bush. ‘How so?’


      ‘Suddenly I see that your feelings for her are not those of a brother.’


      ‘We needn’t speak of this.’


      ‘No, no, my friend, it goes without saying that you have the earlier claim on her. I shall remove myself from all contention.’


      ‘You’re not in contention.’ Franziskus braced himself, as if ready to give Jonas a good shove. He swallowed his anger and lowered his voice. ‘Jonas. She thinks you have her ring. Do you?’


      ‘No,’ said Jonas. ‘By no means. How can you think that of me?’


      ‘You were concerned for the men, and their safety. So you took the ring when the two of you were… together, and you concocted the story of the Kurgan chieftain picking up the ring. To secure her services. For the greater good.’


      ‘This is how the both of you see me?’


      ‘If you did it, it was for a noble reason. I’ll not blame you.’


      ‘You think me a thief. A common pilferer.’


      ‘I’ll do as I’ve said, and serve you as loyally as I’ve served Angelika. If you give her the ring back and let her go on her way.’


      ‘I don’t have it, Franziskus.’


      ‘It means her entire life. Her freedom.’


      ‘I’ve said I don’t have it. How can you persist in accusing me?’


      ‘I’m merely asking you if you have it.’


      ‘I do not, I swear it.’


      ‘Then I will believe you, Jonas. Because you are a worthy man, more so than I, and would never seek to win a man’s fidelity by dishonest means.’


      ‘I would never do that. I am not capable of such baseness.’


      ‘Then the issue is closed.’


      ‘Tell Angelika. Tell her I did not do it.’


      ‘Do not set yourself on winning her admiration, Jonas. I’ve saved her life on several occasions and, depending on her mood, rate only grudging tolerance.’


      ‘I think you’re wrong on that point, Franziskus.’


      ‘Truly?’


      ‘As for myself, I’ll do what is necessary to recover her trust.’


      Franziskus shrugged.


      ‘More importantly, I am glad to have gained a valuable officer, Second Lieutenant – what is your last name, Franziskus?’


      Franziskus’ attention turned back to the wavering bush. ‘Pardon?’


      ‘Your last name. You’ve been unwilling to tender it. I can’t commission you without one.’


      Franziskus drew his sabre and charged at the bush. A tattooed Kurgan bolted out from it. Franziskus ran at him, interposing his sword between his legs. The Kurgan toppled, landing face-first in the gravelly soil. Franziskus braced himself, holding until the intruder could stand and arm himself. Were their positions reversed, the barbarian would give him no quarter, but Franziskus was better than that, and still believed in a fair fight.


      ‘Thank Sigmar,’ shouted Jonas. He’d circled around the bush to rush at the fallen barbarian. The Kurgan leapt gracefully into a crouch and reached for his knife. Jonas kicked it gleefully from his hand. He launched a second kick at the marauder’s throat. The Kurgan fell to his knees, gasping.


      ‘Surrender,’ cried Franziskus, ‘and you’ll not be harmed!’


      The Kurgan stared at him, uncomprehending. Of course, Franziskus thought – they do not speak our tongue.


      Jonas’ sabre lacerated the barbarian’s face and neck. When the Kurgan dropped to cover them, Jonas slashed and speared his back. Franziskus stepped back, appalled, as Jonas struck the scout, continuing long after he’d gone limp. Finally Jonas stopped, his chest heaving, his face wild and proud. He knelt and grabbed the Kurg by the hair; he was dead all right.


      ‘Aha,’ Jonas exclaimed. ‘Where there’s a scout, there’s a force. No more running. No more fear. I have prayed to the gods for redemption. Now that chance is ours, Franziskus, for you and me both. Now is when we, the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen, hunt and slay our cruel foe.’
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      Chapter Seventeen


      ‘There’s Kurg about,’ Jonas said, his soldiers gathered close around him. ‘Our job is simple – get them before they get us.’


      Franziskus was heartened to see that the lieutenant had thrown off the waywardness he’d shown during their little talk, just a few minutes earlier. He’d reigned in his gestures and tamed his fearsome expression.


      ‘No longer will we sit and be acted upon by others,’ continued Jonas. ‘Now it is we who’ll act upon these mountains, and the scum who hide here.’


      The soldiers inspected one another’s faces for the signs either of encouragement or disquiet. Franziskus saw a collective decision settle on them: they would be brave. They would again believe in their leader. A few, though, like Mattes, the drumsman, withheld their enthusiasm, until they could measure Angelika’s response.


      ‘We’ll break into our earlier patrol squads,’ said the lieutenant. ‘Even numbered squadrons will head to the hills, to seek out the foe. Each squad takes the hill he already mapped. Odd numbered squads stay here. Establish a perimeter. Keep in tight and brace for assault. They could pour down on us at any moment. There could be ten of them, or a hundred times ten.


      ‘Maintain that patrol scheme until the sun says three o’clock. Then come back down and swap off with the other squads.


      ‘This is not a stand-up war. There is no dishonour in attack by surprise, or a fight against inferior numbers. If the enemy outnumbers you, fall back without shame. Find a hiding spot, or retreat to camp. If Kurg boil down to overwhelm the camp, do what they would do – melt into the hills. Come back to kill them later, when they are unprepared. Pick them off one by one. Stay with your squad. Be prepared to act on your own. If we’re scattered, we’ll regroup later. Be stealthy. And fast, and clever. Obey your squadron leader as if he is Sigmar Himself. Do these things and you will win. You will slay them, my Gerolsbruchers, my Chelborgers. Now let us fly.’


      The men jittered from the crowd, swarming around each other to find their squads. Men clapped each other on the shoulder. Their hands curled into eager, shaking fists.


      Jonas took Franziskus by the arm and hunched to speak into his ear: ‘We’ll make the announcement afterwards. After the men have a few kills under their belts, and there’s a mood of celebration in the camp.’


      ‘There is no transaction so worthy that good timing will not enhance it,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘Try to kill a barbarian or two while you’re out there. Your elevation will go smoother once you’ve proved yourself.’


      Trepidation fluttered in Franziskus’ breast.


      Jonas marched off, to find his own squad.


      Angelika came toward Franziskus. Her squad, Mattes and the rest, stood at a remove, waiting for her. ‘Stay behind,’ she said.


      ‘What?’ asked Franziskus.


      ‘Stay behind. The camp will only be half full. And Jonas has them worked up into a panic. They’ll be staring at the hills for swarming Kurgan. You can stand lookout while I go through Jonas’ things.’


      ‘You must go with your squad.’


      ‘I don’t have a squad. I’m a scout, not a warrior.’


      Franziskus edged away from her. ‘And I’m about to be a lieutenant again, in the Stirland army.’


      ‘Good for you, but did you have to pick this minute to do it?’


      ‘Angelika, Jonas needs our help.’


      ‘He needs more than we can give.’


      ‘He’s brave but unsteady. You need to tutor him, like you did me.’


      ‘Anything you learned out here, you picked up on your own.’


      ‘Surely you don’t believe that.’


      ‘There’s no teacher more surly and impatient than me.’


      ‘That I agree with.’ Franziskus dropped to near inaudibility. ‘He’s afraid, Angelika.’


      ‘Fear’s the first step toward common sense.’


      ‘He has the makings of a good leader. A heroic one, even. We must do our part, and nudge him toward his destiny.’


      Angelika stared at his undefended tent. ‘I’m staying here.’


      ‘I beg you. If he took the ring, he did it only to secure your aid. Give it to him, and you’ll get it back.’


      ‘What a beautiful world you live in, Franziskus.’


      ‘I’m not asking you to strangle a child or burn down a nunnery. I’m asking you to do good.’


      ‘Eloquent words – lieutenant.’ She said it like it was an insult.


      Angelika tried to break from him, but, as the men bunched up into their squads, there was nowhere she could stand that was not conspicuous.


      ‘It was a lieutenant I should have been, all along,’ said Franziskus. He stomped off to join his squad.


      Angelika moved toward Mattes and the others. They knew about the ring. They wouldn’t object if she stayed behind to find it, then caught up with them. Not if she worded it in the right way.


      Jonas intercepted her. ‘No, Mattes will lead that squad. You’re coming with me.’


      She shrugged. ‘It’s all the same to me.’ Inwardly, she was cursing. ‘But shouldn’t you, as commander, stay behind?’


      Jonas’ brow wrinkled up. ‘On what account?’


      ‘You’re the leader. The men can’t afford to lose you.’ She wasn’t exactly sure what good it would do, to have him remaining in camp, but it would be better than tramping off into the hills with him. The lieutenant was unpredictable, and Angelika could think of no trait she valued less in an ally.


      ‘Fraulein Fleischer, I can never tell when you’re jesting with me.’


      ‘Think of the blow to morale, if you were to fall beneath a Kurgan axe.’


      ‘What kind of army would this be, if its noble leaders eschewed personal combat? No officer ever won a spot in the chronicles by hanging back to let others fight for him. Now let us go. There’s Kurgan in need of killing.’


      Jonas had picked his squad personally. Angelika did not want to know about them, so she would suffer no unwanted consternation if their lives were threatened. She couldn’t say this, though, so Jonas introduced them. Caven stood tall and broody beneath a heavy brow and thick sheaves of black, leathery hair. Egerer was a hungry assemblage of protruding bones. Hertwig perpetually petted a long, forking goatee and regarded his surroundings with a beady stare. The fourth man, Kollek, wore a knotted gold ring on each finger of his left hand, and an even larger silver one on each of the right.


      Angelika estimated their value at just under a hundred crowns, making him the one she’d most want to find dead on an abandoned battlefield. All four of the men were Gerolsbruchers of long-standing. From the pride in Jonas’ voice as he announced their names, Angelika gathered that these were among the company’s best soldiers. He meant to have a glorious encounter with the foe, and had brought with him the right men to accomplish that.


      Mount Gander was Jonas’ hill – the rockiest, and closest to the distant mountains. Its rough shelves of pitted rock and thick patches of pine forest would make a good hiding place for lurking enemies. When the introductions were done, they hiked its way, passing other, less imposing hills. To reach its foot would take half an hour of hard treading, and during that time Jonas allowed the men to calm their nerves with jokes and banter. They discussed the soldier’s perennial topic, food. The skeletal Egerer got onto a naming jag, listing the name of every soup he could think of. His fellows attempted to steer him to a different subject, but could not help adding to Egerer’s roll call of broths, as they thought of obvious items they’d so far omitted.


      Angelika hung back, surveying the slopes of the hills as they walked between them. They could just as well be attacked on their way to the hill as on it. The movement of a black shape up on the slope to her left stopped her momentarily before she realised it was only the shadow of spruce branches, jostled by a gusting breeze.


      Jonas spoke. ‘You think I took your ring.’


      She’d detected him, coasting up behind her, into her blind spot. ‘What makes you say that?’


      ‘Franziskus says so.’


      ‘The two of you have formed a pact, I hear. That is good.’


      ‘He needs looking after, as you said. He’ll need a future, when you get that ring back.’


      ‘Your confidence is most encouraging.’


      ‘I did not steal your ring. I’m surer than ever that the big Kurgan has it.’


      ‘Let’s hope he’s up on Mount Gander, then, so you can kill him for me.’


      ‘Oh, I’ll kill him. If you’re certain of nothing else, be certain of that.’


      Angelika did not reply to this.


      ‘I require your allegiance as well as his.’


      ‘Good thing I’m looking for a lost ring, then.’


      ‘Not just in your deeds, but in your heart, as well.’


      ‘Don’t use that word.’


      ‘Which word?’


      The one that starts with H.’


      He chuckled ruefully.


      She slowed down, letting the men go ahead. ‘You truly want my allegiance, Jonas? Learn to be honest with your men. That’s heroic – to blunder, and admit to it, and then do better.’


      ‘An officer must maintain his authority.’


      ‘If you have to call on your authority, you’ve already lost it. Once your men start to suspect your honesty, they won’t believe you even when you tell the truth. They don’t want a man they can worship. They want a man they can trust.’


      ‘I’ve not thought of it that way before.’


      ‘You’re right to battle the barbarians, yes?’


      ‘They’d burn the whole world. There’s no cause more righteous.’


      ‘Then you don’t have to lie for it.’


      An arrow appeared in the side of Caven’s neck. He dropped down onto the trail, dead.


      Kollek clutched his throat. It, too, was pierced by an arrow. It was crudely fletched with thick tufts of dark leathering – the work of the Kurgan.


      Egerer and Hertwig had Kollek under each arm before he could fall. They dragged him down to a meagre depression by the side of the trail and pushed themselves into it. Hertwig could not go fully prone, the angle of the arrow prevented it. A third arrow landed in the dirt before them.


      The shots came from a slope to their left. Angelika ran toward it, pressing her back to its side. Jonas did the same. They watched as more arrows sailed down to the depression where the three men lay. Kollek shuddered as he was hit again, this time in the calf of his right leg.


      None of Jonas’ men were archers; they could not return fire.


      Angelika gauged trajectories: the arrows came from a band of bushes covering a wall of sheer rock, about six feet high. Above this modest cliff hung a stretch of sloping hillside, surfaced in a thick coating of dry soil, dotted by the occasional hand-sized stone. The bushes were thick enough that she could not see the barbarians behind them. That was good: it meant they might not be able to see her, either. So far all of the arrow shots had been made at the soldiers, who’d been a good dozen yards ahead of her and Jonas. If they were lucky, they hadn’t been seen.


      Jonas seemed ready to bolt toward the soldiers, to shield them with his body. She pointed to the slope overlooking the rock wall. ‘Have you got a throwing knife?’


      ‘I’m not good with it.’


      ‘Then you won’t mind lending it to me.’ Angelika had only two daggers; those leaves enshrouded at least three archers.


      Jonas wore his knife strapped to the back of his cuirass. She unsheathed it and tucked it into her belt. ‘I’m going up there. Kill them from a safe remove. Stay down here. If it looks like they’re going to spot me, distract them.’


      Grabbing onto a jutting tree-root, Angelika hauled herself up onto the slope. She started by moving further away from the hidden archers, using the curve of the hill to conceal herself. She inched along slowly, so the dried grasses would not crunch beneath her feet. Only after she’d clambered to a point higher than their position did she creep back toward them.


      After a moment’s pause, the snipers resumed firing. Below, a soldier groaned. Angelika could not be sure, but it sounded like Caven. She checked to see that Jonas was still in place but he’d moved out slightly from the hillside. If the archers looked his way, they’d be able to draw a bead on him. She wished she could shout to him, urge him back to safety, but of course that would only expose the both of them. His foolishness gave her a new appreciation for Franziskus; he’d never be so rash. Unless those in need of rescue were children or ducklings.


      She reached the bare slope over the snipers’ roost. From there she would have to step even more cautiously, any dislodged stone could easily roll down onto the archers, alerting them to her presence. The slightest trickle of dirt would betray her. Angelika planted a testing foot into the dirt. The soil was firm and sun-caked, sufficiently deep to brace her as she eased along the slope.


      Another scream. She couldn’t tell which soldier had been hit.


      The curve of the hill hid her original position from her, just as it did the snipers. There was no way of knowing if Jonas had stayed safely put.


      She concentrated on her own slow progress down the slope. The cliff was angled unforgivingly. To get a clear sightline, she’d have to reach a point practically on top of them. She’d hurl two knives, then leap down with Jonas’ blade – it wasn’t properly balanced for throwing – to slit any remaining throats. If there were more than three or four of them, she’d be in trouble. The ledge didn’t look like it would hold many more than that, so her plan was risky, but not insane.


      Angelika had about a yard to go before reaching her mark. An ovoid stone stuck out from the dry soil near her toe. It was loosely anchored. To stop it from falling, she crouched to press it down.


      Then she saw it: she’d put herself in an even better position than she’d imagined. All the way down the slope, she’d been at pains to prevent a rubble cascade. Now that she was this close, though, it would be just the thing. The entire scenario played out in her mind’s eye with splendid precision.


      She’d kick a few rocks down. The barbarian archers would pop their heads up to see what was up, giving her a clear shot at them. If the archers moved back to take aim at her, they’d topple from their ledge. They’d have a tough time climbing up onto the slope. While they struggled, she’d have all the aiming time she needed.


      Angelika could scarcely believe her luck. All the angles were completely in her favour – she had a superb chance of taking them all, with almost no risk to herself. Seldom had she found herself in such an ideal position. She took her knife from her boot, transferred it to her left hand, and hauled back her foot, ready to dislodge a large and convenient chunk of quartz-laden stone.


      Thrashing sounds came from down below and the tops of the bushes shook. She heard Jonas’ voice, and the angry grunts of surprised barbarians.


      He’d charged their perch from the bottom of the hill. It was a terrible spot to fight from – they had the higher ground. Jonas would have to struggle up onto their ledge, through the bushes, as they fought him off. It would take the Chaos troops a few seconds to drop their bows and haul out the hand weapons, and then he’d be at their mercy. The blasted fool was about to get himself killed.


      There was little she could do about it, without exposing herself to the same danger. Now that they were under direct attack, a few falling rocks would do little to get the Kurgan’s attention. Jonas’ impetuosity had ruined her perfect opportunity.


      She’d stay safely on her perch and let him do it. He was a good fighter. He could take them.


      There were three of them, at the very least. And they enjoyed nearly every tactical advantage over him.


      She edged closer to the ledge to take a peek down at the melee. Jonas was indeed in trouble. His head poked up through the bushes; his off-hand desperately held a woody trunk of hedge. There were four Kurgan, not three. One had his boot planted solidly on Jonas’ sword-arm; the commander’s sabre lay flat on the ledge, his fingers still clamped around its hilt. A second Kurgan, axe in hand, jostled for the proper angle, preparing to saw at the lieutenant’s other arm.


      Angelika hurled a dagger into the back of the axeman’s neck. He fell back into the two men behind him. The three of them resolved into a protesting tangle of limbs. The fourth barbarian, who held Jonas’ sword-arm, committed the fatal error of looking back. This presented Angelika with her favourite target; her second throwing knife squelched deep in his eye socket.


      Angelika hoped that Jonas would have the elementary sense to let go, dropping down away from the ledge. Then the remaining Chaos troops would have to jump down through the bushes to pursue him, allowing her to remain safely on the slope above.


      Jonas did the opposite, capitalising on the confusion to haul himself further up onto the ledge. The two unharmed Kurgan freed themselves of their injured comrade, tossing him aside to crash through the foliage and out of sight. Given little room to swing long blades, they instead drew their hunting knives, nine inches long and improbably serrated. Jonas batted his sword at them, hitting the bushes, filling the air with fragments of shredded leaf. His shorter blade, the one he’d need to win this fight, was in Angelika’s hand.


      The bigger Kurg lunged at him, ducking under his sword to butt him in the face. Jonas’ feet wobbled drunkenly under him. The Kurg sheathed his dagger and got behind Rassau. Immobilising the lieutenant’s arms with his own, he wrenched him over, so his mate could stab him. Jonas kicked out; the knife-wielding Kurg slashed at his legs.


      Angelika pulled in a deep, involuntary breath and leapt down onto the Kurg with the knife. Both of her hands were wrapped around the hilt of Jonas’ dagger; her momentum drove it deep into the shoulder of the shrieking Kurg. Angelika hoped he’d lose his footing, so she could land on top of him, but he remained upright. She bounced off him, sticking one hand out behind her to brace herself against the ledge as she fell backwards. Pain jabbed through her wrist as it caught the brunt of her weight.


      Seeing that the Kurgan she’d hit had dropped his knife, she let herself drop to the floor of the ledge, then rolled to snatch it up. The Kurgan, a dagger lodged in his beefy, naked shoulder, tried to stomp her, but missed. Angelika curled up onto her knees, got partway between his legs, then pushed her back up against his left leg, shoving him off-balance. He toppled backwards, his head hitting the bushes on the way down. They broke his fall, preventing him from breaking his skull on the rocky ledge.


      She spun; the big Kurgan still had Jonas in a sturdy grapple-hold. He bulled forward to smash Rassau’s body into the cliff wall. Jonas stuck out a leg, to blunt the impact, but still winced in agony. Angelika sank into a crouch, the Kurgan knife in her hand, readying herself for a good opportunity. She couldn’t get at the barbarian while he had Jonas as his shield. The ledge was too small for her to get around him.


      The Kurg puffed with the effort of keeping the well-muscled Jonas suspended; he tightened his grip on his captive but let his feet touch the ledge. Jonas slumped down, then pushed off, and the two of them disappeared through the rough, thumping onto the slope below.


      Angelika felt sour breath on the back of her neck and ducked just in time to miss a blow aimed at her jaw. Her Kurgan had risen again and was ready to fight her unarmed. He was three inches taller and fifty pounds heavier than she; his torso a riot of defined and writhing muscle. Across his face crawled a pair of open-mouthed snake tattoos, their reptilian bodies intersecting on the bridge of his nose. A long tail of dark hair swayed from his top-knot as he swung his blocky fists at her. With each move he made, droplets of blood from the wound on his shoulder flecked from it. The dagger still protruded from the wound, apparently doing nothing to slow his rage.


      He feinted a blow at Angelika’s gut; she whirled under it to cut a superficial wound into his forearm. With bruising force, he elbowed her into the rock wall. He caught her weapon-arm with his knee and ground it into the wall. Her hand opened and the knife dribbled from it. The Kurgan grabbed her by the fabric of her tunic, intending to throw her into the bushes. She jumped up onto him, pincering his waist with her deceptively spindly legs. Angelika climbed him like a cliff, grabbing onto the dagger in his back. She wrenched on it and the serpents on his face constricted in pain.


      She felt the tension drain all at once from him and, before she could slip aside, his slack, but weighty body was tumbling on top of her. Angelika hit the ledge first, landing painfully on her back. An instant later came the leaden form of the unconscious Kurgan, pushing the wind from her lungs. She lay helplessly pinned for several long minutes, as her exhausted body refused her instructions to it. On the other side of the hedge, axe clanged against sabre, as Jonas’ fight against his barbarian banged on.


      Don’t lose this fight, Angelika thought. And if you do get yourself killed, at least hold him until I can shake this off.


      It was impossible to tell, from the sounds of the duel, who was winning. She counted out the seconds in exhalations and sword blows. Angelika tried again to move the Kurgan off her. She lifted his still-breathing bulk three or four inches up over her torso before succumbing to the weight, letting him fall back down on her. Though he was out like a doused campfire, his eyes still stared open, directly into hers. His stink put her, seasoned corpse robber that she was, on the verge of retching.


      She would need to summon all of her concentration to get this Chaos-loving lummox off her. She pictured the life that would be hers, when she got her ring back. The little farmhouse. The fireplace. Beside a well-stuffed chair, an unassuming side table. Sitting on that, a cup of lovely brandy.


      From a few feet away, on the other side of the bushes, an unmistakeable sound burbled out – the distinctive, disappointed last breath of a dying man.


      One or other of the combatants was no more.


      Angelika pushed up against the heavy Kurgan. The victor, whichever he was, crashed and fumbled through the bushes. The Kurgan was lifted from her.


      Jonas held out his hand for her; she took it, pulling herself to her feet.


      ‘I had a perfect vantage,’ she said. ‘I could have got some of them, maybe all of them, without their getting near me.’


      ‘I could not stand idle while they killed my men.’


      Shrugging, she recovered her nearest dagger, from the neck of a slain marauder. She used it to finish the one who’d fallen on top of her, drawing a red line across his throat. After watching to be sure he was done, she yanked Jonas’ dagger from her victim’s shoulder. She handed it back to him and then found her own second knife.


      He turned around and pushed his way through the foliage and down onto the slope. She went after him.


      They walked over to the bodies. Caven, Hertwig and Kollek were all dead. Egerer had an arrow sticking through his left hand. Another had grazed his leg, on the same side, leaving a long but superficial cut on his upper thigh.


      Jonas stood regarding the three dead soldiers.


      Egerer came up beside him and quietly said, ‘We’ll have to leave ’em here, sir.’


      ‘So far we’ve given every fallen man his proper rites,’ replied Jonas.


      ‘The three of us can’t drag them back to camp, not if there are other snipers about,’ said Angelika. ‘We’d be easy targets, each of us lugging a dead man.’


      ‘Is there a spot to bury them here?’ Jonas asked.


      ‘Sir,’ said Egerer, ‘they’d understand. We’re in enemy lands. If it was me, I’d only like to be laid out under a blanket. Sooner let the vultures get me than think one of my comrades got himself killed securing my carcass.’


      Jonas nodded. Angelika limped over to the men’s packs, withdrawing their field blankets. As she’d done earlier, she examined their possessions, gathering up coins and jewels and wrapping them in three handkerchiefs to send back to the dead men’s families. Kollek’s bag of rings jingled richly as she handed them over to Egerer’s care. None of them had her ring.


      The three of them travelled in watchful silence. Any frank words Angelika had for Jonas would have to wait until they could speak in private. They couldn’t distance themselves from Egerer, as they had from the four soldiers together. It would be good to let him stew in his sorrows for a while before working on him anymore.


      As she considered the matter further, her attitude toward him softened. True, the scrap might have gone better if he’d done as she’d told him. If it were Franziskus lying in a ditch getting shot at, and she was the one told to sit tight, would she have done it? No, not for a moment. And although she’d been battered, nearly killed as a matter of fact, she’d suffered no permanent damage, had she?


      The project was not to get him to follow her orders, she reminded herself. It was to make a better leader of him. In truth, then, there was nothing more to say. Men had died, and that was a difficult thing, but his poor judgement, if you could even call it that, was not to blame. He had no cause to be ashamed and, fortune be praised, nothing to lie about.


      By dusk, to Angelika’s mild surprise, all patrols had returned safely to the base camp at the stony stream. She learned this from Mattes, who stood facing away from her, as if taking no heed of her presence.


      ‘Sounds like yours was the unlucky patrol,’ he informed her.


      ‘Naturally.’


      ‘Fengler’s patrol spotted a few Kurg off in the distance, on another hill. They hunkered down, to follow them later. But by the time they got up to track them, they’d melted away.’


      ‘Was their patrol spotted?’


      ‘They think not. But the head on Fengler’s shoulders is made of solid bone, and the men he had with him aren’t much brighter. I’d wager even odds the Kurgs seen them.’


      ‘And went off to fetch reinforcements.’


      The creases deepened in Mattes’ sun-ruined skin. ‘If that’s so, we’re all gathered neatly together for a cosy little massacre. We got to get ourselves out of this camp formation.’


      ‘You raise this with the lieutenant?’


      He coughed up a skeptical laugh. ‘I’m only a drums-man, Angelika.’ His tongue tripped briefly at the mention of her name.


      ‘Call me Fleischer if you like that better. What about the sergeant? Did you raise it with him?’


      He shook his head. ‘Question the commander, to Sergeant Emil Raab? I wouldn’t like to do that.’


      ‘You soldiers need somebody trustworthy who can get word up the command chain when you can see they’re about to wet their own trouser legs.’


      Mattes scratched inside his ear. ‘That’s why we keep women out of the military. You’d try to apply common sense to it.’


      Angelika sighed. ‘I agree it’s best to split into small groups. Jonas has, however, taken all the advice he wants to hear from me for a good while. He needs a second voice, to talk into his other ear.’ She heard crackling and spun around. ‘I don’t believe it.’


      Under Jonas’ supervision, a number of the stragglers bent down over a large campfire. They’d struck alight a pile of dry weeds, and now piled chunks of pine log around it.


      ‘That’ll bring them down on us.’ She marched over to Jonas.


      Midway through, she took hold of herself, slowing her advance, suppressing her sense of outraged logic. When she reached him, she said, with all the insouciance she could muster, ‘Bit of a risk, isn’t it?’


      Jonas smiled. ‘No, no, watch this.’ He leaned in for a conspiratorial whisper. ‘The men need cheering up. Some warmth in their bones that’ll turn them around.’ He snapped his fingers, and the stragglers ran up, ferrying over lengths of canvas and an armful of tall, thin poles. They stuck the poles into the ground, and lashed the canvas to them with lengths of tent cord. Jonas proudly regarded their construction efforts. ‘This way we can have a fire, but not be seen by observers.’


      ‘We’re surrounded by hills,’ said Angelika.


      ‘Yes, but any enemy would have to be nearly on top of us already to see our flame. Wouldn’t they?’


      Angelika watched as the men piled up a veritable bonfire. ‘A fire that size? A sharp-eyed scout could see it as far away as that ridgeline.’


      ‘No, I think this time you’re incorrect, Angelika.’


      ‘I thought we resolved all this. This is why you brought me here. Because I know lines of sight.’


      ‘I am grateful for the admonishment, but must balance it against other concerns. Such as the morale of the men.’


      The men slowed their work, clumsily concealing their eavesdropping. Jonas snapped his fingers at them and they redoubled their speed.


      Angelika knew it was useless; the soldiers had already been ordered to act. If he pulled down the blind and doused the fire, he’d be reversing himself, and in a way that all the men could see. She’d have an easier time convincing a fish to play the flute. ‘This one night only, then,’ she said.


      Jonas withheld his acknowledgement. The sky darkened and more of the men gathered around the fire, as it leapt up above the limits of Jonas’ blinds. At first the men talked little, transfixed by the leaping flames. The names of Caven, Hertwig and Kollek were not spoken aloud, but were heard just the same. Angelika listened past the sounds of the talking men, for noises outside the blind. Though there were watchmen posted all around, there was no pair of ears Angelika trusted better than her own.


      Still, she heard the tone of their words, and Jonas was correct in one respect – the men were badly frightened. Perhaps their poor morale was a worse threat to them than a Kurgan incursion. People who survived in the mountains were cautious, but not fearful. A panicked man could find a hundred ways to die.


      Angelika took a new look at Jonas. The lieutenant hunched forward on a log, seated with a straggler on one side and Filch the halfling on the other. He was studying each of his men in turn, and appeared to be honestly concerned for their welfare. This was more than Angelika could say for herself. It was possible, she had to admit, that he was right and she was wrong. The campfire might be worth the risk.


      Saar was talking, a haunted expression behind his buggy eyes. ‘Me, I’d sooner fight an inhuman foe. If only we were up to the north-east, fighting Grimgor’s orcs. You look a greenskin in the face, and you see nothin’ in his tiny crimson eyes but hate and malice, well, then that’s just the way they is. They’s inhuman, ain’t they? But to stare back into a face on the battlefield, and to understand it’s the face of a man, a man like yourself – but to see ten times the hate, ten times the malice gleaming in eyes exactly the same as yours – that’s what I call terrorising.’


      Jonas had been growing increasingly restive throughout Saar’s monologue. ‘Surely you do not mean to say that a Gerolsbruch Swordsman is terrified.’


      ‘I didn’t mean to say that directly. I mean…’ Saar gulped. ‘Not if you say I don’t, sir. Though I wasn’t a Gerolsbrucher till a few days back.’


      A nervous silence descended. Jonas cleared his throat. ‘You may speak freely – what is your name again?’


      ‘Saar, sir.’


      ‘Saar, I did not mean to speak as your commander, to enforce my views on you. If I disagree with you, it is merely as a fellow soldier. We may all speak frankly here.’


      ‘I’ve said all I meant to, sir.’


      ‘No, no. Please, continue. If we are to fight this foe, I would hear all theories on him. If fear stalks us, we must dispel it.’


      Saar loosened his collar. His fellow stragglers scowled at him. ‘Well, ah. In all honesty I’ve forgot what I’ve been saying.’


      ‘You were comparing the orc to the Kurgan.’


      ‘Ah, yes. I said, that’s what I, ah, don’t like about the Kurgan in particular, sir. To know that he’s the same as me, save for his unquenchable madness. Because orcs are stupid. They’re brutes, sure, and strong, and fast, but dumb as a post. You can fool orcs with the exact same trick a dozen times and they never learn. Whereas a man, even a man drunk on hate, he’s a clever creature. He’ll outfox you in a dozen ways. He’s determined. You put an obstacle in his path, he’ll show the determination and the ingenuity to overcome it. Brute force alone is frightening, yes, but pair that up with the human mind, and you’ve got the worst enemy you could possibly face.’


      Jonas rose from his spot on the log. ‘I did not want to tell the tale of our exploits on patrol this morning. An officer does not engage in unseemly boasting. And it is sad to remind ourselves that three more of us have bravely fallen upon this hostile mountain soil. But, Saar, I must stand and speak, to disabuse you of your false estimation of our foe. The Kurg is numerous. The Kurg is savage. Yet clever he is not. In fact, a Kurg is stupider than an orc. An orc is bred to savagery. It is in his bones. It is what animates him.


      ‘Yet man is innately good, and is born blessed by the gods. When he swears fealty to that force we cannot name, the Kurgan goes against man’s nature. He is warped and twisted by this act of insane worship. When you go out to fight him, Saar, know that his mind is muddled by madness. What we have over him is mental clarity.


      ‘Let me tell you what happened. We were on the trail when the arrows hurtled down on us. They had taken refuge on a rocky ledge, covered with a thick hedge of foliage. Yes, we were ambushed – but it does not take any great acuity of mind to find a cowardly place to fire from. Kollek, Hertwig and Caven fell dead on the spot.’


      A sense of dread, verging on nausea, coursed through Angelika, pounding in a double rhythm with her pulse. He was at it again. She searched the rapt faces of the soldiers – where was Egerer, who’d survived the day with them? She coughed, hoping to warn Jonas off.


      But he forged on, avoiding her gaze. ‘Egerer crawled away into a mere hollow on the ground, flattening himself down there. Arrows landed all around him. He was wounded.’


      Egerer, Angelika realised, was absent – assigned to sentry duty. Jonas couldn’t have planned this, could he?


      ‘Angelika and I outsmarted them immediately,’ he was saying. ‘She ran up the side of the slope, to pounce from above. Whereas I did what they thought no civilised man was capable of – I rushed at them, the courage of my virtuous faith suffusing the very muscles of my heart. I did not curl up in fear. I made myself a moving target.’


      Angelika coughed a second time, also in vain. It would be too obvious if she did it a third time, so she resigned herself as Jonas dug himself deeper.


      ‘Shocked by my valour, they drew back, and I crashed through the bushes at them, swinging my sabre above my head. Leaves and Kurgan blood flew everywhere. There were eight of them, cowering there, perched on that tiny ledge. Eight! If that isn’t stupid, what is? In instants, three had fallen beneath the furious strokes of my blade. Others fled, cowed by my daring and certitude. When you face them, you must do the same. Be bold. Make them fear you.’


      Angelika could not remember the last time she’d heard anything half as idiotic as this. It was true that barbarians were superstitious and far from subtle, but they never fled from a head-on charge. Among the Kurgan there was no greater sin than cowardice. Any Kurg who ran from an Imperial warrior, especially a single, foolhardy charger, could expect to be killed by his war-leader.


      ‘Angelika dropped from the sandy slope above, landing on those who ran.’ Now he turned to her. ‘Our scout has been hiding her true skills from us. As she slashed them, she showed herself the equal of any Kislevite warrior queen.’ He regarded her as if he expected her to be pleased by this nonsensical flattery.


      Her fist trembled with rage; a thick warm hand appeared on it, squeezing it steady. It belonged to Mattes, who’d at some point sat himself beside her. ‘Not now,’ he said, under his breath.


      ‘So show courage, my friends, and the Kurgan will reveal his true colours – those of a wretched slave and bully. What do you say to that, Herr Saar?’


      The mood among the soldiers was different now than it had been after Jonas’ previous orations. They gazed off into the inky distance, or down at their boots. Men straightened their collars, or adjusted the scabbards of their swords.


      The man next to Saar elbowed him. He started; his tongue shot out to dampen his thick and nerve-dried lips. ‘I say, you, er, you and Fraulein Angelika showed, er, cleverness indeed.’


      For, as was clear to all but its author, Jonas’ tale had not been one of ingenuity, as he had promised.


      The tactic it appeared to recommend was one of sheer idiot daring.


      Jonas shifted his weight, then moved next to Franziskus, who sat opposite Angelika, mirroring her morose demeanour. She’d already told him of the Kurg encounter, so he knew as well as she did how far Jonas had diverged from the truth. Jonas treated him to a comradely thump on the back. Franziskus dredged up a flustered smile.


      ‘I’ve a decision to announce,’ said Jonas. ‘In celebration of our small but significant victory today. You may not know that Franziskus here holds the rank of lieutenant in the Stirland army. It was a fact he kept humbly secret from me for too long. It transpires that he and Angelika are agents of our beloved elector count, long dispatched on a mission to the Blackfire. Remind me, Franziskus, what the nature of your mission was.’


      Franziskus found his voice with difficulty. ‘Ah. It was – I do not believe I am at liberty to specify, lieutenant.’


      ‘But you can say that it was a secret mission of great importance. To protect the Empire.’


      ‘The protection of the Empire is foremost in my mind, lieutenant.’


      Jonas turned to address the men. ‘Given our need for leadership, Franziskus has kindly consented to help us. Beginning tomorrow, he will take command of the Chelborg Archers.’


      The archers traded doubtful glances.


      Jonas pulled Franziskus up to his feet. ‘Franziskus has impressed me greatly in the past few days. You archers, you will soon appreciate his qualities as well, and be grateful for his leadership.’


      He waited. Franziskus saw that he was meant to contribute some words of his own. He thought for a moment, then addressed the archers, most of whom sat together, apart from the other men.


      ‘Excuse my lack of preparation,’ he began. ‘I do not share Lieutenant Rassau’s eloquence. I knew that he would make this offer, but not that he would make it now.’


      He seemed so trapped and helpless that Angelika could not bear to watch.


      ‘Chelborg Archers,’ Franziskus resumed. ‘Though I did not think I would again find myself a leader of men, I now embrace the role, as I hope you will embrace me in it. Our straits are far from easy. Bui our homeland depends on us. Though we are few, though we are far from home, we must not only survive but prosper here. For each of us, we must slay a hundred foes. It is a daunting task. But together we shall do it. With, as the lieutenant says, hearts filled with the certainty of our righteousness. Above all, I pray for Sigmar’s guidance.’


      He moved his head up and down to indicate that his speech had come to an end. A few of the men began to clap but when no one else joined them, they stopped. Franziskus went to the archers and shook the hands of each in turn.


      It was Pinkert who broke the unfortunate silence. ‘I know a lengthy poem,’ he said. ‘About Sigmar’s battle against the daemons of Nebligrikken. Perhaps now would be a good time to recite it.’


      No one disagreed, so Pinkert launched in. The poem was in an archaic form of Reikspiel, and Angelika was too impatient to follow it. She left the campfire, sweeping through the blind’s canvas folds. The sky was so dark and starless that it was hard to see where it ended and the surrounding mountains began.


      Jonas had followed her. He tried to grab her by the elbow but she was too fast, whirling around to face him.


      ‘You seem displeased,’ he said.


      ‘What did I tell you?’


      Little light escaped from the blind, but she could still see his hardening expression. ‘The word is counsel. You counsel me. You do not tell me to do anything.’


      This had not been his attitude after the three men had been killed, which had been closer to whimpering. But Angelika knew better than to say so.


      ‘I painted you at least as brave as I. Surely you can’t expect me to place you at the centre of the tale.’


      ‘I expected you to stop lying to your men.’


      ‘That?’ He seemed puzzled. ‘That was hardly – yes, yes, that promise still stands. I would never deceive the men on a matter of consequence.’


      ‘What was that, then?’


      ‘Mere campfire talk – a restorative for weary spirits.’


      ‘And what happens to that when they ask Egerer for his version, and mark you out as a braggart and a tale-spinner?’ She headed away from him, toward her bunk.


      ‘Egerer is loyal. He won’t impugn me.’


      She shook her head. Egerer already doubted him.


      ‘And you,’ he called, ‘are loyal too – so watch what you say.’ He whirled back toward the blinds, bumping into a soldier emerging behind him.


      It was Mattes. ‘Begging your pardon, sir,’ he said.


      Jonas jettisoned his anger in favour of a superior officer’s jaunty condescension. ‘A simple bump, my good fellow. No harm done.’


      Mattes waited until he was out of sight behind the canvas wall. ‘I did as you asked,’ he told Angelika.


      ‘As I asked?’


      ‘While he was in there, telling his stories, I was in his tent, going through his pack.’


      ‘And?’


      ‘If he’s got your ring, he isn’t leaving it about in his tent.’


      ‘Naturally. If he has it, it’ll be on his person, won’t it?’


      ‘You see the faces of the men in there?’


      ‘Yes,’ said Angelika.


      ‘They’re more and more frightened of what dot-headed excursion comes next.’


      ‘Restive, are they?’


      ‘If you told me you hadn’t noticed, Angelika, you’d be lying. Wouldn’t you?’


      She answered the question by saying nothing.


      ‘Don’t want the men getting too edgy, do we?’


      ‘Is that my concern?’


      ‘It won’t be so easy, necessarily, to get your ruby back, if the good lieutenant is out on the trail and happens accidentally to get, let’s say, an arrow betwixt his shoulder blades. Would it?’


      ‘Now, Mattes, you’re over-egging the pudding.’
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      Chapter Eighteen


      Angelika and Franziskus were filling their canteens at the stream the next morning when Mattes came to letch them, worry written on his face. ‘Angelika,’ he said. ‘Lieutenant. He wants you both quick.’


      ‘What is it?’ asked Angelika, taking a drink from her water skin, then filling it to the top.


      ‘Some hare-brained scheme–’ He caught himself short.


      It took Angelika a moment to understand. ‘Don’t mind Franziskus,’ she said. ‘What you can say to me, you can say to him.’


      The drumsman did not seem especially reassured.


      ‘Franziskus, this is Mattes,’ she said. ‘He’s agreed to help us out. To see if the ring is anywhere to be found. In exchange, I’ve… made a… commitment to take an interest in the men and their welfare. Do what I can to instill in Jonas a scintilla of horse sense.’


      ‘Congratulations on your commission, sir,’ Mattes said to Franziskus.


      ‘Speak freely, Mattes. What’s said in confidence will remain so. And lead on, if we are wanted quickly.’


      They strode north, toward the nearest of the mounded hills. Jonas and Emil stood waiting at its foot.


      ‘You were saying, Mattes?’ Angelika prompted.


      ‘I don’t know what it is, Angelika. Just that I’ve seen him like that before. And it’s never good.’


      Jonas was a distant, hopping figure, spare energy erupting from his rangy limbs. He clapped his fist into an open palm, casting frequent looks up to the stony rock layer bounding the mound valley’s western edge.


      ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ said Mattes, peeling off. ‘Bui remember what we talked about, last night.’


      Franziskus stopped. ‘What did that mean?’


      Angelika marched on. ‘He’s concerned that the men have little faith in their leader. That a stray arrow might unintentionally find its way into the lieutenant’s neckbone. Good thing then, that you’re in charge of the archers, isn’t it?’


      ‘I did not like lying to the men about my past.’


      ‘I could tell,’ said Angelika. ‘I hope no one else could.’


      ‘He put me on the spot. How could I gainsay him?’


      ‘You couldn’t. Don’t blame yourself.’


      Jonas waved at them.


      ‘He’s watching,’ said Angelika. ‘Seem happy.’ She waved back at the lieutenant, her mouth fixed into an insincere smile.


      Franziskus did the same. ‘Don’t seem too friendly, though. He’ll know you’re up to something.’


      ‘Franziskus, it’s a bad time to tell you this, now that you’ve yoked yourself to his destiny, but it’s clear to me now that Jonas is a hopeless cause.’


      ‘Good thing, then, that you’ve decided to help the men after all.’


      ‘It’s bad enough you get me into these situations without your gloating about it every time.’


      They were too close to continue their conversation, and so went quiet. When they arrived, Jonas clasped Franziskus’ arm for a hearty shake. ‘Your first day as an officer again, hah?’ He did not know how to greet Angelika, looming near her for a moment with his jaws slackly apart. She folded her arms.


      ‘Well then.’ He pointed to the rock layer. ‘This morning at dawn I awoke full of new determination. I could not contain myself and so went out for a bit of a ramble on my own. And as I did so, I saw figures up on the ridge there. A mile away, you understand, but I saw them.’


      ‘You’re sure they were Kurgs and not dwarfs again?’


      ‘Definitely not dwarfs. Had to have been Kurgs.’


      Emil broke in. ‘If you’ll excuse my interrupting, sir, that’s what I was saying. All the more reason to break camp.’


      Jonas shrugged indulgently. ‘The sergeant here proposes that we dissolve the company. Break up into patrol units and each go our own way, for the duration.’


      ‘With respect, I believe that is the course of action implied by our orders, sir.’


      ‘By no means, Sergeant Raab. I’ll not be separated from the men.’


      ‘Sir, we were instructed to harry the foe. Though Commander Vogt didn’t say so straight out, I think that makes it clear. We’re to avoid direct engagement and pick off as many as we can, opportunistically. It’s a stealth mission, sir. One we can’t perform with all forty-four of us clumped together.’


      ‘You’d have me leave them to their own devices out here in the teeth of hell? Unthinkable.’


      ‘Yes,’ said Angelika. ‘What is a lieutenant without a company of men to follow him? Merely an overdressed corporal.’


      ‘I did not bring you here,’ said Jonas, ‘to remedy a sarcasm shortage. Franziskus, you explain to her.’


      ‘Explain what, lieutenant?’


      He pointed again. After some determined squinting, they could see what he was indicating: a tiny black rectangle carved out of the rock, very near to the top of the formation. Its shape was too regular and geometrical to be a natural formation.


      ‘A sangar,’ said Angelika.


      ‘Is that what you call them?’


      ‘A dwarven lookout, hewn into the mountainside. You see them in the Blackfire, too. Though there they’re usually half crumbled.’


      ‘What’s its capacity, do you reckon?’


      ‘It’ll be scaled to dwarf height, but they can extend quite a way into a rock face.’


      ‘How many men can it hold?’


      ‘Hard to guess. Six? A dozen, two dozen. Three?’


      ‘I’m betting it will hold all of us. A tight squeeze, perhaps.’


      Mattes had been right – he was hatching a harebrained scheme.


      ‘But you saw Kurgs up there?’


      ‘Oh, yes, it will be defended. But once it is ours, it will allay both my concerns, and those of the sergeant here. We’ll have a secure base from which to send out our harriers. No more clustering exposed on the valley floor. And we’ll still be a company, unified and strong. Isn’t that right, Franziskus?’


      Angelika answered instead. ‘You do see the contradiction in attempting to capture an impregnable fortress, don’t you?’


      Franziskus tensed. ‘What Angelika means to say is–’


      ‘I didn’t make you an officer to tell me what Angelika thinks. Your job is to explain what I think.’


      ‘Jonas, we know you’re a tough leader,’ he said. ‘That’s why we feel at liberty to express the odd contrary opinion – you can hear it without crumpling. We’d never question you in front of the men, but here, you wish to hear all counsel before you decide. Yes?’


      ‘That goes without saying.’


      ‘Then let us think this through. Angelika, perhaps you’d tell us what it is that makes the sangar a difficult target. Leaving out the wit.’


      ‘Dwarfs never pick poor spots to install their defences. When this was in use, you can bet they had a ballista or even cannons in there. The Kurgs won’t have that, but there’s no easy approach to the sangar from this side of the ridge. Below it there’s sheer cliff for a good hundred feet. The climb will be tough to impossible.’


      ‘Could you make it?’ Jonas asked her.


      ‘I’d have to get closer, to see. But we know the Kurgs have primitive bows, and can fire down at any climbers.’


      ‘How do the Kurgs get in, then?’


      ‘From above – first of all, you saw one on top, so that means they’ve sentries posted. There’s likely a bolthole entrance, so its defenders don’t have to rappel down the cliff to the opening.’


      ‘That’s the point of weakness, then. We’ll get up on the flatted rock above it, storm the entrance, burst in, and overwhelm the defenders. Push them out of their own hole, onto the rocks below.’


      ‘But sir,’ said Emil. ‘What good will it do us? What good is it doing the Kurg, really? Without cannons or ballista, it’s got no strategic value that I can see.’


      ‘The men need a victory, Emil. What do you say, Angelika?’


      ‘Honestly? I can’t think of a greater act of folly.’


      ‘Splendid. Beforehand, the defining triumphs of military history have always been derided as acts of supreme folly. Afterwards, they are remembered as masterstrokes of verve and boldness. Franziskus, what say you?’


      ‘You, Jonas, are our leader.’


      As Franziskus returned to the camp, he veered to follow Emil, leaving the others behind. Emil stiffened.


      ‘I am hoping we can work well together, sergeant,’ said Franziskus. The note he meant to strike was conciliatory. His nervousness spoiled the attempt; instead he sounded crisp and forbidding.


      Emil spoke without inflection. ‘To fulfil an officer’s commands is a sergeant’s duty.’


      ‘And I would not doubt that you’ll do that duty, Emil.’


      ‘It is best if you addressed me as Sergeant Raab.’


      ‘Please hear me out. You’ve made your opinion of me plain.’


      ‘I’ve said virtually nothing to you, sir.’


      ‘But with gesture and glance, you’ve heaped me with contempt.’


      ‘If you say I did, sir, then I must have.’


      Franziskus stopped walking. ‘Emil, listen to me. You must be asking what I will do, now that our fortunes are reversed. A spiteful man would take petty revenge. Make your life a misery. So I must assure you I’ve no intention of mistreating you.’


      ‘A doubting man, placed in such a position, would he relieved to hear it.’


      ‘That you would hold a deserter in low regard – that is right and proper.’


      ‘Yes. I could not have known you were on a secret mission, and merely posing as a coward.’


      Franziskus sighed. ‘Let’s neither of us pretend you truly believe Jonas’ story.’


      ‘He’s our superior, lieutenant. He says it, so it’s true.’


      ‘You’ve devoted your entire life to this company, haven’t you, sergeant? Officers come and go, but you remain. You are the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen.’


      ‘I would never lay that claim.’


      ‘That, too, is part of your devotion. So I will say it. And I’m an officer, so it’s true.’


      ‘Very well, sir.’


      ‘You’ve served under steadier leaders than Jonas.’


      ‘A sergeant does not speak ill of his commander.’


      ‘You and I, we must help him find his feet.’


      ‘A sergeant does not betray his betters with unwelcome aid.’


      ‘You take the vows of rank very seriously.’


      ‘A man is lucky if he is blessed with clear rules to measure himself by.’


      ‘It would be a deplorable thing indeed, Emil, if you were forced to choose between loyalty to your company, and loyalty to your commander.’


      ‘It will not happen, sir.’


      ‘No?’


      ‘They are one and the same, sir. By definition. One and the same.’


      Franziskus found his archers lingering by the remains of the bonfire, cinders at their feet. He counted nine men. ‘Is this everyone?’ he asked.


      The unit’s corporal stepped up, snapping neatly to attention. He boasted a thick, dark head of hair and burnished, coppery skin. Franziskus was reminded of a pear: the corporal’s jaw was much wider and rounder than the crown of his head. ‘All but one, sir,’ he said.


      ‘Fetch the other. We’re going on a bit of a scout.’


      ‘Yes, lieutenant.’


      Franziskus asked the men for their names. The corporal was Lehn. Hoven, the tallest and stockiest of the men, impressed himself on Franziskus’ memory because his nose was copiously running. Periodically the man blotted it on his sleeve.


      The sky began to leak, too, sprinkling an intermittent rain on the camp. At the present moment, Franziskus could not help thinking of the Chelborg Archers as the sorriest bunch of men ever to take up arms together. The prospect of a scouting mission had done nothing to relieve their despondency.


      ‘Get yourselves assembled; we’ll set out in five minutes,’ Franziskus said. He had never commanded a unit before, not even a small one. In his old company, he’d merely been a conduit for the transmission of orders from the first lieutenant to the sergeants and corporals. He worked to recall how an officer should speak and hold himself. He owed it to these men to imbue them with a sense of surety, even if he did not feel it himself.


      ‘Yes, sir, lieutenant…’ Corporal Lehn trailed off.


      He was waiting for Franziskus to say or do something. Franziskus wondered what it could be. He tried to keep his features blank, so the men couldn’t see him searching his mind for the desired response. He felt sorry for his men; as it was, their lives were in the hands of an impulsive truth-bender. Now they were saddled with a green and useless second officer.


      ‘Sir,’ said Lehn, ‘we have not been told your last name. If we are to address you properly, we must know it.’


      ‘Yes, yes, quite so,’ said Franziskus. What name should he give them? ‘Ah, Weibe. That would make me Lieutenant Weibe.’ A patently idiotic choice, he immediately thought. Lieutenant White. Why not Lieutenant Deserter, while he was at it? Lieutenant Fugitive. That had a pleasant ring to it.


      With the tenth man gathered and the men’s packs slung on their backs, they joined the other components of the scouting mission: Angelika, a quartet of swordsmen, the halflings (chosen for their deft-footedness) and, to the astonishment of none, Jonas himself.


      Angelika peered at the rock ridge, searching for the most likely point of entry. She chose a spot where the ridge had crumbled into a crisscrossing patchwork of natural terraces. By weaving to and fro along them, it seemed likely that they could pick their way up it with relative ease. Angelika pointed the way.


      Jonas accompanied her at the head of the procession; two swordsmen with them, the other pair bringing up the rear. Filch the halfling buzzed up to Franziskus, but Bodo pulled him away, whispering, ‘He’s an officer now. He mustn’t be bothered.’


      The archers spread themselves out in two lines, ready to fire at any marauders from the left or right. Franziskus stood between them. As the zigzagging uphill march eked on, the unit cohered into a single, disordered file. The party inched along bare, drizzle-slicked stone.


      Franziskus heard Hoven whisper to the corporal. ‘Where do you think he’s leading us now?’


      Lehn elbowed him in the ribs and cast a significant glance back at Franziskus. ‘There’s ears about,’ he hissed.


      ‘Indeed there are!’ Franziskus barked.


      The two men started as if doused by a bucket of icy water.


      ‘You’re weary, you’re frightened, and you’re in danger. Welcome to the life of a soldier,’ he exclaimed, taken aback by his own fervour. ‘The only way out of this misery, back to the safety of your homes, is to kill the foe, and to keep killing him till we’ve won. And that’s just what we’re on our way to do. Understood?’


      The archers shrank from him.


      ‘Understood, Hoven?’


      ‘Yessir, Lieutenant Weibe.’


      ‘The next man I hear griping gets a lashing when we get back,’ he threatened – convincingly, he hoped. The prospect of such a punishment, necessary as it might be, sickened him.


      Hoven slipped on the wet rock; a man behind him propped him up. The archers’ speed increased, and soon they’d caught up to the rest of the party.


      As they neared the top of the flatted ridge, half a mile roughly south of the sangar, the slope grew shallower. Clouds, small and diffuse, slipped across the ridge’s opposite edge and nosed along its surface. For a moment, the party stood in bright sunlight, while clouds scoured the rocky surface to their left and right.


      ‘What a sight,’ said Filch.


      ‘Gawp quieter,’ Bodo commanded.


      ‘Never thought I’d see anything like this,’ Filch said, less emphatically. A low rumble, like thunder, but continuous, filled their ears.


      ‘What’s that sound?’


      At the column’s head, Angelika sniffed the air. ‘Waterfall, somewhere. Distant but big.’ She stopped, but not because of the sound. She’d sniffed a trace of an ominous and familiar smell.


      ‘There’s death nearby,’ she told Jonas.


      ‘What?’


      ‘I smell death. Better turn around.’


      ‘We’re not returning empty-handed.’


      ‘Then wait here while I get a closer look.’ Angelika headed off further south, away from their destination.


      ‘Catch up with us,’ commanded Jonas. ‘If it’s off that way, it’s of no consequence to us.’


      Jonas led the group along the rock ribbon. Aside from the occasional patch of scrub weeds, holding with perverse determination to thin mats of soil, the ridge itself offered no cover. The drifting clouds, however, created a shifting zone of lowered visibility. Rassau beckoned his followers into their enveloping fog.


      Angelika traced a provident route along the width of the plain of rock, the smell growing stronger with every step. It was the high stench of bodily decomposition. The back of her throat closed and acrid tears bulleted from her eyes. With practiced technique, she fought the gagging sensation. She called to mind other, fresher odours: lilacs, brandy, fresh-scythed wheat. Reminding herself that she’d encountered it dozens of times before, she subdued the natural urge to flee in the face of death.


      Two or three hundred feet along, she came to a crevasse in the rock. It began in the middle of the ridge and ran all the way to its far side. Clouds of humming, feasting flies billowed up from it. These included the familiar metallic blue bottle flies Angelika knew from the battlefields of the Blackfire, intermingled with a variety she had not encountered before. These larger, brown-jacketed carrion flies flew sluggishly, bumping stupidly into one other. Occasionally one of these bigger insects would leap onto another, engaging in frenzied congress with it or ripping off a wing or mandible.


      Angelika stepped into the cloud, prepared for the carrion flies to bite at her. They left her alone. Peering down into the crevasse, she saw why: they had plenty of easier meat to sup on. The fissure was six feet across at its widest point, and extended down into the rock for nearly a dozen yards. It was stacked nearly to the top with corpses, of both dwarfs and barbarians. They were heaped in layers, with the freshest dead on top. These, a few dwarfs and twice as many Chaos troops, crawled with flies, their complexions greyed.


      In Angelika’s expert estimation, taking into account the cooling winds that coursed across the ridge face, these would have been slain less than thirty-six hours ago. Beneath them another layer of mingled corpses writhed with maggots, and were in a few places stripped bare to the bone; these would be three to four days dead. Yet another stratum of cadavers lay beneath it, reduced almost entirely to skeletons.


      Though it brought the reek even closer to her nostrils, Angelika dropped straight away to the ridge. Trouble had to be near. There was only one reason to hide corpses after a battle, and that was to conceal one’s presence from the enemy. It was not the sort of thing dwarfs would do, not in territory they saw as their own. They’d haul their enemies into a pyre and burn them immediately. So the corpse-hole had to be the work of the Chaos troops. Each layer recorded a clash with a dwarf patrol. Even though they’d lost two men for each one they’d slain, they had nonetheless won all three engagements.


      There were Kurgan nearby, probably a good number of them. And not only in the sangar – the dead piled here far outstripped its capacity. Chances were good they’d spotted Jonas’ men on the ridge. Yet they had not attacked. Why?


      They were waiting.


      Waiting for what?


      For the right moment.


      Which would be…?


      When Jonas reached the sangar.


      Why would that be the perfect moment?


      Because then they’d surround him. And he and Franziskus and the halflings and others would become the fourth layer of corpses to fill the fissure.


      She crawled along the ridge to the precipice. Right below her, the cliff dropped suddenly. Less than a hundred feet to her left, though, the ridge formed a rough but lowly graded natural ramp, leading easily down to a second valley floor, much like their own. In the far distance, she saw the waterfall they’d heard earlier: a crashing font of white water, falling nearly two hundred feet from a horseshoe-shaped ridge into a deep, pooling lake.


      A multitude of half-naked figures calmly moved about its pebbled shore. This new valley sheltered a Kurgan war camp. The waterfall’s clamour muffled whatever sounds its inhabitants made.


      Angelika counted a hundred tents, calculating five to seven men per tent. This was no remnant force, it was an entire army. One with the patience and guile to bivouac here, escaping their notice the whole time. For this many warriors to remain so quiet and inactive was a feat of restraint even Imperial soldiers would be hard pressed to duplicate. That these marauders were capable of it was chilling. A disciplined barbarian was supposed to be an oxymoron, a contradiction in terms. Yet here they were.


      Lashed to the tops of tall trees Angelika saw crude platforms, manned by barbarian sentries. Anyone moving along the flatted ridge could easily be seen from them. War horns dangled from the watch-posts.


      Angelika turned back towards Jonas’ position. For (he moment, clouds hid them from view. As soon as the air cleared, those alarms would sound.


      If they came for Jonas, they’d find the rest of the company, too. There was only one way out of this. She had to stop him before he attacked the sangar.


      Jonas led the men deeper into the cloud.


      Its fog surrounded them and Franziskus could not tell who stood to the left or right of him. He saw the blurry shapes of bows in their arms, and so they had to be the Chelborgers – his men.


      ‘Why in hell’s name did he bring archers here?’ one voice muttered.


      ‘We won’t be able to hit an inch in front of our faces in this soup,’ another affirmed.


      ‘Stupid idiot will get us all murdered.’


      ‘Officers are present,’ Franziskus warned. The men shut up.


      The cloud blew away.


      Jonas stood face to face with a sallow-cheeked Kurgan.


      Jonas jumped back.


      The Kurgan jumped back then reached for his axe. Jonas swung his sabre. It bit deep into the barbarian’s sinewy neck. Blood fluxed from the wound. Jonas screamed and charged for the sangar. Bodo, Franziskus, and the swordsmen followed. The archers dropped to their knees, ready for any targets that might appear. Filch ran sideways. Merwin hit the ground, covering his head with interlaced hands.


      Barbarians emerged from the sangar entrance, a hole in the rock ringed by yard-high rune-carved menhirs. With Franziskus and Bodo close behind him, Jonas ran at them, sword swung above his head. Their blades whacked into the axes and clubs of their foes.


      Kurgan sentry-horns wailed from the opposite valley. Neither attackers nor defenders much heard them, above the din.


      Jonas’ blade cut through the axe-hand of a bareheaded marauder. A brother-in-arms, who might have been the other’s twin, swept into Franziskus, meeting his heavy blade with the haft of a spiked hammer.


      When the sentry horns groaned, Angelika made a quick decision and changed direction. Jonas and Franziskus would have to look out for themselves. They had at least a chance to hear the horns. The same could not be said for the remainder of the company, sitting unawares in Jonas’ camp by the stream. There were more soldiers down in the valley than by the sangar. She could not warn both; so she would warn those most in need of it. She beetled to the zigzagging rock formation leading back to camp, skittering along it, jumping chancily from one terrace to the next.


      A cloud floated toward the sangar. The archers aimed at it, as if it were the vanguard of an opposing force. Filch stooped from spot to spot, gathering up a store of fist-sized rocks. Each swordsman had a Kurgan to fight. Bodo ran behind the uneven barbarian line, busying his knife at them, searching for tendons to slit. Jonas’ foe ducked his wild swings, laughing and waggling out his tongue. Franziskus’ adversary hammered him into a defensive posture, flurrying blows into his sabre, bending it out of shape.


      The cloud blew off, flying over the mound valley. The archers wauled in dismay as a new line of Kurgans surged at them from the other side of the ridge. They fired. A few foes fell, tripping others, but most kept on, unruffled by their volley.


      Franziskus’ hammerer executed a gleeful shimmy at the arrival of his mates. Franziskus seized the moment to slash him, carving a steak’s worth of thigh muscle off the bone. The hammer-man sank and Franziskus wheeled to face the new wave of foes. ‘Fighting retreat,’ he shouted. ‘Fighting retreat!’ It was Jonas who should have been shouting those orders, but to blazes with it. Franziskus was an officer now and it was the only way. The archers jumped from their kneeling positions, loosing an unaimed round at the oncoming Kurgan. None of their arrows won places in the flesh of their foes.


      A seven-foot Kurgan came like a battering ram at the archers as they jogged tentatively backwards along the ridge. He raised a caber-like cudgel to dash out Hoven’s brains. A stone sailed neatly through the air to thump into the centre of his wide, indented forehead. He growled, raised his weapon in search of his new tormentor, fell over backwards, and expired, a red trickle running from his ear.


      ‘Keep ’em comin’,’ Filch shouted to Merwin, whom he’d parked beside his cairn of throwing rocks. Merwin handed him another stone. He pitched it expertly into the jaw of a weedy, hirsute barbarian.


      ‘Grab ’em up,’ he yelled, as the rest of the squad fled. More barbarians dashed up over the opposite slope and onto the ribbon of stone. Clouds followed after them.


      A marauder moaned as Bodo hamstrung him. He turned and, ruined leg and all, seized the halfman by the neck and groin, dashing him into a dwarf marker, Jonas saw this and pelted his way. The Kurgan tossed Bodo into the sangar hole and the last Jonas saw of him were the soles of his callused feet.


      ‘Bodo,’ he shouted. Clouds surrounded him. An axe shot from the mist, clouting him in the shoulder. Stunned, he tripped sideways. A punch caught him in the ribs. He spun around. A third unblinking orb, tattooed between a Kurgan’s brows, stared into him. He flung his sabre out and felt the gratifying squish of contact as it cut into his enemy’s gut. Then another marauder was on him, and another.


      Pain shivered through his head. His sight blurred, and he couldn’t hear anything. He swung his sword and kept swinging; sometimes he hit something. A body crashed into him, knocking him down, pinning his sword-arm. With his free fist he smashed viciously into the man’s skull. Then he realised the enemy was dead, or at least unconscious, and rolled him off.


      Franziskus and his archers ran from cloud to cloud along the ridge. Franziskus cried for them to stop: they’d run too far, bypassing the stepped path leading back to their camp.


      Jonas stood, dazed, his vision blurred. The battle-din had ended, but he could not tell if that meant his enemy had gone, or only that his hearing was not right. Feeling something amiss beneath his feet, he realised he’d stepped onto the cliffs edge. Instinct told him to leap, but the swift move sent him slipping on the rock’s damp surface. His legs flailed; he bounced down, hitting his chin on the stony precipice. He clung to the rock, forcing all the strength he could summon into the muscles of his chest and arms. Reaching out blindly, he grabbed onto something. At first he thought it was a root or branch, then, as he got a better grip on it, he realised he’d wrapped his fingers around a man’s belt. He’d saved himself by holding fast to the barbarian he’d just slain.


      Booted feet came his way: they belonged to one of his own soldiers, in black and yellow leggings.


      ‘Help me,’ he moaned. He pushed his neck back to see who it was. It was Egerer. Good, old gaunt-faced Egerer, all vinegar and gristle and impossible to kill as always.


      Jonas reached a hand up, the free one that wasn’t pressed desperately into the rough-edged belt of a dead barbarian. ‘Give me a hand there, Egerer.’


      Egerer loomed over him, mouth drawn into a thin, withholding line.


      ‘Egerer!’


      Egerer placed gnarled, pensive hands on his sharpened hips. ‘I ought to let you dangle.’


      ‘What?’ Jonas cried.


      ‘Puffing yourself up with foolish lies. What kind of commander needs to do that, except a useless one?’ Then he bent down and thrust out his hand.


      Trembling, limbs like damp cloth, Jonas struggled off the cliff’s edge and to his knees.


      Egerer aimed a disgusted look at him and walked into a swift-swung axe. A rubber-limbed barbarian sheared his throat open, then kicked him to the ground. Egerer clutched his throat with one hand and reached up at his slayer with the other. He grappled it around the Kurgan’s leg and bent his knee, bringing him down. The barbarian struggled to disengage; they sprawled on the edge of the precipice. Jonas ducked down to kick at the enemy, but it was too late. With a last reserve of energy, Egerer rolled himself off the cliff, taking the marauder with him. Jonas staggered to the edge and saw their shattered bodies tangled in the trees dozens of yards below.


      He found his sabre on the rock and picked it up. Clouds brushed by him. His head throbbed. He saw the sangar entrance and considered a dash at it. There was some small chance Bodo was yet alive inside it. He inched toward his goal, but his aching body rebelled.


      New war horns sounded from the valley opposite. Fresh adrenaline jolted in his veins. He bumbled to the other side of the cliff, and saw what Angelika had seen: the waterfall and the Kurgan camp.


      Another column of barbarians, clanking weapons into their shields and chest-guards, had mounted the slope and was headed his way.


      He staggered to its head. Egerer was right. Why did he tell all those stories anyway? He ought to die – but gloriously, redemptively. He would stand and ward off an entire marauder platoon.


      ‘Jonas,’ a voice hissed, to his right.


      He scanned the ridge, and saw no one.


      ‘Over here.’


      A red cloth fluttered up from the surface of the rock, Jonas shook his muzzy head and the scene came into focus. There was a fissure in the rock, and someone down inside it. He shuddered toward it. A horrible stench repelled him, like he’d struck a wall.


      ‘Quick.’


      He placed the voice as Franziskus’. He ran toward the crevasse. Flies assailed him; one zipped into his mouth. Sickened, he swallowed it. He reached the fissure and Franziskus and one of the halflings pulled him down into it.


      He landed on a dwarf corpse, its cold skin slippery with gore. Desperate hands pulled him down further into the charnel stink. Along with Franziskus, both halflings had hidden themselves here, and the archers, and two of the swordsmen.


      They waited, listening, as the boots of the barbarians thudded by.


      Though he had his tiny hand clamped over his mouth Merwin vomited, overcome by the reek and the horror. The others felt ready to do the same, but overcame their rising nausea.


      Finally it sounded as if the overrunning army had cleared the ridge.


      ‘Oh sweet Sigmar,’ gasped Jonas.


      ‘Indeed,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘In this, our hour of wretchedness, oh divine champion of wrath,’ continued Jonas, ‘preserve us, please.’


      Angelika ran, lungs burning, to the camp by the rocky stream. The soldiers had already heard the distorted, echoing bleat of Kurgan war horns, and had gathered themselves into a square, set to receive a charge. Emil waited, sword in hand, in the front line. Alongside him stood the unit’s stragglers, whose specialties were more useful in a defensive formation: the gunners, a couple of pikemen.


      Angelika hadn’t the breath to speak. She waved her arms, signalling them to flee.


      Emil stayed steadfast, and the battle square held its place.


      ‘Run,’ Angelika gasped. She’d reached them, but marched lightly in place, to ward off the cramps and dizziness of a sudden stop.


      Emil shook his head.


      ‘Don’t be daft. There’s a legion of them, and all they’re all coming – now.’


      ‘You are not a soldier and need not stand with us,’ Emil said.


      ‘Run, I tell you. There’s a hundred places to hide in these hills – you found them on patrol. Go to them now, and hide. Now.’


      Roughly half of the soldiers, including all of the stragglers bunched up around Emil, heeded her advice and sprinted from the square, jostling past the men who stood their ground. ‘Jonas sent me,’ she shouted. ‘Hide yourselves, he says.’


      At this even Emil broke formation, his stocky legs banging gracelessly under him. Angelika beckoned to him; he had not been out on patrol and would not know where to hide. She steered him with her to Mount Eel as an excellent redoubt waited for them there.


      The war horn’s ululation deepened. Angelika glanced momentarily back to see the first of the Chaos legion appearing on the rocky rise. At this remove, they seemed no larger than swarming ants. To their eyes, the Gerolsbruchers would appear similarly minute. The marauders would see them flee, but, Angelika fervently hoped, were too far off to accurately follow their specific movements and track them to their manifold destinations in the hills.


      To safely navigate those crumbling rock terraces would take them precious time. She altered her own route to Mount Eel, taking her and Emil behind another of the sharp-topped mounds, where they could not be seen from the granite ribbon. If they were smart, the other squads of retreating men would do the same.


      Pinkert was already a few paces ahead of her. Mattes and Saar ran behind. She slackened slightly to let them catch up. Always keeping a hillside between themselves and the Kurgan invasion route, they crept to the base of Mount Eel. The multitudinous crunch of barbarian boots on complaining rock reverberated from around the stream bed. The wind carried to Angelika and the others a refrain of disappointed grunts and howls. Horns bleated uncertainly. The marauders had found no force to slaughter.


      They shinnied up the dry and dusty hillside to the spot where Angelika had installed her pit trap. She meticulously dismantled the disguising canopy of logs and soil, then slid with even greater attentiveness into the crevasse, avoiding the spikes she’d installed inside its mouth. Once she’d found her footing, she grabbed each sharpened stake in turn and heaved it from its resting spot. After stacking them in a pile, she beckoned her three companions to come down. When they were in, she had Mattes and Saar boost her back up again. She replaced the false thatch of logs and debris, leaving a space to wedge herself through. The last logs she returned from the inside, her feet on the shoulders of the men. When it was in place, sealing off the last shaft of daylight, they lowered her to face Sergeant Raab.


      ‘Jonas ordered this retreat?’ he asked.


      ‘I lied,’ said Angelika. ‘For some reason I decided you’d all be better off alive.’


      ‘Good thinking,’ said Saar.


      Emil scowled.


      ‘I’m trying to conceive of a polite way to ask this,’ said Angelika.


      ‘Don’t trouble yourself,’ said Emil. It was impossible to sit in the tiny space of the crevasse. He leaned against its crooked earthen wall, letting his weight go slack against it.


      ‘What in the name of Sigmar’s beard were you doing there, waiting for the enemy army to overrun your position?’


      ‘There is a book of protocol,’ Mattes volunteered. ‘When there is no officer present to issue commands, the sergeant is required to choose the established response best fitting the pertaining facts. Though you might say the book refers only to standard engagements.’


      ‘I did not know the enemy’s strength,’ Emil growled. ‘Had I imagined an entire legion, obviously I’d have called for a retreat.’


      ‘We’ve been right on their doorstep for days,’ said Angelika, more to herself than the others. ‘They only came at us when we climbed practically into their noses.’


      ‘That’s more discipline than you’d expect of the Kurg.’


      ‘They’re holding for something,’ said Angelika. ‘Or someone.’
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      Chapter Nineteen


      In the corpse-filled fissure, Merwin the halfling shifted his weight. Beneath him, a maggot-ridden body squished and resettled making him squirm in revulsion. Filch reached out a hand to him, pressing it reassuringly down on his friend’s forearm.


      Icy tears rolled down Merwin’s face. The archers scowled their disapproval at him. In a case like this, a fellow was supposed to hide his fear, out of consideration for his comrades. It was plain to Franziskus that the halfling could sense their hostility, and that it worsened his distress. He wished he could speak to them, to order them to knock it off, but the Kurgan were still up on the ridge. Their scraping footfalls could be heard on its surface, and not too far away, either.


      Low words were coughed in the Kurgan’s booming language. From their mere tone, Franziskus could not figure what was said. Instructions issued? Simple soldiers’ banter? If the latter, what might that consist of, precisely? Would they speak of home, complain about their commanders, bemoan the petty discomforts of the trail, as human warriors would? Franziskus could not imagine it. Surely they joked only about blood and murder, or babbled of their mad devotion for Chaos.


      Franziskus rubbed his chapped hands quietly together and attempted to project the air of calm self-control that was an officer’s greatest gift to his men. Whatever effect he rallied was countered by Jonas. Rassau, inert as a post, stared at an invisible point a few inches in front of his face.


      He’d succumbed to shock. Franziskus knew the symptoms well as he’d fallen prey to them himself on a similar occasion. These were not the first hours Franziskus had ever spent in a corpse pile; he’d been stuck in one on the day he first met Angelika. Groping for a cheery thought, he decided that this present dilemma was not so bad, in comparison to that previous circumstance. Then, there’d been dead men not only below him, but on top as well.


      The throaty barbarian voices came closer, combined with grunts of effort.


      Corpses cascaded down from above. Franziskus braced himself as the gored and naked torso of a tattooed barbarian sluiced down onto his neck and shoulders. Other slain men followed, the remains of several Gerolsbruchers included. Somewhere from among the party Franziskus heard a muffled weeping.


      The voices receded a little, as if the enemy troops had moved away from the mouth of the crevasse.


      Apparently, even Chaos barbarians shrank from the stink of death.


      ‘Lieutenant,’ murmured Jonas.


      It took Franziskus a moment to realise that Jonas meant him. ‘Yes?’ he said, equally hushed.


      ‘How long must we stay here?’


      ‘You decide, sir.’


      ‘But how long?’


      ‘I’ve been in worse spots.’


      ‘How many of them up there?’


      ‘We daren’t look.’


      ‘Let’s guess, then.’


      ‘They wouldn’t have thrown more bodies down if they knew we were here.’


      ‘From the sounds of it – how many?’


      ‘Let’s just wait.’


      ‘How many?’ Jonas repeated. A harshness crept into his whisper.


      Afraid Jonas could be heard, Franziskus merely gestured: a resigned and baffled shrug.


      Filch obligingly cocked his ear, then held up all the fingers of his right hand, plus the forefinger of his left.


      ‘Are you certain?’ asked Jonas.


      Filch stuck both his thumbs up.


      Franziskus was not so sure. As far as he knew, the halfling ear was not noted for any special acuity. Perhaps this was a unique talent of Filch’s, much like his preternatural skill at rock-throwing.


      ‘Follow me,’ Jonas intoned.


      None of the fresh bodies had landed on him so he boosted himself up by climbing onto the shoulder of the archer next to him. He launched himself clumsily from the crevasse, faltered, recovered his balance, and hauled his sabre from his scabbard. Bellowing an unintelligible war-cry, he blundered at the marauders left to guard the ridgeline. Jonas was well into his charge before he saw that Filch had underestimated their numbers by half. Worse, no one else had yet emerged from the crevasse: Franziskus and the others still grappled their way through the layer of dead men.


      Jonas forgot them, choreographing the series of feints and slashes that would allow him to survive until his allies caught up. He dived at the nearest barbarian, slicing muscle from his ribs. He ducked down, rose up, thudded into the dying man, and used him as a shield while the axe-blows of three of his fellows darted his way. Two dug into their comrade’s back while the third went wide. Jonas threw the man at his attackers; two fell back. One slipped in the spilled viscera of his compatriot and fell backwards off the precipice.


      Meanwhile, Jonas had scourged the axe-hand of one Kurgan and stabbed through the breastbone of another. A Kurgan rushed at him from each of four directions; he spun his blade around, holding them at bay. Arrows whizzed into their necks and shoulders. At Franziskus’ urging, the Chelborg Archers had braced themselves with feet against one edge of the crevasse and backs to the opposite wall. From this graceless position, they could fire their missiles right away, without completing the difficult clamber from their hiding place.


      A Kurgan on the melee’s periphery reached down for his war horn. Jonas bulled his way through his closest opponents to sabre it from him. He smashed the pommel of his sword into the sentry’s lips and teeth. The barbarian went down.


      Jonas had now manoeuvred himself so that all of the Kurgan were between him and his archers; a new volley blacked the air. Heaving, growling barbarians either ducked or collapsed. Franziskus made it out of the crevasse, followed by Filch. The halfling dashed past the Stirlander and neatly plucked a dagger from his belt. He dived onto the back of a thrashing marauder and plunged a dozen speedy cuts into the back of his head.


      Distracted by the arrows rushing at them, the Kurgan were now easier prey for Jonas’ blade and he scythed them like wheat. He laughed frenziedly as he slew the last two standing barbarians. Franziskus ran to the archers and helped them up out of the crevasse. As they freed themselves from it, they pivoted to help their comrades. Merwin shinnied out and ran to Filch, whose stabbing arm still worked ceaselessly on the carcass of his foe, and pulled him off. Filch’s numbed expression combined fury and dismay.


      ‘Go, before there are more,’ Franziskus ordered his archers. They required no further exhortation, and ran full out back to the slope leading to their valley. Thick halfling feet rumbled after them.


      Jonas whirled, grinning like a wolf, as if daring invisible opponents to teem at him.


      ‘Jonas,’ Franziskus shouted.


      The lieutenant jolted, as if from walking sleep, sheathed his sabre, and followed his fleeing party back down the slope.


      In their own hiding spot, sliced into the side of Mount Eel, Mattes and the sergeant argued.


      ‘You must,’ Mattes demanded.


      ‘To even ask it of me is mutiny,’ Emil replied.


      ‘Quiet, both of you,’ said Angelika. Her eyes were closed and her arms were folded. She’d decided to attempt a nap, to recover strength she might need later, and had nearly nodded off. Then the debate had started.


      ‘He’s incapable!’ said Mattes.


      ‘You know that’s insubordination.’


      ‘You think he’s a good leader?’


      ‘It is not for me, and especially not for you, to judge.’


      ‘Anyone with half a lick of sense can see it. The men trust you, but they don’t trust him.’


      ‘Soldiers need not trust. They need merely obey.’


      ‘They will both trust and obey you, Emil.’


      Emil clouted him sharply on the mouth. Nothing in his bearing had heralded the arrival of the blow. Mattes touched his bleeding lip.


      ‘That’s my answer to that,’ said Emil.


      ‘But–’


      ‘No matter how you put the question, I’ll have the same answer for you. So, if you enjoy having teeth to fill your gums, I say shut it.’


      The clear water of the pebble stream washed against Ortak Nalgar’s blood-blackened boots. Chest out, hands hard at his side, the Chaos chieftain strode among his men, deciding which of them he would fatally punish. A force of nearly two hundred wove around him, in the midst of an empty valley, with no foe to slay.


      When he spoke, his voice reverberated through the steel chambers of his antlered helmet. His breath collected damply on the inside of his mouth-guard. ‘Who,’ he demanded, ‘was the fool who sounded the horn of war?’


      The marauders snarled and cawed. They shoved and grappled, pushing a lightly armoured man to the fore. They punched at his kidneys until he doubled over, then kicked him flat. He was seized by the back of the neck and turned around, so that his face touched the earth where the chieftain’s feet were planted.


      ‘Speak your name,’ Ortak Nalgar demanded. He waved off the other marauders, leaving the man to grovel unencumbered.


      ‘I am Zaba Gor,’ the shamed man spat, ‘of the Sanxal tribe. I answer to my chieftain, who is Tharken Urtza. And to Vardek Crom, who defeated my chieftain in single combat. As you were defeated by him.’


      Ortak Nalgar ordered him to stand, and he did so, a defiant leer slashed across his face. The bravado was admirable, that of a true Kurgan war-maker.


      ‘Yes,’ said Ortak Nalgar, ‘I, like your chieftain, am now, by right of conquest, commanded by Vardek Crom. And he has commanded me to command you to exercise the thing the mutaa of the Soft Lands call discipline. Do you know what this thing is, Zaba Gor of the Sanxal tribe?’


      ‘I spit on it,’ said Zaba Gor. ‘It is not our way.’


      Ortak Nalgar reached to his waist and unbuckled a set of vicious-looking fighting claws. Zaba Gor quailed when he saw them: heartpuncher claws.


      ‘Answer me, this, then, Zaba Gor of the Sanxal tribe. How, despite our superior courage, the relentlessness of our blood-hunger, and our utter submission to Chaos Undivided, have the fat suckling pigs of the Soft Lands, for so many years, eluded ultimate destruction at our deserving hands?’ Slowly, Ortak Nalgar slipped the fighting claws onto his right hand.


      ‘They have not died, because Zaba Gor has not yet had the chance to kill them.’


      ‘You are wrong, Zaba Gor. After Vardek Crom defeated me, after he brought his swift axe down upon my helm, and sank me to my knees, and I was forced to make the four supplications to him, he held out his vast hand to me and he pulled me up. And then he told me his secret. He would use the Soft Ones’ weapon against them. The weapon they’ve used to eternally thwart us,’ said Ortak Nalgar, ‘is this thing called discipline.


      ‘They think. They wait. They act in concert. Thus do plump, cowardly foes defeat us time and again. What Vardek Crom has taught me, I now teach you. We will think. We will wait. We will act together. To do this, we must follow orders. Even from chieftains who are not of our tribe. Tell me, Zaba Gor, how did you fail to obey the commands of Vardek Crom?’


      Zaba Gor did not answer but steeled himself to receive the inevitable blow.


      Ortak Nalgar did not yet strike it, but flexed the talons of his heartpuncher claws. ‘I will explain, then. You sounded the war horn when you were instructed to keep silent.’


      ‘I saw the foe.’


      ‘A few men. Hardly worth the charge. Yet if there are Soft Ones, or accursed dwarfs, anywhere near, they’ll have heard the horn. They’ll know where we muster. We did not want them to know this.’ The thumb was the final digit to receive its claw. ‘We are concealing our presence, Zaba Gor. Waiting. Do you understand?’


      Emboldened by his imminent death, Zaba Gor straightened his spine. ‘It is mutaa, to wait, and hide, and sneak.’


      ‘It is not mutaa if it brings victory.’


      ‘What victory? Waiting? Waiting is not victory.’


      ‘Your chieftain of chieftains says it will bring victory, and so it will.’


      ‘Chaos does not wait. Chaos strikes.’


      ‘Chaos has waited three thousand years and now it will win. So says Vardek Crom.’


      ‘I have not heard Vardek Crom say this. I have only heard you say it.’


      Ortak Nalgar jolted his open hand into Zaba Gor’s breastbone, piercing his heart in four places. He held his hand there and shook it.


      Zaba Gor tried to spit at his killer, but could manage only a meagre dribble of drool, which ran down his chin. ‘He who thinks like a Soft One will die like a Soft One,’ he choked. ‘Then we will be free again.’


      Ortak Nalgar threw him to the ground. Zaba Gor’s last choking words were words of challenge. If others were ready to pick them up, Ortak Nalgar would have to fight and kill them. Several of the men seethed breathy hate at him, but when he presented them his helmeted face, they hung their heads in submission. None would dare strike at him. While he commanded them, they would obey the edicts of Vardek Crom, no matter how peculiar they seemed.


      ‘Where is the tracker?’ he demanded.


      One man stepped forward nervously ‘Many were here, glorious one.’


      ‘How many?’


      ‘Two warbands’ worth, maybe three.’ The tracker tried not to look at the red ends of the heartpuncher claws.


      ‘Where have they gone?’


      ‘Into the hills, great one.’


      ‘They must be caught and slain. We cannot let them return home to warn of our gathering here.’ Ortak Nalgar marched toward the terraced cliff that would lead him back to their waterfall encampment. ‘Point to where the Soft Ones hide.’


      ‘I don’t know, fearsome one. Our other tracker died crossing the mountains.’


      Ortak Nalgar twisted the tracker’s neck until it snapped and threw him aside.


      ‘Do we have another tracker?’


      The barbarian horde answered with silence.


      ‘Unleash the hound.’


      ‘It’s him,’ exclaimed Jonas. Only after the first word was uttered did he remember his predicament, after that he calmed his tone. He and the remnants of his assault force crouched behind a cresting line of boulders near the bottom of the slope. It, and a patch of scraggly mountain briars, concealed their presence from the two hundred or so Kurgan marauders milling in their abandoned encampment by the stony stream. Rassau couldn’t help counting the size of his squadron: there was himself, one swordsman, ten archers, two halflings, and, at his right hand, Franziskus. Thirteen to one odds. And one of those on the other side was the Chaos chieftain, who had to count as an entire patrol of men, all by himself.


      ‘What can we do?’ he asked Franziskus, who replied with a gesture of silence.


      The soldiers took worried note of this reversal of command.


      Together they watched as Ortak Nalgar eviscerated the chest of his henchman with his taloned hand. An archer whistled softly, and was rewarded by a pointed elbowing from the man next to him.


      ‘They don’t seem so pleased to follow him,’ Jonas mouthed.


      I know the sentiment, thought Fengler, who had gone up to the ribbon as one of four swordsmen, and was now the sole survivor.


      ‘They obey out of fear, and naught else,’ said Franziskus.


      Jonas’ face took on a resolute cast.


      The barbarians broke from their parley, heading back toward the slope, and the Imperial troops’ hiding place. Jonas’ soldiers pushed themselves closer to the earth. The Kurgans moved in a roiling, half-ordered mass. None of the Stirlanders had ever seen their Kurgan foes in a casual and sportive state. Some picked up rocks to sail them pointlessly into the distance. Others grunted out the rough melodies of their clan war chants.


      One small group struck up a sort of game. They would spit into the necks of the men ranked in front of them. Then, when a victim of the copious gobbing turned around with raised fist ready, they would each point at one another and savagely laugh. One annoyed recipient swung back a leg to kick a participant unerringly in the groin. As the Kurg doubled over, his friends erupted in sadistic amusement.


      The chieftain, who now passed within a hundred feet of the Stirlanders, raised his axe and bellowed. Stifling their guffaws, the marauders marched sullenly on.


      All but a few dozen of the barbarians had passed by the Imperials’ hiding spot, when a low-slung, dark-browed Kurgan separated from the pack to make straight for the briar stand.
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      Chapter Twenty


      The Kurg slipped behind the briars, blocking himself from the view of his fellows. Pulling at his rancid loincloth, he squatted to relieve himself.


      Halflings and archers wrenched and gagged. Franziskus slipped his sabre from its holster and crept out from the rocks. He scudded up into the blind spot of the preoccupied barbarian. When the marauder completed his crude ablutions, and was tugging at his breeches, Franziskus slammed his weapon’s heavy hand-guard into his temple. The Kurgan rose indignantly from his crouch, then pitched face-first into the briar. Franziskus waited until the rest of the barbarians were well up the slope, then hauled the limp-limbed Chaos minion from the thorny bushes. Filch skittered up to supply a pair of leathery thongs, with which they tightly bound his arms and ankles.


      ‘Clever work, Franziskus,’ said Jonas. ‘We’ll extract from him knowledge of the chieftain’s scheme.’


      ‘Seems to me like they’re assembling the largest force they can, at which point they’ll attack Stirland again, all together,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘Yes, but it will be good to know it for a fact.’ The last of the Chaos troops had disappeared over the ridge, presumably to rejoin their camp. Jonas cast a lost look after them. ‘What now, then? Where have our men gone?’


      ‘Angelika was assigned that mound, yes?’ Franziskus pointed to Mount Eel, a quarter of a mile to the north.


      ‘You would know better than I.’


      ‘She was,’ said Filch.


      ‘She’ll have gone there, to hide.’


      ‘But last we saw of her, she was up on the ridge, with us. She could be anywhere. They could have slain her, or captured her.’


      Franziskus idly examined his hands for signs of uncleanliness. ‘How else did your men know to hide? No, she’ll have somehow realised, before we did, that hundreds of Kurgs were about to rush down here, and warned them. I admit that I merely guess, but if we go to Mount Eel, I wager that’s where she’ll be.’


      ‘You admire her greatly,’ observed Jonas.


      For this Franziskus supplied no answer.


      Jonas nodded to him, and he ordered four of the archers to lift up the slumbering carcass of the careless Kurgan.


      Half an hour later they reached the foot of Mount Eel.


      The prisoner stirred as the archers put him down, so Fengler stooped to apply a fastidious chokehold, and he passed out again.


      Jonas peered up. ‘I see nothing.’


      ‘She said something about laying in a pit trap,’ said Franziskus. ‘Wait here.’ They watched as he footed it nimbly up the mound, scrutinised its terrain, then zeroed in on a place of interest. The ground moved and like cicadas wriggling from the earth, figures emerged from it. Franziskus and Angelika marched down, alongside Saar, Mattes, Pinkert and the sergeant.


      ‘Where are the others?’ Jonas asked him.


      Raab explained; all was as Franziskus had assumed.


      ‘What about Egerer?’ Emil asked Jonas. ‘The others…?’


      ‘Gone,’ was all Jonas needed to say. He cleared his throat. ‘How then do we gather ourselves?’


      ‘The sergeant kept a good survey map,’ volunteered Angelika. ‘He had the men mark on it the traps they laid. From looking at it, it’s fairly clear which ones could be used as hiding spots. I’ll take it and go and collect up the patrols. Meanwhile, you head to that tunnel, there.’ She pointed to the rock wall, at the foot of the ridge.


      ‘Tunnel?’ said Jonas.


      ‘See that dark spot, there? It looks like just a shadow, but I’m certain it’s the entrance to a dwarf tunnel. Disused, we’d better hope. Blocked off, probably, but I’m hoping there’s enough of it left to shelter us all. We can’t camp in the open anymore, that’s for certain.’


      Jonas peered at the dark shape Angelika had shown him. ‘I can barely see it.’


      ‘That’s what I like about it. Go on ahead, I’ll send the others to you as I come across them.’


      They wended between hills to Angelika’s dark blot in the ridge wall. When they were within five hundred yards of it, they could see she’d been right. An artificial cave had been hammered into the rock there. Its opening was artfully blended into the granite’s ruts and corrugations, so it looked from a distance like a mere patch of shade. Once inside, they saw evidence of exacting dwarf workmanship. Near the threshold there was a groove, where a portcullis once fell. The remains of its chain and pulley mechanism sat a few yards away.


      Emil kicked at it in disappointment; a functioning iron gate would have been a great boon. Franziskus moved back into the tunnel, stopping when the layer of cobwebs grew too thick to penetrate. Behind them, in the darkness, he was pretty certain he saw an unreachable section of collapsed rock, impeding further movement. If he knew his dwarf archaeology, it hail been sealed on purpose, hundreds of years ago. He sighed in relief. The incident in the gorge had sapped his appetite for further dwarf encounters.


      Over the next few hours, patrol teams drifted in. The seasoned warriors settled themselves down for an immediate nap. Little was said.


      Franziskus felt sorry for Jonas, the target of furtive and reproachful glances. Rassau paced the truncated passageway, oblivious to the unease his movements bred. Franziskus could tell he was rehearsing a speech – composing, rejecting, revising, and rejecting again his opening lines.


      He took a risk and sidled up to his commander.


      ‘You mean to address the men?’ he asked, too low for others to hear.


      ‘Hope leeches away from us like blood from a wound. I must staunch the flow.’


      Franziskus knew not to say anything, instead deploying his best doubtful face. Months on the trail with Angelika had honed it to keen perfection.


      ‘You think not?’ asked Jonas.


      ‘After a certain point, words do more harm than good.’


      ‘Yes,’ agreed Jonas. ‘Something more concrete, perhaps.’


      Angelika arrived, bringing with her the men from the furthest hill. The sky outside was indigo, surrendering to starry black.


      ‘A fire?’ Jonas asked her.


      ‘Very small, as far to the back as we can get.’


      She set herself the task of clearing the cobwebs, so they could hide deeper in. Filch’s busy fingers made a tiny fire.


      Jonas slapped the Kurgan awake and dragged him to the blockage. He kicked the marauder in the throat and drew a short knife from his belt. ‘You will confess,’ he commanded. ‘You will tell us all of your filthy master’s plans.’


      The Kurgan yelped defiantly in the harsh language of the Wastes. With eager fists, the soldiers gathered around him.


      Angelika withdrew without comment to the mouth of the tunnel.


      Franziskus came moments after, ashen. ‘Can’t we stop them?’


      ‘The sound of screaming’s an awful giveaway, but you think they’ll listen?’


      The howls from the back of the passage grew in wretchedness. ‘I told him already what that chieftain likely intends,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘The plan is not mysterious, no.’


      ‘And unless he speaks Reikspiel, he couldn’t tell us anything, even if he wanted to.’


      ‘Also true.’


      A shriek tore the air, then was abruptly smothered.


      ‘Even when something might come of it, a man of good conscience despises torture. But this…’ he persisted.


      ‘They’re angry, Franziskus. Not to mention petrified.’


      ‘Does that make it right?’


      ‘No, just inevitable.’


      Twenty minutes later, Jonas approached them, his hands thick with blood. Beneath it, his knuckles were cut. His blows had exacted a greater toll on the Kurgan, whom his men dragged out to dump past the tunnel’s edge. ‘Take that a good way off,’ he told the men. Franziskus saw in the soldiers a crazed and fervent complicity. Jonas had won them back, without words – though he suspected it would wear off, as strong drink always did.


      ‘He kept repeating two words, over and over,’ said Jonas. ‘Ortak Nalgar, I think it was. Ortak Nalgar. Either of you know any Kurgan?’


      Angelika shrugged.


      ‘Maybe we heard those words before,’ said Franziskus, ‘when we spied on them. I think the one the chieftain killed kept using them, too.’


      ‘They sound familiar now that you say it.’


      ‘I could be wrong, but from the intonation, I think it was maybe a term of address. The chieftain’s name.’


      ‘So the chieftain is called Ortak Nalgar?’


      ‘Merely a surmise,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘Ortak Nalgar,’ said Jonas, testing the name, rolling it about. ‘Ortak Nalgar.’


      ‘If true, a sublimely useful piece of intelligence,’ said Angelika. ‘Now if we want to write him a letter, we know the proper salutation.’


      Franziskus hawked phlegm around his throat. ‘What else did you learn, Jonas?’


      ‘It was hard to tell with only his beastly language to yammer in,’ said Jonas, ‘but I’d say that chieftain is waiting to amass a single great force, and take it sweeping down on Stirland.’


      They buried their captive in a depthless grave less than a hundred yards from the tunnel mouth. It was dug fast, the barbarian dumped carelessly in. Before spading loose dirt over him, his diggers spat on his corpse. It was more burial than the Gerolsbruchers who’d died on the ridge had been given. Angelika stood grumpily by, anticipating the thrum of Kurgan war horns. When the men were done, she hushed them, herding them back into the safety of the dwarven passageway, as a goose would shoo her goslings.


      She was the last one back in. Jonas approached her, a question on his lips. Angelika braced herself for some new idiocy.


      ‘We should clear the blockage,’ he said.


      She turned her face away, so the soldiers couldn’t see it. ‘Whatever for?’


      ‘Perhaps it leads somewhere,’ he said. ‘It could go all the way through this ridge, allowing us ingress into the enemy camp.’


      ‘I don’t think that’s where we wish to be, lieutenant.’


      ‘Mmm,’ said Jonas.


      ‘Besides, where would we stack the rocks? We’d expose ourselves every time we haul one out.’


      ‘We’ve got to do something.’


      ‘Let’s dream up a halfway intelligent scheme, and do that instead.’


      Jonas seated himself at the tunnel threshold. His fingers tapped out an arrhythmic beat against his knee. After a few moments of fidgeting, he uncurled the map of the valley’s hill mounds, which he’d liberated from Emil. That he studied for a quarter of an hour. Then he pushed up to his feet and paced the tunnel. Finally he struck his pose, the one he adopted in preface to a bout of thrilling oratory.


      Angelika pressed her fingernails into her palms.


      Jonas aimed his words at the two halflings, who’d desolately propped themselves on a whitish bundle. Angelika couldn’t tell what it was, until she realised they’d taken the old cobwebs and rolled them together, industriously compacting them into a pillow of singular unpleasantness.


      ‘You were separated from us when your friend Bodo met his end?’ Jonas confirmed.


      ‘It was like you was swallowed by the clouds,’ said Filch.


      Then I’ve committed a gross omission. Let me tell you of his heroism, that we might all take inspiration in this moment of dread. Bodo and I staggered together through the clouds, with Egerer, and the other swordsmen who did not return with us. Suddenly we passed into a clear spot, and there before us were half a dozen of the largest, most fearsome barbarians you would ever care to look upon.


      ‘I’ve done my best to seem brave, so’s to stand as an example to the rest of you. Now though, I don’t mind saying that any fighting man is scared, and it’s no shame to say so. The only shame is in letting the fear rule you, instead of taking it and making a flame in your heart, to push you to further glory.


      ‘Well, I might have thought that at the time, but my body would not obey me, as these six mighty men came at me with their flailing axes cutting the miserly air up on that ridge. But Bodo – Bodo, though he was half my size, though he was not a trained man of arms, but a simple butcher – his body had the courage mine, for that instant, lacked. And he impelled himself onward, bowling into them, taking the disadvantage of his size and using it against them.


      ‘He ran through the legs of the lead Kurg, forcing him to turn, and then the others swung, and before any of them knew it, they were hacking and cutting away at one another’s flesh, as Bodo, from behind and below them, added his short sword to the carnage. Bang! One of them goes down! Bom! And then another! All of it flashes before us in an instant, and four of them are lying dead on the top of that ridge.


      ‘I tell you, there was no moment in all my career as a fighting man that I felt prouder of a comrade. And it was his example that restored my own nerve. And after that, I don’t mind saying, my sabre rang its tune against them, and took a toll of its own.


      ‘It was then that good dauntless Bodo was slain, as more of them poured on, and one took him from the front and another from the side. Yet even as he died, he tripped one of his murderers, and the men fell before him, and as the last blood leaked from his side, he took the edge of his blade and swiped it against the throat of he who’d impaled him.


      ‘Together Egerer, myself and the others, we wiped out every Kurg who’d so much as breathed on that great and tiny martyr, your friend Bodo. He died a hero, Filch and Merwin. Know that. Know it, and take the tidings home to Hochmoor, that he might be celebrated in the hallowed place that birthed him.’


      Angelika observed the men as they resisted Jonas’ eloquence, shifting guardedly, searching each other for indications of belief. Then they’d given in, their postures folding toward him. Now more than a few sniffled or wiped at their eyes, a condition which could not be fully explained by the glacial draft now mounting an incursion into the tunnel.


      It was not the mere unreality of Jonas’ speeches that caused him trouble, Angelika reflected. The truth wouldn’t seem so bad, if it weren’t for the touching beauty of his lies.


      That night, between the hours of three and four, a monstrous baying tolled through the hills outside the tunnel entrance. Angelika was awake already; Franziskus jarred instantly from his slumbers. Jonas leapt to the mouth of the passage. Stars faintly twinkled in the dark and blanketing sky; all before them was blackness. The soft skin of Angelika’s neck crawled. They detected a wrong and distant odour.


      ‘Chaos,’ she said.


      The baying, reminiscent of both a hound and a wolf, yet containing other elements entirely, chilled and burned them.


      ‘That’s why they didn’t leave marauders to patrol for us,’ Angelika said. ‘They’ve got something else to do the job for them.’


      ‘How do we fight it?’ asked Jonas.


      ‘Pray we don’t have to, that’s how.’


      ‘Douse that fire,’ he hissed, down the passage.


      They listened for another iteration of the sound. None came.


      ‘Is that a good sign?’ Jonas asked.


      ‘With that force we cannot… With the enemy–’ Angelika ceased her euphemising. ‘With Chaos,’ she said, ‘any sign is ominous.’


      ‘What do we do?’ Jonas repeated.


      ‘Nothing,’ said Angelika. ‘For the moment, at least, we’re trapped.’
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      Chapter Twenty-One


      The ravenous growls of the unseen monster kept the tunnel’s inhabitants sleepless until dawn. Then the jarring presence of Chaos receded, leaving the Gerolsbruch Swordsmen pale and shivering.


      Angelika poured water from her canteen onto her palms and clapped it onto her face. Her head seemed light, yet insupportable. Propped against the tunnel wall, she tried in vain to steal some sleep. Instead a restless energy filled her.


      She stepped over the sleeping forms of Jonas and Franziskus; the former snored with his head buttressed on the latter’s fine-boned shoulder. Behind them, deeper into the tunnel’s gloom, exhaustion had taken the other soldiers. She would walk out a bit, and stand sentry. Her guess was that they were in immediate danger only when the Chaos feeling was on them. But surely there would be lookouts posted on the ridge by now – in the sangar if nowhere else. If they went too far out into the hills, at least in any numbers, they’d be seen. The war horns would trumpet, calling down any combination of Kurgs and daemons.


      What should they do now? There were now thirty-eight in their party, measured against an entire army a mere ridgeline away, its strength growing daily. Even the only half-sensical option, escape, appeared daunting at best. Yet Jonas would still want to stay, and attempt some gambit against them. She and Franziskus could slip away, she was confident of that. Perhaps it was time to bow to fate’s cruelty, and accept that her ring was gone. That would abandon the Gerolsbruchers to Jonas’ whims, and therefore to nearly certain doom. She had promised to help. And an idiotic promise was a promise nonetheless.


      There was Mattes’ plan: arrange a convenient demise for Jonas, take over the company, and lead them out of the mountains and back to Stirland, somehow. Now that Franziskus was second-in-command, she could exercise her control through him. No military niceties need be flouted.


      No. Even if Rassau were the worst kind of villain, she couldn’t do it. Angelika had promised herself never to engage in murder. An inconvenient promise was a promise nonetheless. And a promise to oneself was a promise most of all.


      A twig snapped behind her. It was Mattes and Saar. Their depleted packs hung flatly across their backs.


      ‘Departing?’ asked Angelika. It was a rhetorical question.


      ‘Too bad we never found your ring,’ said the leather-faced drumsman.


      Merwin appeared in the tunnel mouth, regarding them apprehensively. He wavered, then slunk out to join them.


      ‘You’ll want to keep on the other side of the hills, away from the ridge,’ she told Mattes. ‘Remember there’re watchmen up on that sangar.’


      ‘Aye, Angelika,’ he said. ‘You made a pledge to me, to help me and the men. I’m releasing you from it, now. Time we all shifted for ourselves, and you, too. Futile to do otherwise.’


      ‘Go quick, then,’ said Angelika, and they did. Mattes took the lead and they travelled in a running crouch, disappearing around the other side of Mount Lemon.


      Jonas emerged from the tunnel, stretching and yawning. His exertions pulled up his tunic, exposing his hardened midriff. ‘Did I hear voices?’


      ‘From inside the tunnel?’


      Jonas scowled and fumbled for his sabre. ‘You’re an appalling liar, Angelika.’


      You’re the authority, Angelika thought, as Rassau careened past her, his weapon half out of its scabbard.


      ‘Who was it? Which way did they go?’ The wind ruffled his sleep-tousled hair.


      ‘You’ll be spotted,’ she called.


      ‘If damned deserters can risk it, so can I.’ Jonas spotted the route they must have taken, circling around Mount Lemon. Angelika followed hard after him. She stole a peek at the black shape of the sangar indented up in the rock wall, a quarter of a mile up. There was no telling if they’d been seen.


      Together they cleared the hill. The trail between mounds was empty. Jonas, confused, turned a circuit. Angelika saw where they were: the three deserters had heard him and were scuttling up the hillside. She cast her gaze to the opposite hill, so Jonas would not track it. But he spotted them on his own and was then huffing up the slope, sabre now fully exposed.


      ‘Don’t you do it,’ Angelika warned.


      He charged on heedlessly, herding Mattes, Saar and Merwin around the hill’s rounded circumference.


      Saar cried out, clutching his ankle. Mattes stopped when he realised any further flight would place him in the sangar’s sightline. He sturdied his feet on uneven ground and pulled loose his own sabre. Saar’s thick fingers groped for the holster of his handgun. Merwin gulped and swerved up for the hill’s pointed peak.


      Angelika had seen Jonas fight; even in concert, the three escapees were no match for him. Once again, fate had situated her so that the only choice available to her was the stupid one. She ran up the hill after Rassau.


      Jonas halved the distance between himself and the deserting men. Saar pulled out his tinder, to light the wick of his matchlock, then abandoned the useless effort. He dropped the rare and expensive weapon and it rolled down the hill. When Jonas reached him, Saar held out a palm in pleading surrender, his other hand massaging his twisted ankle. Rassau raised his sabre, ready to lop off Saar’s head. ‘No man shall desert from my company,’ Jonas shouted.


      Angelika tackled him from behind, driving her sharp, slim shoulder into the backs of his knees. He teetered backwards, rolling over her. She swept to the side, snatching her knife from the cuff of her boot. Jonas landed on his back, the wrist of his weapon-hand striking a stone. Angelika dived onto him, pinning the wrist with her knee. Her dagger’s tip hovered over his right eye.


      ‘I told you you didn’t want to do that,’ she said.


      ‘Get off me, woman.’


      ‘You make that demand from an exceptionally poor bargaining position.’ She sensed that Mattes and Merwin had gathered close around her. Though Mattes had his sword out, ready to back her up, and Merwin clutched an admirably pointy boulder the size of his hand, she would have preferred they not encroach. Even in his current posture, lying flat out facing down the slope, blood rushing to his head, a combatant of Rassau’s deadliness was not to be underestimated.


      ‘I am still the commander of this company and those men are deserters. If you leave off me this instant, I promise to chalk up this crime against my person as an act of womanly rashness.’


      Angelika’s dagger darted closer to his eye, as if drawn by a magnet.


      Jonas shut up.


      ‘You speak of promises,’ Saar suddenly babbled, ‘but your word isn’t worth a handful of spit. My life may not be much, but I’ve grown fond of it and I’m done entrusting it to you.’


      ‘That’s a problem, then,’ said Angelika. She adjusted her weight, momentarily placing most of it on Jonas’ wrist, eliciting a groan. ‘Because we’re all going to have to make promises to one another if we’re to extricate ourselves from this.’


      ‘I just want us to go home,’ said Saar.


      ‘Well I suspect that Jonas here won’t agree to taking the whole company back, will he?’


      ‘You’ll be sorry you ever pressured me at knifepoint.’


      ‘No one likes hearing this, but it’s for your own good, Jonas. Now answer the question.’


      ‘The Gerolsbruch Swordsmen will remain here and perform their duties.’


      ‘There we go. The unit will remain. But you, Saar, and Mattes and Merwin would like to go anyway, yes?’


      ‘Yes,’ said Mattes.


      ‘In that case,’ said Angelika, ‘I’ve formed such a bond of attachment to the lot of you that I’m prepared to do an extraordinary thing. I will lie for you. Jonas, tell us why desertion is never permitted.’


      The lieutenant began with an exasperated sigh. ‘II one is allowed to desert, all will do the same.’


      ‘Then we will compromise. Jonas and I will return to camp. Mattes, did you tell anyone else of your intention to scarper off?’


      ‘I begged Pinkert and Madelung to accompany us, but they would not come.’


      ‘Inconvenient. Well then. The five of us will return to camp. The three of you did not intend to desert. You heard rustling and thought it might be game. I unthinkingly let you go off in pursuit of it.’


      ‘Let me up,’ Jonas said.


      ‘You think me a mooncalf? Not till we’ve agreed on a serviceable lie.’ As Angelika constructed her proposal, she used her contact with Jonas to subtly frisk him for her ring. With the sides of her thighs and her free arm, she brushed against him in any place that contained a pocket, or might conceal a hiding place. ‘The three of you went off. Jonas woke and realised the dangers you’d put yourselves in, exposing yourself to barbarian sentries. So he and I came out to collect you. Voila: there has been no desertion.


      ‘You, Mattes, will assure Madelung and Pinkert and whoever else thinks otherwise. Later, after a seemly interval, Jonas will send the three of you out for another forage. You won’t come back. The Kurgs will have taken you. The company shall mourn your sad demises. Jonas preserves good discipline, and the three of you get to leave. What say you?’


      Jonas had grown increasingly flushed; his head had taken on the colouration of a beetroot. ‘A fatal flaw blemishes your scheme. As I said not long ago, Angelika, you are an atrocious liar.’


      ‘The four of you will do all the lying. I’ll simply keep my mouth damped.’ She finished her search. She was now certain that her ring was nowhere on him. Either he’d secreted it somewhere nearby, in a hole or cranny, or it, and five years of clammy, fearful labour, were truly and irrevocably lost.


      ‘I don’t know if I can trust them,’ Jonas said.


      Saar goggled. ‘It is we who can’t trust you. Once we believed you, but you’ve proven yourself false with us, time and again.’


      Angelika grimaced. ‘I’ve come up with a perfectly decent, bloodless way out of this. If you won’t join in, Saar, I can step off Jonas’ chest with conscience clear, and let you resume as before.’


      ‘We agree then,’ Saar replied.


      ‘You there. Halfling,’ Angelika said.


      ‘I don’t think I ever should have left. I snuck away without my friend Filch, who got me into this. That doesn’t make me such a boon companion, does it now?’


      ‘Is that a yes or a no?’


      ‘Yes, I’ll take part in this white lie of yours. For a white lie it plainly is, seeing as it’s for the benefit of all and sundry.’ He let his rock fall into the dirt. ‘This wouldn’t have done me so much good. It’s Filch who’s a dab hand with the thrown rocks. Me, I likely would have dropped it on my–’


      ‘Thank you, Merwin. And now you, Mattes. Will you swear in?’


      ‘I have one more condition.’


      ‘What is that?’ She felt Jonas reposition himself under her. A little test. She jabbed her knees tighter into his ribs. He bared his teeth, then relaxed.


      Mattes bent down to peer into his commander’s ruddy face. ‘There’s a second lie required here. Jonas, you got to start doing what Angelika here tells you. No more ignoring her advice. You can pretend to be the commander, and strut and posture as you please. But before giving any orders that might cost the men their lives, you must get her say-so.’


      ‘I’m no commander,’ said Angelika.


      ‘And you don’t have to act as one. But you’ve got to be it, in secret. You’re the one knows what she’s doing out here.’


      Jonas sneered. ‘And this vow remains in force till you make your unmanly exodus?’


      ‘If you swear it, I’ll stay.’


      ‘How magnanimous.’


      ‘Not a bit of it. I’ll have to see you keep your word, won’t I?’


      The lieutenant’s muscles knotted. His breathing sped. Angelika thought it possible that he might begin to weep. Finally he said, ‘Then get off me, for I agree to it.’


      ‘To all the terms?’ Angelika asked.


      ‘All that you have said,’ he replied.


      She leapt free of him. For a long moment, he remained still. Finally he sat up, hanging his head between his knees.


      ‘You must all agree to lie about this as well: that you’ve seen me betrayed, and brought so low.’


      The sky went blank that afternoon, dropping first slushy rain, then pelting, icy snow. Swordsmen peered mournfully from the tunnel at the whitening hills. Franziskus came to see and his archers gathered around him.


      ‘This can’t be happening,’ said one.


      ‘That’s the mountains for you,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘Is it enemy magic?’ he shivered.


      Angelika strode up to investigate. ‘No, just ordinary snow,’ she said. ‘If it was Chaos, it’d be the colour of blood or bile, and it would bubble the surface of the skin, or whisper crazy thoughts into your ear, or some such.’


      ‘How long will it last?’


      ‘Could be a few hours. Could be weeks.’


      ‘That bodes ill.’


      The soldier was right; they were nearly out of food. Now if they sent a party out to forage, their tracks could easily be read in the snow. The Chaos chieftain would need no baying creature to locate them. ‘That’s true,’ said Angelika.


      ‘I am glad,’ the archer said, ‘that you did not tell me it heralded a glorious victory, or would light our path and strengthen our spirits.’ He pressed his back against the frigid tunnel wall, wrapping his cloak around himself. ‘I weary of false hope.’


      ‘It is bad, but we’ll find some true hope yet,’ Franziskus said.


      He went with Angelika back into the tunnel, to the blockage, where Jonas had been sitting since the party’s miserly noonday meal. Near his feet a low fire lapped at twigs and branches.


      ‘Excuse us, will you, Emil?’ Jonas requested. The rest of the company had given him a respectful berth.


      The older man stood, subjecting his commander to a circumspect reckoning. ‘If you say so, lieutenant.’


      Jonas watched him go. ‘Is that snow out there?’


      ‘Yes,’ said Angelika, seating herself across from him.


      ‘I’m sorry. It’s a poor time for you to take command, isn’t it?’


      ‘To lead a troop of soldiers is the last thing I want. I agreed to Mattes’ deal for one reason alone. To gel the lot of you back in this tunnel without any throat cutting.’


      ‘So you’re a party to my untruths then, hah?’


      ‘Seems to be contagious.’


      ‘I thought the soldiers were tired of lies.’


      ‘Even Mattes expects you to present a good front. So belay your cursed moping and eventually you can win them back. Unless you’ve told some other absurd fairy story that’ll come back to bite you.’


      ‘Unless, unless…’


      Angelika’s chest tightened. ‘There isn’t, is there?’


      ‘What?’


      ‘If there’s some other lie that will later catch us by surprise…’


      ‘No, I swear it.’


      ‘Then lash yourself together, Jonas.’


      ‘There’s a part of me worth salvaging, is there?’


      She waited for a moment. ‘Yes. Yes, Jonas, I tell you that there is.’


      ‘But we’re trapped, aren’t we? A day’s worth of food, if that. Now the creeping cold. Tonight I expect the baying of that ghastly hound to draw closer. Do you think it has six eyes, or merely a set of grasping tentacles? Mattes has set you an insurmountable task, to get us out of this.’


      ‘To blazes with Mattes,’ said Angelika. ‘I don’t pretend to be a military officer.’


      ‘Then delegate to Franziskus, as I have been made to devolve power to you. What can we do, good Franziskus Weibe?’


      ‘Angelika’s right that we can’t give up.’


      His bitter laugh rattled. ‘But what to do?’


      ‘We wait?’


      ‘For what? For that chieftain to lead his army back to Stirland, burning what’s left of it to the ground? Slaying our families, razing our towns? Then we stagger back, starved, and find only pestilence and famine? Yes, that is a fine plan. It is good that my responsibility for it is only decorative.’


      ‘Something will break our way,’ said Franziskus. ‘When it does, we’ll be ready.’


      Jonas cackled. ‘Oh yes. I am sure that will work. Shall I announce it, with fanfare and foofarah?’


      ‘You can tell the men to pack themselves close together, for warmth,’ said Angelika. ‘A bigger fire’s tempting, but too great a risk. The lower the temperature, the more visible the smoke plume. Also it will melt the snow around the entrance. Have them gather snow in their canteens. It’s not far below freezing now, but if it gets much colder, they’ll have to keep the water close to their bodies, to stop it turning to ice. And it goes without saying that whatever food they have left, they should eat in the tiniest of nibbles.’


      ‘Tiny nibbles. Yes, I shall proclaim that, and in a stirring voice.’


      Revolted, Franziskus turned from him. ‘If you cared for the men as much as for their opinion of you, you’d be capable of encouraging them now.’


      ‘And Angelika,’ Jonas continued, ‘When you set out from the Blackfire, with your ring in your pocket, did you imagine you’d spend your retirement in a freezing cave, counting the hours till Kurgans came to violate you?’


      ‘You have it, don’t you?’


      He flung the back of his helmeted head against the wall behind him. ‘Yes indeed, why hide that now? Naturally, I have the ring. I took it from you on that night.’


      Angelika thought about knifing him. His sabre was several feet away. ‘Care to hand it over, then?’


      He reached into a pocket. ‘By Sigmar’s cumbrous hammer, why not? I thought I was such a clever boots. Luring along an indispensable minion. Had I but suspected how double-edged an underling’s indispensability can be.’ His face convulsed in bafflement. He turned the pocket inside out. He checked his pack, and the inside of his purse. Jonas’ mouth fell silently open.


      ‘You’ve lost it,’ said Angelika.


      ‘I must have,’ he said, at length.


      Her hand clutched tight, as if it held her knife. ‘You had it, and you lost it.’


      ‘You’ll not believe this, Angelika, but – but my remorse is genuine. I meant for you to get it back. Never did I intend any of this–’


      ‘I don’t give a fig for your remorse. Where were you when you lost it?’


      Emil drifted into view. ‘Is all in order, sir?’


      ‘Yes, yes, Emil. Please let us talk in peace.’


      The sergeant faded back.


      ‘I did not trifle with you, Angelika. It was not meant to happen as it has. Please believe me.’


      ‘You took it from me that night, in the hayloft?’


      Franziskus’ fair skin flushed with crimson. He got up to leave but Angelika tugged his sleeve, to keep him there.


      She repeated her question. ‘That is when you took it, yes?’


      Jonas resembled a sheepish child. ‘When else?’


      ‘And where were you when you last knew you had it?’


      ‘I don’t know.’


      She coiled to launch herself at him.


      Franziskus glanced with deliberate portent to the men. She was not so certain they wouldn’t cheer her, but eased herself anyhow.


      ‘Think,’ she demanded.


      ‘I am thinking but it’s impossible to know, isn’t it?’


      ‘You didn’t keep checking it, to be sure you still had it?’


      ‘I forgot about it.’


      ‘When I had it, I could not stop testing my pocket, to be sure it was there.’


      ‘It mattered more to you than it does to me.’


      ‘Do you know what that ring was worth?’


      He shrugged. ‘Merely money, I imagine.’


      ‘Did you have it up on the ridge?’


      ‘I can’t say. You can’t go looking for it now.’


      ‘Did you have it at any time here in the valley?’


      ‘Perhaps.’


      ‘Can you say for sure you had it in the dwarven gorge?’


      ‘If I could only be certain, I would surely say so.’


      ‘The rock slope, where the boulders were rolled on us. Did you check it then?’


      ‘Let me think. It can’t be the case that I never ever looked once. Can it?’


      ‘Do you know, or don’t you?’


      He lit like a chimney fire. ‘It must be. He has it!’


      ‘Who?’


      ‘The chieftain.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘The chieftain. I must have lost it near the camp. That is most likely, yes? We spent more time there than anywhere else. And yes, yes, now that I contemplate it, I did, I did take it out and look at it on the night when – on the night when I made Franziskus here a lieutenant. I remember now. I was thinking, thinking that it was an irony. Yes? That an act of dishonesty on my part, could lead to such a righteous result, as this fine fellow here regaining his honour.


      ‘My theft was his redemption. Is that not so, Franziskus?’


      ‘Redemption is neither yours to grant, nor mine to claim.’


      Jonas faltered for a moment then his confession recovered its tumbling momentum. ‘At any rate, then. Yes, yes, whether it was a true thought, or more of my pervading lunacy, it remains that I did take the ring from this pocket and hold it up to peer into the red translucency of its ruby. And I thought, how lovely, yet how like blood. Therein were all the contradictions of our precarious existence.’


      ‘Any more philosophy and I’ll forget I’m not a murderess.’


      ‘Oh Angelika. You are as strange and precious as your lost gem.’ He reached out to trace the tip of his finger along her face. It took all of her restraint not to catch it between her sharp incisors and try to gnaw it off.


      ‘But lost it is not. Or rather, we know where it is. For when Franziskus and I spied on the enemy army as it combed our camp, we saw this chieftain bend down and pick up something glinting from the ground. Did we not, Franziskus?’


      ‘I saw him stab through a soldier’s heart with his fighting claws.’


      ‘Yes, yes.’ Jonas was impatient. ‘But we saw that other thing happen, too.’


      ‘That’s your story?’ Angelika asked.


      ‘Yes, yes, I saw it, the chieftain has it. We need only slay him, and then you’ll get it back.’


      ‘You absolutely expect us to believe that, don’t you?’


      ‘It had to have happened.’


      She laid her own hand aside his face, letting her nails gouge in. ‘I thought you a liar, but you are much worse than that. Truth and falsehood – you haven’t a glimmer of the difference between them.’


      He slipped sulkily free of her touch. ‘How much more prostration do you require of me?’


      ‘That’s the exact tale you spun before, Rassau. That the chieftain stooped to pluck it up.’


      ‘But this time it happened. Yes, yes, it’s the story of the boy who cried wolf. But it happened. Franziskus can tell you.’


      ‘It didn’t, Jonas.’


      ‘It did, it did, it did.’ Fever gleamed in his pupils. ‘The chieftain has it. Together we’ll slay him, and you’ll see. How could it be otherwise?’


      Angelika patted his bobbing head. Wearing false, bored stares, she and Franziskus strode past Emil, along the length of the tunnel, and out into the open. They moved up to the ridge wall, leaning there, so as not to be seen from above.


      ‘To state the obvious, he’s gone mad,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘I suspect it’s temporary.’


      ‘Something’s snapped him. Angelika, what did you do to him, out there?’


      ‘Just a wee knife to the throat. Nothing a man shouldn’t be able to handle.’


      ‘You’ve untethered him completely.’


      ‘His moorings were uncertain long before I sawed at them.’


      They noticed that the wind had warmed. Fog swelled from the snow as it melted into slush. Soon its wisps enveloped the lower reaches of the surrounding hills.


      Angelika stepped into the thick, obscuring mist. ‘You take care of them,’ she said. ‘Get as many of them home as you can, Lieutenant Weibe.’


      ‘Angelika!’ He couldn’t see her. ‘Where are you going?’


      ‘Where do you think?’ said the fog. ‘To get my ring back.’
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      Chapter Twenty-Two


      Angelika had never been in a thicker haze. She could barely see her feet as they imprinted themselves in the sodden earth. Though she thought she could navigate through the hills by feel and memory, she soon grew completely disoriented. She’d travel for a few yards along a trail, only to wind up on a slope heading where – east, west? Toward the camp? Into the arms of the Kurgan, and their baying hound?


      She forced herself to stop, until the fog dispersed a little. If fate favoured her, it would burn off slowly, leaving remnants to hide her from barbarian sentries. Angelika occupied her mind by evaluating the sanity of her present course.


      Jonas’ new account of the ring’s whereabouts was deranged in both detail and intent. Nonetheless, it contained a gossamer filament of reason. Jonas had been in the camp by the stream longer than he’d been anywhere else. The first, most logical place to look for it was at the spot where he’d pitched his tent. Angelika understood that the chances of her finding it there were slim. She did not like to think what she would find herself doing if she didn’t. Would she really retrace the expedition’s entire journey, combing through dirt and grasses the entire way, in a vast mountain range packed to the crannies with slavering barbarian warriors?


      She had to admit to herself that she just might.


      Five years of her life was worth a few months of fruitless searching, just in case. But first she would check the camp.


      The fog loosened its grip and the hills revealed themselves around her like mute giants coming quietly from slumber. Now that she could see where she was going, she made a hasty meander to the site. Angelika headed straight to Jonas’ spot and knelt to minutely examine the rocks and dirt. Now the grey sky impeded her work; if there’d been sunlight, either the gem or its fine gold setting might flash up at her.


      A pained growl rumbled out. It came from the east – the direction of the Kurgan horde. She sprang up, dagger in hand. It couldn’t be too far away. She heard a slapping sound, of a flat object slowly pressing into the slushy ground. Then again. Again. A wall of fog slipped toward her; within it resolved an abbreviated, shambling silhouette.


      The fog wall disgorged its contents: Bodo the halfling staggered blindly onward, attracted by the sound of her searching. He’d escaped and returned to camp.


      Angelika’s breath halted.


      Bodo was alive but sadistically mutilated. One eyelid had been sewn shut; the other, it’s white replaced by red, sewn open. His ears had been cut off, and his head patchily shaven. Something horrible had happened to his toes. He moaned in agony, revealing raw sockets where his teeth should have been. His tormentors had left him with only his trousers; his naked torso exposed a dozen deep and raking wounds.


      He fell at her feet, murmuring miserably.


      She stooped to take him into her arms. He was small but muscular, and as heavy as she expected. Fear impelled her on and filled her limbs with surprising strength. The Chaos forces had let him go for a purpose. They wanted Bodo to find his comrades. Maybe they sought only to demoralise the Stirlanders, by sending them a sample of their handiwork. More likely, they would track him, perhaps with that monster hound of theirs.


      Bodo would never have found the hideout on his own. By taking Bodo back there, she’d be endangering everyone.


      She stopped, between a pair of scraggy hills. She listened for Kurgan boots, or the snufling of a lupine Chaos beast.


      They had no means of treating his wounds. In all likelihood, he would die, and soon.


      She should not take him back. Rather, she should show him genuine mercy, and pull the keen edge of her dagger across his throat.


      To do it would require an honesty too bitter even for her. She lurched further along the trail.


      * * *


      Bodo’s moans increased in pitch as Angelika drew closer to the tunnel mouth. The slush had completely melted, pooling into shallow puddles. The halfling’s weight in her arms left her little chance to detour around them. Cold water seeped in through a newfound break in the stitching between sole and boot.


      Filch scrambled from the tunnel opening, with Merwin hard after him, crying Bodo’s name. Worried about sentries, Angelika waved him back. Undeterred, his friends ran to her side. She gave in to exhaustion, lowering Bodo’s body into their arms. They bore him like a stretcher toward the tunnel – Filch carrying his arms, Merwin, his flat-footed legs. Soldiers spilled carelessly out, forming a cordon around him.


      ‘Get inside,’ Angelika called. Freed of the burden of Bodo’s body, she wove and lost her balance. Franziskus appeared beside her, to keep her from falling. ‘Tell them to get inside,’ she said to him.


      ‘Archers,’ Franziskus shouted. ‘Back in the tunnel.’


      His men tore themselves away, but stopped a few inches inside the tunnel. Impeded by well-wishers ringing around them, Filch and Merwin stopped, lowering Bodo to the soppy earth. ‘Those beasts,’ Merwin bawled. ‘Savages. Loathsome, torturing pigs.’


      The soldiers muttered their outrage. A swordsman whose name Angelika had never learned tended the halfling, cleaning his wounds with the pooling water he’d been laid in. Behind him, another unfurled the company’s final length of clean bandage.


      Jonas levelled his shoulders and firmed his jaw. ‘He shall be avenged, I swear it.’


      Mattes lunged at him, shoving him back, away from Bodo. ‘You lied again.’


      Jonas, taken off guard, slid in the mud. Speedily finding his balance, he pulled his sabre from its sheath. A serpent’s grin crawled across his face. ‘You wish to challenge me, Mattes?’


      Mattes left his weapon in its scabbard and ran at Jonas, fists milling the air before him. Saar and Madelung grappled him, holding him back. He aimed a wad of spittle at his commander, but it fell lazily to the ground, far short of its goal. His face purpled in helpless fury. ‘You’re five times the swordsman I am, Jonas Rassau, but still I’ll fight you.’


      Emil interposed himself between Jonas and the struggling men. ‘Leave this to me, sir,’ he said.


      Drizzle spattered down on them.


      Jonas stayed ready to receive a charge. ‘I will not, sergeant. Stand aside.’


      ‘Discipline’s a matter for the sergeant, sir.’ He placed his nose within an inch of Mattes’. ‘Saar. Madelung. Let this man go. If he must have at someone, let him poke at me.’


      Mattes’ restrainers slipped hesitantly aside. The leathery drumsman thrust out his chin, offering Emil a target, if he wanted it. ‘You’ll defend this fable-teller? He clutched at all our hearts with his story of Bodo’s heroic demise.’ He directed an aside down at the semi-conscious halfling. ‘Did you know that you were dead, good fellow? Though it looks like you were instead left behind and tormented by the Kurgs, we know it can’t be so, because our commander says otherwise.’


      ‘You’ve been trouble all along, Mattes,’ Emil said, ‘but now you’ve taken it too far and I can’t let it go.’


      ‘You saying he’s not a liar? That any of us can trust a word he utters?’


      ‘I’ll smack that lip of yours open if you don’t button it now,’ Emil replied.


      A swordsman with a long mournful face moved to Mattes’ shoulder. ‘Then when you’re done, sergeant, you can smack mine, too. This one’s no leader, and you know he isn’t.’


      ‘A lieutenant’s a lieutenant and a soldier’s only a soldier, and that’s all you need to know.’


      ‘Stand aside, Emil,’ said Jonas, ‘I’ll finish them both.’


      Emil’s cheek twitched. ‘Sir it would be best if–’


      Madelung planted his feet beside Mattes’. ‘He’ll have to deal with me, too, then.’


      ‘So it’s open mutiny, is it?’ Jonas traced a circle with the tip of his heavy sword. ‘How many more of you wish to accompany these three to Hell?’


      ‘Sir…’ said Emil.


      ‘Any lies told,’ shouted Jonas, ‘were for your benefit. Yes, our condition is hard. But we fight for freedom, against barbarians. How do you expect to win this battle if you do not believe in it? Are you too weak and cowardly to see that?’


      Pushing the flat of his blade against Emil’s arm, he impelled his sergeant out of the way. He raised his sabre over Mattes’ head. The men beside him faded off. Mattes, glowering his defiance, stretched out his neck to facilitate the blow. Jonas wavered.


      Then Angelika saw his fingers tighten around his sword hilt; he was ready to do it.


      Jonas screeched, dropped his sabre, and bent down, rubbing the fingers of his weapon hand. The pommel of Angelika’s dagger had hit its mark. She strode up to retrieve her knife from the muck.


      ‘That,’ she said to Jonas, ‘was for your benefit. Now the rest of you, get in that cave, where you can bash each other’s brains till your hearts’ content, before–’


      An unearthly yelping vibrated off the rocks and among the hills.


      The Chaos reek returned.


      Bodo stirred and thrashed, as if caught in a nightmare: ‘No! You should have left me.’


      Angelika uttered her favourite curse word and dashed for the tunnel maw. ‘Inside,’ she yelled. The archers retreated further into the passageway, making room for their comrades as they panicked across its threshold. ‘Franziskus. Where are you?’ she called. He was right beside her.


      Spasmed by fear, the humans had forgotten the halflings. Merwin and Filch knelt beside Bodo’s palpitating frame.


      Mattes and Saar had been crammed side-by-side by the reckless press of men. They swapped glances, reached silent accord, and sprinted out to lift up Bodo between them. They returned, Filch and Merwin in their wake.


      ‘Take him all the way back,’ Angelika commanded.


      Then the creature made itself apparent, squirming on distended, padded paws around the side of Mount Lemon. Angelika had heard a great lot of nonsense talk about Chaos and never knew which of the stories to believe. She’d heard the Kurgan took innocent beasts, like mountain lions and oxen, and deformed them with their dark sorcery. Supposedly, over the generations, they bred monstrousness into these animals, as one would breed fleetness into a racing dog or keenness of eye into a hunting falcon.


      The thing they now beheld showed that the stories were true: at one time it, or an ancestor, had been a mastiff or other strong-jawed hound. Now it was a bloated, elongated thing moving sluggishly forward on four leprous limbs, bowed by the jiggling mass of its pink and naked torso. Wide, misshapen ears flared from the top of its boxy skull. They turned on stalks of fibrous muscle, detecting the gasps and shattered breaths of the men all around her. Long strands of viscous slobber dangled from its great, encasing jaw. Slow as a ruddering sea vessel, its gargantuan head turned their way. Tiny black orbs glistened and blinked at them, suspended in sockets of pale pus. A nubbled carpet of tongue rolled out of its mouth, panting eagerly up and down. With glacial inevitability, the creature plodded at them.


      ‘Archers,’ commanded Franziskus.


      The Chelborgers formed a rank around the tunnel mouth.


      Behind them, Saar fumbled with his tinder, to light the wick of his matchlock pistol.


      ‘Fire!’ Franziskus called to his archers. A volley shot crisply out to meet the Chaos hound. Arrows bounced from its rubbery flesh. One stuck briefly in the creature’s tongue. He slurped it into his mouth, and when the jaw gated open, it was gone. The beast continued, unimpeded.


      ‘Ready,’ yelled Franziskus.


      Behind him, a swordsman unabashedly wept. The men arrayed near him shook him to his senses, so that he only whimpered.


      ‘Aim,’ said Franziskus. ‘Fire!’


      The creature stomped close, blocking the day’s hazy light. All of the arrows found their target, but the hound was unfazed. It shook its head in momentary annoyance and padded nearer.


      ‘Back. Back to the back,’ Angelika called.


      The soldiers packed themselves back into the dwarf corridor, so tight it was a labour to breathe. Angelika meant to stay in front, for a purpose she hadn’t yet arrived at. Instead the hands of the men grabbed her and pulled her into the middle of their tight-packed ranks. Young Madelung, she noted, had stuck himself in the front.


      The creature tested its head into the tunnel opening. Steaming drool dropped and sizzled beneath it. It opened its mouth to bark at them exposing dozens of strange insectoid parasites hanging from the tissue of its gums. The hound pressed itself across the threshold, then stopped. The width of its shoulders had halted it. It growled its displeasure, tried to free itself, and wedged itself more thoroughly into the doorway. It whined pitifully, as if expecting one of its prospective meals to step up and free it.


      ‘It’s stuck,’ exclaimed Filch.


      ‘It can’t get us.’ chimed Merwin.


      The hound shoved itself further into the tunnel, its bones wetly groaning with the effort. No one breathed.


      ‘Get stuck again, get stuck again,’ Filch begged.


      ‘Come on, doggie, get stuck. Get stuck,’ said Merwin.


      ‘By Sigmar’s beard, will no one quiet those blooming halflings?’ a soldier asked.


      Deeper into the tunnel the creature slithered. Half-uttered prayers whispered through the passage.


      ‘Valour, men, valour,’ Jonas urged.


      It oozed within sword’s-reach of the front rank.


      ‘Stab it. Now!’ ordered Jonas.


      Madelung made a step up to spear it in the eye with his sabre. The hound dropped his mouth down over him. The fresh-faced warrior died without a scream, his bones crunching between the hound’s broad, crushing teeth. Sabres hacked down at the wattles of loose flesh wreathing its jaw but the creature continued chewing contentedly on Madelung’s body, crimson infusing its ropy slobber.


      The soldiers gasped, appalled, and shrank closer into one another.


      The hound retreated, forcing its constricted hulk of a torso backwards. Loose skin wrinkled and pulled against the tunnel wall. It pointed its head upwards, exposing its venous throat, positioning Madelung’s well-masticated remains to slide down its gullet.


      ‘Attack now,’ Jonas yelled.


      A pair of swordsmen marshalled their courage and speared their swords out at the creature’s neck. It reared on them, fragments of meat spilling from its mouth. Before they could reach it, it bulled its head down. A vast paw came squashing down on an attacker, pinning him to the floor. The hound rolled its weight down onto the immobilising foot. Cracking noises issued from the swordsman’s body as his bones were reduced to paste.


      ‘In the name of all the gods,’ said Jonas, ‘I will find the man who sent this horror against us, and I will strike him dead.’


      Ducking its head down, the beast caught the ankle of its latest victim between its jaws, then achingly withdrew from the tunnel. It bounded to the slope of a hill overlooking the tunnel entrance and sat there, methodically tearing its prey apart, devouring him piece by piece.


      The soldiers eased apart. Angelika and Jonas squeezed to the tunnel opening.


      ‘What now?’ he asked her.


      ‘We run.’


      ‘Where to?’


      ‘Good point.’


      ‘Well then?’


      ‘I guess we have to kill it.’


      As she said this, a swordsman pushed out from behind her, forcing her sideways. He tripped free of his jostling comrades and out of the tunnel mouth. Drunk with panic, he sprinted off to the left. He hugged the rock wall for a dozen feet or so, then scurried for the fractured trail between two hill mounds. The hound’s snout quivered skywards then it roused its ungainly body and thumped after the fleeing soldier. It propelled itself like a catapult on its muscular haunches, landing on its target with all of its several tons of weight. The swordsman’s spine cracked like the report of a blunderbuss.


      A sickened flinch rippled through the trapped tunnel inhabitants.


      ‘I have to think,’ Angelika muttered. ‘Got to be a way.’


      Seeing that the hound was occupied with the dismemberment of his latest catch, another swordsman, a double-chinned fellow who had kept his black-and-yellows surprisingly clean through all the hardships of the journey, chose his moment to bolt from the front rank. He darted to the right; the unearthly mastiff wheeled and galloped at him, flinging great shovelfuls of mud behind his mammoth back paws. The swordsman might have made it a few yards further, but slowed to commit the classic blunder of the terrified: he turned to see how close his pursuer had come. The beast pounced, snapping him into its gatelike mouth, then shaking him to death.


      It flipped the double-chinned swordsman’s slack-limbed corpse up above its head, playing with it.


      ‘Who here,’ Angelika asked, ‘was in the squad that booby-trapped that hill, there?’


      Filch squeezed in beside her and raised his hand. ‘Me, Fraulein Angelika.’


      ‘Any pit traps up there?’


      ‘Like you instructed, ma’am.’


      ‘With stakes?’


      ‘Without them, a pit trap’s pointless.’


      ‘I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that, at a time like this. Show me the spot.’


      He jabbed out a compassing finger, to little avail. ‘It’s hard to see. We hid it well.’


      ‘Then congratulations, halfling, you’re coming with us.’


      ‘And by the way, after we both survive,’ he said, ‘there’s something I’ve got to show you.’


      ‘It can’t eat more than one of us at a time,’ said Angelika. ‘Franziskus, you come with me. We’ll run to the right of it. Jonas, you make like you’re escaping in the opposite direction. Take someone with you.’


      ‘I’ll go,’ said Emil.


      ‘No,’ said Angelika, ‘I need you here to lead the men.’


      ‘Me, then,’ said Mattes.


      ‘Good. You and Jonas, then. Filch, you feeling fast?’


      ‘Fleet and hearty, milady.’


      ‘Whichever pair of us it decides to follow, you’ve got to run and join. They run interference for you while you lead it up the hill and into the pit. The pit will contain him, yes?’


      ‘His toothy end, at least,’ said Filch.


      The great mastiff plied the soldier’s head free of his body and snouted it around until it got lodged between two boulders. It tried to retrieve its plaything, applying a slapping forepaw to the task.


      Angelika shuddered. She’d never been gladder of an empty stomach. ‘The second pair then comes at it from the flank and helps us herd it. But don’t get too close. We don’t want it to change direction and chase you instead.’


      ‘And then?’ asked Mattes.


      ‘Then we steer it into the pit, get it stuck, and kill it while it’s helpless. Meanwhile, Emil, if at any moment it seems like there’s a clear break, take it, and get the men out of here. Watch for missiles from above, though.’


      ‘Or Kurgs out there before us, in the hills.’


      Angelika nodded. The beast likely came with handlers, though it seemed the type of pet from which even its masters kept a cautious distance.


      The Chaos hound grew bored with its latest plaything and nosed its bulk back toward the tunnel. It licked its floppy chops in anticipation.


      ‘Now,’ cried Angelika. She and Franziskus ran to the right; Jonas and Mattes scooted left. The dog’s head stupidly roamed from the first pair of runners to the second. One foreleg suspended in front of it, it feinted first to Angelika, then to Jonas, then paused in confused hesitation.


      ‘Follow us, you brainless mutt,’ called Angelika.


      ‘Face my slashing sword,’ taunted Jonas, his blade already drawn.


      Their shouts served only to cement the monster’s indecision. It snarled its yellowed, gore-flecked teeth at both in turn.


      Emil readied the company for flight.


      From the precipice above, throaty Kurgan jeers urged the beast on.


      Emil signalled the men to stand down. A swordsman behind him suppressed sobs of frustration.


      Filch sailed a rock at the beast, bonking it squarely on the crown of its skull. It shook and stamped the ground as a bull would do, then flung itself at him. He ran to Franziskus and Angelika, and further up the hill. It surged behind them, corrupt breath heating their skin.


      ‘This way,’ Filch called. Angelika saw the spot where the trap had been laid. If she fell back a few paces, she could induce the beast to follow her. She charted a route from stone to ledge to flat, plotting her way up the slope. If she hit every footfall just right, this ludicrous plan of hers would, in fact, work.


      Behind her, the beast yowled. No longer feeling or smelling its breath on her neck, she glanced back: it reared up on its haunches, facing down-slope, batting its paws at Jonas. He’d cut a lengthy but superficial tear into the hide of the dog’s flank.


      The idiot. He’d ruined it all. Done precisely what she’d warned him against.


      ‘I said, face my slashing sword, misbegotten hound of hell!’ he cried.


      The beast thumped down on its forepaws and snapped at him. Ably, he dodged its clamping jaws. He hit the thing a glancing blow with his sabre, to no apparent effect.


      ‘Jonas,’ yelled Angelika, ‘get him up here.’


      Instead Jonas hacked at the monster’s front legs. It reared again. He attempted to roll under it, presumably to jab up into its underbelly, but the creature bumped him with its shoulder, sending him sprawling. Mattes, grimacing in unsurprised disgust, came in from its other side, feinting his sabre in the monster’s face. It shrieked at him, leaving Jonas time to recover his footing. Jonas jigged back; the creature snapped at him, leaving stripes of froth to drip down his breastplate.


      ‘Angelika.’ It was Filch, he’d skipped up above her on the hill. His toes held a prehensile grip on a gently overhanging shelf of rock. ‘Crouch down,’ he shouted, waving for her to turn around.


      She doubtfully complied, anchoring her hands as best she could against the moistened earth. Filch leapt from the rock and onto her back. She rolled up and sent him flying on his way, to land on the creature. Loose folds of hide served as his handholds as he inched his way up its squirming back and onto its neck. Jonas wobbled, dumbfounded, as the halfling stirruped his legs around the beast’s head. It lurched and screamed, but could not buck him off.


      Filch gathered up the mastiffs jiggling wattles and pulled them tight, using them as reins. The monster pitifully barked and crashed along the hillside, struggling to dislodge him. The halfling steered him up the slope in an unpredictable zig-zag. Angelika dived out of the way as his behemoth of a head flew by. Reaching his destination, Filch jumped uncontrollably off the creature’s crown. A dull, smothered impact followed, shaking the mound, dislodging miniature mudslides.


      The hound’s back legs cycled haplessly in the air: its head had been swallowed by the pitfall. Judging from its doleful whine, it seemed a good bet that at least one of the trap’s impaling stakes had badly pierced it.


      Filch lay on the hillside with little more dignity; his upended body resembled a bundle of discarded laundry. He slumped down.


      Angelika and Franziskus cautiously approached the floundering beast from opposite sides, steering clear of its wheeling back legs. She saw little point in stabbing it with her dagger; the hide was too thick for such a short blade to do the necessary damage.


      Franziskus readied his sabre to butcher it, but then Jonas ran in. He slid his sabre between the beast’s ribs and its torso accepted the weapon all the way to its hilt. He withdrew the sword, moved it up a rib, and plunged it in again, pushing with his shoulder to overcome resistance. After five such terrible strikes, the hellhound ceased its convulsions and died.


      At the bottom of the hill waited a quartet of axe-brandishing Kurgans, their postures expressing varying quantities of awe and outrage. Jonas clanged his sabre-hilt to his streaky cuirass and charged down at them. Mattes ran in from the side to engage the barbarian closest to him, who was also the smallest. The two of them stepped warily around one another.


      As his three companions readied themselves to move in, Jonas arrived, swimming among them, diligently hewing their limbs and torsos. Within a minute all three were dead, and the fourth, left facing Mattes, had Jonas’ sabre plunged into his back. He glanced down to see its exit point, just below his sternum. His dying hiss was less than defiant. Jonas kicked him off his blade, and he crumbled to the grass.


      Swordsmen and archers gushed from the tunnel mouth, holding their weapons aloft in tribute. Emil shouted them into orderly ranks, for a proper march out of the valley.


      A rain of stones, none smaller than an anvil, spilled from the ridgeline. They fell onto the exposed ranks of Gerolsbruchers. Their impacts threw men to the ground. The formation broke as the men escaped back to the shelter of the tunnel. Some succumbed to panic wholeheartedly; others stayed to drag felled comrades. Primitive arrows sang around them, though the few that found their targets did scant harm: the distance from ridge to valley floor exhausted the range of the barbarian bows.


      Jonas braced himself for a run through the hail of boulders. Angelika wanted to hold until all the rocks were spent. Logically speaking, they’d only have so many of them to drop. But then she let him go, and followed after him besides. Franziskus and Mattes obeyed her cue. Filch piped up beside her, puffed with exhilaration.


      ‘Wasn’t that impressive?’ he asked. ‘How I landed on the beast, and steered it?’


      ‘Yes,’ replied Angelika, preferring to save her air for running.


      ‘Who’d have thought?’ Filch continued. ‘Before this began, I’d never seriously picked up a stone to throw. Yet it turns out I’m a splendid rock-tosser. And now also it seems I’m a first-class leaper on, and tamer of, beasts.’


      To be precise, Angelika thought, it was not so much a taming as a slaughtering, but now they neared the zone of dropped boulders. They bounded through, passing the bodies of three men who’d sustained fatal stonings: two swordsmen and an archer.


      Including those killed by the monster, the entire incident had claimed the lives of seven men.


      A smallish chunk of granite, no bigger than a croquet ball, bounced between Angelika’s legs as she pelted for the tunnel. This was as close as she, or any of the other monster-hunters, came to injury.


      Inside the tunnel, the momentary exuberance of imminent escape had reversed itself. The men pitched against the smooth-hewn walls, wordless and bereft. Everyone understood: the Chaos troops knew where they were, and would be down soon to finish them off.


      Merwin drifted numbly to greet Filch. ‘Bodo,’ he said. ‘Bodo is dead.’


      The two halflings miserably embraced. A shame, thought Angelika, that Filch hadn’t been given a few more minutes to savour his new status as splendid rock-tosser, first-class leaper, and tamer of beasts.


      Emil stood at the tunnel mouth, gazing intently into the surrounding hills. He gesticulated to Jonas, who waved him off, gulping from his water flask.


      ‘You go,’ he said to Angelika. ‘You’re in charge here, now, aren’t you?’


      Angelika sped to Emil’s side. He glowered at both his commander and at her. Angelika twitched uncomfortably.


      ‘I am an officer,’ said Franziskus. ‘Tell it to me.’


      Emil pointed to a black bobbing shape on the crest of a nearby hill. ‘They’re already here.’


      The barbarians were attempting to conceal themselves, but, unaccustomed to stealth, they fared miserably. In a quarter of an hour, Angelika counted at least a dozen separate marauders. For each whose helmet or elbow peeked up, there had to be two or three others, at the very least, who’d successfully hidden themselves.


      ‘What are they waiting for?’ asked Emil.


      ‘Deferred violence is hardly a barbarian watchword,’ said Angelika. ‘But somehow this lot have learned the art of patience. Next thing you know, they’ll be dining on scones and dancing the gavotte.’


      ‘It’s that terrifying chieftain of theirs,’ said Franziskus, ‘keeping them to the master plan, against their natures. But why wait to attack us?’


      ‘Maybe they overestimate our numbers?’ suggested Emil.


      ‘There’s an army of them on the other side of this ridge,’ said Franziskus. ‘Perhaps it is because they saw us slay their monster, and think we have great champions among us.’


      Angelika crossed her arms. ‘No, you were right before, Franziskus.’


      ‘I was?’


      ‘Their chieftain wants his restive hordes to wait quietly. So he’s given them some toys to play with. So long as we’re nicely trapped here, they’re going to draw this out as long as they can.’


      ‘We must escape, then,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘That valley will be crawling with them. We’ll be fighting an entire army.’


      ‘We are already,’ said Emil. ‘If we stay here, they’ll pick us off one at a time. If we go out and fight them, a few of us might break through their lines and make it to safety.’


      ‘You’re right,’ said Angelika. ‘Given a choice between the nearly and completely hopeless, one has to go with the former.’


      ‘You’ve got a cheerful way with words,’ said Emil.


      ‘An all-out assault on enemy lines exceeds my expertise,’ she said. ‘That’s a matter for military minds.’


      ‘What about you?’ Emil asked Franziskus. ‘Can you create a battle plan?’


      ‘I was a junior officer. I entered one engagement, and, by good fortune alone, was its sole survivor. Without Angelika, I wouldn’t even have been that.’


      ‘But did you attend a college of war?’


      ‘I did, but confess to little mastery of the subject. It’s up to you, Emil.’


      ‘I’ve seen many a battle from the filth and the muck. I transmit orders; I don’t conceive of them.’


      ‘You underestimate yourself.’


      ‘No,’ said Emil. ‘I’m a sergeant, no less, no more.’


      They looked back to Jonas. To the dismay of Filch and Merwin, he’d dragged Bodo’s body into his lap, where he cradled it like a child. His men regarded him with appalled pity, but he took no notice of anyone except the tortured halfling.


      ‘Then you’ve left yourself no option,’ said Angelika, ‘but to snap him back to his senses.’


      Emil scratched his bald spot and eased his way towards his lieutenant.


      ‘And good luck to you,’ she said, so only Franziskus could hear.


      ‘How can they trust him?’ Franziskus asked.


      ‘He’s the best swordsman here, by far,’ she said. ‘We need him in fighting spirit.’


      ‘He wouldn’t do as you required, just now.’


      ‘Even when he’s ignoring the strategy he can still sickle his way through four Kurgs a minute.’


      ‘Point taken.’


      ‘Who knows? Maybe, if he makes the plan, he’ll go so far as to follow it.’


      Emil stopped, reconsidering, and returned to Angelika and Franziskus. ‘I know what must be done. You go to him, woman, and say what ought to be said.’


      ‘What do you have in mind?’


      ‘Indulge me, Fraulein.’ A new, though no less stoic, demeanour had settled on him. Angelika wondered what it meant.


      She knelt beside Jonas and talked quietly. ‘If there was ever a time for a man to get ahold of himself, Jonas, that time is now.’


      ‘I should have done as you said, I know it.’ He spoke without emotion, as if noting a change in the weather or a good place to stop and feed the horses. ‘All I could think was, if I could slay the beast, you would all forgive me.’


      ‘If it’s escaped your notice, we’ve a new battle on our hands. You can flagellate yourself over the previous one when you write your war memoirs.’


      ‘Who would read such a chronicle of defeat and folly?’ He saw Emil, hanging back. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘I see. You send in the woman, to prick my guilt, and then you step in. With your hard-bitten sergeant’s wisdom. Let me guess. You intended to invoke the deeds of my father, to stir me from this tarry despair.’


      Emil’s expression fell.


      ‘No, Emil? Have I not accurately sussed your intent?’


      ‘She’s right, sir. You must compose yourself.’


      Pasty soldiers blanched and fretted. They pointed their faces at anything but the squabble between lieutenant and sergeant.


      ‘Yes, I must, mustn’t I?’ Jonas allowed himself a despairing chuckle. ‘You, Emil, who served under my father, must burn with a special shame. To watch me as I so utterly besmirch his legacy.’


      ‘If your father were here to see you, Jonas, my boy, you would not see him hang his head in shame.’


      ‘No?’


      ‘No.’ Emil stood, gripping his leather gloves onto the sides of his commander’s breastplate and hauling him to his feet. ‘You’d see the backswing of his boot as it whirled towards your rump. He would say what I say: pull yourself together.’


      A shark’s grin opened across Jonas’ face. He butted the older man, hitting the bridge of his nose. Emil tottered back, stunned. A fast trickle of blood dropped from his nostrils. He blinked and caught himself in mid-gesture, staying his hand from the hilt of his dagger.


      ‘And what would my father say to that? I should have done that to him, Emil, you know, on my sixteenth birthday. Oh, what a different man I would have been. When you pass from this world, good sergeant, and encounter him in the afterlife, please pass the gesture along to him.’


      Jonas swerved down the passageway, addressing his troops. ‘You are weary of my speeches, are you not, my fine Gerolsbruchers? Alas, I am at my best, you see, when I am either tub-thumping or killing. At other tasks, you’ve judged me and found me wanting. So I beg you, let me do what I am skilled at.


      ‘Before we go on to examine the reasons, let us agree that I am a failure, as a man and, above all, as a leader. You won’t deny that, will you? That I’ve led you into deepest nowhere, got half of you killed, and am about to do the same to the rest of you? Come now. This is hardly controversial. Surely I am the last of us to come to this conclusion. Yes?’


      He rounded on Mattes, the lone man who dared look directly at him.


      ‘You will not answer?’


      The drumsman held his tongue.


      Jonas swept the tunnel with upraised arms. ‘You’ll not say what is on all your minds? No, no, it is only natural that you would not. For I am the orator, and you my audience. The high sheen of my eloquence renders you mute. Indeed, indeed. But please pay this humble minstrel minimal homage, and look at me, at least.’


      Reluctant as corpses, the men stiffened to attention, facing front.


      ‘Yes, yes, both submissive and reproachful,’ Jonas laughed. ‘Forget my own claims of eloquence. You say it all without a word.’


      Merwin snuck his last port jug from his pack.


      Though he sat far to Jonas’ side, the lieutenant spotted him, stomped his way, snatched it from his grasp, and swigged its dregs. He wiped his mouth with a broad, theatrical flourish. ‘It is the truth you sought from me, was it not? Is not truth the standard borne by your great heroine here?’ He snarled at Angelika. Truth, truth, truth. Well, here is truth. We’re surrounded in this cold hole. There’s twenty companies of the enemy out there. Ten and twenty, perhaps. Before I die, I can kill more of them than can any of you. But still I’ll die. As will you. We’re dead already, and merely lack the sense to fall.


      ‘We’re denied even the defiance of a spectacular demise. Without chroniclers to remember us, we’ll leave nothing to this world but our bones and robes. No example for others. From no poets’ lips will our names spill. You know what, Mattes?’


      ‘What?’


      ‘As a child, the stanzas of the epic poets were my mother’s milk. Yet now I’ve seen real war, I know they’re lies from first verse to last. The woman’s right. The world’s a ball of blood and dung, and men but crawling maggots on it. So let’s take heart: what do worms suffer when their tormentors tear them apart? Let us then wriggle senselessly to our demise.’


      Angelika drew her dagger. ‘Wriggle all you want, Jonas. But I’m no worm, and I’m getting out of here alive. Who here is with me?’


      Jonas chortled. ‘Oh. So now it’s you who makes the empty speeches. A splendid reversal.’


      ‘A reversal indeed. You’ve traded one lunacy for its opposite.’ Angelika checked Franziskus’ position. Along with Mattes, he had crept to the tunnel mouth, to watch the massing Kurgs.


      ‘If I’ve lost my footing,’ said Jonas, ‘it’s you who’s pulled the rug. From the first you sought to undermine me.’


      ‘I guess you shouldn’t have stolen from me, then.’


      A blush profaned his face. ‘Oh, yes. That’s the truest truth of all. I pursued you. More than that. I swindled you into coming. Had I only known how you’d spell my doom. Your sharp tongue, your unforgiving gaze.’ He turned his accusatory finger from her to his men. Filch seemed ready to peep out an argument but Jonas stared him down. ‘And you have fallen under her spell. None of you have defended me.’


      Merwin stood up. ‘Stop it. Can’t you see we need you both?’


      ‘We’re all far beyond need, my poor doomed halfling.’


      Merwin stamped his foot. ‘No. Some of us can survive this, at least. So let’s all try.’


      Angelika risked a step toward Jonas. ‘He’s right. You’ve always measured yourself by what the men think of you. Yes, you’ve disappointed them. Just now, you’ve terrified us all. Are you telling me you’re incapable of redeeming yourself?’


      ‘There’s no good in me to redeem. You’ve shown us that.’


      ‘More nonsense. Grab that sword, let that brandy calm you, and together we’ll find a way out of this.’


      Jonas paced a worried circle. He sighed and dropped his shoulders, as if relenting.


      ‘None of us is dead,’ said Angelika, ‘till Kurgan axes halve our brains.’


      ‘One of us is surely dead.’ Jonas unsheathed his sword and rushed to slash her. She ducked and the sword bashed against the wall. Soldiers scattered to the ends of the tunnel, leaving them room to duel. Angelika drew her blade. She knew when she started that he’d either give in or try to murder her. Preparation was not consolation: he was a far better killer than she was. This was not her first bout against a superior opponent, bent on her demise. Usually she survived by ducking their blows, wearing them out, and finally pouncing when her would-be slayer made an exploitable mistake. Here, the narrow space left her little room for evasion.


      ‘Stop it,’ Emil demanded.


      The soldiers jeered Jonas.


      Merwin scuffled up to wrap his arms around Jonas’ leg. Rassau slashed down at him. Merwin drew back, a red groove incised into his forearm.


      ‘Everyone stay back,’ said Angelika. ‘I’ll handle him.’ She likely couldn’t, but she didn’t want them trading their lives for hers.


      As Jonas swooped in at her, she readied her blade for throwing. She feinted with it; he interrupted his strike to dodge a non-existent toss.


      Franziskus stopped short after dashing down into the tunnel. He was behind her, and she would not make way for him. ‘Get back!’ she yelled. ‘Keep a lookout for the Kurg.’


      ‘That’s just it,’ he yelled, as Jonas hacked at Angelika. She slid down the wall, kicking out at her foe, trying vainly to trip him. ‘Jonas,’ Franziskus shouted. ‘They’re coming. The marauders are attacking.’


      ‘Liar,’ Jonas barked.


      ‘No, it’s true,’ countered Franziskus.


      ‘It is,’ confirmed Mattes, at the tunnel mouth.


      Jonas turned ever so slightly toward the tunnel entrance. Angelika essayed a kick at his groin, but made contact only with his thigh. ‘All of you are liars,’ he bellowed.


      Including Emil, there were thirty soldiers in the tunnel. Two-thirds were stuck at its back, behind Jonas. Less than a dozen stood in the front. ‘What do we do?’ an archer cried.


      ‘Go and shoot at them,’ Franziskus commanded. ‘Hold them off.’


      ‘Should we go outside, to shoot in a rank?’


      Franziskus did not know.


      ‘No,’ Angelika called, grappling Jonas’ sword-arm. ‘They outnumber us. Don’t give them any extra targets.’ Jonas loomed over her, bending her down, as she held him off. She suddenly released her grip, sweeping under him, letting his own force knock him into the wall. The crown of his head banged firmly into it. He staggered back, shaking off the impact.


      At the tunnel mouth, arrows whizzed from their bows into an unruly rank of charging marauders.


      Filch was sprawled by the rubble pile at the tunnel’s end. He looked at the back of Jonas’ head.


      Then at the rocks arrayed around him. Most were too big for his stubby hand.


      Jonas surprised Angelika with an off-hand punch. It tagged her jaw and sent her reeling. He stepped back to ready his sabre for an overhanded wallop.


      In the far corner of the rubble stack, Filch spotted the perfect stone. Already imagining its trajectory as it sailed towards Jonas’ cranium, he reached over to yank it loose.


      The tunnel shook. The balking groans of ancient machinery, forced suddenly to life, rumbled from beneath the floor. Angelika’s eyes widened. Jonas glanced back to see.


      Stray hunks of granite tumbled from the rubble stack as it slowly receded down into a cavity below the floor. By moving a key stone, Filch had triggered the trap door mechanism providing an entry into the old dwarf complex.


      The stack sat on a platform. Aside from a few loose stones laid in for the purpose of disguise, the entire heap was a single mass, fused together. It was, in effect, a secret door, ingeniously concealed.


      A passageway lay revealed, beyond it.
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      Chapter Twenty-Three


      How like the dwarfs, Angelika would later think, to design an entrance that appeared to be a permanent blockage. A simple wall would have inspired no end of searching, for secret pull-chains and hidden levers. Instead she and the others had been sitting like a conclave of cretins on the very brink of an escape route. Yes, how like the dwarfs. Those furtive, stunted, tight-fisted, dirty-bearded, unforgiving sons of curs.


      But for the moment she was concerned only with her opponent’s momentary distraction, and the pommel of her dagger as it shot toward his temple. Jonas grunted in pain but did not fall. However, the soldiers pressed along the wall marked their commander’s lapse of attention, too, and boosted up to wrestle him to the floor. They thumped him on the back of the neck; they kicked at his ribs and between his legs. Glauer, his second lieutenant, stooped to grab his hair and dash his face soundly into the floor.


      ‘They’re nearly upon us,’ shrieked an archer, at the tunnel’s rim.


      The rubble stack completed its leaden, shaking descent down into the floor. There was a stretch of flat stone tile; it nestled into place, flush with the opening, leaving a flat expanse of corridor. The passageway continued on for at least a hundred yards, darkness obscuring its ultimate destination. Closer by was an open doorway leading to a set of stone stairs, heading up.


      ‘Go,’ Angelika shouted.


      ‘Which way?’ Merwin asked.


      Good question, Angelika thought. From its direction, the ground-level passageway could only come out in one spot: on the ridge’s other side, right in the middle of the enemy encampment. The route upwards would lead into the ridge itself, and could terminate anywhere or nowhere. Angelika had always shown the good sense to keep out of dwarf complexes, abandoned or otherwise, and could not be sure exactly what lay within.


      She was prepared to stake her life, however, on the probability that its crawlways at some point led up into the sangar at the top of the ridge. Given no better choice, they could fight their way up into it, and from there clamber onto the rock ribbon. Still chancy, but there would be fewer enemies up there than were on either side of them now.


      ‘The stairs,’ she ordered. ‘The staircase!’


      She waited for the nearby soldiers to scatter into it. Filch and Merwin waited for her. ‘Go, go,’ she shooed them on.


      With the exception of Glauer, who lingered to deliver a few extra kicks, Jonas’ assailants deserted him for the staircase. Angelika waved on swordsmen and archers as they rushed down from the head of the passage.


      ‘Enough,’ she told Glauer. He wiggled his mutton-chops unrepentantly and moved on.


      In the tunnel mouth, a bottleneck of men battled. Among them was Franziskus, who’d stepped in with his sabre to relieve his archers. He kept his sabre flying, two Gerolsbruchers arrayed beside him. They fought defensively, feinting and parrying. Every time they dodged a blow, the pressing marauders drove them deeper into the passage.


      The last of their comrades cleared the hidden entry and drummed up the curving stone steps. Angelika went to Jonas’ side. He groaned at her, eyes half-lidded. She strained to drag him past the trap door, then crouched by its mechanism. A steel peg no thicker than a child’s finger jutted from it. Angelika tried to depress it. It wouldn’t go in.


      The barbarians pressed Franziskus and the swordsmen further back. The three of them were all that stood between the Kurgs and Angelika. She smacked the peg with the butt of her knife. Pain vibrated up through the bones of her forearm: the button hadn’t budged.


      The sabre to Franziskus’ left skidded into the wall; barbarians attempted to force their way past him. Franziskus swung his blade into a big Kurg’s eyes and nose. The marauder wailed and fell to his knees, hands locked onto his mutilated face. His intended prey regained his balance, gripped his hefty sword by hilt and tip, and used it to smash the blinded Kurgan down. The marauder’s fellows climbed awkwardly over him, giving Franziskus and the sabre ample opportunity to carve their thighs and loins. The recipients of these injuries collapsed, forming a temporary barrier of bucking, wounded bodies.


      Angelika spotted the stone Filch had withdrawn from the pile, triggering the device. She reached for it and slammed it into place. Metallic clicks rang in sequence as gears turned beneath her feet. The floor she stood on juddered and rose.


      ‘Franziskus,’ she cried. ‘Time to go.’


      He whacked a Kurgan soundly in the side of the head and glanced briefly at her. He nodded as he saw the floor ascend below her. It jerked up incrementally; if it maintained its current speed, it would take over two minutes to seal completely shut.


      ‘You’ll have to let some through,’ Angelika shouted. She wanted to throw a knife, but that would leave her only one.


      ‘You two go,’ Franziskus told his mates. They fled eagerly, skidding across the polished floor slab as it inched its way up. Franziskus stood alone as he held off a rank of three barbarians, scores of replacements waiting behind them.


      His best-positioned opponent arced an axe down at him. Franziskus slipped. A rock sailed from behind Angelika to crunch into the Kurgan’s fingers. Franziskus pivoted and capered toward her. Filch stood proudly beside her.


      ‘I thought you’d gone,’ she said.


      ‘I was here all along,’ he replied. Merwin, she saw, hung in the doorway leading to the steps. ‘You should look down more often,’ he continued, as he, Angelika and Franziskus ran to the stairs, Kurgs pursuing behind them.


      Jonas tottered into a bleary stance. He stepped in to meet the Kurgans, cleaving them as they came, painting the grey walls with their slick, red blood. They bowled into him, forcing him back. He sank under the weight of the men he’d killed. Barbarian footsteps resounded around him; he slackened his limbs as if dead. A scrawny pair stayed to poke and prod at him. When the noise of darting boots crescendoed, he resurrected himself, rolling out from under his blanketing corpse. He grabbed the closest man’s ankle and ripped it out from under him. The marauder ululated his dismay on his way to the hard floor. He landed on the back of his head, vermilion fluid pooling from his impacted skull.


      Jonas snatched a horn-handled dagger from the dead man’s hip and plunged it into the other’s thigh. The barbarian drew back, astonished to see that the knife had buried itself in the main artery of his leg. Throatily giggling, Jonas wrenched it out. Pressurised gore geysered from the wound. The Kurg went pallid and dropped.


      Rassau sorted through the pile of dead, freeing his sabre. He collected a serrated short sword and a quintet of crudely forged daggers. Intoxicated by his kills, he cursed the empty stairway. ‘I could go and save you all,’ he cried. ‘But I won’t. You would only blame me for it. Wouldn’t you? Wouldn’t you?’ He bent his way down the corridor, to the other side of the ridge, where a Chaos army would greet him, with axe and hammer.


      * * *


      Light grew scarcer as Angelika and Franziskus followed the halflings and swordsmen up the stairs. The gloom intensified as they climbed. Filch and Merwin skated easily up the steps, which were engineered for dwarf legs, but the humans slipped and overstepped. Judging from the thwarted barbarian grunts reverberating behind him, the Chaos troops were suffering the same frustration. Their retarded advance came as a pleasant surprise to Angelika.


      ‘Hmm,’ said Filch, ‘looks like the barbarians of the steppes are unaccustomed to them. Steps, that is.’


      Angelika winced. ‘Say anything like that again and it won’t be the Kurgs who kill you.’


      They found the top of the stairs. In the darkness, it was difficult to measure the extent or nature of the chamber they stood in. The remainder of the company bunched behind them. From the way it magnified their choked breaths, the room was likely to be cavernous and boxy. Sparks flashed from the cluster of men; it was Saar, working to light a torch with the flint-striker for his matchlock.


      Their flickers lit up a pile of round balls stacked against a wall: shot for dwarf cannon. This place had been an armoury – still an active one, for all Angelika knew.


      ‘You think there’s a cannon in here?’ asked Franziskus.


      ‘We don’t need one. Ferry those over.’


      The soldiers formed a line and passed the heavy balls hand to hand, with Mattes last in line.


      Kurgan war-cries clamoured below.


      ‘Drop it,’ Angelika commanded.


      Mattes loosed the ball; it bounced down the steps. They counted each hard thump, until angry shouts of pain and grievance boomed up the stairwell at them.


      ‘Drop another,’ called Angelika.


      Mattes was passed a second ball; this, too, traversed a banging route down the stairs to impede the enemy throng.


      Saar got the torch going. In its first luminescence, Angelika beheld large, draping tapestries hanging from balconies ringing the room. Fierce dwarf faces, stylised and murderous, gazed out at their foes – the woven artwork depicted a series of martial scenes.


      Mattes dropped a third cannonball. It jounced as resonantly as before, but aroused less fury from the marauders, who now came into view. They broke across the room to engage the outnumbered soldiers. Saar’s torch fell to the floor, burning a fringe of tapestry. Popping flames ate rapidly through it, bathing the battle in a hot yellow glow.


      The tunnel ended in a flat piece of rock wall. From its well-worked surface, Jonas figured that it had to be a secret door, less clever and elaborate than the one Filch and Angelika had found. He placed his ear to the wall. Scratchy Kurgan voices muttered restlessly on the other side. Only these few inches of trick granite panel separated him from his final glory. There had to be a way to open it.


      The throbbing of his skull strained his thinking. This was the interior part, the side where you already knew it was a door. He felt the wall’s inner surface, painting a track of crimson smears across it. There – there was a seam down the middle. The trigger on the other side would be well hidden, but here there was no such need to conceal it. So where was it? Was it a handle? A lever? Obvious, obvious, it would have to be–


      Obvious. There it was, a small ring of green-patented bronze, camouflaged only by a streak of mossy-coloured granite. It was not hidden at all. It was merely lower than he’d been looking – at dwarf height.


      Jonas yanked on the ring.


      Articulated brass stakes, hinged in the middle, shot out from recesses in the wall, breaking it in the middle, pushing the two halves open.


      Jonas stepped through into the daylight. He was in the midst of the Kurgan encampment. Less than a dozen yards away from him loitered a party of barbarians, shifting restlessly and croaking complaints at one another. A boar sizzled on a nearby spit, its fire stoked by a trio of gigantic marauders, improbably clad in sweating jet-black armour. Off to his left, a grubby boy, no more than eleven years old, tended the festering back wound of a white-bearded marauder, systematically spearing maggots from it with the tip of a long iron needle.


      None moved to molest him; instead, they stared at him, with his fine coating of blood and his mad expression, as if he were a grisly apparition treading into this world from the realm of ghosts. Sabre in one hand and knife in the other, he beamed and spread wide his arms. ‘I have come to kill you,’ he announced. ‘Each and every one.’


      Now the barbarians drew their weapons, though cautiously. Only the mightiest of champions, or even an enemy god, would dare meet their army alone.


      ‘Ortak Nalgar,’ he bawled. ‘Ortak Nalgar. I will fight Ortak Nalgar!’


      The Chaos troops exchanged dumbfounded glances. Their leader’s name was all they could make out amid his softlander babblings. Was he an agent of their chieftain? A spy against the Imperials? Such things were impossible not long ago, but under these strange new laws of war, was not anything possible?


      ‘Ortak Nalgar,’ Jonas shouted. ‘Ortak Nalgar.’


      Ortak Nalgar stepped out from behind a bearhide tent.


      ‘Is he an ally?’ asked his shieldbearer, a scuttling creature called Goragir.


      ‘No,’ said Ortak Nalgar. ‘He is not an ally.’
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      Chapter Twenty-Four


      Jonas, not comprehending the conversation of his foe, started taunting his enemies. ‘Ortak Nalgar,’ he bellowed.


      Common marauders, sub-chiefs and clan heads formed a hubbub around Ortak Nalgar. They kept their distance from the rabid softlander.


      ‘I know this one,’ said the chieftain. ‘He fought me before, and lived.’ Slowly he drew his multi-bladed sword from the sheath on his back. ‘This time he will die.’


      Jonas ceased his gesticulating and braced himself for Nalgar’s onslaught.


      ‘You may come and watch,’ said Ortak Nalgar to his followers, ‘but he is mine to slay.’


      He clattered at Jonas, gravel spraying behind him. He ploughed his greatsword down on Jonas’ upraised sabre. The force of the strike trembled Rassau back across the uneven ground. Jonas parried a second grunting hit, then a third. A barbarian mob gathered to shout out homicidal encouragements to their general.


      Jonas parried blow after blow. The chieftain fought with a relentless power, never giving him the chance for even a perfunctory attack. Jonas was forced back towards the rock wall. Nalgar’s hardest, best-aimed thrusts were always wide and sweeping.


      Rassau inched back towards the doorway. He let himself falter and seem uncertain. He lured the chieftain on toward the dwarf corridor, where there’d be less room for that scything weapon of his.


      A yard from the entryway, Nalgar hesitated, as if suspecting a trap. Jonas wished there was one. He landed his first hit, against Nalgar’s weapon-hand. Roaring, the chieftain elbowed in, smashing Jonas with a rattling body blow. Jonas let the momentum carry him into the corridor. Nalgar followed.


      Jonas lightened his step, bucking and weaving. He would fight as he’d seen Angelika do. Hers was a woman’s style, designed to wear out a bigger, stronger foe. Once inside the tunnel, Nalgar’s assurance seemed to ever-so-slightly slacken. Jonas had no lethal surprises to unveil, but the chieftain thought otherwise, and that was something.


      As Nalgar drove him farther into the dwarf complex, a glimmer of sanity returned to him. Behind this greatest of enemies a host of others jostled for the best view. His doom was certain. As he fought, he detached his mind to envision himself from a distance, becoming like a figure in a dream. Regret suffused him. His decisions had been foolish – clouded by the sin of vanity and its twin, the fear of failure. The men were right to distrust him.


      The insight came all too late, but at least it had come. He would not be granted a second chance, but if by some miracle it happened, he would do it all differently, transform into a wiser leader and better man.


      Ortak Nalgar was toying with him now. He reached the staircase and was forced onto it. Behind him, he heard the clang of clashing weapons and felt the heat of a consuming blaze.


      The tapestry blaze lit the corners of the dwarf armoury. Dark smoke poured up to the chamber’s high ceiling. Stone walls radiated the fire’s heat, intensifying it, aiming it at the contending men. Scorching sweat doused the brows of Stirlander and barbarian alike.


      Swordsmen pushed up around the stairwell mouth, to bottle up their foes, forming a protective ring around the archers and halflings. Stragglers with hand weapons ranked themselves beside the Gerolsbruchers. The Stir-land line slashed and prodded at the marauders, and, for the first moments of the engagement, gave them pause. Soon the barbarians switched tacks: rather than fight the black-and-yellows blade against blade, they shouldered their way into their line, shoving them back into the chamber. They widened the lines, making room for more of them to engage the defenders.


      Emil and Mattes found themselves fighting side-by-side. ‘Loyalist and malcontent go to the wall together, hah?’ the drumsman shouted.


      The sergeant’s reply was a curt upthrust of his sabre, lacerating the throat of his hairy-backed opponent. ‘Shut up and fight,’ he added.


      Mattes grinned, and, not to be outshone, stabbed deep into his attacker’s belly.


      The marauders fought with crazed abandon, and Kurgan bodies were the first to hit the floor. When one died, another steamed over him to usurp his place. Together the sergeant and drummer were confined against the armoury’s western wall, which was stacked with the disassembled parts of cannon. Long, forged firing tubes, inlaid with dwarf runes, comprised one pile. Their wheeled oak carriages loomed in a neat tower beside them. At their ankles stout barrels squatted.


      The two men glanced at them and knew right away: gunpowder.


      Across the room, flames licked onto a second tapestry.


      They shared a profane exclamation, then went back to hacking at the Kurg.


      To Angelika, the fire revealed an oak door across the room from the stairwell, and a catwalk fifteen feet above the armoury floor. This balcony level wrapped around the entire room, and was bounded by a solid stone wall incised with murder holes. It was from this impenetrable railing that the burning tapestries hung. Angelika couldn’t see an entry point for the catwalk, but some kind of access to it had to lie behind the far door. She shouted to gather the archers to her side. If they could get onto the upper walkway, they could fire down into the enemy ranks. On the floor, they were useless.


      She tested the door. Locked. The mechanism was small yet blocky, in the dwarven manner. ‘Filch,’ she yelled.


      The halfling floundered into view, his hair singed, pointing to the spot he’d emerged from, behind the tapestry. ‘Merwin’s back there,’ he cried.


      ‘What?’


      ‘The fear’s got him. He thinks it’s safe there. It’s not.’


      ‘I’ll go coax him out,’ Angelika shouted. She pointed to the lock. ‘I don’t suppose, with a name like Filch, you’re an experienced lockpick?’


      Filch beheld it gravely. ‘Depends on how you mean it,’ he said. ‘Do years of mere practice count?’ He stepped up and reached into a vest pocket for a set of delicate lockpicks. The tip of his tongue poking from the, side of his mouth, he got to work on it, as the archers ringed him. ‘My whole life I’ve yearned for such a moment.’


      Angelika moved beneath the catwalk, behind the encroaching fire. Merwin’s gaze was glassy, his posture rigid. Angelika slapped him. He sputtered a spray of saliva. ‘What? How dare–’ Angelika hauled him by the collar. ‘Go mad on your own time, halfling. We’ve an escape to rig.’ She ducked aside as a volley of arrows zoomed from the bulging semi-circle of archers to pelt a trio of barbarians breaking across the floor. They clutched their throats and sank as the swordsmen closed ranks to stop others from following.


      Angelika reached Filch with Merwin. ‘How goes it?’


      ‘This lock is much like one I acquired from a peddler, to practise–’


      A weird percussive chant bellowed from the lungs of the Kurgan horde. Something new had entered the room, from the stairwell. Marauder and Stirlander parted to make room. Jonas stepped backwards, his sabre desperately countering a rippling sequence of strikes from the pronged and spiky sword of Ortak Nalgar.


      * * *


      ‘That idiot,’ cried Mattes. Behind the chieftain, he saw a new column of Enemy forces, most of them still grouped on the stairwell. Their exotic, flanged helmets and heavy armour identified them as high-ranking warriors. They had not yet seen fit to join the fray, but that was no source of cheer. The hardened opponents already ranked against the beleaguered Stirlanders were tough, but these newcomers would comprise the top of the heap. All the army’s leaders, their status won by right of combat. Against this force, there would be no survival. Jonas had found the forest’s fiercest wolves and led them to their prey.


      Mattes shouted in Emil’s ear and dropped his sabre. ‘Cover me,’ he shouted, stooping to grab a powder barrel. He slipped free of the battle; Emil followed, pursued by barbarians, wildly swinging his blade to deter their nail-filled cudgels.


      Mattes pell-melled across the floor to the tapestry. The cutting flame had portioned it into dangling strips. Keeping the powder cradled out under his left arm, he reached up and yanked free a great length of burning cloth.


      He wrapped it around himself like a cloak and ran toward the stairs.


      Emil saw what he meant to do, but was too occupied with his pair of opponents to persuade him otherwise.


      ‘Make way. Make way!’ Mattes cried. The Gerolsbrucher line parted for him. Flames leapt from the tapestry to his tunic. In instinctive fear of them, the barbarian line shrank back, too. Mattes’ skin seared as he ripped the lid from the barrel and leapt toward the stairwell packed with Kurgan war leaders. In midair, he touched his scarf of flame into the reservoir of black powder.


      The barrel exploded. It blew Mattes to bits. It tore through Ortak Nalgar’s subordinates, separating limbs from torsos, pulping organs, demolishing bone. The roof above the stairwell buckled and collapsed. Those not slain by the concussion were pulverised by blocks of tumbling stone.


      The explosion threw debris across the armoury floor, killing three Kurgan and a pair of Stirlanders. The battle line dissolved into a general melee.


      Emil felled one of his Kurgans, but the barbarian grabbed him on the way down, exposing the back of the sergeant’s neck to his partner’s club. Its rusty spikes jabbed deep into him, and he fell to the tiles, writhing.


      Franziskus, his scalp rent by flying debris, staggered through the room in search of a new target. He found the Kurg angling for a coup de grace against the sergeant, and crippled him with a bowling slash to the legs.


      Jonas and Ortak Nalgar circled in the centre of the room. He’d knocked the chieftain’s helmet off; the barbarian had torn a jagged hole in his breastplate. The chieftain’s face bore the typical marks of Kurgan physiognomy: it was a round burl of bone, its cheekbones wide, its nose upturned and flattish. Yet somehow he was reminded of his own face, or perhaps that of his father. Or, at least, the hard, unfeeling visage he wished he had. ‘I was born to kill you,’ Jonas said to him.


      Ortak Nalgar did not comprehend the speech of the soft lands, but guessed at the meaning. ‘You are nothing to me,’ he said.


      Jonas didn’t understand him, either.


      Filch finished monkeying with the lock and stepped back to fling the doors open. Angelika slipped through into a vertical shaft leading straight up. Staple-shaped metal rungs ran the length of the narrow, piping passageway. She jumped onto them and shinnied up to the height of the balcony level. There she found an exit onto the catwalk.


      Angelika shouted to the archers to follow her, but heard no response. The noise of the fight, she reckoned, had drowned her out. She rushed down the ladder to alert the archers to her find. As her feet hit the floor, she saw the real source of the delay. The fight between Jonas and the chieftain had moved into new territory. Ortak Nalgar threw Jonas into the wall beside the door. Jonas leaned against it, bleeding and panting, his sabre nearly dropping from his tired fingers. She edged out through the doorway and palmed a dagger.


      ‘No,’ said Merwin, held rapt by the fight between Jonas and the barbarian chief. An involuntary step brought him closer to it.


      The movement caught Ortak Nalgar’s attention. A gauntleted hand left his greatsword and wrapped around a long iron dart, casually flinging it into the halfling’s chest.


      Filch howled in protest and belted at Nalgar. Franziskus, who’d wandered across the floor to help against the chieftain, encircled Filch in his arms and pulled him up off the ground. The chieftain took up a second dart, to aim at Filch.


      Jonas widened his mouth to scream, but only a choking noise issued from it. With renewed vigour he clouted Nalgar’s head, cutting into his ear. Then he fled through the doorway, luring the chieftain away from the others. He hustled up the rungs, into the shaft. Nalgar followed.


      Angelika’s sense of direction told her where the tube ended – it led to the sangar, of course. Jonas would have more than the chieftain on his hands when he got to the top. ‘Don’t follow me all the way,’ she instructed the archers. ‘Turn onto the catwalk about fifteen feet on.’


      She climbed onto the rungs.


      Above her, Ortak Nalgar prodded skyward with his blade, while Jonas flung his feet out to miss it. When he could, he aimed a kick at Nalgar’s gashed head. He dropped a wad of spit into the chieftain’s eye. As Angelika climbed, red driblets spattered her; they could have come from either man. Below, she heard the archers mount the catwalk.


      The graceless, attenuated fight continued all the way to the end of the shaft. It terminated in a wooden trap door, which bore a thick wooden handle. The planks creaked, bowed by weight on its upper side.


      Jonas braced himself and ripped it open. A Kurgan, who’d been standing on the trap, fell partway through. The Kurg frothed belligerently at him, but Jonas held fast, grappling up the man’s body, using him as a climbing aid. He slithered up into the sangar, then kicked his unwilling accomplice down onto Ortak Nalgar.


      Nalgar cursed all the holy gods as his stinking underling landed on him. The impact wrenched his sword-arm from its socket. He wrapped his other hand around the man’s chin and twisted until his neck was broken. Then he pushed himself tight against the rungs and let him fall. Angelika did the same, and the slain barbarian brushed rudely past her on his way to splat against the ground.


      The sangar’s inhabitants greeted Jonas’ arrival with stunned surprise; he clouted one with his sword on his way through it. Turning to receive Ortak Nalgar, he edged to the stone steps leading to the sangar’s exit point, leading to the flat-topped ridge between the two valleys.


      Nalgar cleared the trap door as Jonas backed out onto the ridge. Nalgar followed him. A lithe young barbarian absconded, leaving two others to defend the sangar against further intrusion.


      Angelika hauled herself into the sangar. The Kurgs launched themselves at her. The first took a dagger in his bare and knobby chest. She stepped aside for the second, tripping him into the shaft opening. His head pinged along the metal rungs on his way down.


      She retrieved her dagger from the heaving breastbone of the mortally wounded Kurg and slipped up the small flight of steps to the ridge. The last of the sangar guards had positioned himself on its brink, giving her his back to watch the duel between the softlander and his warlord. Angelika threw her knife into the space between his shoulders. It slumped him to the surface of the ridge.


      Jonas rocked on his heels, panting.


      Ortak Nalgar’s arm hung slackly at his side; his fingers dangled an inch or so lower than they should have been. He grabbed his forearm and replaced it in its socket. Agony billowed across his filthy face, revealing his clenched and mouldering teeth. He kinked his neck and held his sword.


      He charged at Jonas.


      They clashed. The chieftain thumped into Rassau, pushing him onto his back. Jonas’ sabre flew from his hand. The combatants rolled and grappled along the ridge line. Their flailings brought them steadily closer to the precipice, on the side of the ridge overlooking the Chaos encampment.


      Jonas levered his legs to pitch Ortak Nalgar off him. Nalgar rolled to the side and jutted his thumbs into the lieutenant’s windpipe. Jonas choked and gurgled. Nalgar banged Rassau’s head against the stone. He cursed out a Kurgan imprecation.


      Exactingly judging the ever-changing location of the chieftain’s blind spot, Angelika traced a geometrically precise route along the rock. At the height of his distraction, she slipped up behind him, straddling Jonas’ lurching legs. Calmly she took hold of the chieftain’s slimy hair and yanked it back to expose his neck. With her free hand, she coolly gashed his throat. He swatted her with a reflexively threshing arm; she smoothly untangled herself from him.


      He rose, hand clamped over his fast-leaking wound.


      Jonas got up, grasping for his sword and leaning on it like it was a cane. He shuffled up, slapped the staunching hand from the chieftain’s neck, and laid into him with a decapitating blow. Ortak Nalgar’s severed head bounced along the ridge and came to a stop, face up, where it wore an expression of indignant disbelief.


      Jonas teetered to the precipice above the enemy camp. He held the head up for its gathered army to behold. Ortak Nalgar, the fearsome one, the chieftain only Vardek Crom could defeat, the overbearing general who kept them to the chafing and foreign rules of discipline, was vanquished, and could impose on them no more.
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      Chapter Twenty-Five


      Confusion buzzed from the valley floor. The faceplates of countless antlered helmets pointed mutely to the ridge top. The ant-like thousands of the Chaos legion were momentarily stilled.


      Angelika held her breath; this would not last for long.


      Jonas panted great, ragged gasps into his emptied lungs.


      She grabbed him by the collar and hauled him into the sangar. Recovering his wits, he threw himself through the open trap door and into the shaft that led to the armoury. From the sounds of it, the clash inside the dwarf chambers had ended, too. Jonas sighed in relief: the voices he heard were not in Kurgan, but in Reikspiel. It was his men who had won the fight.


      Angelika lowered herself into the tube below the sangar, bringing with her a long-handled barbarian axe. She jammed it down into the staple-shaped ladder rungs, bracing it against the trap door leading from the lookout above. It would not hold for long, but it would warn them when the Kurgs came to exact their revenge.


      But the Kurgs did not come. Hungry days passed inside the armoury. Twice on the first day, once on the third day, and again on a fourth, banging noises resonated down the shaft. The trap had been reinforced by then with plates of barbarian armour, flattened and fixed into place with nails scavenged from the dwarf cannon carriages. Angelika did not think it would withstand a determined attempt to breach it, but each time the marauders assaulted it in a merely desultory manner.


      The company subsisted on what little scraps of food they’d had on them when the Chaos hound attacked. On the bodies of the barbarians they’d slain, they found skins of water and the odd morsel of horrid, desiccated meat. They stacked the corpses on the catwalk. The cool air of the underground complex retarded their decomposition, so that it was the fourth day before they began to stink.


      All in all, the Stirlanders had killed two and a half dozen Kurg, not counting the numberless war leaders claimed by the staircase collapse. Against these were weighed five Gerolsbruchers, two Chelborgers and two of the stragglers. Among the slain was Second Lieutenant Glauer. One swordsman lay badly wounded, as did Merwin, who passed in and out of wakefulness, sweating and tossing his head. Filch sat by his side, clasping his hand, crying frequent and shameless tears.


      Emil, a thick swaddling bandage around his punctured neck, spent much of his time gazing at the demolished staircase, where Mattes was interred.


      Periodically Jonas would stand, as if to embark on yet another speech. Each time the resentful glares of his men halted him before he uttered so much as a preamble. When there was a question to ask, they approached Emil, Franziskus, or Angelika.


      Jonas withdrew into a sulky gloom, sitting and sleeping beside the cannon barrels.


      The archers said to Franziskus: ‘You’ll come with us, back to Stirland?’


      Franziskus had not decided. Now that Angelika’s ring was definitively lost, she would surely return to her old ways. If so, he’d have to go with her. His first loyalty was to Angelika.


      On the fifth day the last of their water was gone. Angelika ventured up to the sangar, removed their improvised barrier, and saw that the valley was deserted. The Chaos horde had dispersed.


      ‘Time to go,’ she told Emil.


      ‘Where have the Kurgs gone?’


      She shrugged. ‘We killed not only their leader, but most of their officers, too. I bet they thrashed off in a dozen directions, or even fell to fighting each other.’ Later, they would learn that she was right. A segment of the horde had swept on to attack the Empire, but they did so as isolated bands of raiders, not as the disciplined army of Vardek Crom. Their victims numbered only in the thousands. The combined Gerolsbruch Swordsmen and Chelborg Archers had not won the war alone, but when the war was ended, few companies could claim a greater victory.


      Led by Angelika, the men exited up the shaft. The wounded were bundled and ferried with all the ginger care their comrades could summon.


      Shortly after the company had assembled on the ridge, Merwin coughed, mumbled his mother’s name, and expired. Filch knelt beside him, weeping.


      A wind whipped up, softly moaning across the empty valley.


      ‘Very well, then,’ said Jonas. ‘The halfling’s name will be well remembered when our time here is chronicled. Yet now we must move on.’


      ‘Lieutenant…’ said Emil.


      It was a warning, but Jonas ignored it. His chest expanded, and he readied himself for another speech. ‘I realise that certain actions have cost me the reliance you once gave so freely. As I fought the Enemy chief, I thought this revelation had been granted to me too late, but now I see I’ve been granted the chance to win you back. Has my judgement occasionally been in error? Yes. Error is war’s handmaiden. Is it a good result, that we comprise a third of the force that left for these dark mountains? No, surely not. But we knew the mission was daunting when we departed.


      ‘Plainly we must count it a divine gift that so many of us have, in truth, survived. Should we have instead retreated to our homes, and let the Kurgan swarm over and burn them? No, none of us would say that.


      ‘Thus, upon our return home, when we turn our exploits into a tale for the edification of the common man, we must endeavour to speak only of that which mattered here. We must burnish away any flaws that would obscure our glory. And although we must thank Angelika and Franziskus for stepping into the breach when I was robbed of my rightful senses, now I must reassert good order, and insist on the obedience you owe me as ranking officer of–’


      Filch pitched a rock at him.


      It bounced off Jonas’ forehead. Shocked, he touched his fingers to the rising red bump the missile left behind.


      Filch stood, another rock in hand. ‘Liar,’ he cried. ‘Mattes is not here to say it, so I will say it for him – liar!’


      ‘You’re a brave little fellow and you just now lost your friend, but don’t press your luck with me, half-man.’


      ‘Liar,’ Filch repeated.


      ‘What warning did I just give you?’


      Tears drenched the halfling’s cheeks. ‘Deceiver. Even when what you say is right, your mouth is so full of lies the truth is smothered.’


      ‘Silence.’


      Filch tore an object from his pocket and showed it to the men, who’d subtly clustered together. ‘You want proof? I don’t think you need it, but here it is. I slipped this from his pocket, before–’


      ‘Thief,’ accused Jonas.


      ‘I overheard certain things, and wanted to return it to its owner. And Angelika, I started to tell you once, but that was in the middle of the fight, and after that – after that–’ He faltered, then seemed sheepish. ‘After that, I admit I forgot about it for a while. But here it is.’


      Between his stubby fingers he displayed Angelika’s ruby ring.


      ‘I thought your name would prove significant,’ she said. ‘But how could you forget–’


      ‘I’ll tell it from the beginning,’ began Filch. He reached out to hand Angelika the ring.


      ‘Don’t listen to him,’ Jonas shouted. He dived for Angelika, pushing her down, and tackled the halfling. Seizing the arm that held the ring, Jonas bent it back behind Filch’s back. An awful snapping marked the breaking of the bone. Filch shrilled in pain.


      Angelika was up already, her knife out. She faced Jonas, shepherding him back towards the precipice. His tangle with Filch had disarranged the scabbard of his sabre, wrenching it around his waist and between his legs.


      He held the ring, as if to toss it over his shoulder, down the cliff. ‘Don’t take another step, Angelika.’


      ‘Give me the ring.’


      Jonas popped it into his mouth, smiled and swallowed.


      Angelika yowled a strangled curse and leapt on him. He punched her in the face and knocked her over. She tried to rise but sank back down. He got ready to give her a kicking. ‘This is what happens,’ he paused, ‘to the disloyal.’ Dissatisfied by his positioning, he backed up to take a run at her.


      Ortak Nalgar’s head, pecked fleshless by crows, still rested on the edge of the precipice.


      Jonas tripped over it. He lurched onto the precipice’s edge, his heels suspended over empty air. Windmilling his arms, he fought desperately for balance.


      The rock Filch was clutching dropped from his fingers and Emil knelt to take it from him.


      The sergeant cocked his head, resigning himself, and overhanded the stone into Jonas’ chest.


      It was more the surprise than the force of it that balanced Lieutenant Rassau off the cliff. He fell abruptly from view, his body smashing against an outcrop fifty feet down, lodging itself between two folds of vertical rock.


      Led by Emil, his men peered down at him. ‘That was contrary to regulations,’ he said, ‘and if you want to report it when we get back, you’ll be complying fully with the laws of military justice.’


      ‘Terrible how he tripped and fell like that,’ said Saar.


      ‘Yes, terrible,’ the men agreed.


      ‘Ironic how it was the skull of the foe he’d killed what did him in.’ They patted Emil on the shoulder.


      ‘A hell of a warrior,’ said Emil, and turned away. ‘A dung-awful commander, but a hell of a warrior.’ He tore up a length of cloth as a sling for Filch’s arm.


      Angelika recommended that they head down to the stream to replenish their water skins. ‘We’ll be down soon,’ she said.


      The soldiers departed, leaving her and Franziskus on the lip of the precipice.


      ‘Will you be staying as their lieutenant?’ she asked him.


      ‘I can’t.’


      ‘Why not?’


      Crows were already investigating Jonas’ crumpled body.


      ‘I’m very sorry,’ said Franziskus.


      ‘About what?’


      ‘That you’ll have to return to the trail. Seeing as there’s no way to recover your ring from the lieutenant, now.’


      She showed him her knife. ‘What are you talking about?’ she said, and dangled herself off the edge, beginning the hard climb down to the vessel containing her property.
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