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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 isa land of great mountains, mighty rivers, dark forestsand vast cities. And from his throne in Altdorf reignsthe Emperor Karl Franz, sacred descendant of thefounder 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 ofthe 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 nearer, the Empire needs heroes like never before.
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      They came from the west and from the east, from the south and from the north. They came from every corner of the Empire, from every land in the Old World – and from beyond.


      Many of them were human, or had once been; but many were not and had never been.


      Almost all were deadly enemies. Under any other circumstances, such a rendezvous would have led to instant slaughter as every warrior instinctively fell upon his ancient foes and sworn rivals in an orgy of blood.


      Yet they had not come together in peace. None knew the meaning of such a concept.


      By the end of the day, there would indeed be the carnage that they all craved. But this death and destruction would not be wrought amongst those who had converged, in such an unnatural alliance. Not at first. Instead they would be the dealers of death, the deliverers of destruction.


      They had but one thing in common: each and every one of them was a servant of Chaos in some form or another. Between them, they worshipped every Chaos power: Khorne and Slaanesh, Nurgle and Tzeentch, and all the other dark deities.


      They were united for this single unholy mission. A mission of mayhem and of murder, of mutilation and of massacre…

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER ONE


      It was not yet dawn by the time he reached the bridge and started to cross the river. The great moon, Mannslieb, had already set. Its lesser companion, Morrslieb, was at its smallest and gave even less illumination than usual.


      He stopped halfway over the wooden bridge, leaning on the rail and waiting several minutes until the sky began to lighten before venturing any further. Then he headed up the hillside towards the forest, moving as slowly as the sun seemed to rise. It was a winter sun, low and dull.


      His breath condensed in the cold air, and he shivered momentarily.


      The rags he wore did little to keep out the chill. His old boots were padded with cloth from within, partly because they were too large for him, and wrapped in more strips of fabric on the outside, in a vain attempt to keep out the wet. But the grass was saturated with morning dew, the ground thick with mud, and his boots were still wet from the previous day.


      He hardly noticed. This was how it had been all his life, or for as long as he could remember. It seemed that from the first day he could walk, he had come here alone, barefoot in the dust or trudging through the squelching mud.


      It would get worse before it got better. The ice and the snow which were to come over the next month or two would make his daily task even more difficult.


      He stared into the forest, trying to penetrate the thick boughs, sensing what was hiding deep inside. Even on the brightest summer day, the forest was a dark and dank place where light seldom penetrated.


      Most of the trees had shed their leaves, but this somehow seemed to make them even more dangerous. Without the foliage, hiding places were fewer. Yet the trees themselves became more threatening, their thick trunks and bare branches like some kind of living creatures, waiting to pounce.


      All was quiet, but he was not fooled. The woods were alive with all manner of beings. Insects and birds and animals, the normal kind of wildlife. Then there was the other kind, the kind which was anything but normal.


      He was scared. Out here, he was always afraid. When he was younger, he had thought that he would lose his fear with the passing years. Instead, the opposite had happened. Then, he had been scared of the unknown. Now, he knew more of what he might be up against – and so he was even more afraid.


      Probably that was why he was still alive. If he were not always alert, ever vigilant, he would have been dead long ago. Taken by one of the things that lurked in the depths of the twisted forest.


      None of the men from the village ever came here alone. When they entered the woods, they did so in groups, and they made sure that they were heavily armed. The woodcutters were always guarded when they set about their work, felling a clump of trees to clear another area of forest.


      But these precautions were not enough. Last year, a group of six woodsmen from the village had entered the trees early one morning. By evening, they had not returned. They never did. All the search parties ever found were a few scraps of bloodied clothing.


      He blew on his hands for warmth, rubbing them together for a minute. His dagger was tucked inside his tunic, and he pulled it out. The knife in his right hand, the coil of rope in which to tie the firewood in his left, he finally stepped towards the trees on the edge of the forest.


      Every day he entered at the same point, took the same route. He knew each tree and root, every sapling and bush. If something were not right, he would know instantly. But every day he had to diverge more from his regular path in the search for wood.


      It was always a search. There was no point in breaking off branches because, even at this time of year when they seemed so dead, they would not be dry enough to burn. He was as much a hunter as those who stalked wild animals for food, shooting the elk or the boar with their arrows.


      The trees at the edge of the woods were widely spaced. The deeper one went, the more closely packed were the ancient boughs, as though they too huddled close for protection from the beings that dwelled within their depths.


      But such defence seemed no more successful for the trees than it was for the woodcutters, because every so often one of the mighty trunks lay stretched out on the ground, as if a victim of the forest’s unknown predators.


      He had seen the things many times, sensed them far more frequently He had no idea what they were or what they were called, and he did not want to find out.


      To him, they were all monsters, and he preferred to keep as far away as possible.


      Neither human nor animal, they were like a hideous cross between the two, as though spawned from some obscene mating. Creatures of fur and flesh and feather, hands and hooves and horns. Yet they were stupid. Their mutations seemed to have bred out all their natural senses. They had neither the brains of humans nor the instinctive awareness of animals.


      Many a time he had been within a few yards of such loathsome creatures, with only the trunk of a narrow tree for protection, but they had neither seen him nor heard him nor smelled him.


      If one ever had, then he would have been dead. This was why he had grown ever more cautious. His luck could not hold forever.


      His pulse began to race as he reached the edge of the forest, and he gripped the hilt of his knife even tighter in his sweaty palm. All thoughts of the cold were banished from his mind. He moved slowly, but his head kept turning from side to side, listening while his eyes darted about even faster.


      There was nothing to hear, nothing to see – but he knew something was there.


      Not too far ahead, one of the things lay in wait. Perhaps it was lurking in ambush, knowing that he came this way every dawn. Or perhaps it was simply chance that had brought the being to this point in the forest, some fifty yards away.


      Although out of sight because of the trees that stood between, he could visualize it crouching near the gnarled roots of a forked trunk.


      He also waited. He had learned to be patient. That too had saved his life on many an occasion.


      He stood motionless, hardly daring to breathe in case the vapour from his nostrils signalled his location, his heart thudding faster than ever, his mouth dry but his body damp with sweat.


      The creatures were mostly inhabitants of the night. During the hours of darkness they crept towards the village, searching for any unpenned animals. With the arrival of daylight, they retreated to the forest. But day or night, they were equally deadly.


      After what happened the previous year, a hunt had been organized to clear the forest. There had even been soldiers brought in. He had never seen such a wonderful sight. They had ridden into the village, the sun sparkling on their armour, their bright pennants flowing behind them. Until that day, he had hardly considered what existed beyond the village. He wished he could have been a soldier.


      Some of the troops were billeted in the inn, much to his master’s displeasure, whose contribution to the clearing of the forest was to pay for their board.


      But he was delighted, because he could listen to the soldiers’ tales of life outside the valley, of things he had never heard or imagined could exist. He had happily polished their helmets, burnished their armour, groomed their horses.


      Some of them even gave him pennies, the first money he ever owned. He buried the brass coins in the stable, near where he slept, because he knew his master would take the money from him and beat him. He had been beaten regardless, but he had kept the money.


      He had also kept a dagger, which he stole from a captain who had never rewarded him even with a word of thanks, despite all the work he had done. He wanted something from the outside world – and he had never seen such a strange knife, either before or since.


      The handle was made of some kind of white bone, carved into the shape of a serpent’s head, but it was the blade which made the weapon unique. Instead of having straight sides from hilt to point, both cutting edges were made up of a series of curves which rippled closer to one another until they met at the tip.


      The troopers had swept through the forest, clearing the woodlands of the creatures. But the forest stretched forever, and before long the things returned again.


      Now there was one nearby, waiting as he waited.


      He heard a sound and he spun around, because it came from behind him, towards the village. It was the sound of a horse, its shod hooves clattering across the wooden bridge a few hundred yards away.


      He narrowed his eyes, focusing on the rider. It was very rare for anyone else to be up so early. Often, he would have collected a huge bundle of firewood and been back in the village before anyone else was about. This was more rare in winter, however. Because of the fewer daylight hours, more people were awake at dawn.


      He recognized the rider – he recognized everyone from the village – and she was the most unlikely person to see at this hour of the morning.


      He would have expected her to lie in bed very late, while her father’s servants did all the work and tended to her every whim. She lived in the manor house at the head of the valley. Her father owned that, as he owned the rest of the valley. Everyone in the village lived on his land; even the innkeeper had to pay rent for the tavern.


      She was dressed in white furs, and her horse snorted as it cantered over the narrow bridge. She halted for a few seconds, looking back in the direction she had come, then tugged on the reins, turning her mount’s head. But she did not turn the steed completely and return to the village. Instead, she rode towards where he was.


      And where the thing was!


      Although he had been watching her, he had not forgotten the creature. He was totally aware of it – while it, in turn, was totally oblivious of him. But it had heard the rider, and it started moving towards the edge of the forest.


      The boundary had been pushed back over the years, further and further from the river, to leave a wide area of hillside stretching up from the water’s edge.


      The rider could have chosen to keep to the track by the side of the river. She did not. For some reason, she rode up the slope.


      Her route took her parallel to the forest itself, closer to him, while the thing closed upon her.


      It was still beyond his line of sight, but he could tell that the being was cutting diagonally through the trees in a route that would take it towards the rider.


      She rode on quickly, confidently. He watched, waiting for her to realize what was happening, to wheel her horse and gallop away. But she kept on coming, as though unaware of the danger.


      What was she doing? Why was she out here all alone?


      He continued to watch, trying to work out what was happening. The creature was very close now. She would have to flee almost immediately, or else it would be too late.


      Then, suddenly, he guessed the awful truth: she did not know! She had absolutely no idea what was about to happen.


      But he did. He knew exactly what would occur. His head turned as he followed the track that the thing must take. In a few seconds the creature would be upon her, leaping high and toppling her from her mount.


      He sprang from the trees and into the open, and he ran, dropping the rope, shouting out a warning, heading straight for where the inhuman assailant would launch itself at its helpless victim, yelling out again, telling her to get back, back, closing the gap, wondering if he could possibly reach her before the creature did, but knowing that he could not achieve the impossible – because what he had observed was inevitable.


      She saw and heard him, because she reined in her horse as he sped towards her. But it was too late, already much too late.


      He had halved the distance between himself and her by the time the monster burst from the forest. Then he saw it for the first time, really saw it, as it leapt into the air.


      It was repulsive, a mockery of both the human form and a parody of all animals: a huge body covered in matted dark grey fur; a face like that of a dog, but with horns and long fangs; short limbs, ending in claws and talons – but it also gripped a rusty sword.


      It roared as it jumped, springing up at the rider. She was leaning back, tugging on the reins, and instead of carrying her straight out of the saddle, the thing knocked her aside. She toppled to the ground as her terrified horse reared up and then bolted.


      The monster also landed on the soft earth – but before it could turn upon its defenceless prey, he was there.


      He dived upon its back, his left arm going around its neck, tugging its head upwards, and his dagger plunged into the creature’s throat.


      It screamed and writhed as its blood fountained from the wound.


      He drove the knife into its tough hide again, then again. At each stroke, the creature screeched out its anger and its agony, and it twisted and turned, finally throwing him off.


      It was far bigger than he was. Even without its blade, a single blow from one mighty paw would have crushed him.


      He rolled aside as it staggered upright. One forearm went to the gash in its neck, as if trying to staunch the flow of blood. The blood was as unnatural as the being itself, a sickly yellow-green colour.


      The brute stared at the wetness on its paw, seeming not to understand what it was. It opened its mouth to bellow out its rage, and more vile blood trickled from between its canine jaws. Its eyes narrowed as it stared at its tormentor, and it lurched towards him.


      He felt the fetid odour of its hot breath, and he gagged. He was smaller, but he was faster. He dodged aside, avoiding the slicing sword. He had seen the blow coming.


      But what he did not see was the whiplash of the creature’s long, thin tail, which caught him around the ankle and dragged him to the ground. He landed with a thud, tried to roll away – but could not. The snake-like tail had him gripped tightly.


      The creature had become still, glaring down at him. Its blood dripped onto his tunic, the liquid hissing as it burned like acid into the worn fabric. He wriggled and squirmed, unable to tear himself free from the snare around his foot.


      The nameless predator loomed above him, its bulk blocking out the dawn sun. Trapped by its ominous shadow, he felt cold, colder than he had ever felt in his whole life, colder than he would ever feel again – because surely this was the end of his life.


      All was dark. He could see nothing, nothing now and nothing ahead, nothing but the monstrous shape above him.


      But he refused to surrender without a fight. Instead of trying to pull away from the tail which held him chained down, he slid through the mud towards the creature, kicking his leg forward, gaining a little bit of slack, then grabbing the slimy tail in his left hand – and hacking at it with the knife in his right.


      One slash, two, three. Three more cries of agony, each louder and longer than the previous one. Then the tail was severed. Blood spurted and splashed over his hands, but he ignored the pain as the foul liquid ate into his skin.


      The monster lurched towards him, its sword swinging wildly. Instead of attempting to dive away, he sprang upwards to meet it, holding his dagger in both hands – and the thing impaled itself on the point of the blade.


      The knife sank into the tough hide up to its hilt, and the being’s wounded scream was more agonized and fearsome than ever. It dropped its own weapon, and its razor-sharp talons clawed frantically towards him.


      He weaved away, slipping beyond the reach of the creature’s final clawing grab. It slammed heavily into the ground, and the whole forest seemed to shake with the impact.


      It lay on its side, still and silent.


      He stood several yards away, also still and silent, ready to leap away if it should so much as twitch a single muscle. Its eyes were still open, staring at him, but after a few seconds they began to glaze over.


      He rubbed his hands on his clothes, trying to ease the pain of the liquid fire which had burned into his flesh.


      He wondered what to do, and he glanced around warily. If there were more of the creatures near, they would soon smell the blood. They had no loyalty to their kind, and here was a feast for them.


      His knife was embedded in the being’s chest. He had to retrieve the weapon, but he still did not want to go too close to the monster.


      He heard a movement behind him, and he spun around rapidly, poised for escape. But it was only the rider, who was by now sitting up.


      ‘My clothes!’ she said. ‘They’re ruined!’


      She was clad in rare white furs. Her coat, trousers and boots were covered in mud. Would she have preferred blood? Her own?


      ‘Help me up!’


      For the first time he wondered why he had done what he had, risking his life to save her. It was such a stupid way to behave, he thought. He had not thought, however – that was the answer.


      He had acted instinctively, his body controlling his behaviour, not his mind.


      ‘Did you hear me? Help me up!’


      She was human. That was another part of the answer. All humans were allies against every other living being in the world.


      ‘Where’s my horse?’


      He ignored her and stepped towards the dead creature. He had to retrieve the dagger. It was all he had.


      She suddenly screamed, and he sprang back in surprise, thinking she had seen the monster move.


      ‘Is it dead?’


      She had become totally still, her eyes fixed on the thing’s corpse. It seemed that she had only just noticed it.


      He picked up a stick and moved closer again, prodding the creature. There was no response. It was dead. It had not the brains to pretend.


      ‘What happened?’


      The fall must have stunned her. As well as not seeing the fight, she could not remember the creature knocking her from her mount.


      He heard the suction of the mud as she lifted herself up, then the squelch of her boots as she walked slowly towards him. He bent down over the creature, holding his breath because of its obnoxious stink. He seized the dagger hilt with both hands and tugged as hard as he could. It would not budge.


      He turned his head for a breath of fresh air, braced his feet against the dead monster’s torso, then tried again.


      ‘What are you doing?’ She moved closer for an answer to her own question.


      There was a slight movement of the knife. He wrenched again. Then he felt a pair of arms around his waist, pulling him, pulling the dagger, and the blade began to slide slowly free. Suddenly it was out. They both toppled over backwards.


      He prevented himself from falling and managed to retain his balance, but she let go and ended up on her back in the dirt again. He ignored her, examining the knife.


      The weapon seemed undamaged. He had never used it before, not like this. He had only ever pretended, played at fighting, attacking logs and ambushing trees. But he had never risked blunting the rippled metal by cutting wood or even stabbing the point into a sapling.


      He stared down at the dead creature, and he felt triumphant. He had fought with a being much bigger than himself, and he had been victorious. He leaned forward and carefully wiped his blade on the monster’s dark fur. When it was clean, he tucked it into his belt.


      He prodded the sword with his foot. It was chipped and corroded. He did not need it, did not want it.


      Then he turned and looked at the girl. She was about twelve years old, which was his own age – or so he believed. Her hair was short and jet black, her eyes dark, her skin very pale – where it was not splattered with mud.


      This time he did help her up, his bare hands around her gloved ones, and he winced as her fingers gripped his injuries.


      ‘Oh!’ she gasped, staring at the fresh wounds.


      He tried to pull away, but she kept hold of his hands, then she stared into his eyes. He looked away, not meeting her gaze.


      ‘You’re the boy from the inn. They say you can’t speak, but you shouted to me. It was a warning, wasn’t it?’


      He made no response. He tried to pull loose, but she was holding his wrists.


      ‘Wasn’t it?’ she prompted.


      He nodded.


      ‘You have my eternal gratitude,’ she told him. ‘You saved my life.’


      He shook himself free. He had to go. He had firewood to collect. He should not be here, not with her.


      If his master found out, he would be beaten, beaten more than usual.


      ‘Give me your hands!’


      It was a direct command, the kind he had obeyed all his life. He held out his hands to her.


      She tugged her white kidskin gloves off with her teeth, then took his right hand between hers. She was almost the same height as he was, although her hands were smaller – and warmer.


      She raised his hand to her mouth, blowing between her fingers onto his sore flesh. It seemed that her palms became warmer still, heating his hand as if it were in front of a fire.


      She said something, a few soft words which were too quiet for him to hear. After a few seconds, she opened her eyes and released his hand. The warmth had numbed the pain caused by the creature’s venomous blood. She took his left hand and repeated her actions.


      He looked down at his hands and gasped in amazement. The wounds had closed up, scar tissue had formed: they were already healing!


      He stumbled back a few paces, in a way more afraid of the girl than he had been of the monster. She was as unnatural as the creature had been: she was a magician…


      ‘Don’t tell anyone,’ she warned, and put the index finger of her right hand to her lips. Then she smiled. ‘If you can tell anyone, I mean. You shouted a warning, but did you use any real words? Or was it just a senseless cry, like an animal? Can you speak, boy?’


      ‘I… I speak,’ he whispered.


      ‘What?’


      ‘I speak,’ he said louder, defiantly.


      He spoke to himself when he was alone in the forest, but this was the first time he had ever let anyone else know that he could do so.


      Until now, the only sounds that he permitted to escape from his lips were the yells of pain when he was whipped. Not that the beatings hurt very much anymore; he was used to them.


      ‘My father will reward you,’ the girl told him.


      ‘No! Tell no one!’


      ‘Why?’


      He shook his head, not wanting to explain, not knowing how to. No one must know what had happened. His master must not find out that he had a knife, that he could speak. He glanced over at the dead creature.


      ‘A beastman,’ said the girl.


      Beastman. He remembered now. That was the name the soldiers had used when they had hunted for the creatures which had slain the woodsmen.


      ‘Part man, part beast,’ she continued. ‘There are all sorts of them in the Forest of Shadows, I’ve been told.’ She glanced into the closely packed ranks of dark trees. ‘I hope there aren’t any more of them around.’


      ‘None near,’ he said.


      ‘You can’t be sure,’ she answered, then she looked away from the woods and back at him. ‘But you are sure, aren’t you? You know. You knew where that one was before it could even be seen. How?’


      ‘I saw.’


      He had seen it – but she had not. That was why the creature had been able to come so close to her.


      And that, he realized, was why those six tree cutters had died. They had not seen the beastmen which had stalked them through the forest. The same must have been true of all the others who had been abducted and murdered by such creatures.


      She was watching him, looking into his eyes again. He glanced away, and after a moment she did the same.


      ‘Where’s my horse?’ she asked.


      He turned, searching for it. ‘By river,’ he said, pointing.


      ‘Good,’ she said. ‘I’ll be in real trouble if I lose that animal.’ She glanced down at her mud-encrusted furs. ‘I shouldn’t be out here, so maybe it would be best if we both kept quiet. But what about that?’ She gestured towards the corpse of the beastman.


      ‘Soon gone,’ he told her.


      The creature was nothing but dead meat. Within a few hours, the bones would have been picked clean by the carrion eaters. A few hours more, and even the bones would have been devoured.


      ‘Will you come with me to my horse?’


      It was more than a question, less than an order. He nodded his agreement. She picked up her fur cap from the dirt and walked away.


      He glanced at the sword. He did not want to touch it, but neither did he want to leave it there. Some other beastman would find it and use it. He tugged his sleeve down over his palm, then picked up the weapon.


      He followed the girl to the river bank, then threw the blade into the middle of the river.


      When they reached the grazing horse, he cupped his hands so that she could use them as a step up into the saddle. She did not move. He raised his eyes and saw that she was looking into them once more. Her gaze flickered from his left eye to his right, then back again. He stared down at the ground, waiting for her to step into his hands. She finally did and mounted her horse.


      He wiped the mud from his palms on the sides of his leggings, then glanced at the scars on his hands. When he looked up at the girl, she put her finger to her lips again, bidding him to remain silent.


      But he was always silent. Or had been until this morning.


      Even though she was splattered with filth and mud, she seemed so poised and elegant. In comparison, he was like a beggar dressed in filthy rags – yet he supposed that was almost what he was.


      ‘I won’t forget this,’ she told him. ‘My father can’t reward you if he doesn’t know, but I can. Is there anything you need, anything you want?’


      He shrugged, not knowing what to say. He had nothing, had never needed more than that. He did have his dagger, however, and that was what prompted the thought.


      ‘Arrows,’ he said. ‘And bow.’


      She nodded, a half smile on her pale and muddy face.


      ‘You shall have them,’ she told him. ‘My name is Elyssa. What’s your name?’

    

  


  
    
      They were united for this single unholy mission. A mission of mayhem and of murder, of mutilation and of massacre. Allied as never before, the events of this day should be recorded in the annals of history – had there been anyone left alive to chronicle such events.


      By the time the sun had finally set on today’s foul deeds, as red as the blood which stained the fields and the crops within them, the streets and the homes within them, and by the time the long shadows of night crept across the scorched earth and the smoking ruins, there would be no trace of any life in the valley below.


      It would be as though the place had never existed, its inhabitants had never been born, had never lived.


      The vanquished could never say what had transpired, and neither would the victors – because even the conquerors would not survive this day.


      Once the common enemy was slain, it was inevitable that the marauders would turn upon each other in a frenzied feud. And then the blood would flow even more freely, more crimson and scarlet, darkly shading the midnight landscape as they slew and sacrificed one another to their own lords of Chaos.


      Thus what had occurred would be completely forgotten, erased from all knowledge as absolutely as the village had been obliterated from the face of the world, its inhabitants annihilated.


      No one would ever know what had been – or what might have been…

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWO


      He had nothing. Not even a name.


      It was always ‘boy!’ or ‘you!’ or ‘hey!’ or ‘vermin!’ or ‘little rat!’ or some more obscene description. Names were for people who had a real home, a true family, a proper place to sleep. For those who did not live in a barn with the animals, for those who did not have to fight off the dogs for the scraps of meat from discarded bones – bones meant for the hounds. His master treated his dogs better than his ‘boy’.


      Names were given by parents, but parents were something else he did not have. Adolf Brandenheimer was his master, but he was sure that the innkeeper was not his father. No father would treat his son in such a fashion.


      Nor could Eva Brandenheimer be his mother, for the same reason. If anything, she treated him worse than her husband did. It was she who used to chain him up with the pigs when he was a child. One of his earliest memories was of crying and of her beating him with a leather strap. The more he cried, the more she beat him.


      He had learned not to cry, just as later he had become immune to punishment.


      Children resembled parents, he knew, and he was glad that he looked nothing like the overweight Brandenheimers and their six fat children. Even if he had been properly fed, there would be no similarities between him and the tavern owner’s family. He knew that he could not possibly be related to them.


      But who were his parents? And why was he with the Brandenheimers?


      Those were questions which had often puzzled him, but there was no way of discovering the answers. No one ever told him and he had no intention of asking. There had never been any reason to speak to the Brandenheimers, which was why he had never done so. To them, he was merely another of their animals, a beast of burden.


      Animals did not speak; he did not speak.


      Animals did not have names; he did not have a name.


      Many weeks passed, so many that he thought Elyssa had forgotten him. Their paths had crossed in the village on two or three occasions, but they had ignored one another, as they had always done previously. That was the way he assumed things would continue until he heard her horse upon the wooden bridge one cold and icy morning.


      He was used to being ignored or treated with contempt by everyone else in the village. He was the lowest of the low, and she was the complete opposite – the only daughter of Wilhelm Kastring, the richest and most powerful man in the whole valley.


      It was past mid-winter, the second week of Nachexen. The sun had ceased its southward drift and slowly, inexorably, the days had begun to grow longer. On each one, as ever, he had been collecting firewood from the forest.


      For him, every day was the same. He began each day by collecting wood and lighting the fires; he ended each one by making sure that the embers in every hearth had been damped down. It was all he could remember – and all that lay ahead of him.


      Sometimes, however, it seemed that he had lived out his whole life in a dream. It was as though his memories were those of another person, that he had been told of his life, not experienced it.


      Elyssa halted her mount once she was across the river, and she stared around. It could have been that she was out for a dawn ride, deliberately disobeying her father’s wishes as she had done on the day when they first encountered one another.


      He stepped into the open, even though he had not finished collecting that morning’s quota of kindling. He did not call out. If she wanted him, then she would see him.


      She kicked her heels into her mount’s flanks and rode towards him. A minute later she reined in her horse by his side.


      ‘I’m glad you’re here,’ she said.


      ‘Always,’ he told her. ‘At dawn.’


      ‘This is the first time I could get away.’ There was a bundle tied to her saddle; she passed it down to him. ‘These are for you.’


      He unwound the linen and found a bow, a quiver, ten arrows. They were magnificent. They were the weapons of a warrior, not of a huntsman. They were meant for war, for killing enemies, not for stocking the larder with animal carcasses.


      They were all black. The bow was of sleek black wood, the grip bound in soft black leather. At each tip, near the notch for the string, a golden crest was embossed in the wood. It showed two crossed arrows, and between the points was a mailed fist. Even the bowstring was black. The same gold arrows and fist design was wrought into the rippled black hide of the quiver.


      He examined each of the shafts in turn, taking his time while he tried to think of something to say. They were identical. Ebony shafts, coal black feathers, heads of midnight metal. A single narrow band of gold encircled the centre of each of the yards, and the crossed arrows and clenched fist motif was etched out to show the black wood beneath.


      He stared up at Elyssa. All he could do was shake his head in bewilderment. He wanted to speak, but could not find any words.


      The girl was smiling as she watched him, and he noticed her gaze shift from one of his eyes to the other. He glanced away quickly, pretending to examine the perfectly matched feathers of the flights.


      What could she see? It seemed as though she knew about his eyes. No one else did, so how could Elyssa? Then he remembered: she was a magician…


      ‘They belong to my father,’ she told him, as she dismounted. ‘But he’s never used them, he’s probably forgotten that he even has them. Look at all the dust.’


      She ran her fingers across the soft leather of the quiver, then showed him the dirt on her glove. He imitated her action, studying the dust on his fingertips.


      ‘How are your hands?’ she asked.


      He showed her. There was no sign of the wounds which the beastman’s foul blood had burned so painfully into his flesh. He had been hurt many times before, but injuries which had been much less serious had left scars that would always mark his body.


      Elyssa pulled off her right glove with her teeth, and she touched the backs of his hands with her warm fingers. Her eyes were wide with wonder, as though she could not believe she had healed him. But she said nothing, and he did not ask. He preferred not to think of it.


      She asked: ‘What’s your name?’


      She had asked the same question on their first meeting, and he had not replied. This time he said: ‘No name.’


      ‘You must have a name. Everyone has a name.’


      ‘No.’


      ‘But what do you call yourself?’


      ‘Me,’ he said, and he laughed. It was a strange noise and he surprised himself with it. It was strange because it was a sound he had never made before. He had never had a reason to laugh until now.


      Elyssa also laughed. ‘I must call you something,’ she said. ‘Don’t you want a name?’


      He shrugged. He had managed so far without one. Until she had asked him several weeks ago, he had never really been aware that he had no name.


      ‘Can I give you one?’


      He looked at the bow, the quiver, the arrows. They were the first things anyone had ever given to him, and he was delighted with the gift. If Elyssa also wished to give him a name, then she could. He nodded his head.


      Her horse had begun to crop at the sparse grass, and she stroked the animal’s neck as she spoke.


      ‘When I was very young I used to have a friend. Not a real friend, I’ve never had a real friend. He was a boy who was always there when I wanted him. But he didn’t exist, not to anyone but me. I made him up. I haven’t seen him for a long time.’


      She paused and looked at him. ‘Will you be my friend?’


      He looked at her, meeting her gaze, staring into her dark eyes. He was totally in awe of Elyssa. They were exact opposites. She had everything, he had nothing. He had saved her life and she had repaid him, but why did she still want to know him? And why had he spoken to her, broken his silence for the first time?


      She was a wizard. That was why. He was under her spell. She had enchanted him, and there was only one thing he could say.


      ‘Yes,’ he said.


      ‘Then you can have the name of my friend,’ she told him. ‘Your name is Konrad.’


      ‘Konrad,’ he whispered, slowly speaking the two unfamiliar syllables for the first time. ‘Konrad,’ he said, louder, liking the sound.


      It was a name he had never heard, but a name he had always known. And it was his name, his very own, the name that had been awaiting him all his life.


      ‘Konrad!’ he yelled, raising the bow in one hand, the quiverful of arrows in the other. ‘Konrad!’


      The bow and arrows were not as easy to hide as the dagger. He found a place for the bow and half the arrows beneath the bridge, tying them to a ledge under the timbers. He kept the other five shafts in the barn behind the inn, where they would be protected from the worst of the weather.


      He did not even tell Elyssa where he had hidden them. In the beginning he was very cautious, unsure of the girl. He had never trusted anyone in his life, and at first he believed that she might betray him. She could easily tell her father that he had stolen the bow, the quiver, the arrows.


      The entire village was Wilhelm Kastring’s domain. The fate of everyone within the valley was in his hands. Life or death, it was Kastring’s decision.


      Elyssa was not meant to leave the grounds of the manor alone, without an armed guard. He was the only one who knew that she did.


      If necessary, she could ensure his silence with the evidence of the black weapons.


      But there was no necessity. He was always silent, except to her. Elyssa had used the word ‘friend’ – which was what they became, over the weeks, the months, the years…


      And he became Konrad.


      Only Elyssa ever used the name, of course, because no one else knew. But that was also how he thought of himself. She had given him a name, and it was as though his life had truly begun once he had his own identity.


      Elyssa said that she had invented a boy called Konrad as a playmate when she was young. In a way, it was as though she had also created him, the second Konrad.


      Elyssa, too, had been reborn, because without him – without Konrad – she would have had no life. Had he not slain the beast-man, the creature would have stolen her life. Thanks to one another, they had both been born anew.


      The bow was too big for Konrad at first, but in time he grew to match its size. He practised with the five arrows, morning after morning, targeting the trees, week after week, until he became an expert, month after month.


      The first shafts became warped by the cold and damp, the points blunted by so much use, the flights damaged. But he left the other five where he had first hidden them, although he inspected them regularly, running his fingers across the wood and metal and feathers, admiring the craftsmanship which had welded the three into a single unity.


      He polished the quiver, keeping the leather supple. He wondered what kind of weird creature had such skin, and he wondered about the arrow and fist design which was emblazoned on each item of the set of weapons. It was not the Kastring crest.


      The animal with the weird hide must have been one of those semi-mythical beasts which existed at the far end of the world. Or perhaps even in the next valley. To Konrad, they were equally as distant.


      Like his strange knife, the black leather and the unfamiliar crest were symbols of the unknown lands that lay beyond the forest, the river, the hills. The thought of such wonders both fascinated him and made him uneasy.


      He began teaching himself archery by firing his arrows into tree boughs. Trees, however, did not move. He finally decided he needed a living target, to try his skills against one of the inhabitants of the forest.


      A beastman was the obvious prey, but he did not want to tangle with one unless it was absolutely necessary. He knew how fortunate he had been that day long ago, managing to slay one of the tough monsters with only his dagger. There was no purpose in asking for trouble. If they left him alone, he would do the same.


      Before he had the bow, he used to snare rabbits to supplement his meagre rations at the inn. Thus a rabbit became the first victim of his archery skills. As he became more proficient, he was able to shoot birds out of trees and even to hit fast-moving targets such as squirrels.


      That was how he lost the first of his arrows; it vanished high in the trees and he was unable to find it despite climbing into the tallest branches.


      He could have lived out in the forest, he realized. There was plenty of food, if one knew where to look. There were edible plants, birds’ eggs, seeds. Even without his bow, he could trap small animals and catch fish from the river.


      He preyed on the smaller creatures – but if he tried to survive out in the wilds, he would have become prey for the larger beasts that dwelled in the darkest reaches of the woodland. He killed a wild boar, the largest creature he had ever aimed at. It took two well-placed arrows to fell the beast. But before he could reach the animal, it was pounced upon by three pack wolves. They tore it apart, eating what they could, before dragging the carcass away to devour at their leisure.


      That was how he lost two more arrows. All Konrad could do was watch. He was unable to move in case one of the wolves should notice him and decide he was a tastier meal. He had not even known that they were near. Could he have been so intent on stalking the boar that he had not sensed them?


      The bowstring snapped several times over the years, and he renewed it, although he could not replace the black twine. Even the bow itself finally splintered and broke. It was black all the way through, not stained with some dark dye. He mourned its loss and dug a grave, burying it near the place where he had first encountered Elyssa and the beastman.


      By the following dawn, some nocturnal forest creature had dug up the broken bow, searching for dead flesh. It could have found none, but there had been no sign of the black wood.


      Although he was able to carve himself a new bow, he could not replace the precious arrows. The shaft of another broke, which left only one – and the five he had hidden.


      He could not replace the arrows, but Elyssa could. Although they were not nearly as good as the originals, it meant that he could save the other five. He was not certain why he was saving them, but he was convinced that one day they would serve a purpose.


      The seasons passed, and so did the years. Very little changed. Elyssa came to meet him at dawn every so often. Perhaps she would be there for a few consecutive days, perhaps once a week, perhaps every month or so. She told him that he was her only friend; he knew that she was his.


      Her visits were the only thing he had to look forward to. He was disappointed when she did not arrive, always sad when they had to part.


      She once referred to a feast at the manor house, held in honour of a neighbouring landowner. Konrad told her what he had been eating at the same time, and she had been both horrified and disgusted.


      After that, she always brought him a package of food whenever they met – sweet delicacies the like of which he had never tasted, spicy meats and savoury pastries.


      ‘Sometimes I think you prefer the food to my company,’ Elyssa often joked.


      ‘True,’ he would agree.


      For the first few minutes, he did not have time for much conversation; he was always too busy eating.


      They talked together, because they had no one else to talk with, and they grew together. Konrad became taller with every passing month, growing from boyhood towards a man.


      Elyssa was tall for a girl, but her height could never match Konrad’s. Although still slim, her shape filled out as she developed into a woman.


      Whenever she was with him, Konrad became less punctual about returning with the morning’s firewood. He preferred to spend more time with Elyssa and risk the anger of his master. Sometimes he did not even bother taking back any kindling.


      One morning he noticed the innkeeper’s expression as he swore at Konrad, beating him for returning both late and empty-handed. He had always believed that his master hated him, but the look in his eyes that morning was not of hatred – it was of fear.


      Until then, Konrad had still been scared of the landlord. But not anymore. Brandenheimer’s whip had even less effect on Konrad’s broader, stronger back, and the regular beatings became little more than a meaningless routine.


      Konrad knew that his life would not continue like this for ever. The past had been the same, but the future would not be.


      He could not foresee what would happen, yet he was convinced that something would occur. It might not be soon, not that year, perhaps not even the one after, but he was positive that everything would change.


      ‘I asked my father about you,’ said Elyssa.


      No matter the time of year, Elyssa always wore a cloak. She would spread it on the ground so that her clothes did not become soiled by the dirt or stained by the grass. Dirt and stains, however, made little difference to the castoffs that Konrad always wore.


      But this was Vorgeheim, the height of summer, and neither of them was wearing anything. They had been swimming together in the river, and now the morning sun was drying their bodies.


      The bow lay by Konrad’s side. It could be strung in a second, an arrow notched in a second more. The beastmen were fewer during the summer, and it was several months since he had been aware of any in the vicinity.


      Konrad watched as Elyssa continued combing out her black hair; it had grown longer as she had grown older.


      ‘Asked him what?’ he said tensely.


      ‘Who you were,’ she replied.


      Suddenly his heart was racing, as though he sensed that there were some deadly predator lurking in the forest two hundred yards beyond them. He grabbed the hilt of his knife, clenching it tightly.


      She glanced at him and smiled. It was one of her wicked smiles. Elyssa had a streak of maliciousness in her character. She could also be very capricious, her mood changing for no apparent reason. Sometimes she came across the bridge on her horse, then turned back before reaching him; sometimes she did not bring any food, and she offered no explanation; sometimes she hardly spoke a word while they were together.


      ‘You don’t know about your past,’ she told him. ‘But my father ought to. He knows everything that happens in the valley.’ She studied Konrad, then added: ‘Or almost everything.’


      Konrad’s heart pounded, and he could feel the blood pulsing through his veins. His body was damp, and not with river water. Although he wanted to hear what Elyssa had discovered, equally he did not want to know.


      This was something they had discussed several times, the way that Konrad could not possibly be one of the innkeeper’s family. But who was he? No one else in the village had someone who was treated so badly, like a slave. Even Wilhelm Kastring, the wealthiest man in the region, employed all his servants and paid them a wage; he did not own them.


      Konrad said nothing, waiting for Elyssa to continue. But she was teasing him, wanting to be prompted.


      ‘And?’ he demanded anxiously. ‘What happened? What did he say?’


      ‘He asked how I knew about you. I said I’d seen you in the village, that you were treated like some kind of animal. I wondered why and who you were.’


      ‘What did he say?’


      ‘He said I was to keep clear of you, that I shouldn’t speak to you. I told him that you couldn’t speak. When he asked how I knew, I said it was well known that you were dumb and stupid.’ Her eyes sparkled with amusement.


      ‘What else?’


      Elyssa frowned, becoming serious. ‘It’s odd, because when I pressed him more, he was very uneasy. It was almost as if he was… scared. He didn’t want to answer. He warned me again that I should avoid you.’ She forced a laugh. ‘I always obey my father. That’s why I’m not here.’


      Konrad dug his dagger angrily into the dirt. He wished that Elyssa had not asked her father, wished that she had not told him – not that she had really told him anything at all. Such lack of information was somehow worse. From his reaction, it seemed that Wilhelm Kastring did know something.


      ‘Scared,’ Elyssa had said, and that was similar to what he had seen in Adolf Brandenheimer’s expression. People in the village avoided him, they always had. Could that be out of fear, not contempt?


      And if so – why?


      Elyssa put her hand on his arm, but he shrugged her off. ‘Don’t be angry,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t expecting that kind of response from him. I’ll be prepared next time. I can usually get around my father; I’m his favourite daughter.’


      Elyssa was Kastring’s only daughter. She had three elder brothers.


      ‘There’s more,’ she added. ‘The next day he asked me about the bow and quiver of arrows I gave you.’


      ‘What? He knows?’


      ‘No!’ Elyssa shook her head rapidly. ‘He doesn’t know you have them. He must have gone down into the cellars looking for them. That’s one of the places where I used to play. They were hidden in a small room, the only things there. The lock had rusted away, that was how I found my way in.’


      ‘What did you say?’


      ‘I said I didn’t know what he was talking about. I didn’t know anything about bows and arrows, that he should ask my brothers.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s just coincidence.’


      Konrad glanced at the last black arrow, at the tiny crest carved out of the gold band.


      ‘Don’t worry,’ Elyssa said. ‘He knows nothing. He’d forgotten all about them.’


      ‘Until you mentioned me.’ He shivered, and not because he was cold. She moved behind Konrad and started to comb his hair. He tried to block all thoughts of the black weapons from his mind, instead remembering when Elyssa had originally combed his hair.


      That was after they had been in the river together for the first time, almost in this exact spot, downstream and out of sight of the village. It was the summer after he had saved her from the beastman.


      Konrad had always hated water and avoided it, but the girl had persuaded him to shed his clothes and enter the river with her. She was always very persuasive – and still was. Because of her, he had learned to swim.


      ‘I’ve not seen you without any dirt before. You’re quite good looking,’ she had told him that day, after they emerged from the water, then she laughed and added: ‘For a peasant.’ She had examined his body, running her fingers over the pale scars on his back and on his limbs. ‘Was that the innkeeper? Did he do that?’


      ‘Or his wife. Or his children.’


      ‘These are too old for me to heal,’ she said. ‘I can’t do that – yet.’


      He looked at the girl, waiting for her to continue, but she simply smiled and put her index finger to her lips, then reached for her comb.


      She dragged the comb through his knotted hair. It was the first time it had ever been combed. She was treating him like a doll, he realized, like her imaginary Konrad. But he did not mind. He enjoyed every moment of her company. For the first time in his life he was not alone, and every dawn he hoped for her return.


      When they parted that day, he rolled in the filth, tangling his hair and dirtying his face. He had not wanted his master to know that anything out of the ordinary had happened.


      Nowadays, however, he returned to the tavern neat and clean, although still clad in rags. He no longer cared. There was nothing that Brandenheimer could do to him that he could not take.


      That day on the riverbank was also when Elyssa first mentioned his eyes. He had been aware of her looking at them on several occasions, and he had always turned away.


      ‘You have the strangest eyes, Konrad,’ she had said.


      Immediately he had shielded them with his hands, even though it was a futile gesture. It was far too late – and she was a wizard, she could see through his hands.


      ‘You shouldn’t hide them,’ she said, tugging his protective palms away.


      ‘What do you know about my eyes?’ he asked, pressing his face closer to hers than ever before, staring deep into her dark eyes – almost as black as her hair, as black as the arrows she had given him. ‘What can you see?’


      ‘What can you see?’ she echoed.


      ‘Nothing!’ he asserted, closing his eyes as tightly as he could. ‘Everything,’ he whispered.


      She had never referred to his eyes again.


      Until today. Everything was exactly the same. Almost. The time, the place. All that had changed was them. They had both grown, physically as well as emotionally. They were closer than ever, knew the other better than they did anyone else. But they were also further apart, aware of how separate they were in all things except their friendship.


      ‘You have the strangest eyes, Konrad,’ said Elyssa. Again.


      In so saying, she broke their unspoken pact. He had never mentioned her magic, the minor feats of wizardry that she could perform with such apparent ease, and she had never mentioned his eyes – or, more particularly, his left eye.


      His blind eye.

    

  


  
    
      No one would ever know what had been – or what might have been.


      The future of the whole world lay in a combination of minor factors, all relatively trivial when compared to the greater whole. But each of these insignificant elements comprised a part of the overall scheme of things, and few could say which would prove more important in the centuries to follow.


      After today, the world would continue on its ordained path towards the ultimate triumph of Chaos. Another obstacle on that glorious route would have been eradicated as surely as the village itself had been totally eliminated.


      Most of the attackers knew not what the effect of their raid would be or why it should occur, neither did they care. For the vast majority, all that mattered was the conflict itself – the battle that was to come.


      Even if it were no real battle, but more akin to the gory work of a butcher in a slaughterhouse, it made no difference. The end result was the same: pain and agony, torture and death. Death of one’s enemies, one’s allies, one’s self, all were aspects of the same eternal war.


      The one certainty in life was ultimate death, and in this the brutal invaders would not be disappointed. They lived for death – and they must die…

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THREE


      Konrad could not see what Elyssa could see, what everyone else could see. He could not see his own face, his own eyes.


      That was what she had meant by him having strange eyes. She was referring to their appearance, although she may also have meant more. Elyssa’s own dark eyes were deep whirlpools, and with them she could see far more than she ever told him – just as he could see far more than he had ever revealed to her.


      The following day Elyssa returned, and she brought a mirror. She came soon after dawn, as ever. There was seldom anyone else around so early, at least in this vicinity.


      The area where the beastman had been killed was now in a clearing, the forest having been pushed back over the years by the tree cutters and woodsmen.


      Elyssa and Konrad met further away from the bridge, where there was less chance of them being observed by anyone from the village.


      ‘You’ve never seen yourself, have you?’ she said, as she gazed at her own image in the mirror. She pushed a lock of jet black hair away from her forehead, over her left ear. ‘Here.’ She held the mirror towards him. ‘But be careful, I don’t want your ugly face cracking the glass!’


      He was not really listening to her words. All his attention was focused on the thing she held in her hands. It was oval in shape, framed by what seemed to be a silver border. Even the handle and backing were of silver, studded with glittering red and yellow pieces of tiny glass. He saw the sky reflected in the smooth glass as she offered him the handle.


      ‘What?’ he said, not accepting.


      ‘It was a joke.’ She pushed the mirror towards him even more.


      ‘A joke?’ He drew back further, shaking his head.


      ‘An ugly face is supposed to break glass.’


      The mirror must have been worth a fortune. The red and yellow decorations were not glass, he realized, but some kind of precious stones. Silver and jewels – and all so that Elyssa could look at herself.


      ‘You’re scared, aren’t you? Scared, scared, scared!’


      In a way, Elyssa was right, but Konrad refused to admit it. He grabbed the handle, then slowly raised the face of the mirror to his own face, not knowing what to expect.


      He had first seen his reflection in the surface of the river. That gave him no true idea of his appearance, or – more importantly – of the way that his eyes appeared. As far as he could tell, they were the same, but it was difficult to be sure when only his right eye could truly see anything.


      The polished surface of a soldier’s shield, several years ago, had been of no more help. It served more to distort his features than to define them.


      Glass itself was a rarity. There was no such thing as a mirror in the tavern, or probably anywhere else in the whole village except at the manor house. He had only heard the word from Elyssa, and her mirror must have been fabricated in some distant land.


      Konrad looked at himself for the first time.


      He gasped in surprise, blinking at the young stranger who blinked back at him. The first thing he noticed was the mane of untamed hair, neither fair nor red, but somewhere in between. He had held clumps of his hair in his hands previously, when it grew too long and he had cut it with his knife, but this was the first time he had seen himself – or anyone – with hair of such a colour.


      He glanced over the top of the mirror and noticed Elyssa grinning at him.


      He raised the mirror to hide her from view, bringing it closer towards his face – towards his eyes.


      They looked identical, no different, both pupils pale green. But the early morning sun was behind him, the mirror reflecting red into both his dilated irises, and he shifted his position so that he was no longer dazzled by the bright rays of light.


      As he moved the mirror, as his pupils widened, he saw that one of them became darker, more green, while the other became lighter, yellower – turning into gold…


      His eyes were different colours.


      One was gold. One was green. That was what Elyssa must have meant by him having strange eyes.


      But one could see. And one could not.


      He was holding the mirror in his right hand, and he raised the fingers of his left to his eyes. His image did the same. He touched the skin beneath his left eye. But his reflection did not – it touched the skin below his image’s right eye. He frowned.


      Elyssa had been watching this, and she laughed. He caught a glimpse of her reflection as she moved around behind him. She stood on tiptoe and leaned over his right shoulder, and he saw her face by his face.


      It was different somehow, not an accurate picture of the way she looked. She was like her own twin, whose hair was swept back over her right ear instead of her left.


      And although she stood to his right, her image was on the left of his image…


      He saw her reflection smile, watched as her lips mouthed the words that he heard in his right ear: ‘It’s a mirror image, Konrad. Left isn’t left, right isn’t right. I don’t look like that, not exactly, and you don’t look like that, not exactly. Watch.’


      She moved to his other side, from right to left. But her image switched from the left side of the reflection to its right side.


      ‘What you see in the mirror as your left,’ she explained, ‘is really your right.’ The image of her eyes met his. ‘And what you see as your right is really your left.’


      He had one good eye. One blind eye. One of his eyes was gold. One was green. But which was which? He looked away from Elyssa’s image, instead concentrating on his own reflection, trying to work out what he could see.


      He saw a young man in his late teens, the stranger who already seemed familiar, who looked perplexed more than worried – and who had eyes of different colours.


      Konrad could only see properly out of his right eye, and so he gradually closed his left. It was the gold eye that his image slowly shut, although it seemed it was the right one.


      That was a distortion caused by the glass, he now knew. He could not trust the mirror, but he could trust the evidence of his right eye, his green eye.


      With only one eye open, he could see exactly the same picture in the mirror as he had been able to with both eyes open. That was what he had anticipated. The right eye was his one good eye. He could see nothing with his left because whenever he closed his right, it was as though he shut both eyes. Almost.


      ‘See?’ said Elyssa.


      He saw her. He saw himself. He nodded, and he saw his image nod. He opened his other eye, saw it glint golden.


      He knew that his eyes were different, although he had never imagined that they would appear different in such a way. At first glance, the green and the gold were not that dissimilar; but on closer inspection, the difference was readily apparent.


      Elyssa was the only person ever to have mentioned this, which was only to be expected. She was the only person ever to have spoken with him, instead of at him, the only person ever to have looked at him long enough to have noticed the apparent difference.


      Then he closed his right eye. And, as ever, it was like closing them both. He could see nothing, nothing that was happening now…


      In the darkness there was a brief glimmer of light, faint and distant. If he concentrated, focused his left eye, his golden eye, his blind eye, he could make out an outline. It was an oval, the shape of the mirror that he still held. And within the mirror was the refection of a face.


      What he saw, he realized, was the image that he still held in his brain. It was the last thing he had seen. The mirror. Within it a face staring back at him, both eyes open. Two different eyes, one green, one gold.


      But it was the face of someone else!


      It was an older man, his face lined and bloody, shadowed and bearded. It was a face that Konrad had never seen before, yet it was a face that he could not fail to recognize.


      It was his own face. He was staring at himself as he would be many years from now.


      He was staring into the future.


      ‘No!’ he yelled, squeezing both his eyes further shut to dispel the image, then opening them wide, catching a brief glimpse of his own – young – reflection in the glass, before hurling the mirror as far away from him as possible.


      He heard the glass shatter then Elyssa cry out in anger and disbelief, felt the blow against the side of his head as the girl hit him as hard as she could with the palm of her hand, saw her hurry over to where the mirror had landed and begin picking up the scattered fragments of fractured glass, all the time yelling at him.


      Konrad was aware of exactly what was going on, but he felt completely removed from it all, as though it were happening at some other time – as though he were remembering.


      Remembering what had happened.


      Or what was yet to happen…


      Elyssa held the unbroken mirror in her lap, and they sat side by side on the riverbank, near to one another, but not as near as they usually sat.


      It was as though she had just arrived and was about to show him the silver mirror, that none of the events of several minutes ago had happened – yet.


      He felt totally confused, his mind and his senses completely mixed up. Past, present and future seemed inextricably intertwined, and he could not tell which was which.


      He knew exactly what would happen. But that was because it had already happened. This was now. There would be no repeat. Elyssa had shown him the mirror, and he had thrown it away.


      He preferred not to consider what had occurred in between, when he had stared into the mirror and seen the reflection of himself – the image of his future self.


      The mirror had broken. But Elyssa had found every shard of glass, fitted them all back within the silver frame, then rubbed her hands across the splintered surface, her fingertips becoming red with blood as she smoothed away the roughness, all the time whispering enchantments.


      Although he was vaguely aware of what she was doing, there had been too much else on Konrad’s mind. He had been thinking about his left eye: his golden eye, his blind eye. His blind eye that could see, that could tell him what was going to happen – and that had done so for most of his life.


      The minutes dragged by while his respiration and heartbeat slowed almost to normal. He felt calmer now, no longer on the verge of panic.


      Elyssa had said nothing to him directly since cursing him for throwing away the mirror. She must have realized that something serious had occurred for Konrad to have behaved in such a manner.


      She looked down into the mirror, either studying her own reflection or else checking that the glass showed no sign of damage, then glanced over at Konrad. Their eyes met for the first time since they had looked at each other’s image in the mirror.


      ‘It was only a joke about your face breaking the glass, I told you that,’ she said. ‘You didn’t have to take me at my word. Too much of a shock, was it, seeing yourself?’ she added, and she smiled ironically.


      He shook his head slowly, put his hands over his eyes and rubbed them, while he wondered what to say.


      ‘What did you see?’ asked Elyssa.


      He stared at her. She could not have been referring to his own image. How did she know he had seen something strange? Then he realized that she was guessing.


      His vision was a subject they had never spoken about, no matter how important it was to him. He kept it within himself, partly because he did not understand, partly because he did not want Elyssa to know. It was something he could do, a talent he had which she did not possess – and which it seemed no one else did. In a way, it was the one thing that he had of his own. He did not want to share it with her, and he was unsure why.


      She was his only friend, they ought to have been able to talk about anything and everything. They never discussed her wizardry, however, although she did not mind him knowing of her talents.


      He glanced at her fingertips. He was unsure whether she had cut herself on the broken glass, or whether the spilled blood was the price for the magic she had expended to repair the mirror.


      Just as she kept her skills to herself, so it was with what he could do.


      There was another factor: even after all this time, he still did not fully trust Elyssa. He had no evidence for this belief, and such a notion was beyond any reasoning. She was the one person in the world that he knew, had total faith and confidence in, would have done anything for – yet there was an almost infinitesimal trace of suspicion.


      He had not wanted to open up to her fully, because then she would know everything about him and would have a hold over him.


      The idea made no sense, he knew, but rationality and feeling could not be reconciled.


      And it was all to do with his eyes, or one of them. It seemed that his left eye was blind – yet he could still see from it. See not what was happening now but what would happen…


      Most of the time there was hardly any difference, his left eye was ahead of his right – ahead of what was actually happening – by a fraction of a second.


      That was how he had been able to avoid Brandenheimer’s boot or his whip. He knew where it would strike an instant before it did, and thus he had been able to avoid the full force of every blow.


      He noticed Elyssa was studying herself in the mirror again. As she did so, she idly licked the blood from her fingers.


      By now, he was beginning to doubt that there had been any different image in the mirror. It must have been a trick of the light – except that there had been no light, because his eyes were shut. Then it must have been a trick of his eyes.


      He could not possibly have seen his future self; he had never been able to foresee anything further ahead than a minute. He refused to believe it, therefore it could not have happened.


      He would not tell Elyssa what he had mistakenly thought he had seen, but he had to say something.


      ‘I’d never seen my eyes before,’ he told her. ‘I didn’t know they were a different colour. That was what surprised me. I didn’t mean to break the mirror. I didn’t know glass was so easy to break.’


      She was watching him, and he could tell from her expression that she did not believe him. The best way to convince her was to tell the truth, up until a point.


      ‘When I close my right eye,’ he explained, ‘my left eye becomes blind. When my right eye is open, I can see out of my left – but what I see isn’t precisely the same. I don’t see what is happening, but what will happen.’


      ‘You have the gift of foresight? You can see the future?’


      Konrad shrugged. ‘I suppose so, but it isn’t any great talent. At best, I know what will happen within a few seconds, perhaps even a minute, which means I can act accordingly.’


      ‘That’s what happened when we first met? You saw the beast-man?’


      ‘I knew it was lurking in the forest. When you rode up, I realized that you didn’t know it was there, you couldn’t see it like I could. I’d already watched it spring out of the trees and knock you from your horse. Then I saw it happen again a few moments later. Luckily, it didn’t kill you with its leap.’


      ‘That was because you warned me.’


      Konrad shrugged. ‘Possibly.’


      ‘Can you see anything now?’


      ‘Nothing.’ He shook his head. ‘Nothing any different, I mean. I can see you sitting there, that’s all.’ He stared beyond the girl, at the forest. ‘There’s no danger.’


      ‘So it’s danger that you sense? You can see if something dangerous is about to happen, and you can stop it?’


      ‘I can’t stop it. I can see what will happen, and I can make the best of it. If there’s a wild animal near, I can avoid it. I know which route it will take, and so I choose another path.’


      Elyssa was correct: he could see danger. It might be relatively trivial, such as the angle of the stick with which Adolf Brandenheimer was about to thrash him. Or it might be far more important. This was what had saved his life so many times in the forest.


      And sometimes it had almost killed him.


      He could not rely on his foresight, because he had been let down on two vital occasions. The first was when he had fought with the beastman that had attacked Elyssa. It was as if he had suddenly become blind, because he did not know what the creature was going to do next, which way it would strike.


      His right eye had told him what was happening now, but his left had told him nothing. Everything had become black, the future consisted of an empty void – and he thought he was going to die. It appeared that he had seen no future because there was no future for him to see.


      He had not died. Instead, it was the beastman that had been killed. In a way, the most frightening aspect of the fight had been his sudden blindness to what was about to happen.


      The second time was when he had killed the wild boar. The creature had then been pounced upon by three pack wolves – and yet he had no idea that the wolves were in the vicinity. He had almost fallen victim to the three predators.


      It was danger that extended his range of vision. But too much seemed to overload his senses, making him as vulnerable as anyone else.


      His foresight could only be measured in seconds – until today, when he had seen many years ahead.


      Elyssa was still watching him, waiting for him to continue, to tell her what he had seen in the mirror.


      He had been confused, astonished at seeing his own reflection for the very first time. That was all. He had seen nothing else, because there was nothing to see.


      ‘If you can only see danger,’ said Elyssa, ‘then you don’t know what’s going to happen next…’


      Konrad stared at her, wondering what she meant. Her face was totally expressionless as she put the mirror down on the grass behind her.


      She leaned forward and unfastened one of her sandals, kicking it towards him. It landed by his side. Then she untied the other one, and sent that flying through the air at him. Konrad caught the leather sandal before it could hit his chest.


      She was wearing a silk blouse and a long velvet skirt. The pale blue blouse was fastened by a series of ribbons. One by one, she slowly undid each of them, alternating her left hand and her right, working her way down from her neck to her waist.


      The front of her blouse hung loose, and Konrad glimpsed her breasts as she stood up. There was a narrow silver belt around her waist, but it was there purely as an ornament, because her turquoise skirt was secured by a bow at the hip. She undid the bow.


      The garment consisted of a single piece of fabric that was wrapped twice around the lower half of her body – and Elyssa began to unwrap it.


      Facing him, she gradually unfolded her skirt until her left leg was bare from waist to ankle. Her left hand rested on her hip, holding both edges of the garment. Then she lifted her hand, letting it fall free. As she did so, she spun around until her back was to him.


      She glanced at Konrad over her shoulder. All she wore was her blue blouse, which she slowly peeled down over her arms and allowed to drop to the ground.


      He had seen her naked many times before, but never like this. She had always pulled off her clothes as quickly as possible, never so teasingly.


      Very slowly, she turned to face him. All she wore was her jewellery – the silver necklace and belt, and the matching bracelets around her wrists and ankles. Otherwise, she was completely nude.


      She stood with her hands on her hips, her legs astride. What always amazed Konrad was how pale Elyssa’s long-limbed body was. Apart from the jet black of her hair and the soft pink of her nipples, her body was completely white.


      He licked at his dry lips as he gazed at the girl. ‘You want to go for a swim?’ he said.


      She shook her head. She raised her right hand, beckoning to him with her index finger.


      Konrad obeyed. He stood up and walked forward, stopping in front of her. Elyssa lifted her other hand, and she tugged at Konrad’s ragged shirt. It came off easily, except that the sleeve became caught on his right wrist because he was still holding her leather sandal. Elyssa took the sandal, cast it aside, pulled the shirt free, then reached for the string that held up his old breeches.


      They stood a foot apart, staring into each other’s eyes. Elyssa’s were so dark that it was hard to tell where the pupil became the iris.


      Konrad’s breeches dropped around his ankles. He was even more naked than Elyssa; he wore no silver. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to go for a swim?’ he managed to ask.


      Elyssa’s face showed the first flicker of movement: she smiled for a moment. ‘There’s something else I want,’ she said, and she leaned towards him.


      Konrad gasped in surprise and pleasure. They had often touched each other before, but only by accident or in play. This was completely different. As she held him, he moved slightly nearer, and he lifted his hands to Elyssa’s breasts. As he gently caressed them, he remembered the first time he had touched her soft female flesh.


      A few years ago, she had asked him to teach her archery. He had stood behind her, showing her how to hold the bow and arrow. While he did, her budding breasts had pushed against his arms. He had rubbed himself against her, hoping she would not notice. But she had – and when he drew away, she had pressed herself up against him, urging him to hold her tighter. Since then, they had come into physical contact many times, either clothed or nude. Sometimes it had been in fun, but lately such encounters had become more serious.


      They kissed.


      They had kissed before, although never like this. Until now, their lips had merely brushed lightly together when they said farewell. But suddenly their mouths were locked eagerly together.


      Elyssa’s lips parted, and he felt her wet tongue against his lips. Konrad opened his mouth, his own tongue darting out to meet hers.


      Their bodies were pressed as close as their lips. They were in contact from head to toe, trying to hold each other even nearer. Elyssa’s naked body felt warmer than the heat from the sun, and Konrad was unable to tell if it was her racing heartbeat that he could feel or his own.


      Simultaneously, they both pulled away, panting for breath. They gazed at each other for several seconds. There was no need for words. They both smiled, then sank down to the ground.


      Elyssa lay upon her satin cloak, and Konrad lay upon her.


      They melted together, becoming as one.


      Konrad gazed up at the clear blue sky; Elyssa was stretched out on her side, watching him. He chewed a stalk of grass and tried not to smile.


      Elyssa picked up the mirror and caught the reflection of the sun, shining it in Konrad’s eyes.


      He put his hand in front of his face, trying to block out the dazzling light, and he turned to look at her. He could not see her very well because of the brightness of the mirror, but it seemed that she was staring at him with an expression he did not recognize. Then he noticed that it was more than her expression which was unfamiliar.


      Just as Konrad had seemed to see his older self in the mirror a while ago, for an instant it was as if he were observing another Elyssa. No longer a girl, she had become a woman. Her mischievous features were twisted, exaggerated into a malevolent stare.


      And he saw more than that. Worse than that…


      He looked away immediately, squeezing his eyes tightly shut, but it was too late.


      Absolute love had turned to total hatred.


      The paradise of the present had become tomorrow’s hell.


      Konrad did not need his eyes to know the future, did not need a silvered mirror to foresee what would be. Even without them, he was aware that his only friend would someday betray him and cause his ultimate destruction.

    

  


  
    
      The one certainty in life was ultimate death, and in this the brutal invaders would not be disappointed. They lived for death – and they must die.


      Today everyone and everything must die. The victors would themselves become victims when ally turned upon ally.


      There would be no mistakes, as there had been two and a half thousand years ago.


      That day there was a survivor, and because of this one oversight the inevitable ascendancy of Chaos had been delayed.


      The one who had escaped was named Sigmar – Sigmar Heldenhammer, who had founded the Empire…

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOUR


      The days of summer were longer than those of winter, which meant that Konrad worked more hours at this time of year. In winter, he was usually up before the sun because he needed all the time there was. In summer, he sometimes slept on a few extra minutes.


      As ever, he spent his nights in one of the barns behind the inn, lying among the straw which would become the fodder for the livestock. At least he did not have to eat grass and hay; it was about the only thing that he did not share with the animals.


      He lay still for a while, staring up through the cracks in the roof, watching as the sky lightened. He was thinking about what Elyssa had told him last year, about her father being worried that the black bow and arrows had gone missing. She had not mentioned this since, and he was unsure what had reminded him of the subject.


      He yawned and sat up, gazing over to the far side of the barn, to where he kept the quiver and arrows. It was several weeks since he had checked them. He clambered down from the loft, pulled the ladder away and set it up against the opposite wall. Then he climbed again, up into the rafters, hauled himself onto one of the beams and worked his way along to the strut where the quiver was tied.


      It was still in the same piece of linen in which it had been wrapped when Elyssa gave it to him, all those years ago. He sat down, balancing himself on the beam, and loosened the package from its hiding place.


      As he untied the final knot, he paused, listening, seeing…


      There was a rider approaching.


      Elyssa?


      He caught a glimpse of her, also, a distant vision. But the first rider was someone else, a stranger. A dangerous stranger…


      There had to be great danger for Konrad to have become aware of the newcomer and for him also to have been conscious of Elyssa’s whereabouts.


      She was about to leave the grounds of the manor house, to head across the bridge to meet up with Konrad. But if she came this way, as she must, she would instead encounter the other rider.


      Without needing to think, Konrad had already acted. He was down the ladder, rushing across the barn and out of the side door. He did not need to look around to know that the stranger was less than a hundred yards away, approaching the well in the central square.


      Konrad sprinted through the empty village, along the cobbled street which led up to the manor.


      He had not seen the horseman intercept Elyssa; it was only an assumption. But he was between them now, he could head off the girl, and the two riders would not meet.


      He heard hooves on the cobbles. They were ahead of him. Elyssa’s horse. He had not heard the stranger’s horse yet, he realized. The newcomer was too far away to be heard, still too far away to be seen with normal vision.


      Elyssa was just ahead of him, reaching the first of the cottages at the bend on the incline. He dashed around the corner, seeing her, really seeing her for the first time.


      She reined in her mount as soon as she noticed him.


      ‘Back!’ he called, trying not to shout too loud in case the intruder should hear.


      ‘What is it?’


      He grabbed her horse’s bridle with his left hand, and for the first time he noticed that he was still carrying the linen bundle which contained the quiver and five black arrows. He tugged at the animal’s head, trying to turn it.


      ‘You’ve got to get out of sight,’ he warned, his breath coming in short bursts. He looked back over his shoulder and saw – nothing.


      He saw the curve in the street, the houses on either side. The rider was not in view yet and should not have been for several seconds, but Konrad was unable to tell where the horseman would be when he appeared.


      It was as if he had vanished. He had not, that was impossible, but this was further evidence of the extreme danger that the intruder presented – like the time with the beastman, the time with the pack wolves, the two previous occasions when Konrad’s talent had deserted him.


      ‘Come on!’


      Elyssa did not question him or argue. She recognized the look of anxiety in his face. She held out her hand, reaching down to him. Konrad took it, pulling himself up behind her. She spun the horse, kicking her heels into its flanks. They galloped up the hill, towards the walls of the manor. The shod hooves seemed very noisy in the still morning air.


      Konrad glanced anxiously back, yet there was still nothing to be seen, nothing to be heard, no sign that there was anything amiss.


      He tried to picture what he had seen. A single rider, the dawn sun glinting from the bronze armour which completely covered him.


      Even the horse was totally hidden by its own matching armour.


      Elyssa’s steed reached the manor. The drawbridge was down, the wooden gates stood open and they rode in. The manor was not designed as a fortress. The bridge was little more than an ornament. Even if it could have been raised, the narrow moat would provide little obstacle to any determined attackers. The gates could easily have been battered down, the walls breached.


      Konrad had never been inside the grounds of the residence before. It was forbidden territory to most of the peasants. At the moment, he preferred to be there than to be outside.


      He leapt from the back of the horse, then ran behind one of the gates while Elyssa dismounted and tied up her horse out of sight.


      The rider was finally in view, unhurriedly coming up the centre of the narrow road towards the manor. His mount’s hooves made not a sound upon the cobbles. He rode closer and closer in total silence. It was as if the whole world had become quiet.


      There was nothing to be heard anywhere in the village: no dog barked, no animal in any of the barns made a sound. Beyond the village, there was not even the cry of a bird or a wild beast in the distant forest.


      ‘Who is he?’ whispered Elyssa, by his side.


      ‘I don’t know.’ He kept his voice as low as hers. The knight was too far away to hear them, but it would have seemed unnatural to break the eerie silence.


      ‘He’s like a ghost.’


      Konrad shivered. She was exactly right, he realized. It was as if both rider and horse were dead, because surely no living creatures could move with such absolute quiet.


      He had five arrows, but no bow. Even with a bow, he would not have been tempted to shoot at the rider. His extra sight had sensed danger, but what use was an arrow against a supernatural entity?


      ‘Should I call my father? Summon the guards?’


      Konrad shook his head. That would be futile.


      As the horseman came closer, Konrad could see more detail. Rider and steed were clad in matching plated armour, all of burnished bronze. The armour was elaborately wrought, the helmet patterned with intricate designs. There was the narrowest slit in the visor to give vision for the eyes within – if there were any eyes within.


      It seemed that he was mounted upon some fantastic beast, whose carapace was of shining metal. The head of the horse, if such it was – could any horse carry the weight of so much metal as well as its armoured rider? – the animal’s head, was protected by a helmet from which protruded two long spikes, just above the eye slot.


      Similarly, a double spike emerged from the crown of the knight’s helmet, making the wearer also resemble some horned beast. There were more spikes at the knuckles and knees, toes and elbows. The armour was damaged in a few places, dented and buckled, showing signs of previous combat.


      The rider carried a circular shield, bronzed, with a heavy central spike. A sword hung at his side, bronze handled, scabbarded in bronze. He also carried a long war lance, also of bronze, held vertically in one gauntleted and spiked fist.


      ‘What does he want?’ asked Elyssa.


      The rider’s head had been slowly turning from side to side as he approached the manor. Not out of caution, because it seemed that he had nothing to fear, but because he appeared to be taking in every detail of his surroundings. He halted on the other side of the drawbridge, and he looked directly at where Konrad and Elyssa were hiding.


      He could not possibly see them, but Konrad felt the stranger’s eyes on him – and it seemed as though he had come here for Konrad, that was the sole reason for his incursion.


      ‘I’m not frightened of him,’ said Elyssa. There was no bravado in her voice. She meant exactly what she said, which made Konrad feel even more nervous.


      She stepped forward, and he hurriedly grabbed hold of her, pulling her back behind the ancient wooden door.


      ‘I want to talk to him!’ she protested.


      He put his hand over her mouth to silence her. ‘But he doesn’t want to talk to us. That isn’t why he’s here.’


      She shook her head free. ‘How do you know? You don’t know anything! You’re just a stupid peasant!’


      He stared at her, not because of what she had said. Her words meant nothing. But for a moment he had caught a distant glimpse within her dark eyes, a glimpse beyond her anger, beyond this moment.


      He saw…


      He saw death. Real death. Elyssa’s death.


      For an instant, less than the blink of an eye, he had witnessed Elyssa totally devoid of life, robbed of the essence of being. It was more than death, it was worse than death, it was a descent into the deepest abyss of ultimate despair and depravity.


      Involuntarily, he loosened his grip. It was as though he did not wish to touch Elyssa for fear of contaminating himself, that he might also become a victim.


      He closed both his eyes, hoping to erase all memory of the brief but absolutely horrifying image – but knowing even now that he could never succeed. The vision might fade with time, but it would live with him forever. The memory would live on, but Elyssa would not.


      She had sprung away and into the open, and he heard her call out: ‘What do you want? Who are you looking for?’


      Konrad rushed after Elyssa, drawing his knife to protect her from the rider. It was a futile gesture, he knew. He could not save the girl from the knight as easily as he had rescued her from the beastman so many years ago.


      Even as he leapt out, he saw that he was not needed. The stranger had turned and was riding slowly back down the hill. The armour rattled and squeaked, the hooves clattered on the cobbles. Horse and mount were not ghosts, thought Konrad, as he watched them vanish through the deserted village. Then he turned to look at Elyssa.


      The stranger was not dead, but Elyssa soon would be.


      He was leaving. Konrad had no idea where he could go, but he could not stay in the village any longer.


      He had been considering the idea for some time, prompted by various reasons. He was going because he could no longer stay, and today’s events were the deciding factor.


      It was very rare for a stranger to arrive in the village. It was not on any trading route or major highway, even the river was not navigable, it was too narrow and treacherous. Nobody ever passed through. The only people who arrived came solely to visit the village itself, and there were very few of them.


      Today all that seemed to have changed. The knight was like no visitor, and he had not stayed. After riding through the village, as if conducting a tour of inspection, the horseman had withdrawn.


      It seemed as though his arrival and departure had gone completely unnoticed except by Konrad and Elyssa. Konrad had believed that everyone in the village was hiding away from the stranger, and he expected they would appear once the bronze knight had gone. Instead, the morning was no different from any other.


      It was no different for the rest of the village – but very different for Konrad. For the first time that he could remember, he did not set off for the forest to collect firewood for the inn – because he would never return there again.


      By chance, he had already collected the quiver and five arrows.


      But was it chance? It was the arrival of the stranger which had caused him to keep hold of the linen bundle; and it was the arrival of the stranger that had finally spurred him to quit the village.


      The quiver and arrows were almost all he owned, all he needed. The few coins he had been given or found over the years were no longer buried near the tavern. He had changed their hiding place, and they were now tied under the wooden bridge, along with his bow and the other arrows that Elyssa had given him.


      ‘You shouldn’t be here,’ Elyssa had said, once the knight had disappeared from their sight.


      She looked back, anxiously gazing towards the manor house. There was no sign of anyone else. He had never expected that the place would be like this. He had imagined there would be armed guards posted on the walls, at the gates, that whenever Elyssa came to meet him she somehow escaped via a secret passageway.


      Perhaps sentries always patrolled the grounds – on every day except this. Today, like the villagers, they were all hidden away in fear of the strange horseman.


      Konrad did not really know. He knew very little about Wilhelm Kastring and where he lived, and Elyssa rarely spoke about her father or her home. Kastring was the most important person in the whole village, and so Konrad had assumed that the manor house would be like a fortress. Until today, he had only seen the house and its walled grounds at a distance.


      It was the largest building he had ever seen, built totally of stone. Even the roof was tiled, not thatched like most of the village. There were several smaller buildings within the grounds of the manor, and even the least of them was built of brick, far more substantial than most of the other village constructions.


      ‘Then I’ll go,’ Konrad replied.


      He had dropped his quiver when he had let go of Elyssa a few minutes previously, and now he picked up the linen-wrapped bundle. He noticed she was watching him.


      ‘Remember this?’ he asked.


      She nodded. ‘My father will kill you if he knows you have it.’


      ‘How will he know?’


      Konrad looked at her. She appeared no different from the way she always had. Or almost always had. A few minutes ago he had visualized her as being dead, or worse than dead. Last year, he remembered, his mind had filled with a vision of how she would appear when she was older – and when she would betray him.


      The two images were incompatible. Elyssa must either die or grow older, she could not do both. In either case she could betray him, but her treachery would be over nothing so trivial as a black quiver and a few arrows with a strange gold emblem.


      Konrad could trust no one, nothing, not even his own perceptions. That was why he must leave, although by leaving he could not avoid his own senses.


      Elyssa did not reply, and Konrad turned away. He walked through the wooden gates, over the drawbridge, and started to make his way down towards the village. The main street would lead him to the bridge, then across the river. There was a route beyond the bridge, through the forest. It was only a dirt track, but it must lead somewhere.


      He did not look back. A few seconds later, there was no need, because he heard Elyssa’s horse following. She rode far enough behind so that it did not appear they were together – although Konrad was unsure whether they were together or not.


      The village was beginning to come alive at last, doors and shutters opening, people moving around. Barn doors stood ajar, and animals were being herded out into the fields. Now that it was daytime, there was less danger from the predators that lurked within the woods. Guarded by the herdsmen, the cattle and the sheep could feed in relative safety.


      Konrad passed near to the tavern, but the building was still and silent. The inn was the last place in the village to sleep at night, the last to blow out the candles and oil lamps, and it was always the last to awaken each morning.


      When he reached the bridge over the river, he clambered beneath and retrieved his bow, his arrows, his money.


      They reached the place where they usually met, and Elyssa dismounted, spreading her latest cloak on the ground.


      Konrad sat down nearby. There was only one reason for him to share Elyssa’s cloak. And this was not the day for that.


      ‘I’ve no food for you,’ she said. ‘The cook has disappeared. No one has seen him since yesterday. My father is very angry and has been complaining ever since about the awful meals that he’s been served.’


      Konrad had often seen the cook buying provisions in the village. He was an odd looking person, very small and round. It was only recently that Konrad had discovered why he looked so strange: he was a halfling, the only non-human in the village.


      ‘Who was he?’ Elyssa asked, after a while, and it was obvious she was not referring to the cook at the manor house.


      ‘That’s what I was going to ask you.’


      ‘Perhaps we would know the answer if you’d let me speak to him.’


      ‘You think you’d have been given a reply?’


      Elyssa shrugged. ‘I didn’t mean what I said. About you being a stupid peasant.’


      He glanced at her, and their eyes met for the first time since they had left the manor house. Her eyes were as dark and enigmatic as ever, but they sparkled with life, not death.


      ‘Even if you are!’ she added.


      He grabbed her foot, pulled, and she fell onto her back. They both laughed, and suddenly all the tension between them was gone. They were friends again, the way they usually were.


      Elyssa sat up, then said: ‘I’m getting married.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘You heard. I’m getting married. I’ve known for a while, but I didn’t mention it before because I didn’t want to think about it.’


      ‘Who are you marrying?’


      ‘Someone my father knows. He lives in Ferlangen. He owns Ferlangen.’


      Konrad had heard the name. Ferlangen was the nearest town, or so he believed, but he was not sure how far away it was or in what direction it lay.


      ‘So,’ Elyssa added, ‘it looks as though I’ll be seeing some of the world at last.’


      He was sure she suspected that he planned to leave, because it was a subject that she had often mentioned. She had frequently urged him to go, saying that if she was in his position she would have quit the village without hesitation.


      He had no family, she often said, no reason to stay. He owed nobody anything. Why did he not simply leave? If she were a man, she would have gone long ago. But it was different for her because she was a girl, she argued, and because of who she was.


      Now that he intended to take Elyssa’s advice, he was unsure whether or not to tell her. Having made up his mind to go, he did not want her to dissuade him. She had suggested the idea when there was no likelihood that he would depart. In a way it was as though she were trying to foist her own ambitions upon Konrad. But he knew how changeable she could be – and how persuasive.


      ‘Have you met him?’ Konrad asked.


      She shook her head.


      ‘Do you know anything about him?’


      ‘He’s old, nearly forty. But he’s rich, very rich.’ She shrugged. ‘A girl can’t have everything.’


      She looked away and, more quietly, added: ‘A girl can’t have anything.’


      ‘Do you have to marry him?’


      She looked at Konrad. ‘Does the sun have to rise every day? That’s what it does. It can do nothing else. I have to marry Otto Krieshmier. I can do nothing else.’


      ‘Do you want to?’


      ‘What I want has nothing to do with it.’


      ‘That isn’t fair.’


      Elyssa smiled, then she laughed, laughed out loud for almost a minute until she was finally able to control herself. She used her silk scarf to wipe the tears from the corners of her eyes. Konrad could not tell whether they were tears of laughter or sadness.


      ‘Fair?’ she said. ‘You talk to me about fairness? What about your life? Has that been fair? Has it? Nothing is fair, Konrad. There is no such thing. You should know that. I have no complaints. How long is it since you saved my life? Five years? Nearly six? Maybe that was when my life should have ended, that was my destiny. Every day since then has been extra. I have no complaints. Even if I died tomorrow, I have been grateful for every extra day – thanks to you.’


      As she spoke, she took hold of Konrad’s hand – and for the first time ever, her fingers were cold, icy cold. As if she were already dead…


      ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked, staring at him.


      ‘Nothing,’ he answered, squeezing her cold hand.


      He was lying, and they both knew it.


      He had thought of asking her to go with him. It would be less of a wrench if they fled together, because he would be taking the only thing that he cared about, the only thing that he did not want to leave.


      But, paradoxically, she was also the major reason that he must go. He was not simply leaving in order to escape the village, he was leaving to escape Elyssa.


      He could not pretend he had not experienced the visions that he had seen. Leaving with her could not change what he had witnessed, could not save her.


      Perhaps Elyssa was correct. She had been destined to die. Saving her from the beastman had extended her allotted span of life, that was all. One’s fate could not be avoided.


      ‘I don’t know why, but I had a strange feeling that the rider we saw was my husband-to-be,’ Elyssa said, suddenly. ‘I think that’s why I wanted to talk to him. It was as though he was someone I knew – or would know. I had this silly idea that he had come to carry me away on his horse, to abduct me before the wedding.’


      ‘But you said he was like a ghost.’


      ‘Well, someone nearly forty is nearly dead.’ She forced a laugh, and it was a laugh that sounded forced.


      Konrad was thinking about the rider. Elyssa had been correct. At first, he did seem like a ghost, riding silently through the village on his phantom horse.


      Konrad and Elyssa must have been mistaken, it was their imaginations which had invested the bronze knight with spectral abilities. Everything had not really become silent, all sounds totally frozen, it was only that they were too terrified to hear any noise.


      At least, that was what Konrad preferred to think. The horseman was a rare visitor from the world beyond the village, the world into which Konrad soon intended to venture. He preferred not to contemplate the prospect that the outside world could be so dramatically different – that beyond the safety of the valley, life was not as simple and straightforward as it was within the village and its environs.


      ‘So, who was he?’ asked Elyssa.


      ‘Who knows? Maybe he was lost. No one comes here without a reason. If he was lost, that must have been his reason.’


      Elyssa was looking at him, unconvinced.


      Konrad continued: ‘He rode to the head of the valley, up to the manor, realized that he couldn’t get through, then rode back the way he’d come.’


      Konrad could not persuade himself, and so he doubted that Elyssa believed his reasoning.


      She glanced at the sun. Although it had only risen within the last hour, already it was burning fiercely in the cloudless sky. She unfastened the buttons at the top of her blouse.


      ‘Do you know what it is tomorrow?’ she asked.


      Even after all these years, he could never get used to the way she changed the subject so frequently.


      The days made very little difference to him. Sometimes he did not even know what month it was. ‘Festag,’ he guessed.


      ‘I didn’t mean the day of the week. But you’re wrong, it’s Backertag. It’s the eighteenth of Sigmarzeit, the first day of summer!’


      ‘Oh.’


      ‘I can tell that doesn’t seem important to you. Am I right?’


      Konrad gestured widely and wildly with both arms, as if to encompass the whole of the world. ‘But it’s summer already,’ he said. ‘It’s been hot for weeks.’


      How could anyone say when summer started? As if it began on exactly the same day each year. People tried to impose their will upon the seasons, but they were never successful. Sometimes it was hotter in spring than summer, colder in autumn than winter. Nature refused to be tamed. The climate could not be confined into neat sections, the way that different crops could be grown in different fields.


      Elyssa shook her head despairingly, as if Konrad could not be reasoned with.


      ‘Much more importantly,’ she said, ‘tomorrow is the holy day of Sigmar.’


      ‘Oh,’ he said again.


      He had heard the name of Sigmar many times in his life. At first, it was just a name, used as an oath by the men at the inn. ‘By Sigmar!’ they would swear. It meant nothing to Konrad.


      Later, he came to know that the strange building at the very heart of the village was a temple to Sigmar. Even later, he heard something about how Sigmar had founded the Empire, but he had not paid much attention. He had not even heard of the Empire, had no idea where it could be. He had finally learned from Elyssa that the village was a part of the Empire – Elyssa was the source of most of his information.


      ‘Everyone in the whole village goes to the temple tomorrow,’ Elyssa said. ‘Rich and poor, they all stand side by side in worship and praise. Everyone except you, Konrad. Why? Don’t you believe Sigmar is a god?’


      Konrad shrugged. What everyone else in the village did was no concern of his. The Brandenheimers had never taken him to the temple when he was young, and he had never given the matter any thought.


      ‘Or is it because you worship someone else?’ Elyssa continued. ‘Ulric?’


      He shrugged again, totally uninterested. He had never even heard the name.


      ‘Or,’ Elyssa pressed on, ‘do you worship the other gods, the Dark Gods?’


      ‘Who?’ demanded Konrad, impatiently. ‘What are you talking about?’


      ‘I don’t know,’ she admitted. ‘I’ve sometimes overheard my father talking about other gods. I can’t remember the names. But I could tell it was something he was reluctant to mention, as though he was frightened. The only other time I’ve ever seen him scared like that was when he asked about the weapons I gave you.’ She bit her lower lip as she remembered. ‘I thought you might know about the Dark Gods.’


      ‘I don’t even know about Sigmar, so why ask me? I’m only a stupid peasant, remember?’


      This time it was Elyssa who seized Konrad’s leg, pulling quickly and sending him sprawling. As he sat up, she stood.


      ‘So you won’t be at the temple tomorrow?’ she asked.


      ‘No,’ he replied, as he rose to his feet.


      ‘I must be going,’ said Elyssa.


      She stood by her horse, and Konrad cupped his hands. They looked at one another, Elyssa’s gaze moving from one of Konrad’s eyes to the other. It was a long time since she had done that. Then she stepped into his interwoven fingers, and he helped her into the saddle.


      They looked at one another. They said nothing, because there was nothing to say. Both knew they would never see each other again. Elyssa must have believed that the reason was because Konrad was going to leave; but Konrad knew it was because she was going to die.


      They kept looking silently at each other. Words would not have been enough. Elyssa smiled briefly; Konrad nodded slightly. It was their only goodbye.


      He watched her ride away, and he followed at a distance for a while, keeping her in sight until she crossed the bridge and entered the village.


      She did not look back.

    

  


  
    
      The one who had escaped was named Sigmar – Sigmar Heldenhammer, who had founded the Empire.


      By the end of this day, there would be but one individual who emerged alive and unscathed from the field of battle.


      And this time, that was as it should be.


      The lone survivor was he who now contemplated the scene of impending carnage, he who had planned and schemed to make this glorious day come about, he whose manipulations would continue until every one of his erstwhile allies had become a bloody corpse, as much a victim as those they had earlier defeated and destroyed.


      He was no longer human, but not yet daemon – although he was in command of both – and after today’s inevitable triumph he would be rewarded with a higher role in the pantheon of Chaos.


      He gazed down at the village laid out like a sacrificial offering beneath him, anticipating the prospect both of absolute victory and of total annihilation, and he smiled.


      It was a smile that betrayed not a trace of his lost humanity.


      The people in the valley below worshipped Sigmar as a god, whose holy day they believed this was. Let them all pray to Sigmar. He could not save them. Nothing could…

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIVE


      But Konrad did not leave. He could not. It was as if he did not know how. The dirt road led away to the south. It was the main access route to and from the village, but he did not take it.


      He had lived in the valley all his life. He had never been more than an hour’s walk from the village. It was not that easy to go, he discovered.


      If Elyssa had asked him to return with her, he would have done so. She had not. It was as though she wanted him to leave, wanted to be rid of him.


      He kept expecting Adolf Brandenheimer or one of his fat children to come after him, to order him back to the inn, but no one came.


      He sat watching the village for hours, where life went on as ever. It made no difference that he was not there. He was not needed, not missed.


      Instead, he was the one who missed the village, missed the tavern. For every day of his life, there had been an invariable routine that he had followed. Without that habitual order, he felt lost and more alone than ever.


      By a great effort of will, he had forced himself to abandon his daily routine. Having succeeded, he kept fighting the urge to collect firewood from the forest and carry it back to the inn.


      A part of him wanted to continue as though today were no different from any other. Another part urged him to leave, to go now while he had the opportunity. Torn between these two conflicting impulses, he did nothing.


      Konrad sat still, and all that moved was his shadow as the day passed. When he became thirsty, he drank from the river. When he became hungry, he ignored the pangs. Throughout his life, he was more often hungry than not.


      He waited and waited, and he wondered what he was waiting for. Some kind of motivation, some external force which would make the decision for him.


      It seemed that he had spent his whole life waiting, knowing that one day something different was going to happen, something which would change the whole course of his existence. Today must be that day, and yet he was unwilling to face the unknown future.


      The longer he stayed away, the less likely it became that he would return to the village. While he did nothing, the hour became later, the day shorter. He should have left when he had a chance to reach the next village while it was still daylight.


      He had no idea how far the nearest outpost of habitation was – but in between lay the forest, the dark, deep forest and all the unknown terrors that dwelled within. There were miles and miles ahead of him, hours and hours of darkness. And still he did not make a move, postponing the inevitable for yet another minute, another hour…


      But if he did wait for another hour, it really would be too late. The sun was low and sinking fast, the light fading. Darkness meant danger. His foresight could not give him an extra few seconds, the seconds he needed for survival, not in the dark.


      Konrad could not fire an arrow when he was unable to see what he was aiming at. Night was the time when the forest came alive, and the nocturnal creatures that prowled the woods were not hampered by lack of vision. To them, the night was as bright as day. The darkness was their ally, but Konrad’s enemy.


      It was now or never, he realized. And it could not be never, because that was not his destiny. Just as he saw, so he knew that there would be more to his life than this.


      He stood, and he looked at the village for what must be the final time. At all the thatched cottages that lined the main street, at the watermill upstream, at the fields with the crops, the pastures with the grazing animals, at all the barns and dwellings, at the temple to Sigmar, even at the tavern, and finally at the walls of the manor house, where Elyssa must have been.


      He spun around and strode away. Instead of taking the dirt road away from the village, he headed directly into the forest. The worn and rutted track was unfamiliar territory, but the woods were not.


      It was much darker within the forest than in the clearing behind, but he did not have to rely on what he could see even with his normal sight. For the first few hundred yards he knew every root and bush and sapling and tree trunk. He trod through the dense thickets without having to think, letting his instincts guide him.


      The deeper into the forest that he went, the more diseased became the trees, the more of them that were covered in fungus and malign growths. Over the years it seemed that the infection had been spreading faster, blighting ever more of the forest.


      Konrad did not travel very far. It would be dark within the hour, unsafe to venture any further. He stopped next to a huge tree that he had often noticed. Some fifteen feet up, there was a narrow slit in the trunk, and within was a hollow space. He had once climbed up to explore and discovered that it made an ideal hiding place.


      Konrad was not the only one who had come to such a conclusion, having found the hollow lined with feathers and dried bones. Some kind of bird had used the tree as its nest. And it was no small bird of prey, because some of the white bones were over a foot long. He had been unable to identify either the bird or the bones.


      He threw a stone into the split in the trunk, to find out if any other creature had taken up residence. There was no answering screech or squeal, howl or hiss.


      Gripping his dagger between his teeth, he hauled himself up. There were no branches to aid his climb, and this lack of accessibility made it an even more desirable residence.


      Balancing himself with one arm, holding his knife in his free hand, he looked inside the hollow. There was nothing to see. More importantly, it seemed that there was nothing inside to see him. He reached in, stabbing wildly with his knife, but the blade met with no resistance.


      He shinned down the tree, collected his bow, his arrows, the linen bundle, then climbed back up and in through the opening. It was a much tighter squeeze than it had been last time; he had grown since then.


      There were still bones and feathers within, but it smelled no worse than the stable where he had always slept until now. He would spend the night here.


      Konrad had wasted a day, but he was determined that the next day would not also be lost. Tomorrow, at dawn, he would really begin his journey. Today he had done less than on any other day in his whole life, although he felt far more exhausted than usual.


      He stared out through the narrow breach, watching as night fell. The forest was an eerie place even during daylight, but in the gathering darkness the trees seemed to move – their branches like limbs, their trunks like bodies.


      The Forest of Shadows, that was what Elyssa had called it, and he wondered how far the woods and the shadows would spread. He had never been further than the top of the steep hill.


      Konrad yawned. Perhaps during the night the woods did indeed become alive. The darkness was like some magic spell which cast itself across the whole of the forest, transforming it from inanimate to animate. Maybe the most feared creatures of the night were the trees themselves.


      He might even have willingly ventured into an arboreal trap. The hollow where he had secreted himself was the stomach of a carnivorous tree. The bones and feathers all around him were the leftovers of previous undigested meals, all that remained of creatures which had previously taken refuge here.


      He smiled at the notion. It was only a crazy idea, the product of his exhaustion. Even if it were true, he did not really care. He felt too tired to escape.


      He was cold, there was no straw to bury himself beneath as in the barn where he always slept. Neither was there enough room to lie down; he had to remain in a sitting position. Despite all this, he was soon asleep.


      It was not a peaceful sleep. He was haunted by the worst nightmares he had ever experienced. He dreamed that the woods all around him were full of the most bizarre and hideous creatures, impossible beings that made even the most deformed and repulsive beastman seem as innocent as a newborn child.


      When he awoke, he discovered there had been no nightmares. Everything that he dreamed was true.


      Konrad awoke to the sound of a voice. There was only one at first, at a distance. After a few seconds he heard another, closer. And another, even closer. Then footsteps, the tramp of feet through the undergrowth. More and more of them, heavily trudging through the forest.


      It was still night, as dark outside as it was within the hollow where he had sought shelter, and so there was nothing to be seen. But it seemed as if there were a whole army going by, and the tree shook with the vibration. They passed slowly, their progress impeded by the closeness of the twisted trees.


      He heard the sounds of armour, of weapons, of animals, as well as the voices. Voices speaking a language he could not understand, which must have originated in a far-off land.


      And from the sounds he heard, those speaking the strange tongue must also have had strange tongues of their own. They did not seem to be human.


      What was going on? He could tell from the direction that the inhuman legions took that they must be heading towards the village.


      Konrad dared not move a muscle for fear of betraying his presence. All he could do was sit motionless, waiting until the alien cohorts had passed by.


      It was an eternity until the last straggler had gone beneath the tree. And not merely beneath. As the first rays of dawn light filtered through the leaves and branches above, Konrad thought he saw a movement on a level with the hollow – five yards high!


      But it must have been a trick of the light, he realized. Nothing could be that tall, no living creature. If he had seen anything at such a height, it must have been the top of a weapon, the point of a spear or a lance.


      Although the army of the night had passed by, silence did not return and neither was the forest empty. The mysterious invaders were still within a few hundred yards, he could tell. They had come to a halt at the very border of the woods, lurking in the shadows as the sun rose.


      He had seen nothing, nothing but an imagined movement at an impossible height, but there was something about the creatures that had gone by which reminded Konrad of the beastman. Perhaps it was the smell, the odious stench of the monstrous beings.


      But surely the forest could not be full of beastmen, an army of them – an army in the literal sense, with weapons and armour? It was all he could think of. And, senseless though it was, it was the only thing that made sense.


      At this very moment, hundreds of feral eyes must have been gazing hungrily down at the valley and the sleeping village. On their own, most beastmen fled into the depths of the forest at dawn. Together, it seemed that they had no fear of the light. They must have joined forces in order to destroy the village. That could be the only reason they were here now.


      Konrad’s first thought was that he had to warn the villagers. But there was no way through, he realized. The creatures were between him and the houses.


      Then he wondered why he should want to issue a warning. What had anyone in the village ever done for him? They had never cared whether he lived or died, so why should he care about them?


      Except for Elyssa.


      When he had saved her life all those years ago, that had been an instinctive reaction. One human aiding another, they were allies against the inhuman creature that had attacked her. This was how he felt now about the people in the village. He was more like them than the beings who lay in wait, about to pounce upon them.


      Yet this time he was not acting without thought, boldly leaping into the attack against a single beastman. Then, there had been no time to think – but it turned out that he did have a chance.


      Now, he reasoned, he had none. There was no point in getting killed for no reason – or even for any reason.


      His only reason would have been Elyssa. He had saved her once, but he could not do so again. She was dead, he had seen it. And seeing it was what had prompted him to quit the village.


      Because of that, he was beyond the ring of marauding beastmen – or whatever they were.


      He could do nothing for anyone. Anyone except himself.


      He remained where he was until it became fully light, and wondered whether to try and slip furtively away. He felt safe where he was. He had not been noticed when the nocturnal regiment had gone by. But he might not be safe when they returned. If they became aware of him, he was caught in a trap. Now that the creatures were behind him, this would probably be the best time to make his escape – and maybe the only time.


      Warily, Konrad peered out through the hollow. He could see nothing except the trees of the forest. There was not a trace of movement. All was still, even in the direction of the village, the beastmen – or whatever they were – hidden by the dense array of trees.


      He eased his bow out of the split in the trunk, followed by the bundle that held the quiver and five black arrows. His other arrows, the ones that Elyssa had given him later, he had always carried loose.


      Climbing up the tree while encumbered by his weapons had been difficult enough, and climbing down was no more simple. He could have dropped them all to the earth, but he feared that the slight sound they might make would betray his presence. Instead, he worked his way cautiously to the ground.


      He leaned back against the trunk for a minute to ensure he had not been noticed. He had to be doubly careful. He was on edge because of the inhuman entities that were so close, and also because he would soon be stepping into a part of the forest where he had never previously ventured.


      He unwrapped the quiver, adding his other arrows to the five of his originals. He had grown used to the newer shafts, but when he compared the two sets they were as different as could be. The black arrows were like works of art, fashioned by a master craftsman. The others were functional, that was all.


      Tucking the linen wrapping into his tunic, not wanting to leave any evidence that he had been here, Konrad slung the black quiver diagonally across his back. He had never worn it before, but it did not seem so. The black leather fitted comfortably, as though it belonged there, the flights of the arrows protruding over his left shoulder.


      He bent his supple bow into its reassuring curve, slipping the string into the notches he had carved at either end. A bow was a simple thing when compared to an arrow, which was why he had been able to fabricate his own with just his dagger. Once, that had been his only possession, his only weapon. With his other armament, he felt like a warrior.


      Arrow and bow, they were part of the same, both needed one another – and both needed an archer. The bow was useless without an arrow, and so Konrad drew one from the quiver, notching it into the bowstring and holding it loosely in his grip.


      Thus armed, he began slowly walking up the hill and through the woods, resuming his interrupted journey away from the village. No purpose would be served by looking back, of thinking what was happening behind him. There was nothing he could do even if he wanted to.


      He was alone now. It was no use remembering Elyssa. She had been his only friend, but the time they had spent together over the years added up to very little. He had always been alone.


      As he glanced down at the arrow in his hand, he noticed that by chance he had chosen one of the black shafts.


      Then when he glanced back up and saw the hideous creature a few yards ahead of him, he knew that it had not been chance at all.


      It was a beastman, that was all it could be. An animal that walked like a man. But it was unlike any beastman he had ever previously seen. Its deformed appearance made it unlike any animal; but its weapons made it more than any wild beast.


      In either case, it was far less than human.


      It was not much taller than Konrad, but it seemed far bigger because of its width. Covered in thick reddish fur, it was also clad in pieces of rusty armour which were worn seemingly at random, and around its fat belly was a belt from which hung a variety of knives, saws, cleavers – the tools of a butcher.


      What drew Konrad’s immediate attention was the creature’s face. At first, he thought that it must have been wearing some kind of mask, a mask that was a parody of a human face. Yet its head really was like that – crimson of flesh, without fur. It had a nose, a mouth, two eyes – but the eyes were where the mouth should have been, and the mouth was in its forehead!


      Its ears were huge and folded back like those of a dog, and its bald head was covered in warts, hung with loose folds of flesh which made it seem like a reptile. Pink slime oozed from its mouth and nostrils.


      Its sudden appearance startled Konrad – because he had not known it was there, that he was about to encounter it. His foresight had let him down, perhaps because his senses had become overloaded by his concentration on the dangers of the bestial clans behind him.


      The creature looked as surprised to see Konrad as he was to see it, and they both froze, staring at each other – although the beast-man’s eyes were completely white, without any pupil. The moment stretched into eternity, then the being rapidly raised its right arm, in which it held a massive axe. It roared out a bloodcurdling war cry and hurtled towards Konrad.


      As the arm rose up, Konrad realized with horror that the monster was not holding an axe – the axe was part of its arm! The weapon seemed fused to the creature’s limb, and he supposed that the axe must have been made from bone. Instead of having a hand, the fiend’s fingers had ossified into the whitened blade which now threatened Konrad.


      He noticed all this in but a moment, and by then he had raised his bow, drawn back the string, released the arrow and sent it shooting straight into the beastman’s chest.


      The inhuman did not halt at once, although its yell was cut short. It slowed, gazing down at the shaft buried in its torso, sticking out from between two of its corroded plates of armour. Then its forward momentum ceased and it staggered drunkenly backwards, colliding with a tree.


      Konrad fired again. Another black arrow found its target, this time in the creature’s throat.


      Blood spurted as the arrow drove itself through the fat furry neck and into the trunk behind, nailing the beastman to the bark.


      Both of its arms – the one with spiny claws, the one without – went to its neck, trying to pull the arrow free. Its body twitched spasmodically, there was a liquid gurgle deep in its throat. A final gush of blood pumped from the neck wound, both arms dropped to its sides, and then the thing became absolutely still.


      Konrad had a third arrow notched, ready to let fly. The only sign of movement from the beastman was its blood trickling from the two wounds. Its blood was red, like the colour of its face, the dull sheen of its fur, the rust of its armour. It was dead.


      It seemed that it was a part of the tree against which it was transfixed. The tree was crooked and decayed, and the creature was distorted and corrupted.


      Although he had not been aware of this particular brute, Konrad now saw that there were many more of the predators about.


      They were not merely behind him, the forest was full of them – and there was another heading towards him at this very moment, less than twenty yards away.


      He also heard it coming. There was no way that such a lumbering beast, such an impossible creature, could move silently through the woods.


      The only place to hide was behind the tree on which the dead beastman was impaled, and Konrad sprinted the few yards in an instant, quickly ducking around the back of the broad trunk as the other monster came thudding into view.


      It was like two creatures in one, twins which had been born together and were still intertwined. One huge body, but surmounted by two tiny heads, supported upon four legs, and with four arms, each of which was carrying a different weapon – a sword, a mace, an axe, a spear.


      Hairless, its black body covered with patches of yellow flesh, it swayed from side to side as it proceeded on its four crooked lower limbs. Walking neither like a man, nor like a horse or any similar creature, its legs seemed completely uncoordinated, as though it were trying to go in two directions at once and instead ended up taking the middle course.


      Konrad peered out from behind the tree as the ungainly giant lurched towards him. He had to decide which of the two heads would be the target of his first arrow, which of the four eyes to aim at.


      The nearest of the two black heads turned to gaze at the dead beastman as the huge being weaved between the trees. Its mouth opened and it screeched out some incomprehensible message, waving the two closest limbs and their weapons.


      That was the head which would receive the first shaft, Konrad concluded. But the beastman kept on moving, and a few seconds later it had disappeared from view, although it could still be heard crashing through the woods.


      It must have thought that the dead raider was still alive, Konrad realized, as he lowered his bow. He might not be so fortunate next time – and judging by the activity within the forest, there would be many next times.


      He moved around the tree and stared at the creature that he had slain. Even dead and immobile, it was an unnerving sight.


      He tried not to breathe in the stench of death, to avoid inhaling the fetid odour that was like a shield around the disgusting creature.


      That was the kind of protection Konrad needed. Only a beastman was safe in the forest today. A human stood no chance.


      And so he would have to become a beastman.


      He drew his knife.


      Konrad had skinned many animals before, but never a creature like this. The smell was utterly repulsive. Had he eaten lately, he would have thrown up. Even so, his stomach turned at the abominable odour, and his throat was filled with the foul taste of his own bile.


      There was no time to retrieve his arrows. He snapped off the black shaft in the creature’s chest, then broke the one in its throat, and the body fell away from the tree.


      He stripped off the pieces of armour before slipping the point of his knife into the tough hide, then he began to slit the corpse open. He peeled its fur off in a single piece, and it was as red on the inside as the outside. It was the body which would attract the other predators, and so he carried his gory trophy away until he was out of sight of the flayed corpse.


      Although he had been in a desperate hurry, it was an efficient piece of handiwork. He had managed to peel the skin away from the limbs almost intact, cutting off only the clawed feet, the clawed hand – and the bone axe.


      Now he stepped into the furry legs of his victim, pulled its upper limbs over his arms. Because his arms and legs were shorter than those of the thing, his hands and bare feet were hidden by pieces of fur. He folded its hide around his torso. The creature had been much fatter than Konrad, but he wrapped the loose skin tight around his waist with the brute’s weapon belt, doing his best to cover the join with the various plates of rusted armour.


      Despite the clothes he wore, his victim’s blood oozed through onto his flesh, warm and sticky. He was covered in so much blood and gore that he felt like a corpse. If he did not endure this ordeal, then soon the feeling would become reality. He wondered if there could be much difference.


      He slung his quiver over his shoulder, held the bow in his left hand. His dagger was still in his right, stained and dripping blood.


      A flap of skin hung behind his neck, like a hood. It was the fur of the beastman’s head, and now he drew it up over his own head, almost covering his face. He had believed that the stench could not possibly get any worse, but it did. He gagged, his stomach heaving dryly. Nothing came up except saliva, which dribbled from his lips. Just like the slime from the beastman’s mouth, he thought – but at least his own mouth was where it should have been.


      He spat away the foul taste and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. Except it was not his sleeve, it was the furry forearm of his vanquished foe – and the taste was infinitely worse than the one he was trying to get rid of.


      He looked like a beastman, he stank like a beastman. But could he pass as one?


      He would discover that in a moment, he thought, as he suddenly became aware of another creature lumbering through the forest towards him.


      Konrad turned to face the thing. It had only one head, two arms, two legs, and its face was the right way up. But its fur was very pale, almost white, and its skull was so elaborately horned that the horns almost formed a helmet.


      It seemed to be clad in armour plates the same colour as its flesh, but then Konrad realized that fur and armour were one and the same, both a part of its hunched body. The creature was armed with two massive curved swords, one gripped in each of its pincered forelimbs.


      It paused, gazing at Konrad, its huge green eyes staring through its complex horns.


      Konrad waved his dagger in what he hoped was a non- threatening but comradely gesture. The creature replied by raising both its arms, both its swords – in what Konrad hoped was also a non-threatening but comradely gesture…


      The beastman made a sound, a deep grating rattle, which may have been a form of greeting. It made no sense to Konrad, and he reciprocated by bellowing out a nonsensical string of vowels which made an equal lack of sense.


      The sound seemed to satisfy the furred and armoured being, which resumed its journey through the woods, heading in the direction of the village.


      Konrad took the opposite route, trying not to think about the two beastmen he had encountered. Although inhuman, they were far more than animals. They were armed – and it seemed that they could also speak.


      He did not get far before his path was blocked again. This time there were three of the vile creatures, all of them very similar in appearance. Most of the beastmen he had seen throughout his life were very different, and it was hard to say what kind of animal they resembled, what their ancestors may have been. But with these three there was absolutely no doubt.


      They were rats, giant rats.


      They were not as tall as he, and he might have fancied his chances in combat against any one of them. Not against all three, however, and it was clear that they were suspicious of him. Their noses twitched as they sniffed at him.


      They stood upright on their hind legs, which seemed proportionally much longer that the legs of a normal sized rat. And their teeth were definitely longer.


      Their fur was brown, covered in various pieces of chain mail and clothing and the skins of other animals, none of which seemed to match. Rats were notorious scavengers, and these rat-men were no different.


      Their dark outfits were decorated with a zigzag emblem. One of the creatures also had the same design branded onto its chest, and another had it gaudily painted on its snout.


      Two of them were armed with short saw-bladed swords; the third carried a similar weapon, its longer blade mounted on a pole. Each bore a round shield emblazoned with the same zigzag pattern.


      One of them said something, its voice rapid and unfathomable. It raised its serrated sword threateningly. The other two joined in, chattering unintelligibly and pointing their blades at him, then in the direction of the village.


      Konrad did not understand what they said, but he did not have to be a linguist to guess what their gestures meant. According to them, he was going the wrong way.


      He gazed at the furred beasts, and they stared menacingly back at him, their tails twitching. It was clear that he could not get past them, and it was equally evident that they had no intention of going on and leaving him there. If he even tried to move forward, they would jump him. They suspected him of being a deserter.


      He had killed countless rats during his life, but they had all been the proper size, the small size. He stood no chance against these three giants.


      All he could do was turn and head back the way he had come, making sure he steered well clear of the skinned body of the beastman that he had slain. He heard the rat-things close behind him, swiftly speaking to one another in their shrill voices.


      He was on edge, anticipating that they would attack him now that his back was turned. Rats were devious, scheming creatures – and these would be no different.


      He could see nothing of what would happen, but under these circumstances that was of no consequence. When he most needed to be warned of danger, it seemed that he could no longer rely on his advanced vision.


      There was no retreat. If he tried to go back, even if he managed to evade the armed rodents, there were too many other impossible creatures prowling the forest. He would soon be identified as an outsider – and soon be dead.


      There was safety in numbers, and for the moment he would only be safe with the beastmen, as one of them.


      Ahead of him, the light of day was filtering through the labyrinth of trees. It was growing brighter. They were almost out of the forest. In the gloom, his disguise had held up to cursory inspection. But in the bright daylight, it would soon become apparent that he was an impostor, a human in their inhuman midst.


      He slowed his pace, heard one of the ratmen hiss a warning, felt the jab of a blade in his rear. He jumped forward, hearing what could only have been rodent laughter.


      Then the sound of rat glee was drowned out by the sudden heart-stopping roar as thousands of menacing battle cries ripped through the clear morning air, shattering the serenity of the valley.


      The heathen horde erupted from the woods and cascaded down the valley, screaming and brandishing their weapons.


      Their lethal assault upon the defenceless village had begun.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SIX


      Konrad watched in hypnotized horror as the heathen hordes hurtled down the hill towards the huddled houses.


      The invasion was not merely by those who had been lurking within this area of the forest. As if on a given signal, the village was attacked from all sides. The valley had been completely encircled, and now the circle was tightening, like the noose of a hangman’s rope.


      Every manner of creature took part in the assault. Beastmen were like the spawn of human and beast, but there were many other abhorrent mutations: creatures that ran, creatures that crawled, creatures that slithered, creatures that flew, creatures that rode on the backs of other beasts – and others that seemed to be an integral part of the animal upon which they rode: such as horses that had human bodies growing from their necks – while from those human necks grew totally inhuman heads.


      And every one of them was as loathsome as the vile entities that Konrad had encountered in the woods.


      He stood rooted to the spot, immobilized by the amazing spectacle. There were far more assailants than inhabitants of the village. No one who lived in the valley below stood even the remotest chance of survival.


      There was no sign of movement in the village, even though it was well past dawn. Then Konrad remembered what Elyssa had told him yesterday, although it seemed far longer ago than that.


      Today was the first day of summer. It was Sigmar’s holy day, and everyone would be in the temple. Konrad could see the gilded cupola in the very centre of the village. Trapped within the temple, the inhabitants would be easy prey for the renegades.


      But whatever the circumstances, the villagers would be helpless victims. They were not soldiers, few had weapons, and they were vastly outnumbered.


      Like an uncontrolled pack of wild dogs, although a thousandfold more deadly, the impossible beasts of every shape and size raced down the valley slopes.


      The river lay between the village and those marauders who had erupted from this part of the forest. The bridge was too narrow to carry more than a few, and so most of the creatures charged directly into the water. At this time of the year, the river level was low and it was easy to wade across – for a human, at least.


      The invaders pushed and shoved in their haste, knocking their allies aside, using them as stepping stones, so that it appeared as if a new bridge had been constructed to span the river – a bridge of flesh, of fur, of scales, of feathers, of armour, of chain mail, of every type of weapon and armament.


      And still there was no sign that anyone in the village knew what was happening.


      Konrad could not move, could hardly think. The whole experience was beyond his comprehension. He understood what was happening – but why? What were all the creatures? Where did they come from? Why did they want to destroy the village?


      He felt the point of a sword jab at him, so viciously that it sliced through the fur he was wearing and cut into his own skin. He twisted around angrily, raising the knife which was still in his hand. The blood of the dead beastman seemed to have fused his palm and the hilt together, just as one of the creature’s own limbs had been a weapon.


      The three ratmen were still with him. He could not read the expressions on their faces, but he recognized the malicious glints in their black eyes. They were trying to provoke him. They wanted to kill him, but it seemed they needed an excuse.


      All his anger and hatred and frustration suddenly flared up within him. There was nothing he wanted more than to oblige the rodents, to attack them. He could kill one, maybe two, but he would also die – die like everyone else in the village.


      That would be futile. He had quit the valley yesterday in order that he might live. He was back here already, but he was not back to die.


      It was because of the ratmen that he had not escaped, that he had been forced to return. They would pay the price. He could not kill them on their own terms, in hand to hand combat – or hand to paw…


      But if he could put some distance between himself and them, it would be a very different story: three ratmen, three arrows, three corpses.


      Konrad glared at the rat-things, staring into each hated pair of beady eyes in turn, and then he swiftly spun around and began sprinting down the slope.


      He knew that he could outrun the overgrown vermin. Their legs, although they imitated those of a man, were not designed for running. He had been up and down this incline countless thousands of times. He belonged here, the invaders did not, and he resented their presence.


      Konrad had never considered himself as a villager, that he was a part of the valley. He had lived here all his life, but it was not his home. He believed that he had none, that he belonged nowhere. But as he sped down the hill, he recognized that he was on his own territory.


      The forest had always been the dividing line between the human and the non-human, as had the division between day and night. The beastmen had their own place, their own time, but now they had broken the unwritten law, that inviolable rule of nature. They did not belong here.


      It was an insult to all humanity that they dared show their ugly faces and disgusting bodies, that they polluted the air with their obnoxious stenches, that they screamed and yelled in their gibberish tongues, as if mocking the humans that they wished they could be.


      There were so many of them, and still they poured down the hill. Some had such a bizarre appearance that it seemed impossible they could ever have survived their birth. Maybe they had not been born. Could such savage travesties of life ever have entered the world in the normal manner?


      Often, they appeared to be two halves of different creatures, as if joined together by some giant with a malicious sense of humour.


      Perhaps they had emerged from eggs, like birds, or been transformed from one kind of being into another – from fish to amphibian, like tadpoles into frogs. Maybe they had been created out of rotten food or dung, born in middens the way that flies were.


      Konrad felt both fascinated and repulsed by many of the ghastly apparitions. He tried not to look at any of them directly, for fear of attracting their attention. All he could do was act as they did, continue the charade of being one of them. It was either that or die.


      He remembered when he was younger and had seen the first soldiers in the village, how he had wanted to be like them. And now he was part of a vast army – but he was with the forces that those troops had come to destroy.


      Could that be the reason for this attack? Was it a reprisal for the way that the troopers had scoured the forest for beastmen, all that time ago?


      Konrad had no intention of imitating the raiders exactly, following them over the river, and his course veered to the left, away from both the bridges – the wooden one, and the one fabricated from inhuman flesh.


      All the other invaders were armed with clubs and spears, swords and maces, flails and axes, daggers and lances, the kind of armaments that he knew. But many of the weapons carried by the festering multitude seemed to have no human equivalent, or else they were instruments of which Konrad had no knowledge.


      There were so many weapons being waved menacingly by so many creatures that Konrad did not feel conspicuous when he slipped his dagger into his belt, drew one black arrow from the quiver, notched it, and began drawing back on the bowstring.


      The only thing that he did which might have appeared out of the ordinary was turn around and aim uphill, back the way he had come…


      He had expected the ratmen to follow him, but there was no sign of them. He scanned the slope above, his eyes sweeping the area the rodent trio could have reached by now. He did not see them; they were lost among the teeming rabble.


      He turned back, but none of the beasts seemed to have noticed him. He was far away from most of them, but neither did this seem to matter. They had other things on their minds – if they had minds. That must have been what had become of the rat-men, he realized. They were so anxious to join in the assault that they no longer cared about Konrad.


      He stared at the turmoil in the river, where so many of the creatures were still crossing the water. His bowstring was still drawn back. He had to vent his frustration, take a small measure of vengeance. It did not matter what his target was. They were all the same. If he fired into the solid mass that swarmed over the river, it was impossible to miss.


      Yet he had one of his black arrows notched, and such a work of master craftsmanship deserved a better fate than being fired at random.


      He gazed across the river, at the hordes which by now surged through the village. As he did so, for the first time he heard what could only be a human cry.


      None of the invaders could have made such a sound, even those that seemed almost human. The cry was that of a villager, a cry of torment, of torture, of despair – of death.


      Then Konrad saw his target. One of the rat-beings. It could not have been one of the three which had prevented his escape, but that made no difference. The rodent was far away, almost at the limit of Konrad’s bow, and it was scurrying rapidly among the buildings.


      He drew back the string fully, aiming high, across the river, concentrating, visualizing the flight of the arrow, imagining where the rat-thing would be by the time the shaft angled down.


      He released the arrow, watching for a second time as it arced through the sky, up and over then down – and directly into the creature’s verminous back. It fell dead, a streak of red staining its brown fur.


      By then, Konrad already had another arrow notched, expecting that he would have been observed, that by his actions he had betrayed himself. He stared around intently, watching for some creature to come charging at him, but none did.


      It was not one of the last two yards of black wood with the golden crest that he had chosen, but one of the inferior shafts. He did not need the best to pick off his next target, whatever it would be. He wanted to save his final two original arrows.


      He caught the thought, wondering where it had come from. Why did he need the last black arrows? He narrowed his eyes, trying to concentrate, which was difficult because he was distracted by all the sounds of death and destruction coming from the village.


      No image would resolve in his mind. It never did when he tried to force one, so instead he let his eyes focus on a different subject – the next beastman that he would slay.


      His target was using its armoured head as a battering ram against the door of the barn where Konrad had always slept, until last night. It had the legs of a man, but the dark body of an insect, with four articulated limbs instead of arms.


      The arrow split open the creature’s shell, which could not have been as hard as its head. But the shot did not kill the beast. It staggered away, clawing vainly at the shaft in its back, unable to reach it.


      Another of the invaders rushed up to the insectman. This was a being that seemed especially ugly because it was basically humanoid in shape, and so its deformities were more apparent – such as its green-tinged skin.


      The newcomer was well armed and armoured, and Konrad thought that it was about to help the wounded brute. Instead, it swung its heavy sword and with a single sweep detached the writhing insectman’s head from its body. The attacker had struck almost without missing a step, before continuing its rampage through the village.


      Even so, the wounded creature did not drop. It continued staggering around, trying to remove the arrow, as if unaware that it had lost its head.


      Then yet another of the marauders, a beaked and antlered creature, attacked the acephalous insect-thing, knocking it to the ground with its spiked mace. The black carapace splintered and shattered under a succession of blows.


      Konrad turned his attention elsewhere, notching another arrow. Another arrow, another target, another victim – this time a creature with a crested head, leathery wings, taloned tentacles in which it wielded two axes.


      It was easy, almost too easy, and Konrad was drawn even closer, down to the water’s edge, searching for his next victim.


      The centre of the village was where most of the creatures were gathered, but it was just out of range. The heart of the village was the focus of their murderous attention because that was where the temple lay – with everyone inside.


      Including Elyssa.


      No! Elyssa was dead. Dead or dying, fated to become a corpse very soon. There was nothing he could do, no way that her destiny could be changed.


      That was why he had left the valley, but now – against his will – he had returned. Perhaps that was his own destiny, that was why he had been forced back.


      He was so near to the temple, yet so far. He had to discover if she was still amongst the living. And if he died finding out, then that was the way it must be.


      He began wading through the water, his bow held high to keep the string dry – and because he had another arrow already notched. By now, all the marauders that were going to reach the other side had done so. Many of the creatures that had ventured into the river before him had not made it across. Not alive.


      Many had drowned, and their bodies floated past him. Dead, they looked even more hideous and impossible than they had ever done whilst alive – if alive was what they had been.


      The river was stained with streaks of blood, but it was not merely red in colour. Black and green, blue and yellow, a rainbow of death hues. The blood could not have resulted from drowning, it could only have come from battle wounds.


      The spectrum of blood must have been caused by the invaders having fought and slain one another as they crossed the river.


      The benighted armies were in such a frenzied state of death-lust that they would even kill their allies – as Konrad had already witnessed when two of the fiends had set upon the insectman that he had wounded.


      The air reeked of the suppurating odours of disease and decay the nauseating stench of the bodies of so many of the invaders, some of which stank as if they had long been dead and rotting.


      Maybe that was the answer: they had recently been corpses, and this was the day the dead sought vengeance against the living. All the beastmen slain by humans over the centuries had returned to wreak their revenge.


      When he waded up onto the other shore, Konrad recognized another smell. The smell of burning wood – and of burning flesh. Human flesh!


      The savages had set fire to Sigmar’s temple, in an attempt either to smoke out the villagers who hid there – or else to burn them alive.


      He had been deafened by the cries and shrieks of the malformed creatures – the barks, the roars, the howls, the yelps, the screeches, the growls, the snarls – but now Konrad heard more and more other voices: the screams of the humans who were their prey.


      Not wanting to, but unable not to, Konrad made his way from the river and up the road which led to the temple. The village was small, he knew every street, every building. Each street was full of the inhuman invaders, each building under siege.


      Even though no one could have been inside them, every house was the subject of an insane assault by a variety of the beasts.


      Because it was Sigmar’s holy day, none of the farm animals had yet been taken out into the fields. They were still penned up inside the stables and barns – or were until the raiders attacked. Now they were all being butchered, and the pitiful lowing of cattle and the pathetic bleating of sheep were added to all the other sounds of mayhem and massacre.


      And in the centre of the village, the temple was like a furnace, blackened and blazing. Konrad could not get very near because of the temperature and the press of monstrous bodies, and neither did he really wish to. He could hear more than he needed, glimpse more than he wanted.


      He heard the screams of the villagers who were being immolated, and he saw the fate of some of those who had tried to flee the funeral pyre.


      Those who were slain immediately were the fortunate ones. Those less lucky were tortured and abused, ripped apart and killed. And even that was better than what happened to those who were greedily devoured, eaten alive…


      Everyone who had been within the temple was as good as dead. There could be no survival for those who remained inside, and there could be no escape for those who fled the flames.


      The only hope for Elyssa was that she had avoided going to the temple that morning. Although she had said she would be there, that did not mean she had kept her word. Many a time she had broken her most faithful promise to Konrad, telling him that she would return the following day but not reappearing for weeks.


      It was the smallest of chances, but it was the only chance there was.


      Konrad skirted the crowd of creatures that packed the area around the inferno, all of them trying to join in the murder and mutilation. He made his way up the road that led to the manor house, avoiding the other malevolent beings who were ransacking the houses, throwing out all the contents into the street in wanton fury.


      He passed a pack of green humanoid creatures that were playing football in the street. Konrad had often seen the village boys play the game, but he had never been invited to join in.


      The players were like the being he had seen attack the insect-man. Tall and broad, with oversized arms and heads, they had pointed ears, sloped-back foreheads and fangs that jutted up from their heavy lower jaws, and their game seemed to have different rules from that of the village boys.


      They threw their football as well as kicked it, hurling it at the houses and letting it bounce down the road. There were dozens and dozens of the renegades playing the game. The teams – if they could be called that – viciously fought and bit and punched and kicked each other on the pretext of trying to gain possession of the ball.


      The main difference, however, was that they were using a human head as their football.


      Konrad carefully avoided their sport, but just as he thought he had passed them by, the head rebounded off a wall near his side. It rolled down the cobbles and came to a halt at his feet.


      He looked down – and he recognized the head. It was that of Adolf Brandenheimer, the innkeeper, his master. His ex-master…


      Konrad gazed in horrified fascination. The head was bruised and bloody, but the eyes were still open, and they seemed to be staring accusingly up at Konrad, as if blaming him for every misfortune that had been suffered.


      Then he heard roars and yells, a thunder of feet on the cobbles, and he glanced up in time to see a horde of the humanoids bearing down upon him.


      He had been carrying his bow, an arrow notched in the string, since before he crossed the river. But there was not time to bring up the weapon before the creatures were upon him.


      He managed to step back a pace, away from the tavern owner’s head. Even so, he was knocked aside and fell to the ground. The invaders pounced on the head and on each other, bodies piling up, limbs flying as they punched and clawed in search of their grisly trophy.


      That was what they had been after, not Konrad, and he was able to crawl quietly away. He had lost the arrow, but he retrieved the bow. Then slowly, cautiously, hoping not to provoke the brutes, he backed further away. The players had no interest in him, however: they were all too involved in their parody of a game.


      Still not turning his back, Konrad stood up, picked another arrow from his quiver, fitted it in the bow – and noticed that he had selected one of his final pair of black shafts.


      The noise and activity within the melee had been increasing, but then most of the ugly humanoids suddenly began pulling away from the huddled pack, and the shouting and yelling reduced.


      Konrad raised his bow. If they came for him, he would take at least one of the creatures with him.


      As the inhumans drew back, he saw that Brandenheimer’s head lay in two halves, as if cloven apart by an axe. That was the reason for the relative quiet – the players had lost their ball…


      They had fought when they had a head to fight over. After a temporary break for a change of tactics, they began to fight again. Now it was no longer any kind of game. The fighting had turned serious, deadly serious.


      Instead of feet and hands, the belligerents reached for their weapons – knives and swords and axes – and launched themselves back into the fray. Sparks flew as weapons were parried or impacted with armour, screams rent the air as they found their mark.


      In a matter of moments, all the players had become combatants. So had the spectators, all the other creatures who had been idly watching while the temple blazed, while the cottages were engulfed in flames. With no more humans to kill, they turned upon each other.


      Conflict between the invaders had been relatively rare until now. But not anymore.


      Konrad’s disguise had been for protection. It had made him one of the beastmen, one of the marauders. That was now no defence, and he backed away even more quickly until he was beyond the final burning house.


      In the middle of the battle between the former allies, he caught sight of a serpentlike creature, slithering through the fracas. It resembled a huge snake, except that it had a human head growing from its sinuous yellow and blue striped body.


      It rapidly wriggled between the feet and talons and hooves of the skirmishers, towards the split skull of Adolf Brandenheimer. Then from its human head flickered out its long forked snake tongue, yellow and blue, lapping at the spilled brains of the dead innkeeper.


      ‘Ahhh!’ screamed out Konrad, giving voice to all his caged-up rage for the very first time.


      He did not care that Brandenheimer was dead. The innkeeper meant nothing to him. He had been repelled at the sight of his severed head, but his reaction would have been the same no matter who the victim. Watching the snakeman feasting upon human brains was the most repulsive sight Konrad had ever witnessed.


      Even while he screamed out his hatred, his anger, his total disgust, the arrow was in flight. It took the serpent through its left eye, the so human eye of its so abhorrently inhuman shape.


      The creature screeched in agony, its whole body twisting wildly, sending many of the other beings flying, knocking them to the ground so that they were leapt upon and slain by their opponents.


      Another arrow notched, the final black arrow, Konrad turned and sprinted away towards the manor house.


      As soon as he looked up the hill, he saw that it was futile. If there had ever been a chance, there was no longer. Smoke drifted up from behind the walls of the manor. Like the rest of the village, Wilhelm Kastring’s home was now ablaze.


      The village had been a slaughterhouse for its inhabitants. Now it became a battleground as the invaders fought each other, fought to the death – their own and every other being’s.


      Swords hacked off limbs, axes severed tentacles, claws snapped bones, jaws bit through both flesh and fur. The battle was acted out against the background of the burning village. The heat was almost unbearable. Smoke drifted everywhere, becoming thicker, making it difficult to see. The cobbles were slick with blood of all colours. The stink of charred flesh and alien blood, and all the other odours that the marauders had brought with them, was overpowering.


      There was no retreat through the village, Konrad realized. Even in the poor visibility, there were so many enemies that one was bound to see him endeavouring to pass safely by.


      His eyes streamed, and he coughed on the choking fumes. The only escape from the suffocating smoke was up the hill, towards the manor. That was not, however, a route away from the invaders. There must have been yet more of them in the manor house, but he had no alternative. Whether he remained here, or whether he went back, he would die.


      He made his way up the hill. Every moment, he looked around, watching for some warning of attack, for one of the abominations that would notice him as potential prey.


      There was no need for him to make for the manor house, he then realized. Now that he was away from the conflict, from the smoke, he could have headed off in any other direction.


      Yet he kept going, almost against his will. Against all reason, he was still hoping that Elyssa could be in the manor house. Alive. He could see the flames, smell the blaze, but he continued onwards.


      He reached the drawbridge and entered the gates of the manor. The last time he had been here, the sole time he had been here, was with Elyssa. It seemed a lifetime ago, yet it had only been yesterday morning.


      There was still no trace of life within the walls, human or inhuman, no trace either of life or of death. The house was ablaze, tongues of brilliant red and yellow flames leaping up from the doors and the windows, plumes of thick black smoke curling upwards.


      Compared to the scene down in the village, however, the burning manor house was like a welcoming hearth fire in winter. No stench of burning flesh assailed his nostrils. No unspeakable atrocities were committed against men and women and children and animals.


      No impossible creatures squirmed or crawled or prowled in front of the blaze. No savage humanoids suddenly turned upon one another in a manic blood feud. There was no sign of the foul beings who must have set the manor ablaze, as they had the rest of the village.


      Drawn by he knew not what, Konrad went nearer and nearer. He saw something move within the burning house. At first he thought he was mistaken, his eyes deceived by the flames, but then he saw another movement inside.


      Had it been night, he would have described what he perceived as a shadow. Within the inferno, however, there was no such thing as a shadow. There was a dark shape in the hallway, a dark human shape. Someone was trapped inside!


      When he was twenty yards away, he saw that the figure was coming towards the blazing doorway. Konrad slowed, and he moved towards a row of bushes to protect himself from the blast of heat that washed over him.


      He watched as the shape stepped out into the open – and it was a person, a normal human. For a moment, he believed that it was someone whose clothes had been burned off them, but there was no sign of injury or pain. The figure calmly walked out of the manor house as though nothing were wrong.


      It was a man, a tall slender man, naked from the waist up, his face impossibly thin. He was bald, his cheeks hollow, his eyes deep set, and his head looked almost like a skull.


      Konrad did not recognize him; he was not a villager, which meant that he could only be one of the invaders.


      He looked nothing like any of the others, however. He was too human. He had no weapons, wore no armour, carried no trophies such as bones or scalps, bore no marks of combat or ritual mutilation.


      Despite everything that Konrad had witnessed today, this lone man was the most frightening sight that he had ever seen.


      He had walked through the flames as though they were harmless. He seemed quite at home, as if fire were his natural environment. Even now, he did not hurry away from the blazing entrance. It was of no concern that the manor house was even hotter than the furnace of the village smithy.


      Yesterday, Konrad had watched as the bronze warrior had ridden up to the manor. That had been strange enough, but now this other figure was even more awesome.


      Kneeling between the bushes, Konrad watched as the skull-faced man surveyed the grounds of the manor, while the flames flickered all around him. Around – because it seemed as though he were wearing invisible armour that deflected both the heat and the flames.


      He seemed like an entity straight from hell.


      Konrad took careful aim with his last black arrow. His target was the infernal creature’s heart. At such a range he could not miss.


      He did not. The arrow buried itself deep in Skullface’s bare chest.


      But the victim did not even move!


      He did not fall, he was not even forced to take a backward step because of the impact. All he did was glance down at where the black shaft was jutting from his heart, as if it had caused him no more inconvenience than a wasp sting.


      Then he took hold of the arrow in his right hand, and he pulled. He yanked the shaft quickly out – and there was no trace of a wound in his chest, not even a hint of blood.


      He rolled the arrow between the fingers of both hands, inspecting it. When he noticed the crest carved out of the gold band, he looked up.


      Skullface stared straight at where Konrad was standing, and broke the black arrow in two. It snapped like a dry twig. The sound was what Konrad had often heard in the forest, a sound that had frequently warned him of danger. It galvanized him into action. He sprang up, turned and ran.


      And ran and ran and ran.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SEVEN


      Konrad could remember very little of his frantic flight from the manor house – and from the inhuman human who could not die.


      All he knew was that he had run and run and somehow must have reached the river. He had managed to evade the village and all the creatures who rampaged through the burning buildings, intent on destroying everything there and also each other.


      He could recall plunging into the cold waters of the river and letting himself be washed downstream. The fur in which he had earlier disguised himself soon filled with water, weighing him down, and he had almost drowned before freeing himself from the beastman’s skin.


      Then he had half-swum, half-floated downriver, away from the village and from the carnage. All the time he was expecting that a group of marauders would suddenly appear on the river bank, drag him out of the water and slaughter him as brutally as they had slain everyone else.


      He drifted downstream for what seemed like hours, crashing against the rocks which occasionally thrust themselves up out of the river bed, hitting the long roots of the trees which grew near the water’s edge, thudding against the boughs which had toppled into the river, colliding with the corpses of the dead invaders which shared the river with him, until his body was bruised and grazed and cut in dozens of places. He hardly noticed.


      Even in the height of summer, the river was always cold, and it had sucked all the heat from his body. The reason he could feel no pain from his injuries was because he was freezing.


      Eventually he was forced to wade into the shallows and drag himself up onto the bank. He must indeed have been in the water for hours, he now realized: when he noticed the position of the sun, he judged that it was around midday.


      The trees almost came to the side of the river, but he found a space where he could lie in the sun, shivering, trying to become both warm and dry. He felt tired, cold, hungry, sore – but he found he was unable to lie still. His body was exhausted, not his mind. He felt restless and it was impossible to do nothing.


      His money had gone, he discovered, the few coins had vanished from his pocket at some time during the day. The piece of linen in which the black bow had originally been wrapped was no longer tucked inside his tunic.


      His replacement bow had also been lost, he did not know when, although he still had his quiver. It hung around his neck, somehow not having come right off when he had shed the fur. His arrows were missing. There was nothing inside the quiver except water.


      He had let the beastman’s belt, and all its weapons, sink to the bottom of the river, but he had made sure that he had not lost his own dagger. It had been clutched tightly in his fist all the time he had been in the water, and now his fingers felt very numb.


      He stuck the blade in the ground, massaging the palm and knuckles of his right hand with the fingers of his left. He removed the quiver, poured out the water, then stripped off his wet clothes. That was the best way to warm his body, he reasoned.


      Despite being in the water for so long, his ragged tunic and worn breeches were still stained with the splattered blood of the beastman that he had slain. But at least his own skin and hair had been sluiced clean by the river.


      The thought of the beastmen made him glance into the forest behind him. He could not sense any danger, but he knew that he could not rely totally on his extra vision. In any case, an ordinary beastman was the least of his worries. After what had happened this morning, such once-frightening creatures seemed relatively harmless.


      He tried to avoid considering what he had witnessed, but inevitably his mind kept returning to the massacre. He had known that the world was full of weird and terrifying beings. He had heard the strange tales of the occasional traveller who stayed at the inn, and Elyssa had passed on a few stories of the lands beyond the valley that her father had narrated to her.


      Elyssa…


      She was dead. There could no longer be any room for doubt, for remote possibilities that the girl may have lived. He had known she would die, and she had. But being forewarned did not make him any less sad.


      She had died, as had all the others in the village. He had not known how she would meet her terrible end, only that she would do so. Yet he had believed that she would be the only one to suffer such a fate. He had been totally oblivious to the fact that everyone else who dwelled in the valley would also die.


      Everyone except himself.


      Why had he alone survived? Because he did not really belong there? That made no sense, but neither did anything else, and he tried not to think at all.


      But his thoughts kept focusing on Skullface, the impossible man who walked through fire and who was immune to an arrow in the heart. That was the most unbelievable episode of all, and already Konrad found it hard to convince himself of what he had seen.


      All the other fantastic sights he could accept – perhaps for the very reason that so many of them were beyond his comprehension, and had no basis in rationality. But fire he knew, arrows he knew. And no man could survive the flames of such an inferno, no man could be unaffected by a fatal arrow. No man. Thus Skullface could not have been a man.


      Yet none of the other marauders had been totally human – most had been the exact opposite – so why did Skullface occupy so much of his attention?


      Hoping to blank his mind of such unnerving and futile contemplations, Konrad picked up his clothes and returned to the water’s edge. As he did so, as if in mockery of his attempts to forget, the body of one of the brutes that had attacked the village floated past.


      It had webbed feet, he noticed, but that had been no help to it in the water. At first he thought that the corpse must have been trapped upstream for a while by a tree or a rock, then he realized that it had nothing to do with the massacre.


      It must have been dead for days, because its putrid body could not have reached such an advanced state of decomposition after only a few hours in the water.


      It was floating face down, most of it submerged, and he could not see it very well. Even so, he saw more than enough. The marauder had been multi-coloured, green and yellow and brown, with long sharp spikes sticking up from its spine and the back of its skull. Like Konrad, it seemed that it had held onto its weapon – except that it was another of those monsters whose forelimb had mutated into a blade, a hooked sword. Its other front limb ended in a pair of powerful pincers.


      He waited until the bloated corpse had drifted out of sight, then began washing the last traces of blood and gore from his garments. He would be like the bait in a trap if he wore them. Even diluted, the scent of spilled blood would be a lure to the predators that prowled the woods.


      Rubbing the fabric together in the water, pounding it on the rocks, squeezing as much moisture out as possible, also warmed him up. By the time he finished, he was no longer shivering and only his hands and his hair were still wet. He spread his clothes on a large rock to dry, and he wondered what to do.


      What to do now – and what to do for the rest of his life.


      He had been tired, but he could ignore the fatigue. He had been cold, but now he was warm. He had been in pain, but his injuries were only superficial. He had been hungry, and he still was. Food was his first priority. If he ate something, that would also help his weariness.


      There would be fish in the river, but catching them without a net or line was always a long process. Neither did Konrad particularly want to enter the river again, not for a while.


      The forest always contained things that could be eaten, if one was careful. Over the years, Konrad had become very careful. He could not have survived on what he was given at the inn, even when he supplemented his diet with what Elyssa used to bring, and he had always foraged and hunted in the woods. That was what he had intended to do this morning, until he had encountered the beastman with the axe growing from its arm.


      The trees where he had emerged from the river were subtly different from the ones he was used to. Maybe it was his imagination, but they seemed somehow healthier and straighter, not so rotten and twisted. That meant it should be easier to find sustenance, that there should be fewer poisoned and tainted plants which masqueraded as nourishment.


      Leaving his clothes where they lay, he picked up his knife and entered the forest, in search of edible fungi, of tender young shoots, of seeds and berries and nuts – of anything that he could find to fill his empty belly.


      By the time he had found enough to satisfy his craving, his clothes were dry. They were even more torn and threadbare after the beating he had given them, and they were still stained with old marks, but every trace of recent gore seemed to have gone.


      He dressed, turned to go, then looked back, remembering the black quiver. It was useless without any arrows, but there seemed no reason to leave it behind. He slung it over his shoulder.


      Konrad had never been in this part of the forest before, and he did not want to risk taking the wrong direction and finding himself back in the village, and so there was only one way he could go. Knife in hand, he began making his way along the side of the river, heading further downstream.


      That night he slept peacefully and dreamlessly.


      Because he was on unfamiliar territory, he had spent a few hours looking for a safe resting place. He had been unable to find a tree with a suitable hollow, but he located one whose wide trunk forked into three, and the junction provided an almost level area that was just the right size in which to curl up.


      As ever, he woke before dawn. He was cold and stiff, and he stretched and rubbed at his aching limbs. He inspected his wounds, all of which seemed to be scabbing over. When they healed, he would have a few more scars on his body.


      He waited until it was light before he climbed down the tree. He drank from the river, then returned to the woods in search of food.


      After an hour of foraging, his hunger pangs were temporarily quelled, but he would need something more substantial before long. If he had been back at the village, he could have eaten some of the animal feed.


      He smiled at the idea. It was the first time he had thought of the village this morning, and instead of remembering its destruction he was considering food.


      That was the way it should have been, he supposed. All the village had ever meant to him was food and shelter. It had never given him anything else. He did not care that the village had been attacked, did not care that everyone had been killed.


      With one exception…


      He blanked out the image of Elyssa that began to form in his mind, instead forcing himself to concentrate on where he could find his next meal. He could not hunt because he had no arrows, so that meant either wading into the shallows in the hope of catching a fish, or else setting snares.


      He chose some pieces of fallen wood that would be suitable as pegs. Then, as he walked along the river bank he collected strands of the long fine grass growing there, and he wove them into lengths of string.


      As it had been yesterday, his progress was slow because of the density of trees, which grew right up to the water’s edge. He tried to keep close to the river, because it must lead somewhere. As long as he knew where the river was, he did not consider that he was lost.


      The landscape resembled that of the valley, although it was not so steep and the woodlands had not been cleared as they had been around the village, but the same kind of wildlife must have inhabited the vicinity.


      When he finally came to an open space, where no trees grew, he was suspicious at first. He then realized that the ground was very rocky, and the soil was not deep enough for the trees to set down roots. But there was plenty of grass for rabbits to eat – and so there should be plenty of rabbits for him to eat.


      He searched the area, scanning the ground as he walked, looking for droppings, the sign that there was a warren nearby. Finally, he saw what he had known must be there.


      Rabbits always followed the same routes, like people taking a road, and so he only had to set his snares along the tracks that they had made previously and they would be caught.


      By this time, he had enough plaited grass to make four traps. He tied the makeshift string to the pegs, pushed the pegs deep into the ground, propped up the grass loops with twigs. Then he went away to wait.


      Waiting, he discovered, was something he was not very good at. He had never had to do it, not for more than a few minutes. At the inn, he never had a moment’s rest. The only time he had ever waited was whenever he was in the forest and a beastman had been near. He had always been forced to hide and wait for it to move on.


      He had also spent a lot of time waiting for Elyssa, he supposed. Often he had waited weeks between her visits, but that was not the same as having to wait in the woods until a rabbit had sacrificed itself for his dinner.


      There was no point in going on further, exploring what lay ahead, because he would only have to return to examine his snares.


      Time passed. He watched as the sun completed its long slow climb towards its zenith. Half the day was over, half the day was yet to be. Konrad decided that he could not wait his whole life for a rabbit. If he had caught nothing, then he would continue with his trek along the river. Instead, when he returned to where he had placed his traps, he discovered that he had caught two of them.


      One rabbit was dead, having strangled itself. The other had managed to trap its hind leg in the loop of grass. Konrad broke its neck with a quick twist of his wrist.


      He felt pleased with himself, and he went back to the river to cut the rabbits open. He threw their entrails into the water so that the smell of blood would not attract any of the larger local creatures.


      Making a fire seemed to take almost as long as catching the rabbits had done. Although he would have eaten them raw if he were desperate, he was not yet that hungry. He decided it would be best to make a fire in the very centre of the clearing, because that would give him the best chance of seeing any creature that was drawn to the scent.


      He collected plenty of twigs and sticks. That was something he was good at. He made up a bow from a short stick and twisted grass, looped the bowstring around a vertical stick, and began rotating the end of the stick against a piece of wood that he held on the ground.


      Finally, the friction produced smoke, charring, a tiny flicker of flame, and he managed to ignite a piece of dry grass. When he at last had a proper blaze, he hung the skinned body of the first rabbit over the flames.


      He waited again.


      The animal was black and burned on the outside, almost raw in the inside, but it tasted fine to Konrad.


      While the rabbit had been cooking, he had scraped its pelt clean. It might come in useful. When he resumed his journey, he tucked the skin in his belt. He tied the hind legs of the other rabbit together with a plait of grass, hanging it from his belt. He carried his snares in the quiver.


      Within a few minutes of leaving the clearing, he came to a bridge over the river and a road which led off from it in either direction. The bridge was nothing like the one at the village. It stood higher out of the water, was broader – and made of stone. The road was also much wider than the dirt track that led from the village’s wooden bridge.


      Konrad climbed up from the riverbank and onto the bridge, and he stood in the centre of the span. He had known that the river must lead somewhere, and this was what it had led him to. Having found the bridge, that meant he must make a decision.


      At first, all he had wanted to do was escape from the doomed village. He had succeeded, but now what did he do?


      He could not live in the forest forever. There were too many dangerous beings within the woods. Yet he did not particularly want to go and live in another village, not after the way he had always been treated. He had no trade, no skills, he would most likely end up working in another tavern. But at least he would be paid, he supposed.


      Then he remembered that he did have a skill. He was a hunter. He could trap small animals, he could shoot larger ones with his bow and arrows – if he had a bow and arrows. Perhaps he could trap more rabbits, exchange them for some arrows. He could make another bow for himself.


      There was an alternative to choosing between the forest or a village, he realized. He could choose both.


      Konrad looked to the left, then to the right. Both roads seemed the same, both must lead somewhere. It made no difference which route he took, and so he took one of them.


      He had half-expected that he would encounter a village very quickly, that it would be situated near the bridge, by the river. When after about half an hour he had come across no sign of habitation, he considered returning, thinking that he had picked the wrong direction. Yet he was in no hurry, and so he continued on his chosen route.


      The road was only made of dirt, but a ditch ran on one side. He guessed it was there to drain off the water in winter, to prevent the surface becoming a quagmire of mud. The trees had been cut back in a wide swathe on either side, making it less easy for travellers to be ambushed. Even so, he walked in the centre, and his knife never left his hand.


      Hearing a noise behind him, back down the road, Konrad spun around. He did not recognize the sound. Whatever it was, it was growing louder, coming quickly closer.


      Although he could see nothing yet, neither did he want to be seen. He left the road and jumped the ditch, hurrying out of sight behind the nearest broad tree. Then he watched and listened while the unknown sound grew louder, nearer.


      It rattled and panted, creaked and cantered, and then came level with his hiding place. A wagon of some sort, pulled by four horses. An enclosed wagon, with people inside, while two more people sat on the top, driving the team of horses.


      There had been wagons in the village, but they had been used for carrying crops and logs. Konrad had never seen anything like this, a vehicle whose only cargo was people.


      It was soon past him, and he hurried back to the road so that he could see the wagon vanish, but it was hidden by the dust that the wheels had disturbed.


      Konrad walked on, waving his hand in front of his face to clear the dirt from the air.


      And then, ahead of him, out of nowhere, he saw two men walking in his direction.


      His immediate reaction was to freeze, and he did so. His first thought was to flee, but both men carried bows. Although they did not have arrows notched, they probably knew these woods and would be able to pursue and shoot him if he tried to run.


      They must have been from the next village. Either that or they were outlaws. But he had nothing for them to steal.


      He could not hide away from everyone. He would have to face people when he eventually reached habitation, and so he walked towards the two men. At least he presumed they were men. They looked human, although after what he had witnessed yesterday he knew it was impossible to be certain.


      The men had slowed when they saw him. They were both older than Konrad, bearded, dressed like woodsmen from his village, although they did not carry axes. They came forward, then stopped, and Konrad halted a few yards away.


      ‘’ullo ta ya, boy,’ said one of them.


      ‘’ullo dere,’ said the other.


      Konrad looked from one to another, licking at his dry lips.


      ‘Ain’t seen ya afore,’ continued the first man.


      ‘Stranger ’round ’ere?’ added the second man.


      Konrad nodded.


      ‘Where ya goin’, boy?’


      ‘Ya lost?’


      Konrad kept staring at them.


      ‘What’s up wid ’im?’ the first asked the second.


      ‘Can’t ’e talk?’ the second suggested to the first.


      ‘Dat right, boy?’


      Konrad opened his mouth to speak, but no words would come. In his whole life, he had only ever spoken to one person, to Elyssa. He did not know how to talk to other people.


      He shook his head.


      ‘Stupid,’ the first said to his companion.


      ‘Very,’ agreed the other.


      The first pointed down the road in the direction from which they had come. ‘Ya – go – dat – way?’ he asked loudly, slowly.


      Konrad decided that it was not him who was the stupid one, because it was obvious that was the way he had been heading.


      ‘Yes,’ he replied.


      ‘Where–’ the second one began slowly, loudly, ‘–ta?’ he finished, not so slowly, not so loudly.


      Konrad shrugged.


      ‘Why doncha come wid us?’ said the first one. ‘We’re goin’ back. We’ll show ya de way.’


      ‘The way to what?’ Konrad asked.


      ‘Ta where ya goin’.’


      ‘But I don’t know where I’m going.’


      ‘Den ya lucky we met, ’cos we’ll take ya where ya wanna go.’


      ‘Where?’


      ‘Inta town, ’course,’ added the second man.


      Konrad began to feel suspicious. The strangers seemed far too friendly. Maybe that was the way that other people behaved, however. It was only those in the village who had treated him so badly.


      ‘Bin catchin’ rabbits, boy?’ said the first. ‘Dat’s a fine buck, ya got dere. Take it ta town an’ ya’d sell it fer a good price. Tree shillin’s.’


      ‘Three!’ said Konrad, astonished.


      ‘More,’ added the second man, quickly, thinking that Konrad believed it was not enough. ‘More dan tree. Four. Five!’


      Five shillings was a fortune. Even three shillings was far more than he had accumulated in a lifetime of saving – then lost in a second. He wished that he had not eaten the other rabbit.


      ‘Ya right, Carl,’ agreed the first stranger, looking at the dead rabbit again. ‘Five shillin’s. How ’bout dat, boy? We’ll take ya inta town, show ya where ta get de best price fer ya rabbit.’


      ‘Ya catch it near ’ere?’ asked the second man, the one named Carl.


      Konrad nodded, not wanting to say where.


      Carl laughed. ‘By de river, wus it? Near de bridge?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘We knows all de best places fer all de animals,’ said Carl, who then added to his companion, ‘’e tinks we wanna steal his rabbit, Heinz. Dat’s what ’e tinks.’


      ‘Doncha worry, boy,’ said Heinz. ‘We hunt bigger game dan dat.’


      Konrad nodded again, more slowly, unconvinced.


      ‘We’s only tryin’ ta ’elp ya, boy,’ Heinz continued. ‘Ya look like ya wanna good meal, good clothes. Ya can find whatever ya wanna get in town. We only wanna ’elp. Ya don’ know us, so ya don’ wanna trust us. Why doncha follow behind us?’


      Carl looked at his companion. ‘I don’ know ’bout ya, Heinz, but I wanna beer. I’m buyin’.’


      They both turned and began walking back the way they had come. Carl glanced over his shoulder.


      ‘An’ I’ll buy ya one,’ he said.


      Konrad waited until they had gone twenty yards, then he followed.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER EIGHT


      There was a wooden gate across the road into town, not far from the first buildings. At first Konrad assumed this must be some kind of defence, then he saw that the barrier was far too flimsy to fulfil such a function.


      A uniformed guard stood by the gate, and he was collecting money from people who wished to enter or leave the town.


      Konrad halted and watched as Carl and Heinz paid, then went through the opened gate. Carl beckoned to him, and he walked towards the barrier.


      The guard leaned against the gate, watching as he approached, looking him up and down. ‘Tree pence,’ he told Konrad.


      ‘Just to go in the town?’


      ‘Na,’ said the guard, yawning. ‘Fer usin’ de road.’


      ‘But I haven’t got three pence.’


      ‘Tough. Den I ain’t openin’ de gate. Nobody ’cept de baron gets past dis gate widout payin’ – an’ dat’s ’cos it’s ’is road.’


      ‘Dere,’ said Carl, reaching into his pocket. ‘Tree pence.’ He handed it to the guard.


      Konrad was astonished.


      ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Thank you. I’ll pay you back, I will, I will.’


      ‘I know ya will,’ said Carl, who turned and walked to where Heinz was waiting. They carried on up the road.


      The guard swung the gate open just enough for Konrad to squeeze through, ‘’ave a nice day,’ he said.


      The town seemed enormous, far larger than the village had been. There were so many people around, as many in the streets as had inhabited the whole of the village. And there were many more streets, all of which were cobble-stoned. Everything was on a much larger scale, with more buildings, which were bigger too.


      As he walked up the central street, a few paces behind Heinz and Carl, Konrad gazed at everything in wonder and bewilderment.


      No one took any notice of him. Had a stranger arrived in the village, however, everyone would have known about it and stared at the newcomer. Here, it seemed, travellers must have been a familiar sight. Also, there were so many people that they could not have known all the others who lived there.


      People from one end of the town would be strangers to those from the other end.


      He noticed the enclosed wagon that had sped past about an hour ago. There was an emblem painted on the side of the vehicle, some kind of tower, which Konrad guessed must have been a castle. The horses had gone from their traces, but the four-wheeled contraption was halted outside what could only be a tavern. It was bigger than Adolf Brandenheimer’s inn, and in a much better state of repair.


      After all the years he had spent within one, Konrad would have recognized an inn anywhere; but as if in confirmation, a huge sign hung above the entrance. The wooden placard boldly displayed an overflowing tankard of ale in proclamation of the nature of the establishment.


      He had already observed that many of the other buildings carried similar signs displaying their wares – the baker, the butcher, the vegetable merchant, the blacksmith.


      The village had been so small that everyone knew which buildings were owned by traders and what they sold. The town was so much larger that people must have easily become lost in its bewildering maze of streets, and so they needed the signs above the vendors to tell them that they had found what they were searching for.


      Konrad expected his new companions to go into the tavern, but they did not. They continued further through the town, past even more merchants, into what must have been the market square. On the corner, although not as big as the first one, stood another inn!


      Konrad found it hard to understand why there should be two alehouses. Then he guessed the reason: it was because one tavern would not be large enough for all those who wished to frequent a drinking house.


      The town was far larger than he could ever have imagined. As he surveyed the area, he noticed that the fields which surrounded the town were so far away from the central square that it was almost impossible to see them because of all the buildings.


      ‘Dis is it,’ Konrad heard a voice say. ‘Ya wanna drink?’


      He had been so busy staring around that he had not been paying very much attention to the two men he had followed from the forest. Heinz was no longer in sight; he must have already entered the tavern. Carl had paused in the entrance; it was he who had called to Konrad.


      Konrad nodded and stepped forward.


      ‘Betta put de knife ’way,’ Carl told him. ‘It don’ look very friendly.’


      Konrad glanced down at his right hand, at the dagger still gripped there. He had not realized that he was holding it, and he tucked it into his belt before following Carl into the building.


      It felt strange entering through the front door. He had always used the back entrance of Brandenheimer’s tavern. He glanced around, noticing the rough wooden tables and stools, recognizing the familiar smells of spilled beer and fresh straw on the floor. From the rear came the odours of meat roasting and of ale brewing.


      Heinz was already standing by a high wooden table, behind which three huge barrels lay propped on their sides. The landlord was at one of the barrels, turning the tap to fill a pewter stein. He passed it to Heinz, noticed Carl, turned and began to fill another stein.


      Carl said something to Heinz, and they both looked at Konrad, who still stood in the doorway staring around. Carl took the second beer, holding it towards Konrad.


      ‘Come on!’ he said, and he set the tankard on the table between himself and Heinz. ‘An’ anudda,’ he added, to the landlord.


      He threw a few coins onto the table, and the innkeeper returned to the barrel for a third stein.


      Hesitantly, Konrad entered the tavern. One or two of the men already inside studied him for a moment before turning their attention back to their ale. Konrad walked over to Heinz and Carl, and glanced down at the stein of beer. His stein of beer.


      He had never been allowed to drink Brandenheimer’s ale, although that had not stopped him from doing so whenever the tavern owner was out of sight. Brandenheimer had even hated Konrad drinking water.


      ‘Who’s ya friend, Carl?’ asked the landlord, setting down the final pewter stein and counting the coins from the wet table into his palm.


      ‘Met ’im in de forest,’ said Carl, taking a mouthful of his ale.


      Konrad licked at his dry lips, picked up his tankard with both hands, raised it to his mouth.


      ‘But ’e ain’t na friend,’ said Heinz, putting his own stein on the table, turning to face Konrad.


      ‘Dat’s right,’ agreed Carl, and he also set down his, ale and faced Konrad.


      Before he could take a first sip of his beer, Konrad knew what was going to happen. Even as realization came, he knew he would be too late to do anything about it.


      But that did not stop him trying. He twisted around, hurling his full tankard directly at Carl’s face. He leapt away from the table, his hand reaching down for his dagger.


      He was not fast enough. Heinz seized his wrist, and a moment later Carl punched him in the stomach. Konrad doubled up in pain and surprise.


      Heinz grabbed him by the hair, yanking him upright. Carl held a knife to Konrad’s throat, pressing the point into the soft flesh below his chin.


      ‘Na,’ said Carl, wiping the thrown beer from his face, ‘e ain’t na friend.’


      And Heinz said, ‘e’s a poacher…’


      Konrad lay on the stone floor, watching the shafts of dawn light shine through the airblocks far above, and again he wondered what would become of him.


      He had been right to be suspicious of Heinz and Carl, and he ought to have trusted his instincts. Because he had not done so, he had ended up being thrown down into one of the cellars of the inn.


      He had told them he did not know it was a crime to snare rabbits, had asked what they planned to do and what would happen to him. The traitors were in no mood for conversation. All they would say was that his fate would be decided tomorrow. He had also overheard one of the two promising the innkeeper a share of the reward for letting them keep their captive locked in the tavern overnight.


      In the village, Wilhelm Kastring had been the law. Anyone who committed an offence was taken before him. They would have to pay a fine, be given a beating, be made to work without pay for a certain length of time, or be put in the stocks – or some combination of all these punishments, depending upon what it was that they had done.


      What was this town’s punishment for poaching a rabbit? No, two rabbits. If it were a fine, he could not pay. The only way he could make restitution would be through working. Perhaps he would be sentenced to a whipping. He was used to that.


      He heard the door being unlocked, and more light flooded the darkened cellar.


      ‘Get up ’ere!’ a voice ordered.


      Konrad obeyed. He stood and walked towards the steps in the corner, climbing up to ground level. Heinz and Carl were waiting for him, both with knives in their hands. The knife that Carl now held was Konrad’s.


      ‘Good blade,’ he said, seeing that Konrad had noticed. ‘Far ta good fer a poacher.’


      ‘Turn ’round!’ Heinz ordered, ‘ands behind yer back!’


      Konrad did so, and he felt his wrists being bound together.


      ‘What’s happening?’ he asked. ‘What are you going to do to me?’


      ‘We ain’t gonna do nothin’, boy,’ Heinz told him.


      ‘Na,’ said Carl. ‘Someone else is!’ Then he laughed.


      He sheathed his knife, Konrad’s knife, grabbed Konrad’s shoulder and forced him through the inn. They passed a table on which his quiver and the dead rabbit lay, and Heinz picked them both up. Then they all went out into the street.


      Despite the earliness of the hour, plenty of people were already in the square. There were not as many as yesterday, but when they saw that Konrad was a prisoner they paid much more attention to him than previously.


      ‘Who ya got dere?’ someone called.


      ‘Yeah, wot’s ’e dun?’ yelled someone else.


      ‘Stick ’round an’ find out!’ Carl shouted back.


      He and Heinz both grinned. They stared up one of the streets, in the direction of the morning sun. They were looking for someone, and Konrad guessed who it must be – his judge…


      After a few minutes, Konrad heard the sound of hooves in the distance. It came from the east, and it was the sound of more than one horse; several riders were approaching the square. Carl dragged him out towards the middle of the road, Heinz shoving him in the back.


      A few seconds later, the first of the riders appeared around the corner, quickly followed by five more. There was also a retinue on foot, another dozen people, including two dog handlers, each of whom held two chained hounds.


      Four of the horsemen were soldiers, garbed in blue-plumed helmets and polished breastplates, wearing swords at their hips, each carrying a shield emblazoned with the same crest – a blue dragon.


      The fifth rider was a woman, richly dressed in colourful and expensive fabrics. She rode sidesaddle, and a servant girl walked beside her, holding a long-handled parasol aloft to keep the sun from the woman’s face – even though her face was almost covered by a silk scarf.


      Leading the procession was the man who Heinz and Carl must have been waiting for. His outfit put the woman’s to shame. He was clad in satin and suede, trimmed with lace, all of different shades of blue – from his dark blue leather boots to his pale blue cap, and the feather in the band which was of an even paler hue.


      Only the hawk perched on his right wrist was not blue, but its hood was.


      More people had arrived on the streets, and they cheered as the horseman rode past, bowing as he went. He ignored them, his nose in the air. He was riding directly towards where Konrad and his captors were standing.


      ‘Baron!’ said Heinz.


      ‘Baron!’ echoed Carl.


      They both knelt, dragging Konrad down with them.


      The rider twitched at his reins with his left hand, and his horse changed direction slightly, to go around the trio blocking his path.


      ‘What is it?’ asked the baron, not even bothering to look at them.


      ‘A criminal, my lord!’ cried Carl.


      ‘Ah!’ The baron glanced down for the first time. He halted his mount, and everyone in the procession behind him also stopped.


      Konrad looked up at the baron. It was hard to tell his age because he was overweight, and he needed a huge horse to support him, but he was probably in his late thirties, his fat cheeks clean shaven.


      Konrad only had a moment to glance at the rider, because then Carl forced his head right down, so that his hair brushed against the dirty cobbles. Upside down, he saw another horse enter the square from the opposite direction.


      It was a white horse, and it was being led by a man on foot. A packhorse followed the white horse, and the man walked towards the tavern, tied up both his animals and went into the inn. It was hard to tell at such an angle, but it seemed as though the newcomer had been wearing a black helmet which completely covered his face.


      While Konrad was watching the new arrival, the baron had been quizzing his captors. ‘What has he done?’


      ‘’e’s a poacher, baron, ’e trapped two uv ya rabbits. Look, ’e skinned an’ ate dis one, an’ dis is de udda one. Dese are ’is snares.’


      ‘An’ ’e’s a thief, Baron. Dis quiver, see? ’e musta stolen it.’


      ‘Landlord!’ came a loud voice from within the tavern. The helmeted rider had found the inn empty. Everyone was out in the square, watching what was happening there.


      ‘What have you to say for yourself, thief?’ asked the baron.


      Konrad’s head was jerked upwards, and he found himself looking at the baron again.


      ‘I was hungry,’ he explained. ‘That’s all. I trapped a rabbit because I was hungry. I didn’t know it was a crime. I’m a stranger here. I’ll pay for it.’


      ‘’e ain’t got na money,’ said Heinz.


      ‘Silence!’ the baron commanded. His eyes returned to Konrad. ‘You’re a stranger, I accept that. Perhaps the law is different where you come from. But while you are here you must obey my law. You stole from me.’


      ‘I didn’t mean to!’


      ‘Silence! You say you were hungry. I understand that. We all get hungry if we haven’t eaten for two or three hours. I would certainly not blame you for trapping and eating a rabbit. But you trapped two. Have you anything to say?’


      Konrad opened his mouth to speak, but he could not think of any excuse or justification, and all he said was, ‘I’m sorry.’


      ‘It’s too late for apologies,’ the baron told him. ‘I’m going hunting now. When I return, you will be hung.’


      Konrad stared at the baron in utter bewilderment. Had he survived the massacre at the village only to be hung for trapping two rabbits?


      The hell beasts had been unable to kill him, but they were only savage marauders, senseless brutes. When it came to cruelty and treachery, they were no match for the most dangerous creatures of all – humans.


      ‘You can’t hang him,’ said a voice from the entrance to the tavern.


      The voice was not loud, but because of the silence in the square it was heard by everyone – and everyone turned to look at the newcomer.


      He did indeed wear a black helmet. The visor had been swung up so that he could drink his tankard of ale, but his face was in shadow. He was clad all in black: his chainmail surcoat was made of black metal rings on black leather. A black scabbard hung from his black belt, and even the hilt of his sword was black – as were his woollen breeches and short leather boots.


      ‘What do you mean?’ demanded the baron. ‘Who are you? What right do you have to interfere?’


      The baron glanced back towards his four mounted troopers, as if making sure that they were still there to back up his words. ‘This is no concern of yours,’ he continued, ‘whoever you are.’


      ‘He’s allowed a defence,’ said the man in black.


      ‘Defence? Defence! He’s a criminal. What defence can he possibly have?’


      ‘He can defend himself.’


      ‘He just did. And not very well!’


      The baron looked around at the townspeople, and several took the hint and laughed appreciatively. He kept looking at the crowd, and more and more people joined in the chorus of laughter.


      The newcomer sipped at his beer, waiting for silence. ‘He has a right to trial by combat,’ he said, once that silence had fallen.


      The baron stared at him in astonishment. ‘Trial by combat?’ he repeated, incredulously. ‘But he’s a – a peasant!’


      ‘That’s a mere technicality. I think you’ll find that under a codicil to the rules of chivalry, as decided by the court of Emperor Magnus in the year 2325, the right to trial by combat is granted to anyone in possession of their own blade.’ The man in black took another mouthful of ale, then glanced at Konrad. ‘Do you have your own blade, lad?’


      Konrad had hardly been paying any attention to what was going on. He was still too stunned by the baron’s death sentence, but he automatically replied, ‘Yes.’


      ‘Na,’ said Heinz.


      ‘Na,’ said Carl.


      ‘See?’ said the baron. ‘The word of two of my most reliable citizens against that of a poacher and a thief. I know who I choose to believe.’


      ‘If he didn’t have a blade,’ said the man, ‘then how did he slit open that rabbit? With his teeth?’


      ‘Did he have a blade?’ the baron demanded.


      ‘Er…’ said Heinz.


      ‘Ah…’ said Carl, and he displayed Konrad’s knife. ‘…Yeah.’


      ‘All right, all right,’ said the baron. He gazed at the strange blade of the knife. ‘But no peasant can own such a knife. He must have stolen it.’


      Which was true, thought Konrad.


      ‘He has a blade,’ said the man in the black helmet, ‘therefore he has a right to trial by combat.’


      ‘No!’ protested the baron. ‘The rules of chivalry govern the conduct between gentlemen, knights, men of honour. Not peasants! And a blade is a sword, not a knife!’


      ‘A blade is a blade,’ said the newcomer. ‘The accused has the right to trial by combat. You must either free him or grant him his rights. You can’t hang him.’


      ‘Don’t tell me what I can’t do!’ the baron cried angrily.


      He reached for the sword at his hip, and the hawk fell from his wrist. Squealing and flapping its wings, it dangled upside down from the cord that linked its leg to the baron’s gauntlet.


      One of the men on foot rushed to rescue the bird, transferring it to the leather padding around his own wrist; the baron allowed the chain to be detached from his glove.


      ‘I was merely advising you as to the strict letter of the law,’ said the black figure. ‘But if you’re scared…’


      ‘Scared? Me!’ The baron forced a laugh. ‘What have I to be scared of?’ He sat up straighter in the saddle, staring around at the populace of the town, his town.


      ‘You are the Emperor’s appointed representative in this region, so it is your duty to ensure that his laws are obeyed – to the letter. The accused is entitled to trial by combat, and therefore it is up to you to accept the challenge.’


      ‘Me? You mean I have to fight – him?’ The baron gestured contemptuously at Konrad.


      ‘You don’t have to,’ said the man in black. ‘If you wish, you may appoint a champion. But I’m sure you will prefer to carry out your judicial functions personally. The choice of weapons is, naturally, yours. Your reputation has travelled far, baron, and I believe you were once a celebrated duellist. You killed fifteen men, am I correct?’


      ‘Sixteen,’ the baron corrected.


      ‘Of course you were younger then and not so…’ There was no need for the man to finish what he was saying; the word ‘fat’ was the obvious conclusion to the sentence.


      ‘I’m a match for any man!’ declared the baron. ‘As for a peasant – ha!’


      ‘Then you accept the challenge?’


      ‘Yes, yes, yes! Let’s get on with it. I’ll kill the thief now, while there’s still time to go hunting before lunch.’


      He beckoned to the nearest soldier. ‘Give the criminal your sword.’


      Konrad found himself back on his feet, his hands cut free. The trooper handed him a sword.


      With difficulty, the baron dismounted from his horse. He drew his sword and walked slowly towards Konrad. ‘If you have a god, then say your prayers.’


      ‘Pause a moment, baron, if you will,’ said the newcomer. ‘You have declined to appoint a deputy, but the accused is also permitted the right to nominate a champion.’


      The baron frowned, then shook his head. ‘I’m fed up with you interfering. You’re trying to delay the administration of justice. There’s no one here to act as his champion. Let me get on with it and kill him.’


      ‘What do you say, lad?’ the man said to Konrad. ‘Do you wish to fight, or would you care to nominate a champion?’


      Konrad looked at the sword in his hand, looked at the baron, looked at the stranger in black, then it dawned on him what was expected. ‘I nominate you,’ he said.


      ‘I accept.’


      ‘Hey, what is this?’ demanded the baron, turning to face the man. ‘Who are you?’


      In reply, the newcomer removed his black helmet. His cropped hair was snow white, as was his shorn beard. His head and face were completely tattooed, black lines etched indelibly into his skin to give him the appearance of an animal – a dog or a fox. No – a wolf…


      ‘You!’ cried the baron, taking several steps back.


      ‘Me,’ agreed the tattooed man.


      ‘I’m glad you haven’t forgotten, Otto. I said that we’d meet again, and I know how disappointed you’d have been if I hadn’t kept my promise. I’m a man of my word. Unlike you.’


      The baron glanced around quickly, anxiously, as though searching for some means of escape. He looked up at his mounted soldiers, obviously wanting to call for their aid, but unwilling to do so because it would make him look a weakling in front of the townspeople.


      ‘Wolf,’ he said, sheathing his sword and walking towards the white-haired man, ‘it’s good to see you again after all these years. We’ve had our misunderstandings in the past, and it seems this is another of them!’


      He laughed, and the nervous edge to the sound was readily apparent.


      Wolf set his helmet down and drew his sword, and the metal of the blade was as black as the rest of his outfit. He still held his beer stein in his left hand, and he took a drink.


      ‘Let’s go somewhere and talk this over,’ said the baron. He had lowered his voice, so that the crowd could not overhear; but Konrad was the closest person to the two antagonists, and so he heard every word.


      ‘I can pay you now,’ the baron continued. ‘I can pay you more, a lot more. We can sort everything out, I promise. You can’t be serious about this. You aren’t going to fight me for a poacher!’


      ‘No.’


      The baron relaxed slightly. ‘I knew you’d see reason, Wolf.’


      ‘I intend to fight you for myself. Pray to Ulric, for all the good it’ll do you.’


      ‘You won’t get away with it!’ the baron hissed. ‘Even if I die, my men will kill you!’


      Wolf glanced past the baron, towards the soldiers, then at the woman who had been watching all these events in silence, and he shook his head. ‘I don’t think so.’


      ‘What do you want, Wolf?’


      ‘Justice. You have accepted a challenge, Otto. Are you going to back off like the lying, treacherous coward that you really are?’


      The baron looked over his shoulder, and everyone in the square looked back at him. ‘What can I do, Wolf?’


      ‘You can die, Otto, you can die.’


      ‘I’ve killed sixteen men in duels, Wolf! You will be number seventeen!’


      So saying, the baron took a step backwards, drew his sword again, then lunged forward with the blade aimed at Wolf’s stomach. For someone so obese, he moved with an alacrity which demonstrated the skills that he must once have possessed.


      The man in black casually sidestepped, and he took a sip of ale as the sword flashed past him.


      The baron swung his weapon at his opponent’s head. Wolf’s sword whirled up, blocking the blow. Their blades were locked together above them, their faces a few inches apart.


      For the first time Wolf allowed a flicker of emotion to register on his features. He grinned, showing his teeth – his pointed teeth!


      ‘I’m not here to fight you, Otto,’ he said. ‘I’m here to execute you.’


      His sword forced the baron’s steel backwards, and the baron followed in retreat. Then the black blade sliced swiftly down and forward, straight into the baron’s chest. The baron stared down at his satin shirt, where the blue was becoming red.


      Wolf withdrew his sword, and the baron slid onto the cobbles. By the time his head hit the ground he was dead.


      Wolf glanced around, at the woman on horseback, at the troopers, and the baron’s retinue, at the crowd, at Konrad. No one moved. He raised the beer stein to his lips, emptying it.


      ‘Pick him up,’ said the woman, speaking for the first time. ‘Put him on his horse.’


      She watched as the body of the baron was draped over the saddle of his mount.


      ‘Take him back to the fort,’ she ordered. ‘Let’s get on with the hunt.’ All the time her eyes had been on the tattooed stranger. ‘Will you dine with me tonight, Wolf? Perhaps I’ll be able to repay some of what my brother owes you.’ She glanced at the body of the baron. ‘And I think that I am also in your debt now. Will you accept my invitation?’


      ‘Perhaps,’ answered Wolf.


      His reply seemed to satisfy the woman. While the baron’s corpse returned the way it had come, all the others in the procession continued in the direction they had been originally going.


      ‘Give him back his things,’ Wolf commanded.


      The soldier had already retrieved his sword from Konrad, who now found himself holding his knife, his quiver, his snares, the fur of the rabbit he had skinned and the body of the one he had not.


      Wolf leaned his blood-smeared sword against the wall. ‘Clean that,’ he said to Konrad.


      He turned, picked up his helmet and walked back into the tavern.


      ‘More ale!’ he commanded.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER NINE


      Now that there was nothing to see, the crowd had dispersed, and there was no sign of Heinz and Carl.


      Konrad used the skinned rabbit pelt to wipe the blood from Wolf’s sword. When he had finished, he threw the stained skin into the street, picked up the black blade and carried it into the tavern. It was very long and broad, heavier than any weapon he had ever lifted.


      Wolf was standing at the table near the barrels, drinking from a stein. He had removed his chainmail, beneath which he wore a black leather tunic. Bands of black fur were wrapped around each wrist, like amulets. A tight black chain encircled his neck – not a fine chain, but one with very heavy links.


      His black helmet lay next to him. Seeing it with the visor pulled down, Konrad realized that it was shaped like the head of a wolf. It had metal fangs growing from the muzzle-shaped visor, and the holes where a wolf’s eyes should have been were positioned for the wearer to see out.


      Konrad held the sword towards the man, hilt-first. Wolf glanced at the blade, quickly inspecting it for signs of gore, then accepted and sheathed it.


      ‘Thank you,’ said Konrad.


      ‘For what?’ said Wolf, not even looking at him.


      ‘For saving my life.’


      ‘That was incidental.’


      ‘Not to me.’


      Wolf turned and studied him for the first time, and Konrad saw his glance move from side as he gazed at Konrad’s eyes.


      ‘I suppose not,’ said Wolf. ‘Your life is worthless to me or anyone else, but worth everything to you.’


      ‘I was lucky you came along.’


      ‘Lucky?’ said Wolf. He smiled, showing his pointed teeth. ‘There’s no such thing as luck.’


      Although he had noticed the sharpened teeth earlier, at more distance, Konrad could not but help taking a backward step.


      Wolf laughed out loud. He was taller that Konrad, over six feet, his limbs strongly muscled. His white hair was deceptive; he could have been no older than the baron.


      ‘Another beer!’ he said to the landlord, who was standing as far as possible behind the table. ‘And one for my friend.’


      The innkeeper was the man who had allowed Konrad to be locked in his cellar, and Wolf’s words reminded him of what the landlord had said yesterday – when he had asked Heinz and Carl who their friend was. This was different, however, a lot different. Konrad had been suspicious of the two men, yet Wolf had already proved himself. But a friend?


      Konrad asked, ‘What you said out there, that anyone who carried a blade was entitled to trial by combat, is that correct?’


      ‘I very much doubt it. The law is different for the rich. Always has been, always will be.’ Wolf shrugged. ‘Let’s see your knife.’


      Konrad passed him the dagger, and Wolf examined the many-curved blade.


      ‘It’s called a kris,’ he said. ‘It was made thousands and thousands of miles away, beyond far Cathay.’ He handed it back. ‘But I don’t suppose that’s where you got it from.’ He took a mouthful of beer. ‘What’s your name, lad?’


      ‘Konrad.’


      ‘That it? Just Konrad, no other name?’


      Konrad nodded.


      So did Wolf. ‘You look too poor to own more than one name. Here.’ He passed over a stein of ale, and Konrad drank thirstily.


      ‘Drink can be a dangerous thing, Konrad. Look what it did to me.’ He gestured towards his face and his mouth. ‘I got drunk one week and decided to make myself look like my name. So I had my face tattooed and my teeth filed. It seemed like a good idea at the time. Let that be a warning to you, lad.’


      Konrad nodded again; but he had no intention of ever letting that happen to him. Wolf might have regretted what he had done to his appearance, yet it did not look out of place. On someone else, the tattoos could easily have appeared comical. But the black lines accentuated Wolf’s features, and even the sharpened teeth seemed to suit his character: he was a warrior.


      ‘Let me have a look at the quiver.’


      Konrad passed it to him, and watched as Wolf studied the gold design emblazoned on the black leather: the mailed fist between the two crossed arrows.


      ‘Where did you get this?’


      ‘I was given it.’


      ‘Who by?’


      ‘Elyssa Kastring. She’s the daughter – was the daughter – of the lord of our village. It belonged to him.’


      ‘Was?’


      Konrad hesitated. ‘She’s dead,’ he said, quickly.


      Wolf looked at him, waiting.


      ‘Do you recognize the coat of arms?’ asked Konrad, trying to change the subject.


      ‘No. How far is this village?’


      ‘Not far.’


      ‘What’s it called?’


      ‘The village.’


      Wolf rolled his eyes. They were ice blue. ‘It must have a name. People who live here call this place “the town”, but it has a name, Ferlangen. So what’s your village called?’


      ‘Ferlangen?’ said Konrad. ‘This is Ferlangen?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘And that man you killed? The baron. You called him Otto.’


      ‘Otto Kreishmier, Baron of Ferlangen. You’ve heard of him?’


      ‘He was to have married Elyssa.’


      Wolf took another swig of ale. ‘And she gave you the quiver? Well, it’s a small world, or so they say’ He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘But from what I’ve seen of it, that’s far from true.’


      Konrad was thinking about the repulsive Baron Kreishmier and how Elyssa would have married him, had she lived. It was an awful prospect for the girl to have faced, but better than being dead.


      ‘Why did you want to kill him?’ Konrad asked.


      ‘Because he cheated me out of some money several years ago. He ought to have killed me, but he thought he was being merciful. Mercy is for cowards, Konrad, always remember that.’


      ‘And that was why you came back today, for revenge?’


      ‘No. Midnight threw a shoe, and this was the nearest place with a farrier. Some might say it was luck that I encountered Kreishmier, but not me. And certainly not him. I told him I had returned to kill him, but that wasn’t true. We met, I saw an opportunity to avenge myself, and I took it. That’s all there was to it.’


      Konrad was not sure whether or not to believe Wolf. ‘How did the baron cheat you?’ he asked.


      ‘You’re full of questions, lad. I’ve always found that the best policy is to say nothing but hear everything.’


      ‘How can I hear without asking?’


      Wolf smiled for a moment. ‘Some years ago, I helped Otto in a minor territorial dispute concerning the lands between here and the next town. Thanks to my intervention, matters were settled in his favour, but he declined to pay me the agreed sum for my professional services.’


      ‘You’re a mercenary!’


      ‘I prefer the term “soldier of fortune” myself.’ He studied Konrad, looking him up and down. ‘I have a proposal for you, Konrad. I have given you your life, all of it. And I want you to give five years of it back to me.’


      ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘I need a new squire. I need you.’


      Konrad stared, but said nothing for several seconds. ‘If I say no?’


      ‘That’s up to you, lad. You can travel to the next town, then the next, but how long until you get into trouble again and end up dangling from the end of a rope?’


      Konrad shrugged, and he drank some beer so that he need not reply.


      ‘What do you say? Five years of your life, five years of adventure at the far ends of the world, five years of risk and danger.’


      ‘Do I get paid?’


      ‘Pay? That’s for merchants and traders, shopkeepers and peasants. You’ll share whatever is mine, lad. Riches and rewards and ransoms, they can be all ours. I’ve won fortunes greater than your wildest dreams, and I will again.’


      Konrad had never been paid before, so he supposed it would make no difference if he earned nothing from Wolf.


      ‘You must have had another squire,’ he said. ‘What happened to him?’


      ‘He had an argument in a darkened alley with a knife – and lost. It was his own foolishness that killed him. But I don’t think you’re foolish, Konrad, so what’s your answer? If you say “yes”, there’s no turning back. I will own you for five years, five years to this very day. Own you the same way as I own my horse, my sword. But I’m a good master, I swear. What do you say?’


      What else was there to say except, ‘Yes.’


      ‘Good!’ Wolf plucked the beer stein from Konrad’s hands. ‘No more ale for you, lad. I’m the one who does the drinking. My name is Wolfgang von Neuwald, but you will call me “sir”. Now pay the landlord, then take Midnight to be shod.’


      ‘But I haven’t any money,’ said Konrad, and he glanced at the innkeeper.


      ‘Na charge,’ muttered the man, guiltily, not meeting Konrad’s eyes. ‘On de house.’


      ‘That’s what I like to hear!’ said Wolf. ‘In that case, let me have another!’


      Konrad left the tavern and went out into the street, wondering what he had agreed to – and why. He looked back over his shoulder. There was nothing to stop him leaving, he supposed. Five years. That was forever!


      But what was the alternative? He had nothing else to do, nowhere to go, and he did not have to stay with Wolf for that long. If he wished, what was there to prevent him leaving tomorrow?


      He walked up to where the huge white stallion was tethered. At a distance, it had looked very sleek and well-groomed. On a closer inspection, Konrad observed that the animal had several scars on its flesh and that one of its ears was missing.


      He reached for the reins. The stallion snorted and bared its teeth. It backed away, then reared up on its hind legs and lunged forward. Konrad sprang back rapidly, and the flailing hooves narrowly missed his head.


      ‘Midnight!’ yelled a voice from the tavern doorway. ‘It’s all right. He’s with us now.’


      The horse became still. Konrad glanced around and saw Wolf leaning against the doorpost, sipping at his beer.


      Warily, Konrad stepped forward and unhitched the reins. Cautiously, he stroked the animal’s powerful neck. ‘Good boy’ he said. ‘Good boy.’


      He knew where the blacksmith was, having seen it on his route into town yesterday. Slowly, he led the horse in that direction, the animal favouring its right hind leg, the one without an iron shoe.


      While the horse was being shod, Konrad went through into the next part of the building, not wanting to be too near the animal if it did not take kindly to what was being done. He found himself in a disused storeroom of some kind. He wandered around, looking at all the rusty old pieces of metal that hung from the walls or lay on the dirty floor.


      Then, suddenly, he sensed something…


      ‘What’s dat smell?’ said a voice.


      ‘Smells lika poacher ta me,’ replied another voice.


      Heinz and Carl appeared in the entrance, one from either side of the wide door. They were both holding knives, and Konrad reached for his own blade – his kris…


      ‘An’ dere ‘e be!’ said Carl.


      ‘’ullo, boy!’ said Heinz.


      ‘What do you want?’ Konrad demanded.


      Carl’s left hand had been behind his back, and now he showed what he had been hiding there. It was a rope.


      ‘We wanna do what de baron said,’ he replied. ‘We gonna ’ang ya!’


      ‘He wus good to us, boy, wus de baron. An’ ’cos of ya ’e’s dead. Dat ain’t right.’


      The two men walked slowly into the darkened building.


      ‘You’re not going to hang me!’ said Konrad, stepping back.


      ‘Den we cut ya inta pieces.’


      ‘Dis time yer friend ain’t gonna save ya, boy.’


      Because he was inside the dark storeroom, Konrad could see the two men better than they could see him.


      He ran straight at Heinz, yelling as loudly as he could, slamming his head into the man’s chest, knocking him aside, and driving his dagger once, twice into his opponent’s waist.


      He fell on top of Heinz, striking a third time, then rolled swiftly away.


      But Heinz did not roll away, not even slowly. He lay where he had fallen, bleeding heavily from the wound in his side.


      Before Konrad could rise, Carl was upon him, slamming him down – but hitting him with the hand that held the rope, not the knife.


      They grappled with each other, over and over in the dirt. Carl had dropped the rope, and now his left hand gripped Konrad’s right wrist – while Konrad’s left held his opponent’s knife hand.


      Carl was bigger, heavier, and his weight made all the difference. He managed to keep himself on top, sitting astride Konrad’s midriff, leaning across and pinning both Konrad’s hands to the ground. Konrad’s dagger slipped from his grip.


      ‘Got ya!’ jeered Carl. ‘Ya gonna die slow, real slow.’


      Konrad tried to wriggle free, but he was held immobile. He brought his knees back, hard, thudding them against his enemy’s back, but he was unable to shift Carl from his position.


      ‘I’ve got money,’ said Konrad.


      ‘Ya ain’t got na money.’


      ‘Not me. The man with the tattooed face. I know where he keeps it. But I need help to get it from him.’


      ‘Ya lyin’!’


      ‘No! Trust me. We can get the money together. If I’m lying, you can kill me then.’


      ‘Kill ’im now, Carl!’ called Heinz, who had managed to raise himself on his elbows and was trying to staunch the flow of blood with his hands.


      ‘If you kill me, you’ll never get the money.’


      ‘’ow we get it den?’


      ‘Na, Carl!’


      ‘Shut it!’ shouted Carl, glancing around at his wounded companion. And as he turned, the grip of his legs around Konrad weakened for a moment. Only a moment – but it was enough.


      With all his reserves of strength, Konrad jerked his hips up, unseating Carl for an instant. Then Konrad twisted his whole body – and Carl overbalanced, toppling to the floor.


      It took another fraction of a second to seize the fallen kris, and then it was Konrad’s turn to leap onto his opponent.


      And when he leapt, it was with his knife already stabbing down. The blade thrust into Carl’s chest, slid between two ribs, down into the heart. Blood spurted. Carl groaned, and writhed – then became silent and still.


      ‘That took long enough,’ said a voice from a few yards away.


      Konrad jumped swiftly up, spinning around, holding the knife defensively – and he saw Wolf watching him from the doorway.


      ‘How long have you been there?’


      ‘Long enough. You’re promising, lad, I’ll give you that. But under my guidance you’ll get better, a lot better. Kill the other one, then let’s go.’


      ‘Na, pliz!’ begged Heinz.


      ‘Kill him?’ said Konrad.


      ‘He was going to kill you,’ said Wolf. ‘Never leave a wounded enemy. Or any kind of enemy. That was Kreishmier’s mistake, remember?’


      Konrad looked over at Heinz, who was trying to crawl away. A minute ago Konrad would willingly have slain the man, but that had been in the heat of combat.


      He glanced back at Carl, feeling absolutely nothing. Carl was the only man he had ever killed. Beastman or human, if they were enemies they died. But the pathetic figure of Heinz seemed no threat.


      ‘I can’t,’ Konrad protested. ‘Not in cold blood.’


      ‘Pretend he’s a rabbit.’ Wolf held up the dead rabbit. In his other hand he carried the black quiver, which Konrad had also left in the tavern. ‘Hurry up!’


      ‘I can’t,’ Konrad repeated.


      Wolf sighed. ‘All right. I suppose it is your first day. I’ll kill him.’


      He passed the quiver to Konrad, then drew his sword. ‘I’ll show you the best way to do it. It’s quick and involves the least effort. What you do is place the tip of your sword here–’


      ‘Na!’ pleaded Heinz.


      ‘–then simply…’


      Konrad shut his eyes, but he could not shut his ears to the helpless victim’s agonized death scream.


      ‘Clean this,’ said Wolf, handing Konrad his sword.


      Konrad knelt over Heinz’s corpse, to wipe the sword and his knife on the dead man’s stained tunic.


      ‘If I hadn’t managed to get him off me,’ he said, nodding towards the body, ‘what would you have done? Would you have helped me?’


      Wolf shrugged his broad shoulders. ‘I don’t want to make a habit of rescuing you, lad. I hope you won’t become a liability to me.’


      Konrad wondered how much of a habit cleaning the black blade would become – and what other liabilities lay ahead of him.


      ‘Search them both,’ Wolf told him, once he had his sword back. ‘See if they’ve got any money.’


      ‘Eleven pence,’ answered Konrad, after checking both the corpses.


      ‘Is that all? Killing people like them, it’s more bother than it’s worth. All that effort for nothing.’ He shook his head sadly.


      Konrad said nothing, even though he considered all the effort had been his. He had done the fighting. Wolf had merely finished off a wounded man.


      ‘I hope,’ Wolf added, ‘that you were only playing for time when you made that proposal about robbing me. In any case, you were wrong about what you said: I find myself somewhat financially embarrassed at present.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘I haven’t any money.’ Wolf swung the rabbit by its hind legs. ‘Let’s hope the farrier will accept this in exchange for shoeing Midnight. If not, that’s his problem.’


      He gestured towards the two corpses. ‘Anything they have that’ll fit you, take it. Choose yourself a pair of boots. I can’t have my squire going around barefoot, it creates a bad impression. Strip them of everything else, maybe there’s something we can sell for a few more pennies. Then hide the bodies at the back, under those sacks.’


      Konrad did as he was told.


      ‘What about that woman,’ he asked, ‘Kreishmier’s sister? She said she’d reward you.’


      Wolf shook his head. ‘I trust Marlena even less than I did her brother. She invited me to dinner, but the first course would have been poison. I pity the man she marries now that Otto is dead.’ He smiled as if remembering. ‘Hurry up. Let’s go.’


      ‘Where are we going?’


      ‘To your village.’


      ‘But there’s nothing there,’ Konrad had said.


      Although it had not seemed of much significance when he had first examined it, the reason that Wolf wanted to visit Konrad’s village must have been connected with the black leather quiver. But when Konrad had briefly explained what had happened two days earlier, he found that Wolf was even more anxious to travel there.


      Wolf had traded their money and the dead men’s daggers for some provisions, bread and cooked fowl that they could eat on the journey. Konrad had wrapped the clothes from the two corpses into a bundle and tied it to the back of the packhorse.


      Wolf had climbed onto the back of his white stallion. Konrad led the grey packhorse.


      The pack animal was laden down with Wolf’s belongings, which seemed to consist mainly of weapons and armour. Heinz and Carl had not carried their bows and arrows when they attacked, and so Konrad was unable to rearm himself. There was no room on the laden packhorse for Konrad to ride. Wolf never suggested it, and Konrad remained silent.


      He had only ever been on horseback a few times, and that was on Elyssa’s mount when she had given him a few riding lessons. He had not been keen on the idea, but the girl had insisted. As usual, she had her way.


      The only route that Konrad knew to return to the village was back along the river. But Wolf asked directions from the driver of the wagon that had overtaken Konrad the previous day. It was called a stagecoach, he discovered.


      Although the coaches had never been there, and Konrad did not even know whether the village had a name, from his description the driver was able to suggest where it might lie and recommend the best route.


      They left the town on the road by which Wolf had arrived. Each highway must have been gated, because there was also a barrier across this road. When the guard saw Wolf coming, he immediately swung the gate wide open. He stood well away, gave a nervous smile, then ventured a salute as the horseman rode by.


      ‘Tell me everything that happened to you,’ said Wolf, when they turned onto another road a few minutes later, ‘from the very beginning.’


      As they walked through the forest, Konrad did so. He began by relating how he had finally decided to leave the village, but that by the time he had departed it was too late in the day to travel very far. He told how he had spent the night in a hollow tree and been awoken by the sounds of hordes of impossible creatures passing by his hiding place.


      He had narrated the full story, taking it right up to the moment when he had fired his last black arrow into Skullface’s heart, then fled from the manor and found himself in the river.


      Wolf had occasionally asked him to go over some part of the narrative for further emphasis, or requested more detail on a particular point, but for the main part he listened in absolute silence and without any change in his expression.


      By the time he had finished, Konrad’s heart was pounding within his chest and he was covered with sweat from having lived his ordeal all over again.


      He waited for some reaction from Wolf, but several minutes passed and the rider remained silent.


      ‘Do you believe me?’ Konrad prompted.


      ‘What you say is impossible,’ Wolf replied, after another minute or two had gone by, ‘although the individual details are possible. Those ratmen you encountered, for example, they were skaven. Few people believe they exist, very few have ever seen them – and even fewer have lived to tell the tale. From the vividness and accuracy of all your descriptions, I know that you must be telling the truth – or that you believe you are.’


      ‘You think it was all some kind of… of dream?’


      ‘A delusion? It could well be.’


      ‘What about all these?’ said Konrad, displaying some of his wounds. ‘Are these delusions?’


      ‘They could be psychosomatic.’


      ‘What’s that?’


      Wolf grinned. ‘It’s the longest word I know, lad. No matter, we will soon discover the truth. And you say this occurred two days ago, on Sigmar’s holy day?’


      ‘Yes. Everyone in the village worships Sigmar – or did worship him, I mean.’


      ‘I’m pleased to hear it. I belong to the Cult of Sigmar. When I was younger, I planned to join the Order of the Anvil. Imagine that!’ He laughed briefly.


      Konrad did not know what he was talking about.


      ‘Me, a monk!’ continued Wolf. ‘I bet you thought I was going to say that I hoped to become a Templar, one of the Knights of the Fiery Heart.’


      Konrad thought it was best to make no response, but Wolf did not seem to notice.


      ‘You say everyone in the village worshipped Sigmar?’


      ‘Yes, I think so.’


      ‘That’s unusual for around here. Ulric has many, many followers in this region. The cult is centred on Middenheim, which is the largest city near here – not that it’s near, of course.’


      ‘Of course,’ agreed Konrad, totally baffled.


      ‘I suppose you might have thought I was also a follower of Ulric. After all, he’s the god of battle and also the patron of wolves. His emblem is the head of a wolf. But I have no insignia on my shield, I prefer to remain a – lone wolf.’ Wolf grinned, baring his sharp teeth.


      Konrad had heard the name of Ulric earlier today, when Wolf had made reference to him before killing Baron Krieshmier.


      But he had first heard of Ulric from Elyssa. He must have been another god.


      ‘It can’t be coincidence that all these events you describe,’ Wolf added, ‘if indeed they occurred, took place on Sigmar’s holy day – because there is no such thing as coincidence.’


      Wolf lapsed into silence, and Konrad waited for him to continue. He did not.


      ‘About Sigmar,’ began Konrad, several minutes later. ‘What about Sigmar?’


      ‘He’s a god?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘He founded the Empire?’


      ‘Yes.’ Konrad licked at his dry lips before proceeding hesitantly: ‘Well – er – who was Sigmar, and what is the Empire?’


      Wolf reined in his horse, and he stared down at Konrad in total amazement. ‘Are you trying to be funny, lad?’ he said, angrily, ‘Because if so…’


      ‘No, no,’ Konrad assured him. ‘I don’t know. I mean – I don’t know about Sigmar. I don’t. Really.’


      ‘If it was almost anyone else but you,’ said Wolf, ‘I’d think they were lying. But…’


      He ran his free hand through his white hair, and he sighed. He climbed off his horse, untied his water bottle from the saddle, and pointed to a patch of grass by the roadside.


      ‘Let’s sit down. It’s time you were educated.’


      They sat about a yard apart. Wolf drank a mouthful of water, then passed the leather skin to Konrad, who took a long swig before handing it back.


      ‘Sigmar,’ said Wolf, ‘lived two and a half thousand years ago. In those days, the humans in this part of the world were more primitive and barbaric than today – although if you’d been to some of the places I have, you’d find that hard to believe. The land was fought over by humans and goblinoids: goblins, hobgoblins, orcs. (From your description, those you saw playing football were probably orcs.) These were the traditional enemies of the dwarfs, who like the goblins are a much older race than man. Sigmar was the son of a tribal chief, the leader of the Unberogens. According to legend, his birth was marked by a twin-tailed fireball appearing in the sky, and by very bad storms, the worst in memory. This fireball, a comet, is one of the insignia of Sigmar. When he was only fifteen, Sigmar single-handedly wiped out a band of goblins and rescued their dwarf captives. These prisoners included Kargan Ironbeard, who was the king of one of their clans. Sigmar was rewarded with Kargan’s own double-headed warhammer. In the dwarf tongue this was called “Ghal-maraz”, which in our language translates as “Skull-splitter”. This magical weapon enabled Sigmar to become the most powerful and famous of all human warriors, and he built up a huge and mighty army. When his father died, Sigmar became chief and in a titanic duel he killed his main rival, the leader of the Teutognens. Sigmar was thus able to unite all eight of the divided human tribes – and that is the other insignia of Sigmar: an eight-pointed star, two overlapping squares, to represent the eight human tribes. Sigmar led his troops in a total war against the goblin hordes, intending to sweep them from the region and claim it for mankind. And he succeeded.


      ‘Victory was achieved at a great battle in Stirland. (That’s far to the south of here, lad, but we’ll deal with your geography lesson later.) The goblinoids, however, were not totally defeated, because their armies turned their attention to the dwarfs – and this time, victory was theirs. The dwarfs were forced to retreat to their ancient homelands, leaving a few hundred of their number as a rearguard. A messenger brought Sigmar the news, and he marched his legions into the Black Mountains. Then came the battle of Black Fire Pass, when the orcs and goblins were trapped between the humans and the dwarf rearguard. With his mighty warhammer swinging, splitting skulls, Sigmar was at the head of his troops as they totally annihilated the enemy. That was the day Sigmar became known as “Hammer of the Goblins” – Sigmar Heldenhammer. Thanks to Sigmar’s intervention, the centuries-old war between goblin and dwarf was finally over. Sigmar was able to establish the Empire, and its foundation marked the date when the calendar begins, year one. Sigmar was crowned emperor in Reikdorf, which is now Altdorf, the capital. (And my home city.) Half a century after he became Emperor, Sigmar vanished. He set out to return Ghal-maraz to the dwarfs, the warhammer with which he had founded the Empire. When he reached Black Fire Pass, he went on alone. He was never seen again, or not by any human, and the dwarfs have never told what happened to him – if, indeed, they know. And that, lad, is who Sigmar was.’


      Wolf drank deep from the leather bottle.


      Konrad’s head was reeling with everything he had heard: goblins and orcs and dwarfs – legendary events – mythical heroes – ancient battles…


      ‘I had no idea,’ he said.


      ‘What have you been doing all your life?’


      Konrad shrugged, because he had no real answer.


      ‘Your parents never told you?’


      ‘I had no parents, none that I knew. That’s why I have no family name – because I have no family. For as long as I can remember, up until the day I left the village, all I ever did was work in a tavern.’


      ‘I can think of worse work.’ Wolf raised an imaginary beer stein to his lips.


      ‘I can’t.’


      ‘All right,’ said Wolf, ‘let’s proceed. That’s the history, now the geography. Do you know where we are?’


      ‘Between Ferlangen and the village,’ replied Konrad. He was certain of that – assuming the coach driver had given them the right directions. ‘And in the Empire.’


      ‘Is that it?’


      Konrad nodded. ‘That’s it.’


      ‘Fetch me a stick.’


      ‘A stick?’


      ‘Yes, you know what a stick is?’


      That was one thing that Konrad did know. He stood up, walked into the forest, returned soon after with a straight piece of wood about two feet long. Wolf took it and began drawing in the dirt of the road.


      ‘This isn’t to scale, you understand, but I don’t think that will make a great deal of difference. We live on the world, right?’ He drew a large square.


      ‘Right,’ agreed Konrad.


      ‘And the Old World is a small part of the world.’ He drew a small square within the larger one. ‘Right?’


      ‘Right.’


      ‘And the Empire is a small part of the Old World.’ He drew an even smaller square within the small one. ‘Right?’


      ‘Right.’


      Wolf rubbed away what he had drawn with the sole of his boot, then drew another design, a circle.


      ‘The Empire,’ he said, and he pointed. ‘Here, all around the west, the south, the east, the Empire is surrounded by mountains. To the north-east lies the land of Kislev, and to the north is the ocean – the Sea of Claws. Altdorf, the capital, is here, over to the west. Middenheim would be around here.’


      ‘That’s near, you said?’


      ‘There’s near – and there’s near. It’s not as near as your village, shall we say. Middenheim was where I last stayed for more than a night. I must admit that I like it there – maybe because it’s known as the City of the White Wolf! Middenheim is the largest city in this part of the Empire, although it isn’t a part of this province. Which is Ostland, here.’ Wolf pointed towards the north-east, near where he had said Kislev was.


      ‘And the capital of the Grand Principality of Ostland,’ he continued, ‘is Wolfenburg. A good name for a city, huh? It’s smaller than Middenheim, and probably further from here. But Middenheim is a city state, not the capital of a province.’


      Konrad stared into the dirt drawing, at the patterns that Wolf had marked in the dust, and he tried to make sense of the lines and crosses and what had been said – but without much success.


      ‘This is where we are now,’ added Wolf, jabbing the stick into the ground, ‘between the Middle Mountains and the coast, in the Forest of Shadows. See?’


      ‘Yes,’ agreed Konrad, although he did not.


      ‘Good.’ Wolf threw the stick over his shoulder. ‘That’s all there is to it. Let’s have something to eat.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TEN


      Konrad was surprised at how soon they reached the village – or at least where the village had been.


      There was nothing left of it. The invaders had set fire to everything, but fire alone could not have so totally devastated the area.


      Where there had once been houses, homes, buildings there was – nothing.


      Wood and straw would have burned, but not stone and brick. Yet stone and brick had vanished, as had the cobbled road that led up to the manor house.


      Everything had been totally obliterated from the face of the earth, and all that remained was dust and ashes, dark scars upon the landscape to mark where once hundreds of people had lived – and died.


      There was no sign of the invaders or their victims, not so much as a single body. Hundreds of humans had died, thousands of inhumans. Where were their remains? Surely the other predators from the woods could not have devoured them all so swiftly. Such an unnatural feast should have lasted for weeks.


      But, Konrad realized, whatever supernatural force had demolished and disintegrated solid rock and stone would have had little difficulty in destroying flesh and bones.


      The wooden bridge over the river was still there, intact, as though it were not a part of the village and therefore beyond the boundary of annihilation.


      Wolf led the way across the river, and Konrad followed, leading the packhorse. Once they reached the other side, they halted. Wolf gazed at the scene of total desolation.


      ‘I believe you,’ he said.


      But Konrad did not believe it. How could everything have vanished so absolutely?


      All that remained were shadows burned into the ground. If it were not for those unnatural traces etched into the landscape, it would be as though the village had never existed.


      Konrad shook his head in utter bewilderment. All he could say was, ‘How…’


      ‘You saw the beastmen attack, lad, the beastmen and their unholy allies. But beyond them, far more malignant forces were at work. Their minions were here to kill all the people, all the livestock. Once that had been accomplished, they were expendable. After all life had been wiped out, every trace of human existence also had to be eliminated. For that, greater and more unspeakable powers were called into action.’


      In the few hours since they had met, much of what Wolf had said was incomprehensible because most of it was beyond Konrad’s experience. But this was not: he knew about the village. He had lived here all his life. He had been here when the attack had commenced. Even so, Wolf’s references were too oblique.


      ‘What do you mean?’ he asked, gazing at the devastation.


      ‘It’s hard to explain,’ said Wolf, ‘and I don’t think I should even try – because I’m not sure that I really know.’


      Wolf, however, knew far more than Konrad did. He had travelled the world, he was infinitely more experienced.


      ‘What are the beastmen?’ asked Konrad. ‘Where do they come from?’


      ‘They are the essence of absolute evil. They have been corrupted beyond all redemption. Those around here are the remnants of the forces that attacked the Empire two hundred years ago, that were driven back by Magnus the Pious. Those descended from the survivors, and those benighted creatures that later swelled their ranks, have lived in isolated areas like the Forest of Shadows for many years. They’ve been growing bolder of late, their attacks against humans more frequent. But I’ve never seen anything like this. And I’ve seen more than I care to remember, I assure you.’


      Wolf took a drink of water, then looked back in the direction they had come. ‘The Empire is under attack again, both from within and without. Those who would undermine civilization from inside do so with subtlety and cunning. In a way, they are the most dangerous of enemies – but they are not the sort that can be fought on the field of battle, that can be driven back with real weapons, cold steel and hot blood. To play any part in this conflict, a warrior must go beyond the borders of the Empire. That was where I was bound when I met you this morning.’


      As he spoke, Wolf gripped the hilt of his black sword. Then he nodded towards where the village had once stood. ‘One of the reasons I was leaving was because things seemed too tame around here,’ he added, and he smiled without humour, showing his sharpened teeth. ‘Where was the place that this girl lived, the one who gave you that quiver?’


      ‘Straight ahead,’ said Konrad. ‘Up the hill.’


      Wolf dug his heels into Midnight’s flanks, and they proceeded through the ravaged landscape. The buildings were but marks upon the ground, almost as insubstantial as those that Wolf had made with his stick a few hours previously.


      And they would be erased as easily. The wind, the rain, the frost, the snow, and before too long there would be no trace of habitation. The trees would return, the creeping forest growing over this isolated outpost of humanity, claiming back the land that it had once possessed.


      Konrad glanced at where the tavern had stood. The inn had been absolutely razed, as had the barn behind it. It was as though all of his previous existence had dissolved along with the buildings where he had spent so much of his life.


      And he felt glad.


      Leaving the village had been a new beginning to his life. Until then, he had not lived, merely existed. Now that there was no village, he had no past – and so his life really had begun anew.


      As little of the manor house remained as the rest of the village, and that was very little at all. The ground was marked with scorched embers, as if someone had used charcoal to lay out the plans for the outer walls and for all the buildings within.


      ‘Tell me again,’ said Wolf.


      ‘The lord of the manor was called Wilhelm Kastring. His daughter was named Elyssa. She found the bow, the quiver, the ten arrows in an old cellar. She gave them to me as a reward for saving her life, when I rescued her from a beastman. The bow broke, I used all the arrows, and the only thing that remains is the quiver. Why?’


      Wolf did not answer, he merely held out his hand. Konrad gave him the quiver, and Wolf examined it very carefully: the strangely patterned black leather, the gold crest of a mailed fist and two crossed arrows.


      ‘And that’s the truth?’ he asked.


      ‘Yes.’


      Wolf threw the quiver down into the dust, scattering the ashes. This had been the entrance to the manor house. It was here that Skullface had stood, here that the black arrow had pierced his heart – and here that he had examined the golden emblem in almost the same way that Wolf had done.


      Konrad bent down to pick up the quiver.


      ‘Leave it!’ Wolf commanded. ‘This is where it came from, so this is where it can remain.’


      Konrad became still. ‘But–’ he began.


      Wolf waved his arm disdainfully. ‘A peasant’s weapon,’ he sneered.


      Konrad looked down at the quiver, now grey from the ashes that had immolated the manor.


      It was all he had left to remind him of Elyssa. But he did not need anything to remind him of the girl, he decided, not while he still had his memories. While he remembered, she lived on.


      Just as the bridge over the river was still there, so the drawbridge across the moat remained. As they crossed back over the wooden bridge, Konrad remembered.


      ‘There’s something else,’ he said.


      ‘What’s that?’


      ‘The day before all this happened, a stranger arrived in the village. A knight wearing bronze armour.’


      Wolf halted, turned his horse and looked at Konrad, saying nothing but waiting for him to continue.


      ‘He rode through the village at dawn, and it seemed as if he rode in total silence. It’s hard to explain now. Only Elyssa and I saw him, I think, although many others should have done. It was as though time stood still while he was in the village.’


      ‘What did he do?’


      ‘Nothing. He rode up the road here – or what used to be the road – came to the manor house, then turned away and rode back.’


      ‘His horse was also clad in bronze armour?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘His armour was spiked at each joint – elbows, knees, knuckles?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Twin spikes on his helmet and also on his horse’s?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘He had no insignia, no emblems on his accoutrements, no kind of identification?’


      ‘No.’


      Wolf’s hands had tightened on his reins, and he said nothing else.


      ‘Who was he?’ asked Konrad.


      Wolf looked all around, looked up at the sky, looked down at the ground, then when there was nowhere else to look he finally answered, ‘My brother. He’s my twin brother – or he was…’


      Konrad remembered how Elyssa had described the bronze knight as a ghost, and he said, ‘You mean he’s dead?’


      ‘Worse than dead,’ said Wolf. He was looking at Konrad, but his eyes were focused elsewhere – upon a different time.


      Konrad remained silent. If Wolf had more to add, then he would do so.


      Wolf stroked his horse’s neck then finally spoke again, ‘Midnight also has a twin, a jet black stallion. My father gave myself and my brother the horses when we came of age. That’s what he rides now, hidden beneath all that armour. He? Maybe I mean “it”.’


      He took a drink of water, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.


      ‘Families, Konrad, families.’ Wolf slowly shook his head. ‘You’re lucky you never had one. That way you can never be betrayed by the person closest to you.’


      Konrad suddenly felt icy cold, and he shivered, because Wolf’s words brought to the surface what had been hovering just below the level of his consciousness – how he had foreseen that he, too, would be betrayed by the one who was most close to him.


      But that was impossible now. Elyssa was dead.


      Konrad’s attention was suddenly distracted, and he turned his head towards the forest. There was nothing visible – but he could see…


      ‘Beastmen!’ he warned, because that was the only word he knew to describe the three hell-spawned creatures that were about to descend upon them.


      Wolf had drawn his sword instantly, and he looked all around, but no danger was yet apparent. He glanced at Konrad, frowning, clearly not believing him.


      Konrad’s knife was in his hand as he scanned the hill above where the manor had been, and he watched the forest beyond that.


      Then Midnight snorted and moved uneasily, his equine senses also detecting the unseen peril within the woods. A second later, the trio of death burst into the open, hurtling down the hill at an impossible speed!


      Where most beastmen were shambling, clumsy monsters, these were sleek and muscular, clad in lightweight armour, carrying shiny curved swords and gleaming oval shields. Their bodies were humanoid, their fur striped with crimson and yellow patterns; their faces were fanged, their heads horned.


      And they moved so fast because they flew!


      Great wings grew from their backs which enabled them to glide down the slope far faster than any creature could run. The wings were those of birds; but instead of being feathered, they were covered with scales – each of which glinted in the sunlight.


      ‘Looks like trouble,’ commented Wolf, as he swiftly reached for his helmet. But he realized that there was no time to cover his head, and instead he grabbed his shield for protection.


      A moment later the first of the three flying things swooped towards Konrad. The lad threw himself down and rolled away, feeling a cold draught of air by his face as a sword sliced past his cheek, narrowly missing him.


      Then the second beast also dived at him, and this time he was hit – but only by the kick of a foot against his shoulder. Yet that foot was taloned, and the vicious spikes ripped through his tunic and into his flesh. He kept rolling, hoping to avoid the third creature which was also arrowing towards him.


      Wolf urged his horse forward, to block the attack. He ducked, but thrust his sword upwards at the same time as he dug his heels into Midnight’s flanks. The horse reared up, raising the tip of the black blade higher – and the attacker became even more red, slit open from throat to waist as it slid along the point of the sword.


      It plunged to the ground and lay there screaming hideously, until Midnight’s lashing hooves silenced it.


      By then, the first two had wheeled about and were returning for another assault. As before, they both dived at Konrad. He was back on his feet, but was forced to throw himself to the ground again in order to avoid being split in half by a sword stroke.


      This time, as he fell onto his back, Konrad lashed out with his knife and felt the blade make contact with the flying flesh. The thing dropped its weapon, and blood rained down from its slashed arm.


      But the second survivor was also plummeting down at Konrad, its crimson and gold wings folded back.


      Again, Wolf came to his rescue, Midnight springing between the creature and its target. Wolf jabbed his blade upwards. The attacker blocked the thrust with its shield and veered away.


      ‘They don’t seem to like you, lad!’ yelled Wolf, as the red devils looped and then dived again.


      Konrad was back on his feet, and he rushed towards the fallen sword, bending down to pick it up.


      ‘No!’ warned Wolf.


      Konrad already had his fingers around the hilt – and he felt a surge of power rush from his hand, up his arm, and into his whole body. He glanced at Wolf, wondering what was wrong.


      He lifted the weapon. It had appeared heavy, but it did not feel so. Yet he took it in both hands, instinctively aware that this was how its innate energy would flow more quickly through him, into every muscle and nerve, each bone and sinew.


      The second flying monster, the one still armed, descended rapidly towards him. It spat and snarled as it skimmed lower, its sword raised. Konrad stood his ground, his own sword also lifted, holding it steady in both his hands. He saw where the creature was aiming, knew that its weapon would begin to strike to the left, but pull back as it veered away, and then the vital blow would be made to the right…


      Konrad did not flinch as the sword sliced at him. Then, when it was suddenly withdrawn as he had visualized, he leapt upwards, lashing out. The creature tried to avoid the strike, bringing up its shield defensively, but Konrad’s blow ripped away half one of its wings. The assailant tumbled to the ground.


      Something flashed through the air close to Konrad’s head. A knife. The other brute, although having lost its sword, was not disarmed. As it flew down at Konrad, it pulled another throwing knife from behind its shield.


      The second knife darted towards him, and he sprang aside.


      The blade whistled by his neck, and Konrad struck out with his sword. The attacker pulled back, beating its wings furiously, raising itself aloft and out of range. It drew a third knife from its shield.


      Then Wolf hurled his own round shield at the thing, sending it spinning through the sky and into the creature’s midriff. It lost its momentum, and its gaudy wings stopped beating. It dropped.


      Wolf sprang from the back of his horse and sprinted in pursuit. He soon reached the stricken being, his black sword plunging swiftly down, then rising up red.


      By now, Konrad had turned towards the beast that he had wounded, which was up off the ground and onto its clawed feet. Spitting venom, shrieking out its inhuman fury, it raced at him.


      The two swords clashed, blade against blade, spraying sparks.


      His opponent was taller than Konrad, stronger, heavier. He should have been forced back by this superior strength, but instead he found new power deep within himself – a source of strength that was tapped by the very weapon he held.


      He should have been in great pain from his wound, which was deep if not serious. But he could feel nothing. The energy from the sword was like a soothing balm.


      As they tested their physical prowess, pressing against one another, Konrad gazed into the eyes of his enemy – and saw that they were exactly like those of the beastman he had slain two days ago, the one whose skin he had worn. Its eyes were also all white, as if without any pupil. But still the thing could see.


      They threw each other back, freeing their weapons. And then they fought.


      Konrad had never used a sword, but he was able to parry every blow, anticipating where the blade would fall each time. He was on the defensive, however, driven back at each stroke, unable to attempt a strike of his own.


      Pressing home its advantage, the renegade became more frenzied in its attacks, its blade chopping up and down, from the left and from the right. It snarled and growled, its slavering jaws snapping ferociously with every stroke.


      Then, as with its very first sword stroke, Konrad caught the blade with his own. The weapons were locked together, but he was forced back, back, back.


      He felt the hot foul breath of his attacker, saw its nostrils twitch as it scented victory.


      Konrad had been wielding his weapon in both hands, but now he let go with his left, trying to keep back the whole force of his antagonist with but his right arm.


      As his left hand reached for the knife in his belt, the creature swung its shield to knock him aside. Konrad ducked and backed away, gripped the bone hilt of his dagger, then sprang forwards, thrusting upwards with the kris. He buried the blade into his opponent’s chin, driving it up through the jaw, the tongue, into the top of its skull.


      The thing refused to accept that it was defeated, and it continued trying to force Konrad back. So he simply moved away, and the brute crashed to the ground. Its arms flailed wildly, swinging both sword and shield, carving up the ground, as though trying to dig its own grave. But its dying limbs became weaker and weaker, until they ceased moving. The aerial marauder lay dead, its blood staining the dry earth.


      ‘I’m impressed,’ said Wolf, who was leaning on his sword, watching.


      His own sword still raised, Konrad stared at him.


      ‘Drop it,’ Wolf told him.


      Almost against his will, Konrad took a step towards Wolf.


      ‘Drop it!’


      He obeyed, managing to open his fingers and let the weapon fall. He gazed at the creature that he had slain, then bent down to retrieve his knife from its throat.


      ‘Ah!’ he yelled, feeling the agony in his left shoulder. Three streams of blood trickled down his back from the claw marks.


      ‘Take off your tunic,’ said Wolf, going to the packhorse and tearing off some strips of fabric from one of the bundles tied there. He poured water over Konrad’s wound, then bound it up.


      ‘Why were they after you?’ the warrior asked.


      ‘Me?’


      ‘You. It was you they were trying to kill, not me.’


      Konrad said nothing.


      ‘And how were you aware of them before they even showed themselves?’ Wolf asked, once he was finished.


      Konrad remained silent, glancing down at the ground, realizing that Wolf was staring at his eyes – his different eyes…


      ‘Here,’ said Wolf, and he handed Konrad his sword. ‘I think you know what to do by now.’


      Konrad took the blade, and he glanced around at the three dead red menaces. ‘What are they?’


      ‘Beastmen.’


      ‘Do I strip them?’


      ‘No! Don’t even touch them. Use a rag to clean my sword, something from one of those two this morning.’


      Konrad realized this was what his bandage was made from; it had been part of Carl’s shirt. He did as he was told, while Wolf retrieved his shield.


      Then they quit the dust and the ashes of the village, leaving the bodies of their dead attackers where they had fallen.


      ‘Is this safe?’ asked Konrad uneasily, when they finally camped for the night.


      They had spent most of the day in silence and in travelling. Wolf would say no more about his brother, and he refused to speak about the beasts that had attacked them, and so Konrad had not even tried asking questions on such a trivial matter as their destination.


      He did not like the idea of sleeping out in the forest, but there seemed no alternative. It was either that or continue through the woods during the dark.


      Wolf merely shrugged.


      ‘Should one of us stay awake, on guard?’


      ‘You can if you want, but what good do you think it would do? And I’ve always thought I’d like to die in my sleep.’


      Konrad gazed at him in the twilight. It was hard to know when Wolf was joking or not. It seemed that he could never remain serious for very long.


      Konrad had thought that they might have lit a fire. That would have kept the animals of the woods at bay, but he knew it would have been no deterrent to those creatures who were far more of a danger. Instead, the flames would have drawn attention to their whereabouts.


      ‘It’s been quite a day for you,’ Wolf remarked.


      Konrad nodded, tentatively touching his wounded shoulder. It still throbbed, but was no longer as painful as it had been.


      Then he stroked his throat, thinking of how he had escaped being hung. He could remember that last year in the village the miller’s son had been found guilty of murder. He had been involved in a dispute over the weight of a sack of flour, which resulted in a farmer being killed. Wilhelm Kastring had sentenced him to death, and he had been hanged.


      But there was a great difference between being hung for murder and being given the same punishment for snaring rabbits.


      ‘Were they really going to hang me?’


      ‘You heard what Krieshmier said.’


      ‘For two rabbits?’


      ‘What else should they have done? Put you in jail? That would have meant feeding you, paying someone to guard you. It was easier to kill you – and much cheaper.’


      Wolf yawned, then continued, ‘But you haven’t lived until you’ve been sentenced to death, lad. I’ve lost count of the number of times it’s happened to me. There are still warrants out for my arrest in some places, and a price on my head. And, believe me, being condemned to death is better than being jailed.’


      Wolf unfastened his leather jerkin, and even in the gloom Konrad could see that his chest was criss-crossed with the traces of ancient lacerations. There were so many of them that there was more scar tissue than undamaged flesh. Konrad’s own old wounds were nothing but scratches in comparison.


      ‘That’s what my captors did for amusement – but it didn’t make me laugh.’


      Wolf touched the links around his neck. ‘This is the chain that once held me captive. I wear it to remind me – not that I could ever forget. And I will never, never be taken prisoner again.’


      He stared at Konrad. ‘If ever it seems likely that you’re going to become a hostage, choose to slit your own throat instead. If there’s life, they say, there’s hope. That isn’t true.’


      ‘You lived,’ said Konrad. ‘Whatever happened, you escaped, you survived.’


      ‘Sometimes I don’t think so.’


      Konrad knew that this was another of Wolf’s enigmatic remarks, and that he would not elaborate further, so he asked: ‘But who’s going to try and capture me?’


      Wolf let go of the chain and fastened his tunic. ‘They’ll try and catch you if they can’t kill you – and twice today they couldn’t kill you. No, three times. They tried to hang you, then murder you, and then the beastmen attacked. Is your life always so interesting?’


      ‘Perhaps those three attacked because I survived the village massacre,’ said Konrad. ‘But I didn’t see any like them in the attack.’


      ‘There are many types of beastmen, lad, and more and more with every passing season, it seems. Some look like animals but have the intelligence of men; some look like men but have the brains of slugs.’


      ‘And you think there’s some connection between the beastmen and what happened to me in Ferlangen?’


      But Wolf was already turning his head towards the woods, and at the same time Konrad saw a movement between the trees. He grabbed for his knife, but Wolf left his black sword sheathed as he stood up.


      ‘We have company,’ he said, and he walked in the direction of the silent intruder.


      But there was more than one, Konrad noticed, as he also rose. Through the dark trees, he saw several even darker shadows glide past.


      He caught glimpses of fur, of glinting feral eyes.


      He watched as Wolf melted into the gloom and joined the animals.


      Wolf, Konrad thought, wolves…


      The creatures of the night were wolves, yet Wolf had no fear because he must have had some kind of affinity with them. It was not only his name, and his altered appearance, which were lupine.


      Konrad strained his eyes, leaning forward but daring to go no nearer, and he caught sight of Wolf down on his haunches, stroking the head of one of the animals. It seemed as though he was talking to it.


      After a few minutes, Wolf returned. ‘We also have our allies,’ he said. ‘You can sleep easily, lad, our guard dogs will be on watch.’


      Konrad had so many questions, but he realized there was very little that Wolf would have answered.


      He sat down, and he shivered.


      ‘Cold?’


      ‘Yes,’ said Konrad, although he did not know whether it was the chill of the night air or fear of the wolves that had made him tremble.


      ‘How’s the shoulder?’


      Konrad flexed his arm, winced. ‘Sore.’


      ‘Good. That means it’s healing. And you’d better start wrapping up warm and wearing those boots.’


      ‘But it’s summer.’


      ‘Where we’re going, they don’t have summer.’


      ‘Where’s that?’


      ‘To Kislev,’ said Wolf. ‘And beyond.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER ELEVEN


      They travelled for many days, and Konrad walked all the way.


      During the day, there was never any trace of the wolves; but they were there every night. Konrad did not know whether they were the same animal, which paralleled their course during the light, or whether it was a different pack each time that darkness fell. He did not even know whether they were real wolves, or some kind of spectral beasts that Wolf had conjured up for their protection.


      He did not ask. Wolf did not say.


      And every evening, at dusk, Wolf would step into the trees that ringed their camp. There, he would commune with the pack that prowled the dark forest for their defence. Konrad could have gone closer, could have attempted to find out what was happening; but if Wolf did indeed talk to the creatures whose name he bore, Konrad preferred not to know.


      Initially, he was uneasy knowing that such animals were so close. But after the first few nights, he slept well, comfortable in the knowledge that an unseen circle of defenders stood between them and the other creatures of the woods. Either that, or he was exhausted by the journey.


      Konrad’s earlier uncertainties about staying with Wolf had faded to the back of his mind. He had known that there was more to his existence than the village, that he would go on to live another life and do other things. If nothing else, serving as Wolf’s squire was a start, a new beginning.


      He was not sure what a squire was supposed to do. As yet, his only function had been to clean Wolf’s sword. There must have been more to it than that, but he suspected that he would only find out exactly what his work entailed once they reached Kislev.


      This was something else that he was unsure whether he wanted to know, and he was happy to keep on walking. Every step he took was another step further away from the village.


      On their journey, they passed through several other villages and towns. They never stayed overnight, but Wolf was always able to find something on his packhorse that he could exchange for a few rations. He never stopped at an inn; all he drank was water.


      ‘I think you’re safe by now,’ Wolf said, one evening.


      ‘Safe from what?’ Konrad asked.


      ‘From your wound.’


      By this time, Konrad had almost forgotten his injury. Three long scabs marked his shoulder, and he no longer wore a bandage.


      ‘It’s nothing,’ said Konrad.


      ‘It looks like nothing,’ Wolf told him. ‘But far more trivial injuries can be fatal. The beastmen must have some kind of venom that gets into a wound. At first it doesn’t hurt, and sometimes people don’t even know they’ve been cut. Then the pain begins to build up, slowly, remorselessly, until they die in screaming agony. I’ve seen men chop off their own wounded arms to try and end the torture. But it never did any good.’


      From then on, Konrad inspected the scabs on his shoulder several times a day, watching for some sign of poisoning. He never found any – and if he had, it would have been too late…


      The road upon which they travelled was no wider than the one into Ferlangen, and in a much worse state of repair, but Wolf had told him that it was one of the major routes within the Empire. The land of Kislev lay beyond the Empire, but Konrad was confused by Wolf’s references until he discovered that both the country and its capital shared the same name.


      They were eastward bound for Erengrad, which was on the coast of Kislev. Following the road in the other direction, however, would have brought them to Middenheim. Middenheim was at the crossroads of the Empire. By turning south at Middenheim, they would have been heading for Altdorf, the capital. But continuing westwards, they would have reached the coast again at a port called Marienburg.


      The coastline between Erengrad and Marienburg marked the northern boundary of the Empire. Above lay the Sea of Claws. Each port was also beyond the edge of the Empire, in another land.


      Studying the various maps that Wolf drew in the dust for him, Konrad finally began to make some sense of all the names and places that he heard.


      The road from Erengrad led west to Marienburg, but he also discovered that Kislev was linked to Marienburg by river. From the capital of Kislev, a river flowed all the way west to Altdorf, where it became the River Reik and turned northwards towards the sea.


      ‘Everything is connected,’ Wolf said, gazing down into one of the patterns he had drawn in the dust, as he traced a line along the road connecting Marienburg to Middenheim to Erengrad, then followed the river back from Kislev to Altdorf to Marienburg.


      ‘It was only a few years ago that I was shown such a map. A real map, drawn on parchment. Until then, I didn’t even know what a map was. But suddenly so much fell into place. I’d been to all those places, and finally I was able to see the overall structure, the links between them. What happens in one part of the Empire affects what happens elsewhere, even if it’s a thousand miles away. Similarly, whatever happens anywhere in the Old World affects the Empire.’


      Konrad was not sure that he understood fully, but that was not unusual.


      Every so often, they reached a toll gate on the highway, similar to the ones he had seen at Ferlangen.


      Armed soldiers guarded each barrier, but Wolf was never asked for payment. After he had exchanged a few words with the men on duty, the gate was always swung open or raised to let him and Konrad through.


      They had been allowed out of Ferlangen because the toll keeper was scared, Konrad knew; yet this was not the case along the Middenheim to Erengrad road. The veteran troops who patrolled the route did not look as though they were scared of anything.


      They must have been chosen for their strength and valour, because Konrad was aware that the woods beyond the road were full of beastmen. And the further east they travelled, the greater the number of such creatures he could sense lurking in the decayed depths of the forest.


      ‘Do they let us through because you’re heading to Kislev to fight the beastmen?’ Konrad asked, after they had passed through yet another barrier.


      ‘No,’ said Wolf, ‘but that’s not a bad guess. Troops on their way to help defend Kislev don’t have to pay road tolls, of course. And freelancers may also be given a road warrant. But I don’t need one.’


      ‘Why’s that?’


      ‘Because I used to work for the toughest, most feared outfit in the whole of the Empire. Wherever we rode, strong men quaked in fear. No one was safe from us. No one ever escaped.’


      ‘What were you?’


      ‘An Imperial tax collector!’ laughed Wolf. ‘Which means, of course, that I never have to pay any taxes or dues anywhere within the Empire. The lads on the toll gates, they are in a similar line of work, part of the same brotherhood, and so I know the passwords and don’t have to pay. Neither do you.’


      ‘Thanks.’


      ‘Don’t mention it.’


      Konrad obeyed; he did not mention it. He simply kept on walking. They only stopped to eat, to sleep, to trade, to graze the horses, or when the summer rain was too heavy. Until, finally, they reached Kislev.


      ***


      There was no border, no boundary to mark the end of the Empire and the beginning of a new land. The first time Konrad realized they were in Kislev was when the forest suddenly ended and Wolf pointed to the city that lay ahead of them. ‘Erengrad,’ he said.


      The city was a fortress, enclosed by high wooden walls. A few towers could be seen above the walls, but nothing else. A wide expanse of woodland had been totally cleared around the city. There could be no attack here without the guards in the watch-towers giving warning, no invasion without the thick walls being breached.


      Although fascinated by the city walls, which stretched almost as far as he could see, Konrad’s attention was drawn to the north – to the sea.


      They had been moving nearer to the coast throughout their journey. Without the forest blocking the view, for the first time ever he was able to see the ocean.


      And he could not believe it.


      There was more than a mile of land in between, which in itself was amazing enough. He had never seen such a huge expanse denuded of trees and not replaced by habitation. Throughout his life, Konrad had been surrounded by thick foliage, never able to see further than a few hundred yards uphill or into a valley.


      But beyond the clearing, past the slope that led down to the coast, was the sea.


      The absolute vastness that lay before him, the total nothingness between himself and the horizon, literally took his breath away.


      It was a clear day, and the sun was reflected in the ripples of the blue ocean. A few sails were visible on the water, ships sailing to and from the port.


      Konrad stood motionless, gazing in awe, feeling the cold wind from the ocean blow over his face and through his hair.


      ‘It’s only water,’ Wolf told him.


      ‘But… there’s so much of it.’


      ‘And there’s even more of it underneath!’


      ‘Where does it end?’


      ‘It doesn’t. It goes on forever. The waters that lap against this shore are the same as the waves that roll against the coasts of Araby and Lustria, Cathay and Nippon. It is all part of the same pattern, Konrad. And so are we. We are all pawns in the cosmic scheme.’


      Konrad began to feel dizzy staring at infinity, and he had to turn away, to look around and focus on what he knew and recognized – the Forest of Shadows. That had seemed as though it went on forever, but from Wolf he had learned it was only a part of the woodlands which covered most of the Empire: the Reikwald Forest, the Laurelorn Forest, the Drak Wald Forest, the Great Forest…


      ‘Come on,’ said Wolf. ‘We may have reached Erengrad, but we’re still only halfway there.’


      ‘Halfway where?’


      But Wolf did not answer; Konrad should have learned that by now.


      They continued towards the city. The road from the Empire led to a pair of bronze gates. Huge although they were, the gates were dwarfed by the walls in which they were set. The gates did not swing open for Wolf as easily as the toll barriers on the highway had done.


      The guards at the entrance to the city wore furs on top of their armour, and most of them had thick, drooping moustaches. They watched suspiciously as Wolf dismounted. Leaving Konrad to look after his horse, he walked towards the guardhouse.


      Konrad watched for several minutes as discussions took place, with much gesturing and pointing. An officer was called from the guardhouse, and there was more debate and gesticulating.


      Then the door was opened very slightly, and an official from the city emerged to conduct the arbitration at a higher level.


      One of the troops strode over towards Konrad, inspecting him carefully, stepped towards Midnight, then jumped back swiftly when the white stallion snorted and reared up, and he went to examine what the packhorse was carrying. Apparently satisfied, he returned to the gate where the negotiations were continuing.


      Finally, there were smiles and nods, handshakes and salutes.


      Wolf returned. ‘Bloody foreigners!’ he complained, as he climbed into Midnight’s saddle. ‘As if I wasn’t here to help them.’ He shook his head, sighed, then added, ‘In we go.’


      One of the bronze doors had been opened wider to admit them. Wolf rode through, Konrad followed, and the packhorse followed him.


      Konrad had been amazed by Ferlangen, at how it was so much bigger than the village. But Erengrad was far, far larger than Ferlangen had been – and he was utterly overwhelmed by all the sights and sounds of the city.


      Erengrad stood at the mouth of a river, Wolf had said. The only river that Konrad knew was the one that had flowed through the village, but there was no comparison between that and the River Lynsk. It was like the difference between a drop of dew and a thunderstorm.


      The Lynsk was so wide that there was even an island in the middle, an island far larger than Ferlangen, which until today had been the biggest town Konrad had ever seen.


      It was here that all the ships from the Empire and the rest of the world berthed, where cargoes were transhipped to and from the river craft which carried them up and down the waterways of Kislev.


      Yet the city of Kislev itself, Konrad knew from Wolf’s lessons, could not be reached by river from Erengrad. It lay south of the upper reaches of the Lynsk, to which it was joined by road.


      Konrad had been impressed by the bridge near Ferlangen. It had been built of stone, whereas the one by the village had merely been made of wood.


      The bridge that had to be traversed to reach the dock area of Erengrad was only constructed of wood – but what a bridge! Most of it was built upon wooden pilings which had been driven into the river bed, but the centre section of the span could be raised like a drawbridge in order to admit the tallest of ships into the lagoon beyond.


      Wolf left Konrad to look after the horses while he went in search of – something or other. As usual, he would not say.


      While he was gone, Konrad gazed and gawped at all the fantastic sights on view. The ships which were larger than houses; the sailors from a dozen strange lands, all dressed in weird clothes and speaking even more bizarre languages; the stevedores loading cargoes which he did not recognize and could not even guess at.


      After a while, two men stopped by Konrad. They were both small, barefoot, clad in loose white shirts and baggy breeches. Their eyes were narrow, their complexions very sallow, their hair thick, black and straight. They must have been mariners from a distant country.


      One of them spoke to Konrad, talking in a language that he could not understand.


      The foreigner’s words were very fast, hardly sounding like human speech.


      Konrad shook his head to indicate his lack of comprehension, and he wondered what the men wanted. Maybe they were asking for directions, or perhaps they were trying to sell him something.


      When he did not reply, they looked at one another, gesturing wildly and chattering rapidly.


      Midnight snorted and tried to move forward. Konrad turned, pulling on the reins and attempting to restrain the powerful horse.


      His attention was distracted for a moment as the white stallion suddenly reared up, his hooves flashing.


      And in that moment, the two sailors both drew their knives, long and narrow and razor-sharp.


      Although his back was turned, there was no need for Konrad to look. He dropped both horses’ bridles and swiftly reached for his own dagger. He now knew who the men were – they were his deadly foes.


      Midnight’s front legs kicked, his hooves punching the air like the fists of a boxer. One of the two attackers backed quickly away, ducking aside, trying to avoid the flailing hooves.


      But the other sprang towards Konrad, yelling an incomprehensible war cry. Konrad yelled back, roaring out his own anger.


      The two blades sliced through the air as the opponents came within range. Each initial whirling stroke missed by the thickness of a man’s skin, as both leaned aside.


      Then the antagonists were upon one another, each left hand gripping the enemy’s right wrist as they struggled for supremacy.


      They were evenly matched: Konrad was taller, but his attacker was heavier.


      There was an abrupt scream, a desperate and despairing shriek that could only have been a death cry. It was the other foreign sailor. He had fallen victim to Midnight’s deadly hooves and lay on the quayside, trampled by the white stallion.


      For an instant Konrad and his opponent forgot their own duel and glanced over at the crushed corpse. Then their eyes met again – and Konrad grinned.


      ‘Now it’s your turn,’ he hissed.


      The mariner did not know what Konrad was saying, but he could not have failed to guess the meaning of the words. He spat back a retort, and then grappled with even more ferocity, trying to force Konrad’s knife to drop, while pressing his own blade towards his enemy’s throat.


      A moment before it happened, Konrad saw that the man was about to relax his grip, pretending to weaken. When he did so, Konrad started to press forward, as if deceived – but before he could pull back, he found himself flying through the air…


      He thudded down on his back, his breath knocked out of him. There was no time to wonder what had happened, because his foe was diving down upon him. Neither was there time for Konrad to search for his dagger, which he had dropped during his unexpected flight.


      He rolled aside, avoiding the plunging knife, but the sailor managed to land on top of him and prevent his escape. Entwined, they twisted over in the dirt, fighting for control of the single blade.


      As they struggled together, Konrad became aware of a circle of legs all around them. They were being watched, he realized. A small crowd had built up, a gang of seamen and dockers who were laughing and cheering. It was as if Konrad and his assailant fought for the amusement of the spectators, instead of for their very lives.


      Over and over they rolled – and rolled over the edge of the quay and dropped into the waters of the dock.


      They hit the river together, still fighting, and sank into the cold depths. Below the surface, they parted. In the darkness of the murky water, Konrad saw the sailor coming at him again, the knife aimed at his chest.


      The thrust seemed very slow, as if in a dream, but the water also slowed Konrad’s response. He managed to deflect his enemy’s arm, twisted it – and the knife fell free, drifting down to the riverbed. The sailor tried to catch his weapon, while Konrad tried to catch the sailor.


      It was Konrad who succeeded. He grabbed the man around the throat with both his hands, and he squeezed. A stream of bubbles erupted from the seaman’s mouth.


      Konrad kicked, driving himself through the water – and he smashed his opponent’s head against one the wooden pilings of the dock.


      Then he did it again, and again. No more bubbles of air came from the man’s mouth. Instead, the water became stained red from his cracked skull. He struggled desperately, but Konrad refused to release his grip.


      Another slow slam against the submerged tree trunk, and then the man became limp and still. One more silent strike against the ancient wood, another stream of blood, and finally Konrad let go.


      The dead figure sank, and Konrad thrust himself upwards. His head broke the surface, and he sucked greedily at the air. He heard voices above him, some cheering, some jeering.


      He looked up to see about a dozen people staring down at him from the dockside. One of them was Wolf.


      Twenty yards away, a series of wooden steps led down towards the river. He swam towards them and hauled himself out of the water.


      He stared at the surface. It was thanks to Elyssa, he realized, that he was not still down in the depths. It was she who had taught him to swim.


      He removed his boots and emptied out the water before climbing back up to the quay.


      A man was waiting for him at the top of the steps. He was holding his knife, and Konrad became still. The man laughed, then said something in an unknown language. He offered the rippled dagger to Konrad, hilt first. In his other hand he held a fistful of coins.


      When Konrad accepted his knife, the man clenched his other hand, laughed again, then turned and strode away. It seemed that he had won many crowns betting on Konrad to win.


      Konrad saw that Wolf was with a slightly-built, fair-haired man who was inspecting the packhorse’s teeth. He walked towards them, his feet squelching, water dripping from his sodden clothes.


      It did not take much to deduce that Wolf was trying to sell the grey horse. He kept praising the animal and pointing out its good features, while the man kept shaking his head and indicating aspects that were less than good.


      ‘Vell, I dunno,’ said the stranger.


      ‘But I do know,’ Wolf assured him. ‘This is a good horse, Stephan. Years of work ahead of him. He’s solid, reliable, healthy. What more do you want?’


      ‘Vhat more do I vant? I vant a fair deal, Volf.’


      ‘There are plenty of other people who would pay more than I’m asking.’


      ‘Vhy don’t you ask them?’


      ‘But I don’t want your money, you know that. My price is a boat ride. That’s all. It costs you nothing. It’s as though I’m giving you the horse.’


      ‘I carry you, it means I can’t carry someone else.’


      ‘You know it’s a bargain, Stephan. I have to get up river – and I’m going there to defend Kislev.’


      ‘Ha! You’re trying to appeal to my patriotism now?’


      ‘Yes.’


      Stephan stepped back and studied the packhorse. He was still shaking his head, although more slowly. ‘You, your horse, your servant, to Bolgasgrad?’


      ‘Praag.’


      ‘Very vell,’ he sighed.


      The two men spat in their palms, slapped their hands together, and the bargain was struck.


      ‘Put my horse on board with you,’ said Stephan. ‘Ve sail vith the tide.’ He turned and walked back in the direction from which he had come.


      Wolf turned to study Konrad, then glanced at the dead sailor who lay on the quay. ‘Can’t leave you alone for a minute, can I?’ he said.


      ‘I wasn’t doing anything. They attacked me.’


      ‘You don’t seem very popular, lad. They don’t seem to like you, do they?’


      ‘They?’ said Konrad, knowing that Wolf was not referring to the two foreign sailors. ‘Who?’


      Wolf did not reply, instead he said, ‘Ever been on a boat?’


      Konrad shook his head. He had not, and he was not sure that he wanted to.


      ‘We’re going to Praag by river. You’ll find it’s better than walking.’ Wolf looked Konrad up and down. ‘Or swimming. Let’s find Stephan’s boat before he changes his mind.’ He climbed onto Midnight’s back.


      They located the boat, berthed against one of the wharves. Wolf dismounted and led Midnight on board, while Konrad almost had to drag the packhorse along the gangplank. The crew watched, laughing, but made no offers of help.


      ‘Get yourself dry,’ Wolf told him, after they had tied the horses on deck.


      ‘What happens in Praag?’ Konrad asked, as he sat wrapped in an old blanket. ‘We fight beastmen?’


      During their journey to Erengrad, Wolf had spoken more about the history of the Empire and the way that it was again under threat from inhuman incursions. Kislev stood as a barrier between the Empire and the invaders – the beastmen and all their foul allies.


      If Kislev fell, then the Empire would be overwhelmed. This was what Magnus the Pious had feared, some two hundred years ago. Kislev had been in danger then, and Praag had fallen to the death raiders from the north. The forces of the Empire had come to the aid of their neighbour, and finally the fiendish legions had been thrown back. In gratitude, Tsar Alexis and Emperor Magnus had sworn a pact of allegiance between their lands.


      And now that pact was being put to its strongest test. The marauding hordes were back in strength, ravaging the towns of Kislev, destroying villages, plundering trading posts, devastating military camps. If they succeeded in Kislev, the Empire would be their next target.


      Wolf had already spoken about the enemy within the border, but the renegades that laid siege to Kislev were the enemy beyond the border.


      ‘The Emperor has sent troops to defend Kislev,’ said Konrad, as they stood at the stern of the riverboat and watched all the activity in the port, ‘that’s what you told me.’


      ‘And I told you the truth.’


      ‘Is that why you’re here? Why I’m here?’


      ‘In a way.’


      ‘What way?’


      Wolf shrugged his shoulders. ‘I could have offered my services to the Empire, enlisted in the war against the incursion. I’ve done that before, when I was younger, more idealistic. But I have to think of my future. If I must risk my life, more than my life, I want to make sure I’m well rewarded. I’m a professional soldier, one of the best, and people pay a good price for my services. I work where I want, when I want.’


      Konrad frowned, confused. ‘So you’re not here to fight the beastmen?’


      ‘Yes, yes! Kislev should be a rich country, but it hasn’t been able to exploit its wealth properly. All these creatures that keep overrunning the territory, they’re bad for business. I’m here to stop that. And so are you, Konrad. We’ll be helping against the invasion – and also earning ourselves some modest compensation. Wars make people rich, lad, usually the wrong sort of people. But here’s a war that will make us rich. Also, we’re fighting for a good cause.’ He smiled, his pointed teeth glinting. ‘Sometimes, life can be just perfect.’


      They became guards at a gold mine. The mine was located in the World’s Edge Mountains, near Belyevorta Pass. Traces of ore had been found for centuries in a river running through this part of the mountains, but the lode had only been discovered fifty years ago.


      Although it was on the very frontier of established human settlement, the mine had flourished – until the invaders had swept down from the Northern Wastes again, more and more of them every year. They came from the lands of ice and snow, as though the hell where they had been spawned were a region of frozen wilderness.


      These incursions severely affected production at the mine, and the owners – who included the tsar – had established their own private army.


      Wolf had worked as a mercenary there before, but he had no intention of remaining in such a lowly position. He knew the man who was the head of the military garrison – and within two months he had replaced him.


      There was no need to offer violence; words were sufficient inducement. All Wolf did was make reference to the various thefts and robberies that the other man had organized during his years at the mine. Wolf suggested that retirement was a preferable option to assassination, but that he should first appoint Wolf as his successor.


      Security for the entire operation was not merely a matter of defending the workings from the attacks of beastmen. They were but one of the threats. All they wanted was to kill and destroy they were not after the gold.


      Bandits and robbers and thieves would raid the mine, ambush the gold shipments. They also had to be kept under control. So did the miners themselves. It was they who were in the best position to steal from the mine, through working in the narrow shafts, digging up the ore-bearing rock and finding the occasional nugget which they could hide about their person.


      Such thefts had to be stopped, because they affected Wolf’s own income, his share of the output that he appropriated before shipping the gold down to Kislev.


      The owners of the mine knew that the guards took a cut, and that was reflected in the low amount they were paid. But so long as the private army did not grow too greedy, their masters were not too concerned. They had few other expenses, and whatever they derived from the mine was pure profit.


      The majority of miners were slaves, convicted prisoners serving out their jail terms. Most of their sentences were for life – or for death – because few survived long enough to become free.


      As for the mercenary army, many were not much different from the prisoners they guarded. They were on the run from justice. Only by heading north, to the limits of civilization, were they able to avoid being captured and convicted. They were unskilled as soldiers, and their life expectancy was even less than the mine workers.


      Others were the roughest, most vicious combat troops in the Old World. They came to Kislev because here there was always fighting, always danger, and the rewards could be considerable – if one survived to spend them. The mine guards included soldiers from every part of the Empire, and from far beyond.


      Each was an expert in killing, and Konrad learned from them all.


      A deposed prince from one of the Tilean City States taught him how to fence. Swordplay was more than mere strength, it was skill and speed and cunning. Konrad could fight a duel like a gentleman, knew all the rules of chivalry which must always be obeyed in an affair of honour.


      And a street brawler from Bretonnia who had never heard the word ‘honour’ showed him how to fight dirty, how to use anything available as a weapon, how to scratch and gouge and maim and murder with his bare hands if he had nothing else.


      Konrad’s techniques became more refined when a slim fellow who claimed to come from Nippon also demonstrated how to kill with just his hands – or his feet. He learned to fight without a weapon against an armed opponent, and how to win. This was an ancient art from the distant East, where every land seemed to have its own variety of weaponless combat. Konrad remembered how he had been thrown by one of the sailors who had attacked him in Erengrad – but that man had been unskilled and had become a victim of the kris.


      Wolf disapproved of the bow as a weapon, but not the crossbow, and a mercenary from the Estalian kingdoms educated Konrad into its method; a warrior from Araby sharpened Konrad’s knife skills, introducing him to a variety of throwing blades; a giant of a man from Norsca showed him how to use a spear and throw a javelin; a knight from Albion taught him how to ride; and there were more, so many more.


      Not all those employed by the mining company were human. Many dwarfs worked there as engineers. It was they who built the new tunnels, who used gunpowder to blast away the rocks in the deep underground passages. And it was one of these who became Konrad’s axe tutor, teaching him how to fight with every type from a small handaxe to a huge double-bladed weapon, the techniques of close combat with a hatchet in each hand, and the best way to handle a halberd.


      When Konrad’s right arm was severely injured during a renegade attack, Wolf said, ‘What good is a right-hand man without a right hand? And that is where I want you in every battle, protecting my right.’


      Although Wolf had originally taken on Konrad as his squire, Konrad had never been a servant. The two had soon become comrades-in-arms, but Wolf had never acknowledged the fact until now.


      ‘And who protects my right?’ asked Konrad, glancing at his bound and rigid arm. It had been tended by an elf who possessed curative skills. Wolf hated all magic and magicians, and a healer was the only type of sorcerer he permitted in the mining camp.


      Konrad remembered Elyssa, the way she had soothed his wounds the first time that they met – but it did not take much for him to remember Elyssa…


      Wolf had laughed, then he said, ‘Anyone can fight. It takes no brains to kill. They might even be a disadvantage. But our intelligence is what sets us apart from the animals – and from the beastmen. Books contain the knowledge of the world, and it is by knowledge that we grow. While your arm is healing, you will do something useful. You will learn to read and write.’


      Konrad was reluctant, but he found himself a tutor. His name was Matthew, a student at the university in Praag who had made his way to the mine during the summer vacation, hoping to earn some money to pay his next year’s fees.


      Matthew had begun his journey by boat, but been robbed and thrown overboard by the crew. After that, he travelled on foot, and somehow managed to reach the encampment safely. Armed only with a marline-spike from the riverboat, his feat in successfully crossing the wilderness alone made him famous for a few days.


      Konrad called him ‘Matthew Marlinespike,’ and he returned the following summer, travelling with a supply convoy. By the third year, Konrad could read and write fully – and Matthew had also passed his final examinations to become a lawyer. He brought his pupil a special graduation scroll, which declared that Konrad had proved himself ‘a worthy scholar.’


      At the same time as his first lessons, Konrad had also learned to fight with his left arm – to use a sword or a mace, to throw a spear or a dagger.


      ‘There are two ways of fighting a wild, unorganized rabble like the beastmen,’ Wolf once said. ‘You can have a trained and disciplined army, like the forces that the Emperor sends from Altdorf, like the Graf sends from Middenheim. Or you can have a force that is even more wild, more unorganized – a legion of individuals.’


      Such was the battalion that Wolf had built up: an army of individuals who fought together to throw back the encroachments from the north. But however many of the enemy were killed, there were always more to replace them.


      ‘It’s as though their dead are reborn,’ Konrad had said.


      ‘You’re getting the hang of it at last,’ Wolf replied, and for once Konrad knew that he was not joking.


      Konrad had learned to kill, to kill quickly and efficiently. But there was never any fear of making himself redundant. However fast he became, however many he destroyed, there was always another of the enemy to be slain.


      There were long periods of inaction, of dull routine when there was nothing to be done except clean his armour and polish his weapons – and Wolf’s. And then the scouts would report a pack of marauders approaching the area, and the boredom will be transformed into sudden frantic action.


      Yet Konrad never saw an attack that even remotely resembled the assault on the village. Never again did he witness such uniformity of purpose, such determination, such overwhelming force, so many different types of creature united with one intent.


      As had happened at the village once the inhabitants had all been massacred, on many an occasion the creatures would start to fight amongst themselves – but this was while they were still in combat with their human foes.


      They would frequently attack an apparent comrade because it offered an easier target. Or they would fall upon and devour a wounded ally. They seemed to be mindless, nothing but killing machines.


      They were lower than animals, because they did not have any instinct for self-preservation, allowing themselves to be slaughtered by the hundred just so that one human might die.


      Yet that was only the way it appeared, because there was often a reason for their reckless tactics – hard although that purpose might be to deduce. Scores of warriors would be sacrificed simply to create a diversion, or to test new fortifications around the mine.


      Wolf had referred to them as wild and unorganized. The former was certainly true, but not necessarily the latter. Sometimes Konrad would notice certain creatures that stood back during attacks, watching from a vantage point, as if directing the berserk hordes.


      The beastmen had their own army, and so they also had their own generals.


      Konrad learned to recognize the different types of deadly opponent, learned what they were known as. There were countless creatures for which no name had yet been found; there were so many types, so many variations; and there were more of them all the time.


      When they turned upon each other, it seemed as if they must kill, that they did not care who or what died. But much more often, it was evident that the only reason for their existence was to destroy human life.


      Konrad knew how to kill them all.


      Five long winters went by.


      Five cold, hard, tough winters.


      In which Konrad became colder, harder, tougher.
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      CHAPTER TWELVE


      Spring came, and the thaw, and the weather became less harsh – while the attacks from the north were renewed with even more ferocity.


      Konrad had been with Wolf for almost five years, but he saw no sign of any fortune. And he was sure that Wolf had not made much money as leader of the mercenary army. Elyssa had taught Konrad to count, and he had been forced to improve his arithmetic when Wolf had entrusted him with some of the payments to the troops.


      Whatever money Wolf had made from his percentage of the gold output, he must have lost by increasing the number of soldiers under him. The workings had not been invaded for two years; no miner had been killed by enemy action for even longer.


      The volume of gold reaching Kislev had more than doubled since Wolf had been in command, yet he had recruited more than double the manpower – far more than was needed to keep the enemy at bay and to protect the shipments of ore.


      Meanwhile, Wolf’s other tactics proved ever more successful. His army had grown much more skillful, was destroying many more of the foe than previously – and was even launching attacks upon the northern abominations, taking the battle to the enemy. No longer on the defensive, they were pressing the beastmen back. And while the invaders made no progress in Kislev, the Empire remained safe.


      The mine was far bigger than Konrad’s native village had been. Like a small town, it had to provide everything required for all those who worked there. The miners were almost like slaves, but they were never chained. They were free to escape if they wanted to take their chances against the besieging beastmen. Some tried, but very few could have made it – even those who had bought their way out of the mine with smuggled gold.


      The mercenaries demanded amusement, they required entertaining when they were off duty. Wolf arranged for as many diversions as they needed, all of which cost his troops dearly. If they spent their money drinking and whoring or lost it gambling, then they would never earn enough to leave.


      The same seemed true in Wolf’s own case, that he would be unable to leave because he would never have sufficient funds. In the beginning, he had said that he intended to make money out of the campaign, because that was what happened during wars. He planned to earn a fortune. This far, however, it was impossible for Wolf to have accumulated more than a handful of crowns. Whenever he had but one such gold coin, he spent it all at the tavern.


      And if Wolf never left the area of the mine, Konrad wondered if he himself ever would. He had a horse, clothes, armour, weapons – but they were not his. He belonged to Wolf, and so whatever he possessed also belonged to Wolf. He never had anything of his own. Whatever he needed, he had to ask Wolf.


      When Wolf was in a good mood, if they had won a spectacular victory over the beastmen, he would buy Konrad a drink. Only one.


      It had been a few weeks since the last battle with the beastmen, however, when Wolf asked Konrad to meet him in the tavern. It was late, but the place was very busy, and Konrad bumped into a dwarf as soon as he entered the inn. The dwarf spilled half his drink – spilled it over Konrad’s trousers.


      ‘Fool!’ snarled the dwarf.


      Dwarfs were notoriously short-tempered, and this one was no exception. He must have been one of those who operated the mine. He was less than five feet tall, his red hair long and wild, his face lined with dirt. The engineers could never rid themselves of the dust in which they worked.


      Unlike most dwarfs, this one was unbearded. His leather clothes were worn away at the knees and elbows, from crawling through narrow tunnels. Most people wore a knife on their belt, but the dwarf carried a hammer and a set of metal chisels. Slung over his shoulder was a pickaxe, as though he was ready to start tunnelling any minute.


      It was impossible to tell his age, because dwarfs lived much longer than humans – or they did in most parts of the world. In a mine surrounded by enemies, no one could plan on living very long.


      Konrad shrugged, half-apologetically. That seemed sufficient. It was as much the dwarf’s fault as his.


      ‘You spilled my beer!’ the dwarf complained. ‘Buy me another!’


      As Wolf’s right-hand man, Konrad frequently had to keep the peace between the different factions in the camp. The last thing he wanted was to cause any trouble. He would gladly have bought the dwarf a drink, but for one reason: he had no money, he never had any money.


      He glanced around the tavern, taking a few steps as he tried to see if Wolf was sitting in the far corner. The dwarf thought Konrad was trying to leave, and grabbed him by the arm. Konrad whirled around, his hand instinctively going to the hilt of his kris. But he held back from drawing his weapon. Instead he spat out a word, a dwarf obscenity that he had learned from his axe tutor.


      The dwarf hurled the remains of his beer at Konrad – plus the tankard. And himself…


      Konrad was sent flying, tripped over a stool, and landed flat on his back. He tried to rise, but suddenly the dwarf’s pickaxe was against his throat, pinning him down.


      It was only a drink, Konrad told himself, only a spilled drink. Many lives had been lost for reasons as insignificant – but they had not been taken by him. Konrad could have freed himself in under two heartbeats – and one of those would have been his assailant’s last. But he lay still, staring up at the dwarf. Their eyes locked.


      After a few seconds, the dwarf muttered something, then turned away. Konrad stood up and glanced around for Wolf.


      He was seated in the far corner, as Konrad had expected. He looked at the younger man’s beer-soaked clothes, but said nothing. There was a tankard of ale already waiting for Konrad.


      Before he could reach for it, a short, stocky figure sat down next to Wolf.


      ‘This is Anvila,’ said Wolf. ‘And this is Konrad.’


      Konrad gazed at the dwarf who had just floored him. The dwarf sipped at his new beer stein and returned his stare. Konrad took a drink of his own ale.


      ‘You might have noticed,’ said Wolf, ‘that Anvila is a dwarf. Did you know that thousands of years ago, the dwarfs used to live around here? The World’s Edge Mountains were their homeland, although this was about as far north as they came. Am I right?’


      Anvila shrugged and took a swig of beer.


      ‘What do dwarfs do, Konrad?’ said Wolf.


      It was Konrad’s turn to shrug and swig his ale.


      ‘They dig holes, tunnels, passages,’ said Wolf, answering his own question. ‘You just can’t stop them. It’s what they do now, and it’s what they did thousands of years ago. You could travel from here to Karaz-a-Karak, and not see the light of day. There was a network of tunnels all the way south, many of which still exist. When I first worked as a mercenary here, I heard of an ancient dwarf temple. You know what’s in it?’


      ‘No,’ said Konrad.


      ‘Treasure. That’s why I really came back here. I knew that there must be some truth behind the legends, and there is. There’s a fortune waiting for us in these mountains. It was lost when most of the subterranean passages were blocked by earthquakes, covered by volcanoes. And it’s a fortune that doesn’t have to be dug up by hundreds of miners. We’re going to take it – you, me and Anvila.’


      ‘Oh,’ said Konrad.


      ‘Try to contain your enthusiasm,’ said Wolf. ‘We’ve done more than enough around here – for the company, for Kislev, for the Empire – far more than our share. Now it’s time to reap the rewards. It involves venturing through enemy territory.


      ‘We could fight our way through, although that would mean drawing attention to ourselves, and also having to divide the booty among more people – if any of us survived. But that isn’t necessary, because a small party should be able to sneak by. We leave tomorrow, at midnight.’


      ‘Do I have a choice?’


      Wolf grinned, and Konrad knew that he did not.


      ‘Anything else he should know?’ asked Wolf.


      ‘No,’ replied Anvila, speaking for the first time since he had sat down. He drained his tankard and set it down on the table, then stood up.


      ‘Until midnight tomorrow,’ said Wolf, raising his beer stein in a toast.


      Anvila turned and left the crowded tavern.


      ‘This is what I’ve been waiting for, planning for,’ said Wolf. ‘Things didn’t work out to start with, I admit. I spent too much time killing invaders when I should have been thinking of myself. But this is where it all becomes worthwhile. It’s hard to communicate with the dwarfs, and it’s taken a long time to get through to Anvila. We’ve combined our knowledge, worked out where we think the temple must be, and she’ll be able to locate it exactly once we get there.’


      ‘She?’ said Konrad.


      ‘That’s right – she. In order to prove herself here, she’s had to be twice as good at her job as any of the male dwarfs, twice as tough as they are.’


      ‘But… she’s a woman.’


      ‘So? That only matters if you’re another dwarf. Anvila’s clever, too. She was taught at some kind of university the dwarfs have at Karaz-a-Karak, and while she was there she studied many historical documents relating to the tunnels.’


      If she was clever, wondered Konrad, why was she working in a mine? But he did not ask.


      It had been bad enough allowing a dwarf to get the better of him – but a female dwarf…


      Konrad was still thinking of this the following evening, as he lay next to Krysten.


      At first, he had not understood why there had been such a violent reaction when he had sworn at the dwarf. That was when Konrad thought it had been a male he was dealing with. But now that he knew Anvila was a woman, he felt guilty for having used such an expression.


      It was already dark, the room lit with a few candles. Soon it would be time to leave. There would be no returning – and he also felt guilty about Krysten.


      She had managed without him before, and she would do so again. It was not even as though she kept herself for him exclusively. They were friends, no more than that.


      He slipped out of bed slowly so as not to wake her, and he caught sight of her reflection in the mirror on the wall. He had brought the mirror from Praag as a gift for the girl. She could sell it if she wished; it was worth a lot out here. He gazed at her nude body, at the mane of blonde hair flowing on the pillow. She would be fine.


      He had always regretted bringing the mirror. It reminded him too much of Elyssa and her mirror – just as Krysten, no matter how different, always reminded him of his first love, his only love.


      It was almost five years since Elyssa had died. Konrad had believed that his memories would inevitably fade, but that had not happened. Instead, there was seldom a day that he did not think of the girl.


      Whenever he was with another woman, her eyes became the same hypnotic black as Elyssa’s, her flesh as soft and white as hers. He still dreamed of her, although in his dreams she was not as she was – but how she would have been had she survived.


      The dreams were not always pleasant. Sometimes Elyssa was his torturer, or she was trying to murder him, and Konrad remembered his premonition of how she would cause his destruction.


      But whenever he woke from such a dream, he was convinced that Elyssa was still truly alive. When he became fully awake, however, he realized that dreams and reality bore little similarity.


      After what had happened five years ago, the only place where Elyssa lived on was in his mind. She was forever a part of him.


      The only way she could destroy him was if he plotted his own death, and he had no intention of doing that.


      As he passed the candlelit mirror, Konrad saw his image in the glass. He had always tried to avoid his reflection, for fear that one day he might see his younger self staring back at him. But that was a lifetime ago, and it seemed to be someone else’s lifetime. He was far different from the person he had once been. No longer a youth, he was truly a man. Like his former self, he was tall and lean; but now his limbs were rippled with muscles, and his body was marked with the scars from many a battle.


      He pulled his white leather headband over his scalp, tugging his two braids of hair in front of his ears, and began to dress. It was summer, and he did not need his thick furs. Nor did he need the few jewels and trinkets he had collected over the years. His breastplate and chainmail, his helmet and gauntlets, his buckler and sword, his axe and his faithful kris – they were all a warrior needed.


      He noticed the scroll that Matthew Marlinespike had once given him. It had been worth nothing then, and by now it was torn and stained with wine, but Konrad tucked it into his boot.


      He kept wishing that Krysten would wake – but hoping that she would not. He kissed her cheek and found it wet with tears. She knew he was leaving, he realized, and she also knew that he would not return.


      They travelled by night, heading north, using only the light of Mannslieb and Morrslieb to guide them. Progress was slow because of the dark and the harsh terrain, and it became slower the further they went.


      There were no tracks through the mountains, and they had to go on foot, leading their own mounts and the three packhorses. Anvila was usually in front, because she had better night vision. Dwarfs were used to working in dim light, deep underground, and their eyes were large by human standards.


      Wolf followed Anvila, and Konrad followed him. Every moment he was alert, watching for danger. He could still remember that when he lived in the village night was the time that the beastmen were on the prowl. Out here, however, night and day were equally as bad. Light or dark, the creatures could attack at any time. When they had destroyed the village it had been during the day.


      Almost five years ago… In a few more days it would be the eighteenth of Sigmarzeit, by the calendar of the Empire – the first day of summer, which was the same by any calendar. That had been the day when the inhabitants of the valley had been annihilated. Two days later, he had agreed to serve Wolf for five years.


      Wolf had made no reference to the approaching anniversary, and Konrad wondered what would happen on that day. Would he have to remind him of the date? Then what?


      Every day, they made camp, hiding away among the rocks. Every night, they advanced fewer miles. Their route became steeper, narrower, more precarious.


      It would have been easier to leave the horses, but Wolf was worried about the animals being discovered. He also claimed that they would be needed to transport all the treasures, just as they were needed now to carry Anvila’s equipment: picks and shovels and spades, strange measuring devices and barrels of gunpowder.


      Konrad was very uneasy about the black powder. It was not natural, such explosions which imitated thunderbolts. Although it was used primarily for mining, Wolf had encouraged experiments whereby the powder could be used for weapons, creating detonations in the paths of attacking beastmen.


      It seemed that Anvila had been one of the dwarfs who had helped Wolf, but she had more sense than to prove the worth of her own inventions. Several mercenaries had been killed in such research, although Wolf had always chosen the most expendable to test these modern developments.


      Others of Wolf’s army possessed guns of various types, but Konrad had never been impressed by such armament. As in so many other things, he had probably been influenced by Wolf. Guns were the only combat weapons in which Konrad had not become proficient. They delivered little in the way of killing power, and seemed as dangerous to the user as to the enemy. Neither had larger artillery pieces yet proved their worth.


      Konrad knew no more about their expedition deep into the ancient mountains than he had done when Wolf first proposed the scheme. Little was said during the journey, because any sound was magnified by the rocks. The horses’ hooves were bound with fabric to silence their steps.


      Even at the best of times dwarfs were laconic, which meant that Anvila said hardly a word throughout the trek. Konrad wondered what she was thinking, whether she believed in Wolf’s expedition or whether she was here for her own motives. He did not trust her, and he knew that the dwarf did not like him – which was fine by Konrad.


      As for their mission, Konrad did not know what to think. Buried treasure, hidden for thousands of years? It was possible, although not very probable. But it was not up to him to think. All he had to do was obey, to do whatever Wolf told him – for a few more days, at least.


      In the beginning, Wolf had been concerned that they might be followed by some of the troops from the mine. If Wolf went missing, the other mercenaries must have suspected that he was up to something. But there had been no sign of pursuit.


      Neither had there been any sign of the invaders. At first, that was a relief. If they ran into a band of marauders, they would be finished. Three of them could not hope to survive.


      By now, however, Konrad was beginning to consider that something was wrong. The whole region was teeming with beastmen, and so they should at least have caught sight of one of the creatures. He presumed the reason that they had not was because the mountains were so desolate and barren. What was there here for the renegades?


      Only the three of them…


      Konrad could still see. His extra senses would warn him of danger – sometimes. His left eye was able to glimpse what would happen a fraction of a second before it actually did, and this had saved his life many times in the past five years, when he had been able to anticipate and avoid a blow which would have proved fatal.


      Wolf, he was sure, was aware that Konrad had this gift, some kind of second sight. He must have suspected it from the day that Konrad had foreseen the attack by the trio of flying beastmen, but he had never made any explicit reference to Konrad’s talent.


      As ever, Konrad hoped that his erratic skill would not let him down when he most needed it. Throughout their climb, day or night, he was constantly vigilant.


      Finally, the route became too dangerous to take in the dark, and so they continued during daylight. That was almost as bad.


      ‘We’ll have to leave the other horses here,’ Wolf said. ‘Midnight is the only one that can get through. You stay and guard them, Konrad. Anvila and I will go on. We’re almost there.’


      Konrad wondered how Wolf could tell. All the rocks and boulders and peaks looked the same. However, he was content to remain where he was. Mountains were not for humans, they were for eagles – and maybe for dwarfs.


      He did not like the idea of Anvila being alone with Wolf, but Wolf ought to be able to take care of himself.


      ‘How long do I wait?’ asked Konrad.


      ‘As long as it takes,’ Wolf told him.


      ‘Then what? Do I follow you?’


      Wolf shrugged and turned away.


      Anvila and Konrad looked at one another in silence, and then she also turned. Midnight was laden down with as much as he could carry. Wolf and Anvila were also like beasts of burden, with heavy bundles tied to their backs.


      They headed on and up and were soon hidden by the thrusting rocks. Konrad kept watching, but he saw no sign of them throughout the rest of the day. Night finally fell, and he lay down and gazed at the stars. For some reason, as he fell asleep, he thought of the twin-tailed comet that had appeared when Sigmar had been born.


      He awoke while it was still dark, his hand clutched even tighter around the carved handle of his trusty dagger. Carefully, slowly, he reached for the sword by his side.


      There was danger, he could see…


      But, his eyes still closed, he suddenly realized that he was not seeing danger for himself – it was Wolf and Anvila who were in deadly peril.


      He sat up and stared around as best he could in the darkness, looking and listening, in case there was any immediate threat to himself. But the horses were still and silent, and their animal senses were usually aware of strange scents such as those of beast-men.


      The image had already faded, but his mind had visualized both Wolf and Anvila. It was night where they were – and creeping up on them were several silent shapes, dark and deadly.


      The ambush had not yet occurred, although it was about to. And there was nothing whatsoever that Konrad could do.


      It was futile, impossible, he was far too far away, but even so, he filled his lungs and yelled out as loud as he could: ‘Wolf…!’


      His voice echoed through the mountains, bouncing back at him, magnified and distorted.


      ‘Wolf!’ he shouted again.


      ‘WolfWolfWolf,’ the mountains mocked. ‘Wolf… Wolf… Wolf…’


      ‘WOLF!’ he bellowed.


      Despite the darkness, he began making his way further up the mountain, following the route of the other two. He did not bother with any armour. It was too heavy, it would slow him down, and speed was vital. All he took was his sword and the twin-bladed battleaxe that he carried over his shoulder.


      He could hardly see where he was going, but that scarcely made any difference, because he was only guessing which direction to take. Forward and upward he went, relying upon his instincts to lead him to the place that he had foreseen.


      The sun rose, it grew lighter and he could see where he was going, but he hardly noticed – until he realized that the dawn meant it really was too late. The ambush must already have happened. Konrad hesitated only a second, and then he pressed on, harder and harder.


      He was sweating profusely, and he threw off his fur jacket and the leggings around his breeches. His fingers and palms had been cut by the sharp rocks, and the blood made his hands slip as he reached for every grip.


      It must have taken nearly three hours until he arrived at the killing zone. But all he saw were dead beastmen, and Midnight lying dead on his side. The stallion was no longer white but almost completely red with gore.


      Konrad moved slowly through the huge grey rocks. A dozen of the enemy could have hidden behind each of them. But the only invaders he saw were corpses.


      They were all goblins, he observed. Goblins were poor fighters, which was why so many of them must have died in the assault. These seemed smaller and more deformed than most. They had been stabbed and sliced and hacked, trampled by Midnight’s hooves, and one lay with Anvila’s pickaxe through its skull.


      There was no sign of Wolf or Anvila amongst the dozens of bodies. Could they possibly have escaped? Or perhaps all this was Anvila’s doing: she had led Wolf into a trap.


      Konrad heard a scraping sound a few yards away, and he was instantly in a fighting crouch, sword poised in his right hand, knife in his left.


      The noise was repeated, and he moved warily forward, realizing that it was coming from over the side of the sheer rock face. Cautiously, he went nearer, saw that there was a deep gap in the rock before the edge of the mountain – and the scrabbling was coming from there. He peered down.


      ‘Don’t just watch, fool, help me!’


      It was Anvila. She must have fallen down the crevasse, but she was unable to climb up. Konrad found a rope among the pile of equipment that had been stacked for the night. He secured one end to a boulder, threw the other end into the ravine, then helped the dwarf reach level ground.


      They glanced at each other. Anvila did not offer her thanks; Konrad did not ask if she was hurt.


      The dwarf looked around, studying the bodies. ‘Where’s Wolf?’


      ‘That’s what I was going to ask you.’


      ‘We were attacked in the dark. We fought. I slipped and fell. Last thing I saw was Wolf, in the moonlight, surrounded by goblins.’


      She kicked one of the corpses. ‘I hate grobi!’ She kicked another.


      ‘What happened to him?’


      ‘Maybe they killed him, threw him off the mountain.’


      ‘Or maybe,’ said Konrad, ‘they took him prisoner.’


      That had always been Wolf’s greatest fear. He had never wanted to become a captive again, not after the unspeakable tortures and mutilations he must have suffered previously. Wolf had never said who had captured him, when or where, but he had made it amply clear that he intended to kill himself rather than risk being made a hostage again.


      It seemed that there had been no time for suicide.


      ‘We’ve got to find him,’ said Konrad. ‘Where will they have taken him? Where were you heading?’


      ‘The temple is reputed to be near here. We’ve already found one blocked tunnel, late yesterday.’


      ‘The tunnels – that’s where the goblins must live,’ said Konrad. ‘That’s where they must have taken Wolf. How do we get in there?’


      ‘Wait,’ said Anvila. ‘I admit that I like Wolf. For a human, he’s all right by me. But there are only two of us, Konrad – and hundreds, maybe thousands of goblins. We don’t know where he is, or even if he’s alive. We don’t stand a chance. The logical thing is for us to retreat.’


      ‘What’s logic got to do with it?’


      The dwarf sighed. ‘I suppose you’re right, manling.’


      ‘How do we get underground? Where’s this temple?’


      ‘Let’s get my stuff.’


      Anvila chose what she wanted from the bundles that had been abandoned when she and Wolf were attacked, and they shared the things between them – although Konrad made sure that he did not carry any of the small wooden gunpowder barrels.


      They climbed further up the mountain, Anvila leading the way. Konrad noticed drops of blood on various rocks that they passed, but he said nothing.


      The dwarf stopped several times, drawing out some marked sticks from her pack, setting them on the ground, sliding pieces of metal up and down them.


      All hostility between human and dwarf was forgotten. They were allies now – exactly as Sigmar Heldenhammer and the dwarfs had fought together against the goblins twenty-five centuries ago.


      ‘Come on, come on,’ muttered Konrad impatiently. ‘They could be killing him!’


      And even as he spoke, he knew it would soon be true.


      ‘Here,’ Anvila said finally.


      ‘Where?’ he demanded, staring around.


      The area looked no different: surrounded by peaks, scattered rocks lying everywhere, a few traces of vegetation, sparse clumps of grass, moss growing on boulders. There was no sign of a temple, of any structure that had been fabricated by a force other than nature’s.


      ‘There, manling,’ she told him, and she pointed.


      He followed the line of her finger, which was directed at a fissure in the mountain face. He moved closer, saw how dark it was within, a darkness that indicated a long deep passage.


      He noticed a mark on the side of the rock, a bloody handprint. A human handprint. It could only have been Wolf’s.


      ‘I’m going in,’ he said.


      ‘Wait!’


      ‘There’s no time to wait.’


      ‘It’s too dark down there for a human,’ Anvila told him. ‘Light a torch.’


      ‘Where–?’


      But before he could finish his question, the dwarf had opened her pack and pulled out an oiled brand. It was the kind of thing a mining engineer always carried. She lit it with her tinderbox, passed it to Konrad.


      ‘What about you?’ he asked.


      ‘You find him. I’ve other things to do.’ She gestured to one of the powder barrels at her feet.


      Konrad did not know what she meant, neither did he care. He had too much else to think about. He turned to go.


      ‘Konrad!’


      He looked back.


      Anvila swore at him, the most obscene phrase in the Dwarf language – far worse than what he had said to her when they first met. ‘Do that to the goblins!’ she laughed grimly.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTEEN


      The dwarf woman’s fierce curse against the goblins rang in Konrad’s ears, reminding him of the ancient enmity which existed between dwarf kind and the greenskins. Among the few books which Konrad had read since he had learned his letters was a very battered old copy of The Life of Sigmar Heldenhammer – which he had found tremendously exciting, an inspiration. The thought of the mighty Sigmar slaughtering goblins by the score, his huge warhammer dripping blood as it rose and fell repeatedly, gave him a renewed strength of purpose as he entered the dark fissure in the mountainside.


      Sword in his right hand, the blazing torch in his left, Konrad ventured into the abyss, pressing between the rocks which led deep into the mountain.


      He had never been in such a place before, and the stygian darkness sent a shiver down his backbone. The air was foul; it stank with the odour of goblins. The light from the fire in his hand caused eerie shadows to dance across the rocks on either side of him.


      After a minute or two, he observed that no longer was he squeezing between a natural split in the rock face – the passage was lined with hewn stone blocks. They were carved with archaic symbols, faded runes.


      Although he could not read the old language of the dwarfs, Konrad recognized the shapes of the runes from examples that his young tutor, Matthew Marlinespike, had shown him. The presence of these arcane symbols proved that this place must indeed have been the object of Wolf’s quest – the ancient dwarf temple. Wolf had found his goal, but he had been hauled down here as a captive.


      Beneath his feet, Konrad noticed steps, and he descended a long and twisting flight of stones which curved around and around until he seemed to be heading back in the direction he had come.


      The torch offered little in the way of light. He could not see very far ahead, and the illumination was probably more of a hindrance than a help. It warned the goblins that he was on his way; they would see him before he saw them.


      He suddenly found himself in a wider chamber, and he almost tripped on an object lying on the floor. It clanged as it slid away beneath his boot, and he glanced down. It was an old sword, rusty and chipped. He stared around, seeing more ancient weapons lying to either side: clubs and maces, spears and daggers, shields and all kinds of armour – and a bow.


      He paused, his eyes fixed on the bow. It was short, very curved, unstrung. The string lay with it, notched at only one end. But a bow was useless without an arrow, and he was about to move on when he saw the single shaft.


      Wolf had warned him to avoid all of the enemy weapons. Everything touched by the beastmen was possibly contaminated. The armour and armaments of the vanquished marauders were always destroyed, or left to rot with their fetid bodies.


      However, goblins were not quite the same as beastmen, even if they were in league with the same Dark Powers. Despite his qualms, Konrad bent down to pick up the arrow, fearing that it would crumble in his fingers.


      It did not. Beneath the dirt, the wood was still solid, the arrowhead still secured, the flights still feathered. The string of the bow, however, must have perished by now.


      It had not. But it must surely snap when he slipped it into the other notch and it became stretched.


      It did not. Konrad slid the arrow into his belt, transferred the sword to his left hand and also held the bow there, while his right took the flaming torch. The bow and arrow could not possibly be as old as the temple; they must have been recent goblin booty.


      The chamber where he stood had three exits, three dark and uninviting tunnels. He examined them all, but there was no bloody handprint to mark the route he must take.


      He continued forward, relying on his innate senses to choose the correct passage, and the walls narrowed once more as he went through into the darkness and silence.


      His ears seemed to sing in the eerie blackness. But the silence did not last for long. He heard a terrible sound echoing along the tunnel. It was a scream. A human scream. Wolf’s scream.


      Konrad had been creeping uneasily through the gloom, but now he picked up speed, moving ever faster. He bruised his sides painfully several times, but he pressed on regardless, conscious only of the fact that Wolf was in dire need of him. He came to junctions, to points were the passage split in twain, but he never hesitated. Wolf’s tortured cries were his guide. They grew louder…


      And then, without warning, he was out of the tunnel. His footsteps no longer thudded back at him, and the light from the torch was swallowed up by the vastness of the underground cavern in which he found himself.


      He saw all the dark hunched silhouettes ahead of him, and could see another shape in the distance, pale and straight, upright against the far wall. A sacrificial offering, one whose death would be slow and lingering. It had to be Wolf.


      Hundreds of ugly faces turned towards Konrad, the flames of his torch reflected in their hundreds and hundreds of glinting red eyes. He had stumbled into a huge assembly of armed goblins, green-skinned horrors of the underworld.


      The altar was raised high above floor level, and there stood the figure of Wolf’s inhuman torturer. Draped in dark robes, the unholy priest was taller and less twisted than the other skulking shapes. In one hand, the shaman held his totem stick, hung with bones and topped by a human skull. In his other hand was a curved blade, blood dripping from its pointed tip.


      ‘Wolf!’ yelled Konrad.


      ‘Konrad!’ came the reply, not so loud, not so strong. And then, ‘Kill me!’


      Without hesitation, Konrad stretched his right arm back and hurled the blazing brand as high and as far as he could, into the heart of the temple. As it flew, tumbling over and over, illuminating the cavernous space with its flickering flame, he reached for the arrow in his belt, letting the sword drop from his left hand and raising the bow.


      It was five years since Konrad had shot an arrow with such a bow, but the action was as natural as drawing breath. The arrow into the string, the string pulled back, the bow lifted, the shaft aimed – seeing where the arc of flight would take it.


      He released the arrow, dropped the bow while the shaft was still in trajectory and glanced down for his sword – but it had vanished in the dark amidst all the debris.


      He reached for the double-bladed waraxe slung across his back, then ran forward, the after-image of the torch showing him his route. His heavy axe was like a scythe, cutting down the autumn wheat – but his deadly harvest was of the goblins who dared block his way.


      He had dispatched the first few before his arrow even found the shaman’s right eye. Its death scream was lost among the cries of those who fell victim to the vengeful axe.


      Using both hands, Konrad swung his weapon to and fro, back and forth, around and around. Flesh was slit and sliced; severed limbs flew; bones were crushed; ugly heads were smashed. The ground underfoot became slippery with goblin gore. He had succeeded in taking the creatures by surprise, but there were more and more of the enemy every instant, and it was growing dark. The light shed from the torch was too far away, rapidly fading, and then it was suddenly extinguished.


      For the first time Konrad found himself being pressed back. His opponents were armed, they outnumbered him – and they could see in the dark. Still his mighty axe did its deadly work. The goblins pressed so close there was no way that he could miss. It was tiring work, but he was filled with an almost joyful strength and each dead foe seemed to invigorate him.


      But without light, his left eye could give him no warning of the impending sword jabs which began to lacerate his body, and he realized it could not be more than a few seconds before he was struck a fatal blow. Strength alone would not be enough to carry him through, and he began to feel the keen edge of desperation urging him on to a suicidal recklessness. All would end here, in the bowels of the earth, deep below the cold borders of Kislev.


      Suddenly he felt a distant rumble, a vibration through the soles of his feet, and a moment later the whole temple shook. Rocks fell from above, one crashing within a yard of where Konrad fought, flattening three goblins. There was dust everywhere, blinding and choking. This caused a lull in the fighting, and Konrad shook his head to clear a trickle of blood from his eyes. The rumbling sound still echoed in the distance. Could this be an earthquake?


      He saw a flash of lightning cross his left eye, then streak across his right – and the two images merged within his brain, a vision of twin incandescent trails.


      Then, abruptly, there was light all around! The temple was ablaze, as if ignited. But there was no fire, no heat.


      The goblins yelled and screamed, holding their clawed hands over their eyes, trying to scuttle away from the sudden brilliance.


      Konrad did not care where the light came from. He was too busy. The real killing had begun.


      He strode through the creatures, and each swing of his heavy axe meant death for one of the hunched inhumans. Blood spurted onto him and spilled across the dirty stones that had not seen the light of day for thousands of years.


      He felt a renewed surge of force flowing through his limbs, which reminded him of the energy he had sensed when he had used that beastman’s sword, so many years ago. This was different, however, because the power came from deep within him. It was not some external and malign source of strength that would ultimately drain his vitality.


      Instead, he had become absolutely revived. Like the heroic Sigmar of old, he was an invincible warrior destroying his despicable foes. The axe swung repeatedly, and as it swung its blades seemed to glow as if infused by some magic. Amid all the blood, Konrad felt exultant. This was so right; it was as though he had been born for this day. As the killing continued, he felt himself entering a trance-like state.


      In his mind the double-headed hammer swung, slaughtering goblins with every sweep. No wonder the dwarfs called the weapon ‘Ghal-maraz’ – ‘Skull-splitter.’ This was the battle of Black Fire Pass, where the orcs and goblins were trapped between the humans and the dwarf rearguard. With his huge warhammer swinging, splitting skulls, Sigmar was at the head of his troops as they annihilated the enemy. For this was the day that he would become known as ‘Hammer of the Goblins’ – Sigmar Heldenhammer!


      The massacre only ceased when every goblin was dead or mortally wounded or had managed to creep away into the darkness.


      Eventually, emerging from his killing-trance, Konrad was able to lean on his now-stilled weapon, his magical energy beginning to wane.


      But weariness could not dim his fierce pride in the outcome of the battle. A hundred goblins – perhaps two hundred – slain by one man!


      Splattered with gore, Konrad made his way to where Wolf was tied. The tortured warrior hung from his wrists, naked, covered in even more blood – but it was red not green, Wolf’s own blood, human blood. He was staring at Konrad, as though slightly afraid.


      He looked different somehow, his body deformed. Perhaps it was twisted with pain, which was why his limbs appeared misshapen. Yet his face had also taken on a strange aspect, as if his jaw were elongated; and although his flesh was soaked with blood, it also seemed matted with thick hairs.


      ‘Didn’t you hear what I ordered?’ Wolf said, his voice weak. ‘You were supposed to kill me, not him.’ He spat towards the supine body of the goblin priest. A ball of blood and spit landed on the corpse’s ritually mutilated face.


      ‘You can’t rely on a bow – it’s a peasant weapon,’ Konrad replied, as he leaned his mighty warhammer against the wall… He paused, staring at the axe he had just put down, wondering what had made him believe it was a hammer. He rubbed at his eyes, wiping away the blood, then drew his kris to slice through the ropes that held Wolf.


      As the last strand parted, the blade of the knife suddenly shattered into a hundred pieces. Konrad gazed at the handle, then let it fall.


      ‘I thought you were going to slit your own throat before you were captured,’ he said.


      Wolf grimaced as he was helped down. ‘Decided I’d rather slit a few of their throats,’ he managed to say.


      Then they heard the sound of heavy footsteps in the distance, and they both stared towards the tunnel entrances on the opposite side of the cavern.


      Konrad was supporting Wolf, one arm around him. He reached for his blood-stained axe. They watched and waited, wondering what enemies would emerge from the dark passages.


      The steps came nearer, louder, echoing, like a whole army on the march and preparing to attack. Then at last a small, solitary form appeared from one of the tunnel mouths.


      ‘Where’s all this treasure?’ asked Anvila, and she stared around at the bare walls of the ancient temple.

    

  


  
    
      The time had come once more. The human had escaped his nemesis five years ago, but that would not happen again.


      Instead of hiding, of venturing far away from the Powers that sought his elimination, he had remained at the very centre of the conflict.


      It was almost as if he knew – and yet that was impossible.


      He had finally been located and kept under observation until the omens for his death were most auspicious.


      The hordes of darkness had been at odds with one another for too long, their energies wasted upon futile rivalries. Their divided armies had been destroyed and pushed back by the forces of humankind.


      Lately, however, this had become a deliberate tactic. The more they retreated, the more human troops would be lured into the trap – and to their deaths.


      The victory would be magnificent, and there would be much shedding of blood as tribute to the true gods.


      This would be the final battle in Kislev. All resistance would be swept aside, the land ravaged, every trace of mortal life annihilated.


      Then it would be the turn of the Empire. The time had come once more.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOURTEEN


      Konrad felt totally exhausted and wished that he could simply close his eyes and sleep. Wolf lay unconscious on the floor, and Konrad envied him.


      Wolf’s wounds appeared worse than they were. They would heal in time, although his body would be even more scarred than before. But he now looked the same as he always had. The earlier change in his appearance must have been caused by the torture he had endured, unless Konrad had simply imagined it. Konrad’s physical senses were never very reliable after the ferocity of combat. Fighting was a matter for instinct and reflex, not for the mind – why else had he been under the delusion that he had wielded a hammer instead of an axe?


      The cuts inflicted upon Wolf had been designed to cause the greatest pain, but not to kill – not immediately. The goblins had wanted his death to be as slow and agonizing as possible.


      Konrad stared at all the bodies scattered around the floor. The temple had become a charnel house.


      At first, he had feared that the green hordes would be back, but he realized that the light kept them away.


      The light…


      The huge chamber had been lit by the ingenious dwarf, Anvila. The luminescence came from about halfway up one part of the cavern, radiating from what seemed at first to be a broad tunnel – but it was bright instead of dark, covered with a round piece of glass like a window.


      ‘Dwarfs used to illuminate their subterranean temples by a series of lenses which diverted the light down from the surface, from the sun,’ Anvila had explained. ‘I found the lens above, but it was covered in tons of rock – which I blew away with that gunpowder.’


      ‘Told you she was clever,’ Wolf had muttered, then he had passed out.


      Now Anvila was exploring the temple. Konrad did not think that she was looking for any of the treasure that Wolf had hoped for. If there had ever been any gold and jewels here, they must have been looted centuries ago.


      Instead, she was inspecting the stones and the carvings, studying the entrances to the various passages that led away from the central area.


      The chamber must have been carved out of the naked rock, then the floor and some of the walls lined with stone blocks. The floor was circular, some two hundred feet across, and the walls were curved, arching up to meet one another in a massive dome a hundred feet above the ground.


      Eventually, Anvila came back and knelt by Wolf. She glanced up at the wall above him, seeing the ropes by which he had been tied.


      ‘This was a dwarf temple, manlings,’ she said, ‘and now the goblins use it for their own vile rituals. This must have been some ceremony connected with the last day of spring.’


      ‘Tomorrow is the first day of summer?’ said Konrad, softly. He was remembering what had happened five years ago – but trying not to.


      He gazed at the figure of the goblin shaman, the arrow embedded in its eye socket. He recalled the last arrow he had fired before this one, when he had aimed at the mysterious Skullface’s heart. Konrad shook his head, not wanting to think of that either.


      He had attempted to wipe the blood and gore from his body, but he was still very sticky. Now that Anvila was with Wolf, he went looking for some water. He did not find any, and he had no intention of leaving the light.


      He gazed up at the huge piece of glass set in the rock. It was round and there seemed various rings inside it, circles of different sizes and thicknesses. The lens reminded him of a mirror.


      He began to turn away, and as he did he caught a glimpse of movement in the glass above him. He looked back, watching as a shape within it became clearer, like a figure emerging from fog. He saw a rider, the image of a man on horseback. A man he could not fail to recognize.


      The bronze warrior! The man that Wolf claimed was his twin brother…


      Konrad stared in amazement, not believing what he could see, refusing to believe it. Only once had Wolf ever mentioned his brother, the day that he and Konrad had met. He had said that his twin was dead. It was five years since the bronze knight had ridden into the village, five years to this very day. Konrad recalled that the horseman had seemed like some supernatural entity.


      Worse than dead – those had been Wolf’s exact words when referring to his twin.


      And Skullface had not died when an arrow had buried itself in his heart.


      Was that because he had no beating heart, because he was no longer alive? He had not died because he was already dead.


      Had the warrior in bronze really returned to haunt Konrad – or was he only the illusion that he appeared to be?


      ‘Anvila!’ he yelled, and he pointed up at the round glass. ‘Can you see it?’


      ‘Yes!’ she shouted back.


      ‘What does it mean?’


      ‘It’s a distant image, reflected and magnified by the lenses. The one on the surface must have fragmented, and by some phenomenon it’s displaying a stray vision.’


      ‘Is it real?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Is he real?’


      ‘Yes. He’s probably a few miles away, near the edge of the mountains.’


      As she spoke, the ghostly apparition faded into the mists of the lens and was gone.


      ‘I have to follow him,’ Konrad said, as he hurried back to where Anvila and Wolf were.


      The dwarf looked at him, but she said nothing.


      ‘I must go. It is… my destiny…’


      Anvila shrugged. ‘If it’s that important, go.’


      ‘What about Wolf? Can you take care of him, help him out of here?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘What about the goblins?’


      ‘I’m a dwarf. These are the lands of my ancestors. I know how to deal with goblins.’


      Konrad gazed down at Wolf, and Wolf’s eyes flickered open.


      Wolf licked at his lips and opened his mouth to speak. He uttered a single word, a hoarse sigh, and Konrad barely caught what was said. Wolf took a shallow breath before speaking again, the same word, much louder. Then he slipped into unconsciousness once more, as though the repeated word had been too much effort.


      It was a word that Konrad had heard before, a word that was often spoken on the frontier, a word Konrad had even used himself – but he had never understood its true meaning. He glanced at Anvila, who showed no reaction and said nothing.


      ‘I must go,’ Konrad said.


      ‘You said that. If you have to, then – go!’


      He nodded and backed slowly away, making for the passage through which Anvila had entered the temple.


      He had to leave, and yet he wanted to stay. He did not want to abandon Wolf and Anvila here. But what help could he be? The dwarf was confident that she could get Wolf out, away from the mountains.


      There was nothing more that Konrad could learn from Wolf, his second teacher. Elyssa had been his first instructor, and she had died five years ago. Five years less a day.


      And now the bronze warrior was nearby, and this was the same date upon which Konrad and Elyssa had originally seen him.


      There was no such thing as coincidence – only fate.


      Konrad must find the knight. Only then, he knew, would he begin to find his own true self.


      Elyssa and Wolf had given him much, but he was the only one who could discover who he was – who he had been – and who he would become…


      A final glance at Anvila, at Wolf, and then he spun around and entered the dark tunnel that would lead him up to the surface.


      As he strode through the ancient passageway, Konrad remembered what Wolf had said.


      ‘Chaos,’ Wolf had whispered.


      ‘Chaos!’ Wolf had warned.
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      Sigmar’s double-headed warhammer sliced through the air, and with each mighty sweep another of the green horde died, its head smashed to a bloody pulp. But still the goblins came on and on – and each of them became a crushed corpse, victim to the sacred dwarf weapon.


      The dwarfs had named the legendary hammer ‘Ghal-maraz’ – ‘Skull-splitter’ – and today it truly lived up to its reputation. Time after time the heavy hammer swept down, and each time another of the repulsive enemy was no more.


      This was destined to be the day that marked a turning point in the tide of history, the day that the greatest of all names entered the annals of legend: when Sigmar, chief of the Unberogens, leader of the eight united human tribes, became known as ‘Hammer of the Goblins’ – Sigmar Heldenhammer. It was the day that the foundations of the Empire were laid. And it was the day that the goblins and orcs and all their unholy allies were banished from the known world.


      Dwarf and goblin were ancient enemies. They had fought long and brutally for supremacy of the lands between the Sea of Claws and the World’s Edge Mountains, and it seemed that the greenskins must inevitably triumph through sheer weight of numbers. After centuries of war, the dwarfs were finally driven back to their precipitous homeland, leaving a few hundred valiant volunteers to protect their retreat through Black Fire Pass. This had seemed the last hope of the dwarf nation, although for the rearguard there was no such hope; it was their destiny to die, surrendering their lives so that their people might survive.


      But instead of destroying the heroes left to delay their advance, it was the goblin armies who were annihilated. Trapped between the dwarfs and their new confederates, the burgeoning young race known as humans, the green abominations were slaughtered by the hundred, by the thousand, until the mountain pass was littered with their twisted bodies and the very rocks indelibly stained by their foetid blood.


      It was Sigmar who led his troops into triumphant combat against the common enemy, and as he charged through the massed goblin ranks, his mighty hammer exacted its deadly toll…

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER ONE


      Again and again, the weapon swung, and each sweep left another hideous victim writhing in agony, its brains oozing from its pulverized green skull.


      Konrad felt invincible, a new strength surging through his limbs, his spirit infused by some powerful force that seemed as if it had always been a part of him yet was asserting itself from deep within for the first time.


      The goblins screamed out their agony and tried to scuttle away from the merciless axe. It was not only the blade that they feared, they were also attempting to escape the sudden burst of light which had illuminated their foul underground lair – from the thunder and lightning that seemed to have invaded their dark domain.


      Konrad’s lips were drawn back, bared in an atavistic snarl. He could feel the blood lust of his primitive ancestors flood through his body, sensed that he was no longer alone within himself.


      Countless generations urged him on, became a part of him, and he was almost a spectator to the massacre. It was as if his arms were not his own, that the heavy axe they held was directed by a force which was beyond his control.


      This was his moment in time, and slaying the goblin hell-spawn was his mission. He struck out mechanically, his whole body an efficient killing machine unhampered by thought. All he needed was instinct and reaction.


      The bodies of countless greenskins lay sprawled across the floor of the ancient dwarf temple, their blood flowing as freely as in an abattoir.


      And then, almost abruptly, there were no more victims. Every deformed body was dead or dying. Any survivors had crept away into the darkness, and Konrad finally ceased slaying. The wounded he allowed to suffer, letting death claim them slowly and painfully. He rested on the handle of his axe, breathing heavily, and gazed at the charnel house he had created. His expression of murderous violence curled into a contented grin. He wiped at the sticky blood which coated his face. It was not his blood, but the dead no longer had any need for it.


      Slowly he emerged from his killing trance, and gazed up at the source of light that had suddenly illuminated the cavern and which had been his salvation. Before the brilliant sunburst, his foes had begun to overwhelm him in the darkness of their own world.


      The transformation as if from night to day must have been the work of Anvila, he realized. The dust was still settling from the rocks which had fallen from above to allow light to reach the temple for the first time in millennia.


      Konrad turned towards the distant agonized figure of Wolf.


      Konrad, Wolf and Anvila had come to these mountains in search of a lost dwarf temple, where reputedly a fortune in jewels and gold was hidden. Instead they had found a goblin stronghold – or rather, the goblins had found them.


      Wolf had been captured and tortured, and was about to be slowly sacrificed when Konrad had arrived. Now Wolf hung from his wrists, naked, covered in blood. The blood was red, not green; it was his own blood, human blood.


      As Konrad made his way towards his comrade, he realized that Wolf looked different somehow. His body seemed deformed, his limbs misshapen. Possibly this was because his whole body was twisted in pain; but his tattooed face had also taken on a strange look, as if his jaw were stretched. And although his flesh was soaked with blood, it also appeared matted with thick hairs. Almost as if he were the primal creature that Konrad had sensed himself becoming…


      Wolf was staring at him strangely, as if he did not recognize his friend, or as though he were still afraid that he was about to be slowly mutilated and finally slain.


      ‘Didn’t you hear what I ordered?’ he managed to say, his voice weak. ‘You were supposed to kill me, not him.’ He spat towards the supine body of the goblin shaman. A ball of blood and spit landed on the corpse’s ritually lacerated face.


      Wolf had issued his command when Konrad first entered the hidden cavern, when they had seen each other from afar by the light of Konrad’s burning torch. Instead, Konrad had used his one arrow to shoot the shaman that had been torturing its helpless human victim.


      ‘You can’t rely on a bow – it’s a peasant weapon,’ Konrad said, his reply echoing a comment Wolf had made the day that the two of them had first met.


      Konrad leaned his gory hammer against the wall and reached for his knife. Then he paused, staring at the weapon which had wrought such deadly destruction amongst his foes. It was an axe that he had used to such devastating effect, not a hammer. Why had he believed otherwise?


      His head was still ringing with the sounds of combat and the horrendous death screams of his enemies, with the roar of the explosion and the landslide of falling rocks. He wiped at his face, rubbing away the trickle of blood that kept obscuring his vision. It was his own blood. He had been wounded and was bleeding profusely from several stabs and cuts, but he had hardly noticed.


      Such injuries had seemed as nothing in the midst of combat.


      He used his kris to slice through the ropes that held Wolf bound to the temple wall. As the last strand parted, the blade of the knife suddenly shattered into a hundred pieces.


      Konrad had owned the wavy-bladed weapon for more than half his life, and it had saved him from death on many an occasion. He gazed at the bone handle, then let it fall to the ground.


      ‘I thought you were going to slit your own throat before you were captured,’ he said. Wolf had once vowed that he would never be taken alive.


      Wolf grimaced as he was helped down, baring his pointed teeth. ‘Decided I’d rather slit a few of their throats,’ he gasped.


      A moment later they heard the sound of heavy footsteps in the distance, and they both stared towards the opposite side of the cavern – towards the dark tunnels into which the surviving creatures had fled.


      Konrad held up Wolf with one arm. His other arm reached for his blood-encrusted axe. Side by side, they watched and waited for their enemies to emerge from the black passages.


      The marching sounds came nearer, louder, echoing in the unholy silence. It must have been an army of goblins – and this time Konrad stood no chance.


      ‘Where’s all this treasure?’ said Anvila.


      The dwarf stood at the end of one of the tunnels, and she stared around at the vaulted temple, ignoring the dead and dying goblins as she peered up at the bare walls.


      At last there was silence. The screams and moans of the dying had ceased. The green brutes were all dead – or else were too weak to even whimper and soon would be.


      Wolf lay unconscious on the floor, and Konrad looked at him. His wounds would eventually heal, although his body would be even more scarred than before. Apart from his superficial wounds, he looked no different from the way he had ever done throughout the time that Konrad had known him. The apparent change in his appearance must have been caused by the suffering he had endured. Either that or Konrad’s own senses had been affected by the ferocity of combat. Why else had he been under the delusion that he had wielded a hammer instead of an axe?


      He kept gazing at the darkened tunnels, thinking that the loathsome hordes would return any moment. It was the light that kept them away, but how long until they conquered their fear, until they realized how few their enemies were?


      When Konrad had ventured into the underground maze in search of Wolf and his captors, Anvila had remained on the surface. Using her engineering skills she had brought daylight to the darkness. The luminescence came from about halfway up one part of the cavern, radiating from what seemed at first to be a broad tunnel – but it was bright instead of dark, covered with a round piece of glass, which gave it the appearance of a window.


      ‘Dwarfs used to illuminate their subterranean temples by a series of lenses which diverted the light down from the surface, from the sun,’ Anvila had explained. ‘I found the lens above, but it was covered in tons of rock – which I blew away with gunpowder.’


      ‘Told you she was clever,’ Wolf had muttered, then he had passed out.


      Konrad envied his oblivion and wished that he could also rest; but there could be no rest until they escaped from the temple.


      He watched as Anvila explored the cavern. She could not have been searching for the treasure that Wolf had hoped for. If there had ever been a forgotten fortune down here, lost when the dwarf shrine was abandoned during the age of volcanoes and earthquakes, it must have been looted centuries ago.


      Anvila inspected the stones and carvings, studying the pillars that surrounded the various passages which led away from the central area. Her finger traced some of the runes, trying to make out what was written by her forefathers who had lived here countless generations ago.


      The chamber must have been hewn out of the naked rock, the ground and the walls lined with massive stone blocks. The floor was circular, some two hundred feet across; the walls were curved, arching up to meet one another in a massive dome a hundred feet above the ground.


      ‘This was a dwarf temple,’ said Anvila, when she returned, ‘and now the goblins use it for their own vile rituals. This must have been some ceremony connected with the last day of spring.’ She knelt by Wolf and gazed up at where he had been tied, stretched out like a sacrificial offering.


      ‘Tomorrow is the first day of summer?’ said Konrad, softly.


      That was the day his whole life had changed. Five years ago, on the first day of summer, his native village had been totally annihilated. Konrad had been the only survivor. He shook his head, and squeezed his eyes shut, trying not to remember any of it – but most of all trying not to remember what must have happened to Elyssa on that day.


      The blood and gore which stuck to his limbs and torso stank abominably. Now that Anvila was with Wolf, he searched through the rubble of the temple for some water to clean himself.


      He had slain many goblins over the last few years, but none so warped and deformed as these. It was living underground that must have so affected their appearance, twisting them into smaller and more hunched shapes, making their skins paler, their eyes larger. Unlike beastmen, some of whose blood could burn like acid, goblin blood was relatively harmless; but it was always best to get rid of any traces of a slain enemy as soon as possible.


      Although unable to find any water within the temple, Konrad retrieved his sword from where it had fallen, then turned back to join Wolf and Anvila. As he did, he glanced up at the huge circle of glass set in the rock wall. It seemed composed of various rings of different sizes and thicknesses.


      He began to look away, but caught a glimpse of movement in the lens above and watched as a shape within it became clearer: a figure emerging as if from a fog. He saw a rider, the image of a man on horseback, a man he could not fail to recognize – the bronze warrior!


      Konrad stared in disbelief. It was five years to this very day since he and Elyssa had watched the bronze knight ride through their doomed village, a silent figure that had seemed like some supernatural being.


      And when Konrad had described the rider who had appeared the day before the village was invaded, Wolf had said that the horseman was his brother, his twin brother.


      That was the day that he and Konrad had met, and Wolf had claimed that his twin was dead.


      Konrad could still remember Wolf’s exact words: Worse than dead…


      Wolf had not mentioned his twin since, and Konrad had hardly considered the bronze warrior. He had never imagined that he would see the rider again.


      Had the horseman really returned to haunt him – or was he merely the illusion that he appeared?


      ‘Anvila!’ Konrad yelled, pointing up at the round glass. ‘Can you see it?’


      ‘Yes!’ she shouted.


      ‘What does it mean?’


      ‘It’s a distant image, reflected and magnified by the lenses. The one on the surface must have fragmented, and by some phenomenon it’s displaying a stray vision.’


      ‘Is it real?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Is he real?’


      ‘Yes. He’s probably a few miles away, near the edge of the mountains.’


      But even as she spoke, the ghostly apparition faded into the mists of the lens and was gone.


      Konrad continued gazing up at the circle of glass, although there was nothing more to see, then he turned and hurried back to where Anvila and Wolf were.


      ‘I have to follow the rider,’ he said.


      The dwarf looked at him, but she said nothing.


      ‘I must go. It is… my destiny.’


      Anvila shrugged. ‘If it’s that important, go.’


      ‘What about Wolf? Can you take care of him, help him out of here?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘What about the goblins?’


      ‘I’m a dwarf. These are the lands of my ancestors. I know how to deal with goblins.’


      Konrad stared down at Wolf, and Wolf’s eyes flickered open. The pain and agony he still felt were reflected in their ice blue coldness. He gazed at Konrad, his glance going from one of Konrad’s eyes to the other. He licked at his lips and opened his mouth to speak.


      ‘Chaos,’ he whispered. He took a shallow breath, then spoke again, his voice louder. ‘Chaos!’ he warned.


      And then his eyes slowly closed and he drifted back into unconsciousness, as though the effort of speaking had been too much for him.


      Chaos…


      It was a word that Konrad had heard before, a word that was often spoken on the frontier, a word he had even used himself, a word which seemed to mean something different to everyone. Whatever its true meaning, the word sent a cold shiver down Konrad’s spine.


      Wolf would know; but Wolf was beyond answering.


      Konrad also wanted to know about his comrade’s twin brother, what had happened to him, how he had become involved with the forces of darkness. He turned to face Anvila. As usual, she showed no reaction and said nothing.


      ‘I must go,’ he told her.


      ‘You said that. If you have to, then – go!’


      Konrad nodded and backed slowly away, heading for the passage through which the dwarf had entered the temple. He was reluctant to abandon Wolf and Anvila, but the dwarf was confident that she could get the wounded human safely away from the mountains and the goblin lair.


      Wolf had been the second most important person in Konrad’s life, transforming him from a peasant boy into a warrior. But the most important had been Elyssa. It was she, his first love, his only true love, who had given him an identity, even given him his name. And it was five years since she had been murdered when the village was wiped out.


      Five years less a day.


      Now the bronze knight was nearby, and this was the same date upon which Konrad and Elyssa had originally seen him. There was no such thing as chance, Wolf had often said – only fate. And Konrad had come to believe that was indeed true.


      He must find the horseman. Only then could he begin to find his own true self, to unravel the mystery of his life.


      With a final glance at Anvila, at Wolf, Konrad spun around and entered the dark tunnel that would lead him up to the surface.


      The passage was too narrow to swing an axe if he were attacked, and he drew his sword. His left hand reached for his knife, forgetting that it was gone. Watching for the glimmer of evil red eyes that would warn him of the deformed enemy waiting in ambush, he stepped into the blackness.


      He blinked at the sudden light. The sun was at its zenith, blazing down from a cloudless sky. In winter, Kislev must have been the coldest place in the world – but in summer it seemed the hottest.


      He took several deep breaths, filling his lungs with clean air, ridding his nostrils of the nauseating goblin stench which had permeated the underground labyrinth. His skin and clothing were still smeared with green blood, and that would not be as easy to eliminate as the foul odour.


      As he discarded most of his stained clothing, Konrad remembered the last time he had been coated with so much gore. That was also the day when the village had been destroyed, when for his own safety he had disguised himself in the hide of a beast-man he had killed, joining the berserk raiders who invaded the valley.


      He spat, trying to rid his mouth of the taste of death, and trying not to remember the distant past. The latter was much more difficult.


      He soon found the huge lens that had once provided the illumination for the underground dwarf temple. It was circular, at least five yards in diameter. Faceted like a cut gemstone, it lay embedded at an angle in the mountainside. Anvila had blasted away the rocks which for centuries had covered the great glass, and now it was cracked and fractured in numerous places.


      Several sections were missing, and this was what must have caused the optical phantasmagoria which had revealed the warrior in bronze. A distant image captured by one of the missing facets had been reflected via the surface lens to its smaller companion in the cavern beneath.


      Konrad walked to the furthermost edge of the precipice and tried to see the landscape far below. Despite leaning out as much as he dared, too many of the lower peaks obscured his view. This far away, he had no way of telling where the bronze horseman was, which direction he was riding.


      His only hope of discovering the knight’s location was to find the correct shard of ancient lens. It must exist, because that was how he had seen the image of the rider. If he traced the missing glass sliver, he hoped to look through it like the eyepiece of a spyglass and thus find his enigmatic quarry.


      There were so many shattered fragments of rock from the gunpowder the dwarf had employed, that Konrad realized such a search would almost certainly be futile – but he had to try.


      For nearly an hour, he clambered over the boulders and scrambled amongst the dust and debris, hunting for a piece of glass that had become balanced on a vantage point or wedged in a position where it overlooked the ground below. He found many splinters of lens, gleaming in the sunlight like precious jewels, but not the one which he was seeking.


      Finally, he was forced to admit that it was hopeless. Every minute that had passed, the further away was the bronze warrior.


      He had emerged on the surface via a different crevice in the rocks, although he had taken his bearings at once, and now he headed for the lower slope. He glanced towards the south, along the route Anvila and he had climbed, noticing the familiar landmarks – then he stared into the darkened fissure where he had entered the goblin stronghold.


      He was tempted to return, to help the dwarf with Wolf, but he realized there was nothing that he could do. They did not need his assistance. He had come out into the open to find the bronze warrior, and that must be his prime objective.


      Following the precarious route by which he had arrived, he began making his way down the mountainside. Going down was no easier than ascending; in some respects it was more difficult. Climbing, he had no fear for himself because he was anxious to locate Wolf, and saving his comrade had been the only thing on his mind.


      He had also been facing towards the summit all the time. Returning, he was constantly aware of the altitude, and how very far it would be to fall…


      At length, he reached the point where Anvila and Wolf had been ambushed just before dawn. It looked no different from anywhere else on the harsh route – except for the mangled corpses of the goblins that the pair had managed to slay before Wolf was captured and Anvila had fallen down a crevasse. Among the dead lay the body of Midnight, Wolf’s horse.


      Konrad found a waterskin among the supplies that the white steed had carried up the tortuous slope, and he slaked his dry throat with the welcome liquid.


      When he had drunk his fill, he allowed the water to cascade over his face, rinsing away the worst of the blood. He rubbed at the slime with the back of his hand, then sorted through the rest of the provisions for whatever he might need.


      He did not take much. Wolf and Anvila would also need food and water. There were more supplies with the other horses further down the mountain – assuming they had not been found by another band of goblins, or some different creatures that dwelled in this rocky realm.


      Although he was still exhausted, Konrad did not remain for long. He had to keep moving, and he continued down the rugged slope, collecting the items he had discarded on his upward race – his fur leggings, the pieces of armour that had slowed his climb – until finally he reached the place where he had spent the previous night.


      Everything seemed as he had left it when he had suddenly seen what would happen to his two companions, when he had rushed to their aid, racing hopelessly against the rising sun. The horses were still tethered, but Konrad approached cautiously, drawing his sword, his eyes flickering across the rocks and boulders. The area was deserted.


      Konrad finished cleaning himself, before bandaging his wounds. Ever since he had almost lost it, his right arm had always healed more swiftly than the rest of his body. The limb had been severely wounded in combat a few years ago, and it had seemed that amputation would be necessary; but the wound had been tended by an elf who possessed healing skills which had saved the arm.


      After dressing in whatever he could find and hurriedly eating a few rations, Konrad saddled his horse – then wondered what direction to take. To begin with, there was only one route. He had to continue down the mountainside. The track was no longer so steep or as treacherous, but it was still not easy. On the way here, during this part of the journey they had led their animals, whose hooves were wrapped to muffle the sound of iron on rock, and they had only travelled during the hours of darkness for fear of observation and pursuit.


      Now, however, it was Konrad who was the pursuer – and the route was almost as bad in daylight as it had been at night. He had no time to lead his mount. Speed was of the essence. He had to risk the animal tripping and breaking a leg; it was either that or allowing the bronze knight to escape.


      Once he was beyond the mountains, he would have to decide in which direction he should be heading. Until then he kept scanning the area below, watching for a distant rider. But there was no sign of anyone – or any thing. The same had been true of the journey here; they had seen not a trace of the alien hordes which infested this part of Kislev. That in itself should have been suspicious, but the trio were grateful for the empty miles.


      After growing up in the Forest of Shadows, where an enemy could be lurking behind the nearest tree, Konrad was still not used to the open spaces that existed around the mountains. He could see for miles across the plains. If there were any beastmen in the vicinity, he would probably see them before he was spotted. He was continually on the lookout, but it was not the marauders for whom he was searching.


      He soon realized which direction he must take. There was only one possible route.


      Five years ago today he and Elyssa had first seen the warrior in bronze. The following day an army of beastmen had destroyed the village and slain everyone who dwelled within. Konrad only survived because he had left the valley before the attack began.


      And tomorrow it would again be the first day of summer, Sigmar’s holy day. Would history be repeated? Was that why the mysterious horseman was here, a harbinger of death and destruction?


      Konrad feared so. The bronze rider was the pathfinder, a scout who led the evil swarms of darkness to their target.


      Northern Kislev was a barren and inhospitable region, and the area around Belyevorota Pass was relatively uninhabited. There were a few trading posts, some small isolated villages and forts. The only place of any size was the mine – and that must be the target of the raiders.


      Konrad urged his horse on, back to the place where he had lived for almost five years. That was how long he and Wolf had protected the gold mine from incursions by the northern aggressors, leading the toughest troop of mercenaries ever to operate on the borderlands. Over the past two years they had even succeeded in pressing back the invaders. No longer on the defensive, they had taken the battle to the enemy.


      Then came the Siege of Praag. Despite its ferocity, it had seemed an isolated occurrence: but perhaps the tide of combat had begun to turn…


      Konrad had no proof, not yet. He fervently hoped that he was wrong, but deep in his heart he knew his theory must be right.


      He rode long and hard that day, retracing the route that he and his two comrades had taken a few short days ago. He rested his horse as briefly as possible before pressing on again. He was in a race against time, and sunset arrived far too soon. But the darkness did not slow Konrad. He sped on long into the night, until finally he and his steed could continue no more.


      It had been a long day, a very long day, but it seemed far longer than a single day since he had awoken before dawn and seen the danger that Wolf and Anvila were about to encounter. Then had come his battle against the goblins, when his axe had scythed down the repulsive brutes by the score.


      As he slipped into slumber, Konrad wondered about the bronze rider. Had he really seen the knight? Or was it some delusion inspired by the heat of combat, like his belief that he had wielded a double-headed hammer instead of a twin-bladed axe? But Anvila had also seen the armoured figure, he realized, as exhaustion finally overwhelmed him and he slept.


      He dreamed that he was killing goblins, who were trying to prevent him reaching the bronze knight. And amongst the deformed creatures, leading them and urging them to kill Konrad was Elyssa…


      He awoke abruptly, sweating, his right fist clenched, trying to grip the handle of his nonexistent kris. He sat up, staring at the stars in the black sky, at the two moons, before lying down and falling into another disturbed sleep.


      Soon after dawn, he was back in the saddle, riding across the plain once more, on through the silence and the emptiness, and it was as if he were the only person in the whole world.


      Half a decade ago, a defenceless village had been annihilated. Surely it was impossible for the events of that long ago day in far-off Ostland to be repeated. The mine was heavily fortified, guarded by seasoned troops who were constantly vigilant, who had defeated the benighted legions from the Northern Wastes in countless skirmishes and battles. There was no comparison.


      Yet no matter how many of them were slain, there were always many more of the renegades ready to take their place. Over the past two years, however, they had not seemed so numerous. Had they been building up their forces, preparing for a full-scale assault?


      Numbers alone, however, were not sufficient. Had that been the case, the raiders could have swept across Kislev years ago – as indeed they had once done. Two centuries earlier the marauders had overrun the country, then been driven back after an alliance was agreed between the Tsar and the Emperor. The united armies of two nations had repulsed the invaders, forcing them back into their own dark domain.


      The enemy’s only motive seemed to be to kill, as if that were the sole reason for their existence. Their blood lust was fed by death, any death, and it often appeared as if they were as content to slay one another as they were to kill the humans who blocked their route to the heart of Kislev and beyond, to the Empire.


      The day that they had wiped out Konrad’s village, however, the beastmen had been united in their barbaric mission. And if they had combined their forces today, put aside their own feuds and hatreds until victory was achieved, then the people who lived near the mine were doomed.


      When he saw the pall of dark smoke rising on the horizon far ahead of him, Konrad knew that he was too late.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWO


      Konrad rode on and on, spurring his steed ever more furiously, until finally the exhausted horse collapsed beneath him, sending him tumbling to the ground. The animal lay panting, foaming at the mouth, its coat lathered with blood and sweat. Its hind legs kicked out frantically, as though it were still trying to gallop. Then all movement suddenly ceased; the horse was dead.


      Pausing only to collect his sword and axe, his helmet and shield, Konrad ran on, pushing himself as hard as he had his mount.


      By now he was only two or three miles away, could smell the smoke, could see the flames. Although he was downwind, he heard nothing. No sounds of combat, the clash of steel on steel, the battle cries of the warriors – nor the death cries of the wounded…


      Although many miles from the mountain range that marked the boundary of the Old World, the chain of peaks which ran from Kislev in the far north down to the Badlands and beyond in the south, the mine workings were also located in a highland area. Lying in a valley between three towering crags, each of which was linked by a solid line of fortifications, the township was in an ideal position both strategically and defensively. It could never have existed in such a hostile zone for so long and would not have developed into a trading centre for the entire region, had it been otherwise.


      The three peaks each had their own watchtowers, overlooking the plains below – and now all of them were ablaze, consumed by tongues of red and yellow flames. Smoke spiralled up from each crag, but it was as nothing compared to the dense black clouds that rose from the encampment.


      Konrad recalled the first blaze the marauders had lit when they had ravaged his native village. The temple to Sigmar had been set alight, immolating all those who had been worshipping within, a funeral pyre for the living. It was not the burning temple that he remembered most, however: it was the fire which had consumed the manor house – and what had been within…


      He had raced up the hill, hoping that he might somehow find Elyssa still there, still alive. Instead he had seen the most terrifying sight of his ordeal. Despite all the murders and mutilations he had witnessed when he had been caught up in the assault, despite all the hideous creatures that had invaded the village, the image which remained paramount in his mind was that of a man walking unharmed through the inferno that had been the manor house: the man he had called Skullface.


      Despite his appearance, he could not have been a man. He was like all the other travesties of life who had rampaged through the helpless village, a subhuman.


      Yet Konrad had been able to kill many of those with his arrows. Every one he shot had died. Not so Skullface. The black shaft had penetrated deep into his chest, but had been plucked out easily, leaving not a trace of blood, not a sign of a wound.


      The preternaturally thin figure of Skullface had been the first creature Konrad had encountered to be unaffected by a mortal wound. In the five years since, there had been so many more impossible beasts that refused to die until they had been killed in a dozen ways.


      Slaying goblins was easy, but they were amongst humanity’s lesser enemies. Goblins were a part of the Old World, like dwarfs, like mankind. They were not the abhorrent spawn of the Northern Wastes, the Chaos Wastes…


      It seemed that was where all the creatures known as beastmen had originally come from. As if the frozen wastelands were another world, nothing natural could exist there. It was a land where only evil was born.


      The beings Konrad had encountered in his youth had been degenerate specimens, the descendants of those who had invaded the Empire two centuries earlier. When the incursion had been repulsed, the survivors had fled into the dense forests. Compared with those Konrad had seen since arriving at the frontier, they had been weak and slow – and easy to kill.


      Almost every beastman looked different, and each had to be dispatched in a different way. Skullface had survived an arrow in the heart – or where a human heart should have been. But some of the creatures from the wasteland had a score of hearts, each of which must be savagely stilled before the being surrendered its life, whilst others seemed to have no hearts at all.


      What would have been a fatal wound to a human was nothing more than a scratch to some of these hellbeasts. Limbs severed in combat could take on their own life: a detached leg becoming a lethal serpent, an arm holding a weapon becoming another deadly enemy. Some of the monsters could even split themselves in twain deliberately, a two-headed foe dividing itself into two one-headed antagonists.


      When Konrad slept, he never had nightmares – because no matter what his imagination could conjure, he had dealt with far worse in reality.


      Konrad had slowed his earlier headlong pace to conserve his strength, and now he loped forward in an easy run. He could feel the heat from the inferno for the first time. As he gazed at the flames, he wondered what else he would find beyond the blazing wooden stockade apart from the dead.


      His nostrils twitched as he scented burning flesh, human flesh. He slowed for a moment, wondering why he was continuing. There was nothing he could do to save anyone within the mine area, he was too late for that. The only things alive would be beastmen – if such abominations could ever truly be called alive.


      There was no reason to go on, but this was not a matter for reason. Like the village where he had grown up, the area around the mine had become his home. He belonged here, the invaders did not.


      He resumed his previous speed, running into the valley of death.


      He reached the first bodies, beastmen that had been slain by the arrows of the defenders. The nearer he came to the fortifications, the more bodies lay sprawled in the dirt, wallowing in their own blood.


      It was noon, and they had been dead for hours, but Konrad slowed his pace, picking his way warily amongst the corpses. He was well versed in the tactics of mankind’s treacherous enemies. Most of the creatures were brainless, often literally, but others could be feigning death in the hope of snaring an unwary victim.


      The very word ‘death’ had no meaning to some of the unholy beings. He had slain creatures in the past, only to see them rise up again a while later, like a human refreshed by a few hours’ slumber.


      The very fact of a living being passing by could trigger a reflex in some of the corpses, reanimating them for one last frenzied attack. They could sense the warm red blood of a man, although the liquid that flowed within their own veins, even when they had been the bestial equivalent of alive, might be as cold as a lizard’s – and could be any colour.


      The shapes of those he moved amongst were as disgusting as ever, travesties of both the animal and human, of the insect and reptilian and avian forms, cobbled together as if at random from pieces of other creatures. It must have been so difficult for such unlikely beings even to have survived that it was no surprise that they were hard to slay. They were tough.


      But the ones out here had been mown down by flight after flight of arrows aimed from the ramparts, just as Konrad himself had been able to slay a handful of attackers five years ago…


      He closed his mind to the thought. The past was gone, as dead as the monsters he had killed so long ago. He must concentrate on the present – and upon surviving through it.


      Cautiously, Konrad advanced through the dead, his eyes focused on what lay ahead of him. He blinked as the astringent smoke stung his eyes, and held his shield in front of his face as protection from the raging heat. He kept the heavy axe in his right hand, while his sword remained sheathed.


      The triple peaks were linked by a solid wooden palisade, three times the height of a man. Forward of that lay a deep ditch lined with sharpened stakes, jutting upward at a sharp angle. It would take a determined army to breach these lines of defence – and the beastmen had been determined indeed.


      The tree trunks that composed the wall were afire, but the main gate was still barred and firmly closed, further barricaded by the raised drawbridge. The malignant invaders had not entered by that route. Instead, a ramp had been constructed across the ditch, over the stakes and into the fortress – a ramp of corpses…


      In the past, Konrad had noticed how the beastmen would often attack in swarms, not caring how many of their number died, in the hope that a few of them might endure long enough to slay one of their human foe. Ten dead, twenty, a hundred, such numbers were as nothing in their insane frenzy. They had no thought for themselves, no instinct for self-preservation, and this was what made them so dangerous.


      And now hundreds and hundreds of the crazed beings must have sacrificed themselves, piling their bodies one on top of another, wedged so tight that they had suffocated to death in order that their comrades might penetrate the outer ring of defences.


      Konrad tried to avoid the hideous route, to enter by scaling the wall, but the intensity of the fire drove him back. The only way in was via the same bridge of flesh over which the assault had taken place. He began to climb the slippery slope, his feet sinking as he trod upon impossible limbs and torsos, squashing repulsive faces beneath his boots. His feet came up slowly with every step, squelching and sticking in the alien slime.


      He was almost at the top when a scaled fist reached from the mound of corpses and seized his ankle. His response was instant, his axe slicing down and cleaving through the warped arm that had grabbed his leg. But the severed hand gripped ever more tightly, and he had to knock it free with the blade. It dropped onto the stack of bodies, its taloned fingers clenching. He kicked it aside and leapt forward.


      Then he was over the palisade, peering through the smoke and gazing down into the area beyond. As an unwilling spectator to the attack on his village, he had seen many barbaric sights – and in his five years on the frontier he had witnessed far worse – but as the scene below became clear, he tasted bile at the back of his throat.


      He swayed, feeling dizzy; he closed his eyes, fighting back the urge to vomit; he opened his mouth, trying to breathe in fresh air. Yet there was none. The atmosphere was befouled by the stench of carnage, the odours of burning flesh and spilled blood.


      The ladders had all been burned, and Konrad leapt down into the compound. He swung his shield over his shoulder, drew his sword, and advanced into the killing ground.


      There was not a square yard that was untouched by blood, that did not have a body lying there – human or inhuman. Or if not a body, then the parts of one. The victims had not merely been slain. That was only the beginning – or the end…


      The murdered and mutilated, the maimed and massacred, were everywhere: nailed to walls, hanging from posts, pinned to the ground. They had been ripped apart, half eaten, flayed, set ablaze – and the lucky ones had been dead when that happened.


      Some had been strangled with their own entrails, others choked with their innards. Heads cut off, limbs ripped from their sockets, eyes gouged out, fingers sliced off, faces peeled away… the list of barbarities was endless.


      The anatomies of many corpses had been rearranged, as if in some macabre joke. The head of a dwarf had been embedded in a woman’s body, resting in the cavity where her belly had been. A miner’s severed legs were replaced with a pair of arms torn from a child. A foot protruded from the chest of a mercenary. Another had his slit throat stuffed with eyeballs, like a necklace of giant pearls. Each corpse had been desecrated in a more obscene fashion than the next. This was more than simple killing, more than vengeance, more than blood lust: it was evil, absolute and total evil.


      The essence of Chaos, Konrad realized.


      The troops who had defended the mine, the convicted prisoners who dug out the ore, the overseers who guarded them, the dwarfs who worked as engineers, the women who lived here, their children – dead, all dead.


      Despite the unspeakable atrocities inflicted upon them, Konrad recognized many of the mercenaries. They were warriors from every corner of the Old World and from even further away. Soldiers of fortune who had died countless hundreds, thousands of miles away from home – and who would never find the fortune of which they had all dreamed.


      Natives of Kislev defending their own land, fighting men from every province in the Empire, every city, others from the Estalian kingdoms and Bretonnia, from the Tilean City States and the Border Princes, from the mythical lands beyond the ocean, Araby and Afric, even far Cathay and Nippon, all had been welded together into Wolf’s crack military force. They had become allies against the common foe. They had fought together, and now they had died together. Died very slowly, most of them, and in great pain.


      Konrad bit his lower lip, feeling the warm coppery taste of blood in his mouth where he broke the skin. He clenched his fists around the hilts of his axe and his sword. He wanted to fight, to kill, to throw himself into the fray, to vent his rage and anger against the despicable foes – but there was no one to fight, nothing to kill.


      Except for the fires, all was still, all was silent, and even the flames were slowly diminishing. Flies buzzed around the corpses and fed on the blood. A few crows and vultures circled above, waiting for Konrad to disappear. A rat ventured out from the debris of the collapsed stables, then scuttled back inside. Soon the wolves and other predators would arrive, drawn by the scent of death to the feast that awaited them.


      For every dead human there were several ugly corpses of the attackers, and they came in every form imaginable. As with their assault on Konrad’s home village, they had put aside their rivalries, uniting in a single assault. Whether they had turned upon each other after victory, as they had done before, Konrad neither knew nor cared.


      The bodies of the beastmen were of the type he had fought and slain on many an occasion: the mutated offspring that slithered and crawled down from the Northern Wastes. Impossible beings that had no right to exist, that could not have existed, that stole human lives in order to survive because they had no true life of their own.


      Creatures that were feathered and furred, spined and scaled, taloned and fanged, beaked and clawed, winged and tailed, whose limbs were made of weapons, whose bodies were gaudily coloured or cleverly camouflaged, whose faces were upside down or totally featureless, whose eyes were on stalks or without pupils and could mesmerize a man with their apparent charms – but who had none.


      Konrad had seen them all, killed them all.


      And then there were the others, those whose mutations were far more subtle and could almost pass for human. Sometimes they did – because that was what they had once been…


      Just as beastmen appeared to aspire to humanity, it seemed some humans wished to become beasts, to sacrifice their birthright, preferring to worship the Dark Gods and mutate into creatures which were far less than human. Many of these also lay amongst the dead, the effects of their foul metamorphosis hidden beneath the armour in which they were clad.


      Konrad stepped amongst the corpses, his weapons poised, wishing that just one of the enemy would show a sign of life so that he could allow his frustration some release. But there was nothing, and even the carrion eaters would not settle while he prowled the death zone.


      For the second time, Konrad realized, he had survived such a total attack. Once again, he had been away when the battle had commenced; once again, he had lived.


      The village had been erased from the face of the world. When he had returned a few days later, there had hardly been any trace of habitation. Every building had gone, only their faint outlines remaining. If such a cataclysm were about to overtake the mine, he ought to leave while he still had a chance, but there was something he must do first – something he had tried not to consider ever since he had seen the first trace of smoke on the horizon.


      The entrance to the mineshaft itself seemed to have caved in, the massive wooden supports were torn away, leaving a huge pile of rock and mangled bodies – human and not human.


      Every building within the compound had been ransacked. Bodies hung from every window, were stacked up at every doorway. Most of the wooden fabrications had been burned down or otherwise demolished. The inn was nothing more than charred beams and blackened bones.


      There was only one place that concerned Konrad now, which was the gallery above the mercenary barracks, and the room where Krysten had lived. He had avoided looking in that direction as long as he could, but at last his gaze was drawn towards the irregular construction that jutted out from the side of the steepest of the three crags.


      Although smoke drifted from most of the windows, the central part of the top floor appeared intact. Konrad almost wished that were not the case, that the whole structure had collapsed into ashes and dust. Then he would not have had to venture up the narrow steps to discover what he knew he must inevitably find.


      Slowly, reluctantly, he made his way towards the barracks.


      The hallway was packed with corpses, human and otherwise; the stairway was awash with blood, red and otherwise.


      It was much darker inside, full of pungent smoke, and Konrad removed his helmet. He left it with his axe and shield in the entrance, then proceeded through the debris and fallen timbers, pushing the corpses aside. Human or not, he kicked them away or shoved them back with his sword. The mutilated flesh was no more than raw meat. The essence of humanity had long fled, their spirits taken by the gods they had worshipped.


      He recognized almost all the bodies, those that were still distinguishable. They were troops he had commanded and trusted, girls he had known and loved.


      But nowhere did he see a trace of the small figure with blonde wavy hair, although the further he pressed through the carnage, the more likely it was that he would find her.


      Every step became harder, and his heart was beating faster than it had during his race towards the blazing mine compound. Earlier, he had stopped himself from being sick – but now he was unable to prevent the emotion building up within him, and the sadness overflowed into a single tear that rolled from his left eye and down his face.


      A few days ago it had been Krysten’s salty tears he had tasted when he leaned across her slumbering shape to kiss her farewell. Because they both knew they would never see each other again, she had pretended to sleep; but she had been betrayed by her tears.


      That was when Konrad thought he would not return, when he had left with Wolf and Anvila in search of the lost dwarf temple and its hoard of treasure. They had discovered the former, but not the latter. He had left Krysten as he had found her, alone. She had managed well enough before Konrad entered her life, and he believed she would do so again; but no one could survive such an unprecedented attack by the combined legions of the damned.


      Or almost unprecedented.


      It was not only Krysten that he mourned. The memory of Elyssa was forever in his mind, and because of the present circumstances, her memory was once again prominent in his thoughts.


      She had also been slain by the beastmen, murdered when the village had been invaded. And, exactly like Krysten, Konrad had abandoned her to die…


      With Krysten, he had not known; but with Elyssa, he had seen her death – known that she would be destroyed, although he had been unaware when or how.


      But he had also foreseen that Elyssa would bring about his own downfall, and in that respect he had been wrong. She had died, while he continued to live.


      Elyssa and Krysten, Krysten and Elyssa. They were exact opposites in so many respects. Was that one reason why he had been attracted to the Kislevite, because she was so radically different that she could not remind him of Elyssa? Elyssa had been tall and dark-haired, whereas Krysten was small and fair. Yet now they were identical, Konrad realized. They were both dead.


      He pushed aside the blood-stained curtain and stepped into Krysten’s room. A corpse lay on the straw mattress: the corpse of a yellow-skinned beastman, its catlike features frozen into a mask of pain, the hilt of a knife sticking out from the centre of its furry chest.


      Konrad stood without moving, his eyes scanning the wrecked room. Dead or alive, there was no sign of the girl. He recognized the blade. It was a stiletto he had won at cards, that he had given Krysten for her protection. It seemed to have fulfilled its purpose. She had escaped, or so it appeared, but how far?


      He moved further into the room, prodding the supine creature with his sword, its point slicing into the cold dead flesh. He withdrew the blade, wiping it on the corpse’s pale fur. Then he tipped up the mattress, rolling the creature onto the floor, not wishing it to desecrate Krysten’s bed for one moment longer.


      Konrad knew every inch of the small room, and there was nowhere that the girl could be hiding. He bent down and picked up the tiny figurines that she had kept on a shelf by the bed, the handful of ornaments and trinkets that were her only treasures. The shelf was splintered and torn away, and so he held onto Krysten’s mementoes. It was as if he held all that remained of her in the palm of his left hand.


      As he rose, he noticed the mirror, another of Konrad’s gifts to the girl. It had been cracked when he gave it to her, but now it hung crookedly from the wall, even more splintered and shattered.


      He stared at the fractured glass, and he remembered another mirror, Elyssa’s mirror – the mirror in which he had first seen his own image, and in which he had then seemed to observe a different reflection gazing back, a reflection of himself not as he was, but as he would be…


      Because of its tilted angle, Konrad was unable to see himself in Krysten’s mirror, and neither did he wish to. His consciousness had been snared by the past, but suddenly he saw a movement in the fragmented glass – and the glint of light on a blade!


      He sprang back, throwing himself down, and a knife embedded itself in the wall laths above his head. Had he moved a fraction of a second later, the steel would instead have lodged in his throat.


      He was through the door immediately, chasing his would-be assassin. He bellowed out a war cry as he charged after the hunched figure that scurried along the darkened gallery. The creature tripped over a dismembered corpse and fell. It tried to crawl away, but its route was blocked by more dead bodies, human and bestial.


      ‘Die!’ snarled Konrad, his sword raised.


      ‘No!’ screamed the figure. ‘No! I’m human, I’m human!’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THREE


      ‘Thought you was one of them, sir. Sees you climbing up there and figured it was me only chance to take revenge for what they done to all me mates, didn’t I?’


      Konrad had dragged his attacker out into the open to take a proper look at him, and now they stood together in a corner that was relatively clear of bodies, where the stench of death was not so overpowering.


      He was one of the miners, apparently the only survivor of the attack. He stood five foot high, but would have been taller had his body not been so curved from all the years working below ground. His small head seemed to be sunk into his shoulders, as if he had no neck. He had aged prematurely and the thick hairs on his limbs and torso, and those of his scalp and chin, were grey; even his skin looked grey from all the dust that had settled on his flesh during his time underground. His head kept twisting nervously around, as though he were afraid that the marauders were about to return.


      ‘Why are you alive?’ asked Konrad. He kept his sword at the ready, not trusting the grey-haired miner.


      ‘Hid, didn’t I?’ The miner glanced at the sword. ‘Honest, sir, I thought you was one of the beast-things.’


      His long nose twitched and he reached up to scratch it with his left hand. His right hand was missing, Konrad noticed. It ended in a stump. He must have lost it years ago, either in an accident or as punishment.


      All the miners were convicted criminals, sent here to serve out their sentences. It was almost always a life term; few left the mine alive. They were never chained, because there was nowhere they could go. Beyond the mine lay hundreds of square miles of wilderness – and of beastmen. The prisoners could escape the compound without much difficulty, but it was not so easy to escape what lay beyond.


      Konrad stared around at the devastation and the dead. He was still searching for Krysten, but hoping not to find her. The miner’s dark eyes followed his gaze.


      Konrad looked away, then at his own left hand. His fist was clenched, still grasping Krysten’s worthless souvenirs that he had been holding when the knife was thrown at him. He dug the point of his sword into the ground, making a shallow hole, then dropped the trinkets in and covered them over.


      ‘What happened?’ he asked.


      ‘It was dawn and we was getting ready to go into the shaft, sir, when the beastmen attacked. There was hundreds of them. Hundreds and hundreds. No way of stopping them. Never seen anything like it, had I? Hope I never will again. The guards, there was nothing they could do. Like I says, there was just too many of them. It was horrible, horrible.’


      The miner’s nose twitched, and he shuddered momentarily as he told his story.


      ‘They come over the wall, more and more of them, screaming and yelling, killing everyone what tried to stop them. The other miners picked up the weapons what the dead guards dropped, but they soon ended up just as dead. Couldn’t do much, could I, not without me hand?’ He held up his stump.


      ‘You seem to have handled that knife you threw at me,’ Konrad remarked, thinking how he had been within a moment of dying, of being killed without even defending himself. His extra sight, his eye that warned him of danger, seeing what would happen before it occurred, had betrayed him again.


      Over the years, Konrad had relied less and less on the future vision of his left eye. He needed no such warnings of danger; here in Kislev there was always danger. But there could be no ambush, no sudden assault, because there were few places that an attacker could hide out in the barren lands.


      He had also become a warrior, a trained fighting man, and his combat skills were sufficient to defeat any assailant. He no longer needed to see what his opponent would do a split second hence. His reactions and instincts were enough to beat the best that the heathen hordes had to offer; he did not need another edge to his awareness.


      ‘Good with a knife, aren’t I? Always have been.’ The miner grinned, showing his stained teeth.


      Konrad wondered what the man had been convicted of, and why he had lost his hand. He was most likely some cutpurse from one of the towns of Kislev.


      ‘Go on,’ Konrad prompted.


      ‘Wasn’t much what I could do.’ He shrugged. ‘Either hide or get killed. Lots of others had the same idea, sir. But it never did them no good, did it? They was found and murdered.’ He sniffed, peering around at the carnage. ‘Murdered and worse. Me, I squeezed under a few corpses. That’s what saved me.’ He peered at the smears of blood which stained his torn tunic, wiping at them with the thin fingers of his only hand.


      ‘Lay without moving for hours,’ he continued. ‘Then when I sees you, I figure you must be one of them. Felt bad about what I done, about hiding, about everyone else being killed – so I come after you. That’s about it, sir.’


      He shrugged and studied Konrad. ‘How come you wasn’t killed, sir?’


      Konrad stared back at the miner, not sure whether to believe his tale; but somehow he had lived, and that was all that mattered.


      He did not know whether the miner recognized him or not. There was no reason why he should have done. To Konrad, all the slave workers looked the same. And to the miner, all the mercenaries were probably identical.


      ‘I was on patrol,’ Konrad answered. ‘When I saw the smoke, I came back.’ There was no need for the truth, a simple lie would suffice. ‘What’s your name?’


      ‘Name?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Heinler, sir.’


      There had been a momentary hesitation. Probably another lie, Konrad realized, but it was of no consequence. They both knew not to trust one another. His new companion was a convicted criminal, but the only difference between him and many of the mercenaries who had guarded the mine was that he had been caught.


      ‘My name is Konrad. We seem to be the only humans for hundreds of miles. There’s no need to call me ‘sir’.’


      ‘Sorry, sir. When you been a prisoner long as what I been, everyone else is ‘sir’.’


      ‘Let’s see if we can find some water, Heinler, maybe some food.’


      They searched the compound, but the well was polluted, full of bodies, and all the supplies from the quartermaster’s stores had been stolen.


      The horses from the stables were gone, every human weapon was taken, even the stock of gold ore had been carried away. That had never interested the raiders before. Whenever they had raided a convoy, their only concern had been to slay not to pillage.


      Konrad made his way to the southernmost of the three crags, and Heinler followed. They climbed the steps which had been carved out of the rock, up to where the remains of the watch-tower still smouldered, and where the burned bodies lay.


      ‘They headed in that direction?’ said Konrad, and Heinler nodded.


      There was no sign of the marauders on the horizon. By now they had vanished towards Praag. Konrad realized that he and Heinler were trapped between the alien army and the land whence the hellhorde had emerged. Was this to be a re-enactment of the great invasion two centuries ago, just as the attack on the mine had been a repeat of the elimination of Konrad’s native village?


      ‘Skullface,’ said Konrad.


      ‘What?’


      ‘Did you see a tall man amongst the creatures? Bald, very thin? He would have been one of the leaders.’


      ‘Er…’


      ‘You’d have recognized him because he was unlike any of the others. He looked human, probably had no weapons. And he may have walked through the flames without being harmed. Did you see him?’


      ‘Yeah, yeah! Saw him, I saw him!’


      Konrad looked at Heinler, unsure whether to believe him. The miner had agreed too eagerly.


      ‘Very tall, very thin, bald, looked human?’ said Heinler. ‘Swear it was him!’


      Konrad knew he had given too many clues, that Heinler was simply repeating what he had said; but it made no difference, because Konrad wanted to believe.


      Yesterday the bronze knight; today, Skullface.


      Konrad turned away, gazing towards the south again, towards the Empire, towards Ostland, towards the valley where he had been brought up.


      ‘Was giving orders, wasn’t he?’ Heinler continued. ‘He was the one what stopped some of the killing, what made the others take prisoners.’


      ‘Prisoners?’ demanded Konrad, spinning around, grabbing hold of Heinler’s tunic and pulling him close. ‘They took prisoners?’


      ‘Yeah.’ Heinler leaned back. ‘Honest, sir!’


      ‘Who? How many? What for?’


      The miner shook his head rapidly. ‘Dunno. A lot.’


      ‘Men? Women?’


      ‘Yeah. Men. Women. Both. Anyone who was still alive, not too cut up, seemed like.’


      Konrad let go, and Heinler stepped nervously back.


      There was no reason to ask about Krysten, to find out if the miner had seen her. He was bound to reply in the affirmative, knowing that was what Konrad wanted to hear. But it was Heinler who had volunteered the information about prisoners; he had no idea that Konrad had been looking for one particular person. There was no trace of Krysten anywhere within the burned-down walls of the stockade, which could only mean that the beastmen must have taken her.


      Konrad wanted to believe that she was still alive, that he had a chance to make up for his betrayal in leaving the girl here. Yet if she were alive, it would not be for long. The creatures had only postponed her death, were saving her for some hideous purpose of their own.


      ‘Looks as if we’ve got a long walk ahead of us, Heinler,’ he said.


      ‘What?’


      ‘Unless you want to stay here, that is.’


      Heinler stared down at all the bodies spread out in the compound below, and wrinkled his nose.


      ‘Where we going?’ he asked.


      Konrad gestured towards the south.


      ‘Wherever they are,’ he answered.


      They retrieved their weapons from Krysten’s room, because there seemed nothing more they could take. Everything else from the mine that they might have used had been looted.


      Heinler’s dagger looked as though it had been made by the miner himself. The handle was a roughly carved piece of wood, the blade clumsily fashioned from a shard of metal. But no matter how crude, it was a weapon, it could kill – and it had almost killed Konrad.


      The stiletto was slender but square-bladed, an efficient knife for stabbing through tough bestial hides. It had originally belonged to one of Wolf’s mercenaries, a silent warrior who would reveal neither his name nor his native land. He had been on patrol with four others, and they did not return. It was Konrad who had found what remained of them: four human bodies, plus the corpses of a score of the deformed invaders who had ambushed them. But of the silent mercenary there was no sign, nothing except his stiletto which lay on the ground a few yards beyond the carnage, its bloodied tip pointing towards the north.


      Because Konrad had his own knife, which had served him so well over the years, he had passed the blade on to Krysten. Now it was his once more.


      He and Heinler left by the southern entrance to the stockade, which had been completely demolished by the victorious assailants when they took their leave. Already the deserted stockade seemed to be decaying very rapidly. Some of the other walls of the fortress had collapsed while Konrad had been within the compound, and it was not merely because the flames had consumed most of the timbers. It was if they were totally rotten, as if they had aged a century in a matter of hours; the whole place looked as if it had been uninhabited and forgotten for countless years. Before long, everything manmade would have crumbled into dust and been dissolved by the elements.


      The sun was lower, but burned almost as fiercely as it had done at noon. Konrad had always believed that there was only one girl he had ever cared about. Now he had discovered otherwise, and all that drove him on was Krysten.


      There was no sign of the marauders, but it did not need an experienced tracker to follow their trail, the marks of their passing were easy to find. Every now and then, they came across a malformed corpse, one of the assailants which had died of the wounds it had suffered during the assault on the stockade. Many of the bodies looked as though they had been dead for days, even months; they were rotten and bloated, swarming with flies, crawling with worms and maggots.


      It was almost as if the northern army were purposefully leaving a spoor in the wake of its passing, discarding unwanted booty, scarring the isolated trees with wagon hubs as though blazing a trail. There were wheel marks by the score, countless footprints, hoofprints, pawprints, and they covered a wide swathe of land. There must indeed have been thousands of the benighted creatures, but their speed was restricted to the slowest of their number.


      Yet Konrad still felt as he had done earlier that day, as though he were the only living being left on the face of the world – despite Heinler being so close. It was as if they were simply travellers who happened to be taking the same route. They were not allies, all they had in common was the fact that they were both human.


      Konrad kept on steadily marching, and Heinler matched his pace. The miner must have been tough. He only had one hand, so he must have done twice as much work with that limb as the other convicts did with two. Barefoot, his feet were bleeding, and he was limping slightly. Konrad’s boots were made for riding, and he was not used to being on foot for so long, but he tried to ignore the pain of his blisters and aching limbs. While the enemy kept on, he had to do the same.


      Pushing on remorselessly, they closed the gap between themselves and the enemy. By evening, they could see the dust of the alien army on the horizon.


      After so many hours, the invading forces must soon stop. Or, not being human, did they need no rest?


      The distance between the thousands and the two narrowed. As far as the eye could see, from east to west, the landscape was infested by the plague of dark figures. It took a while for Konrad to realize that the swarm was separating, some of the unholy horde heading to the left, others to the right, the rest venturing straight ahead. They were dividing their forces in order to strike at several different points within Kislev, he supposed.


      The country had three main centres of habitation: Praag, Erengrad and the capital city of Kislev itself. The beastmen and their allies would find the fortifications of the cities far more formidable than those of the mine, the defenders far more numerous, so perhaps their primary intention was to attack smaller towns and villages, spreading fear and panic across the land.


      Or possibly the outlaw bands ahead were only the vanguard for the greater pestilence that was yet to come, the tens of thousands of malevolent entities who were to follow…


      But all that concerned Konrad was to identify which evil echelon had taken Krysten with them.


      After several more minutes, he observed that the legions ahead had come to a halt. There was a gap of at least a mile between each of the three main sections, and so it was unlikely that they had only divided to make camp. They must have split their divisions, as he had suspected, ready to go off in different directions at dawn. Until then, like any other battalions, they lit fires and seemed to be settling down for the night.


      For the first time in hours, Konrad allowed himself to stop. He sat slowly down, giving his throbbing ankles and knees, his aching calves and thighs, his tortured feet, the rest that they craved. Heinler sank down next to him, breathing heavily. Blood oozed from his feet into the dirt. Konrad did not even want to think about removing his boots. They were damp and sticky inside, and his feet had squelched with every step he had taken.


      ‘We’ll wait until it’s dark,’ he said. ‘Then we’ll go on ahead.’


      ‘And?’


      The miner still did not know why Konrad had been following the heathen horde, although he must have guessed. He could not have failed to notice Konrad’s reaction when he had revealed that the invaders had not slain everyone within the stockade, that they had taken prisoners. But he had followed Konrad without question, and he had said nothing. Neither of them had spoken until now; there was nothing to say.


      ‘And then we’ll see if they have some food and water to spare,’ Konrad answered.


      There had been plenty of both on the route from the devastated mine, if one knew where to look – and Konrad had known. The foraging skills which had helped him survive in the past could never be forgotten. But he had not wanted to stop, to lose valuable minutes. Food and drink were of little consequence compared to what he must do.


      His mission was the only sustenance he needed to keep going.


      And it was not food he wanted from his ruthless foes. He intended to scour every camp, from one end of the line to the other, until he found what he was searching for.


      He sat and watched the sun go down, impatient for the night.


      He did not want Heinler with him: he was not a fighting man. The miner did not know how to move invisibly through the dark; he could not ambush guards and silently slay them; he was unaware of the subtle techniques involved in creeping through an enemy camp, slitting every throat without waking those who were next about to die.


      But the miner was himself asleep, and so Konrad left him where he lay and advanced through the blackened night. Only the stars shone down. It would be several hours until Mannslieb shed its nocturnal glow over the landscape. Morrslieb might rise before then, but the lesser moon would provide little illumination.


      Leaving his shield and helmet behind him, and clenching his axe in his right hand, his sword in his left, Konrad made his way cautiously towards the flickering flames of the most westerly campfire. He tried not to think what the barbaric army might be devouring. As he crept on, he inevitably remembered the way that his native village had surrendered every night to the beast-men, and the same must have been true in so many other parts of the world. Daylight was for humans, but in the blackness the same lands became the domain of the deformed forest dwellers.


      Here, however, the hour of the clock made no difference. Because the enemy were creatures of darkness, that did not make them creatures of the night. There were enough of the savages to venture forth at any time; they did not need to hide amongst the shadows. They regarded the north of Kislev as theirs – and now, it seemed, they intended to take over the rest of the country. And beyond…


      The night was filled with loud noises and strange smells. The alien army was half beast, half man, and the sounds and odours that emanated from the camps were a mixture of both animal and human. There was laughter and screams; inhuman laughter, human screams.


      Even in summer, the Kislev nights were cold. Konrad was used to them after so long, but he suddenly shivered. He realized it was the screams that had caused the chill which he felt from his neck to his toes. He recalled the victims of the atrocities in the mining compound. They must also have screamed, screamed long and loud in ultimate pain – those who had not had their tongues severed or their throats torn out.


      Tonight, Konrad vowed, some small measure of justice would be exacted for the hideous tortures inflicted earlier this very day. He had slain goblins by the score yesterday, and now it would be the turn of the beastmen. The slaughter would be less spectacular than the mass killing he had accomplished previously, yet it would be no less effective.


      He wished he still had his kris, the blade with which he had dispatched his first beastman all those years ago. In doing so, he had saved Elyssa’s life. Maybe now his other weapons could do the same for Krysten.


      He moved closer and closer towards the most westerly fire. He would begin here, then make his way along the hostile ranks until he found the captured girl. Or until the enemy found him.


      The enemy were so confident, or maybe so stupid, that they had not posted any guards. Very slowly, Konrad edged closer, then crouched down so that he could keep the nearest group under observation. Half a score of the grotesque creatures sat around the blaze. In the twisting light they looked even more repulsive than they would have done in the daytime, the flames and shadows alternately revealing their deformities and masking them once more.


      Some looked almost human for a moment, until the fire exposed their awful aspects, the bestial characteristics that made them even lower than beasts. Then the light would change and their subhuman attributes would be hidden again, and instead their neighbours would be unveiled as foul travesties of humanity.


      Konrad gazed in mesmerized horror. What was so awful was not how different they were from the squadrons of mercenaries Konrad had commanded, but how similar. They were passing around a flagon of ale; they laughed together, probably sharing an obscene joke; they spoke in their heathen tongue, doubtless boasting of their exploits during the day’s extermination; they even sang together, their raucous voices totally tuneless.


      Konrad hated and loathed each and every one of them. They would all die, he swore; that was how he would begin his vendetta.


      He stood up slowly, taking several deep breaths, stretching each shoulder in turn as he prepared to swing both his weapons in his personal war of retribution. He lifted his sword, raised his axe – then froze, seeing…


      He spun to the left, aware that was the direction from which the danger would emerge, and backed away deeper into the darkness. As he did so, he saw a pale figure emerge from the gloom, heading towards the fire. A human figure, tall and slender, totally hairless.


      Skullface!


      Konrad stared in total amazement, unable to move. The figure passed directly ahead of him, twenty feet away. He had to act now or the moment would be lost. He shook himself free from the imaginary bonds that held him tied, and sprang forward at his hated enemy.


      Instinctively, he used his sword; it was a much more precise weapon than the double-headed axe blade. Even though he struck with his left hand, Konrad’s left was as strong and accurate as his right.


      The point of the blade plunged into Skullface’s back, between the ribs below his left shoulder blade, to where his heart was – or should have been. Blood spurted immediately, and that was when Konrad knew he was mistaken. There had been no such blood when his arrow first found Skullface’s heart.


      He wrenched his blade free, and the tall figure toppled twitching to the ground. After a brief spasm of frenetic writhing, it lay without moving. Konrad had killed often enough to know when his victim was dead. He glanced swiftly around, watching for another intruder, but the pale shape had died without a sound.


      Using his boot, Konrad rolled the figure onto its back. He already knew it could not be Skullface; the creature had died too easily. Even in the gloom, a quick glance confirmed his suspicions. It was just another of the bestial foe. Tall and thin, pale and bald – bald because no hair would grow on bone. Its head had neither skin nor flesh, muscle nor sinew.


      Then Konrad heard another sound, and he twisted on his heel, springing back as an amorphous mass sprang towards him through the blackness. He brought up both weapons as fast as he could, but not fast enough. The thing knocked him to the ground, its hatchet aimed at his unprotected throat, falling on top of him… then rolling aside.


      Konrad felt warm wetness on his face. Blood. But not his own blood. He glanced at the beastman. He could not make out the details of its appearance in the gloom, but it was big and dark – and dead.


      Another shape loomed through the night.


      ‘Thought you might need a hand, didn’t I?’ whispered a familiar voice.


      Konrad rose to his feet, wiped the blood from his face with his sleeve, and watched as Heinler retrieved his blade. He had underestimated the man. Because he was a miner, his night vision was excellent; but he also seemed to possess other skills. It was no accident that he had survived the attack when everyone else had died or been captured.


      Konrad glanced over to the fire and the group of non-humans who sat carousing around it. They were unaware of what had taken place a dozen yards away.


      Like the pale figure that he had mistaken for Skullface, his attacker had come from the other direction. Konrad’s vengeful bloodlust had been assuaged for the moment. There was no need to kill again, to take unnecessary risks – not yet.


      ‘Want to tell me what you’re really looking for?’ said Heinler.


      Konrad told him.


      ‘Let’s go find her, shall we?’ said the miner.


      ‘You want this?’ Konrad asked, offering his sword. It was best to divide the weapons between them.


      Heinler stuck his knife into his belt and accepted the blade; Konrad kept the axe in his right hand, drew the stiletto with his left.


      There was no need for discussion. Heinler understood what must be done, and for the first time Konrad really wondered about his companion and his previous profession. He had paid little attention to the miner, or to anything else. All that had concerned him was catching up with the legions who must have captured Krysten. They moved on warily through the night, heading for the glare of the next flames, covering each other’s back as they approached their target.


      Then Heinler’s voice broke the silence. ‘Look out!’ he yelled.


      Konrad spun swiftly around, but too late. He felt a terrific blow on the side of his head. He managed to take another pace, turning and starting to swing the heavy axe at his unseen assailant, but then he dropped to the ground and the darkness claimed him.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOUR


      When Konrad finally managed to open his eyes, the first thing he saw was Morrslieb, gleaming high above.


      His head was tilted back, his neck tightly tied, and his hands were bound behind him. He was upright, lashed to a tree, naked. He was in almost exactly the same hopeless situation as Wolf had been less than two days ago – even more hopeless, because there was no one to rescue Konrad from his inevitable fate.


      He kept staring up at the irregularly shaped moon, not wanting to lower his gaze. The horrendous sounds that assailed his ears told him more than he needed to know about what was happening all around him.


      Unlike Mannslieb, the smaller moon never offered much illumination even when it was at its nearest or its fullest – and tonight it was both close and also at its maximum dimension. Morrslieb always appeared to cast a strange light, almost an absence of luminescence.


      It was as if it were a shadow moon, throwing darkness onto the world it encircled, drawing away any brilliance instead of giving it.


      As he gazed at the moon, Konrad took stock of himself and his injuries. He was fastened by the neck and wrists, both ropes securely wrapped around a solid tree trunk. His head throbbed incessantly from the blow it had received and he ached in several other places, as though he had been beaten while unconscious, then dragged across the ground. Many of the wounds he had suffered during the assault on the goblin stronghold had opened up again. He was coated in blood, down his face and over his body, although most of it had dried.


      He was alive for the moment, but torture and ultimate death seemed his only destiny.


      He lowered his eyes and swiftly glanced all around, then squeezed his eyelids shut with even greater rapidity. He did not want his captors to know that he was conscious – and he did not want to see more of what was going on in the moonlit clearing ahead of him than he had briefly witnessed.


      He could not exclude the harrowing images from his mind as simply as he could close his eyes. In the centre of a grove of trees stood a small altar. At its focus was an armoured figure. Clad in red and black, it was armed with a mighty axe and bore a familiar emblem emblazoned upon its shield. Konrad had noticed the design many times before, on some of the banners carried by the legions of beastmen: an X-shape, with a horizontal stroke through its centre and one at its base.


      Beneath the elaborate brass helmet, there was no face, however, nothing except darkness. The empty suit of armour sat upon a chair. No, not a chair, a carved throne – because the armour comprised an effigy of the perverted god that this clan of outlaws worshipped. At its feet lay a pile of bones and skulls. Human skulls.


      And fresh human heads had recently been added to the heap…


      Around the shrine the blasphemous acolytes stood reverently, revelling in the fresh blood that flowed freely from the latest sacrifices to their gory lord.


      Konrad had seen all this in but a moment. He had also seen the victims. And now he kept on hearing them as they endured the unendurable, as they suffered the insufferable. They screamed as they were tortured, screamed as they finally died, and even then their screams seemed to echo on and on and on.


      He risked another glance, to left and right, searching for Heinler. But there was no sign of him. He was not tied to another tree, and neither did his hunched corpse seem to be amongst the acephalous mound of death, his head an offering to the hideous deity.


      As his eyes swept the barbaric temple, Konrad recognized the last victim. His name was Hralvan, a mercenary from Norsca, who was probably the strongest human warrior Konrad had ever known. He used to cut his own flesh for fun, to hold a blazing torch under his limbs to show that he was immune to pain.


      But he was no longer immune. He had stood seven feet tall, with a girth to match his height. Now he had no legs and he wept like a beaten child – but it was blood, not tears, that flowed from his eyes as he was slowly sliced to death.


      And the ones who were inflicting such unspeakable atrocities on his massive body were two of the most beautiful women Konrad had ever seen. Except that they could not have been women, not quite; both had slender tails, the tips of which were bifurcated.


      Apart from spiked metal collars around their necks and wide loops of bone through their earlobes, they were completely nude. Their limbs were long and lithe – and splattered with blood. As their doomed victim’s life spurted forth, they became speckled with even more scarlet. They grinned as they danced around him, licking the drops of crimson from the blades that they both wielded with such dexterity. The knives were like the girls, slim and supple.


      Konrad was unaware how many worshippers stood around the altar, because most of them were lost in the shadows, but he could hear all the idolators roaring their depraved enthusiasm, chanting their hymns of blood.


      Then there was a sudden silence. A total absence of sound: not a scream, not a whimper, not a chant, not a prayer.


      Konrad realized why, but he could not prevent himself from confirming that Hralvan was dead. The giant Norscan had been dismembered, and one of the girls was holding his severed head aloft. Blood dribbled into her open mouth, then Hralvan’s head was added to the trophy collection at the feet of the armoured idol.


      There was no one else to kill, no more victims to torture to death – except one…


      Konrad clamped his eyes tightly shut, hoping they would believe he was still senseless, hoping that it would make a difference even if they believed it.


      The silence continued, but he was aware of the two devil dancers moving lightly towards him. They stood next to him, and he felt their warm breath on his face as they leaned close. Then their hands were on his body, stroking him, their fingers sticky and damp with blood. Even had they begun to cut him, he could have continued feigning unconsciousness; but he was unable to ignore their ghoulishly sensual advances.


      He opened his eyes and jerked upwards, supporting himself with his arms as he lashed out with both legs. He missed. The blood maidens sprang back, giggling, and Konrad almost strangled himself on the rope around his throat.


      That would be a much less painful, much swifter way to die, he realized. But before he could pursue the idea any further, one of the nude girls had moved behind the tree and released his neck. A second later, his arms were free – but only for a second.


      A length of rope hung from each of his wrists, and the other ends were caught up by the beautiful executioners. Even though their faces were masks of red, their long hair dripping with gore, they were hypnotically attractive. They appeared identical; it was impossible to tell them apart.


      He rushed at the one to his right, but she leapt away from him. As she avoided his lunge, her knife whipped through the night air – and through Konrad’s forearm. He grunted in surprise and pain. As the blood oozed from the wound and trickled to the ground, the worshippers sighed in ecstasy, their ritual chants commencing again as their final victim began to play his role in their obscene ceremony.


      The girl brandished her knife in triumph and then put the blade to her tongue, licking at Konrad’s blood. Her tongue was forked, like her tail.


      Konrad yanked on the other piece of rope, hauling the second profane priestess towards him. She simply let go of the rope, and he fell backwards into the dirt. The ground was like mud, saturated after a downpour. But it was a storm of blood that had turned the earth into such a quagmire.


      Then both of the girls sprang at him, twin streaks of red – and two streaks of blood flowed from his throat. Konrad regained his feet, and the naked women circled him, taking it in turns to dart forward, to feint, to pull back, then to spring again and really draw blood with their flashing blades.


      They were fast, inhumanly fast. Female torturers were probably preferred because they were more subtle than the males; more delicate, they would not slay too soon with unnecessary force. Their victims would die more slowly, bled to death, drop by drop.


      Konrad’s body was soon as bloody as theirs, but it was his own blood which gave him a red second skin. He was also in great pain, but it was only superficial and he would not have to endure it for long. His tormentors were only playing with him. When they became serious, he was doomed.


      Before it was too late, he had to get on even terms. And what he needed to even the odds was a weapon. He immediately thought of the suit of armour on top of the shrine, and the massive axe held in its gauntleted fist. The thought was sufficient impulse.


      One of the tailed girls was between him and the throned figure. Konrad ran directly at her, and she nimbly skipped aside as he had known she would. Instead of turning back, he kept going, rushing at the altar, tearing free from the two ropes.


      Until now he had not paid much attention to the worshippers who stood around the diabolic temple. He could not see them very well in the gloom, and his priority had been the predatory duo.


      But suddenly his route to the weapon he needed was blocked by a group of shadowy figures, making a wall around the sacrificial area. He clenched his fist, slamming it into a darkened face, hearing a rewarding crunch as his knuckles crushed the bone. The shape fell back, creating a gap.


      Before Konrad could dive through, a gloved hand grabbed his shoulder. He twisted free, turning back, seeing the gleam of a weapon in the feeble moonlight. The second figure was drawing a sword, but Konrad wrenched the hand from the hilt and seized the blade himself. The handle was fashioned like a coiled snake, and Konrad raised the sword, completing his turn and heading back to his twin torturers. Then the snake writhed, uncoiled – and its fangs bit deep into his wrist.


      Konrad yelled out in agony, dropping the blade, and he rubbed at the two punctures in his flesh.


      There was absolute silence, and all was still. The rhythmic chanting had ceased, everyone was staring at Konrad. The fiendish pair stood poised behind him, while the worshippers encircled the three naked blood-soaked figures.


      The shape whose sword Konrad had taken stepped forward, and another dark form did the same, bending down to retrieve the fallen weapon and hand it to its owner. The sword hilt was a sword hilt again, the serpent tightly coiled once more.


      Konrad glanced at the first dark form, almost indistinguishable in the black night. He noticed the shield the figure carried. It contained the same runic device as the one on the altar, but there was also another design on the shield, a crest that Konrad recognized.


      ‘Kastring!’ he said.


      The figure had begun to sheath his weapon and turn away, but now he froze.


      He stared at Konrad for a few seconds, then walked slowly up to him.


      ‘No one has called me that for a long time,’ he said.


      Although he was very close, Konrad could not make out his features because they were shadowed by his helmet.


      ‘Kastring,’ Konrad repeated.


      ‘I was so looking forward to seeing you die,’ Konrad heard him sigh. ‘But I believe that we should talk. We do need a last sacrifice, however.’ He said something quickly, in a heathen tongue.


      Konrad did not understand, but he sensed a movement behind him. He spun around in time to see one of the death dancers decapitate her companion with a single stroke of her long knife. The headless corpse stood upright for several seconds, a fountain of blood pumping from the neck, before collapsing into the mud.


      Her twin held the gory head up by its hair and whirled it around, spraying cascades of blood over everyone who was watching and roaring their bestial approval.


      Konrad glanced back to the shape who had given the command. Beyond, he noticed the seated figure on the altar. And although it was hard to be certain, because his eyes had been splashed with fresh blood, it seemed for a moment that the armour was not empty, that there was a shadowy face staring back at him…


      ‘Would you care for some refreshment?’ said Kastring, who seemed to be the leader of this group of heathens.


      Kastring had been Elyssa’s family name. That was why Konrad had recognized the heraldic crest on the shield. But which one was he?


      It could not be Elyssa’s father, Wilhelm Kastring; he had been killed at the same time she had died. It must be one of her three brothers. They were all older than Elyssa; they had all left the valley before the village and its manor house had been destroyed by the beastmen. And now one of the Kastrings was in command of a band of such creatures.


      Elyssa had referred to her family only rarely, and Konrad tried in vain to remember the names of her brothers. It made no difference, he supposed.


      A fire had been lit, and it was only wood that was burning, not human flesh. Konrad sat in front of the blaze. He was shivering and felt feverish, weak from the blood that he had lost, totally exhausted by the events of the last few days. His body was a web of painful cuts.


      ‘Knowledge of a person’s true name gives one power over that person, they say,’ Kastring remarked, as he sat down a few feet from Konrad. He did not look at Konrad, and instead gazed into the flames. ‘The very fact that you are still alive proves, I dare say, there may be some substance to the tale. But no purpose would be served by my requesting your name.’


      Konrad gazed at the man, trying to recognize him. He had often seen the Kastring brothers, but it had been many years ago. Whichever he had been, he looked much different now. His lips were missing, so that he seemed to be grinning all the time – and a pair of curved horns grew from his skull. Even with the glare from the fire, however, it was hard to make Kastring out, to see where his long dark hair became the thick dark furs that he wore over his armour. Konrad was glad that he could not see what else had happened to the man – if he could still be called a man…


      A figure walked towards them. Slim and supple and apparently female, it was the surviving torturess. She was carrying a silver tray, on which stood a jewelled flagon and two matching goblets.


      Kastring spoke to her in an unknown language, and she set down the tray and poured something into each goblet. It was red. She lifted the tray once more, offering it to him. Kastring gestured and said something else, and she held the tray to Konrad instead.


      ‘She knows nothing about etiquette, I regret,’ Kastring remarked. ‘Do take it,’ he added, when Konrad hesitated. He laughed briefly, without humour. ‘It’s not what you think, I assure you. It’s wine, red wine.’


      Konrad accepted the cup, sniffed at it, took a taste, then swallowed the contents in a single gulp.


      Kastring watched, then took his own goblet, spoke to the girl once more. She set down the tray and went back the way she had come.


      ‘I was intending to offer a toast to your very good health, but I venture to suggest that such might be less than appropriate under these inauspicious circumstances.’


      He swirled the goblet and inhaled the bouquet, then put the cup to his teeth – the lower set overlapped the upper – and tilted back his head. Because he had no lips, some of the pink liquid dribbled down his chin, and he dabbed at the drops with a lace kerchief.


      ‘Pray help yourself.’ He gestured towards the tray.


      Konrad filled his cup again, then again.


      ‘There was someone with me,’ he said. ‘When I was caught. What happened to him?’


      Kastring shrugged, and he said something incomprehensible, in the alien tongue. He must have been speaking to the huge shape who stood a few yards behind Konrad, the one with the beaked face, the taloned hands, the clawed feet. In reply, the creature let out a huge belch, loud and long. Again Kastring shrugged, sipped at his wine, savouring it on his tongue before swallowing, then he mopped at the stray drops.


      Konrad had seen no sign of Krysten amongst the dead, but he did not ask. He would not be told the truth, he was certain, and there were so many other mutant cohorts in the vicinity where she could be held.


      ‘How do you know me?’ Kastring queried, finally.


      The truth was always to be avoided wherever possible, and so Konrad replied: ‘I’m from Ferlangen.’


      ‘Ferlangen! Now there’s a name I haven’t heard for many a year. By your accent, I suspected you must hail from the same region of Ostland as I. I dwelled in a poxy village near Ferlangen, but I had many a fine time in the town. Otto Kreishmier and I used to go hunting together on many an occasion. How is the fellow, do you know?’


      ‘Dead.’


      Kastring raised his glass in a silent salute, but Konrad did not drink. It was Kreishmier who had sentenced him to death for poaching rabbits – and who had been killed by Wolf in a duel. That was how Konrad and Wolf had met.


      ‘How many years since you departed from Ferlangen?’


      ‘Five,’ Konrad replied. ‘And you?’


      Kastring said nothing for several seconds, and Konrad thought that he would not reply, but then he said: ‘Before, I believe. I cannot recall precisely. But what is time other than a chain around our lives? I left because I wished to see the world, the great cities, other lands. And I did. Then I fell in with a bad crowd and…’


      If he could have smiled, he probably would have done. Instead, he sipped at his wine once more, and wiped his chin again. He was clean-shaven, had made no attempt to cover his missing lips with a beard. Konrad wondered if his lips had rotted away or whether Kastring had deliberately mutilated himself.


      ‘But tell me more of Ferlangen,’ he continued. ‘What of Marlena, Otto’s sister? She is still alive, I trust.’


      ‘She was.’


      ‘She and I had such excellent times together. We were intimate friends for a considerable while. Our families were nearly joined through us, but I was somewhat reluctant to bind myself so permanently. Instead, I suggested that Otto should marry my sister. Did they ever wed, do you know? I was never one for writing letters, I admit. And because of my present circumstances, I have rather lost touch.’ Kastring shrugged and reached for the wine flagon.


      Konrad stared at him even more intently. ‘It was your idea that Elyssa should marry?’


      ‘Indeed.’ Kastring lowered his goblet without drinking. ‘You know my sister?’


      ‘I heard the name somewhere,’ said Konrad, swiftly. ‘I don’t think they married. Otto was killed… a hunting accident.’


      ‘What a shame. Marrying that fat bastard was exactly what Elyssa deserved.’ He touched the side of his face. An ancient scar marked his cheek, running from his left eye down to his jaw. He became aware of how closely Konrad was watching him.


      ‘My first battle wound,’ he laughed. ‘A gift from my sister. Otto and Marlena were very close to one another, and it seemed reasonable that Elyssa and I should enjoy a similar relationship.’ Kastring shook his head, sipped at his wine, wiped his mouth. ‘Alas, she had a different opinion.’ He laughed again, a laugh that betrayed no trace of humour.


      Elyssa had never told Konrad anything about how one of her brothers had attempted to assault her; but there was very little that she had told him, he recalled.


      ‘With Otto dead,’ Kastring continued, ‘that would make Marlena the baroness. Perhaps I should visit the old place when we reach the Empire. I would rather like to renew my acquaintance with Marlena.’


      ‘The Empire?’ said Konrad, his voice soft. ‘You’re heading for the Empire?’ He already suspected that the armies of damnation intended to cross the border, but he had hoped he was wrong.


      ‘Just a fleeting visit, perhaps,’ Kastring told him. ‘Burn a few towns, loot some villages, slaughter all the inhabitants.’ This time, there was no doubt that he was grinning; the last traces of his lips were curled upwards. ‘They’ve had it far too easy there for too long. They’ve grown soft, like fruit over-ripe for the picking.’


      Konrad shuddered, thinking what the battle-hardened northern troops – the beastmen and their crazed allies – could accomplish amongst the defenceless townships. He clenched his fist tightly around his goblet.


      Kastring sipped more of his wine. ‘I may even call in on my sister. I’m sure she’ll be pleased to see me.’ He noticed Konrad’s glaring eyes. ‘Come now, don’t be so old-fashioned. She isn’t even my real sister.’


      ‘What do you mean?’


      Kastring yawned, leaning back against the fallen tree trunk behind him. ‘Oh, I’m not too sure. Father never admitted it, but I’m convinced there was something strange about Elyssa. Mother died soon after she was born, although I don’t know if she was really Elyssa’s mother, or even if father was Elyssa’s father. I believe one of my parents had been up to some – how can I put this? – some mischief. Probably both of them.’


      Konrad said nothing. Elyssa had revealed none of this to him, but there was no reason why she should have done. She might not even have known. Her mother may not have been her mother, Wilhelm Kastring may not have been her father – or maybe neither of them was her parent. Her origins seemed as mysterious as his own…


      Konrad wondered if Kastring had heard anything of his unknown past. They had lived in the same village. Kastring’s father had been the lord of the manor and should have known of everything that happened there. But if Kastring did not even know the truth about his own sister, it seemed very unlikely that he would be any more aware of the background of a nameless peasant boy.


      Kastring’s shield was by his side, decorated with the talismanic emblem of his dark deity, and also marked with his own family design. That was not the only heraldic crest which Konrad remembered from his native village. There was also the pattern on the bow and arrows that Elyssa had given him, the weapons she claimed to have found hidden in a forgotten room in the Kastring family home.


      A quiver of some strange rippled leather, ten arrows, and a bow – all jet black, all marked with the same golden pattern: a mailed fist between two crossed arrows. It was the last of those arrows which had found Skullface’s heart, that the inhuman had contemptuously pulled from his unbloodied chest. Yet Skullface had appeared to recognize the golden crest, as had Wolf when he saw it on the black quiver and demanded to be taken to the annihilated village.


      Could the weapons have belonged to Elyssa’s real father?


      ‘Back in Ferlangen,’ Konrad began, ‘I once saw another family crest. In black and gold. Two crossed arrows, a mailed fist between the arrow heads. Do you know anything about it?’


      After a while, Kastring replied: ‘That does sound somewhat familiar.’


      ‘On a bow, a quiver, a set of arrows?’


      ‘Yes.’ Kastring’s eyes were closed, and he ran his fingers across his brow. ‘An elf? Some connection with an elf, could it be? I confess that naught else comes to mind.’


      Konrad stared deep into the flames, trying to concentrate, but his exhaustion and weakness conspired to defeat his thoughts.


      Elyssa had given him the bow and arrows, and she had also given him his name. Until then he had none. And now her brother, or the person she had believed was her brother, seemed to have denied Konrad a name.


      ‘You said names give power,’ said Konrad. ‘Why didn’t you want to know mine?’


      Kastring’s replies had always been slow, but now he said nothing for almost a minute, and Konrad had begun to think that he must have been asleep.


      ‘Because you will not have it for long,’ he answered slowly. ‘You will be dead by dawn.’


      Konrad glanced around anxiously.


      ‘In effect, you are already dead,’ Kastring added. ‘You should not have tried to steal my sword.’


      Konrad held up his right hand, examining it by the light of the fire, staring at the twin holes. His hand felt numb, but so did his other hand and both his feet. He was tired, very tired, that was all. Tired and cold and wounded.


      His wrist was not even swollen. It could not be poisoned. He had only felt any pain when the snake had actually bitten – if indeed there had been a snake. It was probably only a trick, a delusion. There had been no serpent, no fangs puncturing his flesh, no venom flowing through his veins…


      A minute earlier, all that Konrad had wanted was sleep, but now the last thing he intended was to close his eyes and surrender to the night.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIVE


      Konrad sat up abruptly, wincing at the pain that wracked his whole being. The sun burned fiercely down upon his naked body. His throat was drier than ever, his lips cracked, he was covered in a crust of blood. The embers of the fire still smouldered, and the wisps of grey smoke were the only sign of movement. Everything else was still and silent; everyone else was gone.


      From the angle of the sun, it was at least three hours since dawn. He seldom slept that long, yet there had been plenty of catching up to do. Although he was no longer so totally exhausted, he felt as if he could easily have found some shade, closed his eyes and slept through the rest of the day.


      He resisted the temptation and studied his wrist. The two serpent bites had scabbed over, as had the cut in his arm where one of the inhuman girls had sliced the flesh. The elf who had saved Konrad’s arm now seemed to have also saved his life. According to Kastring, Konrad should have been dead. That was why the marauders had left him here; they believed that he was. It could only be the residual effects of the potent healing magic which had saved him.


      He stood up and went to examine the creatures’ camp. At first glance, there was hardly any sign that they had been here. Even the headless corpses of the sacrificial offerings were gone. The blood had been absorbed into the earth, baked by the early sun. The ground seemed very dry, and Konrad knelt down to touch it. It had no substance, was as lifeless as sand. The few clumps of grass and plants in the vicinity had become brown and brittle, and were wilting away. The nearby trees were covered in fungus and rot, decayed like those where the Forest of Shadows was inhabited by beastmen. Whatever the invaders touched became corrupted, even the ground upon which they trod.


      Konrad fingered his lips, remembering the goblet from which he had drunk, remembering Kastring’s lips, wondering if that was why his own were now cracked…


      But it was the lack of water, he told himself, the raging thirst that consumed him. Drinking wine always made him very thirsty the next day, and he had been parched even before his first taste.


      ‘It transpires that you are as tough as you look.’


      Konrad whirled around.


      Kastring was a few yards away, mounted on a huge beast that must once have been a horse. Its skin was mottled, red and black, and its flanks were protected by armour. Instead of hooves, it had taloned claws; its mouth was fanged like a dog’s, and a single spiral of dark horn grew from the centre of its skull.


      Despite his own grotesque appearance, Kastring did not look as frightening in the daylight as he had at night. The horns on his head seemed to be a part of his helmet, his grinning teeth were like a mask he wore over his face. His hair hung almost to his waist, and he was clad in black fur and red leather, as well as gleaming brass armour. His snake-hilted sword hung at his hip, his two-crested shield hung from his saddle.


      Konrad backed away.


      ‘Have no fear,’ Kastring told him. ‘I have no intention of killing you, I assure you. Not at present. I merely wish to invite you to join our expedition.’


      ‘If I refuse?’


      ‘That question does not arise. My request was more in the nature of a command. You should be dead. Because that seems not to be the case, you intrigue me. You will join us. You will amuse me with tales of Ferlangen. I was fatigued last night, I must admit, and so my conversation may not have been very spirited. For that I apologize. We will share many hours of discussion in future, until…’


      ‘Until?’


      ‘Until you die. All things must come to a conclusion, even life, especially life. We are born to die. It is not knowing when we shall meet our ultimate demise that makes our lives so interesting, I’m sure you agree? And your own life, I promise you, will be extremely interesting.’


      Konrad sensed another figure behind him, and he turned. It was the surviving death dancer. She was clad now, wearing sandals and a short loose robe, her body cleansed of gore. Her hair was tied back, but was still the colour of blood; so were her eyes and her feral teeth.


      Her forehead was marked with the main symbol that was on Kastring’s shield; the cross with two bars had been carved into her flesh, leaving a vivid crimson scar. She looked far more gaunt, far less seductive than she had in the haunted moonlight, but no less terrifying. The spiked band was still around her neck, but now she also wore a necklace through which her knife was looped. The necklace seemed to be made from bones, human fingerbones.


      ‘I don’t believe you have been formally introduced,’ said Kastring. ‘This is Silk. Or maybe Satin. I’m afraid I never could tell them apart. No matter. Like myself, she has no need to know your name. She does not speak Old Worlder, but you will learn to do everything that she commands. From now on, you and she will never be more than a yard apart. Perhaps much closer. She can be very pleasant company, I assure you. And then one day, maybe soon, maybe not, she will kill you.’


      Kastring spoke to the girl, who nodded solemnly. All the time, her eyes were on Konrad, studying his naked body. When Kastring had finished speaking, she raised the blade of her knife, kissed it, and blew Konrad the kiss. He shuddered, staring at her lips, remembering her forked tongue and the way it had licked his blood last night.


      ‘She appears to like you,’ Kastring commented.


      Konrad remained silent. It would not be him who died, he promised himself. His erstwhile torturer would be the first to meet death. Either her or Kastring…


      ‘The Empire, Ostland, Ferlangen!’ called Kastring, as he tugged at his mount’s reins. ‘Our beloved homeland awaits our return!’ The horse reared up, caracoled, then galloped off towards the south-west.


      ‘Any chance of some Water?’ said Konrad to his guard. ‘Something to eat? Anything to wear?’


      He saw her tail twitch. She spoke, a few grunted syllables, and pointed in the direction that Kastring had taken. Konrad kept watching her and remained motionless. The girl withdrew her knife and raised it at a throwing angle. She was too far away for him to reach before she could hurl the blade, but too near for the knife to miss if she threw it.


      Konrad turned and followed the rider; his escort followed him.


      He had walked from the Empire to Kislev, leading Wolf’s pack-horse. Now he walked back, this time with a deadly shadow close behind every step of the way. It was a longer walk, because without any boat journey it was much further – and because there were so many interruptions for fighting battles, sacking villages, sacrificing captives.


      Konrad saw very little of this, and he saw very few of Kastring’s motley regiment. They were not like a regular army, taking orders, marching together. They split up into smaller units, choosing their own routes, then came together again for a raid or a massacre.


      He was allowed to clothe himself with garments taken from the victims. They soon became ripped, sliced when Silk gave him an order that he did not immediately understand or when he did not respond with sufficient alacrity. His body was covered in tiny stab wounds, as if he had been bitten all over.


      He had very little chance of escape, and even less chance of success. Every minute, Silk was within a few feet of him. And beyond her were Kastring’s warriors and beastmen, each of whom was eager to kill, craving the offering they could make to their foul lord by spilling fresh blood. It was hard to judge how many there were in Kastring’s band. The numbers were forever changing, increasing when they appeared to recruit new members from the areas through which they passed, declining after every clash of arms.


      Sometimes they travelled by night, other times their journeys took place during the day. Often they would be on the move for a whole day and a night, then they would halt for a few days. Konrad never understood why He never asked, and no one ever told him.


      They carried few supplies with them. There were no baggage wagons, although there was one chariot. It was always well guarded, and Konrad realized that it must have borne the sacred brass armour which composed the altar.


      The troops had to forage for food, or plunder from the farmsteads they destroyed. Most of them were on foot, which meant they could carry very little. A handful of warriors rode on horseback – horses that had begun to mutate in a similar fashion to their riders. These were an elite corps, true fighting men with professional weapons and armour.


      They seemed oddly out of place amongst the rest of the warband. They were more like disciplined knights than berserk savages. They had their own warped code of chivalry, and it seemed their only destiny was to fight, that they honoured their chosen deity by the shedding of blood upon the field of battle – either their own blood or that of their vanquished foes. But then the opposite would happen: when the lesser moon was full, more blood sacrifices would take place, but on these occasions it would be helpless captives who were ritually tortured and foully murdered to satisfy the obscene cravings of the Chaos cult.


      At the other end of the scale from the warrior knights were the brutal subhumans, dressed in rags, bearing whatever weaponry they had been able to steal. Between these two extremes lay the majority of Kastring’s renegades, beings that were neither man nor monster, but some hideous combination of the two.


      These were the kind that Konrad was most used to fighting on the frontier, fighting and killing: the creatures whose limbs had become weapons, who had extra eyes or ears or mouths, whose faces were set in their chests, who were part insect, with huge pincers for arms, who were part bird, with great wings on their backs, who were part reptile, with their flesh covered in scales, who had the heads of animals on human bodies – or human heads on bestial bodies.


      Their bodies were predominantly red and black, the colours of blood and death; and their fur or feathers or fins or pelts or shells or hides would be striped or streaked or spotted with variations of these two hues. Many of them had eyes which were completely white, without any pupils. They seemed blind, but they could see.


      And they were united under the same symbol, the same emblem that was on their banners, the same device that was on Kastring’s shield, the same pattern that was on Silk’s face – the vicious sign of Khorne, the god of blood.


      Khorne, one of the four great powers of Chaos.


      The runic design was the mark of death, as if it were the Huntsman of Souls’ own unholy signature.


      Silk proclaimed her allegiance to her dark lord with his rune emblazoned upon her forehead, and others of the creatures were similarly marked. Many of them had horns which were twisted into the design of Khorne’s elaborate cross.


      His devotees worshipped their lord through slaughter, through combat on the battlefield, through blood sacrifices. Every death was dedicated to the greater glory of Khorne, and it was not only enemies who could become such offerings. When a death was called for, then it could be the death of another cultist – as had happened when Silk slew Satin.


      To Khorne’s followers, everyone else was a potential sacrifice. They had no friends, no allies, only future victims. Every day that passed, it seemed more likely that Konrad would become the next blood offering. But until then, every day that he survived was another victory.


      And the days went by, the weeks, the months… until the hideous regiment had crossed from Kislev into the Empire, every mile of their route marked by the death of another innocent – or the occasional ally.


      Konrad found himself praying that the marauders would find enough victims, that they would slay someone else, anyone else, so long as he survived. He had to survive in order to kill both Silk and Kastring. At first, that was all he cared about, the central idea which kept him going as he took every step.


      Krysten had receded to the back of his mind. Already he was beginning to forget the girl. He had known her less than a year, and whenever he tried to picture her it was always Elyssa whose image he saw. He did not want to remember Krysten, because he felt he had betrayed her. Had he not gone off with Wolf and Anvila, then Krysten may have still been alive. She must surely have been dead by now. He hoped for her sake that she was, because the only reason the legions of the damned ever took captives was for torture and degradation and ultimate sacrifice.


      He never felt in immediate danger himself. It was almost as if all the carnage and mayhem he witnessed had nothing to do with him, that he was watching from a distance, an uninvolved spectator to the events happening around him. Even his own punishments seemed to have very little to do with him. His body might be in pain, but his mind was elsewhere. He felt that he was simply travelling in the same direction as Khorne’s warband. They shared the same route, and that was all they had in common.


      Konrad was aware that this state of affairs could not continue, that something must happen – and something would happen. Reality would return when he came face to face with the inevitable death that Kastring had promised. Either that, or he would be awoken from his trance in some other fashion. He could not imagine what might prompt his reawakening, but he would recognize it when it occurred.


      He was uncertain why Kastring was keeping him alive. He seemed to derive macabre pleasure from Konrad’s long torment. Maybe they would reach Ferlangen, and there he would be finally executed in what Kastring believed was his home town. Kastring knew Konrad was a soldier, but he wanted him to die like some beast on a butcher’s block.


      ‘You are a veteran of many battles,’ he remarked one evening, as he sat opposite Konrad and his tailed captor.


      The girl was throwing Konrad scraps of food. His arms were tied behind his back, and he had to eat from the dirt. It was only a minor torture, but Kastring and the blood girl were vastly enjoying themselves.


      ‘You have caused many deaths,’ Kastring continued, ‘and so your own death is of greater significance than that of someone who has not themselves taken life, not shed the blood of others. You are too valuable to sacrifice for no good reason. I do believe that I will save your demise as a celebration for some special occasion.’


      He watched as Silk poured a trickle of water onto the ground, and Konrad thirstily lapped it up. Then he spoke to the girl, and suddenly her foot was pressing Konrad’s head into the dirt, her dagger at the main artery in his throat.


      ‘Or maybe I won’t,’ Kastring added. A few seconds later, he issued another command, and Silk released her prisoner.


      Kastring delighted in the humiliation that Konrad suffered, that a warrior had become a slave, and that he was commanded by a female. Konrad felt only hatred, and it became deeper with every passing day. It was a cold, calculating hatred, not the futile fury of impulse.


      Silk and Satin had been too much for him on that very first night, when he had been weak and exhausted. He could have taken them both now, but there was only one.


      He knew he could kill the girl – he could even kill Kastring – and often he considered that the price of his own death would be worth the payment. But then he would reason that he had too much else to do with his life, that ultimate revenge upon his enemies was not worth his own death. Not while he knew he would live through another night. And not while he was still awaiting the time he knew must come.


      Several nights would pass without any sacrifice, and during that interval the number of captives held by the raiders would increase. And then the time of torture would arrive once more, he would be bound by the throat and wrists, and once more he would become the only hostage to witness the dawn.


      That was the one time he was left alone, when Silk went off to play her part in the obscene ceremony. She would finally return to him, naked and covered in blood, excited by the pain and terror and final death she had inflicted upon her helpless victims. Despite her appearance, she was far more like an animal than a human. Her tail, her forked tongue, manifestations of her true bestiality.


      ‘Or possibly you should join us,’ Kastring suggested on another occasion. He was in a good mood, having destroyed a small garrison of road wardens during the afternoon. ‘We are always eager to recruit a good man. Although you need not be a man, of course, or even good…’


      The idea was utterly repulsive, but Konrad pretended to consider it as he watched Kastring across the fire. It might keep him alive a little longer.


      ‘What would I have to do?’ he asked.


      ‘Kill. You have done that before, I believe. But now you would kill in the sacred name of Khorne. You’re a mercenary, I know, that is why you were in Kislev. You killed for money. What kind of reason is that? Would you not prefer to kill for a holy purpose, to glorify the greatest of the gods?’


      It was not true that Konrad had killed for money. He had received hardly any payment during the years he had worked with Wolf, but that had not been his motivation. He did have a purpose in slaying, he had been protecting mankind’s northern frontier against the incursions of the creatures from the frozen wastes, the realms of Chaos…


      And now he was in the midst of those very creatures. He felt like a traitor to his race for being here, for being alive when so many others had died.


      The heathens had broken through humanity’s first line of defence, making their way across hundreds of miles of territory. Yet it had hardly been an infiltration. Kastring’s raiders had burned a fiery trail into Ostland, the first province within the borders of the Empire. The savages had made no attempt to disguise their presence, and this had resulted in more and more opposition being directed against them.


      At first, Konrad had wondered whether this was part of the master plan. Kastring’s marauders were creating a diversion, drawing away the Imperial troops while the massed legions of darkness prepared to invade elsewhere, striking at the larger townships. Yet such a scheme was far too organized for the blood clans. Kastring appeared calculating and cunning, but he was no different from the creatures he commanded. All he craved was blood, all he wanted was to kill, to destroy.


      That was how he maintained his authority, by providing his followers with enemies and with victims. The more troops lined up against them, the more opportunity there was for slaughter, and the more prisoners there were available for sacrifice.


      ‘Who do I have to kill?’ Konrad asked, knowing what the inevitable answer would be.


      ‘We have several suitable captives, I believe,’ Kastring told him. ‘Perhaps you would care inspect them, to choose the one which you wish to give to our great lord and master.’


      Kastring was right: Konrad had killed before, many many times. But he had never murdered. Now, it seemed, there was no alternative. If he did not take human life, then he would also become a victim. Even if he refused, that would not save the person he had to slay. The victim would die no matter what. Konrad must kill. But he could kill quickly, giving the merciful release of instant death instead of the lingering agony of torture.


      ‘They gonna kill us, sir?’ asked the small figure tied up next to him.


      He was about fifteen years old, his eyes wide with fear. He had been brought in with a group of other captives, militia from the nearest town. The others were taken elsewhere, but the youth had been dragged away from them and thrown down with Konrad.


      His clothing was stained with blood; his face was dirty and bruised, streaked with tears.


      ‘No,’ Konrad lied. ‘If they wanted to do that, they’d have done it by now.’


      ‘What’s gonna happen to us?’


      ‘I don’t know,’ he lied again.


      Silk was squatting directly opposite the two captives, and she was grinning, humming a tuneless tune to herself, tapping the blade of her knife on her bone necklace.


      ‘Where you from, sir? When they catch you?’


      Konrad said nothing. He wanted to avoid any communication, because he knew from the look in the girl’s red eyes that the youth had been chosen as the one he was to slaughter.


      ‘They are gonna kill us, sir. I know it!’


      ‘No,’ said Konrad, trying to reassure him. ‘They caught me a long while ago, and I’m still alive.’


      ‘She wants to kill us,’ the boy said, lowering his voice to a whisper. ‘I can tell.’


      Silk stared at him, but he looked at the ground and would not meet her gaze.


      ‘She one of them ‘mutants’?’ He spoke the word as though it were the first time he had dared use it.


      Konrad realized that the youth knew far more of the world than he himself had done at a similar age; he had never heard of mutants until after he had left his native valley. The village had been overrun by them, and he had not even known what they were called.


      Chaos mutants. The source of their deformities lay in the corrupted regions north of Kislev.


      ‘I don’t wanna die, sir!’


      ‘Neither do I,’ said Konrad, softly, thinking how the price of his own life was probably the boy’s death.


      He gazed up at the dark sky, lit only by the stars. Mannslieb would not rise for several hours, that was definite; the lesser moon was far less predictable, both in its hour and its phases, but it seemed that tonight Morrslieb would be full.


      The frightened boy kept talking, asking questions. Konrad said as little as was necessary. Meanwhile, Silk watched and waited, then finally the irregularly shaped moon rose above the horizon – and a hideous scream broke the silence, a long ululating scream of absolute agony.


      The assembled beastmen, the mutants, the warriors of Khorne had greeted the arrival of Morrslieb by sacrificing their first captive.


      The boy gasped, and Silk laughed. Without her partner in torture, she was not always the main executioner, although seldom an evening of death went by without her taking some part in the orgy of mutilation.


      From where Konrad sat, he could not see into the area where the altar had been erected. Since the first night, he had always been out of sight of the killing zone; but he had always been close enough to hear the ritual slayings.


      Tonight, he was on the outskirts of the marauders’ encampment, on the very edge of a wooded slope that led down to a, valley beneath. Below him, he could hear the distant rush of water. As the blood ceremonies commenced, he tried to concentrate on the sounds of the river instead of the sounds of painful death.


      There was screaming from the sacrifices in the distance, and screaming from the boy next to him.


      ‘Stop it!’ Konrad yelled, turning to the youth and shouting directly into his face. ‘Shut up! Listen to me!’


      The boy became silent, his eyes wide with fear. For the moment, he was more terrified of Konrad than the fate which awaited him.


      ‘You’ll be all right. We’ll both be all right. That’s why you’re with me. That’s why they took you away from the others. You’re not to be killed. They haven’t killed me. They won’t kill you.’


      The boy stared at him, and his expression hardened.


      ‘You’re one of them!’ he accused, and he spat in Konrad’s face. Then he turned away.


      At least he was silent, thought Konrad. But he kept thinking about the boy’s words: You’re one of them.


      In a way, he supposed it was true. He had been with the savages for many weeks. And if he were forced to kill the boy, that would indeed make him one of them – or almost.


      Kastring had invited him to become one of Khorne’s followers. If he slew before Khorne’s effigy, would that serve as an initiation ceremony? No matter his motive, or his intention, would the slaughter be the first stage of his own descent into the abyss of bestial mutation? Kastring had begun as a man, a human. How had he started to change? Had it happened in the Chaos Wastes, or could the mutation occur anywhere?


      Konrad had considered that he could save his own life by taking that of another, by killing the boy; but did sacrificing before the shrine automatically mean acceptance of Khorne as his deity? In that case, his life would no longer be his own – he was lost forever. It was more than merely his life that was as stake: if he joined the barbarous clan, Khorne would also claim his immortal spirit.


      He wished he knew more. Konrad had never been religious. There were so many gods who were worshipped within the Empire and Kislev, but he had never had much contact with any of their followers and rituals. He knew most about Sigmar Heldenhammer, who was venerated as a deity. Wolf had belonged to the cult of Sigmar, and he always offered a prayer to the founder of the Empire before going into combat.


      Silk rose to her feet. At the same time, Konrad became aware that there was silence. The last victim had died.


      The last but one – or two…


      The girl kicked off her sandals, shrugged out of her robe, let her necklace of fingerbones fall, untied her blood-red hair and shook it loose. She stood naked, armed with her knife; she was ready to kill. She spoke a few words. Konrad recognized the command. She was telling him to get up, but he ignored it. She sprang towards him, her blade at his throat. The tip drew blood.


      She repeated her order.


      She would not kill him, he knew, but she was an expert in pain. With a few swift and accurate knife strokes, she could inflict excruciating agony. Instead, she transferred her attentions to the boy, jabbing him in the shoulder. He cried out in agony. She gestured for him to rise, and he obeyed. She swiftly cut away his garments, and he was naked, his hands still tied around his back.


      She looked at Konrad, then she slowly drew the point of her blade diagonally down the boy’s chest, right to left. He screamed as the blood began to flow. She did it again, left to right, her red eyes watching Konrad. She was carving the mark of Khorne on the boy, he realized, and she would continue unless Konrad obeyed. He did so; he stood up. But Silk did not cease her mutilation. With two rapid strokes, one to the left, one to the right, she completed the pattern. The boy’s torso glistened with trickles of blood.


      He swayed, as though he were about to faint, but he held himself upright. His screams had ceased, and now he sobbed. He was not badly hurt. Silk had not wanted him dead. Not yet.


      Now she stepped towards Konrad, and her knife flashed. He winced as she sliced his cheek for disobedience. Her blade kept working, and after a few seconds he was also naked. She growled a command, and Konrad began walking slowly towards the shrine. She pushed the boy, and he also began to move.


      The worshippers awaited them, dark silhouettes who encircled the armoured effigy of Khorne. One of the shadows stepped forward. ‘Delighted that you could accept our invitation,’ said Kastring. ‘Is this your guest?’


      The boy stood motionless, dazed, his eyes fixed on the shrine, staring at the skulls and fresh heads at the feet of the seated brass figure.


      ‘I’m going to kill you, Kastring,’ Konrad hissed.


      ‘You seem to misunderstand the situation,’ Kastring replied. ‘The only killing you are going to do involves this young gentleman. Neither do I believe this is the most appropriate time for you to threaten me. I’m the one who issues the threats. And, as I once promised, I will have you killed. Eventually.’


      Silk’s knife severed Konrad’s bonds, and Kastring held out a dagger to him, hilt first. Konrad accepted the blade, and as he did he felt the tip of the girl’s knife at the base of his skull. As Kastring stepped back, so did Silk.


      Konrad and the boy were left in the centre of the area, in front of the altar. The ground beneath their feet was wet with blood.


      The boy turned away from the shrine to look at him, at the knife, then at Konrad’s face.


      ‘I knew you was one of them,’ he said, very quietly, and he lowered his head.


      Konrad wanted to deny the accusation, to tell him that he would dispatch him swiftly whereas any of the others would have slain him slowly and horribly. But there was no point. He would only have been speaking for his own benefit, not the youth’s.


      The idolators began to chant their hymns of blood.


      ‘Do it!’ Kastring commanded, his voice louder than all the sacrilegious prayers.


      Konrad gazed at the shadowed shape which had spoken, and he held the knife loosely in his hand, testing its balance, weighing it for its flight through the night – and into Kastring’s throat.


      Before he could act, the blade was suddenly knocked from his hand. Silk had hurled herself silently at him, and she shouldered him aside. Unbalanced, Konrad fell into the mud. He instantly rolled away, believing that the blood girl was about to dive on him. Instead, her target was the young Ostlander.


      Her blade plunged into his chest, and his cry was terrible, long and ear-piercing. He fell, and Silk went down with him, her knife carving deep into his torso. After a few seconds, she sprang up. In one hand she held her knife, in the other was a lump of raw human flesh. It was the boy’s heart.


      His beating heart!


      There was a roar of approval from the worshippers, and she reverently placed the gory organ at the feet of the brass figure.


      Konrad had been unable to find the dagger and was back on his feet, and he became aware of a dark shape moving towards him. He heard a sword being drawn from its oiled scabbard, and he knew it was the sword with a coiled serpent as its hilt.


      He backed slowly away, glancing quickly over his shoulder for another potential assassin. When he looked back a moment later, there was a slim figure between himself and Kastring. It was Silk, but she was facing her leader, threatening him with the reddened blade she held.


      Kastring halted, said something in the heathen language. Silk said nothing, but neither did she move aside.


      ‘She really does like you,’ said Kastring. Then he forced a contemptuous laugh, sheathed his sword and turned away.


      Silk looked at Konrad, and their eyes met. For some reason of her own, she had killed the boy when Konrad had refused, and she had defended him from Kastring’s wrath. But she had also saved Kastring’s life by knocking the dagger from Konrad’s hand. Konrad had no idea why she had interfered in the ceremony, protecting him from Kastring. Whatever the reason, it must surely spell doom for both of them.


      The dark shapes around them melted away into the deeper darkness, leaving them alone, alone with the body of the young Ostlander and the corpses of all the other victims who lay as gory offerings to Khorne’s bronze altar.


      As they gazed at each other, Konrad suddenly realized what she must once have been: human.


      And he also knew that this was the moment he had been awaiting. It was the time of his awakening.


      Konrad walked away and Silk followed. She was a pace behind him when he reached the spur of land above the river. He turned as the girl raised her knife, standing motionless while she thrust the point of the weapon into the trunk of the tree next to him. The blade glinted as it vibrated. Mannslieb had begun to rise, a sliver of brilliance on the horizon, already shedding a radiant light far greater than the dull glow created by Morrslieb. The river lay far below, and on the edge of his vision Konrad noticed another glimmer further down in the valley. It was also the reflection of moonlight on metal.


      And he finally became aware of what he must do.


      The girl pressed herself hard against him, turning her face up to his. No matter what, he hated her absolutely, but for a moment he remembered what he had thought when he first saw her and Satin: that they were the most beautiful women he had ever seen.


      Until now he had always refused the temptations of her body, no matter what torments she inflicted upon him in reprisal. Because of tonight he owed her this one final tribute to her lost humanity, to her forgotten femininity.


      Her flesh felt warm and soft, and that surprised him. He tried to ignore the blood on her skin, her feral eyes, her forked tongue and tail. He sank to the ground, allowing her to assume the ascendant role, as if still accepting his subservience to her.


      She was at her least animal, he at his most. When she cried out, it was not the rutting call of some bestial mutant but the sounds a woman made at the peak of passion. He was the one who growled primitively, driven by his deepest instinct.


      This was the way life was created, the way of Konrad’s unknown origins, the way that Silk herself had begun her true existence, before her body had become corrupted by Chaos, her spirit stolen and twisted.


      Konrad reached up to her, beyond her, and for the first time he allowed her lips to touch his. Again, so warm, so soft. They kissed – and it was the kiss of death.


      Silk sighed as he slipped the dagger into her back and plunged it deep into her heart. Their eyes met for one last time, and the girl’s were wet with tears. She leaned back and smiled and she died as easily as if she were still human.


      Konrad caught her as she fell, and he rolled free. He withdrew the blade and stared down into the valley, searching for what he had observed a few minutes ago, the glint of moonlight on armour. On bronze armour.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SIX


      Konrad hurled himself headlong over the edge and down into the darkness, clutching the dagger in one hand. He was finally escaping his barbarous captors, but more importantly he was in pursuit of the mysterious bronze knight.


      This was why he had stayed with Kastring’s clan for so long. It was almost like seeing, but he had been totally unaware of the nature of the vision until now because the event had been so far ahead.


      There was no longer any sign of the armoured rider below, but that was because of the conditions. The light was not as good as it had been at the top of the slope, and there were too many trees obstructing his vision.


      He had killed Silk; she had allowed herself to die at the moment when she had recaptured the essence of her humanity.


      Konrad’s only regret was that he had not been able to slay Kastring. Although free of his red shadow, there had been no time to creep through the night and take his revenge against the leader of the evil outlaws. It was infinitely more important that he find the bronze figure he had seen at the bottom of the valley. He must reach the knight before he could ride out of range.


      He slipped and stumbled, rolled and crashed against one of the trees which grew from the side of the valley. Ignoring the pain, he was back on his feet almost at once and plunged onwards, immediately colliding with a sapling which blocked his route. It splintered, and Konrad’s hectic descent continued. As he recklessly threw himself down the steep slope, he again lost his footing and tripped, but this time there was no tree trunk to block his fall. He rolled over and over – and over a precipice.


      As he dropped through the air, he saw the rocky ground rushing up at him. But the narrow river was also below, and he plunged into the cold waters, narrowly missing a sharp pinnacle of rock. He sank below the surface, then kicked himself to the top. He trod water for several seconds before taking a long drink from the icy river. He swam to the edge and hauled himself onto the stony bank.


      He sat there for a few seconds, regaining his breath and examining his cuts, scrapes and bruises. The dagger was still in his hand. This was almost an exact recreation of how he had kept a tight grip on his kris when he had fled by river from his village; but now a knife was all he had.


      How could he confront the bronze rider when naked, armed with only a dagger? He neither knew nor cared, not at the moment. First he had to locate the enigmatic figure.


      Five years ago he had escaped from an army of beastmen; now he had made a getaway from a smaller band of the bestial marauders. And, as he thought this, he heard the noise of pursuit from high above.


      They were coming after him, yelling out their war cries, howling their animal fury, the savage sounds slicing through the night air just as the blades they carried would slice into Konrad’s flesh once they found him.


      He glanced around, finding his bearings in the dimness. He had seen the glint of light to the left, and that was the direction he took.


      He dashed along the river’s edge in pursuit of the figure he had first seen half a decade ago. The fast waters raced past him as he headed upstream, and he leapt the dark roots which fed from the water. He had a few minutes’ start on his enemies. They would come down the slope far more cautiously than he had. Others would try to find a different way to the river, attempting to cut him off at either end of the valley. Before he was trapped, he must find his elusive quarry.


      Konrad sprinted through the night, all his senses alert: feeling the hard ground beneath his feet, tasting the cold air on his tongue, hearing the river rushing past, watching the twisting valley ahead, sniffing for the pungent scent of the beastmen tracking him – and seeing, seeing…


      His extra awareness gave him no warning of trouble; he was in no immediate danger. Either that or his future vision was once more betraying him.


      Then he came to a sudden halt, and he dodged behind the trunk of a wide tree, because far ahead he had seen the reflection of moonlight on metal. Cautiously, he peered out from the side of the tree. A hundred yards away stood a horse, a horse completely covered in bronze armour. But there was no sign of the rider.


      Konrad climbed the slope and used the woods as camouflage while he paralleled the river, closing the gap between himself and the horse. He moved slowly and silently, and it seemed to take forever until he was above the animal.


      There was no doubt it was the same mount he had first seen over five years ago. He recognized the elaborate armour in which it was clad, encasing the steed from head to hoof. There was not an inch of horseflesh in view. Its skull was covered by an intricate chamfron from which two horns protruded, horns that matched those on the rider’s own helmet, he remembered. The shield still hung from the horse’s armoured flank, and the long lance stood vertically next to it, strapped to the back of the saddle.


      Even the leather of the straps and the saddle were bronze, as if dyed somehow.


      The rider must have dismounted, and that meant he was more vulnerable. Weighed down by the bulk of his armour, he could not move as fast. If Konrad could surprise him, he could slip his dagger between the helmet and gorget and into his throat.


      But it was not his intention to kill the bronze warrior. He was not sure, however, what he really did want from the knight. He needed to interrogate him, ask all sorts of questions. Was he really Wolf’s twin brother?


      And where was he this very moment?


      He could not be far away. Konrad kept watching, his eyes scanning the darkened river valley as far as he could see. There was something odd about the horse, he noticed. It had not moved; it was in exactly the same position that it had been when he first saw it. Standing like a statue, a yard from the riverbank, it reminded him of those equestrian monuments to great chieftains he had occasionally observed, except here the rider was missing. It was also like the altar to Khorne, he thought, an empty armoured shape.


      Under other circumstances, Konrad could have watched and waited for as long as it took the knight to appear, but time was of the essence. Kastring’s marauders would arrive at any moment. He glanced back up the hillside, and thought he could make out the dark silhouette of the spur from which he had noticed the bronze warrior. Judging by the angle, this was exactly the same place from which Mannslieb’s light had been reflected. It seemed he had only seen the horse, not the rider.


      Could the rider have fallen into the river? The horse might have thrown him, or stumbled in the dark, and he had rolled into the water. Because of the weight of armour, perhaps he had been unable to rise and thus drowned.


      Konrad moved down the slope, towards the horse. And there, by one of the trees that grew from the water, he saw the armour. The knight’s helmet and gauntlets, breastplate and backplate, pauldrons and rerebraces, couters and vambraces, cuisses and poleyns, chausses and solerets, sword belt and scabbarded blade, all lay upon on the ground. It seemed that the outfit had been abandoned, cast aside. Where could the knight be? Had he stripped off his heavy suit in order to sleep, or perhaps to bathe?


      Stepping warily forward, Konrad knelt to examine the bronze. He glanced at the horse. Wolf had said that the steed was the twin of Midnight, his own mount, and Konrad knew that the white horse had been a killer in its own right. But the animal continued to remain absolutely motionless.


      Konrad heard a sound, a shout in the distance. He stood up swiftly and retreated a few paces. If it were the unknown warrior who had called, he was defenceless without his armour and weapons, and Konrad felt confident. Then there came an answering yell, and he realized that it was his pursuers. A handful of the blood beasts were a few hundred yards away, heading towards him.


      He glanced down at the sword and began to reach for it, then he paused, studying the armour. During the attack on his village, he had disguised himself in the flayed skin of a beastman. This would be far more than a disguise, he realized.


      Dropping the dagger, he began to pull the armour over his naked skin. He should have worn protective clothing beneath the suit, to prevent the metal rubbing his flesh, but there was none. The armour was not cold, as he had expected, perhaps because his skin was chilled by the night.


      It was usually very difficult to get into a suit of armour, and assistance was needed to tie the straps and buckles and help with the weight; but Konrad was in a hurry, and his haste seemed to make every item easy to fit. Breastplate and backplate were joined together as a cuirass, complete with taces and tassets. The parts for each arm and leg were similarly linked into whole pieces, simple to pull on and attach.


      He buckled the swordbelt around his waist, fastened the gorget to his throat, drew on both gauntlets. Like everything else, they were the ideal size. Because bending down would have been difficult, he had previously placed the spiked helmet on a boulder. He picked it up.


      During his years on the frontier, he had usually worn armour of some type during combat, but never the full panoply. He found it too heavy, too restrictive. The bronze armour, however, seemed completely different. Already he felt comfortable, and he could hardly feel any extra weight.


      He did not have time to question this, because he heard a howl not far away. He turned in time to see two bulky figures rushing along the riverbank: dog-faced degenerates of Kastring’s command, moonlight glinting off their weapons as they charged towards him.


      Konrad lowered the helmet over his head, pushed down the visor and started to draw his sword. Then he glanced at the horse. It remained motionless. He noticed there was a sloping rock by its side which he could use to climb into the saddle, but he had only just managed to clamber up the rock and haul himself onto the horse’s back when the first of the beastmen attacked.


      The sword stroke caught his arm, the power of the blow denting the armour and almost unseating him. He slipped his spurred feet into the stirrups, grabbed the reins, and as he did so the horse suddenly moved for the first time. It reared up, bronze hooves flailing, pummelling Konrad’s assailant and then trampling the ugly creature underfoot.


      Konrad knew this must indeed be the equine twin of Wolf’s horse.


      The second savage hurtled up the same rock that Konrad had climbed, and launched itself through the air at the rider. Konrad had already drawn his new weapon. His arm and the sword were as one. They flashed through the air, and the dog head was severed from its humanoid body.


      Konrad felt a sudden jolt of heat, almost as if he had swallowed a glass of Estalian liqueur. But instead of a warm glow on his tongue and down his throat, this apparent heat affected his whole body, radiating throughout his entire being. Its source seemed to be his right arm, his sword arm.


      He was pleased that he had slain an enemy; that was what the strange sensation must have been. He had felt fire in his veins again, the thrill of battle. It seemed so long since he had held a sword, ridden a horse, fought in combat. He peered through the eye slits in the visor, eager to find more of the foe to slay. He soon discovered them.


      He had hardly tugged the reins, barely begun to move his body to give the horse its commands, before the animal responded. It turned and broke into a canter, heading up river to where more of the benighted marauders had appeared in Mannslieb’s light.


      In a matter of minutes, Konrad shed as much blood as was spilled during a sacrifice to Khorne – and there were even more fatalities. His sword swung through the night, slashing and slicing, and the bronze of the blade turned to blood as the beastmen turned to corpses.


      Konrad felt invulnerable. Every life he took gave him new energy. With every drop of blood that he spilled, he became more invigorated.


      The horse seemed to know exactly what it must do, and he did not have to think about controlling it. Neither did he have to think about killing, that came naturally.


      The creatures of Khorne attacked with club and sword, spear and mace, but they all met the same fate. They died.


      The bronze armour absorbed every blow that evaded Konrad’s shield, and none of the mutants succeeded with a second strike. They all fell to a sword thrust, or their limbs were hacked off as the sharp blade swept down, and they ended their lives as their sacrificial offerings had done, bleeding to death.


      They came from both ends of the valley. Despite what had happened to their comrades, none of them retreated. They attacked with insane frenzy, incited by the flow of blood. The floor of the valley was littered with hideous bodies; others were carried downstream by the swirling torrent of the narrow river.


      A final stroke, and Konrad stabbed his sword into the forehead of a furred monstrosity – the forehead where its third eye had been. It was his last victim. The creature kicked and writhed, finally dying.


      There was silence, total silence. There were no cries and screams and moans from the wounded. There were no wounded.


      The Chaos brood had died by the score, but these were only a few of those with whom he had reluctantly travelled so far, from Kislev into the Empire. All the dead had entered the fray on foot. None of them had been the mounted elite, the terror troops.


      And none of them had been Kastring.


      Konrad went in search of his hated adversary.


      Kastring must have known that all those he had sent after Konrad were dead. He would have heard the sounds of combat; the clash of weapons and the inhuman cries of death would have echoed up the slope. He might even have glimpsed the battle through the trees from his vantage point above.


      Konrad had to take the long way around in order to climb the hill, via the head of the valley. Even so, his mount was able to carry him up the incline at a very steep angle. He remembered Midnight, the way Wolf’s horse had been the only animal able to climb the rugged track to the lost dwarf temple.


      The night was almost over by the time Konrad reached the top of the slope. Morrslieb had vanished from the sky, and Mannslieb would soon be rendered almost invisible by the sun. Already the sky was beginning to lighten towards the east, heralding the dawn. The marauders had left in great haste. They had not had time to dispose of the headless bodies of their victims.


      One of the dead still had its head, the boy that Silk had slain. There was a gaping hole in his chest, his broken ribs showing through where the tailed girl had ripped out his heart. Like all the others, however, he seemed to have been dead for weeks, not hours.


      Even in the half light, Konrad noticed that the ground where the savages had camped was lifeless. Everything had begun to decay and rot. The trees would soon be like fossils, but blackened as though charred by flames; and it was as if tons of salt had been poured upon the ground, not the blood of innocent victims. Nothing would ever grow here again. Chaos had staked its claim to another part of the Empire.


      But why had its minions been in such haste to leave? Could they really be so terrified of Konrad? That was the only explanation. They were unaware that they had fled from their fugitive prisoner, however; they believed he was the bronze warrior, because it seemed that was who had slain so many of their number.


      Konrad had never fought such a battle. Although he had killed more at one time, when he had slain so many goblins in their foul subterranean lair, the fight against Khorne’s evil servants had gone on much longer. Many of his antagonists had been berserkers, with no combat skills, but there had been an equal number of veteran warriors amongst the mutants.


      He should have been exhausted, but he felt totally revived. He had been a prisoner for many weeks, had never been fed properly, had always been weary and dispirited. Yet now he was fully fit, completely alert; he did not even feel hungry or thirsty.


      He glanced at the ground, inspecting it for wheel tracks. There were plenty of hoofprints, leading in a variety of diverse directions; but whichever way the chariot bearing Khorne’s altar had gone, that was the route Kastring would have taken. The wheel ruts led towards the west, deeper into the heart of the Empire. Konrad followed, the dawn sun behind him.


      It seemed only a few minutes later when he noticed three mounted figures in the distance. They had halted and were spread out across his path. They were the rearguard, he suspected, making a stand here in order to allow the chariot with its cargo of sacred armour to escape.


      Each rider was mounted on a huge animal, a creature which had once been a horse, or whose ancestors had been. Now they were horned and clawed, scaled and armoured, and scale and armour were often fused into one. The same was true of the riders. They were clad in red and black, and it was hard to distinguish where the fur that they wore became their flesh, where their brass armour became metallic bone. The two on the flanks had their heads completely covered by elaborate helmets, wrought into the symbol of Khorne, but the middle one of the trio was Kastring, solemn and brooding.


      Fifty yards from the three dark knights, Konrad halted. He fitted his shield over his left arm, gripping the handle with his gauntleted fist, and drew his sword. He had not cleaned away the blood, but the bronze was unstained and gleamed in the scarlet light of dawn.


      ‘Who are you?’ Kastring demanded.


      He had not wanted to know his name previously, and Konrad considered saying he had none; but he remained silent.


      ‘What do you want?’ said Kastring. ‘Which god do you serve? Why have you chosen a quarrel with us?’


      When Konrad maintained his silence, Kastring drew his serpent-hilted sword. The rider to his left was armed with a long-handled axe, the third with a morning-star, a spiked ball on the end of a chain.


      And when Kastring swung his sword as a command to attack, it was those two who suddenly charged at Konrad.


      Almost before he could instruct his own mount, Konrad’s horse sprang forward and began to gallop towards the Chaos warriors. He rode between them, his shield blocking the axe, the quillons of his sword hilt entangling the chain and tearing it from his opponent’s grasp. The three combatants were past each other in less than a second. Kastring had not moved, and Konrad expected that he would join in the fray. Instead, he stood his ground and watched.


      Konrad’s horse turned, and so did those of his opponents. They thundered back towards him, one still armed with an axe, the other now bearing a sword. This time, they slowed, as did Konrad. They attacked from both sides, but he did not try to escape. He used the shield to defend himself against the axe. It was a heavier weapon, more unwieldy, and fewer blows could be struck than with a sword.


      Konrad’s own sword met that of his other enemy, sparks flying. Again, the blades clashed, then again. But the next time, Konrad drew back at the last moment, and his foe’s weapon flashed past him. Konrad lunged forward, and the metal plunged into the soft flesh of his opponent’s side, through the gap between breastplate and backplate. The blade passed completely through his body. When Konrad withdrew it, his enemy slumped forward, then dropped from the saddle.


      By then Konrad had focused his attention upon his second assailant. He took another axe blow on his shield, then dropped his guard. The knight’s arm was raised for a repeated assault, and Konrad simply thrust out his sword, the blade entering the throat immediately below the helmet. He sawed his weapon to left and to right. The helmet toppled to the ground, and the warrior’s head was within.


      The rider remained upright in the saddle, and for a moment Konrad thought that the duel was not yet over. He had fought apparently dead opponents many a time previously. Then the axe dropped, so did the shield, and finally the headless corpse tumbled to the earth.


      Konrad saw Kastring reach for his warlance, its serrated blade decorated with various talismans, bleached bones and plaits of hair. Konrad sheathed his sword and unfastened his own lance.


      They rode towards each other, their horses cantering as the riders lowered their weapons, and then the animals broke into a gallop. Watching over the top of his shield, Konrad stared along the length of his lance as the gap between himself and his implacable enemy narrowed.


      It was over in a moment. Konrad’s bronze shield deflected the spear point, while his own lance penetrated Kastring’s chest, impaling him. Kastring flew backwards, skewered on the end of the lance like a sheep upon a spit. He slid off and fell to the ground. Konrad rode towards him and gazed down.


      ‘Who are you?’ Kastring gasped, staring up at his conqueror. Blood bubbled from his mouth and flowed from the gaping wound in his chest. He was still defiant, still proud and arrogant. Even his death was like a victory. He had lived for combat, and this was the way he had chosen to die, his own blood a final offering to Khorne. Konrad wished that he could have humiliated Kastring, awarded him a dishonourable and degrading death.


      He remained silent, watching as Kastring reached for his sword, his hand moving with agonizing slowness. But before his fingers could touch the snake hilt, his hand slipped back and he was dead.


      Konrad experienced none of the triumph he should have enjoyed with victory and the conquest of his enemy. He had felt a surge of warmth when each of the three knights had fallen victim to his weapons, as had also happened with the death of each mutant, but that was all.


      He replaced his shield and lance, then reached up to raise his visor. It would not move; it must have jammed somehow. He struggled to push it up, but to no avail. He used the heel of his gauntlet, hitting the underneath of the visor with his hand. Neither did that succeed.


      He needed more force, he realized. The pommel of his sword should serve his purpose. He took hold of the hilt to draw the blade and attempted to pull it from the scabbard. Nothing happened. He must have sheathed it wrongly, at an angle, and it had become wedged. He seized the hilt with both hands and tugged as hard as he could, but he was unable to release it.


      Once again, he tried to free his visor, but it was still firmly stuck. When he began to undo his helmet at the shoulder, the fastenings would not come loose.


      His endeavours would be less difficult if he were on the ground, he decided. He attempted to climb down from his horse, but discovered that was also impossible…


      He could move his leg a fraction, but could not move the armour itself. It seemed to have become a part of the armour of his mount.


      Man, horse, armour, they were as one.


      He was the bronze horseman.


      He was bronze; he was horse; he was man.


      The horse took him where he needed to go, and the armour provided him with all the nourishment he required. The armour fed on life, and the life-force fed him.


      It was his function to find the lives necessary to sustain his armour, his horse, himself – find the lives and then take them.


      He was a prisoner within the bronze suit, but the suit and its mount needed him to achieve the deaths which they required for survival. At such times the sword would be released from its scabbard, so that it might fulfil its function of slaying.


      Even yet he possessed some vestigial trace of independence. He did not have to slaughter, to steal lives. But if he did not do so, then the armour would feed off his own life, draining away another piece of his humanity. He could feel the bronze becoming part of him, himself becoming part of the bronze. This was what had happened to the horse; animal and armour were totally as one.


      And this was what must have happened to the previous wearer of the suit. The armour had finally sucked him dry, then fallen apart to await the next victim who would step into the panoply.


      He was the warrior in bronze.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SEVEN


      The bronze knight rode on, killing whenever he must, because that was the only way in which he could survive.


      He was a warrior, however, and he only killed in combat. But in a world of war and battle, a land of armies and soldiers, there was never a shortage of victims.


      Many a trooper fell to his sword; many a horseman died on the end of his lance.


      And then there were all the others who also sacrificed their lives to him, the ones who did not belong to any true military force, the bestial creatures who saw him as no more than another enemy to be slaughtered. Instead, it was they who were slain.


      There was no consciousness involved in any of this killing. It was simply his function, what he did, all he did. He was the perfect death-dealing machine.


      He saw an enemy. He fought the enemy. That enemy died.


      The rider was invincible, invulnerable, and every victory granted him further power to continue his crusade against life – both human and inhuman.


      The days passed by, days and nights without number; and with each of them were the miles, the miles beyond counting.


      And on rode the knight in bronze.


      Deep within, he was aware of the pain.


      He felt no real pain, not as such, because machines were immune to the sufferings that affected living creatures. But he endured a different kind of agony, which meant that the shell which held his inner being captive had decided it was again the time to slay.


      He needed to kill soon, or he would lose another part of himself to his captor. If there were no alternative source of nourishment, he would replace the next victim – yet his own death would take almost forever.


      He must find relief from that burden. He must kill.


      Beyond the narrow slits in his visor, the darkness was fading. It was the beginning of another period of light, the time when men and non-men walked the world, the time for fighting, the time for killing, the time for death.


      And there, ahead of him, stood his victim.


      This was the way it had been so frequently. He did not need to search for an adversary, because they sought him out, issuing their challenges to arms. He paid no more attention to the silver figure than he did to any of the others, took no heed of his words.


      After so long, they were all the same.


      What was less than usual about this one was that, although armoured like a knight, he was on foot. He stood in a glade between two rows of trees, his sword in one hand, a huge oval shield in the other. The bronze warrior also drew his sword. His horse began to canter forward, picking up speed as it approached his new opponent.


      But halfway to the swordsman, the animal suddenly jerked back and slowed its pace. It had never done this previously; something was evidently wrong. The horse soon gathered momentum again, although its legs seemed uncoordinated. The rider was thrown about in the saddle as his mount lurched forward. He gripped the reins firmly, trying to control the steed with his body and his legs. He had never needed to do this before.


      The armoured shape ahead stood in exactly the same position as it had. It neither raised its sword in offence nor its shield in defence.


      Rider and horse moved ever closer, but the horse was again losing speed, and each of its legs seemed out of step with the others. It kept veering away from the target, before pulling back in the correct direction.


      A single blow was all that would be needed to fell the motionless figure, and the warrior raised his sword – or attempted to…


      His arm refused to obey the command. He could feel his muscles straining, but the armour in which his arm was trapped would not move. It had locked rigid. Then, abruptly, the horse collapsed beneath him and he was thrown from the animal.


      He landed in a heap at the feet of the unmounted knight. He was unable to turn his helmet, and his vision was restricted to a narrow angle which encompassed part of the sky and his fallen horse a few yards away.


      Only then did he realize that he was free of the animal. He had been separated from it for the first time since… he could not remember.


      There was very little that he could remember. It seemed that he and the horse and their combined armour had been united for all of his life. He was dimly aware of a previous existence, that he had once lived an independent life, but he was unable to recall any of it.


      He saw various movements between himself and the motionless horse, a few small and broad figures examining him and the animal. Men, like he had once been. No, he realized, prompted by a distant memory – dwarfs. The creatures were dwarfs. He could see four of them.


      He heard their excited voices and gruff laughter as they congratulated one another. What they said was completely meaningless, until he suddenly recognized a word, and then another. They were speaking in their own tongue, which was why he had not comprehended at first. But he had once understood some Dwarvish, he remembered – or almost remembered.


      ‘Is it not exactly as I predicted?’ said another voice.


      This he understood completely. It was a human voice, using the language that had once been his own, but he was unable to see who was talking.


      ‘All my contemporaries refuse to move away from their libraries, to get out into the real world. They are content to repeat what has been done for centuries. Where is the future in that? Ha! The future! They are the past, this is the future. I am the future!’


      The speaker finally stepped slowly into view. It was the armoured figure.


      ‘Help me off with this ridiculous outfit,’ he ordered, and two of the dwarfs assisted with the removal of his silver armour.


      The outfit was far too large for the man and had magnified his height considerably. He could have been no more than average size, yet seemed much taller in the company of the four dwarfs. His hair was black, streaked with silver, and hung almost to his waist; his beard was equally as long.


      The dwarfs were also bearded and long-haired, although their colours were ginger and red instead of grey and black. They seemed like squashed versions of the human. Their bodies were stocky, their limbs thick and short, their fingers were stubby, their noses flattened and eyes deep-set. They wore thick garments crisscrossed by belts and straps from which hung their weapons and tools.


      Their human leader gazed down at the fallen knight, and all the rider could do was stare helplessly up. He wished his own armour could be shed as easily. The bronze held him trapped. He was locked in the smallest possible prison, one exactly the size of his body, and he still could not move even a fraction of an inch.


      ‘Now let me see what is inside here,’ the human said, and he turned towards the fallen horse.


      ‘You sure this is safe, boss?’ asked one of the dwarfs.


      ‘Safe? What is safe? You want to be safe, you get another job. Everything is a risk, and so we must risk everything.’


      ‘We’ve come this far, Ustnar,’ said one of the other dwarfs. ‘There’s no going back now.’


      ‘Yeah,’ agreed a third. ‘What’s one more bit of warpstone to us?’ He laughed and moved closer to the armoured horse, pulling his heavy gloves on even more securely and reaching for the crowbar that hung from his belt.


      The fourth produced a hammer and chisel and also walked up to the fallen beast. They began to work on the bronze, prising apart the armour plates. The other two joined them, hacking and probing at the metal.


      All the rider could do was watch as the bronze was slowly lifted away from the animal. He could not see too clearly at first, because the dwarfs obstructed his view. Finally they moved aside, and he gazed at what he had been riding.


      It was a skeleton. There was nothing left of the horse except its whitened bones. Exposed to the sunlight, the skeleton crumbled in under a minute, the bones turning to dust.


      ‘How long till that happens to us, boss?’ asked the one called Ustnar.


      ‘The sooner it happens to you,’ said another of the dwarfs, ‘the better!’


      Ustnar raised his hammer angrily, then vented his rage by kicking at the remains of the bones. A cloud of white dust flew up from his boot.


      ‘That’s how we’ll all end up, I suppose,’ he said. ‘It’s just that I’m in no particular hurry.’


      ‘The rider will be the same,’ said the human. ‘Get the armour off the bones, collect all my apparatus, then we can load everything into the wagon and be away from here.’


      One of the dwarfs came towards him, knelt down and inserted the end of a chisel beneath the edge of the helmet. That was exactly the way to kill an armoured knight, he remembered; he had done it so often. A chisel or a dagger, the effect would be the same. He would die.


      Again, he tried to move, tried to speak, tried to make some signal that he was still alive, captured within the bronze. But what difference would that make? Even if they knew he was alive, they would kill him.


      The dwarf raised the hammer to strike – then paused. He lowered the tool and leaned close to the visor, his eyes meeting those within the helmet. He frowned, removed the chisel. ‘Hey boss, I think you should take a look.’


      ‘At what?’


      ‘I think he’s still alive in here. I can see his eyes.’


      Another head leaned down, that of the human. He was as thickly bearded as the dwarfs, but his nose was aquiline instead of flared. His pale eyes studied those below.


      ‘I think you may be correct,’ he said, after a few seconds.


      ‘Let’s see.’


      The burly figure of Ustnar shouldered the other dwarf away, and he stared down.


      ‘I can’t see anything.’


      ‘Eyes,’ said the human. ‘There are eyes. If you can understand me, close your eyes.’


      He shut his eyes.


      ‘Open them.’


      He did so.


      ‘That proves nothing,’ said Ustnar. ‘Whatever is in there, it isn’t alive. It’s a Chaos creature. We should destroy it.’


      ‘It cannot do any harm at present,’ said the human. ‘I wonder if I can get it out of there?’


      ‘No, boss! We’ve got to play safe. Whatever it is, kill it!’


      Ustnar raised his hammer over the helmet, but the human pushed him away and continued looking into the visor.


      ‘This is interesting,’ he said, as if to himself, ‘very interesting. Yes, I think I shall take this specimen back with us.’ He smiled with satisfaction, although it was almost hidden behind his thick beard. ‘What a challenge! Put it in the wagon.’


      ‘Boss!’ protested Ustnar.


      ‘Do it!’


      ‘Won’t the suit dissolve him before we get back to Middenheim?’ asked the dwarf who had first seen the imprisoned eyes.


      ‘I do not think so. It is inert now. Whatever the circumstances of that unfortunate within, they will not deteriorate before we return. Unless, of course, he dies before then.’


      ‘We can’t go taking Chaos infection back to Middenheim,’ Ustnar protested.


      ‘Why not?’


      ‘Er… we’ll be caught. We’ll never get past the watch.’


      ‘Ustnar, we both know that you dwarfs can get in and out of the city any time you wish. If you won’t reveal your secret tunnels to me, then at least you can take my new specimen in with you.’


      ‘It’s the carnival next week, boss,’ the other dwarf said, quickly.


      ‘What is that to do with anything?’ said the human.


      ‘The festival is in the autumn this year, boss. Only a few days away. Thousands of people will be arriving. We can easy smuggle this thing in amongst the crowds, could pretend he’s already dressed for the masquerade if we want.’


      The human nodded thoughtfully, then with more emphasis as he came to a decision. ‘Fetch the wagon. Dismantle all my equipment.’ He leaned down and stared in through the visor, his eyes only an inch from the metal. ‘You blinked a minute ago, although that may have been of no significance. It is my intention, however, to try and get you out of there. This not through any altruism on my part, I assure you. I have my own motives for what I plan to do. Do you understand?’


      He closed his eyes, then opened them again.


      He was still a prisoner within the bronze armour; that much had not changed. For several days and nights he lay at the bottom of a wagon, completely unable to move – and he was in pain.


      This was not the kind of pain he had endured for so long, an awareness of being hurt, of being subtly devoured by the armour that enveloped him. The bronze may have become lifeless metal, but now he was in torment, real agony. His skin burned wherever it was in contact with the armour, which was everywhere. He was in total contact, totally aflame. There was no release from the torture, because the armour still held him absolutely immobile, unable to move a muscle, unable even to scream.


      There was no cessation, even for sleep. He never slept; his punishment would not permit it. Nor was there any hope of final oblivion, because his captors seemed determined to keep him alive. He was still trapped within the same prison, although he had exchanged one jailer for another – and the result was infinitely worse.


      He burned forever in eternal, infernal pain.


      While he burned within the armour, he shivered and trembled. It was the only movement he could make.


      There was the light, the darkness, the days, the nights, the times when the wagon was moving and the times when it was not.


      There were the voices of the human and the dwarfs. He tried to concentrate on what was said in order to maintain his sanity, but he was soon distracted by the agony which was his entire being.


      After a century, they pulled him upright and sat him at the front of the wagon, next to the dwarf who had first noticed his eyes. Two of the others laughed and joked as they bent his hips and knees to make him sit upright; one did not.


      ‘This isn’t going to work, boss.’


      ‘Ignore him,’ the dwarf by his side said. ‘He’s only happy when he’s complaining. Give him a purse of gold, a tankard of ale, a beautiful maiden, and Ustnar’s the most miserable bastard this side of the World’s Edge Mountains!’


      He and the dwarf rode in the wagon, the other four were on horseback. For the past aeons, all he had seen was the sky. Now he was sitting up for the last part of the journey to Middenheim.


      Ahead, he saw the towering pinnacle of rock upon which the second largest city of the Empire had been built – and he wondered how he knew it was the second largest city, how he knew about the Empire. A lifetime ago someone had spoken to him about Middenheim, he recalled, someone who had visited the city of the white wolf. Wolf? That seemed familiar, but what wolf…?


      The peak loomed high above the surrounding forests, and even through the tears which forever burned his eyes he could make out distant buildings carved from the hostile rock. Far ahead, the road twisted and turned as it wound its way up to the looming city, borne upon a series of stone bridges, an elaborate viaduct.


      ‘We built that,’ said the dwarf. ‘Well, not us exactly. Our ancestors. My ancestors. Couldn’t get any humans to construct anything that would last as long as that, huh? The humans reckon they found this place; but they would, wouldn’t they? The mountain was called Fauschlag – ‘Fiststrike’ – although of course we had our own name for the pinnacle. I’m not boring you, am I? Just tell me to shut up if you want.’ He turned his head and grinned, then his smile turned to a frown.


      ‘I hope Litzenreich knows what he’s doing,’ he continued, his voice low. ‘Or else we’ll all be in the shit. And not just us, I suppose. I wish I hadn’t mentioned the carnival, but I suppose he’d have persuaded us to get you into the city another way. You know about the Middenheim carnival? You must do, everyone in the world knows about the carnival!’


      ‘Can’t you ever stop talking, Varsung?’ said Ustnar. ‘If he isn’t already dead in there, you’ll talk him to death.’


      ‘It’s nice to have a civilized conversation with someone who doesn’t keep complaining.’


      Ustnar returned to the rear of the wagon, where the other dwarfs rode. The human called Litzenreich led the way, while Varsung drove the vehicle and kept on talking to the silent armoured figure by his side.


      The two horses pulled the wagon up the long winding viaduct towards the city. There was plenty of traffic on the road, wagons and coaches, people on horseback, far more on foot, and their pace slowed and finally halted as they neared the gates. Ahead, guards checked everyone who wished to gain admittance to Middenheim.


      Finally, Litzenreich reached the head of the queue. Varsung halted the wagon behind him, in the shadow of the high city walls. There were two guards. One was waving traffic out through the massive gates. The other cast his eye idly over the wagon, stared at the armoured figure sitting by the driver, then glanced at the riders surrounding the vehicle.


      ‘Where you all from?’ he asked.


      ‘Middenheim. I am Litzenreich. These fellows are in my employ.’


      The guard nodded. ‘I recognize all of you,’ he said. ‘Except him in the fancy suit. Who’s in there? Why’s he hiding away?’


      ‘Who?’ asked Litzenreich.


      ‘Him. The one in armour.’


      ‘There is no one in armour. Only you.’


      The guard looked puzzled. He closed his eyes for a moment, opened them, shook his head rapidly, and stared at the bronze figure. ‘I’ve been on duty too long,’ he muttered. He gestured for the group to proceed, and they entered the city of the white wolf.


      ‘Nice one, boss,’ remarked Varsung.


      ‘It was nothing,’ said the human. ‘I hope that no one from the guild sees what we have here. Pull in as soon as you can find a quiet alley, and then we can hide my guest.’


      ‘Home at last,’ Ustnar said. ‘I’ll be glad to get off this bloody horse. Never thought we’d make it.’


      ‘You never do,’ Varsung replied. ‘I sometimes think you’d be happier if we didn’t get back.’


      ‘Watch it, you little–’


      ‘Little! Who’s talking, shorty?’


      ‘Stop arguing,’ commanded Litzenreich. ‘We all have work to do. This is only the beginning.’


      The wagon turned into a narrow entrance and halted. The prisoner within the armour felt himself being moved to the back of the vehicle, then everything became dark. The wagon began to move again, its iron-rimmed wheels rattling over the cobbles.


      After a period of time, all motion ceased. He was picked up and carried out from the vehicle. It stayed dark; he remained completely covered, masked from the view of the people of Middenheim.


      He heard boots on steps, much cursing and arguing, doors being opened, then shut, the echoing of footsteps along narrow passages and stairways, more doors opening and closing, and finally there was stillness again. Stillness and then light, narrow bands of illumination shining in through the helmet. He was lying on his back, staring at a distant dirty ceiling.


      He was still afire, had not yet been totally consumed by the flames which seemed to engulf his entire being; and he was still trembling, frozen by the ice which held him in its merciless grip.


      A face loomed above him, that of Litzenreich. He peered in through the visor.


      ‘Blink your eyes.’


      He did so. That was almost the only movement he could make, opening and closing his eyelids; that and moving his eyes to either side.


      ‘Anything, boss?’


      ‘I cannot tell. It is too dark. Pass me a lantern and a mirror.’


      Bright light was reflected within, and he blinked, and kept on blinking to let the man know he was still there, still alive, still a prisoner. He thought he saw his own eyes gazing back at him from the mirror, and that almost reminded him of something. He tried to grasp the memory, but it was too elusive and was gone.


      ‘Yes. He is in there.’


      ‘It, boss, that’s what you mean.’ Ustnar leaned over the helmet. ‘And if we do get it out of there, then what? We’ll only have to kill it. Might as well do that now, boss, save us all a lot of trouble later.’


      ‘This is going to take a lot of warpstone,’ said Litzenreich, ignoring the dwarf. They both moved out of sight. ‘I will need all the stuff we brought back with us.’


      ‘All of it, boss?’


      ‘Don’t worry, Ustnar,’ said Varsung. ‘We can always get more from our regular suppliers.’


      The other dwarfs laughed, but Ustnar did not.


      ‘To work,’ ordered Litzenreich. ‘To work!’


      He heard the human and the four dwarfs moving around the chamber, heard the sound of metal being sharpened, smelled the charcoal as a fire was lit, listened as they spoke in lower voices, as though afraid of being overheard. He tried hard to concentrate on everything that was happening, to draw his attention away from the eternal agonies which tore him apart.


      Some of his senses were still active, he realized, as the time slowly passed by. He had not considered this until now. He could see and hear and smell. The suit of armour had not been able to destroy him totally. And he could think.


      A few words were spoken in the Dwarven language, and he wondered why he understood the words. He had known dwarfs in the past, one in particular. But who? What was so significant about mirrors?


      He had almost seen himself reflected in the glass held above the visor.


      Himself?


      ‘As I said previously, I intend to free you from the Chaos armour in which you are trapped,’ Litzenreich told him, gazing down.


      Chaos? Another word which seemed familiar, yet whose meaning he could not begin to comprehend.


      ‘If there were any way that I could administer some kind of soporific in order to ease your inevitable torment, then I would. But that seems impossible. I should warn you that this experiment will hurt you more than it hurts me.’ He smiled and then leaned away. ‘Let us proceed.’


      A strange odour had been assailing his nostrils, a smell that he did not recognize. He saw shadows on the ceiling, the outlines of the occupants in the room as they moved around him. He heard scraping sounds as something was dragged close to where he lay, and the illumination seemed to decrease slightly. He had been enclosed in some way, but it was beyond the limit of his restricted vision.


      There was more noise, and he saw a huge metal device being lowered towards him from the arched roof. It appeared to be some kind of insect, made of metal. It was held by a series of chains and ropes, and various levers jutted out from its lower edges. They looked like metallic claws, and they came to rest a few inches above him.


      The dwarfs began inserting a series of rods into the side of the strange device, and with these they were able to make the artificial claws move: the levers bending like arms, the claws opening and closing like fingers. The thing was like a spider, eight-legged, suspended in a web of chains.


      When everything appeared to be working to their satisfaction, there was a rattling of chains and the steel spider glided to one side and vanished.


      He heard Litzenreich giving his commands to the dwarfs, and after a while the spider returned. In each metal claw it held a glowing instrument; there was a hammer and a saw, a chisel and a knife, a pair of pincers and a turnscrew, and two contraptions he did not recognize. They glowed with heat, but with far more than that. At the very epicentre of each device was a point of absolute blackness, a total darkness which seemed to absorb all light within its immediate vicinity.


      They planned to open him up with this equipment. No, not him – the bronze armour.


      But he was the bronze armour…


      He gazed with terror as the spider was lowered even closer towards him, and its metal arms began to move, each of them bearing an implement which was directed at the armour in which he was held captive. They started to work their way into his metal, his flesh, peeling back the bronze, flaying away his skin.


      He had believed he was in pain earlier, but that had been as nothing in comparison to what he now experienced. He was overwhelmed with absolute agony, the refined essence of torment. All he could do was squeeze his eyes shut, so that he did not have to witness his own living autopsy. But even with his eyes closed and flooded with tears of poison, he could not dim the brilliance of the mechanical insect ripping its way into his body.


      For the first time in ages, he managed to utter a sound, a cry of infinite torture.


      And he heard a distant voice say: ‘He’s dead, boss.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER EIGHT


      He was free of the suit. More: he was free of his body…


      He felt himself rising up.


      But who was he?


      What was he? He was more than a body, because that was the part of himself which he had left behind. His essence floated away from his physical form. He had no eyes but he could see. And what he saw was himself, the human shape within the armour.


      He seemed to be hovering at ceiling height, and the metal spider should have obscured his vision, yet his eyeless gaze could focus through the device.


      A few pieces of bronze had been torn away to reveal the flesh beneath – his flesh. Or what had been his flesh…


      What lay below was but a corpse, a lifeless corpse. It was still almost entirely covered with armour, but he could see through the bronze, see the emaciated body beneath.


      It was covered with a web of red; the arteries were clearly visible through the translucent skin.


      A shield of metal encircled the figure, behind which the four dwarfs and the one human sheltered. The human was clad in silver armour; the dwarfs wore helmets and mailed gauntlets.


      It was the dwarfs who operated the levers which controlled the spider’s claws, manipulating the implements they held. They could only observe what they were doing indirectly, by looking into a series of mirrors that topped the metal barrier.


      The glowing contraptions with the hearts of darkness continued removing the bronze from the figure.


      But the figure was dead. He was dead. He felt no pain, not anymore. He felt nothing, because he no longer had any physical senses.


      Instead, his senses were far more than merely physical. He was not restricted to what his human body could perceive.


      His body was dead, but he was not. He was more than his body, so much more.


      His essence survived, and that was the infinitely greater part of him. It was the part that had existed before he was born, then been trapped at birth – just as his physical body had been trapped by the bronze armour.


      Now his body was free, although it was too late: his liberation had finally killed his mortal embodiment.


      But it had also freed his soul.


      He gazed down at what had been an element of him for so long, the flesh and bones in which he had inhabited the material world. He had abandoned his body without regret, as easily as he had once cast off unwanted clothes.


      There was no longer any connection between his temporary human form and his true substance.


      He moved on up, higher, passing easily through the arched ceiling, higher, through the solid rock, higher, through the buildings above, higher, through the roofs and attics and rafters and tiles, higher, then out into the air, higher.


      Middenheim lay below, a city hewn from the very mountainside. It was like a toy fortress. Roads and villages, rivers and forests, all were laid out like a living map.


      Far below, he could see hundreds, thousands of tiny points of movement. They were people, as he had once been.


      And, as he had once been, they were of no consequence.


      With the escape from his body, his memories had also been released. He remembered. He remembered Wolf.


      It was Wolf who had first spoken of Middenheim; and he recalled it was a dwarf who had taught him to fight with an axe, from whom he had learned some of their ancient language.


      And he remembered Krysten. That was why he had pursued the malevolent armies which had destroyed the mine and annihilated almost everyone within; he had been searching for the girl.


      From his vantage point, with all his restored and heightened senses, he could have effortlessly located Krysten – if she were still alive.


      What of it? He had memories of the girl, but they were not his memories, not anymore. He had other memories, true memories of the spirit world.


      And that was where he belonged now.


      Finally free from his earthly bonds, he continued to ascend, rising faster and faster.


      He watched the landscape recede below, saw the whole of the Empire far beneath. He could even identify the desolate site of the village where he had spent most of his human life. But it was of no significance, not now.


      He saw Kislev, its northern frontier marked by the unnatural hybrid colours where the Chaos Wastes began.


      The Sea of Claws, the Middle Sea, the Great Western Ocean, the Southern Sea, the blue that bordered the green and brown of the Old World on three sides, he saw it all, all and more, including the lands which did not appear on any map, or which had been inaccurately measured or located by cartographers who relied only on the legends of travellers.


      Higher, higher, over the most distant of distant lands, over fabled continents, over islands that had never been named, had never been discovered, over unknown seas and lost oceans.


      They were as nothing. The whole world, that lowly sphere, it was a grain of sand.


      He arose beyond the planet and its two specks of dust, the tiny moons which revolved about it. Further than the sun, itself nothing more than a spark of flame.


      Further, faster, higher, deeper, past more insignificant points of light, more suns, infinitesimally small, infinite in number.


      Into the heart of the universe – and then beyond, beyond all distance, beyond all time, until a billion stars became as one, then faded and vanished.


      He was alone in the absolute void, lost in an eternity of solitude.


      Without any reference in the ultimate darkness, he allowed himself to float forever, adrift in the endless spectral cosmos.


      But he discovered there could be no total nothingness. Beyond forever, further than the infinite, he found himself remorselessly drawn towards his own kind, to his true genesis.


      To the ocean of minds, the sea of souls…


      A glint of light, coming closer, closer, growing, expanding, resolving into individual stars. Another galaxy, a universe of the dead.


      Except they were not stars, not incandescent infernos. They were spirits, the true essences of existence.


      Here they dwelled, beings without being.


      He had been here previously, he recalled; many times, times without number.


      His periods of imprisonment within a material body were as nothing compared to the duration of his inhabitation of a dimension without matter, perpetuity without limit.


      Yet this was not a place of peace, of rest. Peace and stasis were impossible. That could only mean entropy and absolute decay, the total absence of anything – of everything.


      And there could be no ultimate vacuum. Beyond nothing, there was always more.


      Like the physical life where he had been entrapped, here was conflict and conflagration. Some spirits were easily overwhelmed and annihilated, others formed alliances to combat their enemies, and in doing so they created those enemies.


      The firmament seethed and bubbled, was forever restless. There were winners and losers, almost as if non-existence were a reflection of the tangible world where life held so many spirits as hostage.


      Like sought out like, and became absorbed into a greater whole, powerful and opposing forces of singular determination. Each of these was totally antagonistic to every other such grouping.


      He did not belong within any of the greater entities, yet he was not totally independent, not anymore. Only with unity came strength to defeat the negative forces.


      He found himself being drawn towards one of the smaller essential forms. Feeling the warmth of attraction as he grew nearer the power, he sped towards the true heart of his desire. Then stopped!


      And suddenly he was moving backwards, being pulled away against his will, torn from his true destiny. He fought and struggled, but to no avail. Slowly at first, remorselessly, he was dragged across the infinite, back the way he had come.


      His speed increased, accelerating ever faster; and in the blink of an eyeless eye, the omneity which had been his fulfilment had vanished.


      He was torn away with far more urgency, across the desolate interstices of the dimensional matrix.


      There was speed without distance, without temporal restriction, without illumination.


      Until – there was light. The flickering stars rushed towards him, engulfing him, impelling onwards with ever greater speed.


      Finally, he noticed that he was focused directly on one star, one world. Then he realized the awful truth which he had been trying to avoid…


      It was the world where he had lived so recently.


      He had been gone for aeons, an infinity even in cosmic terms, a time during which galaxies had expired, been born again.


      He remembered, remembered it all. His life, his death. And everything in between.


      Trapped inside the suit of bronze armour, that was how he had suffered his death.


      Suffered…


      Material life meant suffering. From birth to death, there was only pain and agony.


      He remembered. There would be but a few years of life – a mere moment as such matters were measured on the true scale – and yet its endurance would seem eternal.


      He remembered. Born in a village amidst a forest, growing up, learning to use a bow as his first weapon. Then the raid on the village. He had departed earlier and thus escaped death, but Evane remained. When he returned, everything had been destroyed by the goblins. He found his first love, or most of her: the invaders had stolen the head from her corpse.


      He remembered, remembered.


      Down he sped, hauled back by the invisible lifeline that he wished he could sever, but which he could not resist.


      Back, back, away from the liberty of the ethereal, back into the prison of flesh.


      And like all the newborn, he screamed both in defiance and defeat at his birth.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER NINE


      Konrad screamed.


      ‘Ah!’ said a voice.


      He opened his eyes, and he knew instantly that there was something wrong with his vision. He could see, but everything seemed to have changed slightly, although he was not sure how.


      A figure was leaning over him. It was Litzenreich; he saw him clearly.


      ‘I was about to proclaim the experiment a success, although alas the subject died,’ said Litzenreich. ‘It seems I shall have to modify my conclusion.’


      They were still in the room where the dwarfs had begun to remove the bronze armour. With great effort, Konrad glanced down – the first movement he had been able to make for so long, he realized. The armour was gone but when he saw himself, he gasped.


      It hardly seemed his own body; it was so emaciated, little more than a skeleton covered with skin. Or was that skin? His entire torso and limbs were so red it appeared that his flesh was raw, that his skin had been peeled away with the armour. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words would come; his lips were frozen.


      ‘You are in great pain,’ said Litzenreich. ‘Or you would be had I not administered an assuaging infusion when I saw that you still lived. Do not try to speak or move. There will be plenty of time for that. Your body must renew itself, and you must recover your strength. That will be the time for talk.’


      Konrad was aware of the dwarfs moving about in the darkened room, dismantling their equipment, and he could hear the sounds of metal being dismembered. Above, he saw the spider device whose claws had removed the bronze carapace.


      A few brief minutes could have passed, that was all, yet he seemed to have been gone from this earth for all eternity.


      But time was relative. It could be expanded and compressed, twisted and distorted. During his infinite journey, an aeon had been but a second here in the world of men.


      He was back once again in his body – although, he supposed, that body had not been his while he was trapped within the armour. Already, his metaphysical experience was beginning to seem like a dream. This was reality; what had happened while he was unconscious was nothing but the delusions of his tortured mind seeking release from the torment of his body.


      Unconscious? Or had he really died for a few seconds? Had his heart stopped – and then begun to beat once more?


      He tried to concentrate, to fix in his mind what he could remember of his epic supernatural journey. He needed to discuss it all later, when he found someone able to interpret his memories.


      He was certain, however, that the most recent memory would not fade. He had apparently been recalling his early life. Yet his memories had been confused, not totally accurate. It seemed as though he had parents, parents he had known…


      He wished that he had concentrated more upon that memory, because it was further back than he had ever been able to recall. If he could remember, it would give him a vital clue to his enigmatic past.


      Then he realized that it was not his own past he had recalled, but someone else’s. Even at an age when Konrad had no parents, this other person did have them. That early life bore many similarities to the one he had imagined, such as the way the village had been attacked and destroyed. Except, it seemed, it was a nearby village that had been wiped out. Also, it was goblins who had been responsible for the atrocity, not a horde of mutated beastmen.


      And it had not been Elyssa who had died, but someone called Evane.


      The name was firmly lodged in his mind. He had never heard it before, so who had she been? Why did she seem so important in his memory? Or someone else’s memory…


      ‘I will take good care of you,’ continued Litzenreich. ‘After all the trouble I have gone to, it would be a pity to lose you now.’


      He ran his fingers through his long beard, nodding in triumph. Despite the grey in his untamed beard and hair, he was probably only about forty years old. Litzenreich was a wizard, Konrad knew. Only a magician could have freed him from his prison of armour. Indeed, only a magician could have defeated the bronze warrior.


      Now Konrad was in his domain, a subterranean lair carved out of the mountain, far below the inhabited parts of Middenheim. What did Litzenreich want with him? There would be a price to pay for his liberty. The magician would expect a reward for what he had accomplished. Even if Konrad were wealthy, he realized that was not the kind of recompense which would be expected. The rewards demanded by spellcasters were more than mere coin.


      He had escaped from Kastring only to be captured by the bronze panoply. Had he again exchanged one kind of imprisonment for another? All that could be certain was that for the moment he was totally helpless, either because of his weakened body or because of the potion which Litzenreich had given him, or perhaps from a combination of both.


      ‘First,’ said Litzenreich, ‘I must get you away from my experimental chamber.’ He summoned two of the dwarfs. ‘Take him to the last room in the eastern corridor, and be very careful.’


      ‘Whatever you say, boss,’ said Varsung.


      He and the other dwarf lifted Konrad onto a wheeled table and pushed him out through the doorway, along a series of low narrow passages. Litzenreich walked ahead, finally unlocking a door at the end of the lowest and narrowest of tunnels. Varsung went inside and lit the lantern which hung from the bare rock of the small chamber. Konrad was wheeled through and lowered onto the straw mattress on the floor.


      ‘Fetch Gertraut and Rita,’ Litzenreich ordered, and the other dwarf retreated. ‘Light a fire,’ he added, and Varsung moved towards the fireplace and began to do so.


      ‘It is cold in here,’ said the wizard, ‘and you must remain uncovered. That is the only way your wounds will heal. You will require constant attention. Someone will be with you all the time, and they will call me if you require my assistance.’


      The young women entered the room. They were both slim and fair-haired, and they studied Konrad as Litzenreich spoke to them. He had lowered his voice, and Konrad did not hear what was said. The magician glanced at Konrad briefly, then left the room. Varsung nodded to Konrad, made the ancient dwarf ‘good fortune’ sign with his thumb, and followed Litzenreich out of the door. The door was bolted on the outside.


      Konrad may have returned to his own body, but he was as helpless as a newborn baby – and he was treated as such. He could do nothing for himself, and so Gertraut and Rita did it all.


      The time passed, very slowly. Deep underground, he had no way of measuring the hours or the days. All that changed was who sat with him. He would hear the heavy bolts being drawn back, then the door would open, and the two girls would exchange places. If ever one of them required help, they summoned it by means of a rope which rang a bell along the passage.


      They fed him, cleaned him, gave him the various potions to help relieve the pain. Strangely, as his skin re-formed over his tender flesh, the torment increased. It was as though his skin were a new cage, as the bronze armour had been, except it was too tight for his body.


      At first, he could not have moved had he wished to. Whenever they relieved one another, the girls would shift his position on the mattress. The one who left would take away the blanket upon which he had lain, freshly stained with the blood from his open sores. As he regained his strength, and his bones no longer protruded through his flesh, he was careful not to move of his own accord. He did not wish Litzenreich to know of his recovery.


      Konrad had made one discovery about his senses. Almost his first reaction upon realizing that he had regained his life was to notice that there was something wrong with his eyes.


      But that was incorrect: the opposite was true. His vision was now perfect. His eyes had never been in true alignment. His left eye had possessed the talent of future vision. It could warn him of danger; he could frequently see what would happen before it occurred. The power had grown more and more erratic and unreliable over the years. In a way, it had become more of a hindrance than an asset.


      Now it was no more. He had no proof. How could there be any evidence of a lost skill? Yet he was certain that he no longer had the ability to foresee danger.


      When had it gone? During his confinement within the armour, it seemed all that was left to him had been his sight. Perhaps even that had been taken away. Or possibly he had lost his gift when the bronze had been removed. Or maybe it had happened during his apparent flight from his body.


      Whatever the circumstances, Konrad was glad. Ever since realizing that others could not foresee danger as he did, he had felt uneasy. No one should possess any such extra skills. Why had such a gift been granted to him? In some respects, it was like a mutation. And the most common mutation in the world was that which afflicted beastmen. They were deformed, evil, and his own talent had seemed similarly tainted.


      From now on, he must rely only on his normal five senses and the aptitudes he had developed over the years. And as soon as it was possible, he would use all of these to accomplish the same purpose – escape.


      He had no idea what the wizard had planned for him, and he had no intention of finding out. Litzenreich occasionally came to visit him, and so did Varsung. They tried to provoke some reaction, but to no avail. Konrad refused even to admit that he was capable of speech. He simply lay immobile and silent.


      All he could do was think. Mostly he thought about the past, his own and the equally mysterious past of his false memories…


      A split second, that was all he needed. He knew that he would have to keep totally alert because the right moment must inevitably come – and finally it did.


      When Gertraut and Rita changed places, that was the most likely time to attempt an escape, but they were never alone. One of the dwarfs was always there, guarding the door.


      He heard the bolt being drawn back, but Gertraut had entered the room no more than an hour earlier. Varsung came in. Whenever he or Litzenreich appeared, one of the other dwarfs always stood outside in the corridor. This time, the passage was empty. It was only half a chance, but that was more than sufficient. Varsung stood with his back to Konrad, speaking to Gertraut.


      Konrad sat up quickly, spinning around and reaching out for the hilt of the dwarf’s sword. Once it was in his hand, he used both legs to kick the dwarf away. Then he sprang up, dashed out of the door, turned into the passage. But somehow his legs gave way beneath him, and he fell to the ground.


      ‘I am glad to see you can move,’ said Litzenreich, who was standing a few yards away.


      Konrad was still holding Varsung’s sword, but he offered no resistance when the dwarf removed it from his grip. He realized he had been tricked. They knew he was not as weak as he pretended. It appeared, however, that he was far weaker than he himself thought.


      He picked himself up, his head spinning.


      ‘What do you want with me?’ he said.


      ‘What do you want with me?’ the wizard repeated. ‘Is that it? Is that the first thing you have to say? Not ‘Thank you for rescuing me’? Gratitude. Courtesy. Have you ever heard of those words? Do they exist where you come from?’


      Konrad leaned against the wall, and nodded slowly.


      ‘What is your name?’ asked Litzenreich.


      ‘Konrad.’


      ‘Where are you from?’


      ‘A village several days from here, but I’ve been in Kislev for five years.’


      ‘Take him back inside,’ said Litzenreich.


      Varsung and Gertraut helped Konrad into the chamber where he had been kept, and sat him down on the mattress. Gertraut filled a beaker of water.


      ‘Haven’t you got any beer?’ said Konrad. ‘I’m fed up with water.’


      ‘I think he’s about recovered, boss,’ said Varsung, grinning.


      ‘So it appears.’ Litzenreich stepped into the room. ‘Leave us. Fetch him some ale.’


      The other two departed. The door was closed, but it was left unlocked. Litzenreich was a wizard; he did not need bolts to keep Konrad his prisoner. He sat down in the one chair, and they gazed at one another.


      Konrad glanced away, not wishing to become mesmerized.


      ‘Thank you,’ he said, finally, in order to break the silence.


      As if that were a signal, Gertraut returned, handed Konrad a tankard brimming with beer, then left.


      ‘What do I want with you?’ asked Litzenreich, echoing Konrad’s earlier question. ‘Nothing.’


      Konrad stared at him. He was more suspicious than ever. The wizard must want something. He wiped at his lips with the back of his hand. ‘Nothing?’


      ‘As soon as you are fully healed, you are free to go.’


      ‘Free? Why has the door always been locked if I’m free?’


      ‘I did not wish you to come to any harm, that is all. What happened when you rushed out of here a few minutes ago? You fell over. You are not yet strong enough to leave. When you are, you may do so.’


      ‘I can simply walk out of here?’


      ‘Yes, although that may not be such a good idea.’


      ‘Why?’


      ‘The good citizens of Middenheim would probably not take kindly to a naked man walking the streets. The watch would arrest you, and their hospitality is far less generous than mine, I assure you.’


      ‘You could give me some clothes, or lend me some.’


      ‘I do not think so. I have already done enough, do you not think? You are not a beggar, you would not ask me for more. And I am certain that you are not a thief, you would not steal from me, not after all the expenses I have incurred on your behalf.’


      ‘You want me to repay you?’


      ‘Not at all. You have no financial resources, I believe.’


      ‘You don’t want money, but you want something else. What?’


      Litzenreich shrugged. ‘I am not certain, not yet. But I am sure you are an honourable man. I have done you a great service – or at least I presume I have. You did not wish to remain within the bronze armour, did you?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘As I was saying, I have done you a great service and I am sure that I will find some service that you may accomplish for me in exchange. I think that is reasonable, do you agree?’


      Konrad nodded. He supposed that the magician must already know what he wanted in return, but there was no point in pressing him for the answer which he so clearly did not wish to give.


      ‘How did you unseat me from the bronze horse? How did you get me out of the armour?’


      ‘Two questions, but almost the same answer.’ Litzenreich stood up. ‘I feel, however, that you need to rest after your recent exertions. We shall discuss this subject in the near future. Meanwhile, is there anything you wish?’


      Konrad thought for a moment before answering. ‘A book? I’m bored doing nothing. I’d like something to read.’


      The wizard raised an eyebrow, evidently impressed that Konrad could read.


      ‘What kind of book? Poetry? Science? Geography? Philosophy? History?’


      ‘History.’


      ‘I shall choose something from my library.’ Litzenreich left the room and closed the door. It was left unbolted. For the first time, Konrad was alone.


      After a while, Varsung entered. He was carrying some clothes, and also three volumes.


      ‘Thank you,’ said Konrad. ‘And thank you for–’


      ‘What?’ The dwarf frowned.


      ‘For seeing that I was alive.’


      ‘Ah, yes! As soon as I saw your eyes, I knew there was life there.’ He rubbed at his back where Konrad had kicked him, and he pulled a face.


      ‘I’m almost wishing I hadn’t noticed.’


      The dwarf had taken a great risk in allowing Konrad to seize his sword; he did not know that he would not find himself impaled upon his own blade.


      Varsung saw Konrad looking at the hilt of his sword, and he grinned. He drew the weapon with his right hand, then thrust it straight into his left palm! But as soon as the tip touched his skin, the whole blade disintegrated, dissolving like broken glass.


      ‘I wish Litzenreich was the armourer for all my opponents!’ the dwarf laughed.


      It seemed there had been no risk at all. The wizard had devised the sword to trap Konrad.


      He should have realized: dwarfs were usually armed with axes.


      ‘My eyes,’ said Konrad, remembering. ‘What colour are they?’


      Varsung looked at him suspiciously.


      ‘This is no trick,’ Konrad assured him. ‘I want to know what colour they are.’


      The dwarf picked up the lantern and moved closer. He held the light in front of Konrad’s face, gazing at each of his eyes in turn.


      ‘They’re… different,’ he said. ‘They seem the same at first, light green. But the left one is more yellow really, almost gold.’


      Konrad nodded. His eyes might now both give proper vision, but it seemed they were not identical. They were still different colours.


      ‘I’ve got to be going,’ said Varsung. ‘Anything you need, just open the door and yell.’


      Konrad watched him go, then picked up the three books and read the embossed lettering on the leather covers. The Empire Divided was the title of one, Years of Despair: the Vampire Empress was another, and the third was simply called Sigmar.


      That was the volume he selected, and he pulled the lantern closer. One of the few books available on the frontier had been a battered copy of another biography of Sigmar Heldenhammer.


      Konrad had read it several times, even though many of the pages were missing.


      He opened Sigmar near the front and began to turn to the beginning of the saga. But as his eyes idly scanned the open page, one of the first words he saw was a familiar name.


      It was Evane…


      Konrad read what he never had before.


      He was aware of how Sigmar had been born two and a half thousand years ago, the son of Tafal, chief of the Unberogen tribe. He had lived at the southern edge of the Great Forest, in a fortified village.


      What Konrad had not previously known was that there was another village nearby. The headman was called Quant, a sub-chief of Tafal’s, and it was he who taught Sigmar to use the bow and arrow. Quant had a son named Errol, and also a daughter named Evane. The three children grew up together as close friends, and as the years passed, Sigmar and Evane became even closer. It was accepted that when the two were old enough they would marry. But then the goblins had attacked Quant’s village.


      Sigmar was the first to reach the village, having seen the ominous pall of smoke while he was out hunting. The whole place had been looted and destroyed, everyone within slaughtered. He found Evane’s body, but the ugly marauders had taken her head as a gruesome trophy.


      It was this terrible episode, Konrad realized, which had shaped the rest of Sigmar’s life. This was why he had become such an enemy of the green hordes and dedicated himself to their destruction. He had waged a one-man war against the hideous creatures, and over the years he built up an army sworn to defeat the goblins and drive them from the known world.


      Konrad had not known about Evane, not until his strange vision, when he had seemed to return from his infinite voyage across the universe. But why should he have dreamed of a person he did not know? He must have heard her name somewhere else, perhaps from a storyteller who had narrated the famous tale around the campfire one night on the Kislev border. It was the only explanation, and that was why in his dream he had confused the legend of Sigmar with his own early life. The attack on his native village, when Elyssa had been slain, had been very similar. In Elyssa’s case, however, he had not even discovered a headless corpse.


      He thought of Krysten, who must certainly be dead by now. Life was short on the frontier, and he had lost so many good men, so many friends. He tried to convince himself that Krysten was no different from his comrades in combat, because that might have made her loss more bearable, but he knew it was untrue.


      Konrad read on, trying to lose himself in the epic tale of Sigmar. Allying his human legions with the dwarfs, the goblinoids’ ancient enemies, Sigmar finally defeated the goblin swarms at the Battle of Black Fire Pass. That was where Sigmar won his name ‘Heldenhammer’ for wreaking ultimate vengeance against so many of the foul beings with the legendary warhammer Ghal-maraz.


      In some respects, Konrad realized, his own life paralleled that of Sigmar’s. Evane and Elyssa had both been murdered, by goblins or beastmen. They both seemed to have been victims of increases in hostile activity by such inhuman forces. Sigmar had lived during one of the most violent eras in the history of the known world, and now another era of relative peace was ending: for the first time in two centuries the Empire itself was in danger of invasion. Its frontiers had already been infiltrated by Kastring’s accursed warband, and there must have been many more such marauding Chaos cults on the rampage.


      Chaos. It was a time of Chaos once more.


      Like Sigmar, Konrad had become a warrior fighting against the hordes of destruction, and like Sigmar, he had fought his own battle against the goblins when he ventured into the subterranean lair to rescue Wolf. Instead of a battle hammer, however, he had used a double-bladed axe to wreak his vengeance upon the green horde.


      But Sigmar, he thought ruefully, had never been imprisoned beneath a fortress city, captured by a mad magician.


      Konrad closed his eyes, remembering. He had used the axe because he had dropped his sword when he fired the arrow at the goblin shaman that was torturing Wolf. It had proved a better weapon for the task at hand, like a mighty butcher’s cleaver to swing at his enemies, severing heads and arms. Wherever he struck, another of the foul creatures had screamed and died, and then the huge axe would swing once more, cutting a swathe of destruction through his hated foes.


      Yet, at the time, he had believed he was using a warhammer…


      He had put this out of his mind since, preferring to forget what he could not explain; but something of such significance could not be easily forgotten. He recalled how he had seemed possessed as he fought, as if some unknown power governed his actions.


      Whenever he was in combat, his fighting instincts took command of his body. Often, it seemed, there was no need for thought; fighting was on a different level of existence than thinking. If he had time to consider what he should do, debating all the foolhardy risks he had so frequently taken in the past, then he would have hesitated more often than not – and hesitation would have meant failure. Fortune favoured the brave.


      That was not the way it had been during the underground battle, however. It was something greater than mere reaction and skill that dominated his aggression; a feeling that he was not alone against the goblins. At the time, he had imagined that his unknown ancestors were guiding him, a whole ghostly legion which stretched back to the dawn of time.


      It was similar to what he had experienced during his phantom flight through the stars, when he had been drawn towards that unimaginably bright entity where he felt he somehow belonged.


      Krysten had always been fascinated by dreams. They were humanity’s doorway to the spirit world, she claimed. When people slept, their souls were free to wander; dreams were the adventures of the soul and could be interpreted by seers. Konrad did not believe her, and he always teased the girl about her beliefs.


      Now, he was no longer so certain. He had never witnessed anything like the visions that came to him when the bronze armour was removed. Unlike other dreams, it had no connection with anything he had ever experienced during his waking times; and unlike many others, it did not return to him.


      The following morning, Litzenreich asked: ‘How did you come to be inside the bronze armour?’


      They were in the chamber where Konrad had spent so long recuperating. Now that he did not have to pretend, he paced up and down the room.


      He explained briefly what had happened: he had been a prisoner of Kastring’s mutated band, escaped, found the armour, climbed inside to defend himself from his ruthless pursuers. What he said was true, but he did not reveal everything.


      He did not say that he had first seen the bronze knight five years earlier, when the warrior had ridden into his village; he did not say that he had observed the horseman’s image reflected through a lens inside the ancient dwarf temple; he did not say that he had been pursuing the mysterious rider; he did not say that he had finally fled from the Khorne worshippers as soon as he glimpsed moonlight reflected upon the bronze.


      The wizard nodded. ‘As you say, you cannot have been within the armour for very long or else there would have been nothing left of you except bones, as happened to the horse. And there must have been even less of your predecessor; he must have been totally absorbed. The bronze feeds off life, the life that it slays or the life within the armour.’


      ‘But – what was it?’


      ‘A creation of Chaos,’ said Litzenreich simply, as though the answer were evident. ‘What else? I had heard about this creature previously. It has roamed the known world for many years. When it was reported to be near Middenheim, several Knights Panther were sent to investigate. I heard that they never returned, and I thought it worthy of my attention.’


      ‘Why?’


      Litzenreich stared through his narrow eyes, and it was almost as though he did not understand the question. ‘Why? Why? Because it was there!’


      Five years ago, when Konrad had spoken to Wolf about the bronze warrior, Wolf had said that the knight was his twin brother. But how long ago had his twin become the enigmatic knight? Was he the first to wear the armour? How many others had been held hostage by the bronze?


      It seemed that there must have been a long series of warriors within the suit of armour. Konrad had merely been the latest – and the last. It was no coincidence that he had found the armour. It appeared that the panoply had been awaiting him. It was as if they were meant for one another, that it had been his destiny to become the bronze knight…


      ‘The warrior seemed invincible,’ said Konrad. ‘How did you stop him?’


      He realized that he was speaking as though the knight were someone – or something – else, that it had nothing to do with him. But it was true. The knight had been the bronze armour, and Konrad had merely been within the armour. He was like a servant who had simply done his master’s bidding.


      ‘The best method to fight a creature of Chaos,’ replied Litzenreich, ‘is with Chaos.’


      Konrad waited for him to continue.


      ‘Warpstone,’ said Litzenreich, as though the word were a spell. ‘Warpstone,’ he repeated, nodding for emphasis, as though the two syllables were the answer to everything.


      The word was familiar, but Konrad had even less idea of its full meaning than he did the nature of Chaos.


      ‘It is the effect of warpstone that leads to mutation,’ Litzenreich explained. ‘Without warpstone there would be no beastmen. The bronze was Chaos armour, forged with warpstone. The way to combat warpstone is with warpstone. Like repels like, just as two lodestones will push away from one another.’


      Konrad waited again, hoping that the rest of the explanation made more sense.


      His incomprehension must have been evident, because Litzenreich said:


      ‘I set myself up as the Chaos rider’s next challenger, drawing it into a line of trees, each of which was hung with warpstone so arranged as to resonate and magnify–’ He broke off and glanced at Konrad, who had noticed how the wizard described the bronze figure as ‘it’ and not ‘you’, then continued: ‘The warpstone in the trees nullified the effect of the warpstone in the armour. That was the only thing holding the horse up, and so it fell. Because you had not become totally fused, you were unseated. Understand?’


      ‘Yes,’ replied Konrad, and he almost did.


      ‘When Varsung realized that you had not yet been devoured by the armour, I decided to try and remove it from you. Without getting technical, suffice to say: once again, I used warpstone; once again, I succeeded.’


      ‘I was trapped inside Chaos armour,’ said Konrad, slowly, not liking the direction in which his thoughts were leading him. ‘That must mean I am tainted by Chaos!’


      ‘Yes,’ agreed Litzenreich, ‘but it was not merely the armour which infected you. There was also the warpstone needed to extricate you from the bronze.’


      ‘You should have let me die.’


      ‘Die?’ Litzenreich blinked rapidly, seemingly perplexed. ‘Why?’


      ‘Because I am evil!’


      The wizard scratched his head. ‘What is this evil?’ He emphasized the word, as though it were foreign and he was unsure how to pronounce it.


      The northern hordes, the mutants, the beastmen, Chaos! Evil! Konrad spat out the word as if it were poison – and it was, a poison which flowed freely through his veins, corrupting his entire body.


      He knew evil. He had been fighting it for five years, defending the mine and trying to hold back the forces of darkness on the borders of Kislev.


      ‘Chaos and evil are not synonyms, I assure you,’ said Litzenreich. ‘Evil is a creation of men, of humans – and inhumans. Chaos simply is. It exists, it is neither good nor evil. Only the way we are affected by it leads to our interpretation of it as either ‘good’ or ‘bad’.’


      Konrad neither spoke nor reacted. He had halted his pacing and was busy contemplating what must be happening to himself.


      ‘Is water good or evil?’ asked Litzenreich. ‘It is neither, it is simply there. If we drink water to quench our thirsts, we may say that it is good. If someone drowns in it, we could say that it is evil – unless the one who drowns is our enemy. But the words ‘good’ and ‘bad’ have no absolute meaning. A fire is good if it warms us in winter, but bad if it burns down our homes. Fire is not good, fire is not bad. It is neither – or it is both.’


      Konrad was staring at his hands, watching for any signs of hairs on his palms, of his nails growing into claws. Litzenreich could not fool him with clever words. He had been infected by Chaos, and his body must have begun to change even though he could not yet see the traces of mutation. Wherever he looked, however, he could only find new skin. New skin covered with old wounds.


      ‘I have been working with warpstone for years,’ said Litzenreich. ‘Once it has been refined, it is quite harmless. Unless one happens to swallow it!’ He laughed. ‘And even then the chances of mutation are very small. When I have a large enough sample of experimental subjects, I intend to find out precisely how small. I do have a certain group in mind.’ He nodded slyly.


      ‘Where was I? Warpstone. Yes, in its powdered state it is harmless. Admittedly, I do have occasion to use some of the raw stuff occasionally, but I always take the necessary precautions. I am as human as you are, Konrad.’


      ‘You’re a wizard.’


      ‘Wizards are human, too, although I like to think of myself as a man of science.’ Litzenreich stood up. ‘Let us go through into my main research chamber.’ He walked towards the door, beckoning for Konrad to follow.


      They made their way along a series of narrow passages, all hewn out of the mountain, until they reached the area where Konrad had been extricated from the armour. A group of women were in the centre of the room, dissolving various powders into numerous containers of liquid, then pouring them into glass bottles of different sizes. Two dwarfs were busy in the far corner, working with tiny pieces of metal. One of them, Konrad noticed, was Ustnar. He glanced at Konrad for several seconds before returning to his intricate task.


      ‘As far as I am concerned,’ Litzenreich said, ‘the name ‘wizard’ has fallen into disrepute, particularly in Middenheim. Ever since the art was legalized, it has become more regimented and more backward. There are no advances in magic these days. The guilds see to that. No one is allowed to try anything new. There are so many rules and regulations, our predecessors achieved far more when they had to operate in secret.’ He glanced around the cavern. ‘As, indeed, I do.’


      Konrad was also gazing around, and he stared up at the metal device which hung from the ceiling: the object whose claws had stripped the bronze armour from his body, and which he had imagined as a spider. Litzenreich kept on speaking, even though his audience was not paying much attention. Konrad was busy studying the doors and searching for possible weapons. He refused to be hypnotized by the wizard’s words. It was still his intention to escape as soon as possible.


      ‘The only reason magic was legalized,’ Litzenreich continued, ‘was because of its military implications. But there is far more to sorcery than devising new weapons, new defences. Try and find funding for pure research, however, and it is impossible. Yet that is where the greatest advances will be made. I have to finance all my own experiments, you know. And I have to hide away beneath Middenheim, hoping that the colleges of magic will not realize what I am doing. I have to be here because of the guild’s library and the various bits and pieces I need from the university. You understand?’


      ‘Er… yes,’ Konrad agreed.


      He knew very little about magic, and he had always been very suspicious of such unnatural powers. On the frontier, Wolf would not employ war wizards; but he was very old-fashioned and did not believe in anything new, such as gunpowder. ‘Never trust a sorcerer,’ he had often said. ‘They trick you, they cheat you – and you don’t even know it. Not at the time.’


      Konrad, however, had good reason to be grateful to sorcery. His arm had been saved by elf magic, and it seemed that the spell had continued to protect him against Kastring’s snake-hilted sword. For all Litzenreich’s talk of warpstone, Konrad knew it was magic that had released him from the armour. It was a subject about which he should learn more, although perhaps not now.


      ‘You’ve always been a magician?’ he said, to keep Litzenreich talking.


      ‘Of course. It is my vocation. All my ancestors have been sorcerers. It is rumoured that some were hedge-wizards, although we never mention those. I am basically an elementalist, with a strong dash of alchemist, but I will try my hand at any of the disciplines. Why should they be separated? A master chef can cook many meals, he does not restrict himself to one dish.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘I despair of the future. The academies seem content to turn out clever young wizards who have no interest in the ancient arts. They only care about the money they can make, about owning expensive homes and fancy carriages – and expensive and fancy women.’


      ‘What happened to the bronze armour?’


      ‘What? Oh, it was all melted down. I needed to extract the warpstone. It took a lot to stop the bronze knight, and a lot to get you out of the armour. Raw warpstone, I mean, as well as the powdered stuff. My supplies need replenishing, which is not easy, because it is illegal even to possess the stuff.’


      ‘What is warpstone?’ asked Konrad, having seen all that he needed to.


      ‘There is much argument over that. It is a substance that is not of this world, or so it is generally accepted. Some say that Morrslieb is made of warpstone, but how can there be proof? No one has ever been there to find out. Or if they have, they have not returned to tell the tale.’


      Konrad looked at Litzenreich and saw that he was smiling.


      ‘There are easier sources of warpstone, however. It can be found in quantity in the Chaos Wastes, for example. As I said, current theory is that warpstone even creates the wastes and is responsible for all the mutations which are spawned there. It is fascinating stuff, and I have only begun to explore its uses. And, of course, because of its potential it is regarded as dangerous and therefore illegal. But so what?’


      Litzenreich shrugged, and continued: ‘Magic used to be illegal; now it is legal. Warpstone is illegal; someday it will be legal. At present, it cannot be used unless in Imperial service whatever that means. Laws are only used to benefit the law makers. If there is a law preventing something, I always ask myself ‘Who made that law?’ Never confuse law and justice, they are completely different.’


      ‘You have heard of the Gods of Law?’ the wizard asked. ‘Theologians believe that they are also the creation of Chaos. And as far as I am concerned, Law and Chaos are both used to the same purpose: to breed ignorance and despair and maintain the forces of brute strength over reason and enlightenment. Laws are imposed by our rulers in order to maintain their power. That is why I try to ignore all the rules of the colleges of magic.’


      The wizard had been walking slowly around the cavern as he spoke, his eyes taking in everything that was happening. Now he had halted, and was looking at Konrad.


      ‘It cost me quite a lot of warpstone to liberate you,’ he said.


      ‘You already said that.’


      ‘I need more in order to continue my researches.’


      Konrad knew what was coming next.


      ‘I want you bring me more warpstone,’ said Litzenreich.


      ‘Where do I get it from?’


      ‘You may have heard of them. They are called skaven.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TEN


      Konrad had indeed heard of the skaven.


      It was three of the ratmen who had prevented him escaping from his native valley the day it had been attacked by the feral hordes. They had forced him to turn back, to join in the assault on the village, to witness all the foul atrocities that had been committed by the army of beastmen and their allies. Possibly this was why he had always hated skaven so much more than any other Chaos creatures. Or maybe it was because they were so much like humans, yet so different. He had come across very few during his time on the frontier. Whenever he had, they died.


      Konrad was still unsure of Litzenreich and his motives. It was always the best policy to mistrust everyone, and Konrad remembered Wolf’s warnings about sorcerers. If Litzenreich wanted repaying for helping Konrad, and he were allowed to pay that debt, then he would be satisfied with the arrangement. He did not wish to be beholden to the magician forever. What was the price of his life – a lifetime of slavery?


      The dwarfs and humans who worked for Litzenreich did not seem to be slaves, however. The dwarfs were hardly even servants – they would often argue on equal terms with the wizard, although they all called him ‘boss’. Konrad was never sure how many people Litzenreich had working for him, but there were at least six dwarfs. The underground chambers were guarded by a dozen humans. There were also several women engaged in various abstruse tasks, and they were all fed by a halfling cook.


      The sorcerer had built up quite an organization, and he must have financed it somehow. Konrad suspected he did so through trading in warpstone. If it was illegal, it was inevitable that money could be made from dealing in the substance. Litzenreich had spoken of needing warpstone for research, but Konrad was well aware that there had to be far more to it than that.


      There could be no doubt that Litzenreich had saved his life, and Konrad was not a man prepared to cheat his creditors. He would do as the wizard asked, this one time. A further incentive was that his enemies were skaven, and this could be a chance to kill a number of the ugly rat-things.


      ‘Here,’ said Varsung, handing Konrad a scabbarded sword. ‘Don’t worry, it isn’t like the one you took from me last week!’


      A week, was that all it had been? Despite a regular routine of waking and sleeping, he could not get used to measuring the days without seeing the sun rise and set. He had not been allowed on the surface, probably because Litzenreich thought he would take the opportunity to escape.


      Although no longer locked up, Konrad was still a prisoner. He could not work out the configuration of Litzenreich’s base. There were so many different levels and tunnels, and so many strong doors everywhere. But by now Konrad had resolved not to leave until he had settled his debt.


      He had kept studying his body, watching for some indication that it had begun to change, for hints of tough skin which might be developing into scales, for evidence that his feet were becoming hooves, for traces of hair which seemed more like fur, for signs of webbing between his fingers. But there was nothing.


      Touching a mutant’s weapons did not necessarily lead to mutation, he knew. No matter how slender the risk, it was always best to be avoided, which was why such armaments were never taken as trophies. Yet he had been within the bronze for countless days, weeks, and he had almost become a part of the armour…


      And if warpstone were as harmless as Litzenreich claimed, why had he worn protective armour while the bronze was being removed from Konrad? Why had the dwarfs been clad in gauntlets and gloves, and been shielded behind a barricade of metal, only watching what they were doing through mirrors?


      Konrad understood what Litzenreich had said about Chaos, but he was uncertain as to whether he should believe any of it. Men used the word ‘Chaos’ to explain all kinds of unexplainable phenomena. If the northern wastes were the lands that bred mutants, and that was the realm of Chaos, then it was only to be expected that Chaos would be considered evil because of the nature of the creatures it spawned.


      How else could men describe the malevolent legions who fed on human flesh and drank warm blood, who lived only to torture and ravage, to slaughter and destroy, who were neither animal nor man, but something far less – how else could they be accurately described except as evil?


      Whether it was ‘law’ or ‘justice’ that was opposed to such malign forces, Konrad did not care. That was the side he was on, the banner beneath which he would fight and, if necessary, die. If Litzenreich’s enemies were the skaven, then Konrad was the wizard’s sworn ally.


      He had spent most of his waking time regaining his strength and muscle tone. Litzenreich had many books for him to choose from, far more volumes than he had imagined ever existed, but their attraction had soon faded. He still did not feel entirely fit, but he craved action, and the sorcerer finally announced that it was time.


      Konrad examined the blade closely. It was an excellent weapon, made by a craftsman. He checked its sharpness and flexibility, then tested the balance, practising several sweeps and thrusts. It felt wonderful to hold a sword in his grip again. He slid it back into the oiled sheath. The next time the weapon was drawn, he swore that it would taste skaven blood.


      He and four dwarfs were preparing themselves for an expedition deep into the hidden heart of Middenheim. The dwarfs were the same ones who had been with Litzenreich when he had found the bronze rider, and who had removed the armour from Konrad’s body. Varsung, Joukelm, Hjornur… and the one known as Ustnar, who was in command.


      It was the dwarfs who went on such raiding expeditions, Varsung had told him. The human guards were there to protect Litzenreich’s domain against his enemies. It seemed he had many, both in Middenheim and below. Skaven could smell warpstone, and so they would try to retrieve it from the sorcerer – who had probably stolen it from them originally. This was why he kept his stock in various places beneath the city, only taking it from its lead-lined boxes shortly before it was needed.


      Litzenreich had other sources of warpstone. The substance was often smuggled into the Empire, but it was a very risky enterprise. The danger did not merely lie in the potential for mutation. The penalty for trading in warpstone was execution, assuming that the skaven did not find the smugglers first. The punishment they inflicted made execution seem very mild in comparison. These factors tended to make the price of warpstone very high, which was why the wizard preferred not to pay. Instead, his dwarfs stole from the skaven.


      It felt strange to be wearing armour again, but at least it was armour which he knew he could remove if necessary. His leathers and metal were black, as camouflage in the tunnels, and the four dwarfs were similarly clad. He wore a helmet without a visor and a breastplate, otherwise his torso and arms were protected by a long coat of chainmail. He wore gauntlets and carried a round shield which bore no emblem; and in addition to his sword, a poniard was sheathed at his hip.


      The dwarfs were all armed with axes and daggers, protected by mail and armour and hide shields like Konrad’s. Middenheim had been constructed by their ancestors, who had dug upwards through the mountain known as Fauschlag. But, dwarfs being dwarfs, they had kept on tunnelling. The whole area beneath the city, and far beyond, had become a maze of passages. Litzenreich had established himself in one such section.


      This was below the web of tunnels which the humans had built for their own purposes: the cellars, the sewers, the escape passages for the Graf and the ruling families of the city, the supposedly hidden vaults for the rich, and the burial chambers of the rich and the dead.


      In ancient times, the whole of the known world had been linked by dwarf tunnels; all their centres of habitation had been connected. Half a century before the Empire was founded, Artur, chief of the Teutognens, had enlisted the dwarfs and begun to build the fortress city. Artur was later defeated in single combat by the chief of the Unberogens, and the eight warring human tribes were finally united by the victor – Sigmar.


      Because of its relatively recent construction, it seemed unlikely that the dwarfs had made Middenheim a part of their subterranean network. They would not reveal this information to any human, just as they maintained the secret of their own clandestine entrances into the city.


      It appeared that Middenheim was, however, part of another series of passages that joined every region of the Old World. Many of these tunnels had originally been built by the dwarfs, but they had been taken over and expanded. Few even knew of the shadowy creatures who now dwelled beneath almost every town and city in the Empire, perhaps even in the world: the sinister breed called skaven.


      Litzenreich had told Konrad far more than he had ever known about the rat beings. They were believed to be hybrids of humans and rats, as he had suspected, and their mutation had been caused by warpstone. Unlike most mutants, however, the skaven were clever. They possessed the animal cunning of their rodent ancestors combined with the intelligence of their human forebears. They were like a new race, just as humans and elves and dwarfs were.


      They had their own benighted city, Skavenblight, which was reputed to be hidden deep in the marshlands of Tilea. Once a human town, now it was but ruins. Because of their extensive web of warrens, nowhere was safe from the skaven. They had originally lived beneath towns that had fallen into decay, and it was their intention that every centre of habitation should similarly become abandoned and left for their own diseased purposes. For this, they needed more and more warpstone.


      ‘So, by taking warpstone from the skaven,’ Litzenreich had said, ‘I am helping to preserve Middenheim.’


      Konrad was unsure who the wizard was trying to persuade by this argument – himself or Konrad. He was sure that Litzenreich felt no loyalty to the city. But Konrad needed no convincing. He was content to do anything that would harm the skaven, although he was not really sure why he was needed on the mission. Even if he had not been here, the dwarfs would have ventured deep into the sub-world in search of precious warpstone. But an extra blade was always useful, and the magician knew that Konrad had been a professional soldier.


      It had been a dwarf who taught Konrad the skills of tunnel fighting. He had been his axe instructor on the frontier, and he swore that such a weapon was all that was needed below ground.


      In such a confined space, a two-handed axe could be swung back and forth with devastating effect; it could also be thrust forward, and its hooked blade could snare an enemy, shredding him apart.


      Konrad, however, preferred a sword. In a narrow passage, one man could hold back a dozen enemies, because only one foe could attack at a time. Often, the one would be at an advantage over the dozen, because his first opponent would be unwillingly pushed forward by those behind – pushed towards his death. It was hard to fight when there was no room to make a tactical retreat, no space to lean back and avoid a blow.


      The tunnels almost seemed the dwarfs’ natural habitat. They were the right size, because the passages had been constructed for their race. They could also see better in the dark than humans. So could skaven, thought Konrad, and they also tended to be of a similar size to dwarfs. He had never considered this connection before. Maybe that was why dwarfs hated the ratmen so much. But dwarfs seemed to hate everything, from elves to goblins.


      The only other race tolerated by dwarfs were humans. This alliance had originally been forged by Sigmar, and now Konrad was continuing this military tradition. Their mission was to find the skaven that lived beneath Middenheim, and to take their warpstone. The dwarfs had accomplished similar tasks previously, or so Varsung had said, and they had claimed great quantities of the stuff. The skaven had not expected to be attacked on their own territory, and were at first easily overwhelmed. Assaults upon the rodent domain had become more dangerous, less rewarding, as time went by. The lairs where they hid their warpstone were both better hidden and better defended.


      The plan now was to raid quickly, grab whatever could be carried, then retreat with equal alacrity. This was to be a swift surprise attack, which was why there were only five of them.


      Konrad needed no instructions in fighting, that had been his life for the five years he had lived in Kislev. But how could he find the warpstone?


      ‘What do I look for?’ he had asked.


      ‘The dwarfs know,’ Litzenreich had replied – and so Konrad had asked Varsung.


      There were two forms of warpstone, he discovered. Its origins were supposedly unearthly, and most of it was found in fist-sized pieces. This was raw warpstone, and it was black, more than black; it was deeper than absolute darkness because it seemed to absorb all light.


      Konrad realized that this was the stuff which had been used to extricate him from the bronze armour; he remembered the ultimate black at the centre of the implements that the dwarfs had manipulated. Raw warpstone could not be properly resolved by the human eye because of the way it drew in light; its edges could not be properly defined except by touch.


      The skaven could also transmute warpstone from its raw state into a refined form, a powder known as grey warpstone. This served the giant rats in many ways. It could be consumed to give them strength, or swallowed in a potion before they went into battle in order to enhance their combat skills. It was used in their weaponry and magic and worship. Warpstone was indispensable to the skaven – and Konrad and the dwarfs were going to steal it from them.


      Grey warpstone presented no danger to humans, or so he had been told. But he had been told so much he was unsure what to believe. The only thing in which he placed any trust was the sword Varsung had given him. As he anticipated the battle ahead, he could feel his heart pounding and the blood pulsing through his veins, and he felt truly alive once more.


      The five checked each other’s black armour, making sure all the straps and buckles were secure and tight. Each shield had been constructed with an oil lantern built into it. The lamps were recessed into the layers of leather to protect them during combat. They were partly obscured in order not to give off too much light, and they cast an eerie glow ahead of them.


      Konrad noticed Ustnar watching him. ‘I hope you were worth it,’ said the dwarf, slinging his double-headed axe across his shoulder.


      They were on the lowest level of Litzenreich’s haunt that Konrad had yet visited, but there was no sign of the wizard. Two guards stood by the heavy wooden door at the end of the passage, otherwise there were just the five of them. The tunnel itself was much narrower and smaller than the others in the complex, and Konrad had to duck to avoid the roughly hewn ceiling.


      The two human guards drew the wedges from the door, yanked it open, then sprang back, their halberds pointing into the darkness as they stood side by side. The lanterns revealed nothing except the tunnel. It continued straight ahead, vanishing into the shadows beyond the light. The soldiers stepped aside.


      Varsung was the first one through; Konrad was the second.


      Time passed slowly, and Konrad grew more tense, all his senses totally on edge. He had drawn his sword to give his clammy right hand something to do. They seemed to be descending towards the centre of the world, following a maze of passages which endlessly spiralled down. Sometimes there would be a series of steps carved out of the mountain, sometimes they had to climb down an almost vertical wall of rock.


      Varsung led the way, never hesitating despite all the junctions and alternate routes they passed. Konrad soon realized that he would never find his way back alone, but there was very little chance he would have to: if the dwarfs were all killed, then he would probably have met the same fate.


      Most of the tunnels had been hewn from the rock, and the walls were still pitted with the ancient tool marks of the forgotten excavators, and the occasional runic name could be seen carved in the stone. Other passages seemed to be natural fissures, underground fractures in the strata. The original tunnellers had adapted these flaws in the solid rock as part of their construction.


      There were occasional rockfalls, where the passages had become partially blocked. But there was always room to squeeze by because earlier explorers had come this way and removed most of the obstruction. There was no way of telling when the route had been cleared, whether it was a year ago, a hundred, or a thousand.


      Here and there, the roof had sunk, as though the whole weight of the mountain had pressed down upon it. Even the dwarfs had to bend double to pass through such places. Elsewhere, the floor had buckled, or the sides had been compressed; but there was always enough space to wriggle through.


      It was not only rocks and stones that littered the floor, the dust and debris of millennia.


      There were also bones. They could have been as old as the tunnels, or they could have been very recent, picked clean by the predators which Konrad imagined lurked around every bend.


      Then the shafts began to change. The difference was very subtle, and at first Konrad hardly noticed. He gradually became aware that the passages were not so even, not as well finished, not so regular. These were the tunnels that must have been constructed by the skaven.


      He and the four dwarfs spoke not a word throughout the whole journey. There was nothing to say, they all knew what must be done, and any sound would carry along the empty shafts, echoing and magnifying. Such noise would serve as a warning of their presence, just as the reflected light from their shaded lanterns must inevitably do.


      On and on they went, further, deeper, down and down.


      They were still moving in the same order; there had been few chances to change places, and no reason to do so. Varsung was the pathfinder, leading the way and Konrad followed. Ustnar was behind him, the other two dwarfs took up the rear.


      Then Varsung halted, glancing back. For the first time, he looked past Konrad towards Ustnar. The location appeared no different from any of the other passages through which they had come, but evidently the dwarfs recognized this part of the tunnel.


      Konrad also glanced around, and he saw Ustnar nod. He turned back, and Varsung gestured for him to continue. He did so, but after a few seconds he looked around again. There was no sign of the other three. Konrad and Varsung were alone. For a moment, he wondered where the others had gone. Were they waiting to see what would happen, or had they taken another route? There were so few of them, it seemed a mistake to split their forces.


      He licked at his dry lips, wiping the sweat from his forehead with the back of his wrist. His heart was beating faster than ever, his whole body poised for action. He knew something must happen soon, and he felt he would burst if the tension that was building up within him could not find a swift release.


      A few minutes later Varsung suddenly stopped again. He was two yards ahead, and Konrad also paused, wondering why the dwarf had halted. The tunnel was very narrow, and he could not see past him. He glanced back briefly, looking for a glimmer of light. There was none.


      When he turned again, he noticed that the dwarf was slowly falling backwards towards him. As he toppled over, Konrad glimpsed the crossbow bolt through his throat…


      He was dead, Konrad knew that instantly. Without a moment’s hesitation, he leapt forward, threw aside his shield and grabbed hold of the dwarf, pushing him upright. A body was usually a far better defence than a shield. He held the dwarf vertical with his left hand and shoulder, ducking down so that he could see ahead by the light from Varsung’s lantern.


      There was nothing to see, nothing except another narrow twisting passage. He was tempted to smash the lamp, because it was like a beacon signalling his position. But without it, he would be blind – yet the skaven would still be able to see him.


      He heard a sound from ahead, like a sigh of breath, and felt an impact as Varsung’s body jerked back. Another crossbow bolt, he realized.


      What should he do? He could have retreated, dragging the dwarf’s corpse backwards, but he was aware there could be no escape. He had come too far, and he did not know where he should go to get back. Even sprinting away on his own would be futile; he would simply become lost more quickly. Remaining here was pointless. He was pinned down. If he stayed, he would certainly die. That left one alternative, the only alternative for a warrior: to go on.


      He could not go on with Varsung. The corpse would have been heavy enough to drag back as protection; it was far too weighty to push forward. He reached behind, picked up his shield and its lantern, which was still lit, held it in front of him and allowed Varsung to fall. By bending double, the shield completely covered him. He grabbed the dwarf’s axe, wedging it into his belt. Then he moved forward, very slowly, very cautiously, peering past his shield every few seconds. An arrow bounced off it, but the next one missed his right ear by an inch.


      Judging by the time it took to load a crossbow, there was only one archer ahead; and the passage was also too narrow to allow more than one bowman – or bowrat. If there were but one isolated guard ahead, maybe he could take it before he could sound the alarm. Having counted the seconds between the arrows, he knew that for a brief while he could dash forward without fear of a crossbow bolt halting his progress.


      He waited for another shaft to hit his shield, then sprang upright and ran.


      He heard voices, inhuman voices, skaven voices, dozens of footsteps echoing in the passage. A whole pack of them were rushing at him. The archer could have held him back, but it seemed that all the others were anxious to get to him first.


      That was fine by Konrad. He halted, ducking beneath his shield, remaining absolutely still and waiting while the rat things came nearer. Then he leapt up, slamming the first one aside with his shield. The lamp smashed with the impact, but the oil from within splashed across the skaven’s fur, and the flames set the rodent alight. It screamed hideously as it burned alive, but the tunnel was now brighter than ever.


      The second creature ran straight onto Konrad’s sword, impaling itself. ‘That’s for Varsung!’ he yelled, and he spat into its ugly tortured face.


      The death cries of the first two beasts mingled, an unholy duet of death. Konrad’s earlier vow had been fulfilled: drawing his sword had meant spilling skaven blood.


      A second later, the next skaven’s throat was torn out with a single sword sweep. It gurgled, blood bubbling from its mouth and pouring from its neck as it died. He wrenched his blade free, then plunged it into the chest of the next creature. Its hot blood spurted over him, and he laughed in triumph. Four down, a hundred more to come!


      Konrad’s sword ripped out the guts of the fifth ratman, and it went down screeching as the blade decapitated the next giant rodent. The bodies piled up in front of him, a furry rampart. They had their own weapons, and he felt himself cut and stabbed, but it was of little consequence. His injuries were not enough to slow him down; he seldom felt battle wounds until later.


      He advanced across the corpses of his enemies, trampling upon the bodies of the dead and the dying, deflecting their weapons with his shield, dealing death with his sword. They were vermin, he was their exterminator. Their lives were nothing, and he annihilated them as simply as if he had been squashing insects. He did not need to think, his reactions were automatic. Then suddenly there were no more, the way ahead was clear.


      The flames from the burning rat had died, but the shaft was not totally black. There was light coming from ahead, a ghostly green radiance from what must have been the skaven nest.


      Breathing heavily, Konrad paused, wiping the foul blood from his face. Then he walked slowly on, and after a time the passage widened. The roof receded, the ground sank and he found himself on a gallery over a huge pit, above a scene from damnation. His own level seemed to be lit with tiny red lights which encircled him, but then he realized that every pair of lights was a red-eyed skaven. They were all watching him, lined up around the walls of a cavernous amphitheatre.


      High above, stalactites hung from the domed roof like threatening weapons.


      There could be no retreat. This was where he would make his stand. Konrad leaned on his bloody sword, breathing heavily, and he gazed at all his enemies. There were hundreds of rat beings, all clad in various pieces of armour and bearing their jagged knives and swords and spears. Their dark garments were decorated with runes, their fur branded with their clan insignia, and the same emblems were on the tattered banners their standard bearers carried.


      The skaven were not the only ones in the vast cave, he noticed. Far below, there were humans – or creatures who had once been human. They carried on with their arduous tasks, slaves to the rat-things, performing their unknown functions amongst the huge fiery furnaces.


      The reflection of the green flames had illuminated the tunnel. The sound was deafening, the heat overpowering, and it was difficult to see what was happening because of all the thick choking smoke that rose from the abominable processes. The whole place seemed to be a bizarre amalgam of a sorcerer’s lair and a blacksmith’s forge, but magnified a hundredfold: a daemon’s workshop.


      Here was where raw warpstone underwent the process of refinement. The transformation was so dangerous that they employed slave labour for the lethal operations. But not all the slaves were human, Konrad observed; amongst the labourers below there were a number of skaven.


      As he glanced around, Konrad remembered the last time he had been underground like this. He had also been up against hundreds of enemies, but now the odds were far less in his favour. Varsung’s axe was no substitute for the massive double-bladed weapon with which he had wreaked such carnage amongst the troglodyte goblins.


      Time had seemed frozen as he surveyed the scene which confronted him, but now the immobile seconds melted and it was again the time for fighting – and for death. That must inevitably include his own death, Konrad knew, but not until he had claimed a few more enemies.


      He saw an armoured figure moving rapidly towards him along the high rocky ledge where he stood. It was armed with a sword, defended by a shield. He could tell it was human, and he raised his own shield in defence and lifted his sword. His blade clashed with that of his enemy, the sound lost in the cacophony from below. They fought.


      Konrad and his opponent were evenly matched. They were both the same height, of equal weight and strength, bearing identical armament, and their combat techniques were very similar.


      For every stroke that Konrad made, his enemy offered an appropriate counter-stroke, bringing up his shield in response, or else blocking the blow with his own sword. Whenever his antagonist made a strike, Konrad could anticipate and repel the attack.


      He had never fought such an enemy. It seemed that they both knew the same techniques, were masters of identical tactics; it was as though they had been instructed by exactly the same tutors.


      As their swords rang together, metal sliding down against metal, hilts touching, Konrad found himself staring directly into his enemy’s face. In the gloom and beneath the shaded figure’s helmet, he could not see much – except that the man’s eyes were different colours.


      His left was green, his right was gold. It was like looking into a mirror…


      And Konrad realized that he was fighting his double, his own image!


      Somehow, the skaven had created his doppelganger. That was why every sword stroke was matched and returned – because he and his reflection were so equally balanced. The duel could last forever. They were not exact opposites, because his antagonist carried his blade in his right hand, bore his shield in the left. Yet that seemed a minor detail, and in any case, Konrad was ambidextrous with weapons.


      He could have fought himself until all that defeated him was exhaustion. It seemed that his twin was stronger; his energies had not been depleted and drained by a prison of bronze. He could not win by strength, because he had less, nor by skill, because that was evenly apportioned. The only route to victory was to do something he had never done before, to adopt a completely different technique. He had no other chance.


      ‘Who are you?’ he demanded. He already knew the answer, but he needed more time, any time.


      But his opponent gave him nothing. Neither time nor an answer. As Konrad parried like a fencer, then bludgeoned like a barbarian warrior, he wondered what tactic he could adopt that he had never used. He had learned so much, been taught by so many masters. What could he do that was completely against all his training, against all his double’s expectations? This was a time for thought in the midst of a deadly duel, but he could think of nothing – except nothing.


      He swung his left arm out, releasing his grip and letting his shield fly off. That distracted his foe for an instant, who watched it vanish into the gloom. Then Konrad threw his sword away.


      His enemy became still momentarily, sword and shield immobile, and Konrad lashed out with his right foot, catching him in the stomach and unbalancing him. He flung out his arms to try and keep himself upright. A moment later Konrad used his head as a battering ram, the helmet taking his duplicate in the midriff. Down went his twin, and he was instantly on top, kneeling above him, the poniard in his hand, plunging the blade deep into his neck.


      There should have been blood. Instead, maggots poured from the wound.


      He had been fighting a dead man. But the dead could die again, and this one became still – except for the hundreds of white wriggling worms that crawled from the gaping wound in the neck.


      Konrad was suddenly seized from behind and dragged to his feet by two huge skaven warriors. His dagger was knocked away, his helmet torn off, Varsung’s axe wrenched from his belt. He kicked at his captors’ legs and tried to elbow himself free.


      Then he felt cold steel at his throat. The weapon was held by a third figure, and Konrad leaned back so that the point of the blade would not bite into his flesh. As he did so, he recognized the weapon: it was the stiletto he had given Krysten.


      A voice hissed: ‘Surrender!’


      The sibilant syllables sounded familiar. The shape with the knife was in shadow, and Konrad could only just make out its outline, but he almost recognized the size and the way the creature stood.


      ‘Konrad.’


      Its fur was grey, and it held the stiletto in its left paw because it had no right one.


      It was Heinler.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER ELEVEN


      There had seemed something odd about Heinler, but now all was explained: he had not been human, he was skaven.


      When Konrad had first encountered him in the mine compound, Heinler had seemed to be a man. In retrospect, his features had certain rodent traits; but now he was a true skaven, a giant rat that walked like a man. Originally, he must have transformed his appearance, or else he had used sorcery to convince Konrad that he looked human. A spell of illusion would have been simple enough, because Heinler was one of the most powerful of all skaven: he was a grey seer.


      Konrad had learned of these creatures from Litzenreich. The wizard had made a point of knowing everything he could about his enemies. Grey seers were skaven who were able to transform warpstone, and the process gave them increased power. They were great magicians, the direct servants of the Thirteen Lords of Decay.


      The Thirteen were the high priests and leaders of the monstrous rats. Many were rulers in their own right, governing the main centres of skaven infestation, their underground cities of corruption; others were far more reclusive, supreme sorcerers and experts in entropy. Only twelve of these lords were skaven. The thirteenth and final place in the circle of ultimate command was reserved for their lord of lords: the Horned Rat, a close ally of one of the most powerful lords of Chaos – Nurgle, the god of plague and pestilence.


      Heinler had hissed his commands at the two burly skaven who held Konrad in their grip, and he was dragged helplessly backwards through a long dark passage, down into a dank cave where a metal collar was clamped around his neck. The collar was chained to the rock wall. It was as if he were a wild animal that they had caught and tethered; that it was he who was a beast, not them.


      The two warrior rats were taller than Konrad, both brown, their fur covered in leather armour and chainmail. They were armed with short swords, and they held the serrated blades at the ready. Both were veterans, their limbs and ugly faces marked with ancient scars. One had an eye missing, and a silver coin was embedded in the empty left socket; the other had both its ears torn away. Each wore the same emblem branded on its forehead: a circle, with four lines from the circumference meeting in the centre, like an inverted T with a fourth radius to the base of the circle.


      There was very little light in the cave, because the skaven needed neither lantern nor candle, but Konrad could see that he and his three captors were not alone. There were more chained figures in the cavern. None of them moved. Human and inhuman, they were all dead, their corpses rotten and festering, or long turned to dried carcasses, or skeletons, or just a pile of bones…


      The place stank of disease and decay. The miasma of putrefaction made Konrad choke and almost throw up.


      In the gloom, Konrad saw Heinler bare his teeth in what may have been a skaven grin. He was dressed in a black velvet robe. The hood had been pulled back to show a purple silk lining. The neck of the garment was held by a golden clasp which was in the shape of a horned rat, the skaven deity.


      ‘When I took on human form,’ he said, ‘I wished that I could have had your eyes.’ The sibilant whisper was completely different from the voice he used when he had pretended to be a miner, a convicted criminal – a human. He touched the point of the stiletto to Konrad’s lower eyelid, the left one.


      ‘And now I can.’


      Konrad drew back instantly, and lashed out with his right leg in an attempt to crush the grey seer’s ribcage. But Heinler sprang out of range, and Konrad was dragged back by the chain. The two guards pounced, pummelling him with the hilts of their swords. Konrad fought back, punching one of the creatures in the jaw, but it had no effect. He was forced down beneath a hail of blows. All he could do was sink to the ground and try to protect his head.


      ‘No, no!’ they yelled at him, in urgently whispering parodies of human voices. ‘Stop! Stop!’


      Heinler issued a command, and the two skaven moved back.


      ‘It was a joke,’ said Heinler. ‘Probably. I learned that kind of humour from humans.’


      He tapped the handle of the stiletto against the wall, and Konrad wondered what had made him keep the blade.


      ‘Don’t give them any excuse,’ Heinler warned. ‘These are my personal bodyguard, but they may not be able to restrain themselves if provoked. They can smell you – and they want to know what you taste like.’


      ‘Smell me?’ Konrad managed to say.


      Why should he smell different from any other human? And he had no doubt that the skaven warriors must have tasted human flesh before. They were like the creatures from which they had evolved; rats were scavengers who would devour any kind of flesh – whether alive or dead, fresh or decayed.


      ‘They can smell the warpstone,’ explained Heinler.


      There was a shout from beyond the cavern, and Heinler turned away as another skaven rushed in through the roughly hewn entrance. The newcomer was smaller, piebald, unarmed and wore no armour. It had two tails, Konrad noticed. Skaven were highly resistant to warpstone mutation, but they could still be affected by various physical changes.


      The two-tailed rodent bowed to Heinler, then spoke very rapidly. Before it had completed what it was saying, Heinler began to scurry from the cave. The two soldier rats started to follow, but Heinler shouted a command and one of the two remained.


      The guard stood in the entrance, staring back along the shaft. After a minute, he returned to where his captive sat, and he loomed over him.


      Konrad tried to lean back, but he was already wedged against the foetid rock. The deformed snout moved closer to him, and he could smell the skaven’s disgusting breath. He noticed its teeth: the two front fangs had been replaced by metal spikes.


      The creature’s long tongue rolled from its jaw, and it licked at one of the wounds on Konrad’s cheek, lapping up the blood.


      It stepped back. ‘Good, good,’ it hissed, gazing down at him with its single eye. ‘We be friends, friends.’ It made an awful sound, a coughing noise which Konrad realized must have been laughter.


      He rubbed his cheek with his hand, wiping away the sticky skaven saliva, and hoped that Heinler would soon return from the shadows. What had drawn him away? There must have been some kind of emergency, judging by all the inhuman yelling that was going on in the distance.


      Konrad had been wounded during his battle with the ratmen in the tunnel, although not seriously. He felt sore, and his body was bruised. The chainmail had been severed by one or two heavy blows, and his right arm was bleeding where the metal links had broken and sliced through the protective leather jacket beneath. His arm was in pain and he folded it behind him, tugging at the chainmail which had penetrated his flesh.


      He hoped that the one-eyed rat would not notice; but he realized that the creature did not need to see the blood to know of the wounds.


      Recalling the rough feel of the skaven’s kiss, Konrad kept touching his face. He moved his fingers up to his eyes, thinking of what Heinler had said.


      His left eye had given him no warning of impending danger; he had been unaware that he and Varsung were about to be attacked in the tunnel. This could have been an example of his erratic talent abandoning him at the crucial moment, but he knew it was of far more significance: it was confirmation that the gift of foresight had truly deserted him.


      He kept watching his guard. Having tasted blood, the creature was even more dangerous than the rest of his dark breed. Konrad knew there was no way that he could escape, but he had to stay totally alert in order to defend himself from the predator.


      The guard’s tongue snaked from its mouth, between its pointed teeth, and it licked at its lips.


      ‘Taste good, good,’ the guard assured him, in rapid Old Worlder. ‘Later more, more.’


      Konrad covered his facial wound with his left hand and tried to ignore the skaven.


      Warpstone, he thought. Skaven could smell warpstone, and Litzenreich had used warpstone to extract him from the bronze armour.


      As he sat on the cold damp stone, surrounded by bodies and bones, a hungry giant rodent standing two paces away, Konrad’s mind went back over the events which had brought him here – and he did not like his line of reasoning and where it led him.


      Heinler finally returned, the other guard with him. Konrad rose to his feet, ready for anything.


      ‘Litzenreich!’ the skaven snarled.


      Konrad remained silent, showed no reaction.


      ‘I wondered what had brought you here, but now I know some of it. Several pounds of warpstone have been stolen, both raw and refined material. It was taken by dwarfs, it seems, but they must have been working for Litzenreich. You were a diversion while the raid took place.’


      Konrad still said nothing, but the grey seer’s words confirmed his own conclusion. Litzenreich had sent him here in full knowledge that the skaven would detect the warpstone which he had absorbed, knowing that he would be captured or killed – or worse. The magician did not care what happened to Konrad, or even to Varsung. They were both expendable. Their only purpose had been to distract the attention of the rat-things while the other three dwarfs stole the warpstone.


      ‘Litzenreich amused me once,’ Heinler continued. ‘The idea of a human working with warpstone! Maybe I felt too much sympathy, regarding him as a fellow sorcerer despite his race. I paid the price then. I can no longer tolerate such interference with my vital work. He must die!’


      Heinler held the stiletto beneath his human captive’s throat, and for a moment Konrad believed that his own moment of death had arrived.


      ‘I can help you,’ Konrad said quickly. As he moved his lower jaw, he felt the point of the dagger prick his flesh.


      ‘Help me?’ Heinler repeated, and he made the coughing sound of skaven laughter, but he lowered the knife.


      ‘Yes,’ said Konrad quickly, and he wiped the drops of blood from his chin.


      His first thought was to save his own life, but he owed Litzenreich nothing. The wizard had not cared about Konrad’s fate. To him, Konrad had been a sacrificial offering, the price paid for acquiring warpstone.


      ‘Never trust a human,’ whispered Heinler. ‘That’s the first thing young skaven learn.’


      His gaze shifted from Konrad’s green eye to his golden one. Konrad remembered the threat to take his eyes – and he also recalled his double, whose eyes were a mirror image of his own.


      Heinler must have been responsible for his twin opponent. But had the grey seer managed to create an identical likeness of Konrad, or had he been under the skaven’s spell, deluded into believing that he was fighting against himself?


      ‘Who did I fight out there?’ he asked. ‘Was it me? Was it myself? Or was I just… just trying to fight my own shadow?’


      Heinler gazed at him for several seconds, and Konrad thought that he would not reply, but he eventually said: ‘It was you, Konrad. Or almost you. More than your reflection, less than your analogue. It could have been an interesting contest, perhaps an infinite duel, if only I’d known you were coming.’


      ‘But…?’ Konrad shook his head. He had so many questions that he did not know where to begin, and he was unsure whether the skaven wizard would answer any of them.


      When Heinler sighed, it seemed a very human sound. ‘I refine warpstone,’ he said, ‘that is my task. I’ve organized the process so that the system can function almost without me, which means I need a hobby to keep myself occupied. I began further experiments with reincarnation for my own amusement.’ He glanced at the bodies in various stages of decomposition which surrounded Konrad. ‘Here below Middenheim is an ideal location, and I will be recruiting again very soon.’ He raised his head, as though he could see the city far above him. ‘We had some problems several years ago, but production is increasing once more, and again my pastime is becoming more than that.’


      Konrad realized that the humans he had seen at work in the inferno were all dead. Transmuting warpstone must have been so hazardous that only the resurrected corpses could survive.


      The creature with whom Konrad had fought had also been a zombie, a life without life, that had been given his own appearance.


      Yet Heinler seemed to be saying that he had not known Konrad would be here, although he had his twin ready to do combat with him.


      ‘Are you under Litzenreich’s spell?’ said the grey seer, and it seemed that he was asking himself the question. ‘Who are you, Konrad?’


      Their eyes locked, and Konrad said nothing for several seconds, partly because he did not have an answer; but he did not look away.


      ‘Why did you build a likeness of me?’ he asked.


      ‘Chance.’


      There is no such thing as chance – Wolf had told him that so many times, and over the years Konrad had come to believe it was true. Fate, coincidence, they did not exist. They were all part of a larger, although incomprehensible, pattern.


      ‘I was transforming life,’ Heinler continued, ‘taking one of the undead and refining their image into that of someone else. One of them happened to be you. Before we parted, I took a sample of your blood and a piece of your flesh. That was enough to build a semblance of your life. An excellent semblance, in fact.’


      Blood, flesh. When Konrad had regained consciousness, discovering himself a prisoner of Kastring’s marauders, he had lost plenty of both.


      ‘The eyes were wrong,’ he said. ‘The colours switched from left to right.’


      ‘Perhaps. Or perhaps it’s your eyes that are wrong.’


      To distract Heinler from his eyes, Konrad said: ‘You must have known it was me in the tunnel. That was why you sent my double to fight me.’


      ‘I had made a simulacrum of a human warrior. I wanted to see how it would fare against a human combatant. That human warrior happened to be you, Konrad. Chance,’ Heinler said again.


      And again Konrad did not believe it could be chance. The rat wizard must have been lying; everything he said had probably been a lie. Heinler’s long sleeve covered the end of his right arm, and the missing paw. If he were such a great sorcerer, if he could create an imitation of life, why could he not replace his own missing limb?


      The grey seer spoke to each of the skaven warriors. They both replied, and then the one without any ears left the cave. The guard with the single eye remained by his master’s side.


      ‘I don’t know what to do with you, Konrad,’ Heinler said. ‘I sense that…’ He shook his head, which seemed such an unreal gesture from such an inhuman, but he did not finish the sentence.


      Konrad waited, hoping that he would conclude what he was saying and that he might provide some clue to the enigma that was Konrad’s life.


      ‘What were you doing at the mine?’ Konrad asked. ‘Waiting to kill me?’


      ‘The knife I threw? If I’d wanted you dead, you would have been dead.’ He glanced at the stiletto and threw it into the air. It spun around and around, but he caught the handle easily in his one paw. ‘Good with a knife, aren’t I?’ he said, in the voice of a Kislevite mine slave. ‘I was a miner. For a day. Until I caused a dark mist to envelop the watchtowers so that the raiders could attack without warning.’


      ‘Why did you join me when I followed the beastmen?’


      Heinler said nothing.


      ‘Were you obeying Skullface’s orders?’


      The grey seer still did not reply, but there was something strange about his expression. Was it doubt? Could it be that he did not know the real answer? Perhaps he knew almost as little as Konrad. Heinler stared at him for a long while, and Konrad did not glance away. He met the skaven’s red gaze without flinching.


      ‘Why didn’t you kill me?’ he asked. ‘It was you that hit me, wasn’t it? You called out a warning, I turned, then you knocked me out.’


      It took a while for the grey seer to reply. ‘I took your blood, I took your flesh,’ he insisted. ‘That was all I wanted. This time I will take more, far more.’


      He spun around and left the cave, and Konrad was left alone with one of the giant warrior rats.


      Time passed, and it was almost like being locked in Litzenreich’s chamber. But that was several miles away, both horizontally and vertically, and there were a number of other differences. He was chained up, it was dark, he had to lie on the hard rock, and he was given no food. He managed to keep his tongue and throat moist by sucking on the moisture which oozed from the damp walls.


      There was no locked door, but there was no door. Instead, there was always a guard nearby. It was often one of the first two warrior rats, who he came to think of as No Ears and Silver Eye. If not, they were members of the same clan and branded with an identical circular emblem. There was never any sign of the grey skaven. Konrad shouted out his name many a time, hoping that the sentries would call their leader, but to no avail. Perhaps Heinler was not even the grey seer’s name, just one he had invented when he had transformed himself into human form.


      He began picking up the nearest bones. There were plenty lying loose, and he did not have to prise them from the nearby corpses. He smashed the bones against each other, or rubbed them upon the wall, until they became splintered and pointed. He used most of these to pound into the rock, as if hoping to dig his way free.


      The skaven seemed very amused, and he often saw a few of them in the entrance, coughing their rodent laughter. They did not even appear concerned when he tried to lever the metal collar from his throat or dig the chain out of the wall. He soon gave up on the former, because the only damage he did was to his own neck.


      After he had snapped several femurs, the rusty securing bolt was still securely embedded into the stone. It had remained in place for centuries, and hundreds of prisoners must have been chained to it and died in this very cell carved from the rocky strata. But when he was not apparently attempting to lever away the solid metal, or to chisel into the solid rock, Konrad collected a few sharpened bones which would serve as weapons if ever one of the rat-things approached within range. They seldom came close enough for him to reach with his bare hands.


      Without day or night, there was no telling how long he had been chained up. He had slept a few times, but never properly, and it had been impossible to calculate the passing days.


      He thought of Heinler, and how he had first met him at the mine. It was because of Heinler that he had become a prisoner of Kastring’s band. Kastring was Elyssa’s brother, and Konrad had been with Elyssa when he first saw the bronze warrior. Then Konrad had become the bronze warrior, and it was Litzenreich who had saved him from the armour which imprisoned him. Now he was Heinler’s prisoner, and Heinler seemed to know Litzenreich.


      Everything seemed connected, each separate occurrence like the link in a chain – an invisible chain which had always held Konrad captive without him ever being aware of his confinement. All he could do was contemplate the situation into which his unseen slavemaster had now driven him, and try to work out his place in the larger pattern. There seemed no solution because as a forgotten hostage of the skaven, his role in the greater scheme must be over.


      He was lost beneath the world, where all true events occurred, and he must surely die and rot like every previous inhabitant of the foetid cavern.


      As always, he was leaning against the damp wall, gazing through the darkness towards the slightly less dark entrance opposite, when he thought he heard a sound behind him. But the only thing behind was rock, and he realized he must be hallucinating. He was delirious through hunger.


      He was almost beginning to hope that Heinler would return, to carry out his threat of taking more blood and flesh. That would be a much swifter way to die, although Konrad did not like the idea of his unliving double continuing to exist after his own death.


      Then he heard the noise again, a distant echoing which seemed to be coming through the very rock.


      He leaned back against the cavern wall, pressing his ear to the moist surface. It sounded like a hammer hitting a chisel, as though someone were tunnelling through. There must have been other caves nearby, where more prisoners were incarcerated.


      One of them was hitting the wall with a stone or a piece of bone, doing what Konrad did. That was the only possible explanation.


      Konrad stood up and walked as far towards the centre of the cave as the chain around his neck allowed. He kept moving as much as he could, although he realized that it depleted his energy. Any kind of activity kept his senses alert, however, and he exercised his muscles regularly.


      He paced two yards to the left, two yards to the right, because that was as far as his tether allowed. He saw the red eyes of No Ears watching him.


      Suddenly, Konrad was flung across to the other side of the cavern, near the entrance. He lay on his back, gazing up at the low ceiling. The cave was full of swirling black smoke, and he could not work out what was going on.


      A squat shape loomed above him. He seemed to recognize the figure, but could not identify him. He saw the mouth moving, but he heard no words. Just as the smoky clouds had obscured most of his vision, so he seemed to have become deaf. The shape pulled him to his feet. A dwarf; it was a dwarf!


      He felt dizzy, saw the dwarf mouthing a word, and he shook his head again. Another squat and bearded figure emerged from the jagged hole that they must have blasted into the cave. The dwarfs had blown their way into the cavern where he was held prisoner. The explosion had freed the end of the chain that held him, but it had also stunned and deafened him for a while.


      ‘Varsung?’ yelled a voice. It was Ustnar, he realized. That was who was supporting him.


      ‘Dead,’ he whispered. ‘Dead!’ he shouted.


      The other dwarf closed his eyes for a second, shook his head, then said: ‘Let’s get out of here!’


      But before Konrad and the two dwarfs could escape through the passage they had created, the cavern was invaded by a pack of skaven.


      Ustnar leapt forward, his axe swinging. Furry limbs were severed, and rodent bodies tumbled, sliced and screaming. Konrad joined the fray, swinging the freed end of his chain as though it were a weapon. He caught one of the rat-things around one of its upper limbs, dragging it closer to him. It was No Ears.


      The skaven’s jagged blade arced towards Konrad, but he ducked away and evaded the blow. As he did so, he picked up one of the bones that lay scattered on the ground – and thrust it into the rodent’s mouth, down its throat.


      The creature fell, dropping its weapon. Konrad raised yet another bone, one of those he had sharpened, and drove it into the skaven’s chest. Foul blood spurted from its writhing body, but he kept on stabbing the beast with more and more bones until it had been totally impaled. And still it kept twitching, refusing to accept that it was dead.


      ‘Come on!’ yelled a voice. It was Hjornur, the other dwarf.


      Ustnar was busy slaying skaven, and the cave was a mass of bodies. It seemed that he would have preferred to venture out into the warren beyond, to find more of the enemy and keep on killing rather than retreat. Konrad knew the way he felt.


      Hjornur beckoned to Konrad, and he gathered up the chain, then bent down into the tunnel. Hjornur pushed him through. He saw another figure ahead, lit by a lantern. As the shape gestured for him to hurry, he recognized Joukelm. He obeyed, moving as fast as he could, following the dwarf as he turned and made his way along the passage. He heard more sounds behind him. Hjornur and Ustnar were bringing up the rear, although he paid little attention. He was too busy trying to keep up with the dim figure of the distant dwarf clambering through the narrow tunnel.


      There was a sudden thunderous roar, and a blast of turbulent air knocked him forward. Blood trickled from both nostrils, another cloud of dust enveloped him, and he coughed. Choking and deafened again, he realized that the dwarfs had used more gunpowder to block off the passage behind in order to prevent pursuit.


      Konrad kept on scrambling through the gloom, but with each step he was climbing, heading back the way he had come an unknown number of days ago, back towards Middenheim, back towards Litzenreich’s subterranean workshop.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWELVE


      ‘Thanks for coming for me,’ said Konrad.


      ‘We didn’t come for you,’ said Joukelm.


      ‘We came for Varsung,’ said Hjornur.


      Konrad already knew that, but he said nothing else; the first five words had been difficult enough. He drank some more water. The dwarfs had taken no such luxury items as food into the skaven domain, being laden down with tunnelling equipment, weapons and gunpowder.


      After a long and arduous journey, they had at last reached the labyrinthine levels beneath Middenheim. Several times Konrad thought he could not go on, he was too exhausted, but the dwarfs had half-dragged, half-carried him over the worst obstacles. It was as if they had to get him back or else their whole mission would have been wasted. He was covered in sweat and dirt and blood, his body was cut and gashed and bruised; but he was alive, he was free, and that was worth any pain and deprivation.


      He stripped naked and used more water to bathe his fresh wounds and wash away the dried blood, to rinse off the dust and the sweat. But he was not completely naked, because the iron collar was still around his neck, as was the length of rusty chain which had fettered him to the wall of the cave. Konrad remembered the black links that Wolf wore around his neck. He had said it was part of a chain which had once held him captive, that he kept it in order to remember how bad incarceration had been and to remind him that he would rather die than ever be taken prisoner again. But Konrad needed no such reminder, and Joukelm removed the iron necklace with a few accurate blows from his hammer and cold chisel.


      ‘How did it happen?’ Ustnar asked, finally.


      ‘It was all over in a moment,’ Konrad replied, knowing exactly what the dwarf meant. ‘An arrow from a crossbow. Varsung never knew what hit him. There was no pain. He died instantly. I killed his killer.’


      Only the last sentence was untrue, although Konrad had slaughtered so many skaven in the tunnel that he might even have slain the one with the crossbow.


      Ustnar stared at him, and Konrad returned his gaze. ‘That’s what happened,’ he affirmed.


      Ustnar nodded, and he walked off into the gloom of the cavern. The other three watched him go.


      ‘Varsung was his brother,’ said Joukelm.


      ‘But that’s not why we returned,’ said Hjornur. ‘We went back because Varsung was a comrade.’


      Konrad drank some more water, then chewed on a piece of dried bread. It had taken them long enough to return, he thought, or maybe that was only the way it appeared. After the warpstone raid, the skaven would have been on full alert, and the dwarfs must have taken a different course into the rat warren, even carving a new route part way through the rock.


      He was certain Litzenreich had nothing to do with their expedition. The wizard had sent Konrad to his death, and also anyone who was with him. It was Varsung’s bad luck that he was the one.


      Or had it been Litzenreich’s suggestion that it should be Varsung who accompanied Konrad while the other three took a different path?


      Konrad thought of when they had first ventured into the skaven domain, and he asked: ‘You got the warpstone?’


      ‘Yes,’ replied Joukelm.


      ‘Why?’


      ‘Why?’ repeated Joukelm.


      ‘Why did you do it? Why work for Litzenreich?’


      ‘We work with him,’ said Hjornur.


      ‘But you call him ‘boss’,’ Konrad said.


      ‘Only to keep him happy,’ said Joukelm. .


      ‘But he’s the one who gives the orders. He is the boss. He wants the warpstone, not you.’ Konrad looked at the two dwarfs.


      ‘We are allies,’ Hjornur said. ‘We get the warpstone. Litzenreich uses it.’


      ‘No, he uses you.’


      ‘Maybe. But it is the result that matters.’


      ‘The death of Varsung? Isn’t that the result?’


      ‘No,’ said Joukelm, joining in. ‘No one lives forever.’


      ‘Varsung didn’t have much chance to, did he?’ said Konrad.


      ‘There are always casualties.’


      Now that he was beginning to recover, Konrad was becoming irritated at the way the dwarfs seemed to consider Litzenreich. Did they not realize that he manipulated them for his own dubious purposes?


      ‘Litzenreich wanted the skaven to know I was there. They could smell the warpstone you used to get me out of the bronze armour. Varsung and I were a diversion, so that you could steal the warpstone. Because of that, Varsung died. You didn’t want that, did you? That’s why you came back, hoping he was alive.’


      ‘We hoped,’ Joukelm shrugged, ‘but–’


      ‘We’re fighting a war,’ said Hjornur, ‘just as you were in Kislev’ The dwarf must have heard of Konrad’s years on the frontier from Litzenreich. ‘You were defending a gold mine, which meant battling against beastmen. Each one you killed slowed the advance of Chaos by a fraction, although that may not have been your motive. And we are part of that same conflict here.’


      Konrad stared at the two dwarfs, hardly believing what he was hearing. Had the magician enchanted them?


      The reaction of Joukelm and Hjornur was completely contrary to what he had expected. Dwarfs were notoriously short-tempered, and he had thought they would be absolutely incensed at the idea of Litzenreich deliberately using Varsung to bait a trap. Ustnar seemed naturally upset at the death of his brother, yet that was all. The other two appeared totally unconcerned, as though the wizard’s behaviour had been entirely reasonable.


      They had not even seemed surprised when Konrad revealed that the skaven must have been warned of their approach by the smell of warpstone. The reason, he suddenly understood, was obvious: the dwarfs knew. They knew all about warpstone and its effects; they knew Konrad’s body was permeated with warpstone; they knew that the skaven could detect the scent of warpstone.


      What of Ustnar? Had he also known that his own brother might die as a result of Litzenreich’s scheme? He must have done – and Varsung must also have known…


      The only member of the mission who had been unaware that the skaven would smell the odour of warpstone on Konrad had been Konrad himself.


      Would he always be affected? Or would the taint fade over the years? He needed to ask Litzenreich. He hoped never to encounter another skaven; but if they could smell him, they would seek him out for the warpstone that they craved.


      Although relieved to be free, Konrad still resented the way Litzenreich had used him. He had used the dwarfs, too. They knew it, yet they remained loyal. It made no sense, but Konrad was used to the defeat of logic in the face of unreason.


      After he had slept for an uncounted number of hours and eaten his first proper meal, the dwarfs took Konrad higher up through the network of tunnels, returning him to the area where the magician dwelled. The guards allowed them through, and they made their way to the central chamber. When Litzenreich saw Konrad and the other three, he hardly spared them a glance. He continued about his work of assembling a weird copper contraption.


      ‘Hold this,’ he said to Joukelm, and the dwarf hurried to do as he was requested.


      Konrad walked towards the wizard and stood in front of him. Litzenreich must have known he had been captured by the skaven, but even when he had finished his immediate task he ignored Konrad. This was also the first time he had seen the dwarfs since their recent expedition to the rodent underworld. Even if he did not know of their mission, he must have observed that they had been absent for a while; but he paid no attention and behaved as though nothing had happened.


      While chained up a few miles below, Konrad had frequently passed the time by considering all the possible slow and painful ways that he could kill Litzenreich if ever he encountered him again. Now, however, the idea of such vengeance seemed hollow. In the fury of combat, when the blood was hot, revenge was an ideal motivation, an incentive to action. If a comrade had been killed or badly wounded, a warrior would seek out and slay the opponent that had been responsible.


      Thoughts of vengeance had helped Konrad to survive, yet the flames of anger had died down, and he no longer felt much hostility towards Litzenreich. Perhaps he had been influenced by the dwarfs, the manner in which they had treated the whole episode so calmly. There was no way that Konrad would have sought to avenge himself in cold blood. The past was over and done. He had been liberated, and that was the most important thing. Nothing he did to Litzenreich could make things any different. Neither would he be saving himself from any future threat by dispatching the wizard, because he had no intention of having any further dealings with Litzenreich.


      Within the hour, he planned to be away from here. First, he needed a new outfit, weapons, a horse and money. And that was what he told Litzenreich as soon as the magician quit the central chamber, leaving the three dwarfs to finish constructing a complex web of copper tubes that seemed almost to be a model of the tunnel network through which they had so recently travelled.


      ‘Money?’ said the wizard. ‘Money?’ He frowned as though it were an unknown word. ‘I do not have money’ He attempted to move past Konrad, but found his way blocked. ‘You are free to leave whenever you wish.’


      ‘Armour, clothes, a helmet, a shield, a sword, a horse,’ repeated Konrad.


      ‘I owe you nothing.’


      ‘You tried to kill me.’


      ‘I did not.’


      ‘You sent me into the skaven tunnels knowing that they would smell the warpstone.’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘You tried to kill me,’ Konrad repeated.


      ‘No. I do not understand why you are complaining. You are not dead. If you were, you wouldn’t be able to complain.’


      ‘The only reason I’m not dead is because the dwarfs rescued me. And they didn’t come for me. They came for Varsung, who is dead.’


      ‘I thought he must be.’


      ‘Did you know he was Ustnar’s brother?’


      ‘All dwarfs are brothers.’


      ‘His real brother.’


      ‘What of it?’


      Litzenreich had saved his life, and Litzenreich had nearly cost him his life. These two balanced out. Originally, the wizard claimed he had wanted Konrad to bring back the warpstone as payment for resurrecting him from the bronze armour – and so, by such reckoning, Konrad was still owed for the role he had played in the mission to the skaven lair.


      ‘I’m leaving as soon as you pay what I’m due for bringing back the warpstone,’ he said.


      ‘But you did not bring any back. You did not come back.’


      ‘I have come back now. And if I hadn’t gone, if Varsung hadn’t died, the other three would not have captured any warpstone.’


      ‘Not necessarily’ said Litzenreich, and he made to pass by Konrad again.


      Konrad touched him for the first time, holding his palm against Litzenreich’s chest to prevent him moving.


      ‘I do not think it would be wise for you to threaten me,’ said Litzenreich.


      And Konrad remembered who he was dealing with: a sorcerer…


      Even without a weapon, he could have slain Litzenreich in under a second if necessary. A dead magician could not cast a spell. Konrad lowered his hand, but he wondered how fast Litzenreich could have protected himself. Was it possible to conjure a defence faster than the reflexes of a trained warrior? Would the wizard have died before he could even utter a death curse?


      ‘You do not have to leave,’ said Litzenreich. ‘I can give you everything that you need here.’


      ‘Ha! Are you offering me a job? You want me to go back and let the skaven smell my scent again, so that the dwarfs can loot more warpstone? I may be a soldier, Litzenreich, I may live by the sword, but I’m not stupid. I’m leaving before the skaven get here.’


      ‘Before the skaven get here?’ echoed the wizard, and for the first time he looked at Konrad instead of through him. ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘They’re coming for you. They’re fed up with you stealing the warpstone. They plan to kill you.’


      ‘You are guessing.’ It was a statement, not a question.


      ‘They know who you are, Litzenreich, and they probably know where you are. They are going to kill you. I don’t intend to be here when they arrive.’


      For the first time, the wizard looked confused. He appeared never to have considered that the skaven might take action against him; he seemed to believe that he could keep on stealing from them forever and they would do nothing to prevent it.


      ‘You are guessing?’ This time there was doubt, and it was a question.


      ‘No. Heinler told me.’


      ‘And who is Heinler?’


      ‘Their leader. A grey seer.’


      Litzenreich stared at him with undisguised incredulity. ‘A grey seer told you? Do not be so ridiculous.’


      Konrad shrugged. ‘He does not seem to like you, Litzenreich, he said something about already having paid a price for what you had done to him. Since then, your dwarfs have been back down there, killed several more skaven and blown up a tunnel. Heinler will be even less pleased with you now, I imagine.’


      ‘This grey seer, he really spoke to you?’


      Konrad nodded. ‘He can do all sorts of things. He’s one of their sorcerers, he’s like you.’


      ‘Nothing like me!’ Litzenreich became totally still for a few seconds, his eyes unfocused, then suddenly he held up his right hand. ‘His paw was missing?’


      ‘Yes. You know him?’


      ‘Gaxar. That was the name by which I knew him. It was I who removed the paw. So he is back, that one?’


      ‘You ‘removed’ the paw? By sorcery?’


      ‘With a–’ Litzenreich paused, as if trying to remember the word ‘–a sword.’


      ‘If he is a wizard,’ said Konrad, bringing up a subject that had earlier intrigued him, ‘why can’t he do something about his hand? His paw, I mean. He can give life to the dead, so why not life to his missing paw?’


      ‘There is an old saying: ‘Magician, heal thyself’. It is a paradox, but what wizards can do for others they often cannot do for themselves.’ Litzenreich shook his head slowly as he contemplated the mystery. ‘But you say he is restoring the dead?’


      Konrad told the sorcerer what he had seen in the skaven nest and what Heinler – or Gaxar, if that was his real name – had told him of his necromancy.


      ‘Creating simulacra once more, is he?’ said Litzenreich, when he heard of the duel Konrad had fought with his double. He stood without moving, his unblinking eyes staring past Konrad.


      But this was not what Konrad wanted to discuss. He was wasting his time trying to talk to Litzenreich. He would get nothing from him; he would have to take what he needed. There would be weapons in the guardroom, armour and a change of clothing; and there must be something of value that he could sell or exchange for a horse once he reached the surface of Middenheim.


      He turned away from the wizard.


      Konrad had no real idea of the topography of the tunnels. All he could do was search through the various passages until he found what he required. His progress was soon blocked by a solid wooden door. He drew back the heavy bolts and passed through, but there seemed no more chambers off the shaft ahead. All he could see was another door.


      When Konrad reached it there were no locks, no bolts. The door was secured by more than mere locks and bolts, he discovered. He could not get out of Litzenreich’s domain until the sorcerer allowed him to. He turned and headed back the way he had come. He had left the first door open, and he could see the magician still standing at the end of the passage, illuminated in a halo of light from the lantern hung from the bracket next to him.


      As he reached the doorway, Konrad heard a loud detonation behind him. It was like a sudden clap of thunder, and he spun around in time to see the lightning strike.


      The heavy wooden door at the end of the tunnel shattered into a thousand pieces, and he was hit by a number of splinters and blinded by a flare of luminescence. He knew what a gunpowder explosion sounded and smelled like, but this was something different. It was no physical force that had demolished the solid door with such ease.


      He was still wearing his chainmail and leather armour, which protected him from the wooden darts, and he had instinctively thrown up his hands to shield his eyes. As he blinked, beginning to recover from the brilliant glare, he saw the outline of a shadowy figure appear through the dust and smoke. The creature was covered in fur and carried a sword – a skaven!


      Although still half-dazzled, Konrad sprang, armed only with the weapons of his primitive ancestors – his hands, his feet. The creature could not have expected an opponent to be so close, and the advantage lay with Konrad. He lunged forward, using the techniques taught by his eastern tutors on the frontier, chopping with the edge of his hand against the intruder’s neck.


      Down went the creature, and Konrad’s boot followed it, crushing its throat. He retrieved his victim’s sword and noticed that it was not the usual kind of jagged skaven blade; he also realized that the creature appeared to be wearing armour beneath its fur.


      But by then, a second combatant was facing him in the tunnel. The two swords clashed, and as Konrad’s eyes finally adjusted he observed that he was not fighting a skaven. His opponent was human, wearing a wolf skin over his helmet and armour. He could not be a true human, Konrad knew, he must have been one of the undead resurrected by Gaxar. Yet when he fell, mortally wounded, he bled red blood, not white maggots.


      Wolf fur, thought Konrad, as he tackled the third intruder. And this was the City of the White Wolf. They must have been Middenheim troops, he realized. No longer did he attack so ferociously, instead concentrating on defending himself. He did not want any trouble with the city authorities; he hoped to leave Litzenreich’s domain via Middenheim. But, having killed two of their troops, the military command were unlikely to take kindly to him.


      ‘Litzenreich!’ yelled a voice from behind Konrad’s opponent. ‘You are under arrest for illegal use of warpstone! Order your men to surrender!’


      Surrender was not a word in Konrad’s vocabulary. He had just slain two of his opponent’s comrades, it would be sheer madness to give up his sword. In many circumstances, surrender meant summary execution. Here, he would be regarded as an ally of Litzenreich’s, and the punishment for handling warpstone was death.


      He heard footsteps racing up behind him, and he recognized the sound of the strides. Only dwarfs ran like that. A second later, he was joined by Ustnar. Dissatisfied by Konrad’s evident reluctance to finish off his opponent, the dwarf pushed past. His axe swung twice, and the trooper dropped, both his legs severed at the knee.


      Joukelm and Hjornur also arrived, and the three of them trampled the wounded trooper underfoot as they advanced along the passage, cutting a swathe through the ranks of attackers. They were the experts, born tunnel fighters. Konrad gazed down at the third warrior who was screaming and writhing in agony. All he could do was put an end to him as swiftly as possible. This was the first lesson that Wolf had ever taught him, when the mercenary had finished off the second of the woodsmen who had ambushed Konrad in the Ferlangen stables.


      He placed the tip of his sword against the trooper’s throat, then leaned down with all his weight. The soldier jerked and screeched one final time, then became both still and silent as twin streams of blood spurted from his throat and mouth, joining the rivers of red that flooded from his amputated limbs.


      Konrad went back in search of Litzenreich. He found the sorcerer in his central chamber. The place was an inferno, and he wondered how the invaders could have reached here so soon. Then he realized that the destruction was the magician’s own work. Litzenreich stood in an untouched part of the cavern, while the blaze raged around him. He was destroying all the evidence of what he had done, all his books and notes, all his equipment and machinery and apparatus.


      Forced to step back from the blast of heat, Konrad sheltered away from the arched entrance, and yet the wizard stood untouched by the devastation he had wrought. He could have used his powers to throw back the assault. Instead he chose to annihilate every trace of what he had done in his secret lair beneath the city.


      That would not save him, Konrad knew. The very fact of immolating his work would be sufficient proof. It would be the death penalty for Litzenreich – and for Konrad.


      Then the wizard stepped calmly out of the furnace he had created, and he noticed Konrad watching him. ‘They shall not have the benefit of my genius,’ he said calmly. ‘My years of research are mine alone. And I still have the most important thing of all.’ He tapped his forehead.


      Four of the human guards pushed past them, to join in the battle.


      ‘Back to your posts!’ Litzenreich commanded. ‘They will be breaking through elsewhere!’


      ‘At least it’s not the skaven,’ said Konrad.


      ‘I think I would have preferred the skaven,’ said Litzenreich. ‘You saw how that door was disintegrated? The so-called sorcerers of Middenheim are afraid to face me, so they send in their mercenaries, the city’s troops.’


      If the whole of the fortress city, the military and the magicians, were in alliance, Konrad realized they stood very little chance.


      ‘What about your magic?’ said Konrad.


      ‘My rivals have combined to restrict my talents. I can sense the constraints. It is as though they have put a shell between me and Middenheim. I cannot summon any enchantments against our attackers.’


      ‘Then all we can do is fight.’


      ‘Fight? No, no. Perhaps I ought to try and explain, tell them about the skaven, that it is all happening again.’


      Konrad stopped listening. Talking was no use to him. That would only lead to surrender, which meant exchanging one form of imprisonment for another. He needed to escape, and he knew that the dwarfs had their secret routes out of Middenheim.


      ‘The skaven,’ he said. ‘That’s it! We’re trapped between two enemies. We must bring them together, let them fight each other, not us.’


      ‘How?’


      The skaven were a secretive breed. Few even knew of their existence. Perhaps even the Graf of Middenheim was unaware of the rival domain far beneath his own territory. The foul beings that lurked in the deepest shadows were a much greater threat than Litzenreich, and somehow Konrad had to bring the city marshals’ attention to the danger. The garrison would then divert all its energies to defeating the giant rats – while he took his leave.


      The Middenheim troops had to be led towards the skaven. The rodent lair was too far away, and the soldiers would be unwilling to pursue Litzenreich’s band down into the deepest darkness. If, however, they learned of the existence of the subterranean skaven city, a whole army would be despatched to eradicate the hidden menace.


      ‘Heinler… I mean, Gaxar… said something about new recruits,’ Konrad remembered. ‘That means dead bodies. The skaven were going to take them soon. Where would they find them?’


      ‘Morrspark,’ said Litzenreich. ‘The catacombs.’


      ‘That’s where we’re going,’ said Konrad. ‘And we’ve got to make sure that we’re followed. Understand?’


      ‘I may not be a soldier,’ said Litzenreich, ‘but I am not stupid.’


      There was no way that Middenheim could grow larger; its boundaries were the edges of the mountain. The plateau was not much more than a mile square, which meant that land was at a premium. There was not enough room for the living, and very little for the dead. The poor simply threw the bodies of their relatives over the Cliff of Sighs. Those with more respect and money paid for cremation or burial at the foot of the slopes.


      Only the very rich could afford a place in the vaults beneath Morrspark.


      This was the point where the clan of dwarfs who had tunnelled up through the granite originally reached the surface. It was the oldest part of the city, and there were more shafts radiating from here than anywhere else in Middenheim. With the passing years, many of these passages had collapsed. This made the room available for burial even more restricted, and the price of entombment had increased accordingly.


      Funerals took place on the surface, but that was not the only access to the cemetery. The dwarfs knew how to reach the area via the crumbling maze of tunnels, a long and winding route which involved travelling via some of the sewers. The city troops were to be held back for a short while, then allowed to follow the defenders; but they had to be unaware that they were being deliberately led.


      Joukelm and Ustnar were at the head of the fugitives, who were composed of another dwarf, a number of Litzenreich’s guards, the women who included Gertraut and Rita, the cook – and also the sorcerer and Konrad. It was still impossible to discover how many dwarfs worked for the wizard, because some of them must have stayed behind with Joukelm and the other sentries in order to delay pursuit. Finally, that pursuit came. In the distance, reverberating through the web of tunnels could be heard the sounds of combat, the ring of clashing weapons and the cries of the wounded and dying.


      Joukelm and Ustnar had halted the group within the passage, waiting while the last of the defenders caught up with them. The Middenheim troops must enter the catacombs only seconds behind, so that they would also see the skaven scavengers – if there were any…


      Konrad had planned to escape from Middenheim, and that was still an option. But if the alternative to fleeing the city was to kill skaven before he disappeared, then his choice was not in doubt for an instant.


      The rest of the desperate band arrived, and there were very few of them left. Three humans and one dwarf; it was not Hjornur. The footsteps of the pursuers came closer. The reflected light from their lanterns could been seen around the next twist in the tunnel, and Konrad feared that the body stealers might already have been warned away by all the sounds. But they were there!


      As Konrad sprang out into the cavern of the dead, he saw several of the skaven in the distance. They were disinterring fresh bodies from the stone coffins which lay in the recesses carved from the rock. They froze, trapped in the sudden glare of lamplight.


      There was no need for a command. The guards and dwarfs sprinted forward, while the skaven dropped the corpses and tried to scuttle back into the passages from which they had emerged. Konrad’s fighting instincts urged him to join them, but instead he spun around, waiting to encounter the first of the Middenheim troops. An armoured shape loomed out of the darkness of the tunnel.


      ‘Beastmen!’ Konrad yelled, guessing that the word ‘skaven’ might have no meaning. ‘Truce! A truce in the name of Ulric!’


      Middenheim was Ulric’s city, the City of the White Wolf. That was why the troops wore wolfskins over their armour. The leading warrior slowed as he emerged from the passage, his sword raised ready to cut down Konrad.


      Konrad stood his ground, his own blade lowered. An officer appeared from behind the first trooper. He stared past Konrad, and gazed at the scene of desecration where a pack of beastmen had infested the sacred ground beneath his own city.


      ‘Forward!’ ordered the captain, and his troops rushed from the passage to battle with the rat creatures, joining in combat with the other humans and the dwarfs who were already fighting the verminous breed. ‘Stay there,’ he warned, his gaze encompassing both Litzenreich and Konrad.


      He hurried to join his command. Several of his men remained, and they encircled Konrad and the wizard. Konrad could have evaded them, could have tried to escape, but there seemed nowhere to go; he could have fought, could have slain a number of the troops, but there seemed no reason to do so.


      A short plump man emerged from the shaft. He was not in uniform, but wore dark garments decorated with runic symbols. He carried a carved wooden staff, its head tipped with a golden orb. Konrad suspected that he was a sorcerer, the staff his wand. He halted and looked at Litzenreich, who returned his gaze.


      The skaven, meanwhile, were slaughtered. There had been relatively few of them, and they were all swiftly butchered. When the massacre was over, Litzenreich’s group surrendered their weapons to the Middenheim forces.


      ‘The sword,’ the captain said to Konrad when he returned, and he held out his hand. He was no older than Konrad, and his face bore a single neat scar on his cleanly shaven left cheek. It was a duelling wound, which he wore as proudly as a medal of valour. He had probably never met a real enemy in combat.


      Even now there was no trace of skaven blood on his uniform, and his blade was untainted with rat gore.


      Konrad had met his type before. Their commissions had been purchased by their families, and their arrogance and inexperience frequently led to more casualties amongst their own troops than was ever caused by enemy action. The possibility of losing the sword was of more importance to him than the loss of the soldier who had borne the blade.


      ‘I need it,’ Konrad replied, exaggerating his rural accent, but he made no move to bring up the weapon. ‘Those creatures are called skaven, and the tunnels below Middenheim are infested by them. Extend the truce and we can lead you to their nest and you can destroy them all. Take us captive, and instead the skaven will destroy the city.’


      ‘That is true,’ said Litzenreich, addressing the other magician.


      ‘That is true,’ repeated the wizard, speaking to the captain. He moved closer to Litzenreich, and they began conversing.


      ‘I want to speak to your commanding general,’ Konrad said, not even bothering to look at the officer. ‘We must act now. One or two of the skaven will have escaped and be carrying word back to the rest of their legion.’


      ‘I know about skaven,’ said the captain, biting back his anger. He gazed around the necropolis, at the distant corpses, both human and inhuman. He summoned a messenger.


      ‘The dwarfs know the fastest way to the surface,’ Konrad told him.


      With evident reluctance, the officer gave his consent, and Ustnar led the ensign back through the tunnel. Two other troops accompanied them, to guard the dwarf.


      ‘No matter what happens,’ the captain said to Konrad, lowering his voice, ‘whenever the truce ends, you are dead. That sword belongs to my regiment.’


      Konrad glanced at the blade in his hand. He had no scabbard for the weapon, it was still on the body of the first trooper he had killed.


      ‘No,’ he said, ‘it belongs to me.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTEEN


      The military command of Middenheim had sent as many troops as it could spare to join the underground expedition: part of the garrison, members of the watch, a group of mercenaries, a number of Templars of the White Wolf and also a handful of Knights Panther. Even without their horses, the elite cavalry were anxious to be part of the mission to protect their native city.


      Litzenreich’s men were at the head of the long column, the dwarfs leading the way. They would bear the brunt of the action and take the most casualties, shielding the Middenheim warriors during the initial assault.


      Konrad had half-intended to slip away during the descent. He had done more than enough, and the city troops could take care of the skaven without him.


      He was sure that Litzenreich would wish to avoid becoming involved in any military action. One of the dwarfs could escort them both safely through the twisting tunnels and out of the mountain.


      But it seemed that the wizard wanted to investigate the skaven warrens, and his only possible motive could be the hope of discovering how raw warpstone was refined into grey powder.


      In order to prevent any of Litzenreich’s column from deserting, there was a city soldier behind each one – and the captain was immediately behind Konrad.


      Konrad was unconcerned. Had he wished, he could easily have evaded the arrogant officer and got away. As he had nowhere to go, he kept on descending the spiralling shafts. He was becoming almost used to it by now. Only the dwarfs and their guards were ahead of him; Litzenreich was immediately behind the captain.


      Neither did the officer’s threat concern Konrad, although he had been glad of the warning. For the captain to reveal his intention had been stupid; equally stupid was for him to have had such an intention. Konrad had fought and killed one of the captain’s men, taking his sword. What of it? He had also slain a second Middenheim trooper and given merciful release to the one whose legs Ustnar had severed. It had all occurred during combat, yet the captain seemed to consider that murder had been committed. Why had he taken it so personally?


      One of the captain’s men must have killed Hjornur. The dwarf had helped save Konrad’s life, but he had no reason to seek out Hjornur’s killer and slay him. He remembered what he had been thinking recently, of revenge. During a battle, a warrior might hunt down a comrade’s killer. But that would not happen after hostilities had ceased – probably because two opposing sides seldom become allies so immediately.


      As he clambered down another steep incline, Konrad realized that he might soon have an opportunity for his own vengeance. He would never have gone out of his way to search for Gaxar, but it seemed that they might soon come into close proximity again. In that case, he would do his best to avenge himself against the grey seer.


      He recalled what Litzenreich had once told him about the difference between justice and law. Perhaps that was what he really sought, not revenge but justice. Gaxar was not only responsible for his incarceration in the dark damp grotto for an unknown number of days. Konrad had been knocked senseless by the treacherous inhuman, and when he regained consciousness he had found himself a prisoner of Kastring’s outlaw band of beastmen.


      Konrad did not simply wish to kill Gaxar. He wanted to interrogate him first.


      The more he considered the idea, the more he anticipated another encounter with the grey skaven. He hoped that the rodents had not all fled. They must have been aware of the strike force being sent into their domain. Would they make a fight of it, or would they turn tail and flee into the deepest tunnels of their shadowy realm?


      If the rodents had gone, Konrad knew that the truce with the Middenheim soldiers would be instantly over. Only then would he have to worry about the death threat. Until that time, he had a stay of execution. The captain would not stab him in the back. He clearly regarded himself as a gentleman, and for him honour was as important as his own life. He had obviously never served on the frontier. He would not make his move until the subterranean battle was over. With luck, he would be killed by the skaven; with luck, Konrad would not be killed by the skaven.


      His new sword was thrust into his belt, and he had to be careful that he did not cut or stab himself on the naked blade as he climbed down the most difficult of passages. Konrad was still clad in the same leathers and chainmail he had worn on his first underground venture; but he had neither helmet nor shield, all he had was the sword. It was quite a fancy weapon, with elaborate quillons and a wolf’s head emblem etched into the guard. The blade itself was decorated with fancy runes; it was probably a motto inscribed in an ancient language. Perhaps it meant ‘death before dishonour’. Konrad smiled at the idea, because there was nothing else to smile about.


      He began wishing for a return of his future vision. Erratic though it might have been, it was better than nothing.


      In the narrow tunnel, in the darkness between two Middenheim soldiers, there was nothing to be seen with his normal sight.


      It was Joukelm who led the descent, but he was not the first to die. The first screams came from further back, higher up, echoing down the narrow shafts and magnifying as they bounced from wall to wall.


      The skaven knew that their regions were being invaded, and they had reacted accordingly, defending themselves with an outer ring of suicide squads. These lurked in side passages then sprang out, killing and maiming many of the humans before they were themselves slaughtered.


      They had also prepared traps, but they allowed the first group of the enemy past, cutting them off, before the floor of a chamber suddenly dropped away and a dozen troops tumbled into a pit lined with barbed spikes. The next rat beasts’ victims were those crushed beneath tons of rock when the roof above them collapsed. The Middenheim brigade had their own dwarfs, who were able to bridge the gap and to unblock the tunnel within a few minutes. The forward section waited for them to catch up, and by then it was their turn to be attacked.


      Joukelm was the first in line, and now it was his turn to die. He was slain as Varsung had been, with an arrow from a crossbow. Most of the others ahead of Konrad took the precaution of ducking down, and so it was the trooper immediately in front of him who died next. The bolt took him in one eye, its point penetrating the back of his skull and his helmet.


      Konrad’s head had been directly behind. He leaned down as he advanced, and he picked up the shield dropped by the crossbow victim. The captain would not like that, he presumed, but it was of no use to the dead man-at-arms. The embossed crest on the shield was that of the white wolf.


      In the flickering lantern light, Konrad thought he recognized where he was. All tunnels should have appeared the same, dark passages hewn from the solid granite, but this seemed to be the place where Varsung had died. If so, the huge central cavern was not much further. He strained his eyes for a glimmer of the weird illumination that had come from the warpstone furnace.


      ‘Ustnar!’


      ‘What?’


      ‘We nearly there?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Next arrow, then we sprint.’


      ‘Right.’


      The next shaft hissed past Konrad. There was a slight bend in the passage, and it splintered against the rock face, otherwise it would have finished off the captain.


      ‘Go!’ yelled Konrad, and he dashed forward, after Ustnar, after the two dwarfs whose names he did not know, after the three Middenheim troopers. Soon, it was only two troopers, as one of them became the next victim of the unseen archer.


      Last time, after the first arrows, Konrad had been attacked in this tunnel by a pack of skaven, and he expected to hear the sounds of another mob rushing towards them. Instead, there was a sudden glare of light and they were out in the open – and the skaven were all waiting…


      He had been wrong about the tunnel, this was a different passage. Instead of coming out on a gallery, they emerged on the floor of the massive central cavern.


      By the time Konrad reached the end of the passage, the other two soldiers and one of the dwarfs were dead. Ustnar and the other dwarf were defending themselves from a furious skaven onslaught, their axes swinging. Already there were several dead rat things, Konrad noticed, as he killed another. But there were more, far too many more still alive. He thrust his sword forward again, and another skaven died, the blade deep into its heart.


      Then the captain was by Konrad’s side, claiming his own first kill; perhaps he was not as inexperienced as Konrad had presumed.


      Litzenreich was the next out. He had no weapon, and Ustnar was immediately in front of him, defending the wizard. One of the skaven evaded him, lunging toward the human. Litzenreich threw out his right arm as though he were armed with a sword. Without even being touched, the rat thing became absolutely still, frozen in the act of stabbing with its spear. Ustnar’s axe severed its head, and head and body both fell.


      More of the invaders poured from the tunnel. Most of them made it alive, and they began to push the brown swarm back. But they were retreating too willingly, Konrad realized. The humans were deliberately being drawn forward. He hung back, gazing up, wondering where Gaxar could be and how to reach him.


      The huge chamber was like a vast unholy temple, in the centre of which Gaxar’s monstrous metallic mechanism was an effigy of an evil god, belching fire and smoke; but the acolytes were missing, the undead slaves of the warpstone cult who worshipped at this huge altar. Constructed upon a stone dais, the great idol did not accept its votive offerings in quiescent silence. The huge interlocking wheels and linked levers with which it was ornamented were forever in furious motion, rotating and thrusting, around and around, up and down and in and out.


      Konrad had grown used to the perpetual pounding noise while he was a prisoner here. But now the sound was much reduced, the heat no longer so fierce, the glare more bearable; the cogs and pulleys no longer spun so fast. The deity seemed to be slumbering. Knowing the attack would come, operations in hell’s foundry must have been suspended.


      Then the dead attacked.


      The unliving who were slaves to the skaven had become a battalion. They did not need weapons, because there were so many of them. They emerged from the tunnels opposite, fat flies buzzing around them as they slowly shambled forward, confining the invaders by sheer weight of numbers. Most of the undead were easily destroyed, but there were always more to take their place. Konrad hoped that he would not see himself amongst the dead, but there was no sign of his double in the necromantic legion.


      The resurrected were not the only ones who had processed warpstone for their rodent masters. The rat things had made many of their own number into slaves, and these also joined the assault against the human invaders. These were armed with a variety of weapons, but they were also chained to one another. They were suicide squads, their deaths as inevitable as the annihilation of the unliving. With iron collars and heavy rusting chains around their necks, Konrad could not but help think of his own incarceration. They were as much prisoners as he had been – but that did not stop him from slaying as many of them as he could.


      The enslaved skaven died, joining the festering zombies and decayed skeletons, rotting carcasses and mummified corpses, putrefying ghouls and embalmed cadavers, which dropped to the ground and formed a rampart that held back the human warriors, trapping them.


      And that was when the trap was sprung. A hail of arrows lashed down from above, and many of the humans fell victim before they could raise their shields to form a huge protective canopy.


      But this was no protection from the skaven’s next appalling weapon. A sudden thunderbolt of yellow flame shot from one of the upper levels, pouring a cascade of molten lava down onto the warriors below. Shields dissolved and metal melted.


      More than half of the troops were killed almost instantly, cremated within their armour coffins. Others took longer to perish, shrieking hideously as they burned alive.


      The Middenheim troops had raised their shields in unison, as they were trained to do. Konrad had not added his own shield, and that was what saved his life. The fluid flames had not flowed across him, and he had avoided being caught in the conflagration.


      Many of the chained skaven and the undead also fell victim to the fireball. Some burst into flames, others disintegrated in the blast of heat. A number of the dead kept on with their parody of life, advancing through the mayhem despite being ablaze, as though drawn by the nauseating scent of cooked human flesh.


      They had no voices, they felt no pain, they could not scream and did not need to.


      Litzenreich stared up towards the skaven with the incendiary weapon. There seemed to be two of them standing on an upper gallery. One carried a wooden barrel on its back, and the other held some kind of brass device. It was like a musical instrument, an ornate trumpet. And the skaven was aiming the thing downwards, ready for another silent solo of fiery death.


      The wizard raised both his hands, pointing up at the rocky ledge, and lightning flew from his fingertips. An instant later, the lethal barrel exploded, splashing both the rats with the incandescent liquid. They were afire as they dropped into the abyss, already charred bones by the time they smashed to the ground.


      Litzenreich staggered back, and Konrad thought he had been wounded, but he leaned against the cavern wall as if resting from some great exertion.


      Konrad’s face had been burned and blistered by the terrible heat of the skaven flame machine, and the blade of his sword had become red hot. The heat was transferred up to the hilt, through his gauntlet, and he had been forced to drop the weapon. He searched for another, loosened one from the grip of a corpse.


      The corpse was that of the captain. Death and dishonour were all that was left to him now. He had been eviscerated, and his spilled guts mingled with those of the disembowelled skaven with which he was entwined. They lay together like loathsome lovers, mating in some obscene fashion.


      ‘Thanks,’ Konrad said.


      The sword was identical to the other, and with it Konrad continued to slay more of the undead. Maggots and all kinds of carrion-eating insects spilled from his new blade. The cemetery stench of ancient leprous flesh mixed with the odour of roasted bodies, a daemon’s emetic perfume.


      Konrad saw that Litzenreich had recovered and was making his way through the necromantic legion. The animated corpses which were still upright seemed to move aside for him. Ustnar was with him, his blade hacking at the few surviving skaven slaves. The wizard gazed up at the bizarre apparatus where the warpstone was transformed, which seemed as if it could be a much larger version of some of his own convoluted equipment.


      No more human troops emerged from the tunnel. Could these who surrounded him be the only ones who had survived? Were reinforcements sheltering in the passage? Where were the skaven? Even the archers who had such easy targets had only fired one volley. Konrad glanced all around. There were no ratmen in sight. They had withdrawn between the arrows being unleashed and the eruption of the volcanic torrent of fiery destruction, and they had not returned.


      The skaven could surely not have retreated; they must have been preparing another devious tactic. Konrad felt very vulnerable, and slaying the undead was pointless. He wanted to go up, but the walls were far too sheer. There had to be steps leading from some of the passages at the foot of the cavern. He began to investigate.


      The third archway led to a spiralling stairway carved from the rock. Cautiously, he climbed. There was still no sign of any skaven. But even if they could not see him, they could smell him…


      He reached the next level, paused and listened, then climbed again and kept doing so. At the fourth level he seemed to be at the same height as the tunnel from which he had originally entered the skaven hub. If he ventured all around the ledge within the chamber, he ought to find that tunnel, and also the passage down which he had been dragged.


      He did – but before he discovered the latter, Silver Eye was waiting for him. They stared at each other, and this was the first time Konrad had seen the huge skaven in so much light. It was not a silver coin in his eye, he observed, but something that appeared to move like quicksilver: a piece of warpstone. Silver Eye’s tongue emerged from beneath his metal fangs, and he licked his scarred jowls.


      Konrad shuddered, remembering the rasping touch of the skaven tongue on his cheek. He thrust his sword forward, the rat-man brought up his shield, metal clashed on metal – and Konrad gazed in utter astonishment at the emblem on the shield.


      The shield was long, triangular, black, with a golden crest. And the crest showed a mailed fist between two crossed arrows. It was the same heraldic device that had been on the bow and arrows that Elyssa had given him!


      He was so totally amazed that he was almost gutted by Silver Eye’s sudden sword strike. The point of the jagged blade hacked through his chainmail and leather tunic, and he felt blood flow as his skin was sliced. He swung his own sword, raised his guard, and they fought. He was the better fighter: faster, more skilled. The skaven’s only advantage was its size, but Konrad could turn that to his own benefit. He knew that he could win the duel and kill Silver Eye. But, as with Gaxar, he did not want to kill him – not yet.


      He wanted to question him, to ask where he had got the shield. It was battered and rusty, made of metal instead of layers of tough hide, and it had seen much combat; but had that been while defending the giant rat? Skaven were scavengers, their armour fabricated from various pieces of leather and metal that they had looted from battlefields and corpses. The same must be true of the shield. Silver Eye could only have stolen it somewhere, from someone. But where, from who?


      Konrad fought defensively, and the creature pressed its advantage, pushing him back. There was no way that Konrad could talk to him. They were of different races, and Silver Eye could speak only a few human words. Konrad needed the grey rat as translator. His only hope was to capture both skaven, force them to answer him. But even if such impossible circumstances could be satisfied, he knew they would lie.


      It was hopeless. He might as well kill Silver Eye now. If nothing else, he could take the shield as his prize.


      A skaven voice shouted. It came from behind Silver Eye, who pushed Konrad even harder, his sword thrusting, the black and gold shield pressed against the human’s shield, forcing him back towards the edge of the cavern. From the corner of his eye, Konrad glimpsed a figure reaching the top of the stone steps. It was Litzenreich.


      Then the other skaven shouted again, and Silver Eye barked a reply. Beyond him was a passage, wider than most but equally as dark. There was a movement in the gloom. The second skaven was coming nearer, emerging from the shadows. It was Gaxar.


      The grey seer was not alone. There was a human with him, a hunched figure, naked and pale. Gaxar held a chain around the human’s neck, as a man would leash a hound.


      The hostage would not remain so for long, Konrad vowed. The two skaven would die, their captive be liberated.


      Gaxar spoke again, and Silver Eye drew back a pace. Konrad lunged towards him, but the blow was deflected by the strange shield.


      Litzenreich arrived, standing a few feet from Konrad, and he gazed at Gaxar. The skaven sorcerer stared back at the human magician.


      Konrad was distracted for a moment by this, and Silver Eye struck. Konrad stepped back to avoid the sword stroke, but then the skaven pulled his blade away and instead swung his shield.


      Caught unawares, Konrad was hit on the shoulder and sent flying. He teetered backwards, flinging out his arms for balance, unsure how far he was from the lip of the chasm.


      A strong hand caught him in the small of his back, pushing him upright. Ustnar stood behind him.


      ‘Shall we go, boss?’ he said to Litzenreich.


      In a moment, Gaxar and his prisoner had vanished into the dark, and now Silver Eye was disappearing after them. Konrad started to follow.


      ‘No,’ said Litzenreich.


      Konrad ignored him, taking several steps towards the blackness.


      ‘I know where they are going,’ the wizard added.


      Konrad slowed, reluctant to allow Gaxar to escape. But an impenetrable maze of tunnels must lie ahead, and he had no idea how many skaven lurked within.


      He had no lantern, he was wounded. If he went on, it would only cost him his life. The price was too high to pay for vengeance – or even justice.


      ‘Where?’ he asked.


      ‘Altdorf,’ Litzenreich told him, then he asked Ustnar: ‘Is there anyone else?’


      ‘None of us,’ said the dwarf.


      Konrad walked back, glancing down to the bottom of the huge pit. It was like a mass grave, full of the dead and the again dead, human and skaven and Gaxar’s death spawn. There could have been no more than a dozen of the Middenheim troops left alive below.


      ‘Why Altdorf?’ he asked.


      ‘That’s where the Emperor lives,’ said Litzenreich.


      Konrad waited.


      ‘Did you see who that was?’ the wizard added, gesturing in the direction the skaven had fled.


      ‘That was Gaxar,’ Konrad told him.


      ‘No, not the skaven. The man with them. That was the Emperor.’


      Konrad gazed up at what could be seen of the sky. It was grey and very overcast, with heavy dark clouds. Rain threatened and a cold wind blew icy blasts through the tears in his clothing, but to Konrad it was a beautiful day.


      This was the first time he had been outside in countless weeks, the first time his horizon had not been the nearest granite wall.


      And it was the first time he had been free for far longer. He was free of the labyrinth of tunnels within and below Fauschlag, free of the bronze armour, free of Kastring’s Khorne worshipping band of bestial marauders.


      He stretched out his arms and did not touch stone; he leapt as high as he could; he roared out his appreciation, long and loud, a mixture of unfettered joy and sheer boundless exuberance.


      He gazed back at Middenheim, which seemed to grow out of the pinnacle of rock, and he realized that he had never seen the city. He had glimpsed the outside walls and a few streets through the bronze visor, but then he had found himself covered up and carried underground. Until a minute ago, he had been underground ever since.


      He had emerged from a cave on the side of a rocky crag some three miles from the City of the White Wolf. Seeing the distant point of beckoning daylight growing larger, he had hurried ahead, unwilling to stay a prisoner of the underworld a second longer than necessary.


      Hearing a sound behind him, he turned and watched as Litzenreich and Ustnar stepped out into the open and clambered the few yards down to ground level. The dwarf had led them up through a series of tunnels, away from the subterranean battleground. It was hard to judge who had been the victor. Most of the Middenheim troops had been massacred, but they seemed to have accomplished their mission: the skaven had been driven out from their dark domain, for a time at least.


      Only one skaven was of any interest to Konrad: Silver Eye, because he carried the shield with the mysterious heraldic device that had fascinated Konrad for so very long. It was over a decade since Elyssa had given him the black bow, the ten matching arrows, the quiver made from rippled hide. The gift was a reward for saving her from a beastman. It was the first such creature he had slain.


      In the years since, he had destroyed countless mutants of every size and description – all, he now knew, servants of Chaos.


      The shield with the golden emblem was the only link Konrad had with his past, of life in his native village. Even if he could not find out anything about the shield, he wanted it. Such an artefact should not be possessed by a skaven.


      There had been little chance for conversation during their long and arduous ascent from the skaven city, and now Konrad said: ‘That was not the Emperor.’


      ‘Not the Emperor himself,’ replied Litzenreich, leaning back against the side of the peak, breathing heavily, ‘but certainly his double. Gaxar can resurrect corpses, and he can also give them a different appearance.’


      Konrad knew that. He had been forced to duel with his twin, a creation of Gaxar’s. But the Emperor? He found that hard to believe, although Gaxar must have considered his prisoner very important; he had taken none of his other resurrections with him, so perhaps Litzenreich was telling the truth.


      ‘I have seen the Emperor when I was in Altdorf,’ added the magician.


      ‘You said they must be heading for Altdorf, but why? It’s the capital of the Empire; it’s where the real Emperor lives. But…?’


      ‘I can think of only one reason why the skaven have constructed a replica of the Emperor: in order to replace him with a duplicate – a creation of Chaos. They have tried something like it before.’


      It took a while for Konrad to comprehend the enormity of Litzenreich’s claim. Finally, he nodded. It sounded extremely cunning and devious, the very tactics that the skaven would adopt.


      ‘How far to Altdorf?’ he asked.


      ‘About three hundred miles, as the skaven crawls,’ said Ustnar, speaking for the first time.


      Could there really be an underground route all the way to another rodent city beneath Altdorf?


      Was that the direction which Gaxar was taking at this very minute?


      ‘I suggest we travel together,’ said Litzenreich. ‘We can all be of service to one another.’


      Konrad did not like the idea of accompanying the magician. Now that he was free, he wanted to be totally free. He had previously resolved to have no more to do with Litzenreich. Nothing had happened to alter his decision.


      ‘I don’t plan to go to Altdorf.’


      ‘You do. That is why you asked how far it was.’


      He wondered what the sorcerer considered his motive in making Altdorf his destination. Revenge?


      Konrad shrugged. ‘I’ve never been there.’ He would not tell Litzenreich of the arrows and fist emblem. ‘Why do you want to go there?’


      ‘I have to begin my researches somewhere new. I have lived in Altdorf previously, and it would be suitable for my purposes. As I know there are skaven below the city, I will have a fresh source of warpstone. And, as I do not believe it would be very beneficial if the Emperor were a skaven puppet, perhaps I can also foil Gaxar’s plot.’


      That might be the only way in which Konrad could find the grey seer again, he realized. And wherever Gaxar was, Silver Eye would be close – and so would the enigmatic shield.


      ‘Which way?’ asked Konrad.


      ‘South-west,’ said Litzenreich, and he pointed.


      ‘Three hundred miles? How do we get there? We have no money, no horses.’


      ‘You forget my chosen profession, Konrad,’ said Litzenreich. ‘A dwarf, a warrior, a wizard. We make a fine team. Agreed?’


      ‘Yes, boss,’ agreed the dwarf.


      The warrior nodded, but only repeated half the dwarf’s reply.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOURTEEN


      The road between Middenheim and Altdorf was one of the major highways of the Empire, and they travelled upon it by stagecoach. Konrad had never ridden in such a vehicle, and at first he felt sick because the coach was so well-sprung; but by the end of the initial day’s journey, he had become used to the swaying motion.


      Every evening, he and Litzenreich and Ustnar dined in the coaching inn where the vehicle had halted for the hours of darkness. They would feast on the best food available, then retire to their soft beds. After the first sleepless night, Konrad preferred to sleep on the floor. Each morning, they would break their fast before climbing into the coach once more for the next stage of their journey to the capital.


      The wizard proved to be a useful travelling companion, arranging all the details of their journey. The normal procedure, it seemed, was for passengers to pay the innkeeper for each night’s hospitality; meals and board were not included in the coach fare. Litzenreich neither paid for the meals, the rooms, nor their passage, but he used his magical talents to convince everyone that he had done so.


      Fresh clothing was also acquired for each of them in a similar manner, and Konrad was able to discard his stained battle outfit. He had worn the same garments ever since first venturing into the tunnels which led to the skaven nest. It was a relief to bathe, to change into different clothes; and his wounds and burns gradually healed, the injuries to his right arm much more swiftly.


      He could well understand why the wizard had no need for money, not when he could obtain everything he required at no expense. Everything except warpstone…


      During the long days that passed, Konrad found himself wondering again about the purpose of his own visit to Altdorf. Having had very little to do except consider his motives for undertaking the journey, his reasons for heading to the city had begun to seem very tenuous. Even if Gaxar and Silver Eye really were making for the capital of the Empire, how could he ever find them and the mysterious shield again? And if he succeeded, then captured and questioned the two skaven, they would never reveal the true history of the shield.


      Did he really care about the shield? It was merely an old piece of metal. The only thing that meant anything to him was the gold emblem and what it represented: his past, his life before he left the village. And there was only one part of his early existence which he wished to remember: Elyssa. But he did not need a rusty and dented shield to remind him of the girl, she was always in his memory.


      Where had the weapons she gave him come from? Why did Wilhelm Kastring have them? Or some of them. The bow, the quiver and the arrows had been in his keeping. Someone else must have had the shield. And, Konrad realized, there must also have been other weapons and accoutrements bearing the same pattern. There would be a sword with its scabbard, probably a dagger and sheath, and a belt made from the same black rippled hide as the quiver. Could there also be a helmet and breastplate, perhaps even a full suit of armour?


      The arrows Elyssa had given Konrad were not the shafts that an ordinary bowman would have carried to war. They were perfect arrows, all identical, each the product of a craftsman. They had belonged to someone of wealth and significance. The very fact that two crossed arrows were part of the heraldic device proved the importance of archery to their owner, while the mailed gauntlet that composed the rest of the emblem would certainly not be worn by a bowman. One possible explanation was that the crest might be the insignia of some prince or warlord, and worn by all those under his command.


      Yet Konrad knew that the shield and his bow and arrows belonged together, once had the same owner. The feeling was not so absolute as seeing, and there was probably no way that it could ever be proved, yet when he had first seen the shield he sensed that it was part of a greater whole. He had tried to hold on to that conviction, although over the days he had lost his initial certainty.


      One thing he knew he had definitely lost, however, was his gift of foresight. Perhaps it had been the warpstone that had deprived him of the extra sense. In freeing him from the bronze armour, the substance had restricted him to normal vision. By now, he was sure that the talent had left him, but he had no regrets. In future, he must rely upon his five normal senses like every other human. Or like most humans…


      He had allowed Wolf to throw away the black quiver, to drop it in the ashes and dust of the manor house where Elyssa had lived – and died. Looking back, it seemed as though Wolf had been familiar with the emblem, yet for some reason Konrad had never later questioned him on the subject. Neither had he ever asked about the bronze knight, who Wolf said had been his twin brother. Both of these seemed so important now, although they had appeared of little significance at the time. They were matters which belonged to Konrad’s past, which he had wanted to forget – yet suddenly they had become a part of his life once more. What had happened to Wolf? Had he left the frontier and returned to the Empire? Altdorf was his native city, and so perhaps he was back in the capital. A town might suit him for a few days, but he soon became restless with nothing to do. Wherever there was action and danger, that was where Wolf could be found.


      After the beastmen had destroyed the mine, they had headed south. There had been relatively few of them, compared to the number of troops that Kislev could muster. But many more marauders could have swept down from the frozen wastes since then. Kastring’s brutal band had penetrated deep into the Empire, and his could not have been the only bestial pack that had crossed the border. Was Wolf now fighting on the new frontier?


      There was no chance of ever recovering the rippled leather quiver that Wolf had casually cast aside. The bow had snapped years ago, and all the arrows were long gone – the final shaft fired into Skullface’s chest, only to be pulled aside and snapped. But not, Konrad remembered, until the bald inhuman had studied the crest.


      Skullface had stood in the blazing entrance to the Kastring house, and five years later Konrad had encountered one of the Kastring brothers. When he had asked him about the arrows and fist design, Kastring answered that he thought the heraldic pattern was something to do with an elf – but he could have been lying.


      Whether the first owner had been elf or human, the shield should not now be possessed by a skaven. Konrad ought to have it, yet he was aware that the chances of doing so were very slim. Having survived two recent encounters with the giant rodents, he should do his best to avoid all future contact. He had killed enough of the ratmen to settle old scores.


      Was Litzenreich serious when he claimed that he intended to stop the skaven from replacing the Emperor with a double? Konrad was all in favour of so doing, but surely all that was necessary was to issue a warning to the Imperial bodyguard. It appeared that the wizard personally planned to foil Gaxar’s scheme, that they were old enemies.


      Konrad was still not convinced that the pathetic figure he had seen deep in the skaven domain had really been an incarnation of the Emperor. Gaxar had fabricated a replica of Konrad from a corpse, using some of his flesh and blood in the necromantic recipe. Would it have been so simple to obtain the necessary ingredients from the Emperor?


      Konrad only had Litzenreich’s word for what Gaxar was planning, and the sorcerer was almost as untrustworthy as the grey seer.


      The stories that he told their fellow coach passengers were complete lies; but the more improbable his tales, the more he was believed. Konrad said very little during the journey, and Ustnar contributed even less to the various conversations.


      Litzenreich had stood in front of the stagecoach a few miles beyond Middenheim, halting it so that he and his two companions could board. Neither the driver, the two guards, nor the five other passengers ever commented upon this. Even the two who were displaced from their seats within the vehicle and forced to ride outside made no objection. It was apparent that the magician had blocked the event from their minds, just as he was able to persuade all the tavern owners that he had paid for each night’s lodgings.


      Observing Litzenreich’s talent in operation, Konrad wondered if his own will was similarly held in thrall. Had Litzenreich mesmerized him? Was that why he was going to Altdorf? If such was the case, what did the magician want with him?


      Konrad resolved that as soon as they reached the capital, he would slip away from Litzenreich. There was no point in doing so now, not when they were so close to the capital. And if he were unable to break free, it would prove that he was indeed under Litzenreich’s spell. He wondered, however, if the very fact that he was capable of considering whether his mind had been enslaved meant that it could not have been…


      He would soon find out. They spent the night at the Seven Spokes inn, the last stop on the route to the capital. The driver and the two guards were looking more relaxed now that the journey was almost over. Although the coach may have been travelling from one side of the Grand Duchy of Middenland to the other, over roads that were regularly patrolled, even the heart of the Empire was not safe from the Chaos predators.


      The capital of Sigmar’s Empire had been Reikdorf, which was later renamed Altdorf; but in the two and a half millennia since then, the focus of central government had moved several times. The location of the capital depended upon the balance of power and political alignments amongst the different states that composed the Empire. Now, however, Altdorf was once more the Imperial capital and as the stagecoach rounded a curve in the road and finally emerged from the Drakwald Forest, it was revealed to Konrad for the first time.


      Surrounded by massive white walls topped with red tiles, the city lay at the confluence of the rivers Reik and Talabec, built upon the islands between these rivers and their tributaries. The Reik was navigable all the way to Marienburg and the Sea of Claws, and the harbour was full of ocean-going vessels as well as river boats. But their tall masts and furled sails were dwarfed by the two great buildings which dominated the city, two of the most magnificent constructions in the known world: the Imperial Palace and the Cathedral to Sigmar.


      As the coach passed through the northern gates and entered the capital, Konrad stared at all the buildings, all the people. Excluding his brief sighting of Middenheim, the largest town he had ever seen until now was Praag, but it was as nothing compared to Altdorf. The largest city in the Empire was a place of untold wonders.


      The vehicle halted and Konrad was the first to jump out. As he did, he gazed down at the cobbles beneath his feet, wondering if there were another city far below the human capital, a skaven lair deep underground. Then he noticed that the central square was deserted. Or almost deserted: a line of troops encircled the coach. Most of them were halberdiers, clad in red caps, long ochre tunics, red leggings, brown boots. They held their weapons horizontally, pointed at the stagecoach – at Konrad, Litzenreich, Ustnar.


      No blades longer than a certain length were permitted to be worn within the city walls, except by the military, and Konrad’s sword was wrapped up in a bundle. He cast aside the material, gripping his weapon by the hilt. He no longer had a shield, having abandoned it during the ascent from the skaven warren. Ustnar was clutching his axe. Konrad glanced at Litzenreich, expecting him to use his powers to reduce the odds to more favourable proportions. But the wizard studied the array of troops, and his attention focused on the only two figures amongst them who were not clad in uniform. Altdorf had its own wizards. Litzenreich shrugged. Taking this as a signal, Ustnar lowered his weapon.


      The halberdiers advanced, closing up around the coach. Konrad knew it was hopeless, although that had never stopped him before.


      ‘It’s them we want,’ said a voice. ‘Not you.’


      Turning, Konrad looked at the soldier who had spoken. He was a sergeant, thick set, clad in a brass helmet which was topped by a cobalt plume, wearing a scarlet uniform and polished brass armour. His breastplate was embossed with a twin-tailed comet, one of the insignia of Sigmar. His sword hung at his hip; amongst so many armed men, he had no need to draw his weapon.


      Konrad wondered how many of the Altdorf soldiers he could kill before they could overpower him, but he lowered his blade.


      There were various ways that a message from Middenheim could have arrived in Altdorf before the travellers had done. The authorities in the City of the White Wolf could have sent couriers to neighbouring towns, or used the Empire’s network of semaphore towers to deliver a warning of the fugitives. Signals must have gone out to every town and city, because there could have been no way of knowing which direction Litzenreich had taken. The wizard had most likely been identified at one of the coaching inns, and a message forwarded to the capital.


      Unable to find Litzenreich’s corpse, the survivors from the attack on the skaven lair would have known that the wizard had escaped. The signal sent from Middenheim must have been to arrest him and any dwarfs in his company. It was known that the dwarfs assisted Litzenreich with his warpstone experiments. There had been no warrant issued for Konrad. No one in Middenheim was aware of his existence, no one still alive.


      Litzenreich and Ustnar were chained and manacled, loaded into a cart and driven away. The sergeant and two other troopers escorted Konrad away from Konigsplatz and through the crowded city. Once it had been wrapped again, he was allowed to carry his own sword. He was not a prisoner, but it was clear that neither was he a free man, and he tried not march in step with his escort.


      Although concerned about where he was being taken, but determined not to ask, Konrad was overwhelmed by the sight of the city’s two great buildings that lay ahead of him. Alone, they would have been very impressive. Together, they were absolutely spectacular, each so different in shape and construction yet perfectly complementing the other.


      Sigmar’s cathedral stood to the left, its huge central gilded cupola gleaming in the early winter sunlight. Close by was the Imperial Palace, its pinnacle built from granite blocks brought back from Black Fire Pass, the scene of Sigmar’s greatest triumph. The apex of each imposing edifice was exactly the same height, so that neither could be said to dominate the other.


      Altdorf was Sigmar’s city, and tribute was paid to him throughout the capital. The palace spire was topped by a huge replica of Ghal-maraz, the immortal hero’s great warhammer. The massive cupola of the cathedral was etched with a pattern of eight-pointed stars, symbolic of the eight divided human tribes that Sigmar had united as one.


      The long shadow of the palace blocked out the low sun as Konrad was led into the courtyard below, through a doorway into a building that formed part of the defensive walls. He found himself in a guardhouse, and a number of troops sat near the fire which blazed in the hearth. They talked and laughed together, paying little attention as Konrad and his escort entered. The other two soldiers shrugged out of their armour and joined their comrades.


      ‘Sit down,’ said the sergeant, as he took a seat on one side of a roughly hewn table. He removed his helmet and set it down in front of him. He was a grey-haired veteran, and the wounds on his face were true battle scars. ‘Let’s take a proper look at that sword.’


      Konrad sat down opposite, laid his blade on the table, then unwrapped it. The sergeant studied the wolf’s head embossed on the guard.


      ‘Those other two,’ he said, ‘have broken Imperial law. You, however, seem to have broken Middenheim law. It appears that you’ve stolen a sword.’


      It was evident that he recognized the weapon as belonging to a Middenheim regiment, and the Imperial law to which he was referring must have been the one about using warpstone. Perhaps, however, the sergeant did not know the precise nature of Litzenreich’s crime. He may never have heard of warpstone. Konrad himself had only recently learned of the substance.


      ‘I bought it off that dwarf,’ Konrad said, ‘the one you arrested. He and his companion were dangerous criminals? They broke Imperial law? I thought there was something suspicious about them. I lost my previous sword when a beastman ran off with it; it was wedged in the thing’s skull.’


      The sergeant nodded slowly. He seemed amused. ‘Possession, they say, is nine-tenths of the law. Possession of a stolen weapon is therefore nine-tenths as bad as having stolen it.’


      ‘It’s a Middenheim sword. You said it came under Middenheim law. What does it have to do with Altdorf?’


      ‘We like to oblige our allies. The sword will be returned to them, but the question is: do we also return you?’


      ‘What for? I bought it from the dwarf, ask him.’


      Konrad had no doubt that they would not ask Ustnar about the blade. Wherever he and Litzenreich were, there would be far more important questions for them to answer. Altdorf had a reputation for the excellence of its judicial system. During their interrogation, the two prisoners would be tortured less than anywhere else in the Empire. There would also be a trial before they were executed.


      He did not expect that the sergeant would really believe his story about the sword, but the most important thing was that he should not think there was any connection between Konrad and Litzenreich. So far as Altdorf was concerned, it was chance that he and the sorcerer had been on board the same stagecoach.


      ‘Evidence from a criminal is no evidence,’ said the sergeant. ‘And if I send the sword back, there’ll be so many queries, so much paperwork.’


      ‘Then don’t send it back.’


      ‘No, we must do that. If they found an Imperial guard sword in Middenheim, I would hope they would return it to us. If you went back with the sword, you could answer all their questions personally. That would seem to be the most prudent course of action. What do you say?’


      Konrad said nothing. If he were sent back to Middenheim, even under armed escort, he had no doubt that he could escape before ever reaching the city. But he did not wish to leave Altdorf, not yet.


      The sergeant was watching him strangely, and he kept smiling. It seemed that he was not taking the interrogation very seriously and Konrad did not understand the joke.


      ‘If,’ the sergeant added, after a while, ‘this sword had happened to come into the possession of, say, an Imperial guard, then naturally he would be above suspicion.’


      Konrad finally understood, but he said nothing.


      ‘It’s a good job, good hours, good–’ the sergeant slapped a golden crown on the table, ‘pay.’


      ‘The Imperial guard?’ said Konrad, and he studied the soldier’s immaculate uniform: the polished brass, the plumed helmet, the pearl buttons, the decorative braid, the elaborate insignia. ‘I don’t know if I want to be a toy soldier – marching up and down, standing in a sentry box, holding a flag instead of a sword, all neat and tidy like some ornament.’


      ‘We are not toy soldiers, Konrad! We are the Empire’s best, the Emperor’s loyal bodyguard!’


      Konrad stared at him, wondering how he knew his name.


      ‘I was in Praag that winter,’ came the unbidden answer. ‘Remember? My name is Taungar.’


      Konrad nodded. He remembered Praag.


      How could he forget that siege? But there was no reason why he should have recognized an Altdorf sergeant, although Taungar knew him.


      ‘Whatever your reason for coming here,’ Taungar said, ‘you can’t do better than enlist in the guard. It’s the best opportunity for any fighting man. And I mean ‘fighting’ – not marching, not parading. I know you’re the kind of man we need.’


      ‘Or?’


      Taungar shrugged and looked at the sword with the wolf emblem.


      ‘Do I get another sword?’


      ‘We’ve discovered that guards can perform their functions best if they are armed.’ Taungar reached behind him, taking down a belt and scabbarded blade from a peg on the wall. He put it on the table, next to the Middenheim sword, next to the gold coin.


      Konrad drew the blade from its oiled sheath, gripping it by the handle of white bone. The guard was embossed with the Imperial crown. He glanced at the crown on the sword, the golden crown on the table, and he picked up the latter with his left hand.


      ‘You’ve accepted the Emperor’s coin, Konrad. Now you must swear allegiance. Stand up.’


      Konrad did so, and he pledged the oath of blood loyalty, swearing by Sigmar that he would faithfully and obediently serve the Emperor, laying down his life if necessary in the service of the Empire.


      ‘Welcome,’ said Taungar, offering his hand.


      Konrad transferred the sword to his left hand, held out his right. The two men gripped each other’s wrists.


      There had been many questions in Konrad’s mind, but he did not ask them. He would soon be able to discover what he needed to know. For the rest, he did not intend to stay around long enough to require the answers.


      Konrad’s hair was cropped so that it did not hang below his helmet. He also had to shave, for the first time since leaving Kislev, because only officers were permitted beards. Then he was fitted out with his uniform. The outfit was the same for every infantryman, whether a raw recruit or senior officer. The only difference was in the colour of the long helmet plume. The higher the rank, the deeper the blue, from aquamarine through to indigo.


      There was no need for Konrad to stand in one of the Imperial sentry posts. Taungar had plenty of identical troops to do that. But even ornamental sentries had to learn more than parade drill and standing straight and immobile, and Konrad was enlisted as a combat instructor. That did not mean he was able to avoid his share of dressing up, of polishing armour so that he could see his face – his scarred face – in the burnished brass. And, as always whenever he saw his reflection, he remembered the first time he had seen his own image, in Elyssa’s mirror.


      He almost became used to wearing clean outfits, of hearing his boot heels click on the marble floors of the palace. There was something very reassuring in being one of so many others, all doing precisely the same task, of having regular hours and knowing exactly when he would next be able to eat, to rest, to sleep.


      There was no need to think, because everything was so organized; all he needed to do was react.


      Even his own training sessions had a regular routine, although during those hours Konrad tried to introduce the unexpected. It was the only time when he was on duty and out of dress uniform, as were the trainees. Combat practice was dirty and sweaty, and uniforms could never be allowed to become soiled either on the outside or the inside.


      It was not only others that Konrad trained. He had encountered most kinds of weapons during his career on the frontier, but there was always something else to be found, and the armoury provided a different armament with which to practise.


      On a few occasions, Konrad went into the palace to serve as a member of the honour guard when the Imperial banners were furled and unfurled at dusk and dawn. From the ramparts, two hundred feet above the ground, the entire city, the roads, the docks, the rivers, the canal to Weissbruck, the surrounding forests, nearby villages, distant mountains, were all clearly visible. Even higher up, from the observation turret in the spire, the view would be even more extensive – which was why there were always guards on duty up there.


      Everything within the building was on as large a scale as the exterior. Halls were vast, doors enormous, stairways and corridors wider than roads, ceilings as high as most other buildings. It was as if the palace had been built for giants.


      The statues of all the previous Emperors were three times life size, their titanic figures lining the first hallway from the steps beyond the main entrance. Further within, different chambers were dedicated to each successive ruler. The history of their reign was chronicled by separate paintings commemorating each significant event, making up a frieze which encircled the entire room. Above this would be richly embroidered tapestries depicting the Emperor in triumph, upon his coronation, showing him as a great warrior, hunting the most ferocious of creatures, achieving famous victories. From what Konrad had read in Litzenreich’s volumes, the majority these magnificent works owed more to their artists’ exaggerated imaginations than to the annals of history.


      Every hall contained effigies of each Emperor defeating hordes of hideous beastmen in single combat, fighting duels with deadly rivals, and held trophies of every kind from all across the Empire, from the known world – and the unknown: golden ornaments and jewelled treasures, bizarre animals, strange weapons, relics of forgotten wars and campaigns. Many of these objects had disintegrated over the centuries and were no longer recognizable. Some were little more than piles of dust, although still venerated by their very antiquity.


      In the centre of each room, resting on a simple stone plinth and illuminated by the natural light shining through the circular stained glass windows in each ceiling, was all that remained of each Emperor. There were coffins of base metal and of gold, of granite and of marble. There were even glass sarcophagi in which gilded skeletons were visible. Many pedestals were empty, because those Emperors had reigned when the capital had not been in Altdorf, and they were buried elsewhere. The very last plinth was also almost empty, because no one knew Sigmar’s final resting place. According to legend, at the end of his days the founder of the Empire had ridden alone into the dwarf realms, to return Ghal-maraz to its original owners. No human ever saw him again.


      The only known relic of Sigmar’s reign lay upon a black velvet cushion in this position of honour: the ivory handle of the dagger he had carried at the Battle of Black Fire Pass. The blade of the knife had rusted away over the millennia.


      By each pillar, every hour of the day and night, stood a member of the Imperial guard. They were not merely the Emperor’s bodyguard, they were literally the guards of every Emperor’s body. Konrad seldom saw anyone within the palace except for these guards. The building was so large it could have hidden a whole army. Occasionally, he would glimpse a liveried servant going about his duties.


      One reason why it may have been so quiet and empty within the Imperial palace was that the Emperor was absent. It took a week for Konrad to discover this. The Emperor, his retinue and most of his guards were on a state visit to Talabheim. He had sailed in the Imperial yacht, voyaging some three hundred miles east up the River Talabec.


      Konrad wondered if Gaxar had somehow known this, and, instead of making Altdorf his destination, had taken the underground skaven route to the city state.


      Twelve days had passed since Konrad had arrived in the capital, and he had done much in the course of that time. But twelve days was a very brief span in the legal calendar, and he knew that Litzenreich and Ustnar were still languishing in a cell beneath the Altdorf barracks.


      They had been arrested under Imperial law, but they were being held by the city militia. The Altdorf army and the Emperor’s guard were two distinct forces, very jealous of their responsibilities.


      The city’s standing army was recruited mainly from the capital itself, although inhabitants of the nearby villages in Reikland were also eligible to enlist; but the Imperial guard was comprised of troops from every province and city state in the Empire, including Altdorf itself.


      Technically, because Litzenreich and Ustnar were accused of breaking Imperial law, they had been arrested by the Imperial forces. This was why Taungar and a few of his men had been amongst the troops waiting for the stagecoach to arrive. The fugitives, however, had been taken into custody by the city militia.


      Having discovered the whereabouts of the captives it was time for Konrad to get them out of there. He owed them that much. Had it been only Litzenreich, he may have left him to his fate; he had already done more than enough for the wizard. Ustnar and the other three dwarfs, however, had saved him from the skaven cave. The others were dead, but Konrad could now repay his debt to the surviving dwarf.


      It was dusk when he went off duty, and he walked straight out of the main gateway of the fort. The sentries watched him go, assuming he had permission to leave. He headed north, across the wide bridge over which he had arrived, each parapet of which was lined with painted statues of warriors and gods and mythical creatures, and made for the army quarters. The days were growing shorter as winter began to bite, and he was glad of the warmth afforded by his long cloak.


      He entered a dark and narrow alley, where he removed his brass helmet. When he emerged a few seconds later, a purple plume hung from the helmet. Konrad had become an officer in the Imperial guard.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIFTEEN


      The first sentries looked on idly as Konrad strode confidently past them into the courtyard. He made his way to the guardhouse, which he knew was directly ahead.


      ‘I want to see the officer of the watch,’ he told the soldier who stood by the entrance.


      ‘Officer!’ yelled the guard. ‘Stranger at the gate!’


      Konrad waited, and a few seconds later an officer stepped out into the evening, buckling on his sword belt. He looked at Konrad and pulled himself up to his full height, clicking his heels together and saluting crisply. Konrad returned the salute, although more casually.


      The Imperial guard considered themselves superior to the Altdorf army; but although he was of apparently equal rank, Konrad had no authority here.


      ‘What can I do for you?’ asked the officer. ‘The Imperial guard run out of polish?’


      ‘I have a warrant here,’ said Konrad, pulling a parchment from his tunic, ‘requesting that I am granted admission to see one of your prisoners, a dwarf you are holding in custody under Imperial edict.’


      He unrolled the parchment, which was stamped with an impressive official seal. He hoped that the officer could not read, because it was the quartermaster’s inventory for the Imperial garrison’s armament store.


      ‘You do hold such a prisoner?’ he asked.


      The officer appeared to study the document and he nodded. ‘Yes. But what’s this about?’


      ‘It’s on another matter, not the reason he is being held. The dwarf is believed to have stolen a sword from one of the Middenheim regiments.’


      ‘I heard something about a sword.’


      He gazed at Konrad’s face, but Konrad knew how different he must look without the beard and in Imperial uniform. Only Imperial officers were permitted beards, but that did not mean they were compulsory.


      Word of the stolen sword must have spread from the guards to the army. The two forces were rivals, but a few individual soldiers were friends.


      ‘We have to make sure that the blade is returned.’


      ‘Of course,’ agreed the officer.


      ‘I need to question the prisoner about how the weapon came into his possession.’


      ‘We can do that.’


      ‘Fine. I’ll leave you to make a full transcription of the interrogation, with copies for myself and for the Middenheim authorities. You’ll also have to handle every other detail, all the documentation, arrange to have the sword transported to Middenheim, a full acknowledgement of receipt. Is that all right by you?’


      ‘Er…’


      ‘You know what these things are like. The more simple something seems, the more complex it really is.’


      The officer glanced up at the sky, as if seeking inspiration in the heavens. ‘How long will it take?’ he asked.


      Konrad punched his right fist into his left gauntlet. ‘Not long,’ he said.


      The officer grinned. ‘I’ll need to be with you. He’s my responsibility.’


      ‘Of course.’


      ‘And I don’t want any visible marks left on him.’


      He led Konrad into the brick building, picked up a huge bunch of keys and called for another guard to accompany them.


      The guard carried a lantern in one hand, the keys in the other, and he led the way through a series of narrow passages. The brick walls became stone as they began to descend, passing through several heavy doors all of which were locked behind them. There was a guard at each door.


      The sequence of doors reminded Konrad of Litzenreich’s domain. Once again he was underground, deep below the surface. This time the tunnels were wide and high; this time there were steps cut into the rock, worn away by the footsteps of countless generations of warders; and this time his destination was not miles away.


      He would not be able to talk himself back through the guards and the doors, but he did not intend to return this way.


      The warder opened each door in turn, and the officer followed Konrad. They had passed many other doors, doors recessed into the tunnels, doors with barred windows. It seemed that the most important prisoners were kept on the lowest level, as Konrad had hoped.


      Another door was unlocked and pulled open – and the guard on the other side fell through the doorway. Konrad drew his sword, hearing the officer do the same. The warder knelt over the dead man. Konrad also bent down. There was no mark on the body. It was still warm; he had died not long ago.


      ‘Are they here?’ asked Konrad.


      ‘Those two doors at the end.’


      Konrad advanced into the shadows, and the officer followed. Another heavy door blocked off the tunnel, but there were two more doors before it, one on either side of the passage. They were both closed – and they were both locked. He peered in through the bars of the first door, lowering his voice so that the officer could not hear what he said.


      ‘Litzenreich?’ he whispered. ‘Ustnar?’


      There was no response from either of the cells.


      ‘Keys!’ shouted the officer, and the guard hurried forward. ‘Open the door!’ The guard did so. ‘Inside!’


      Drawing his own blade, holding the lantern in front of him, the guard stepped into the first cell. Konrad and the officer also entered. The place was empty. So was the one opposite.


      ‘They can’t have got out that way,’ said Konrad, gesturing in the direction of the corpse. ‘They must have gone through here.’ He pointed with his sword towards the end door.


      ‘How did they get out of the cells?’ asked the officer, his voice low. ‘How did they kill that soldier?’


      ‘I don’t know. I don’t care. But get that door open, before they have more time to escape.’


      ‘We can’t go through there.’


      ‘Why not?’


      ‘It’s locked. We don’t have a key. It’s never been opened while I’ve served here.’


      So far, the subterranean jail had been as Konrad expected. He had learned of it from one of the Imperial guard who knew the layout from a warder. It had been Konrad’s intention to get this far, dispose of his escort, break Ustnar and Litzenreich out of their cells, then let the wizard open this final door. But it seemed that Litzenreich had already used his abilities to free himself, annulling the spell that the Altdorf sorcerers would have cast in an attempt to make their prisoner’s cell resistant to his magic.


      Konrad pushed at the heavy door the officer claimed had never been opened, and it creaked on its rusty hinges, swinging back. It was a much thicker door than the others, far older, its ancient wood held together by heavy bands of metal. He looked at the officer, who nodded and took the lantern from the guard.


      ‘We’re going through,’ said the officer. ‘Bring as many men as you can, and as fast as you can. Send out a warning to block off all the sewer exits.’


      The warder turned and ran back, the keys jingling as he vanished in the gloom, while Konrad peered ahead. The tunnel continued as far as could be seen in the flickering lantern light, but it became narrower, steeper.


      ‘There’s an underground river somewhere,’ said the Altdorf officer. ‘The sewers and drains empty into it, and then it joins up with the Reik downstream, beyond the city walls.’


      Konrad knew this, and the subterranean stream had been his proposed escape route. Had the wizard and the dwarf headed this way? They must have done; there was nowhere else they could have gone.


      The officer entered the passage, and Konrad followed. It was cold and damp within, and the lamplight seemed to be absorbed by the absolute blackness. They advanced cautiously, the sound of their boots echoing in the silence. After a time, Konrad noticed that they were no longer descending. The tunnel had become level. He felt a breath of air on his face. Somewhere ahead of them, there must have been a route to the open.


      Not only that, but there was a distant glimmer of light and some kind of sound…


      Konrad had expected to hear the rush of water across rocks as the hidden river cascaded beneath the city. But it was not that kind of natural sound; it seemed unlike any natural sound. He shivered, and not because he was cold.


      The officer paused and glanced back. ‘What is it?’ he breathed.


      Konrad shook his head. He removed his gauntlets, tucking them into his belt.


      ‘I don’t like it,’ whispered the officer. ‘Maybe we should wait for reinforcements.’


      Konrad said nothing, but he tried to push past the officer; the officer began moving again, keeping ahead of him. As they continued, the light ahead grew brighter, the noises louder. It was some kind of animal sound, almost like babies crying, hundreds and hundreds of them, whining and screaming in their hungry infant voices.


      But the sounds were not human, Konrad knew. His mouth was dry, but his body soaked in sweat, and he gripped his sword with a clammy hand.


      The officer suddenly halted, and Konrad almost bumped into him. He was staring straight ahead, gazing into the cavern which had opened up ahead of them. Konrad also stopped, watching the bizarre tableau with which they were confronted. The chamber was hung with stalactites speckled with phosphorescence, its spectral light illuminating the whole hideous scene.


      ‘Konrad!’ hissed a familiar voice. ‘We’ve been waiting for you.’


      It was Gaxar, but the skaven had taken on his human form, and he stood only a dozen yards from the end of the shaft. The cave was much smaller than the area where he had refined warpstone: a natural grotto, its walls and floor uneven, the river flowing through a channel at its centre.


      Litzenreich and Ustnar lay stretched out on the ground. They were naked and had been crucified, their ankles and palms nailed to the rock. But those were not their only wounds: their bodies had been lacerated, and rivulets of red coursed over their tortured bodies. They had been gagged so they could not scream.


      There was a space between them, Konrad realized – a space waiting for him, with four heavy nails lying on the rocks, ready for his impalement.


      All around the two prone figures crowded more naked shapes, small, sexless, humanoid, hairless. They were almost like the babies that Konrad had imagined he could hear crying – but they resembled infants in no other way.


      There were scores of them, with massive deformed skulls, huge pink eyes, their bodies white like maggots. They were some breed of troglodyte beastmen, with long tongues, sharp fangs, bloated torsos, stunted tails, scaled skin, three claws at the end of each limb.


      They pushed and grabbed at each other in their eagerness to lap at the blood from the wizard’s and the dwarf’s wounds. It was they who made the awful wailing sound, the sound of craving for living flesh.


      It seemed their helpless victims’ weeping wounds were caused by teeth bites. The creatures had already begun their feral feast.


      Silver Eye was there, standing close to Gaxar, the metal shield with its enigmatic golden emblem held in front of him. He thrust his tongue from his jaws, and Konrad remembered the skaven kiss when the rodent had lapped at his blood.


      A few other creatures were also present, but Konrad could not make them out properly. They stood on a high ledge on the far side of the cavern, like spectators waiting to be entertained.


      Konrad noticed all this in less than a second – the same second in which he transferred his sword to his left hand, while his right reached behind his back for the holster hidden beneath his cloak, from which he pulled his new weapon, aimed, fired.


      The device was a one-handed crossbow, a precision tooled mechanism of brass wheels and steel cogs. The six inch bolt had already been in place, the taut wire drawn back. It was the armament Konrad had been practising with for the past week.


      Gaxar may have been a grey seer, but he was not swift enough to save himself. The projectile took him in the right eye, jerking him back. He tried to clutch at the missile with his right hand – but he had no right hand. Without a sound, he slowly collapsed and became still.


      There was a terrible anguished scream, a howl so chilling that Konrad froze for a moment. The cry came from Silver Eye, a cry of despair that his master was dead. The ratman rushed towards Konrad, but the Altdorf officer intercepted him. Their swords rang as they fought.


      Konrad cast the bow aside and leapt forward, his sword swinging at the first of the pygmy predators who rushed at him. Its head was lopped off and keep screeching as it flew across the chamber.


      Konrad slew more of the ugly pale things as they swarmed through the cavern. They sprang at him from rocks, clawing at his face. Others tugged at his legs, tearing at his flesh, trying to bring him down by sheer weight of numbers. He kicked them aside, pulled them off, stabbed at them, sliced them, squashed them underfoot. The noise they made as they died was more horrendous than the sounds of their feeding.


      He reached Litzenreich, and leaned down, tearing the gag away from his mouth. While he was distracted, a few of the shrunken mutants leapt on him, and this time he almost lost his footing. Once he was down on their level, he would stand no chance against so many.


      ‘Magic!’ he yelled. ‘A spell!’


      ‘Free my hand,’ he heard the wizard say, weakly.


      Konrad threw his painful burdens aside. His sword whirled through the air. Several corrupted heads were severed, spraying blood everywhere. He leaned down again, vainly trying to drag the nail from the magician’s right hand with his fingers.


      ‘Pull the hand, pull the hand!’


      Konrad obeyed – and splinters of shattered bone and shreds of gory flesh from Litzenreich’s palm remained attached to the nail as his hand came up. The wizard screamed, then threw out his right arm, the scream lowering in pitch and becoming transformed into a spell. A bolt of lightning flashed from his blood-stained index finger.


      His chant was answered by a demented shriek as the first of his torturers erupted in a ball of incandescence. Then another monstrosity began to burn, and another, and the cave filled with the stench of roasting flesh.


      Slaying several more of the hunched troglodytes as he did so, Konrad moved across to where Ustnar lay. He slid his blade below the head of one of the wrist nails, rested the sword point on the ground, and levered the nail free. Ustnar reached up and grabbed one of his assailants by the neck, crushing its throat, while Konrad freed his other hand.


      There were fewer of the misbegotten brutes now, fewer of them still alive, yet they still attacked with the same maniacal fury. By the time Konrad was releasing Ustnar’s second ankle, Litzenreich was on his feet, having freed himself. Konrad’s sword snapped in two as the final nail slid from the rock.


      He glanced around. The Altdorf officer was down, and from the twisted angle of his body he must have been dead. There was no sign of Silver Eye, nor of Gaxar. The skaven must have escaped and taken his master’s human corpse with him. The figures on the ledge beyond the stream seemed to have gone. All the pygmy deformities were now dead or dying in flames, victims of Litzenreich’s incendiary revenge, and the air stank of charred flesh.


      Konrad, Litzenreich and Ustnar stood and looked at each other, blood dripping from all of their wounds. They were alone within an arena of death and destruction. The only sound was their own heavy breathing and the infantile wailing of the fatally maimed blood beasts.


      But then there came another noise, from deep within one of the tunnels that led off from the chamber. It was a noise that Konrad could not fail to recognize: the distant warcries of Chaos marauders. These beastmen would not be undersized, they would not be unarmed, and there would be more of them than could be counted.


      ‘The river!’ ordered Konrad. ‘It’s our only chance of getting out!’


      They hurried to the edge of the river. In appearance, it was like any other swift stream, its foam-flecked waters rushing through a channel worn away in the rock. It vanished into a low arch at the edge of the cavern.


      ‘I hate water!’ said Ustnar – and he jumped in.


      He vanished beneath the surface, then reappeared after a few seconds, already halfway out of the chamber. Litzenreich seemed hesitant, and so Konrad shouldered him. The wizard dropped, splashing under the water, bobbing up again before disappearing down the tunnel.


      Konrad threw his helmet aside, tore his cloak free, pulled his cuirass off, kicked his first boot away, started to remove his second, but there was no time. He caught a glimpse of gleaming red eyes approaching through one of the passages, then another pair, and another. That was enough. He sprang into the cold river, staying beneath the surface as he allowed the fast flow to carry him towards the tunnel.


      A second before he was swept into the culvert, his head broke the surface, and he gazed up. There were still two figures on the ledge above. He could see them properly now.


      And the first of them was Skullface!


      There could be no mistake this time. Even after five years, he could remember the creature as clearly as if it were yesterday. The same thin body, the same bald head which seemed to have no flesh on the bone.


      By his side stood someone else Konrad had not seen for half a decade, someone else who he could never forget, although for different reasons. She was older now, but she was instantly recognizable.


      For a brief moment their eyes met, his green and gold, hers jet black.


      Elyssa…
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      CHAPTER ONE


      ‘Konrad!’ hissed the skaven. ‘We’ve been waiting for you…’


      Gaxar had adopted his human guise, and he stood in the cave into which the narrow tunnel opened. The cavern was illuminated by phosphorescence from the subterranean rocks, a ghostly light which cast no shadows.


      Konrad and the Altdorf officer gazed at the terrible scene which confronted them.


      Litzenreich and Ustnar were nailed by their hands and feet to the ground, their limbs outspread. Blood dripped from these raw wounds, and also from the other injuries inflicted to their naked bodies. They writhed in agony, but were unable to voice their pain because they had been gagged.


      Human and dwarf lay eight feet apart. Between them was room for another crucifixion, and four iron nails marked where the third victim’s palms and ankles would be hammered to the rock – and Konrad was the intended sacrifice, his flesh to be ripped and his bones splintered by the cruel metal spikes.


      Gaxar had known that he would come in search of his comrades.


      There was another skaven in the chamber, but this giant rodent had not taken on human form. It was Silver Eye. Konrad had given the creature that name when he had been a prisoner in the ratbeasts’ lair deep below Middenheim, and named him because of the shimmering piece of warpstone that had replaced his missing left eye. Silver Eye had been one of Gaxar’s bodyguards and had escaped with his master when their domain had been assaulted and overwhelmed by the military forces from the City of the White Wolf. Now, here beneath Altdorf, the warrior skaven still carried the black shield with its mysterious golden emblem of mailed fist and crossed arrows.


      Recognizing Konrad, the rodent almost grinned, and its tongue curled from its mouth, lapping at its jowls. Konrad remembered the loathsome feel of the creature’s rasping tongue when it had licked blood from his face. The next time there was blood between them, he vowed, it would be Silver Eye’s…


      Konrad had always hated skaven, but clustered around the two supine prisoners were dozens of creatures even more repulsive than the rat-things. They seemed half human, almost like infants. As pale as maggots, their naked flesh displayed their lack of true humanity. They were more like ghouls, drained of all life; their only colour was the red of their eyes.


      With their huge and deformed heads, scaly bodies and stunted tails, twisted limbs and three-clawed paws, the troglodyte mutants wailed and cried as they fought each other in their obscene blood lust. It was they who had caused most of the wounds to the supine sacrificial offerings.


      These were the victims and torturers; but they were not the only creatures within the underground chamber. There was also an audience to the barbaric scene of torment and mutilation. They stood in the darkness beyond the river, high upon a ledge on the far side of the cavern, a handful of shadowy shapes hidden behind the stalactites that hung from the damp roof of the cavern.


      Konrad absorbed all these details in the instant it took him to step from the twisting tunnel. At the same time, he switched his sword from his right hand to his left, then reached behind his back. Beneath his cloak lay the holster which held the weapon to which he had devoted so much practice time over the preceding days. He drew it; he aimed; he fired.


      As the trigger released the taut wire, the six inch bolt hurtled from the device. The weapon was a precision mechanism of brass wheels and steel cogs: a one-handed crossbow.


      Gaxar was a grey seer, powerful in the dark arts, but he could not defend himself from such swift retribution. The arrow flew straight and true, sinking into his right eye and deep into his skull, its impact knocking him backwards. He attempted to grasp the steel bolt with his right hand, in a vain attempt to pull it free – but he had no right hand. As a skaven, his paw was missing; as a human, his hand was gone. Litzenreich claimed that it was he who had deprived Gaxar of that part of his anatomy.


      The skaven dropped, slowly and silently, and lay unmoving on the ground.


      The inhuman infants had been wailing and screaming out their hunger for flesh, but now came a shriek which drowned out all their feral sounds, a chilling cry that momentarily froze Konrad. It was Silver Eye, mourning the death of his master. He raised his sword and hurtled towards Konrad in his quest for vengeance. But the Altdorf officer leapt forwards, blocking the skaven’s route. Their swords rang as they clashed together.


      Konrad sprang to the aid of the captives, flinging his crossbow aside. The pale hordes scurried towards him, and his sword swept at the first of the vermin. Its ugly head flew from its stunted body – but kept on hideously screeching as it arced across the cavern. More of the deformed swarm scuttled towards Konrad, and more of them died.


      They tried to drag him down by sheer weight of numbers, clutching at him with their talons, leaping up and tearing at his flesh. Their claws and teeth were their only weapons, and blood soon flowed from his wounds; but far more blood poured from his assailants. Immune to his own pain, Konrad stabbed and hacked at his enemies, punching and kicking, trampling them beneath the metal studs of his boots. Their flesh was carved and squashed, their bones snapped and crushed.


      No longer did the mutants gibber with primitive delight as they lapped at human blood; now they gasped as their own lifeblood ebbed away. The sound of their dying was more repulsive than that of their feasting.


      A score dead, the same number hideously mutilated and breathing their last, and still they came at Konrad as he hacked his way through them to Litzenreich. He leaned down, ripping away the gag from the wizard’s mouth.


      More of the verminous things sprang at him, and he nearly fell. His sword swung, despatching yet more of the predators. But there was still far too many of them. If he slipped on the gore which oozed treacherously over the rocks, he would never rise. Down on their level, the pygmy army would overwhelm him in seconds.


      ‘Magic!’ Konrad yelled. ‘A spell!’


      ‘Free my hand,’ Litzenreich managed to say.


      Konrad spun around, hurling away the cold bodies which clung to him. His sword flashed, and heads flew, blood spurting. He tried to pull the nail free from Litzenreich’s right hand, but it was too firmly embedded in the rock.


      ‘Pull the hand, pull the hand!’ ordered the wizard – and Konrad obeyed.


      Litzenreich’s arm came up, and most of his hand with it, but shards of broken bone and chunks of red flesh stayed fixed to the iron nail. The wizard screamed in agony, clenching what was left of his fist. But then he stretched out his arm, pointed with his hand, and his scream became transformed into a spell. A thunderbolt shot from his ruined fingers, a jagged streak of lightning which impaled one of his erstwhile tormentors, searing through its warped torso, instantly turning it from deathly white to charred black.


      The creature screeched as it was roasted alive. It was still burning, still howling, when the next one burst into flames. Then another erupted in a blaze of red and yellow. The cavern grew brighter, the sounds of death became louder, and the stink of death was almost overpowering.


      Litzenreich burned them up; Konrad cleaved them apart. Either way: they died.


      Konrad reached Ustnar, sliding his sword below the head of one of the nails which restrained the dwarf’s hands, using the blade as a lever to draw the nail upwards. Ustnar’s right hand came free, and he immediately grabbed the throat of one of the brutes which was trying to bite through his shoulder. He raised it high, squeezed until its neck broke, then cast it aside. By then, Konrad had released his other hand.


      There were very few of the stunted monsters left, and yet they attacked with unabated frenzy. Ustnar grabbed one with each hand, and smashed their skulls together, again and again until their heads were reduced to a gory mess. Meanwhile, Konrad released the dwarf’s feet. As the final nail came free, his sword snapped in two. He drove the broken blade into the belly of another mutant, right up to the hilt. The screeching thing lurched away, taking the weapon with it.


      Litzenreich must have used a spell to free himself, because by now he was on his feet, surrounded by burning carcasses. The troglodytes were all dead or dying.


      The Altdorf officer was also dead, but there was no trace of Silver Eye. He had gone, and he had taken Gaxar’s body with him. Nor was there any sign of the figures Konrad had noticed earlier, the ones who had seemed to be spectators on the ledge beyond the stream.


      Litzenreich and Ustnar and Konrad looked at one another. The first two were almost totally red with blood, most of it their own. Although he had been protected by his clothing, Konrad had been clawed and bitten in many places.


      Then they heard a sound from one of the passages that led from the cavern, and they all turned. The ominous sound was growing louder, coming closer, the sound of more enemies rushing towards them. And like the creatures they had just slaughtered, these enemies were not human. There must have been scores of them, their bestial warcries echoing through the tunnels – and this Chaos horde would not be midgets, would not be unarmed, would not be defeated with such relative ease.


      ‘The river!’ yelled Konrad. ‘It’s our only chance of getting out!’


      This was how he had originally planned to escape from Altdorf, but he had thought they would only be fleeing from the jail where Litzenreich and Ustnar had been incarcerated – not from a whole legion of the damned.


      They made their way quickly to the water’s edge, the magician and the dwarf both limping. The river flowed through a channel worn away in the ancient rock, then disappeared into a tunnel at the edge of the cavern.


      ‘I hate water!’ said Ustnar, staring down into the swirling foam. Then he jumped in and disappeared. By the time he broke surface, he was halfway to the arch where the river flowed beneath the rock.


      Litzenreich did not move, however, not until Konrad shouldered him. The wizard cried out as he fell, and became silent as he went under. His head appeared for a few seconds before he was carried away into the culvert.


      By then, Konrad had begun to strip off his heavy outfit. His helmet, his cloak, his cuirass and one boot were gone by the time he saw the first glint of feral eyes in the darkness of the passageway from which the menacing sounds echoed louder and louder every moment.


      He leapt down into the icy waters of the subterranean stream. After a few seconds he came up, taking a deep gulp of air, not knowing when he would next be able to breathe. As he gazed upwards, he saw that the ledge on the far side of the cavern had not been totally deserted. Two dark shapes still stood there, and because he was closer Konrad could see them quite well.


      One of them was Skullface!


      There was no mistaking the preternaturally thin body, the bald head which seemed to have no flesh on the bone.


      And Konrad also recognized the figure by Skullface’s side.


      It was Elyssa.


      Then Konrad was swept into the darkness of the tunnel, lost within the rushing waters of the torrent, and all he could do was remember…


      He remembered.


      For over five years he had believed that Elyssa was dead, that she had been murdered when their village had been attacked and totally destroyed by a ravaging army of beastmen. Until now, Konrad had thought that he was the only survivor.


      The assault had occurred on the first day of summer, on Sigmar’s holy day. The previous day Konrad had attempted to leave the village, but he had been unable to pass through the ranks of marauders who encircled the valley. Disguising himself in the hide of a beastman he had slain, he had been forced back by a trio of skaven, made to witness the total annihilation of the only home he had ever known.


      Making his way through the mayhem and destruction, he had reached the manor, hoping that he might save Elyssa. But the Kastring family house was ablaze; no one could have survived within. No one human.


      But an inhuman figure had emerged unscathed from the fierce flames, the skeletal shape that Konrad had come to think of as Skullface. Konrad had taken aim with his bow and sent one of his black arrows deep into Skullface’s heart. Had he been human, the gaunt figure would have died. Instead, he had pulled the arrow free from his bare chest – but there had been no blood, not even a sign of a wound.


      Konrad had turned and fled, and he had managed to escape from the holocaust.


      No one else could possibly have survived, so he had always believed.


      Elyssa…


      Elyssa who was Konrad’s first love, and still his only true love.


      Elyssa who had named him.


      Elyssa who had changed his life.


      Elyssa who had given him the quiver, the bow, the arrows, all of which had been marked with the enigmatic heraldic device – the device emblazoned upon the shield now carried by Silver Eye.


      Skullface must have captured the girl, keeping her alive so long for some unknown diabolic purposes of his own.


      Having failed five years ago, it seemed Konrad had been given another chance to save her.


      He had ventured into the labyrinths beneath Altdorf in order to rescue Litzenreich and Ustnar from the cells in which they had been imprisoned by the city authorities; he owed the latter a debt, if not the former. The dwarf was the only survivor of those who had freed him from Gaxar’s clutches, a period of incarceration which had been caused by the wizard’s devious machinations in his quest for skaven warpstone. But by the time Konrad had reached Litzenreich and Ustnar, it was too late; it was their turn to fall into the grey seer’s power.


      Konrad was certain that Gaxar was no more; but Silver Eye had escaped, taking with him the shield which had made Konrad pursue the two skaven from Middenheim to the Imperial capital.


      Yet that was of no importance, not now, and neither were Litzenreich and Ustnar. All that mattered was Elyssa.


      Konrad wanted to return, to swim back to the chamber where he had seen the girl, but the force of the water was too powerful and carried him inexorably through the narrow culvert. It was Elyssa who had taught him to swim, he remembered.


      She had given him so much of his life that it was difficult to remember anything before the day they had met. It was as if he had not been truly born until then. She was the daughter of the lord of the manor, he the peasant boy who worked in the inn. He had saved her life, slaying the beastman which had attacked her at the edge of the forest. In return, she had given him an identity – but he still did not know who he really was or where he came from.


      The raging stream did not totally fill the tunnel, and as he broke surface, Konrad was careful to keep his mouth shut and breathe only through his nose. Some of the sewers and drains from the capital emptied into the underground river, but these were by no means the most foul waters Konrad had ever found himself in.


      He could see nothing in the darkness and spent most of his time beneath the surface, buffeted against the rocks on either side, judging that injuries to his limbs were preferable to having his head cracked open if the roof of the passage should suddenly become lower.


      When he came up for air the third time, he noticed that the darkness ahead was not so total. It was night, and this could be where the river emerged from beneath the city. If it was, then the exit would be blocked by a portcullis, some kind of device designed to allow the water to flow freely but stop intruders using the drainage system as a way of entering the city. There might also be regular sentries on duty at the sluice gate.


      When Konrad and the officer had discovered that the two cells beneath the army garrison were empty, the latter had sent orders that Litzenreich and Ustnar should be prevented from escaping via the underground river. By now, there would almost certainly be guards waiting for whoever reached the end of the tunnel.


      For the first time, instead of letting himself be carried by the force of the stream, Konrad tried to delay his progress. The waters were far too strong for him to swim against, but that did not prevent him trying. His pace barely slowed. He reached out blindly, hoping to grab an outcropping rock and halt himself. If not, he would soon come to an immediate stop, smashed against the railings or whatever obstructed the end of the culvert.


      The blackness ahead had become grey, and he thought he could make out the shape of the opening. Where were Litzenreich and Ustnar? Had the force of the water crushed them against the heavy mesh, knocked them unconscious? Had they sunk below the surface and drowned?


      Closer and closer came the paler darkness, faster and faster did Konrad seem to be propelled. Then he saw a distant light. The end of the tunnel was either illuminated on the outside, or else it was the torches of the waiting troops. He turned his back, bracing himself for the inevitable impact against the maze of metal bars which must form part of the capital’s defences.


      And then, suddenly, he was out of the tunnel. The maze of spikes at the end of the subterranean stream had been snapped and twisted aside. That could only have been the work of Litzenreich’s wizardry.


      He found himself in a much wider, deeper river. It must have been the Reik. He was out of Altdorf, downstream from the city walls.


      He saw lanterns close to the outlet, could make out shadowy figures holding them, heard the sound of voices – and a sudden shout.


      ‘There! Another one!’


      He ducked down below the surface, and an arrow hit the water by the side of his face. Deflected by the impact against the river, it missed his shoulder by an inch. Another shaft sliced past his chest. Konrad dived deeper, kicked around and began swimming up the Reik, towards the city. The troops would not expect that, he hoped. The current was not as strong as it had been in the tunnel. Forced into the confines of the culvert, the stream had seemed more powerful than the Reik, the greatest river in the Old World.


      He wondered who the soldiers thought they were firing at, but he was in no position to argue with them.


      His original idea had been to release Litzenreich and Ustnar from their cells, then escape from the city with them. He had had no reason to stay in Altdorf – it had seemed unlikely that Silver Eye was here – and helping the other two to flee meant he could not remain.


      But now he had to return, had to get back into the Imperial capital, into the underground city where Skullface held Elyssa captive.


      He ceased swimming and rolled over onto his back, cautiously lifting his face above the surface in order to breathe, poised to dive below again. He saw the lights some forty yards downstream, on the far bank of the river. For the moment he was safe, and the same must have been true of the magician and the dwarf.


      Evading a handful of militia would be simple for Litzenreich. Although wounded and naked and unarmed, now that they were beyond the city the other two were more than a match for any of the dangers they might encounter in this region.


      Konrad would have liked to have them both with him. They would be very useful companions when he ventured into the unknown network of passages beneath the city, Ustnar for his tunnelling and fighting skills, Litzenreich for his wizardry. But there was no reason why they should have wished to accompany him, even if he could have found them.


      As so often in the past, he was on his own. And that was how he preferred it. Litzenreich could not be trusted. Wolf had been right about sorcerers.


      For a moment, he wondered about Wolf and where he might be. Was he still in Kislev, on the border? Was there still a border, or had the northern hordes overrun the land? But if things were that bad, news would have reached Altdorf and Sergeant Taungar would surely have made reference to the campaign when he had recruited Konrad into the Imperial guard.


      He swam up river, slowly. That seemed the best way to enter the capital, but the city walls were far away and apparently coming no nearer. Although not as powerful as the underground current, the tide was very strong, and Konrad found himself growing more weary, as though fighting against a remorseless adversary. There was a boom across the river, he remembered, a floating barrier to prevent vessels proceeding further up the Reik without permission – and without paying river dues.


      The river was always blocked at night, and he could see that the area was well lit. It would also be under constant surveillance, particularly as the alarm had been sounded. He would do better finding another way in, and he began searching for a place to come ashore.


      This was no ordinary riverside, where the ground sloped down to the water’s edge. Even beyond the city walls, the Reik was lined with high quays for the ships and boats waiting to enter the capital. He made his way across to the northern bank, which seemed a little less crowded.


      Despite all that had happened, he realized that it could only have been an hour since he arrived at the army barracks. The night was still young, and there was plenty of activity aboard the vessels berthed along the river. He had to be careful that he was not seen or heard by the men on watch on board all the ships and boats.


      There was a gap of thirty yards between a sea-going merchant craft and a humble river barge, and Konrad swam to a point midway between the two. It was ten feet to the top of the quay, and he grabbed hold of a frayed rope dangling from a bollard above.


      He stayed there for several minutes, only his head above the water while he leaned against the wooden piling and regained his breath, and he kept gazing around and above for signs of observation. It was a dark night; neither moon had yet risen.


      Finally, he began hauling himself up out of the water. Under most circumstances, he could have shinned up such a rope in two or three seconds; but he was exhausted, the rope was wet and slippery, and it took twice as long to reach the halfway point.


      He heard voices above and looked up, seeing two faces staring down. They may not have noticed him in the shadows, and he froze. But then the rope swayed slightly and started to rise. They were pulling him up. He was about to let go and drop back into the safety of the water when one of the two men called down to him.


      ‘Hold on, mate! We’ll get ya outa there.’


      Their accent was unfamiliar; they were not Altdorf soldiers. They must have been sailors from some other part of the Empire, and they must have believed Konrad had fallen into the river from one of the boats upstream.


      He had lost his other boot in the culvert, and the only other things he wore which could betray his current profession were his sword belt and scabbard. Without a sword, they had no function.


      One-handedly, Konrad swiftly unbuckled the military belt and let it fall.


      ‘Ya doing fine, mate. Soon havya up.’


      The two mariners hauled him up, and both reached down to grab his arms. He accepted the grip of one, not wanting to risk both of them seizing him in case this was a trap.


      A second or two later, he was up on the dockside. The sailor released his grip, and the two men laughed as they stared at him.


      ‘Thanks,’ he said, deliberately swaying to one side, then pretending to regain his balance. ‘Can’t get used to the ground not moving, you know.’


      ‘Yeah,’ agreed the one whose hand he had taken, and he laughed again, ‘we know. Where’s your ship?’


      Konrad jerked his thumb upriver, towards the city. ‘Just there. I’ll be fine. Thanks. Be fine. Or you want a drink? Maybe we should go for a drink, huh?’


      ‘Some other time, mate,’ said the second sailor. ‘Looks like ya’ve had enough. Don’t want ta end up in the drink again, do ya?’


      Konrad shook his head, and kept on shaking it. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No. No.’ He backed away, staggering a little. ‘But next time, next time, the drinks are on me. Right?’


      ‘Right.’


      ‘Right.’


      He waved to his rescuers, then turned and made his way slowly along the quay. He could tell they were still watching him, making sure that he did not veer to one side and plummet back into the Reik. He reached the barge, turned and waved to them both, then kept on going. Next time he looked back, they were out of sight.


      He straightened up, wiped the water from his face, and wondered how to get back inside the city.


      Altdorf was the Imperial capital. It did not bar all its gates at dusk. Its citizens did not hide away in terror until dawn, dreading the creatures that prowled the night. The hours of darkness were not lost to the city, as they were in so many villages and towns throughout the Empire. Altdorf felt itself secure, that there were enough troops in the city to protect it against any danger.


      It was true that Altdorf need not fear what lay beyond the city walls – but Konrad had discovered that the greatest threat was what lay beneath the capital.


      He made his way along the quayside towards the white walls of the city, where the last massive tower seemed to grow out of the depths of the river. Under normal circumstances, it would have been easy to pass through the gate on the inner side of the tower. For a few pence, a bribe to the watch, sailors whose vessels were berthed downriver were allowed in and out of Altdorf no matter what the hour. Their most frequent destination was the Street of a Hundred Inns, but they could also take advantage of the other nocturnal attractions which the Empire’s greatest city had to offer to both its citizens and its visitors.


      Cautiously, keeping to the shadows, Konrad approached the entrance. It appeared that there was more security at the river gate than seemed appropriate. The area was well lit, and through the opening he could see that several troops were on guard, as well as members of the watch. A number of sailors from different lands were arguing and shouting, trying to leave the city, but each of them was being interrogated and checked before they were allowed out.


      A handful of men passed through in the other direction without any such difficulty. The militia were only inspecting those who wanted to leave. They would be under orders to find a wizard and dwarf. The latter should present no difficulty, even to the watch, assuming that one should attempt to pass through. But Konrad wondered how they were expected to trap a magician.


      Perhaps there was another sorcerer in the guard house, and he could detect when a fellow practitioner was in the vicinity.


      If he were not soaking wet and had a few coins on him, Konrad would have been able to pass into the capital quite easily; but he was soaking wet and he had no coins. The golden crown Taungar had given him when he enlisted had been in his tunic before the battle, but it was gone. His clothes would never dry, not at this hour, not now that winter was nigh. Already he was shivering with cold, and he must shed his sodden garments soon.


      Konrad watched as the sailors passed out of the city. Most of them were in groups. He needed only one, because what he had to do must be done quickly and silently, and the one he wanted had to be about the right size. He waited. Finally, a lone figure who was suitable emerged from the gatehouse. He was walking very slowly, trying to hold himself straight, but staggering slightly.


      ‘Bastards,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘Altdorf bastards.’ He glanced back at the city and spat over his shoulder.


      ‘Yer right there, mate,’ agreed Konrad, stepping towards him from the darkness.


      ‘Yeah,’ grumbled the drunken sailor. ‘Take all our money, then won’t let us out of the damned place.’


      ‘Same here,’ said Konrad, and he put his arm around the man’s shoulder.


      ‘You’re all wet,’ he complained, trying to evade Konrad’s grip.


      Konrad raised his arm, cupping the man’s mouth to silence him, then dragged him back into the darkness. The sailor tried to struggle, but it was no use. A swift blow to the back of his head with Konrad’s clenched fist, and he became still. A second later, he was lying on the ground. Another half a minute and his outer garments had been stripped off. Konrad tore off all his own clothes and pulled on the sailor’s shirt and jacket, his breeches and boots.


      The man had told the truth, Konrad discovered. Altdorf had taken all his money. Konrad fastened the sailor’s belt buckle and examined the dagger that he had carried. It was a short narrow blade, probably used for gutting fish. He cut the metal buttons from his new coat. They might pass as coins long enough for him to enter the city. The guard would hardly chase after him for a few pence, he hoped. If they did, it would be too bad for them.


      ‘Thanks, mate,’ he whispered to the supine sailor. ‘We’re all bastards in Altdorf.’


      He pulled the man’s cap down over his wet hair and walked towards the city gate, clutching the three shiny buttons in his left hand. The clothes were a reasonable fit, although the boots were a little loose and rubbed at his ankles.


      The watchman at the entrance barely glanced at Konrad as he waved him through.


      ‘Your boys aren’t making much tonight, Harald,’ he heard one of the soldiers say to one of the watch.


      ‘Wish you lads could be here every night,’ came the reply from a tall figure wearing a copper badge. ‘But I suppose if they were, your troops would also start taking a cut.’


      And then Konrad was past the two officers and back within the walls of Altdorf.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWO


      The only way Konrad knew of to return to the underground cave where he had seen Elyssa and Skullface was to retrace his previous route. Even if he could find his way back down into the cavern, they would probably be long gone, but he must make the attempt.


      That meant going back into the army headquarters, then down through the military prison. He expected that the barracks would be in a state of confusion; perhaps the beastmen he had heard charging to attack through the tunnel had even tried to break out into the capital.


      When he reached the entrance, he stood watching from the shadows. Everything appeared as quiet as it had been when he originally arrived. Two infantrymen were guarding the open gates, but they were leaning against the wall and talking quietly to each other. It seemed no one realized the full significance of what had happened.


      Two prisoners had escaped, and the officer who had discovered the jailbreak had gone in search of them after ordering that all the exits from the city should be checked. But the officer was dead, and his death might not yet be known. It might still be thought that he was in pursuit of the fugitives, following them through the labyrinthine levels deep below Altdorf. Or if his corpse had been discovered, and there was no sign of any beast creatures, it would be believed that he had been slain by Litzenreich and Ustnar.


      If it were known that the officer was the victim of the skaven, that there was a horde of Chaos marauders so very close, then the barracks would have been on full alert and every force in Altdorf would be preparing to join the expedition against the insidious invaders.


      The infiltration was still secret and silent. It seemed that Konrad was the only one who knew. Maybe that was for the best, and he stood a better chance of finding Elyssa if he were alone. An army of extermination would inevitably give too much advance warning of its arrival, and the girl’s captor would have time to escape with his hostage.


      Konrad had to make his way under the city via the military dungeon; the base would also provide him with the weapons and armour which he needed. He had encountered no difficulty entering the barracks earlier, clad in his Imperial guard uniform and wearing the purple plume of an officer. Now, however, he was dressed in the unimpressive garb of a civilian.


      He pulled off the cap and stuffed it into his pocket. His hair was so short that it was dry by now, and its cropped style was in keeping with the ascetic look adopted by the officer class of the Altdorf regiments. Konrad had made his way stealthily towards the militia headquarters. Now he backed further away until he was out of sight of the entrance, straightened himself then marched towards the gates, bringing his heels down as hard as he could.


      ‘Ten–’ he ordered, ‘–shun!’


      The two sentries sprang to attention in immediate obedience to the order, just as Konrad came in view.


      ‘Eyes front!’ he commanded, emerging from the shadows.


      They gazed past him, their halberds held out at the precise angle by their rigid arms. Konrad marched between them, through the entrance and across the courtyard, making for the brick guardhouse.


      Another sentry stood on guard at the entrance, watching warily as Konrad strode confidently towards him.


      ‘Who goes there?’ he demanded, his hand on his sword hilt.


      ‘“Sir”!’ snapped Konrad. ‘Call me “sir”, or I’ll have you on a charge for impertinence.’


      ‘Sir!’ echoed the guard, clicking his heels together. He glanced back towards the guardhouse.


      It was the same man who had been on duty when Konrad first arrived. He did not want him to call for assistance from the officer of the watch.


      ‘At ease,’ said Konrad, his voice more casual. ‘Your commanding officer is expecting me.’ He kept walking and drew level with the sentry, who turned as he began to go past.


      ‘I know you!’ said the guard.


      He was very observant, recognizing Konrad in the dim light even though he was wearing completely different clothes, and despite the fact that his face had been partly covered by his helmet the first time.


      His sword was half out of its scabbard, but Konrad already held the sailor’s dagger in his hand. The guard’s torso was protected by his armour and chainmail. Konrad’s arm thrust forwards and up, stabbing the soldier in the throat.


      There was no time not to kill him. He died because he was alert, because he was good at his appointed duty – and because he was not fast enough.


      Konrad clasped his hand over the sentry’s mouth to silence his fatal scream, supporting his body as it dropped towards the ground, then taking his sword from his death grip. A blade in either hand, he hurried towards the entrance.


      ‘Gunther? What’s going on?’


      Konrad could see an armoured figure within the building, moving towards the doorway, and then another. He knew he could probably dispose of them both before they realized what was happening, but how many more soldiers were inside? He had wanted to sneak in silently, to make his way unseen through the military quarters and down to the tunnels below. Even if he were able to fight his way through against so many troops, he would become the hunted instead of the hunter. This was already a lost cause; it was time to withdraw.


      He slashed with the sword, severing the rope which held the oil lamp over the entrance. As the lantern dropped, he kicked out, smashing it and sending the pieces flying into the guardhouse. Burning oil splashed the ground and the walls, and in seconds the single flame had grown into a raging blaze.


      Konrad turned and sprinted towards the main gates. The two sentries had begun to look around.


      ‘Fire!’ yelled Konrad, dashing towards them. ‘Fire!’


      The sentries started to run towards the blaze. Then one stopped and called to the other, who also hesitated.


      ‘Stay at your posts!’ Konrad shouted. ‘I’ll sound the alarm!’


      But before they could return to their positions, before they could decide what to do and before they could block his exit, Konrad was past them and out into the square beyond the gates. He did not stop running until he was several streets away when he leaned against the wall of a bakery and glanced back. There was no sign of pursuit, but he could see a cloud of thick black smoke rising slowly into the dark sky.


      He wondered what to do.


      He had to stay in Altdorf, because this was where Elyssa was. The only place he knew in the capital was the Imperial Palace. He would have to return and resume his role as a member of the Emperor’s elite troops, pretending that the events of the past few hours had never occurred.


      Konrad began making his way back to the Imperial guard barracks, taking the longer way around, and headed across Karl-Franz Bridge to reach the southern part of the city. He was still clutching the sentry’s sword in his hand. It was possession of another dead soldier’s sword which had led to him into this predicament, he realized.


      When he had taken part in the assault on the skaven stronghold deep below Middenheim, he had fought with the blade which had belonged to one of the fortress city’s troopers – which he had taken from a soldier he had killed. Gaxar and Silver Eye had escaped from their subterranean lair, and with them had been a human prisoner. That captive, Litzenreich had claimed, was the exact double of the Emperor himself!


      Konrad knew that Gaxar could construct unliving creatures in the image of other humans, because he had fought a duel with his own mirror image, a doppelganger created by the grey seer. If Gaxar had fabricated a replica of Karl-Franz, it could only be for one reason: in order to replace him upon the throne of the Empire…


      In that case, said Litzenreich, Gaxar must have headed for Altdorf via the skaven underworld, the maze of passages which linked all of mankind’s towns and cities which had been infested by the ratbeings. That, then, was the direction which Konrad wanted to take. But it was not Gaxar for whom he was searching, it was his bodyguard. Silver Eye had carried a shield which bore the same crest that had been on the bow, the quiver and the arrows which Elyssa had given him a decade earlier. Konrad was convinced that the enigmatic gold emblem, the mailed fist between two crossed arrows, was of untold significance. If he could discover something about the military accoutrements, perhaps even find out the identity of their previous owner, he was sure it would help him in the quest for his own mysterious origins.


      Because of what had happened in Middenheim, Litzenreich could no longer remain in the City of the White Wolf. He said he would also travel to Altdorf, where he could continue his researches into the use of warpstone. And so Konrad, Litzenreich and Ustnar, the only survivor of the dwarfs who served the wizard, arrived in Altdorf on board the same stagecoach – whereupon the dwarf and the sorcerer were immediately placed under arrest for breach of Imperial law.


      Use of warpstone was illegal, unless in the service of the Empire. The penalty was death, and a message had been sent from Middenheim warning that two such desperate criminals were on the loose.


      There was no warrant for Konrad’s arrest, because no one knew that he had been with Litzenreich, or no one who had survived the battle in Gaxar’s warpstone refinery. But Sergeant Taungar of the Imperial guard noticed that Konrad was carrying a sword with a wolf’s head emblem, which meant that the blade belonged to a Middenheim regiment.


      Taungar recognized Konrad from the time when they had both fought in Kislev, at the Siege of Praag. He knew what an expert warrior Konrad was, and he wanted to recruit him as an instructor in the Imperial guard. If Konrad joined up, he said, then the matter of the Middenheim sword could be easily dealt with.


      That suited Konrad perfectly. He needed to be in Altdorf, but he did not plan on being in the Imperial guard for very long.


      Now, it seemed, he would have to remain a member of the Emperor’s personal army a while longer.


      The sentry’s sword was a functional blade, a little too heavy and not very well balanced. It was no replacement for the one he had used beneath Middenheim, nor for the Imperial guard sword which had snapped when he levered the final nail which had pinned Ustnar to the ground.


      The bridge was deserted, and Konrad leaned over the parapet and dropped the sentry’s blade down into the murky waters of the River Reik. He hated to be without a weapon, but he had no need of the sailor’s knife, and it followed the sword into the depths. He pulled the hat from the coat pocket and put it on. It might serve to mask his identity if he were spotted.


      As he tugged the woollen cap down almost to his eyes, he noticed blood on his right hand and arm. It was that of the sentry. He removed the coat and wiped his skin as best he could with the sleeve, spitting on the back of his hand to wash away the blood which had already dried, then threw the garment over the side of the bridge. The loose boots made too much noise, and they also ended up in the river.


      The cobbles felt like ice, and his breath condensed in front of him as he resumed his journey towards the palace. The huge building was a black shadow against the darkness of the sky, the towering silhouette of its pinnacle outlined by the surrounding stars.


      Entering the barracks where he served would be far more difficult than gaining admission to army headquarters had been. He could easily have gone inside if he did not mind being observed, but then he would have to invent a story explaining what had happened to his uniform. When he left a few hours ago, he had no intention of returning; but now it had to appear as though he had never been away. Because he had not had permission to be beyond the palace walls, there was no reason for anyone to believe that he had gone. The sentries had seen him leave, however, not suspecting that he was not allowed out. There was no reason why they should mention it, and with luck they would not be questioned.


      Barefoot, Konrad felt almost as though he had reverted to the role he had lived before Elyssa entered his life and changed his whole existence. Becoming a shadow amongst shadows still came naturally, moving about silently and invisibly so that whatever he did went undetected by the innkeeper who had been his master. To this, he had added the skills he had learned working for Wolf for five years, all the tricks of subterfuge and camouflage needed for survival in Kislev, on the frontier between the human and inhuman.


      Often Konrad had infiltrated enemy positions, and although these enemies had been subhuman their senses were frequently more than human. They may have been called beastmen, which meant they had none of the nobler attributes of men, but they possessed the awareness of beasts. They could see more clearly in the dark, they could hear the almost inaudible, they could detect the faintest scent of a human adversary. The only way to mask the odour of a human was to overlay it with another smell, and more than once Konrad had hidden his humanity beneath the olfactory disguise of bestial blood.


      Tonight, he would not be up against anyone or anything with such an array of keen senses. The palace guards were only human, and they were his own comrades. But that would make no difference if he should make a slight error and be seen. The only challenge made to any intruder was a crossbow bolt.


      One of the first things he had done when he found himself within the walls of the fort was to check all the defences, in case it became necessary to leave in a hurry. He knew all the sentry posts, all the turrets, all the observation points. The times of the patrols were frequently altered, and the changing of the guards took place at irregular intervals. He had left the palace by his own unofficial exits on a few occasions while exploring Altdorf. That was somewhat different, because the sentries were watching for intruders trying to enter, not for anyone attempting to leave.


      Nothing must happen tonight to disturb the regular pattern of security within the citadel walls, nothing which would make anyone suspicious. He could create no diversions, the night’s routine must remain exactly that – routine.


      He kept the main entrance under observation for a time, watching while a liveried coach drew up for inspection. There was very little traffic at present, because the Emperor was away on an Imperial visit to Talabheim. Under normal circumstances, Konrad had learned, there would be conveyances entering and leaving until the early hours of the morning, with ambassadors and courtiers and aristocrats and merchants and servants and functionaries going about their duties and their pleasures.


      The sentries spoke to both the driver and postilion, opened each of the carriage doors, saluted, and checked the occupants. One of them examined the underside of the coach before it was allowed access to the courtyard, and Konrad deleted this as a possible means of admittance.


      But there were more ways of entering the inner fortress than through the entrances.


      It was all a matter of climbing and leaping, of timing and creeping. And so Konrad climbed, scaling the outside of the palace wall midway between two observation towers, where the angle of vision gave him the best chance of being unobserved. He went up slowly, feeling for every fingerhold, every toegrip. Then the slowness turned to swiftness as he sprang across the parapet and jumped onto the roof of the stables below. That was where he had to wait, lying prone across the slates until the guards had patrolled from one end of the battlements to the next. After that came the slow squirming over the other roofs, up and down the gables, around the chimneys, then finally down and through the embrasure into the banack room where he was billeted.


      Although of an equal rank to the other recruits, Konrad had been granted an alcove to himself because of his role as a combat instructor and in deference to his military experience. He had made it back unobserved, but still he could not rest. He had lost his sword, his helmet, his armour, his uniform, and now he went about making good those losses.


      ‘In all my years in the Imperial guard, I have never seen a parade like this!’


      Taungar strode up and down, staring in disbelief at the enlisted men lined up for morning inspection in the palace courtyard.


      ‘I’ve had men lose their helmets; I’ve had men lose their tunics; I’ve had men lose their leggings; I’ve had men lose their spurs. At one time or another, I’ve had men lose just about everything. Swords, lances, daggers, gauntlets, boots, breastplates, shields, horses. But never, never have I had so many men lose so much at one time! The equivalent of a complete uniform is missing. Did it simply walk away? Is this Jape Day? No, it is not. And even if it was, the Imperial guard is no place for practical jokes. I am not laughing. And no one who has lost so much as a single thread of braid will be laughing for a month! You will all be confined to barracks, work extra duties, and lose a month’s pay – you’re good at losing things – in addition to making good the cost of those items which you have misplaced. How can you be expected to protect the Emperor when you can’t even look after the Emperor’s uniforms which he so graciously permits you to wear? You useless bunch of incompetent idiots! Why any of you were ever allowed to enlist in the guard, I have no idea. You aren’t even clever enough to join the army. You aren’t even clever enough to join the watch!’


      Clad in his new uniform, Konrad stared impassively ahead as Taungar strode past him, berating over half of the men under his command. There had been no opportunity to reach the quartermaster’s stores and replace his missing garments and equipment from there. Instead, he had had to requisition what was required from the other troops in the barrack room: a pair of boots from one, a belt from another, and so on until he had a complete outfit. It had taken a long time to make sure that everything fitted properly. If they had been more alert, Konrad would not have succeeded and they would not have been punished. Military justice was arbitrary and harsh; it should be expected by anyone who had enlisted. Maybe they would learn a useful lesson: they should never feel safe, no matter where they might be, and they should never trust anyone.


      They all stood in formation, at attention without breastplate or breeches or whatever item they had lost. There had been much confusion in the barracks when they began to dress in the darkness before dawn. Those who were first to notice their losses tried to find replacements from their comrades who were not so swift, and a number of fights had broken out. Searches had taken place, but nothing had been found. There was nothing to be found, Konrad was wearing it all.


      ‘The army set fire to their own guardroom last night,’ Taungar continued. ‘If it had been you lot, I suppose you would have burned down the whole palace! Two of their prisoners escaped, and they have a sentry dead, an officer missing.’


      Taungar halted in front of Konrad. ‘They claim that a member of the Imperial guard was responsible for all of that.’ Konrad’s helmet could not hide all the fresh bites and scratches on his face. The sergeant looked directly at Konrad as he added: ‘But of course they are lying to cover up their own incompetence.’


      The dead officer had not been found, and there was no word about skaven or any other of the hell-spawned bestiary which infested the netherworld beneath Altdorf. Even the capital of the Empire was not safe from such benighted creatures. Or perhaps it was because it was the capital that Altdorf had become a centre of Chaos activity.


      This had been Sigmar’s capital after he had united the eight warring human tribes two and a half thousand years ago, although its original name had been Reikdorf. It was still the heart of the Empire, and the fastest way to destroy most beings was to strike at the heart – and that meant striking at the Emperor himself, at Karl-Franz of the house of the Second Wilhelm.


      There could be no immediate threat, not with the Emperor away from the capital. If it had been Gaxar’s plan to replace Karl-Franz with a necromantic duplicate, such a scheme would probably have to be abandoned now that the grey seer was dead. Gaxar must have been the only one who could control his creation, and with him gone surely the doppelganger had lost its own semblance of vitality.


      Litzenreich would have known if this were the case. At one time, the wizard had claimed that he intended to defeat Gaxar’s scheme to usurp the throne by use of a resurrected impostor. The sorcerer and the grey seer were old enemies.


      The sentry Konrad had killed was the only trooper who could have identified him. The guards at the gate, and the one who had accompanied him and the officer down into the dungeon had not had the time or opportunity to get a proper look at him. In any case, it seemed that the Imperial guard gave no credence to the army’s claims. There was little love lost between the two military forces.


      But from the way he had looked at him, Taungar seemed to suspect that Konrad had something to do with the events of the previous night…


      ‘Those of you who are fully dressed,’ announced Taungar, as he began walking up and down once more, ‘one step forward!’


      Konrad and seven others obeyed.


      ‘You, you, you, follow me, at the double!’


      Konrad and two others followed the sergeant, and they found themselves becoming part of the escort which climbed two hundred feet to the penultimate level of the palace, the final rampart where the Imperial ensigns were unfurled every dawn, high above the city, above the Empire. One of the flagpoles had always remained empty in the days that Konrad had served here. This was the gilded staff where the Emperor’s personal flag was raised whenever he was in residence.


      From this vantage point, second only in height to the observation turret in the tower, the city lay spread out below. Konrad could see the army barracks, although there was no longer any sign of the fire. He could make out the Reik, and the gate in the white city walls by which he had re-entered Altdorf. He gazed beyond the red tiled roofs of the walls, and he wondered for a moment how far Litzenreich and Ustnar had managed to get in the hours since their escape.


      He felt that he could almost have leaned down and picked up some of the buildings below, raising them like toys, and that underneath he would be able to see where Skullface had hidden Elyssa.


      When the ceremony ended, and the last notes of the herald’s bugle still echoed from the nearby dome of the Cathedral of Sigmar, the captain of the guard led his troopers back down the narrow spiral staircase towards the lower levels.


      Taungar and Konrad were the last to begin the long descent, and the sergeant said: ‘I will be at the Wayfarers Rest tonight.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THREE


      Taungar’s words were not a casual social invitation. Sergeants and enlisted men did not fraternise, and the Wayfarers was not a regular haunt of the Imperial guard. Konrad wore the clothes in which he had arrived in Altdorf and he had a pass allowing him out of barracks for the evening. He took a long detour to the inn, going by way of Sigmar Bridge and Oswald the Hero Bridge. While he crossed the former, he jettisoned the rest of the sailor’s clothing which he had kept hidden under his straw mattress since arriving back at the barracks. And finally he reached the tavern.


      The place was no different from a thousand other inns, crowded and noisy, full of voices talking and laughing and arguing. The walls and ceiling were black with decades of soot, and the atmosphere was thick with the smell of ale, old and new: the sour reek of stale beer which had been spilled over the years and saturated the floor, and the heady aroma of hops from the fresh beer still being brewed behind the taproom.


      At first he did not notice Taungar and thought he had not yet arrived, but he was sitting alone in the far corner. Even when he saw him, Konrad was uncertain for a moment that it really was the sergeant. Some men appeared smaller without their armour, but not Taungar. He was not a tall man, but he was well-built and muscular. His civilian clothes seemed oddly inappropriate to his physique and his battle-scarred face. He should have been dressed like a stevedore or a labourer, but he looked more like a wealthy merchant. He was clad in a well-cut light brown felt jacket and matching trousers, blue satin shirt, and a yellow silk scarf was around his neck, fastened by a gold pin of some elaborate design. Although almost as short as Konrad’s, his grey hair had been neatly combed. The scabbard for a dagger hung at his hip, and it seemed to be the maximum blade length that a civilian was permitted to carry. Its handle appeared to be silver.


      He was smoking a pipe, and there was an almost full goblet of wine on the table in front of him. Konrad nodded in recognition and was about to turn towards the barrels at the other end of the room, but Taungar gestured for him to join him.


      ‘Girl!’ he bellowed, as though he were drilling a parade.


      Konrad sat down opposite the sergeant, and a few seconds later a young girl weaved her way through the crush. She was holding a tray of full beer tankards, which she could hardly lift, and she set it down on the table.


      She could only have been about twelve years old, her hair was almost white, and there was something about her which reminded Konrad of a person he had tried not to remember. Placing one of the tankards in front of Konrad, her soft brown eyes noticed him watching her and she smiled at him. Taungar paid, and she picked up the tray again and moved off.


      Her smile was identical to Krysten’s: warm and honest but also mischievous.


      Krysten who Konrad had almost loved. Krysten who he abandoned when he had left the mine in search of a lost dwarf temple. Krysten who had been captured by the swarms of degenerate northern invaders when the mining camp was overrun and totally annihilated. Krysten who must have been dead by now. Krysten who he hoped had died quickly and painlessly. Krysten who, he now realized, he had loved.


      Konrad raised his beer stein and swallowed half the contents in a single gulp.


      Taungar had been watching him, and now he said, ‘Do you want to tell me what happened?’


      Konrad shrugged.


      ‘You don’t have to, but maybe I can help.’


      Konrad looked at him. Taungar was a veteran of many campaigns; he had survived much more than Konrad could ever know: he had served throughout the Empire, he had fought and conquered every type of adversary, human and otherwise. Konrad looked around, at all the people in the inn, some of whom were within hearing distance.


      ‘The best place to talk secretly is where there is plenty of noise,’ said Taungar. ‘The best place to be unnoticed is where there are many people. So…?’


      Konrad drank more of his beer. ‘Chaos,’ he said quietly, and Taungar nodded wisely.


      It was a word that many used but few understood, and even Konrad was uncertain of its true meaning. For the majority of the population, the foul power of Chaos was completely unknown. They went about their daily affairs never suspecting its existence, never knowing the effect that it had upon their lives and how it influenced the world in which they lived.


      ‘It’s here,’ Konrad added, ‘in Altdorf.’


      Taungar sucked on his pipe and blew smoke from between his teeth. ‘I know,’ he said.


      ‘How long have you known? Since Praag?’


      ‘Before, and I recognized the malign forces that were controlling the siege. I almost died. I’m like you, I’m a warrior. We both live on the edge of death. I was part of the relief army, and I came within a moment of dying. Sometimes I imagine that I did die, that I have been a ghost ever since.’ Taungar smiled at the idea and took a sip of his wine. ‘Growing older makes us more conscious of our mortality, Konrad. When I was younger, I took so many risks, fought without a care for my own existence.’ He took another sip from his goblet, then set it down.


      ‘I know about Chaos,’ he continued. ‘About twenty years ago, I was one of those who went into Castle Drachenfels to clear up the mess. I’d enlisted in the Imperial guard to fight for the Emperor – this was in the days of Luitpold – to defend him and the Empire. I was young and innocent, but I grew out of both. All my ideas about the world were turned upside down when we rode into the Grey Mountains and discovered the impossible creatures that lived in the fortress of the Great Enchanter. We tortured them, hung them, burned them, but we couldn’t wipe them from our memories. They were more than monstrous, more than bestial, more than evil. They were the exact opposite of everything human. They were corrupted by Chaos.’


      ‘And they are here in Altdorf,’ said Konrad, ‘plotting against the Emperor.’


      ‘There are always plots against the Emperor,’ said Taungar, very calmly.


      ‘The skaven are going to replace him with a double.’


      ‘He can’t be any worse than Karl-Franz.’


      Konrad stared at Taungar in astonishment. This was not the reaction he had expected from a member of the Imperial guard. He had only mentioned Gaxar’s conspiracy because he needed Taungar’s assistance, and that assistance would have little to do with protecting Karl-Franz; but by focusing on this aspect, he had believed that Taungar would help him. What he needed was someone who knew Altdorf, someone who would know how to locate the hidden passages beneath the city.


      ‘What has the Emperor ever done for me?’ asked Taungar, noticing Konrad’s bewildered expression. ‘I have loyally served the Empire for a quarter of a century, but I am still only a sergeant. The cobalt plume is all I shall ever wear because I was not born into the right family. It took me a long time to realize, Konrad, but the only person to serve is yourself. I owe allegiance to no one but myself. Whatever I do in the future, it will only be in my own best interests.’


      ‘But… what if the Empire is engulfed by the legions of Chaos… if we all become slaves of darkness?’


      ‘We are all slaves without knowing it. Is one master worse than another?’


      ‘We can’t allow the triumph of Chaos!’


      ‘That’s all a myth spread by our rulers to make us obey them. We live in fear while they live in luxury.’


      ‘What about Praag? That was no myth. You said you almost died! And what about all the foul creatures that you slew at Castle Drachenfels?’


      ‘Fighting for a so-called just cause has given me nothing but pain and torment. Why should I care what happens to the Emperor or the Empire? While I still live, and whatever happens, more than half my life is already over, I want the best for me.’


      Taungar’s words resonated in Konrad’s mind, because they were so similar to his own recent thoughts. His priority was to rescue Elyssa, and he wondered what price he was prepared to pay for her safety. If it were a case of the Emperor’s life for the girl’s, then there was no question but that he would choose Elyssa. It seemed almost like heresy to admit it, but there would be another Emperor after Karl-Franz, someone else to act as a symbolic head of the Empire. There was, however, only one Elyssa.


      Such thoughts were no mere speculation. Gaxar had been plotting against the Emperor – and Elyssa had been in the same subterranean chamber as the grey seer.


      ‘I’m telling you this,’ Taungar continued, ‘because I don’t want you to waste as much of your life as I have mine.’


      Konrad shook his head. ‘No, no. We must be able to do both, to fight against Chaos and to further our own aims. The two are not opposite ambitions.’


      ‘You don’t understand. You are so like me, Konrad, so like the way I was.’ Taungar stared intently at Konrad as he spoke, and he gripped both the younger man’s wrists with his hands. ‘You must let me prove to you what I am saying. Once you have seen the evidence, you will be convinced.’


      This was not what Konrad had expected, and he realized he would get no help from Taungar. He was alone – as always. There was only one person who knew of Elyssa or cared about her, and that was himself. Whatever must be done, he was the only one who could and would make the attempt.


      Konrad shook his hands free and stood up. ‘I’m going back,’ he said.


      ‘It would be best if you came with me,’ said Taungar. There was no need for him to add any more. Konrad was aware that the sergeant knew he must have been involved in yesterday’s prison break, and that he could betray Konrad if he chose.


      Reaching for his tankard and draining it, Konrad knew that he had little choice. He was unarmed, but if necessary he was confident that he could take care of Taungar; but another death would only add to his difficulties.


      ‘The gentleman we shall visit also happens to be on good terms with Matthias, who is the advisor to the Grand Theogonist,’ said Taungar. ‘If you wish, you can tell him your story about this impostor, and it will be passed on through the usual channels. That is the only way to get a hearing, because who would believe a trooper or even a sergeant in the Imperial guard?’


      He took a final sip of his wine, then stood up, and Konrad could at last make out the design on his gold tiepin: it showed two naked women embracing one another. Taungar smiled and added, ‘But I think we will be able to persuade you that your true interests lie elsewhere. Shall we go?’


      They made their way through the crowd. Taungar went first, and he looked around to make sure that Konrad was following. As he did so, he collided with the blonde girl carrying the tray. She slipped and the tray fell from her hands, the pewter tankards spilling their contents over the floor. There was silence in the taproom for a moment, as people glanced around, and then the conversations, the laughter, the disagreements continued.


      Taungar swore and wiped at the drops of ale which had splattered across his trousers, then stepped around the girl, who was kneeling on the ground and picking up the empty tankards.


      Konrad stopped and looked down at the girl. Now it was not Krysten who he was reminded of, but himself. He remembered all the years he had worked in Brandenheimer’s tavern, when he had been no more than a slave, when he had been beaten and kicked for every little thing that went wrong – and even when things did not go wrong.


      ‘Trudi!’ shouted a stocky, balding man who hurried from the other end of the inn. ‘Now what have you done?’


      He was the landlord, and Konrad knew that the girl would be in for a thrashing. He stepped forward. Tonight it would be the landlord’s turn for a beating.


      ‘I’m sorry, Herr Runze,’ she said.


      ‘So am I,’ said the man. ‘Ah well, it was only the slops. This lot can’t tell the difference by this time of night.’


      Runze turned and headed back the way he had come, and Konrad unclenched his fists. Trudi glanced up at him and she smiled once more, and for a moment she looked exactly like Krysten – the hair, the face, the eyes, the expression.


      Konrad glanced away, then followed Taungar out of the door and into the night.


      Konrad wondered if he should simply slip away from Taungar and quit the Imperial guard, but realized that would leave him in a worse situation than ever. If he did not return to the palace, he would have no base from which to operate. He would be unable to remain in the city because he would be hunted down by the Imperial guard as a deserter. He would have nowhere to go, no contacts, no money, no weapons, and without any of these his chances of ever finding Elyssa became more remote.


      The fact that Taungar was not a loyal member of the guard might prove to be to Konrad’s advantage. From the way the sergeant had spoken, he must have been engaged in some form of criminal activity. That was surely what he meant when he had claimed that from now on he would only be acting in his own best interests. Altdorf was a port, so perhaps he was involved with smuggling. Imperial duties on certain kinds of imported goods were very high, and fortunes could be made by those able to supply such luxuries at reduced prices. And members of a smuggling gang were more likely to know about the secret subterranean city beneath Altdorf than the Imperial guard.


      Taungar must be taking him to meet his other employer, the head of the illicit organization for which he worked. It would make sense that such a man would know the adviser to the Grand Theogonist of the Cult of Sigmar, because the most wealthy and influential people frequently had far less respect for the law than the lower orders. Konrad remembered how Litzenreich had said that laws were made by such people for their own benefit. Konrad was inclined to agree. Even should prominent citizens happen to be discovered breaking the law, at worst they would be judged by their equals and punished in the most lenient fashion. Not so a member of the more numerous, less prosperous part of society. No matter how minor their transgression, they would be dealt with very severely – probably painfully, and possibly even fatally.


      As a member of the Imperial guard, Konrad’s pay was very little, and he would receive none of it until he had served for a month. Whatever happened, he doubted he would still be in Altdorf by then, and he was not averse to earning a few crowns now. The mercenaries on the northern frontier were always dreaming of ways to earn their fortunes. Even Wolf had not been immune to such financial ambition, with his expedition to discover ancient dwarf gold and gems in a lost temple in the mountains of Kislev. Wolf and Konrad and Anvila had indeed found such a forgotten temple, but there had been no buried hoard of priceless treasure – only a horde of cave-dwelling goblins.


      It was over five years since Elyssa had been taken prisoner. Konrad tried not to consider the horrendous ordeals she must inevitably have endured during that time. Now that he knew she was still alive, all his senses told him not to waste a moment in finding and releasing her. But when he considered the position logically, he realized that compared to all the tortures that the girl had already suffered, an extra few days could make very little difference.


      The only problem might be that Skullface had left the city since last night, taking his captive with him. If so, Konrad was already too late. Otherwise, during the coming days, he would have time to think more clearly of what he should do and make his plans accordingly. If he did succeed in tracking down the creature he had named Skullface, how could he kill such a being, one that could pull an arrow from its heart and show not a trace of a wound…?


      He remembered the preternaturally thin figure, apparently the only human who had taken part in the massacre and destruction of Konrad’s village. So human, yet so alien. When he had drawn the black arrow from his bloodless chest, he had examined the crest before snapping the shaft. It was as if he had recognized the gold crest. Wolf, too, seemed to know the design when he had seen it on Konrad’s quiver.


      Konrad yawned as he walked by Taungar’s side through the city. He had not slept properly since the night before last and he felt exhausted. He was not as fit as he had been on the frontier, his strength having being sapped during his weeks of capture by Kastring’s band of raiders, and then his vitality had been almost drained by the bronze armour in which he had been imprisoned. It was less than two weeks since he had arrived in Altdorf, and while he had been in the guard he had done his best to rebuild his muscles and restore his stamina.


      The wounds he had suffered during the underground battle with the pygmy beast creatures had been superficial, only bites and scratches. Such apparently innocuous injuries could often prove the most dangerous, however. The saliva from an enemy’s bite might be venomous, a lethal poison which could kill very slowly and extremely painfully. But the teeth and talons of the flesh-eaters Konrad had defeated last night seemed to have borne no such deadly toxins; the injuries to his right arm and hand were well on their way towards healing. Early during his time in Kislev, Konrad had almost lost that arm as a result of a severe wound which had started to turn gangrenous. The limb had been saved by an elf with magical healing skills, and ever since then Konrad’s right arm had recovered from its wounds faster than the rest of his body.


      Elyssa, too, had possessed latent powers of healing. She had soothed the wounds he had suffered when slaying the beastman which attacked her. Perhaps, somehow, it was her own magical talents which had kept her alive when the village had been overrun by the feral forces of Chaos.


      Konrad did not like being in towns and cities, the way they were so enclosed. Altdorf’s fortifications seemed to be there to keep its inhabitants inside, not to exclude enemies. He felt that almost anyone he encountered could be an enemy, and there was no way of telling who. Out on the frontier it was easy to distinguish one’s foe; not so in a city. There were no beastmen, at least not on the surface, there were only humans – but humans were the most treacherous, most deadly adversaries of all.


      Because of its wealth, Altdorf had more than its share of thieves and robbers. The main streets were wide, kept lit throughout the night, and regularly patrolled, but Konrad kept listening for the sound of footsteps on the cobbles behind them. Any villains who fancied their chances would get far more than they could have expected if they tried to attack him and Taungar, although it would take a gang of footpads to attempt an assault on two men who were so obviously fit and so obviously sober. But criminals did not necessarily have much sense, and Konrad kept glancing all around and keeping wide of every alley that they passed on their journey. They remained within the northern sector of the city, making for the mercantile area, and at last their destination came in sight.


      The house stood at the top of a hill some two hundred yards from the city boundary, lying behind its own white walls, which were a replica of those of the city. There was also a moat and a drawbridge, although the moat lay inside the walls, and the bridge was only crossed once access had been gained through the heavy wooden gate. Taungar had made their presence there known by using the heavy iron knocker, which was fashioned in the shape of Sigmar’s legendary warhammer, Ghal-maraz.


      A slim boy, perhaps fifteen or sixteen years old, immediately opened the door, bowing low to admit them. He was clad all in white – slippers, tight breeches, loose tunic, a round cap – and he led the way to a building in the centre of the walled garden. The grounds were lit by a series of lanterns, all of them in the pattern of the fabled double-tailed comet which had lit the night sky above the Old World at the time of Sigmar’s birth. Twin beams of light shone from each of the lamps, illuminating the impressive gardens.


      There were several fountains, and at their centres were various grotesque replicas of dying orcs and goblins. Water sprayed from different parts of these statues, in imitation of geysers of blood spurting from terrible wounds. They were evidently representations of the goblinoid swarms who had fallen victim to Sigmar’s vengeful hammer at the battle of Black Fire Pass. The fountains fed a number of streams which meandered through the grounds, and these were crossed by bridges each of which was a miniature of one of Altdorf’s six bridges.


      Between these tiny streams, which flowed into the inner moat, lay islands of exotic trees and bushes. Although it was winter, some of these still bore ripe fruit upon their branches.


      The house lay in the centre of the gardens, white walled and red roofed. The walls were built of bricks, each of which was embossed with a twin-tailed comet motif; each of the tiles was in the shape of a double hammerhead; the windows were shaped like eight-pointed stars. Another small bridge had to be crossed before the house was reached. The servant opened the door, bowed, and gestured for Taungar and Konrad to enter the hallway.


      ‘May I take your coats, gentlemen?’ said another servant, who was waiting in the entrance hall.


      Konrad realized this one was a girl, identically clad and of a similar age to the other servant, her hair tucked beneath her white cap. She hung their coats on an elaborate stand, and led them along a wide passageway which was panelled in dark wood, hung with tapestries and paintings depicting the various triumphs of Sigmar. Several crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, the candle flames flickering.


      She knocked at a door near the end, pushed it open, then bowed for Konrad and Taungar to enter. They went into a large room, the walls of which were lined with fancy cabinets, carved chests and various kinds of elaborately decorated furniture.


      ‘Rolf! How wonderful to see you!’


      Taungar was greeted by a man who hurried towards him. He was of average height, but far more than average girth. It seemed he was trying to disguise his width behind the loose pale blue robe that he wore, but without much success. He must have been about fifty, and his fat cheeks were a web of broken veins. His hair was grey and thinning, tied back behind his head with a ribbon which matched his robe.


      He carried a ruby-studded silver goblet in one ring-laden hand.


      He threw his arms around Taungar, hugging him close and kissing him on both cheeks. Konrad wondered if he could be from Bretonnia, where that was the kind of thing men did to other men.


      ‘Hello, Werner,’ said Taungar. ‘This is Konrad, the man I spoke to you about.’ He turned to Konrad. ‘This is Werner Zuntermein,’ he said.


      ‘Ah, Konrad!’ said Zuntermein, moving towards him. ‘Delighted to make your acquaintance.’


      Konrad moved back in order to avoid an embrace, but instead Zuntermein raised his free hand and stroked Konrad’s face.


      ‘What has happened? Have you been fighting?’ He sighed and shook his head. ‘Boys will be boys.’ He stood gazing at Konrad. ‘How handsome. And your eyes, how remarkable!’


      Konrad’s eyes were different colours. They both appeared to be green, but on closer inspection the left one was gold. At one time, it was more than merely the colours which had been different. His left eye had given him warning of danger, because frequently he could see what was going to happen and act accordingly. The gift of foresight had grown more erratic over the years and he had finally lost the talent when Litzenreich had extracted him from the suit of bronze armour.


      Konrad leaned back out of Zuntermein’s reach.


      ‘A pity about the scars,’ Zuntermein added, ‘but nothing in life is perfect, alas. Do be seated. A drink?’ Without waiting for a reply, he snapped his fingers and yet another servant filled two bejewelled goblets which were identical to the one which he held.


      Konrad sat down, as far away from Zuntermein as possible. The servant handed him a goblet, which was probably worth as much as he could earn in five years as an Imperial guard. Whatever it was that Zuntermein did, it was certainly a lucrative profession. The servant was dressed in the same style as the other two, but Konrad could not work out whether the third one was male or female.


      ‘Rolf has told me that you could be one of us,’ said Zuntermein, as he settled down on a couch which could have seated two people of normal dimensions.


      ‘A follower of Sigmar?’ said Konrad.


      ‘Not,’ replied Zuntermein, ‘exactly.’


      Konrad raised his drink to his lips, and the spicy aroma which assailed his nostrils made him hesitate. He could tell that the pale liqueur was very strong, but this was a time when he needed to keep all his wits. He held the silver to his mouth for a second, as if drinking, then lowered it. Taungar had not even finished his wine in the tavern, but now he was swallowing the exotic drink as though he were dying of thirst.


      ‘You know the advisor to the Grand Theogonist?’ said Konrad, deciding that it was time for him to take the initiative.


      ‘Matthias? Yes, I do. But he is away at present, with the Emperor.’


      ‘The skaven are planning to kill the Emperor and replace him with a doppelganger.’


      Zuntermein said nothing for a few seconds. He sipped at his wine. ‘Really?’


      ‘Is that all you have to say? We must warn the Emperor!’


      ‘If you know of this scheme, Konrad, and if it is not merely wild rumour as so many of these stories are, I am sure that those who protect dear Karl-Franz are equally aware of what is happening. If there aren’t at least a dozen threats to the Emperor every week, then it’s a very dull eight days. Never fear, he is the most heavily guarded man in the Old World.’


      If those who defended the Emperor were as concerned for his safety as Taungar and Zuntermein, then Karl-Franz was in deep trouble, thought Konrad. But he said nothing else; he had more important matters to think about than the fate of the Emperor. He took a mouthful of his wine, and it was as strong as he had suspected. He swallowed it slowly, feeling the warmth trickle down his throat and radiate throughout his body. Taungar, he noticed, was holding out his empty goblet for the servant to refill.


      ‘You served in Kislev, I believe?’ said Zuntermein. ‘You were there during the Praag siege?’


      Konrad nodded, twice.


      ‘You have experienced more of the world already than most people do in a lifetime,’ Zuntermein continued. ‘The real world, that is. We know what it’s like, what is happening and what will happen. We–’ his idle gesture took in Konrad, Taungar and himself, ‘know. And we can take advantage of what we know.’


      ‘And what’s that?’


      ‘Chaos,’ said Zuntermein.


      Konrad made no response.


      ‘The Chaos Wastes,’ said Zuntermein, swirling around the contents of his goblet and staring into them. ‘What did you think you were doing there, Konrad? Maintaining the frontier against the northern invaders? Keeping Chaos at bay? But Chaos can’t be held back by force of arms. It knows no boundaries. It’s like the air we breathe. It’s everywhere. It’s here in the Empire, here in Altdorf.’ He looked up, meeting Konrad’s gaze. ‘Here in this room.’


      Konrad glanced at Taungar, who said nothing. All he did was smile and sup at his spiced wine.


      ‘The air we breathe,’ repeated Zuntermein. ‘Just as we need air to live, so we need Chaos. We are one and the same.’


      Konrad put down his goblet on the enamelled table by his side and started to rise, then decided against leaving. It would be a futile gesture, because he had nowhere to go. He had decided to accompany Taungar, and now he must stay and listen to what Zuntermein had to say even though – as in the tavern earlier – this was not what he had expected to hear. He felt calm, relaxed and was under no threat; he might as well stay to finish his drink.


      Zuntermein said, ‘Some believe that mankind is a creation of Chaos, and that is why humans make its best servants. But Chaos can also serve us, and the rewards are not insignificant.’


      Konrad laughed briefly, contemptuously.


      ‘Do not mock, Konrad,’ said Zuntermein, calmly. ‘You have already been touched by Chaos.’


      ‘What do you mean?’ Konrad demanded – but he knew the answer.


      And Zuntermein knew that he knew. He smiled at Konrad, then sipped at his wine.


      ‘You can’t fight it, Konrad. You are part of Chaos, it is part of you.’


      ‘What do you want?’


      ‘We can help each other, Konrad. Join us. There has been much pain in your life. It is time that was balanced out. It is a time for enjoyment, for pleasure.’


      ‘No,’ said Konrad, and he did stand up. ‘I don’t think that we have anything further to discuss, Herr Zuntermein.’


      ‘Werner, call me Werner.’ He also stood up. ‘I hoped that we could be good friends, Konrad.’


      ‘You hoped wrong.’


      ‘At least let us not part as enemies.’


      Zuntermein thrust out his right hand. Konrad accepted it automatically, and they shook in military fashion, palms gripping wrists. Zuntermein’s hand felt warm, very warm, and it was growing warmer while Konrad’s wrist started to become cooler. He tried to pull free, but could not. His whole arm had been rendered immobile and was being drained of all vitality.


      Zuntermein was a sorcerer…


      ‘I know where she is,’ he said, and he released his grip.


      Konrad staggered back, rubbing at his icy right arm with his left, trying to restore it to life.


      ‘Who?’ asked Konrad, knowing there could be but one answer.


      ‘The one you have been thinking of.’


      ‘Where is she? Take me to her!’


      ‘It is not so simple as that, Konrad.’ Zuntermein closed his eyes and touched the fingertips of his right hand to his forehead. ‘Something might be arranged, however.’ He opened his eyes, and he smiled. ‘In fact, you shall meet her – if you promise to come to one of our social gatherings and give serious consideration to joining us.’


      ‘I’ll do whatever you say, whatever you want.’


      ‘I’m glad,’ said Zuntermein. ‘Take Konrad back now, Rolf. I will send a message in a few days.’


      Taungar rose and walked towards the door, and the servant opened it for him. Konrad followed him out into the hallway. He kept rubbing at his forearm, and the numbness was gradually retreating. He had so much to ask, but he did not know where to begin.


      ‘A few days,’ whispered Zuntermein, and he kissed him on his left cheek – but Konrad stepped back in time to avoid a second kiss on his other cheek.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOUR


      Another dawn, another unfurling of the Imperial ensigns high above the palace, the capital, the Empire, and Konrad gazed over to the north where he could just make out the red roof of Zuntermein’s home.


      Never trust a sorcerer…


      But he had no real alternative. He could never hope to find Elyssa alone.


      He had only once mentioned the girl to anyone, when Wolf had examined the black quiver and Konrad told him that Elyssa had given it to him.


      When he had touched Konrad, Zuntermein discovered what had been foremost in his mind – and that was Elyssa. The sorcerer was certainly using what he had found to his own advantage, in order to persuade Konrad to join him, and he could so easily be lying. How could he have known where Elyssa was? But Konrad would only return to Zuntermein’s house if she was there. If she was not, he would leave – but not before he had taken revenge for the wizard’s mendacity.


      A few days, Zuntermein had said, in a few days he would know.


      Konrad glanced at Taungar, who stood to attention, saluting the embroidered standards as they were unfurled. The sergeant had enlisted him in the Imperial guard, and now he wanted to recruit him as a Chaos cultist…


      Could Zuntermein really be a Chaos worshipper? Konrad doubted it. He remembered Kastring and his pagan warband, and he had seen countless other cultists over the years. He knew the price of their blasphemous creed. It cost them everything. They were transformed, becoming part-human, part-animal, until they were no more than the beastmen who were the original creations of Chaos, twisted and misshapen in mind as well as in body.


      Behind his respectable facade, with his house disguised by the holy symbols of Sigmar Heldenhammer, Werner Zuntermein was playing at being an acolyte of Chaos. It was probably the latest fashion in Altdorf amongst the indolent rich. Somehow Taungar had become involved in the charade, probably because there was a way he could make money out of it.


      ‘I want some money,’ Konrad told the sergeant, as again they were the last two to leave the ramparts. ‘I also need a pass; I have to go into the city today.’


      Taungar looked at him. After what Zuntermein had said – although he could not have been aware who the wizard had meant by ‘she’ – he knew that Konrad would return to the palace. He nodded.


      ‘Five crowns enough?’ he asked. ‘I can excuse you from this afternoon’s duties.’


      It was Konrad’s turn to nod, and after a morning spent teaching axe combat techniques he left the palace. Like the previous evening, he was clad in civilian clothes because he was not on official duties. He headed across Altdorf, and he felt as uneasy as he had done last night. He wished he could be somewhere else, anywhere except the largest city in the Empire.


      The only other city in which he had spent much time was Praag, and that had been under very different circumstances. After it had first been captured and occupied by the regiments of Chaos two hundred years ago, then retaken, Praag had been razed to the ground and completely rebuilt, which meant that most of the buildings in Altdorf were far older. The streets of the capital followed a pattern laid down thousands of years ago, and some of the houses were on sites which had been in constant habitation since the days of Sigmar.


      Yet it was not the buildings, no matter how old, which affected Konrad, nor the streets and alleys that paved the ancient earth which had not seen the light of day for centuries. The whole weight of history was like a miasma which he found overwhelmingly oppressive. He felt as if he could move nowhere without bumping into someone; and even when there was nobody close, the ghosts of so many millennia seemed to impede his progress. Even the desolate winter plains of Kislev seemed far more inviting by comparison.


      It could only have been the concentration of people that was so disturbing, and he remembered what Zuntermein had said, that humans were a creation of Chaos…


      Could that be true? If so, then this was the greatest concentration of Chaos energy he had ever encountered, and perhaps it explained his reaction.


      Because Konrad was now himself a creature of Chaos, and like repelled like – or so Litzenreich had once said. Was that not why the forces of Chaos were so divided and forever fighting amongst themselves, the legions of each benighted god in eternal war with the battalions of the other dark deities? They feuded incessantly, one evil army against another.


      Litzenreich had also claimed that evil was not a synonym for Chaos. Chaos simply existed, it was mankind who interpreted that existence. Litzenreich had compared Chaos to water; and Zuntermein had compared it to air; and Konrad believed neither of them.


      He had become trapped inside a suit of bronze armour – of Chaos armour. That meant he had been contaminated by Chaos. Litzenreich had freed him from his metal prison, but he had used warpstone to do so… and later revealed that the enigmatic substance originally came from the wastelands and was believed to be the cause of all mutations, to have created the beastmen.


      Konrad was doubly damned.


      And Zuntermein had detected this.


      He had used his thaumaturgical senses to do so – Konrad was convinced. It was not that the sorcerer recognized someone who was as infected as himself. Zuntermein had made his fortune through the application of his magical abilities, not through Chaos worship, because such corruption would surely have taken its toll upon his physical form. It was his wizardry which had enabled him to delve into Konrad’s thoughts, and it was the same talent which had led him to locate Elyssa so swiftly – if indeed he had done so.


      Having attempted not to think of the girl and what might happen in the next few days, although without much success, Konrad was now trying to concentrate on another matter. He had originally come to Altdorf for one reason, because of the shield that Silver Eye had carried when they fought beneath Middenheim. Konrad wanted to know where the skaven had found the shield, and he also hoped to discover something about its gold emblem. This was a subject which had intrigued him for over a decade, ever since Elyssa had first given him the bow, the ten arrows, the quiver of rippled black hide. Now, at last, here was his opportunity…


      Except for the Imperial Palace and the Cathedral of Sigmar, the College of Heraldry was the oldest building that Konrad had ever seen. It was hidden away in a back street, which must once have been much wider, and he missed the turning at first and had to retrace his steps and walk down a winding side road. All the other buildings nearby had been built and rebuilt many times, but the ancient college was half-sunken beneath the ground as if it recognized its age and was trying to bury itself. The road outside had risen over the centuries, so that the lower floors of the college had become basements, as the rubbish and debris of the city piled up and the level of the surface had risen. The roof was covered in slates and tiles, every one of which appeared to be of a different colour and size, their variety demonstrating how many times it had been repaired. All the walls and arches and gables were out of true. The whole building was bent with antiquity, like a cripple who somehow managed to survive despite all his deformities.


      Konrad climbed down the worn stone steps and knocked on the door. There was at least one other level below, and he noticed that the doorframe was set in what had once been a window. The wood crumbled beneath his knuckles. There was no reply. He pushed on the ancient door, it creaked back on its rusty hinges, and he stepped into the gloom.


      It was both dusty and damp inside, and Konrad waited a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. He could see a glimmer of light ahead in the distance, and he made his way along the narrow passageway. The floor was uneven, the walls crooked. As he became more used to the lack of illumination, he noticed that the corridor was lined with plaques, some round, some in the shape of a stylized shield, and each of them had a different pattern painted upon it. They were all coats of arms, he realized, hundreds upon hundreds of them; judging by the way the paint had faded or peeled away they must have been very old. There were a number of gaps on the walls, where the shields had fallen off and not been replaced.


      As he was gazing at the display, he trod on something which broke under his weight. He stopped to inspect the object. It was one of the missing shields, decorated with a silver cross on a red background, with some type of hunting bird silhouetted in black in one quarter. The other three designs could not be made out because the paint had come off when he stepped on it. He set the two broken pieces of the rusty plaque down in the corner and kept on walking towards the light.


      The corridor opened up into a larger chamber, the walls of which were lined with books, thousands upon thousands of them. They were arrayed on shelves which stretched from floor to ceiling. The shelves were packed solid, and more volumes lay upon the ground, stacks and stacks of them piled high on each other. Nothing was straight. All the shelves were tilted at various angles; and even the piles of books on the floor were not vertical but leaned one way or another. Everything was covered in dust and cobwebs, as though nothing had been touched for aeons.


      Yet in the very centre of the room, at a desk which was laden with heaps of manuscripts and documents which spilled over onto the floor, sat two men. There was a lantern between the pair, and they were so engrossed in their studies that they seemed unaware of their visitor. They were each poring over different volumes, making notations on the parchments before them.


      ‘Good afternoon,’ said Konrad, his voice sounding very loud in the unnatural silence of the library.


      Neither man took any notice for several seconds, and then the younger one looked up. He was only younger when compared to his colleague, being about sixty years old, his hair grey as if with dust. His companion appeared to be at least half as old again, his skin as wrinkled and thin as ancient parchment, and he kept on with what he was doing.


      ‘Have you come about the drains?’ asked the younger librarian.


      ‘No,’ answered Konrad. ‘I’ve come about a coat of arms.’


      The man sighed, pushing his spectacles to the end of his nose and rubbing at his eyes. ‘What a pity. There are three feet of water in the lowest level, you know, and it can only get worse. Some of the material we have lost is priceless, priceless. None of it can be replaced, you know.’


      ‘The coat of arms?’ Konrad reminded him.


      ‘You have come to the wrong place. These are the archives. If you wish to buy a coat of arms, you must go to the new building.’


      ‘I’ve been there; they sent me here.’


      The ‘new building’ had been at least two hundred years old. It was in a much better state of repair, and with more people working there. The clerk at the first desk had shaken his head when he heard Konrad’s request, then directed him to the original building, and charged him a crown for doing so.


      ‘What for?’ asked the archivist, sliding his spectacles back into place.


      ‘I’ve seen an emblem,’ said Konrad, ‘and I want you to identify it. You can do that for me?’


      ‘You will have to pay, you know. We are obliged to make a charge for our expertise.’


      ‘I can pay,’ said Konrad, jingling the four crowns in his hand.


      The archivist selected a sheet of paper, then beckoned for Konrad to come nearer. The older scribe had still not looked up. He remained hunched over the single desk, parchment in front of him, his body leaning across to the massive book next to it.


      ‘Can you describe the crest to me? You have to be absolutely accurate, you know, in every detail. Some coats of arms are so similar to others than only a specialist can detect the difference.’


      ‘It’s a very simple design.’


      ‘What seems simple to a layman may be very complex to an expert.’


      Konrad glanced at the scribe, but his face remained expressionless.


      ‘Let us start with the tinctures.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘The colours, you know.’ The man gestured to the row of quills in front of him, and Konrad realized that they must all be dipped in different coloured pots of ink.


      ‘There were only two,’ said Konrad, ‘gold and black.’


      ‘Or and sable, that is what we call them.’


      ‘And the design is of a pair of crossed arrows–’


      ‘Fleche en croix, you mean.’


      ‘With a mailed fist in between.’


      ‘Poing maille.’


      ‘The arrows and the fist are in gold. The rest is in black. Or that’s the way it is usually.’


      ‘Usually?’


      ‘The pattern was reversed on the set of arrows. The arrows were of black wood, with a narrow band of gold near the flights, and the emblem was carved into the gold to show the wood beneath.’


      ‘So it was sable dans or on the fleches, instead of or dans sable?’


      ‘If you say so.’


      ‘Where else have you seen this coat of arms? On an ecusson?’


      ‘What?’


      ‘A shield.’


      ‘Yes. Gold on black. Also on a bow and a quiver.’


      ‘An archet and a carquois.’ The man made another note, then began asking more questions: ‘At what angle are the arrows? Do the arrows point up or down? Are the arrowheads very large in proportion to the shafts? Are the flights very large in proportion to the shafts? Which hand is the fist, dexter or sinister? Can you see the fingers? On which side is the thumb? Where is the base of the fist in relation to the tips of the arrows? What size is the fist relative to the lengths of the arrows?’


      Konrad answered all the questions as best he could, while the scribe made a notation on the paper at each reply.


      He wondered how long the process would have taken if the pattern were more elaborate.


      ‘Good.’ The man chose another sheet of paper and took another feathered pen from the row of inkpots in the stand in front of him. A minute later he said: ‘Like this?’


      He gestured for Konrad to look at what he had been doing. He had drawn the arrow and fist design, using black ink upon bleached paper, and it was exactly as Konrad remembered.


      ‘That’s it.’


      ‘It is probably quite old. Later crests have tended to become more complicated, partly for aesthetic reasons, partly because all of the more basic designs have been claimed.’


      ‘There is no such coat of arms.’


      It was the old man who had spoken. He had set down his quill, gathered up the book he was studying, wearily risen from his seat and glanced at his companion’s illustration. His body was as hunched as if he were still bowed over his work, his torso leaning to one side, and not under the weight of the heavy volume.


      It was almost as if he had contorted himself to fit in with the configurations of the library; or perhaps he had studied here for so long that his whole shape had become stooped and curved whilst the pillars and bricks of the college had been similarly twisted and distorted by the remorseless pressure of time.


      ‘But I’ve seen it,’ said Konrad.


      ‘You may have seen the same pattern on various weaponry,’ replied the younger man, watching as his colleague slowly shuffled across the chamber, ‘but that does not mean they are part of a coat of arms.’


      ‘Can’t you check? Look it up in one of your books?’


      ‘There is no need. Herr Renemann is an encyclopedia of heraldry. If he says there is no such coat of arms, then there is no such coat of arms.’


      ‘He can’t know them all.’


      ‘He does.’


      ‘But it could be an old crest, one which no longer exists.’


      ‘They always exist. The family may die out, you know, but their coat of arm remains. We have it in our files. Somewhere.’


      ‘Then it’s from outside the Empire.’


      ‘No. Our records cover the Old World, from Albion to the Border Princes, from Kislev to the Estalian Kingdoms. We do not want to risk bestowing the same crest in Altdorf that might already belong to a noble house in Magritta, for example. Although that is not our department anymore.’ The man shook his head sadly. ‘The coat of arms which you have described does not exist. If you wish, however, you could take the necessary steps to bring it into existence. We could have such a crest assigned to you and your descendants. We can still do that here, you know.’ He brightened up at the thought, nodding in approval of his own scheme.


      Renemann was wrong, of that Konrad was absolutely certain. The mailed fist and crossed arrow pattern was more than a mere design on a few armaments.


      ‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘How much do I owe you?’


      ‘Two crowns?’


      Konrad dropped two coins from his right hand to his left. ‘You mentioned families dying out. Do you keep records of the families who have a coat of arms?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘I want to know about a family called Kastring,’ he said.


      ‘Where are they from?’


      ‘A village in Ostland, near a town called Ferlangen.’


      It was his own village, the village where he had lived for as long as he could remember – although he never felt as if he had truly belonged there. If the village had a name, Konrad never knew it. And he himself had no name until Elyssa gave him one. Elyssa, whose family name was Kastring…


      The scribe pushed his spectacles to the end of his nose, gazing over them as he began slowly surveying the shelves of the library. He rose from his seat for the first time and took a single pace towards the nearest line of shelves. He gazed up and down and across for several seconds, then turned towards the end of the room by the entrance. He was much too far away to read what was written on the spines of those books which still had visible lettering. It was almost as if he expected to find the correct reference work without moving.


      ‘Ah-ha!’ he said, and it seemed that he did know precisely which volume contained the Kastring lineage. He started towards the distant shelves, waving for Konrad to follow him.


      ‘There,’ said the man, as they reached the overflowing ranks of books. ‘Five rows up from this one, seven, eight, nine books along from the upside down one with red leather binding. You see it?’


      ‘The one called Chron Ost XXXVI, Jud-Kel?’


      The man glanced up at Konrad, and he nodded. ‘Get it down, will you? You are probably more agile than me.’


      None of the other volumes nearby had titles which were even remotely similar. It seemed that the books were distributed at random throughout the library. The one that the scribe had specified was too high to reach, and Konrad looked around for a ladder. There must be one, because that was the only way access could ever be gained to the upper shelves.


      ‘Use these,’ said the man, tapping the pile of books on the floor next to him.


      ‘If you say so.’


      Konrad climbed up onto one of the lower stacks of books, then onto a higher one, using the crumbling ancient volumes as a flight of stairs. Even standing on the tallest pile, he could not quite reach what he wanted, and so he put one foot on top of the books on the nearest shelf, stretched up and managed to slide his fingertips under the spine of the necessary volume. He eased the book out inch by inch, caught it as it fell, then jumped down to the floor.


      ‘We only keep duplicates of the more recent material,’ said the scribe, as he put the register on top of a bundle of decaying books and opened the first page. ‘The originals are in the new building. This seems to need updating, but that is no real surprise. We are somewhat understaffed, as you may have noticed.’


      He began leafing through the volume. ‘Here – Kastring.’


      At the top of the page was inscribed the crest which Konrad recognized, a blue diagonal band separating the two halves. The upper left of the shield showed two towers linked by a crenellated wall, red upon white; the lower right showed a signet ring, silver upon purple, and the crest on the ring was that of the Kastring coat of arms.


      ‘A castle and a ring,’ commented the librarian, and he shook his head. ‘I do like the way that the design must become forever smaller and smaller within the ring, however. But what did you want to know?’


      Konrad was at his side and already reading the last entry, which finished halfway down the page. The volume did need updating: there was nothing about the Kastring manor house being burned down, the family destroyed.


      ‘According to this,’ said Konrad, ‘Kastring had three sons – Wilhelm, Sigismund and Friedrich. What about his daughter?’


      ‘Let me see.’ The man’s fingers traced the family tree. ‘Sir Wilhelm Kastring. Married Ulrica Augenhaus of Middenheim. Eldest son named after his father, you notice, as was his father before him. Two other sons.’


      ‘Why isn’t the daughter mentioned? Because she was the youngest and her name hasn’t been registered yet?’


      ‘Possibly, although I doubt it. In a genealogical sense, you know, daughters are not very important. The only role of a woman is to produce sons. It is through the sons that the family name passes and the line continues. Daughters are frequently regarded as an unnecessary expense, from the time of birth right up until their wedding day, when a dowry has to be paid to the groom’s family in order to secure the marriage. But even if there were a daughter to this Kastring family, she should be registered for the sake of accuracy. Is that all?’


      Konrad nodded, and the man closed the book and put his hand on it.


      ‘Leave it. It needs bringing up to date. Perhaps someday…’ He shrugged.


      Konrad started counting out coins again. The librarian rubbed his hands together to wipe off the dust and dirt. Konrad gave him the four crowns. Having paid for it, he considered asking for the illustration of the mysterious crest, but he had no need of such a reminder.


      ‘Thank you,’ said the man, tucking the coins into his tunic pocket. ‘If there is ever anything else we can do for you, please do not hesitate to ask.’


      The visit had been totally pointless. Konrad had been informed that Elyssa did not exist and neither did the coat of arms – both of which he knew to be untrue.


      ‘You are absolutely certain that there is no such crest?’


      ‘If there is,’ said the librarian, ‘then it is not human.’


      Not human…


      The words echoed in Konrad’s mind over the next two days. The librarian must have been referring to the banners and standards which were borne by the warriors of Chaos; but in Konrad’s experience, all such flags and emblems also contained the blasphemous symbol of whatever unholy entity the berserk troops worshipped. The crossed arrows and mailed fist device was not tainted by such depraved idolatry.


      When Konrad had returned to his native village soon after the onslaught, the only signs of habitation that had remained were the outlines of the houses and buildings burned into the ground. Sir Wilhelm and Lady Ulrica must have died in the inferno that had devoured the manor house, and until the day before yesterday Konrad believed Elyssa had perished with her parents.


      Her brothers had long before left the valley to make their way in the world – and one of them was to become Konrad’s tormentor during the long and arduous trek from Kislev into the Empire.


      Konrad had been hostage to a band of Khorne acolytes, followers of the Blood God whose campaign of mayhem and murder had taken them far across the border. Gaxar was to blame for his capture. In his human disguise, the grey seer had deceived Konrad, then knocked him unconscious. When he regained his senses, he found himself a sacrificial offering to the huntsman of souls. But the leader of the feral band still wore the Kastring crest upon his accoutrements, which Konrad had recognized. That had saved his life – for a while.


      Whether it was Wilhelm or Sigismund or Friedrich, he had already begun to pay the high price of his obscene devotion. Kastring’s face and body had become changed, with horns growing from his skull, fur from his flesh, and teeth that were now fangs.


      His marauding horde was a bestial rabble, yet it was Konrad who was treated as the caged animal, to be tortured and abused. In the end he had taken his savage revenge, slaying dozens of the dog-faced mutants in a bloody battle that rivalled their own gory ceremonies. And the last one to die had been Kastring himself, impaled upon Konrad’s lance – the bronze knight’s lance…


      Before then, Kastring had spoken of Elyssa, and he had claimed that she was not his true sister. Although Elyssa had been unaware of this, it seemed there was some question over her legitimacy. Kastring himself was not sure of the exact details, but he had maintained that Elyssa’s parentage was different from his and his brothers; she was only his half-sister – if that. Perhaps he was correct, and this might explain why her name was not recorded in the Kastring chronology.


      Elyssa had found the bow and arrows deep in the cellars of the manor house, and Konrad asked Kastring if he knew of the mailed fist and crossed arrow emblem.


      An elf! Kastring had ventured. Some connection with an elf, could it be?


      Were they elven implements that Konrad had seen? Was it an elven shield which Silver Eye now used? Elves were as tall as humans, and so it could have been an elven bow with which Konrad had taught himself archery.


      Humans and elves could interbreed, he had once been told, so was it possible that Elyssa’s father had been an elf?


      Nothing human…


      The words echoed in Konrad’s mind over the next two days – and then came Zuntermein’s summons.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIVE


      The house was completely different.


      The exterior was exactly the same as it had been three nights ago. Konrad and Taungar were admitted within the outer walls by the same white-clad servant, who led them through the illuminated gardens, across the miniature bridges over the winding streams, and to the door of the house.


      It was the interior which had been totally transformed.


      The other young servant was waiting in the hallway for them, and this time she was instantly recognizable as female. The white uniform had gone, replaced by a pink silk robe which bared her right breast. Without a cap, her hair was also pink; it had been dyed and hung halfway down her back. She reminded Konrad of someone, or something, although he was unable to recall what it was.


      ‘May I take your clothes, gentlemen?’ she said.


      The house had been very quiet a few days ago, but now it was filled with noise. From along the passageway came the sounds of laughter and talking, the beat of a heavy drum seeming to shake the whole building to its foundations. A strange sweet smell filled the air, which was cloudy with faint trails of differently coloured smoke. There could be no doubt that this was one of Zuntermein’s social gatherings. The number of guests could be judged by the way that the clothes stand was so heavily laden. Even the floor was piled with all kinds of garments, and not merely cloaks.


      Konrad had removed his jerkin and handed it to the servant, who casually threw it onto the ground. Then he noticed that Taungar had not stopped once his coat was off. He continued discarding his clothes.


      ‘Everything,’ he said, gesturing for Konrad to strip off.


      He was naked by now, except for the jewellery which he must always have worn, even beneath his uniform. There were two silver bracelets above his elbows, with an intricate insignia repeatedly etched into their surfaces, and from the gold chain around his neck hung a pendant wrought into the same shape. It was a circle with what could almost be the hilt of a sword projecting to the upper right, its pommel a smaller circle. Konrad had encountered the emblem on pennants and banners carried by many of the legions whose diabolic warriors he had fought and killed on the frontier…


      The servant girl handed Taungar a robe similar to the one that she wore. It was pastel blue, and he pulled it over his head. ‘Come on,’ he told Konrad, ‘don’t be shy!’


      The reason Konrad was reluctant to undress was because it would mean surrendering the dagger he had hidden in his right boot – and also the one tucked inside the waistband of his trousers.


      He was almost certain that Zuntermein had lured him here under false pretences. The likelihood that Elyssa would be in this mansion tonight was extremely remote. But if she was, what Konrad must do was obvious: escape with her. How that could be achieved was less obvious as yet, but weapons were surely essential.


      And if Elyssa were here, it could only be by permission of Skull-face – who would probably also be present.


      Konrad had tried not to consider this possibility until now, because the image of Skullface still chilled him to the very bone. Konrad had witnessed many dreadful sights the day that his village had been destroyed by the rapacious horde of mutant marauders, but the vision of the skeletal figure of Skullface, walking unharmed through the flames of the Kastring manor house, had been the most frightening of all.


      In the years since then, Konrad had observed many far more appalling feats of endurance. He had seen creatures so badly hacked apart that they could only crawl on the gory stumps of their legs or tentacles, but still they refused to die; he had seen severed limbs take on lives of their own, becoming new recruits to the enemy swarms; he had seen the dead rise and return to battle against the living, although they were infested by worms and maggots, and rotting flesh fell off their bones as they shambled into the fray.


      Yet despite all this, Konrad was still haunted by the memory of Skullface. He had often been scared by what he saw and encountered. Fear gave a warrior a certain edge in combat, sharpening his senses and perceptions. The feral invaders seemed to know neither fear nor terror, but that was because they were immune to such human feelings. They were never scared, and they were never brave. All they seemed to live for was to fight and to die, to kill and be killed. Often it seemed it did not matter who suffered so long as the battle produced victims. Ally or enemy, the invaders would kill either without favour, and they did not even care if it was they themselves who were slaughtered.


      Konrad would rather face a whole legion of such berserkers than encounter Skullface once more…


      Elyssa had been the most important person in his life. Without her, he would have been nothing. Without her, he would probably have been dead – because he would not have escaped when the whole village was massacred. Skullface was the most terrifying being he had ever seen. To imagine Elyssa being his hostage for so long was almost too repulsive to contemplate.


      It was also because of Elyssa’s captor that Konrad was carrying the two hidden knives. He had little hope of using the blades effectively, but he must make the attempt. If Skullface could survive an arrow in the heart, a knife thrust would be as harmless as a flea bite to a dragon.


      There was no alternative except to do as Taungar instructed. Konrad removed his clothes, slipping the second dagger into his left boot, exchanging his garments for a long silk robe. His was vivid yellow, and – as with Taungar and the servant girl – it was tailored so that the right side of his chest was bared. He felt a fool dressed in such a way, but that was of no consequence. What he had said to Zuntermein three nights ago was the truth: for Elyssa, he would do anything.


      Tonight the candles in the chandeliers were red, casting a spectral hue across the corridor as the girl led them along. The tapestries and paintings on the panelled walls were also different from before. Instead of the triumphs of Sigmar, mankind’s greatest hero, they displayed the obscene depths to which humanity could descend.


      Konrad had never seen so many repulsive images, hardly believed that such vile perversions could ever have been considered let alone performed. Men, women, animals, all indulging in the most corrupt of fornications, each depraved scene was more disgusting than the previous one. The pictures seemed to illustrate the manner in which the repulsive race known as beastmen had been created, that they were indeed the bastard offspring of the debauched matings between the human and the inhuman, between man and beast, and beast and woman.


      ‘Rolf! Konrad! So delighted that you accepted my invitation.’


      It was Zuntermein, but Konrad hardly recognised him. He was wearing a flimsy saffron robe, and his right breast was bare. It was a female breast. There could be no doubt that the rest of him was male, however, even though his lips had been rouged, and the broken veins on his cheeks were similarly hidden. Long earrings dangled from each lobe, their pattern the same as Taungar’s pendant. Fat and gaudy, his grey hair covered by a yellow wig, he was a parody of the slender servant girl. She remained in the room, closing the door behind her.


      Zuntermein hugged Taungar and kissed both his cheeks. Konrad stepped back, out of reach, and quickly surveyed the room.


      ‘Now we are six,’ said Zuntermein, and he waved his arm to encompass the other occupants. ‘Six times six.’ The rings on his fingers sparkled in the candlelight, and wine slopped over the rim of his crystal glass.


      ‘Is she here?’ asked Konrad.


      ‘Have patience, my dear boy. The night is yet young. Let us eat, let us drink, let us make merry. And if you’re good, if you’re very good, then…’ Zuntermein smiled and turned away, his arm still around Taungar’s shoulder.


      Everyone in the room was clad in the same type of garment, but the different colours were hard to distinguish in the scarlet light. There seemed to be equal numbers of men and women, although they were also difficult to distinguish.


      The young servant who had given him the spiced wine on his previous visit offered him an ornate goblet from a laden tray. Konrad could still not decide whether the servant was male or female. The right breast was bare, and was male. But the blue hair was long and curled, the face powdered and rouged. Konrad was about to refuse the drink, then decided it would be best if he appeared to join in the festivities. He accepted the goblet and tilted it to his lips, but kept his mouth closed and drank none of the contents.


      This was the same room he had been in before, but it was no longer recognizable. The elegant furniture had gone, replaced by satin cushions which covered the floor, while long velvet drapes hung across the walls. The pounding sound came from a pair of drums which were being played bare-handed by a huge bald man. In the corner with him sat a small woman who plucked at the strings of her harp. The instrument seemed ill-suited to such raucous accompaniment, and yet the rhythm of the strange duet was hypnotically powerful.


      There were sounds, there were scents, there were sights. Without indulging in what was on offer, Konrad’s senses were almost overwhelmed by what was happening all around him. The air was thick with the fragrance of various exotic substances. He recognized weirdroot, and there were many more other forbidden aromas in the room. He began to feel intoxicated simply by breathing in the atmosphere.


      Everyone else seemed to be talking or laughing, dancing or kissing, while he remained but an observer. He moved around the room to make his lack of participation less apparent, pretending to drink. He did not even need to taste what the goblet contained to know how strong it was, the heady bouquet told him that.


      Meanwhile, the sounds became louder, the scents became stronger, the sights became more indecent.


      ‘Konrad!’ said one of the inebriated revellers, slapping him on the back. ‘This is the life, hey!’


      He stared at the grinning face a few inches in front of his, a face that seemed familiar. He tried to imagine it beneath an Imperial guard helmet – and he recognized Captain Holwald, the officer in charge of raising the Imperial standards above the palace every morning. Konrad wondered how many others from the Imperial guard were here.


      ‘Yes, sir,’ he agreed, ‘it is.’


      ‘Sir? Sir!’ Holwald laughed, and wine dribbled down his beard. ‘We’re all equals here, Konrad. Call me Manfred. But what’s your first name, Konrad?’


      ‘That is my first name. And my second name. It’s my only name.’


      ‘This is Sybille,’ said Holwald, gesturing to the woman by his side. ‘Say hello to Konrad. Konrad, Sybille.’


      Tall and fair and definitely female, her bare breast was tattooed with the same runic device that everyone except Konrad wore. She was nowhere near as intoxicated as her companion. After looking Konrad up and down with undisguised admiration, her eyes met his and she smiled.


      ‘Get me another drink, Manfred,’ she said, not looking at her escort.


      Holwald staggered away, and Sybille moved closer to Konrad. ‘Werner knows how to throw a good party,’ she said.


      Konrad nodded. A party – that was exactly what this was. The occasion was rapidly developing into an evening of decadence, what passed for a bizarre orgy amongst the rich and bored inhabitants of the capital, but it had nothing to do with Chaos. They were simply indulging their own baser instincts, taking whatever hedonistic pleasures were available tonight, because later they would have to put their clothes on again and return to their normal respectable roles within Altdorf society.


      What else could he have expected? He raised the goblet to his lips and this time he took a drink. The liquid was thick and creamy, as potent as he had guessed, and its minty taste warmed his mouth and throat as he swallowed.


      ‘Have you tried these?’ asked Sybille, taking his hand and guiding him across the room. ‘They’re delicious. I must ask Werner’s chef for the recipe.’ She gestured to the silver tray on the table, scooping a handful of the contents into her mouth.


      ‘No thanks,’ said Konrad, recognizing the dish.


      Its main ingredient was a type of mushroom which certain troops on the frontier eagerly consumed before going into combat, claiming the substance rendered them immune to wounds. Perhaps it did, because few who ate such a meal were ever wounded; they were usually killed. The mushrooms altered their perceptions, some argued, heightening their awareness of danger. Konrad believed that the opposite was true: their senses were so dulled that they did not care whether they were killed or not. It must almost have been like being a beastman.


      ‘You don’t seem very relaxed, Konrad,’ said Sybille, who had not released her grip on him.


      She was extremely good looking, despite her green hair, and Konrad recognized that under different circumstances he might have been attracted to her. Sybille must have noticed the way he was watching her, because she suddenly leaned forward and kissed him. Konrad felt the warmth of her naked breast against his own bare flesh, and he did not resist – not until a few seconds later, when she tried to feed him some of the mushrooms from her mouth to his…


      He drew back, taking another sip of wine. He held the goblet between them, as if it were a shield and Sybille an enemy to be held at bay.


      ‘Give me some of your wine,’ she said, and he offered her his goblet. ‘Not like that.’ She pushed it back towards him. ‘You drink first. I want to taste it from your lips.’


      He shook his head and finally freed his hand from hers, not wanting even to touch her.


      ‘You’re amongst friends here,’ said Sybille. ‘We’re all friends.’ She glanced around. ‘Why don’t we join the festivities?’


      Konrad noticed that he and Sybille were almost the only ones still standing. By now, there was near silence in the room and everyone else was otherwise engaged. It did not matter who with, or how many of them. The drummer and the harpist were no longer playing their instruments, they were doing something quite different together; the third servant was involved with someone else of equally indeterminate sex; Taungar was proving that the pink-haired servant girl could do more than lead guests through the mansion; even Captain Holwald had found himself other partners in the brief time he had been away from Sybille. But there was no sign of Zuntermein, who should have been easy to locate. His absence made Konrad feel uneasy.


      Sybille’s hands began to rove across Konrad’s body, and he pushed her away, gently at first, then more forcefully. She shrugged and turned around, and it did not take her long to discover a welcome elsewhere.


      Wizard or not, it was time to find Zuntermein and confront him. Konrad started across the room, to where the door was hidden behind the velvet draperies.


      That was when the curtain at the other side of the room fell away. A wall had stood there on Konrad’s first visit, but now that had gone and the hidden chamber beyond was revealed.


      There was Zuntermein. He stood upon a raised platform in front of a giant effigy of his perverted god, and with him was a girl, helpless and naked.


      She was not Elyssa.


      Elyssa had been tall and slim and long-legged, and this girl was not. Elyssa’s long hair had been thick and straight and jet black, but hers was short and blonde, fine and wavy. Elyssa’s face had been oval, whereas hers was round. Elyssa’s nose was firm and straight, not small and upturned. Elyssa’s eyes had been the blackest of black, the pupil and iris almost as one, not soft brown.


      She was not Elyssa.


      She was Krysten!


      A moment later, before Konrad could react to the tableau which had suddenly opened up before him, he was seized from behind by several strong arms which held him rigid and immobile.


      The huge idol was half male, half female; the left side of its humanoid body displayed masculine attributes, while the right side showed its feminine physique. Two pairs of horns rose out of its skull, protruding from its long golden hair. Clad in pale velvet, over which was worn a shirt of chain mail, the figure carried a jade sceptre in its right hand and a small dagger in its left.


      ‘Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh!’


      Konrad gazed up at the monstrous effigy, almost mesmerized by its different aspects – it was repulsively ugly, yet paradoxically beautiful.


      ‘Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh!’


      All of those who had been indulging their orgiastic lusts only seconds previously had now risen to their knees, and they chanted out the two syllables of their revered lord’s name, making it into a profane prayer. It was they who composed the sacrilegious congregation; this was their blasphemous church; Zuntermein was their heathen priest.


      The wizard was still wearing the same garment, but he no longer looked ridiculous. He had been transformed into a tribal shaman, dressed in his sacred robes. His ornaments had become talismanic emblems, his facial decorations were now warpaint, his wig was the same colour as his master’s golden mane and a symbol of his ritual authority.


      ‘Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh!’


      Slaanesh…


      One of the most powerful of the Chaos pantheon, Slaanesh was the lord of pleasure, the god of hedonism and carnal lust.


      ‘Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh!’


      Konrad knew the name, and now he remembered the symbol of the bisexual deity was composed from a union of the ancient sign for a male and that for a female: a circle with an arrow pointing to the upper right, a circle with a cross rising above it. That was the motif which all the worshippers wore as jewellery or carried permanently as tattoos.


      ‘Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh!’


      The altar to the god of decadence and depravity towered over Zuntermein and loomed menacingly above his defenceless hostage.


      Krysten stood with her head bowed, facing the chanting crowd. There was a chain around her neck, and Zuntermein held the other end as if she were some kind of wild animal that he had tamed.


      ‘Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh!’


      Zuntermein raised his other hand, and the chanting ceased.


      ‘I have kept my promise,’ he said, staring down at Konrad. ‘I knew how disappointed you would be if I hadn’t.’


      Konrad had believed that Krysten was dead, just as he had thought Elyssa had died five years before her, five years to the very day; he had thought both had been slain on Sigmarzeit, the first day of summer. But it had been Elyssa he had hoped he might see tonight. Now he knew that they both lived – for a while…


      ‘I observed that you didn’t seem to have been enjoying our hospitality.’ Zuntermein spoke as though he and Konrad were totally alone and simply making conversation. ‘Perhaps there was nothing we had to offer which was to your liking. I can understand that. We all have different tastes, some more refined than others. But we do like to provide our guests with whatever pleasure they most desire. You have no excuse now, Konrad. We have the very thing to tempt you.’


      At the sound of Konrad’s name, Krysten moved for the first time. She raised her head slightly and looked in front of her. When she saw Konrad, her eyes widened, and she took a step forward. That was as far as she could go, because the chain kept her back. She held out her arms towards him.


      ‘Konrad,’ she whispered. ‘Konrad,’ she begged. ‘Konrad…’


      ‘Let her go!’ yelled Konrad, and for the first time he began to struggle against the arms which gripped his limbs and neck. He could hardly move, it was almost as if his whole body were in chains. His captors were experts in restraint. Taungar was one of them, Holwald another.


      ‘Don’t be so foolish,’ replied Zuntermein. ‘I have gone to a lot of trouble on your behalf, Konrad. You should be very appreciative, although I suppose gratitude is too much to expect. But aren’t you pleased to see your ladyfriend again?’


      ‘Are you all right?’ said Konrad, speaking to Krysten instead of answering the sorcerer priest. He knew that was also a foolish thing to say but he could think of nothing else.


      Krysten shook her head, in confusion rather than in reply.


      ‘I thought,’ she said, ‘I thought…’ Silent tears dripped down her cheeks as she gazed at Konrad, and she wiped her face with her fingertips.


      ‘Let her go!’ he shouted again. That was all that he wanted, he realized, and so it was not a foolish demand.


      ‘I can imagine how overjoyed you are to find your beautiful friend is safe, Konrad. You have not seen her for a long while, I believe? That means you have so much lost time to make up. It will be wonderful to kiss her again, to hold her. Think how much pleasure you will both have. To thank us for bringing you together, I think you ought to show us exactly how much you have missed her.’


      Konrad stared up at him, knowing exactly what the wizard meant. He was expecting them to behave in the uninhibited manner that everyone else had been doing a few minutes ago. Konrad had vowed to do anything to save Elyssa, and the same was true for Krysten. He would obey every command the sorcerer gave him – yet he was well aware that no matter how he and Krysten might abase themselves, Zuntermein did not intend allowing them to live to see another dawn.


      Konrad lowered his gaze and nodded his head. ‘Whatever you say,’ he said quietly.


      ‘I knew you would see things my way,’ said Zuntermein. ‘Bring him up here.’


      As Konrad was manhandled towards the steps which led up to the dais he remembered that while he had been a prisoner of Kastring’s raiding band, they had captured a small group of marauders whose misfortune it was to honour another deity. Konrad’s hosts were adherents of Khorne; the others obeyed Slaanesh. The followers of the god of blood and those who bowed down to the god of pleasure were the greatest of enemies, so implicitly opposed were they in the extremes of their beliefs.


      Kastring had prepared a very special death for the Slaaneshi cultists, ensuring that they died far more slowly and much more painfully than any other of the sacrifices his acolytes so regularly made to the huntsman of souls. The worshippers of the two powers hated and despised each other – and the gods themselves were forever in conflict, two rival deities battling for superiority within the realms of Chaos.


      Zuntermein had difficulty in pulling Krysten away to the far side of the altar. She had slipped her hands between the chain and her neck so that the metal links did not bite into her throat. It took three pairs of arms to keep Konrad at the other edge of the shrine.


      ‘Hold her,’ Zuntermein ordered, and one of those restraining Konrad released his grip and went to take the end of Krysten’s chain.


      ‘Are you sincere?’ said the magician, walking slowly towards Konrad. ‘Are you really going to demonstrate your affection for her… for us?’


      The one idea in Konrad’s head had been of how to kill Zuntermein, and now he tried desperately to think of something else – to imagine that he and Krysten were obeying the wizard’s perverted demands.


      Zuntermein put his hand on Konrad’s bare chest, and the touch was like ice. He felt the warmth of his body draining away but that was not important. What mattered was what the sorcerer was stealing from his mind.


      ‘You should not have tried to deceive me,’ sighed Zuntermein, stepping back. ‘As for wishing me harm…’ He shook his head sadly. ‘What a shame. When we first met, I hoped that we could be such good friends. Alas, it was not to be. So if you will not do what is required–’


      ‘No!’ yelled Konrad.


      ‘Yes,’ smiled Zuntermein.


      Konrad began to struggle again. There were only two of them holding him now, but he felt much weaker, as though the wizard’s freezing touch had also depleted his strength.


      He watched helplessly as Zuntermein strolled back across the dais towards Krysten. Krysten tried to evade him, but the man holding the metal leash would not allow her to back away. She struck out at the wizard, but he ignored the blows and reached forward to stroke the side of her face. At his touch, her frantic movements slowed. Her arms were still in motion, but at a fraction of the previous rate.


      Zuntermein looked at Konrad. ‘There is pleasure in pleasure,’ he said. ‘And there is pleasure–’


      He reached up to the huge effigy’s left hand and took the blade from its grip. The knife no longer looked so small in the wizard’s hand, because it had been made for a human. It was an Imperial guard dagger, and Konrad knew it must have been one of those he had brought here.


      ‘In pain!’


      ‘No!’ Konrad’s cry was a tortured scream.


      ‘Slaanesh. Slaanesh.’ The audience took up the name of their foul deity again, softly at first, then building up to an even greater crescendo than before. ‘Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh!! Slaanesh!! Slaanesh!! Slaanesh!!!’


      Zuntermein stepped towards Krysten, whose arms were still slowly trying to fend him off. He nodded to the other man, who removed the chain from her neck and stepped aside. The wizard priest leaned towards the girl, and he whispered in her ear. Then he kissed both her cheeks – and gave her the knife…


      ‘Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh!’


      For a moment Konrad did not realize what was happening. He had expected Zuntermein to use the blade upon Krysten’s naked body, to begin slowly torturing her. Instead, Krysten now had the dagger. Her eyes gazed at Konrad, her empty eyes, her possessed eyes, and slowly she walked towards him, raising the knife as she did so.


      She was under Zuntermein’s command, and the wizard’s command must have been to slay Konrad!


      ‘Krysten!’ he yelled. ‘Krysten!’


      But he knew that his shouts would not be enough to break the hypnotic spell which had captured the girl. He renewed his attempts to break free, but he was as powerless as Krysten. They were both Zuntermein’s hostages. Konrad’s body was no longer his own, while Krysten’s mind belonged to the witch priest.


      ‘Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh!’


      Krysten moved closer to Konrad, every slow step bringing his death nearer. There could be no death more cruel than to be executed by a lover.


      This was why he had been drawn here, he realized: so that he could be slain, sacrificed to the lord of pleasure.


      ‘Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh!’


      The girl halted a yard away from him, the point of her blade half that distance from his throat. Her staring eyes were focused beyond him, her face was without expression.


      ‘Krysten!’ he shouted again.


      She blinked, and the hand which was holding the knife trembled.


      She whispered something, and Konrad thought that it was his name, but the word was lost in the depraved ritual chanting.


      ‘Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh! Slaanesh!’


      ‘Krysten!’


      Then suddenly she regained full control of herself. Her limbs lost their rigidity, and for a moment she smiled. She repeated what she had said, but far louder, screaming out the word – and simultaneously thrusting the knife towards Konrad’s chest.


      ‘KHORNE!’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SIX


      ‘KHORNE!’


      The point of the blade slashed across Konrad’s chest, leaving a line of blood.


      As the loathed name of their revered god’s hated rival echoed through the room, it shocked the fevered chorus of acolytes into sudden silence and Konrad felt his human bonds briefly slacken – and he burst free.


      He drove his left elbow into Taungar’s face, feeling the sergeant’s nose crumple under the blow. Taungar cried out in agony and stepped back over the edge of the dais and dropped into the crowd beneath him.


      Holwald maintained his grip upon his prisoner’s right arm slightly longer, until Konrad swung around and smashed his fist into his throat, crushing it with a single powerful blow. With such a terrible injury, Holwald could not even whisper his pain. Konrad thrust the heel of his hand up against the captain’s chin, jerking it swiftly back. There was a sharp sickening snap as Holwald’s neck broke, and he was dead before he hit the ground.


      The man who had held Krysten’s chain now rushed towards her, his face contorted with hatred, his fingers held out like claws. The girl had not moved since slicing at Konrad, but now she turned. She dodged aside as the man lunged at her, then drove the dagger into his belly. He grunted in surprise and pain, and toppled to the ground, taking the blade with him.


      Krysten had dispatched the cultist exactly as Konrad had taught her to deal with an assailant. He glanced at the girl, but did not recognize her expression. Her features had become malevolent, devoid of all innocence. Free from Zuntermein’s spell, she was in thrall to a far more dominant power.


      Although blood was pouring from his chest, Konrad felt no pain. He had suffered many wounds which were far worse. If she had meant to kill him, Krysten could have done so with a swift and accurate strike deep into his heart. That was something else he had taught her.


      But it was not Konrad’s death that she wanted – it was his blood…


      ‘Khorne!’ she shouted once again, raising her arms as she prayed to the god of blood.


      Konrad saw a movement above him, and he looked up. The effigy of Slaanesh seemed to shimmer, its outlines melting, its features dissolving into a different image, and Konrad could see another vast idol in its place upon the dais. It wore brass armour, sat upon a throne mounted over the bones of its victims, carried a mighty waraxe and a shield which bore an X-shaped emblem.


      He remembered the last time he had stood before such a shrine, when he had been with the beast-girl called Silk, and how she had carved that same runic cross into the chest of one of Kastring’s captives…


      He touched his own chest, feeling the wet warmth which flowed from the wound, and it was as if this were Konrad’s own offering to the lord of death and of pain.


      Time seemed frozen, stretching to eternity. Krysten gazed at Konrad, and their eyes finally met. The girl’s pupils seemed to glow red. And through them Khorne himself appeared to be offering Konrad the opportunity of swearing blood allegiance – that the only way of escaping the Slaaneshi cultists was for Konrad to join their most hated enemy.


      His pulse raced, his heart pounded, and more blood oozed from his wound.


      Krysten had become one of Khorne’s acolytes. All of Konrad’s desires were reawakened as he remembered the passions they had shared.


      He wanted to be with her again, no matter what the price; and he wanted to flee the Slaaneshi temple, whatever the price.


      Yet a part of him held back, aware of how high that price would be. It would cost him far more than his own life, he realized.


      Krysten smiled, beckoning to him.


      Then she screamed.


      But this was no scream of devotion as she called upon the foul deity that she worshipped. It was a scream of ultimate pain. Her whole body shook in an agonized spasm, and she dropped to the ground, still twitching.


      It was Zuntermein’s doing. Only a second or two had passed, and now the magician had turned his thaumaturgical talents upon the girl.


      Khorne was banished, the altar to Slaanesh was back in view again, and in a moment Zuntermein would direct a spell against Konrad. Against such magical attacks he had no defence.


      Already Konrad had acted. He had no weapon, but did not wish to touch the wizard with his bare hands for fear of what spell could flow from flesh to flesh. He sprang up to the effigy of Slaanesh, up towards the jade sceptre which the figure clutched in its left hand. The wand was an elaborately carved green staff, the deity’s emblem wrought into its upper end. Konrad pulled it free and he leapt down at Zuntermein, who had raised his arms to cast another spell.


      Before the wizard could utter a single syllable of his fiendish chant, Konrad rammed the lower end of the sceptre into his mouth, silencing him, then drove it down into his throat, choking him.


      Konrad forced the jade sceptre even deeper – and discovered that it was as easy to slay a sorcerer as it was to kill anyone else. They were mortal, they could die.


      And Zuntermein died.


      The sudden unwelcome sound of the enemy deity’s name had both silenced and stilled the congregation of the damned, but by now they had all regained their voices and their volition. The heathens were swarming up to the dais, screaming out their demented blood lust. Konrad rolled Zuntermein’s corpse towards the steps, knocking the first few of the horde back.


      He drew the knife from the belly of Krysten’s victim and dashed forward, striking out at the first two men who made it to the top of the steps. One fell back, his throat sliced open, fountains of red spraying from his severed blood vessels. The second dragged the knife from Konrad’s grip, the blade embedded in his heart as he dropped.


      Even though none of his opponents was armed, Konrad realized that there were too many of them to fight. Such odds had seldom stopped him before, but there was more on his mind than combat: he had to get Krysten away from here.


      He glanced up at the chandelier above his head, at all the candles, at all the red flames, and he noticed the velvet curtains which covered the walls of the secret temple.


      Turning back to the altar, once more Konrad leapt at the giant effigy. But this time he kept a grip on the figure of Slaanesh, hauling himself up, using the image’s limbs as his stepping stones, climbing to the deity’s horned head, then reaching out towards the elaborate lamp. It was a yard beyond his reach, and he launched himself through the air, grabbing hold of the lower edge – but the supporting chain was torn out of the ceiling by his weight and the whole thing fell. So did Konrad. He dropped onto the acolytes below, dragging the heavy chandelier down on those around him. More blood was spilled where the crystal shards struck.


      Most of the candles had been extinguished by the fall, but a few were still alight. Konrad kicked and punched himself free, and pulled two of the guttering candles from the sconces. Holding them upright, he hurried to one side of the room, touching the flames to the drapes. The fabric immediately caught fire, erupting vividly in a matter of moments.


      Ripping off a piece of velvet from another curtain, Konrad wadded it into a ball and ignited it from the blaze. The fabric unravelled as it flew across the room, like a barrel of burning pitch hurled from a ballista, and the draperies on the far side also began to blaze.


      The screams of venomous hatred quickly turned to cries of desperate fear, and instead of trying to attack Konrad the cultists were now attempting to escape the incendiary assault. But some did not move aside swiftly enough, and Konrad used his bare hands as his weapons. Men or women, it made no difference, all became Konrad’s victims as he forced his way back to the dais and to Krysten’s side.


      She lay on her back, her eyes open and unblinking. Zuntermein’s unseen assault had left no sign of injury, and she was still alive.


      ‘Konrad,’ she breathed, as he knelt next to her. ‘I thought you were dead…’


      ‘Not me,’ he told her, sliding one arm under her knees and the other beneath her back. ‘And not you,’ he promised.


      Krysten gasped in pain as Konrad picked her up. He carried her past the shrine, down the steps, through the swirling smoke and towards the flames. By now, it was not only the velvet curtains which were blazing; everything was becoming engulfed by the inferno. There was absolute mayhem within the temple. A crazed cultist rushed past, his hair turned to fire. Others were frenziedly tearing at their robes which were ablaze, their flesh blistering in the raging heat.


      The door to the passage beyond was visible now that the curtains masking it had burned away, and a number of acolytes were gathered near the exit, but it seemed they could not make their way through to safety because of the intensity of the heat. They pushed forward, but then withdrew hastily towards the centre of the room, which was the only part not yet ablaze.


      The conflagration had engulfed all the walls, and tongues of fire were licking hungrily across the floor and over the ceiling.


      The temple was full of smoke and screams, the roar of vivid flames and the stench of burning flesh.


      A few more seconds, and the conflagration would have destroyed everything.


      Konrad carried Krysten through the fire, and the flames seemed to part for a moment wherever they passed. It was as if there were a route through the incandescence, a pathway which only he could sense and which was not part of the room, not part of Altdorf, perhaps not even part of the world…


      He walked between the blackened bodies of his tortured enemies, towards the refuge offered by the only area of the room still untouched by fire. When he reached the door, he kicked it open and stepped through into the sanctuary of the corridor beyond.


      The door slammed shut behind him. A moment before it did so, Konrad caught sight of the funeral pyre within and witnessed the hideous fate of those who were still alive and trapped by the immolation, the ravenous flames consuming their living flesh.


      He realized that the door must have been drawn shut by the severity of the heat, as it sucked in even more air to feed the inferno, but he knew that it was more than merely the blaze which had imprisoned the doomed worshippers. Some sinister force had held them contained within the conflagration, unable to escape, yet it had permitted himself and Krysten to leave. Not even the hair on his arms had been singed, despite the ferocity of the flames.


      Within the passageway, suddenly everything was still and silent; there was not even a smell of burning. It was as if the blaze were a thousand miles away. Supporting Krysten with one arm, Konrad reached out to touch the wall – and swiftly drew his hand away. The wooden panel was hot, very hot. It could not contain the raging fire beyond for much longer.


      He made his way to the end of the hall, laying the girl upon the pile of clothes on the floor. She winced in pain. Her eyes had been closed, but now she opened them again and she smiled when she saw Konrad.


      ‘I’m glad you aren’t dead,’ she said softly.


      ‘And I’m glad you aren’t,’ he told her, and he kissed her forehead.


      She raised her face and lifted her hands, pulling him down so that he kissed her lips – and he tasted warm blood. His arms were covered in blood where he had held her.


      For a moment he thought it was his own blood, then he realized that it was hers. Earlier, Krysten’s eyes had seemed to be red, but now her entire body was suddenly that colour. It was as if she had been flayed alive.


      ‘We have to go,’ he said, releasing her and standing up.


      He smiled so that she would not notice how concerned he was. He looked around for something to cover her with, and he found a green velvet cloak, then another. They were the kind worn by courtiers at the palace, but their wearers no longer had need of them. Konrad wrapped Krysten in the cloaks.


      She opened her lips for another kiss, and he responded. This time there was even more blood.


      ‘Why did you leave me?’ Krysten asked, and then she died.


      Konrad gazed in disbelief at her corpse. He pulled a loose strand of blonde hair away from Krysten’s cheek, wiped the blood from her face, touched his fingertips to her lips one final time, then pulled one of the velvet cloaks higher, over her head, folding it around her as if he were tucking her into bed.


      He stood up, found his own clothes and swiftly dressed. The second of his knives was still in his boot.


      Krysten was gone. All that remained was her body, and Konrad piled more of the discarded clothes around and on top of her lifeless corpse, reached for a candle from the wall and set fire to the stack of garments. He walked back along the corridor, igniting the tapestries and everything else that was flammable, before opening the outside door and stepping into the night.


      The servant boy was waiting for him. He was armed with a spear, which he thrust at Konrad’s stomach. Konrad stepped aside, grabbing the shaft as it slid past his hip. He pulled, and the servant was dragged towards him – and onto Konrad’s knife.


      The boy gasped in agony as the blade slid into his chest, the gasp turning into a long scream of ultimate despair as Konrad killed him.


      He killed him slowly; he killed him coldly; he killed him without mercy. He stabbed him over and over again, until his white uniform had become totally red. Only then did Konrad kick the servant into the moat, where the waters turned to blood as his life finally ebbed away.


      Konrad made his way across the gardens of Zuntermein’s mansion. When he reached the gate he looked back. The blaze was far more spectacular than the one at the army guardhouse had been.


      It was after being in a tavern with Taungar that Konrad had first met Zuntermein. The young serving girl had reminded him of Krysten, and that was why it was she who had been foremost in Konrad’s thoughts when Zuntermein had probed into his mind.


      Then, after so many months apart, and however briefly together, Konrad had been reunited with the girl.


      There is no such thing as chance, Wolf had frequently said. Either that was true or the converse: there was too much chance. Too many things had happened for them all to be attributed to random circumstance. So many intertwining events could only have been part of a greater design, but Konrad was too close to see his own place within the pattern.


      After returning from the dwarf temple which Wolf and Anvila and he had discovered, Konrad found that the frontier mine was destroyed and everyone within had been killed or taken hostage. There had seemed to be but one survivor, the one-handed man called Heinler – but in reality this was the skaven, Gaxar. The grey seer had taken on human form, masquerading as a miner, and it was he who had destroyed the watch towers so that the invaders could approach the fortified workings unseen.


      Unable to find her body amongst the ruins, Konrad had assumed that Krysten was a prisoner of the pagan hordes. While tracking the marauding armies, he had revealed to Gaxar that his motive for pursuit was to locate and rescue the abducted girl.


      Having discovered this, Gaxar had knocked him unconscious. When he awoke, Konrad was the captive of a marauding band of Khorne worshippers. Another group of Khorne acolytes must have captured Krysten at the mine – but it was more than her body which they had taken. She had become corrupted, joining them to become a devotee of the Blood God. And then, somehow, she had fallen into Zuntermein’s hands.


      Konrad had escaped Kastring’s warband by dressing in the armour of the bronze warrior, the knight who Wolf said had been his twin brother. This was the same figure Konrad and Elyssa had seen ride through their village the day before the swarms of rampaging beastmen had totally annihilated everyone and everything within the valley.


      It was Litzenreich who had saved Konrad from his prison of bronze; it was Litzenreich who was the cause of Gaxar losing his right paw; it was Litzenreich who had convinced Konrad that Gaxar must have been heading for Altdorf after the skaven sorcerer’s subterranean lair had been assailed by the Middenheim troops.


      And Gaxar had indeed been in the Imperial capital – as was Elyssa… and Skullface… and Krysten.


      There was no such thing as chance…


      Konrad felt as if he were enmeshed within a giant web, becoming more and more trapped all the time. The strands of the web seemed to link all the people that he had ever known, his enemies as well as his friends.


      Elyssa and Kastring; Kastring and Gaxar; Gaxar and Krysten; Krysten and Zuntermein…


      Wolf and the bronze knight; the bronze knight and Litzenreich…


      Elyssa and Skullface; Skullface and Gaxar…


      Silver Eye and the golden crest; the golden crest and Elyssa…


      Chance…


      Deep beneath Altdorf so many of them had been together: Litzenreich, Gaxar, Silver Eye, Elyssa, Skullface.


      And himself.


      There was no one line linking all of these; each was connected by several interlocking links. And everything was circular. Whichever direction Konrad explored, he was brought inevitably back to where he had begun.


      Chaos…


      He was a pawn of Chaos, cast helplessly whichever way the winds of fate happened to blow him, a piece of driftwood at the mercy of the currents and oceans, washed up on some foreign shore and then carried away again by the next tide. He had believed it was his own decision to come to Altdorf, but that was not so. All he had done was play the role which destiny had assigned to him.


      Moreover, he had become a creature of darkness, corrupted by the warpstone within the bronze shackles which had held him for so long, then further infected by more of the evil unearthly substance which Litzenreich had used to extract him from the armour.


      Zuntermein had recognized the taint of Chaos which had taken hold of Konrad. It was something that Konrad knew he would never escape. Skaven could even smell the odour of the warpstone which permeated his body.


      When Krysten called out the name of the huntsman of souls, had she really summoned up a vision of the Blood God? For a few moments Konrad believed he had seen the image of Khorne upon the altar, and he had felt his allegiance being drawn towards the powers of damnation. Had he been granted some profane strength by the cruel deity which had enabled him to escape?


      Unlike the time when he had battled the goblins in the ancient dwarf temple, below the mountains of Kislev, Konrad had been aware of no inhuman power invigorating him. He had felt no different when he had slain Zuntermein and fought against the Slaaneshi cultists. It had been his own hatred which had given him all the energy that he needed to defeat his benighted foes.


      He and Krysten had escaped from the doomed church, however, whilst everyone else within had perished. He could not deny that some supernatural force had seemed to help him survive, guiding him unharmed through the deadly flames.


      Was it the Blood God who had saved him, then claimed the price of its assistance by taking Krysten as another sacrifice?


      Konrad had no way of knowing, and neither did he want to consider any of it, not now, not ever.


      He had to get out of Altdorf. The web was drawing tighter and tighter around him, sucking him towards its centre and what must surely be his inevitable nemesis. That was why he must leave the capital.


      He was aware that he would be able to escape the city without any difficulty, although he realized that it would have been wisest to have taken some of Zuntermein’s valuables before he left – but so far as Konrad was concerned, there had been only one precious thing inside the mansion.


      For months he had falsely believed that Krysten was dead; now it was true.


      Even as he made his way out of the city, slipping past the watch like a shadow in the night, Konrad knew that he would return.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SEVEN


      He could have gone anywhere that he chose, anywhere in the Empire, anywhere beyond – but there was nowhere that he wished to go, nothing that he wished to do.


      His only profession was that of a soldier, and he could have sought employment as a mercenary in any land within the known world. There were always wars and battles; there was always fighting to be done, always killing and looting and destroying. He could have returned to Kislev, continued his role in the eternal battle against the incursion of the armies from the northern wastes. At least on the frontier one knew who one’s enemies were – unlike in Altdorf. Within the capital, members of the court of Karl-Franz could be Slaaneshi cultists, while the Emperor’s own guard might be manned by Chaos worshippers.


      Konrad wanted to be as far away as possible from Altdorf and all its treachery and intrigue, but part of him still lay within the Imperial capital.


      That was the memory of Elyssa, the brief moment when their eyes had met before he was swept into the culvert and out of the subterranean cavern. The girl had been so much a part of his life for so long that it was impossible to obliterate her from his mind. Even throughout the years when he believed she was dead, she had never been far from his thoughts. Now that he knew she was alive, he spent more and more time thinking of her.


      Konrad was exactly the way he had been before he and Elyssa had ever met. All he had owned then were his clothes and his knife. That was all he had now, and all that he needed.


      Krysten had died, died in his arms, and Konrad tried to make himself accept that Elyssa was also lost to him. Physically she may still have lived, but her soul must have been ensnared long ago. If Krysten had been corrupted in a few brief months, then Elyssa had surely become one of the damned during the years since she had been captured. She could not have been Skullface’s prisoner for so long without being tainted by his benighted influence. By now she must have been his consort and his ally, as much a creature of Chaos as he was.


      For Krysten, the ordeal was over; but not for Elyssa.


      And there was nothing that Konrad could do except try to forget her – yet that would be the hardest thing of all.


      Konrad had gone to Altdorf because of Silver Eye, pursuing the skaven and the mysterious shield which he carried; but now that his master was dead, perhaps the warrior rat had departed from the tunnels below the Imperial city. The conspiracy to replace the Emperor with a doppelganger must have ended with the death of Gaxar.


      After escaping from the Imperial capital, Konrad travelled south through the Reikwald Forest. It reminded him of the woodlands where he had spent his early life, and for the first few days he seemed to have returned to that kind of existence, surviving on the animals that he could trap.


      There was plenty of wildlife in these woodlands, which was a sure sign that there were few mutated predators in the vicinity. Most of the birds were not carrion eaters, the majority of the animals not scavengers: they did not survive by eating what remained after the beastmen had mutilated and devoured their prey.


      The Forest of Shadows had seemed far older, full of ancient trees, many of which were rotten and covered with fungus. Konrad had taken the all-embracing miasma of decomposition for granted at the time, because he knew nothing else. Now he was aware that it was not simply age which had caused the trees to become twisted and decayed – it was the touch of Chaos. In Ostland, the forest was still inhabited by numerous beastmen, the descendants of those who had taken part in the last great Chaos invasion two centuries ago; and the woodlands were themselves still corrupted by the effects of the incursion, as well as by the infection of the ugly creatures who still lurked within the darkest depths.


      They existed throughout the known world, but there were fewer such deformities in this part of the Empire, or so close to the capital. When he had been young, Konrad’s gift of foresight had saved him from the beastmen on many an occasion. But even without his extra vision, he felt safer in this forest than he had ever done in his native valley. The trees here were more healthy and did not seem threatening. In the Forest of Shadows the rows of trunks often appeared to form impenetrable walls to keep out intruders, or seemed arrayed in maze-like patterns to prevent escape.


      Winter was fast approaching, and Konrad had no intention of staying in the forest for an hour longer than necessary. Without a horse he would not be able to travel far, which meant he would have to remain in the first village that he found; but he had no money to pay for a room at the inn.


      The village was larger than the one where he had grown up, and was situated at a crossroads. The signpost showed that one highway led to the city-state of Carroburg in one direction, to Grunburg in the other; the second road led to Bogenhafen, whilst the other direction was the route Konrad had followed from Altdorf to bring him here. The largest building was the tavern, which was also a coaching inn. The sign which hung outside bore the name The Grey Stoat, plus an illustration of such an animal.


      He needed something to trade, and he wished that he had a bow and quiver of arrows to make his task easier; but he was able to snare a young deer. He bled and gutted the animal, slung it over his shoulders, and headed for the village.


      As he did so, Konrad remembered when he had entered Ferlangen. He had been carrying a rabbit which he hoped to sell, but had ended up being sentenced to death for poaching. It was Baron Otto Krieshmier who had condemned him to death, the man who Elyssa was to have married.


      Krieshmier and Elyssa – another strand of the web in which Konrad was ensnared.


      He had been saved by Wolf, who had fought and killed Krieshmier because the baron had once cheated him out of some money.


      Wolf and Krieshmier – yet another strand…


      This time Konrad could fight his own battles. He was no longer the frightened youth that he had been five and a half years ago.


      No one would dare accuse him of poaching, not without a handful of armed men to back up the charge. But he would be a lot more careful this time, which was why he waited until dark before he entered the Grey Stoat, and why he used the back door, and why he left his prize hidden outside behind a row of barrels.


      There was a boy by the kitchen fire, turning a pig on a spit; and there was a man chewing a piece of meat, his feet up on a table, his chair tilted back on two legs. Neither of them noticed as Konrad silently shut the door and walked slowly up behind them. Suddenly the man turned. He saw Konrad and lost his balance, falling to the floor. He lay on his back, his hand clutching for the hilt of his sword. The hilt was embossed with the Imperial crown; it was an Imperial guard sword.


      ‘Don’t come any closer,’ he warned. ‘I’m in the Imperial guard.’


      Despite the sword, Konrad very much doubted that. The man’s hair was too long and he wore a beard, but his accent was far too common for that of an officer. In any case, despite being of the necessary height, he was too overweight to be a member of the Emperor’s elite fighting force.


      ‘Are you the landlord?’


      ‘Why?’


      ‘I’m asking the questions. Are you the landlord?’


      ‘No,’ replied the man, as he stood up and backed away. He held the hilt of his sword, but having taken the measure of Konrad he had evidently decided it would be unwise to draw the blade.


      ‘Fetch him,’ said Konrad.


      ‘Go get Netzler,’ the man told the boy.


      ‘I told you to get him,’ said Konrad, picking up the chair and sitting down.


      The man stared at him for a few seconds before he opened the inner door and left the kitchen. The boy watched him leave, then he looked at Konrad. >


      ‘Dieter is in the Imperial guard,’ said the boy, and he laughed as if he had never heard anything so stupid. ‘He can’t even guard the kitchen,’ he added, and he laughed again.


      Konrad also laughed. The boy was about eight or nine years old, his face dirty, his clothes ragged, and he was doing exactly the kind of work which Konrad had done a decade and a half ago. In Brandenheimer’s tavern, Konrad had to do all the most menial, most boring, most dirty of jobs. That had been the whole of his early life; but unlike this boy, Konrad had never had any occasion to laugh. He had always kept silent, pretending that he could not even speak. Until he met Elyssa, there had been no one that he wished to talk to.


      ‘You’d better start turning the spit before that hog burns,’ said Konrad, and the boy did so.


      A moment later, the door swung open again and the landlord entered the kitchen. Slimly built, without the expansive beer belly that usually denoted his trade, he looked more like a prosperous merchant. Dieter followed him through the door, and he stood to attention, as though on sentry duty.


      ‘What’s going on?’ the landlord demanded.


      ‘I have a business proposition which might be to our mutual benefit, Herr Netzler,’ said Konrad.


      ‘That always interests me, Herr…?’


      ‘Taungar,’ said Konrad. The sergeant no longer had any use for his name, while Konrad had no reason to reveal his own.


      ‘Bring Herr Taungar a drink, Dieter. What would you like?’


      ‘A beer,’ said Konrad.


      ‘A beer,’ echoed Netzler, as he sat down opposite Konrad.


      ‘Hans,’ Dieter said to the kitchen boy, ‘a beer.’


      ‘You fetch it,’ Netzler told Dieter. ‘Then get to work.’ When the door behind him closed, he said to Konrad: ‘He’s in the Imperial guard.’ He smiled, and Hans laughed.


      ‘And he comes here to work while he’s off duty?’ said Konrad.


      ‘He’s always off duty, it seems. But enough of this, what can I do for you?’


      ‘It’s more what I can do for you.’


      ‘I thought that’s what you were going to say.’


      ‘I have some fresh local produce you might like to buy.’


      ‘What?’


      Konrad glanced at the spit. ‘Venison,’ he said.


      ‘Not the Emperor’s venison, I hope.’


      ‘Only if he comes here to eat it.’


      ‘Karl-Franz has dined here, and sampled what else we have to offer.’


      Dieter came back, carrying a tankard of ale. He slammed it on the table, slid it towards Konrad, then returned the way he had come.


      The stein was only half full.


      ‘Outside, to the left, behind the barrels,’ said Konrad, sipping the ale, then swallowing it down in two thirsty gulps.


      Netzler went out through the back door, came in again, nodded and asked, ‘How much?’


      They haggled over the price.


      ‘…and that’s my final offer,’ said the landlord.


      ‘A deal.’


      ‘And I won’t charge you for the tankard of ale.’


      ‘In that case,’ said Konrad, nodding to the empty stein, ‘I’ll have the other half.’


      A few more beers, a meal of bread and pork and turnips, the price of a bed for the night, and half of Konrad’s money was already accounted for. Little wonder that Netzler was clad as a wealthy merchant, because that was what he was.


      The Grey Stoat was bigger than Konrad had first realized. It was more than a tavern which served the villagers, more than a coaching inn for travellers to spend a night before renewing their journey across the Empire. Upstairs were other private rooms set aside for entertaining the noblemen from Altdorf who rode out from the capital for a night of pleasure. For these, the Grey Stoat provided not only board and lodgings.


      Konrad drank slowly, alone in a corner, watching all that was happening around him. He noticed the curtains on the far side which hid the flight of stairs up to the next floor. The clientele on the gallery preferred to drink imported wines and exotic liqueurs rather than local ale; the maids were the youngest and prettiest in the tavern – and they provided more than mere alcoholic refreshment.


      Most of all, Konrad kept watching Dieter. It seemed he was employed to keep order throughout the establishment, and he was good at beating up drunks and throwing them out. Konrad looked through the window, and it had begun to snow again. It would cost a deer every two days to stay in the inn, he realized. Or maybe there was an alternative…


      Dieter appeared to spend most of his time drinking with two friends. Konrad had noticed that it was he who always collected the fresh tankards of ale, refilling them from one of the huge barrels but never paying. Every now and then, Dieter would walk around the taproom, his hand on his sword hilt as though he were on patrol. Invariably while he was doing this, Netzler would show his face a minute later, looking from one of the doors which led into the drinking hall, or leaning down over the balcony.


      ‘Dieter!’ shouted Konrad, as the man began one of his tours of inspection. ‘Over here.’


      ‘What you want?’ asked Dieter, approaching him.


      Konrad waited until he was a yard away, then slid his tankard towards him. ‘Get me another beer.’


      Dieter stared at him. ‘What?’


      ‘You heard: get me another beer.’


      ‘I’m not a sodding serving boy!’


      ‘I’ve seen you. You’ve been serving your friends. And without paying. So get me a free beer – or I’ll tell Netzler.’


      ‘Don’t you sodding threaten me! I’m in the Imperial guard.’


      Konrad drew his dagger and put in on the table in front of him. The intricate pattern on the handle marked it as an Imperial guard blade. He spat on Dieter’s boots and said: ‘You’re a liar, you fat slug.’


      ‘Say that again,’ warned Dieter, drawing his sword, ‘and you’re dead!’


      ‘Say what? That you’re a liar or a fat slug?’


      ‘Both!’


      ‘You’re both a liar and a fat slug.’


      By now there was almost complete silence within the tavern. All eyes were focused on Konrad and Dieter, both in the taproom and from the gallery. Netzler was amongst those watching, and he was also the only person moving. He was pushing his way through the hall, towards the antagonists.


      ‘Yaaahhhh!’ yelled Dieter, and he thrust his sword at Konrad’s chest.


      Konrad was still sitting down, and he simply leaned to one side and the point of the blade was driven into the plaster wall where he had sat. He slid away from the table, stood up, punched Dieter in the stomach, then chopped at the back of his neck as the man went down. Dieter collapsed in a heap on the ground. That was enough, but to show everyone that he was serious Konrad kicked him in the ribs a few times, and Dieter began spewing up some of the gallon of beer he had consumed in the previous two hours.


      Sheathing his knife and then picking up Dieter’s sword, Konrad saw that the blade had once snapped at the hilt and then been badly welded back into place. Exactly how bad a weld was revealed by the ease with which it was broken again. Konrad stabbed the blade into the floorboards, then twisted the hilt. It came away in his hand, and he let it fall.


      ‘He’s in the Imperial guard,’ he told Netzler, as the landlord reached him. Everywhere else, people were returning to their drinks and conversations.


      ‘What happened?’


      ‘He’s a liar and a thief.’


      ‘I know, but I need someone to do the job. His predecessor got himself stabbed a month ago, bled to death out in the courtyard.’


      ‘You need someone better than him.’


      ‘You, you mean?’


      ‘Yes.’


      Netzler glanced around to where Dieter’s drinking companions sat, then he looked back at Konrad. It was clear that he knew what had been going on. The two men did not seem bothered by what had happened to Dieter.


      Konrad made his way to the table where the two men were drinking. He picked up the tankards in front of them and emptied them on the floor.


      ‘You haven’t paid for it,’ he told them, ‘so you don’t drink it.’


      They argued angrily and tried to rise, but he grabbed each of them by the hair and cracked their heads together.


      ‘And I think you should pay for what you’ve already drunk. That’s one pint. How about the second?’ He was still holding them, and he made as if to bang their skulls hard together once again.


      ‘No,’ said one, while the other reached for his purse and emptied a handful of coins on the table.


      ‘Thank you, gentlemen,’ said Konrad, sweeping up the money. ‘Enjoy the rest of your evening.’


      ‘Get rid of him,’ said Netzler, when Konrad brought him the payment. He gestured at Dieter. ‘Then come and see me.’


      Dieter was struggling to rise, and Konrad hauled him to his feet. He slid the broken blade into its scabbard and stuffed the hilt into Dieter’s shirt, then half-dragged him to the main entrance and shoved him out of the door and into the snow.


      ‘All you have to do is make sure there’s no trouble,’ the landlord told him, a minute later. ‘If there is, take care of it as you see fit. Do it quietly, discreetly, and I don’t want to know about it. Occasionally you may have to help out with the horses, or do whatever else is required.’


      ‘I’m not serving drinks,’ said Konrad, ‘or clearing tables, or sweeping the floor, or doing any cleaning.’ He had done enough of that during the first part of his life.


      ‘You won’t have to. You share a room with Hans, you get all your food, a reasonable amount to drink, and whenever the girls upstairs aren’t working you’re free to make your own arrangements with them.’


      ‘With what? How much do I get paid?’


      They haggled again, came to an agreement, and Netzler added, ‘And whenever you have free time, I’ll buy whatever you bring back from the forest.’


      Konrad’s only profession was that of a soldier, and he could have sought employment as a mercenary in any land within the known world – but he had become a guard in a tavern.


      Working in the coaching house was almost like returning to the start of his life, and at first he kept remembering his time at the inn in his native village. The aroma of the fermenting ale, the myriad daily tasks essential to the running of a tavern, they all reminded him of the past. But now there were plenty of others to do most of the work, and none of them were ever beaten the way that Otto Brandenheimer had whipped Konrad nearly every day.


      The Grey Stoat had other compensations, and Konrad found himself spending much of his time with the girls who served drinks in the exclusive gallery, then later served their clients behind the doors which led off it. They and Konrad all worked together at the tavern and were colleagues, and sometimes after the last of the customers had gone home or fallen asleep, they would just talk and joke together, sharing a drink.


      But he was sharing far more with Gina and Marcella the night that the riders came for him.


      A new year had begun, the worst of the winter was over, and both the moons were high and at their brightest. Even though he was distracted, Konrad should have heard the approaching column of horses, but he was aware of nothing until the sound of a scream echoed chillingly through the night.


      There were many types of scream, and during his life Konrad had heard them all. He recognized a scream of absolute terror, a scream which ended so abruptly that it could only have been terminated by death. It had been the scream of a man, and Konrad knew that it was Netzler who had just been murdered.


      Konrad pushed away the two girls, who by now were holding on to him in fear instead of passion, and grabbed his clothes and his knife as he looked out of the window. That was when he saw the riders in front of the Grey Stoat. The moonlight glinted off their brass helmets and breastplates. Although he could distinguish no colours because of the darkness, Konrad knew they wore scarlet uniforms, decorated with pearl buttons, trimmed with braid, and that their flowing plumes denoted their rank within the force.


      They were members of the Imperial guard.


      Two of them were below the window, and there were two more riderless horses with them. There was something strange about the dark figures, but Konrad could not work out what it was, and neither did he have the time to wonder. He had to escape, which would not be easy. These were amongst the best troops in the whole Empire, they had the inn surrounded – and there was no doubt that they had come for him.


      He now had a bow and full quiver of arrows, but they were down in the room he shared with the kitchen boy. It was evident that some of the guard were already in the tavern, but if he could get to his room before they did, he might be able to despatch a few of the horsemen and even up the odds.


      Gina had ventured towards the window and glanced out, and she gasped as she saw the ominous figures waiting in the courtyard below.


      ‘Don’t go,’ she pleaded. ‘Look after us.’


      ‘They won’t hurt you,’ Konrad assured them both – and as he spoke there was another scream from elsewhere in the inn. This time it was a woman, but it was another death scream.


      ‘Quickly’ he said, beckoning to the girls. ‘Into the roof.’


      They wrapped themselves in blankets and followed him out into the passage. They pushed open the other doors as they went, signalling for the girls inside to join them. By the time he reached the ladder to the attic, Konrad had all five of them with him.


      ‘Not a sound,’ he whispered, as he ushered the girls up the steps. ‘A single noise and we’re all dead.’


      He had already investigated the attic space when examining the whole inn soon after he arrived. It was a vast dusty area, full of forgotten junk which had been stored beneath the rafters over the decades. As the girls climbed up into the loft, Konrad made his way back along the corridor and cautiously peered over the balcony. There were more screams now, more murders. It seemed that the intruders were putting everyone to the sword, acting more like a gang of brigands or invading marauders – but, he supposed, that was what the Imperial guard had become.


      Like Taungar and Holwald, these must have been Slaaneshi cultists, and somehow they had tracked Konrad down to his hiding place. They could not be certain he was in the Grey Stoat, but that was of little consequence. Like all creatures of Chaos, they lived only for slaughter and for death. No one would be spared.


      All Konrad had was his knife. There seemed little chance of reaching his bow and arrows. A moment later this was confirmed: the next death cry came from Hans. They must have found the boy cowering in his room and put an end to his brief existence. Very soon the killers would have slain everyone on the ground floor and ventured up to the next level. It would be futile for Konrad to sneak up into the attic, hoping to hide away in the darkness.


      He might be able to surprise the first of the corrupted guardsmen who reached the gallery, finish him off with the knife, take his sword and hold back the rest of the attackers for a while. The stairs were narrow, and so only one of them could reach him at a time. He made his way back to the foot of the ladder.


      ‘Hey!’ he hissed, and Marcella’s worried face appeared above him. ‘I’m taking away the ladder. Close the hatch and they won’t know you’re there. Have you got your daggers?’


      He saw the flash of blades. The girls all kept knives for their own protection – but they would not protect them from the Imperial guards.


      ‘Cut through the thatch,’ Konrad instructed. ‘If you have to, get out near the kitchen chimney.’


      He lowered the wooden ladder, but could not leave it where it was because its purpose would be only too evident. He made his way back along the passageway and was about to hurl the ladder over the balcony when the first of the guards came into view at the top of the steps. In the dim illumination, Konrad only caught a glimpse of brass armour, but he charged straight at the figure, using the end of the ladder as a battering ram. He caught the guard in the chest and drove him back the way he had come.


      He threw the ladder down from the balcony, drew his knife, and ran back into the room from which he had emerged less than two minutes earlier. Closing the door and wedging it shut with a chair, he silently opened the window and climbed onto the narrow ledge outside. The two riders were still below, as were the horses they held for two of those who were carrying out the massacre.


      His only chance was to take one of the horses, and he could only do that by killing both guardsmen and escaping before the other riders realized what was happening. It was about twenty feet down to the ground, slightly less to where the armoured figures sat astride their mounts. They were too far apart for him to reach them both.


      Konrad leapt down at the nearest rider, feet first, knocking him straight out of his saddle. Rolling over as he hit the ground, he was instantly on his feet and diving at the man he had dismounted – except he was not a man…


      That was why the riders had seemed so strange. They were not human. They were beastmen. Beastmen wearing the uniforms of the Imperial guard!


      The one Konrad had felled had the head of a bull, and its eyes were round and green, its fur very pale. Recovering from his astonishment, Konrad continued what he had begun, plunging his knife into the neck of the supine creature he held pinned down. Its hot blood spurted from the gaping wound in its throat, and it roared out its fatal agony.


      While it was still writhing, Konrad sprang up, and immediately had to duck as the second bullman’s sword scythed through the air above his head. He dived forward, his own blade slipping between the leather straps of the bronze cuirass. More evil blood was spilled, and another bestial cry of pain and rage was heard.


      There was not time to kill his second opponent, too many precious seconds were passing. The unattended horses were shying away, and Konrad managed to grab the reins of one of them. A moment later his left foot was in the stirrup, and he urged the animal forward even before he was in the saddle.


      A sudden shadow appeared in front of the horse. Steel flashed in the moonlight, and then the horse was dropping. Konrad threw himself free before the animal pinned him to the ground with its dead weight.


      He twisted his foot as he tried to rise, and he slipped back to the cobbles. Before he could regain his footing he was surrounded by beastmen: three, then four, then five. Their swordpoints touched his body, and he gripped his dagger even tighter. Five Imperial guard swords against one Imperial guard knife. A booted heel came down upon his hand, hard, and he let go of the knife. Another boot kicked the weapon away.


      ‘That’s him, that’s him!’ yelled a very human voice.


      Dieter stood behind the shadowy figures of the beastmen. It must have been he who had led the riders here, but that was of little importance now. Konrad was counting the number of beast-men. He had killed one, wounded another, five had surrounded him, and there was another with Dieter.


      ‘See? I am one of you,’ claimed Dieter, speaking to the last of the guardsmen. ‘I am in the Imperial guard.’


      The eighth beastman must have been the leader, and now he finally drew his sword. He beckoned to Dieter, and the man stepped closer. Then with a single sweeping blow, the bull creature severed Dieter’s head. The head rolled away into the darkness, and the acephalous corpse slowly collapsed to the ground.


      The leader summoned two of the feral warriors, and they withdrew from Konrad. A few seconds later, they made their way back to the tavern once more.


      Their inhuman commander walked slowly towards Konrad, limping. Beneath his armour his body must have been even more twisted and deformed than that of the others.


      There was a sudden flare of light. The two marauders had lit torches, carrying the burning brands into the inn. In the afterglow Konrad glimpsed their leader’s face – and it was even more hideous than those of the bull-headed Slaaneshi beastmen who circled him.


      He must once have been human, but he had survived some terrible ordeal. Although almost masked by his helmet, his face was a shapeless mass of blackened, melted flesh. He had no lips, no nose; his right eye seemed huge because the eyelids had been burned away, while the left was nothing but a raw hole in his skull.


      He held the point of his sword at Konrad’s throat, and Dieter’s warm sticky blood dripped from the blade.


      It was Taungar – or what was left of him.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER EIGHT


      The Grey Stoat was quickly ablaze, its dry wooden frame burning like paper, and in the glare from the vivid flames Konrad gazed up into the horribly mutilated features of Taungar.


      His whole body must have been as badly devoured as his face. It seemed impossible for anyone to have survived the inferno which had engulfed Zuntermein’s mansion – and it seemed impossible for anyone as monstrously crippled as Taungar to still be alive.


      His breathing was hoarse and ragged, as though his lungs were still full of smoke. His teeth were as black as charcoal, like stumps of burned down trees. His lipless mouth became even more twisted when he spoke, his words but a rasping whisper.


      ‘Thiss iss why I wass sspared from fire,’ he hissed, taking a short gasp of breath between each syllable. ‘To kill you, trait-or.’


      ‘You’re the traitor, Taungar,’ spat Konrad. ‘A traitor to everything human!’


      Taungar pushed the tip of his sword into the soft flesh beneath Konrad’s chin, and a few drops of Konrad’s blood mingled with that of Dieter’s.


      ‘You musst hurt like I hurt,’ he sighed. ‘I sstill hurt, and you hurt forever.’


      Pressing harder, the drops of blood became a trickle. A fraction harder, and the blade would have been in Konrad’s windpipe, but then Taungar withdrew his sword and gestured to the beast-men. Two of them hauled Konrad to his feet, while the third went to examine their fallen comrade. The predator was clearly dead, and the bullbeast strode over to the creature Konrad had wounded, who was sitting on the ground trying to staunch the flow of blood from its wounded side.


      The other two were inside the tavern, carrying out their incendiary task. Although the pair who supported Konrad maintained a grip of iron, Taungar had limped back out of reach. He must have remembered how Konrad had burst free when he had been one of those holding him captive in Zuntermein’s unholy temple.


      ‘Pray to your god for help,’ he taunted. He must have believed that Konrad, like Krysten, was an acolyte of Khorne.


      ‘I need no help to deal with you and your bastard god!’


      Taungar issued a guttural command in the mutant tongue, and a blow to the side of Konrad’s head almost knocked him unconscious. One of the beastmen had hit him with his fist, and it felt as hard as rock. His head fell forwards, and blood oozed from the wound in his scalp and streamed down the side of his face. Then one of the creatures ripped a strip from Konrad’s tunic and wedged it into his mouth to ensure his silence.


      He wondered whether the warped guards had human bodies beneath their armour, or whether the fist which hit him had felt so hard because it was a mutated hoof. They stood upright like men, but was their flesh covered in pale fur? Their inhuman heads were oversized, and there were holes in their brass helmets through which their twisted horns protruded. Their breath smelled foul, and they were as hungry for his blood as was Taungar.


      Konrad was gagged; he was held as if in shackles from head to foot; he had no weapon; he was surrounded by beastmen – beastmen who seemed to be members of the Empire’s elite military battalion; and he could feel the heat from the blazing coaching inn searing his skin. The heat did not seem to bother his captors, protected by their armour and their bestial hides, and it was too late to make any difference to Taungar.


      It seemed that Taungar had been the only one to escape from the ruins of Zuntermein’s heathen church. Did he plan to take his vengeance in a similar manner, by burning Konrad alive? Was that why he had ordered the tavern to be torched, so that it would be where Konrad’s living body was cremated? But Taungar had threatened a slow death, and it was only when they talked of maiming and murder that Chaos cultists were likely to be speaking truthfully.


      All Konrad could do was hope that his two captors would slacken their grip for a moment. Each of them was taller and heavier than he, they were armoured and armed. When the other two returned from burning down the tavern, the odds would be insuperable. But he was held so tightly it seemed that if they should grip a fraction harder, his flesh would tear and his bones snap.


      ‘Plann-ed what to do if ev-er found you, Konrad,’ whispered Taungar. ‘Had sso ma-ny i-de-ass…’


      Konrad could only see the lower half of Taungar, and he saw him raise his sword, once again placing it under his hostage’s chin. He used it as a lever to raise Konrad’s head, knowing that he was conscious. They stared at each other, Taungar’s one remaining eye gazing out from the ruins of his face.


      ‘Sstart with your eyess,’ added Taungar, and his swordpoint was suddenly against the lower lid of Konrad’s left eye.


      Konrad jerked his head back instinctively, and he was able to move it an inch or two before it became locked rigid by the gauntlet of one of the bullmen. The tip of the sword returned towards his left eye, this time aiming straight for the pupil. There was still blood on the sword, the blade glinted in the light from the fire – and Konrad realized that this was the last thing his left eye would ever see.


      He tried to lean further back or to turn his head, but it was impossible. He closed both his eyes, tensing himself for the inevitable pain as his eyeball became skewered upon Taungar’s sword.


      Then suddenly his head snapped back and around, he felt the blade slice across the side of his face, cutting through the flesh, scraping his cheek bone, and he was half-falling…


      Only half, because one of his captors was still restraining him – but the other had let go, crying out in agony as he released Konrad.


      Konrad opened his eyes and saw Taungar looking past him, but without hesitating he spun around and drove his right fist into the bovine face of the cultist who still clung to his left arm. The other beastman was writhing on the ground, screaming – dying. Under the impact of Konrad’s blow, the second one staggered back a pace, and a moment later he also howled in mortal agony as he was attacked from behind.


      Dodging aside as Taungar rushed forward, Konrad pulled the gag from his mouth, glanced back and saw the dark shape of an armoured figure behind him. The figure wore black armour, carried a black sword with which he had despatched Konrad’s captors, and his black helmet was forged into the shape of an animal’s head, the head of a…


      Wolf!


      ‘I want him!’ Konrad yelled, as the black knight levelled his sword to impale Taungar.


      Wolf sidestepped, and Taungar lurched past him. Konrad seized one of the dying beastmen’s swords, and Taungar turned to face him. The bull-thing who had been tending the one Konrad had earlier wounded raced at Wolf, and Wolf engaged the creature in combat.


      Taungar and Konrad gazed at each other. Taungar raised his sword vertically in front of his face in a duelling salute, and Konrad did the same.


      ‘When did you become a slave to Chaos?’ he asked.


      Taungar slowly shook his deformed head, and made an ugly choking noise at the back of his throat – it was the nearest sound he could make to a laugh.


      ‘Sslave? Ne-ver! Be-came free in Praag. Thought wass dead, but made rea-lly a-live.’


      ‘You won’t be alive for long!’


      They lowered their swords, crossing them, and the two Imperial guard blades touched lightly for a moment – and then the battle to the death began.


      Konrad pressed hard, wanting to finish off his opponent swiftly. The advantage should have been with him. He was fit, whereas Taungar’s body had been twisted and bent by the conflagration. But Taungar was an expert swordsman, making up in experience what he lacked in agility. It was his combat skills which had kept him alive long enough to become a veteran trooper – but it was his allegiance to Chaos which had kept him alive more recently.


      Taungar was also wearing armour, and that protected him from most of Konrad’s thrusts. Konrad, however, had to spring back out of range whenever the sergeant’s blade avoided his defence. If he were hit, he would be done for. Already he was losing blood from his neck, his scalp, his cheek.


      The swords rang together, and there were echoing clashes from the blades of the other two combatants several yards away. Then there came an agonized cry, an agonized bestial cry, and Wolf’s enemy was down, its ululating howl a mourning lament for its own imminent death. Wolf left his enemy bleeding and kicking and writhing, then went to finish off the beastman that Konrad had earlier wounded. The creature tried to rise, but all it could do was attempt to crawl away. It did not get far.


      And still Konrad could not overcome his own opponent. Even with one eye, Taungar was able to accurately judge the strokes which were aimed at him, parrying and then counter-attacking. His senses were more than human, although he had become less than human, and it was the malignant powers within him which granted the sergeant such strength.


      Each fought with only a sword, neither carried a shield. The two beastmen that Wolf first slew both had an Imperial guard blade, one of which Konrad now wielded. That meant there was another weapon lying near. He backed towards the corpses, and Taungar drove him so hard that he stumbled against the first of the bodies, almost falling. Taungar’s blade sliced through the air, and Konrad avoided decapitation by but a moment. He bent down, seized the other sword, then twisted around and came up facing Taungar once more.


      He held the new blade in his left hand, keeping it behind his back, and continued to fight with the one in his right. When Taungar next lunged forward, Konrad caught the sword with his own, and the blade slid down onto his quillons. He forced his enemy’s arm away, further and further to one side.


      Then he struck with the second sword, driving it straight into Taungar’s only eye, through into his brain and out from the back of his skull.


      Taungar’s jaws opened, but before he could scream his mouth was full of blood, which silenced him forever. Konrad pushed his left hand forward a little more, released the sword hilt, and Taungar fell backwards.


      Konrad stared around. All the other beastmen lay stretched out on the ground, their bodies illuminated by the blazing tavern. Wolf had slain them all – if it was Wolf.


      It could have been someone else within the black armour. Although he was apparently an ally who had come to Konrad’s aid, that meant little. As well as being the enemy of those he had defeated, he may still have been Konrad’s foe.


      The black figure stabbed his sword into the ground.


      ‘Clean that,’ he said – and it was indeed Wolf.


      He pulled off his helmet, and Konrad saw the face of the man who had been his master but had become his friend. His white hair and beard were still cropped short, and there could be no changing the sharpened teeth or the black tattoos which made his face look like the animal he was named after.


      ‘There are two more inside,’ said Konrad, lowering his own sword and wiping at the blood which covered half his face. He turned towards the burning coach inn. Flames erupted from every window, from each doorway.


      ‘I know,’ said Wolf. ‘And they won’t be coming out.’


      They would not be the only ones who did not emerge, Konrad realized, as he moved quickly back to avoid a piece of blazing timber which came crashing down near where he had been standing. The tavern had become a roaring inferno.


      The thatched roof was burning fiercely and suddenly most of it collapsed. Konrad hoped that the girls had escaped through the roof; no one who had remained in the loft space beneath could possibly have survived. The whole inn had become rapidly transformed into one huge mass of burning firewood.


      ‘Clean that,’ Wolf repeated. ‘You owe me two days.’


      ‘And are you going to demand another five years for saving my life this time?’ asked Konrad, as he picked up the black sword.


      ‘If I asked you for five years each time I rescued you, you’d be serving me for all eternity.’ Wolf shook his head in mock bewilderment. ‘I can’t understand how you’ve survived all these months without me.’


      When Wolf had fought and killed Otto Krieshmier and saved Konrad from being hung, Konrad had agreed to serve the mercenary as his squire for exactly five years. That time had almost expired when he left the injured Wolf in Anvila’s care and went in search of the bronze warrior. He did not mention that he had saved Wolf’s life a short time before that, freeing him from the goblin swarm that had taken him prisoner, because Wolf knew it full well.


      ‘How did you find me?’ asked Konrad.


      Wolf shrugged. ‘Chance,’ he said.


      ‘There’s no such thing as–’ Konrad began, but then he noticed that Wolf was grinning, showing his sharpened teeth.


      Konrad wiped the black blade clean on the cloak of one of the beastmen, while Wolf vanished in the darkness. When he returned, he was riding a black steed and leading a packhorse.


      The former must have been the replacement for Midnight, his white stallion which had been killed by the goblins who had taken him captive.


      ‘Let’s go,’ said Wolf, accepting his blade and sheathing it.


      Konrad was tempted to ask Where? Instead he went in search of a mount for himself.


      He had always been warned against touching enemy weapons, because they had absorbed traces of corruption from their previous owners. It was only recently that Konrad had become aware this meant the taint of Chaos – the word had been unfamiliar to him, although its insidious effects were not – but he was already one of the damned and so it was too late.


      The first time he had held such a weapon was when he had returned to his village, or where his village had been, soon after the place had been annihilated. A trio of crimson and gold creatures had swooped down upon him and Wolf, and he had forced one of them to drop its sword. When he picked it up, Konrad had felt a surge of power flow through his whole body. He had touched many inhuman weapons since, but never again sensed such latent potency.


      The sword with which he had fought Taungar felt like any other sword. He examined it, thinking of the beastman to whom it had belonged. Could that creature really have been a member of the Imperial guard? How many of the elite force had been similarly corrupted by the foul influence of Chaos? How many of them served Slaanesh instead of the Emperor?


      And what of all the other military forces within Altdorf? Had they been similarly subverted? From the city watch, up through the Reikland army and all the other Imperial regiments, which of them could be trusted? How many owed their loyalty to the Emperor – and how many to the perverted powers of darkness?


      Taungar was a member of the Imperial bodyguard, but he was a traitor, one of the damned. Konrad now realized why the sergeant had been unconcerned to hear of Gaxar’s plot to replace Karl-Franz with an impostor. Although he had thought that the threat to the Emperor must have ended with the grey seer’s death, that was not necessarily so. Skullface still lived. He had been with Gaxar, and he must have been intimately involved with the diabolic scheme.


      Konrad took a scabbard and sheathed the sword. He did not bother with any of the armour – the bronze suit was too close in his memory and he did not wish to be reminded how he had been trapped. He managed to find his own dagger, then approached one of the horses which had not fled very far from the fire, took its reins and climbed into the saddle.


      Wolf said nothing about Konrad’s steed or his armament. He passed him the packhorse’s leading rein, and Konrad followed the mercenary through the dark and silent village.


      All the doors were locked, the windows shuttered, the inhabitants hiding away in total terror from the devastating eruption of violence which had invaded their tranquil lives.


      As they rode away, Konrad glanced back at the tavern. The flames were no longer so fierce; there was not much left to burn. By dawn, all that remained would be charred embers and a few blackened bones amongst the smouldering ashes.


      Wolf also looked over his shoulder at the blaze.


      ‘Pity,’ he said. ‘That was the only place to get a drink for miles.’


      ‘I saw them on the road halfway between here and Altdorf,’ said Wolf. They were next to another fire, but one which Konrad had lit to keep them warm during the last long hours of darkness. ‘And I decided to follow and find out what they were up to. Then I saw you.’


      ‘What were you doing on that road?’ asked Konrad.


      Wolf stared at the fire, and finally he said: ‘I was in the capital, then I left. I could have taken any road, but that was the one I chose. Or maybe it was chosen for me.’ He kept gazing into the flames, then asked: ‘And you, Konrad, what have you been doing since the first day of summer?’


      Konrad shrugged, not knowing where to begin, not even knowing how much he wanted to tell Wolf. There was much that he would never reveal to anyone. Apart from Elyssa, Wolf had been the most important person in his life; but so much had happened to Konrad since they had gone their different ways that Wolf seemed almost a stranger.


      ‘I saw the bronze warrior,’ said Konrad. ‘Did Anvila tell you that?’


      Wolf nodded.


      ‘I’d last seen him five years previously, five years exactly. That was the day before my village was wiped out by a horde of beast-men. The day after I saw him in Kislev, the mine was destroyed by an army of outlanders.’


      In the gloom, Wolf nodded again. ‘Did you find him?’


      ‘He’d gone by the time I was down from the mountains.’ That was true, but it was also true that Konrad had found the bronze warrior some time later. He did not mention that yet, and he did not know whether he would. ‘You once told me he was your brother, your twin brother, and you said he was worse than dead. A creature of Chaos?’


      ‘That’s right.’


      ‘How did it happen?’


      Wolf said nothing for a while. He continued staring into the flames of the campfire, and Konrad thought that he was not going to answer, but then he began to speak.


      ‘I was the eldest, by a few minutes. We were physically identical, although my hair was white and Jurgen’s was black; but in every other way we were complete opposites. We may have started off alike, but Jurgen became… different. His interest in sorcery and the black arts led to his corruption. He came to believe that he was only half a person, that he would not be complete until he destroyed me and absorbed all of my being. He was convinced that when he killed me, it must be by force of arms, not by magic. He created the bronze armour to wear when we fought. But… it didn’t happen like that.’


      Wolf became silent once more, and Konrad wondered if he had ever admitted this to anyone else. He was still staring into the flames, but his eyes were focused far away – upon a part of his life which was long gone.


      ‘Betrayed by the person closest to you,’ Konrad said softly, remembering something Wolf had said soon after they first met, but Wolf either did not hear or pretended not to.


      Konrad wondered about Wolf’s own armour, the black metal suit which he had worn for so long. The heavy black sword was the same one he had carried over half a decade ago; the black shield which bore no emblem was the same. Few weapons lasted that long, because the blood of beastmen and their foul allies acted like acid, rusting metal and causing it to weaken and decay. Wolf’s sword had caused much blood to flow, but there was still no trace of damage to the blade. Was there some connection between the bronze armour and the black? The former had contained warpstone – but the latter…?


      If it had been anyone else but Wolf, Konrad would have suspected that some magical process had been used during the fabrication of the black armour. But Wolf had always hated magic and magicians, and possibly that hatred had originated with his twin brother’s treachery.


      It was Jurgen von Neuwald who had constructed the bronze armour, and Litzenreich who had dismantled it. Wolf’s brother and the Middenheim magician: another strand. The more Konrad knew, the more complex the web which held him became.


      The bronze armour must have devoured Jurgen, leeching his life-force in exactly the same way that it had begun to consume Konrad. As well as Jurgen and Konrad, the Chaos armour must have had many other wearers, all of whom had been similarly sucked dry. Jurgen was the first, Konrad the last.


      Konrad waited for Wolf to continue, but the only sound was the crackle of burning firewood and the distant cry of an owl in the forest. In the silence, he touched the bandage around his neck. The blood was now dry, the wound had begun to close up, and so he loosened the strip of cotton slightly. His scalp and cheek were similarly swathed with pieces of fabric.


      At one time, Konrad would have been worried that he might die from the poisoned touch of a marauder’s blade. A seemingly harmless cut could lead to an agonizing death, as if bitten by a venomous snake. But he had been wounded so frequently over the years, and always recovered, that by the time he left the frontier he was no longer concerned by such injuries. It was possible that one might die in such a painful fashion, if a minor wound grew worse instead of better, but not probable.


      For a moment, Konrad thought of Taungar and what had happened to him. The sergeant had mentioned how he almost died during the Siege of Praag; instead he had become a creature of Chaos. Was that what sometimes happened to warriors who fought against the northern invaders? They became infected by the corruption all around them. Perhaps a wound might not lead to death but instead cause transformation, exactly as the bite of a vampire could kill but also create another such being. This might be one method by which the legions of damnation increased their numbers, recruiting from the very forces who strived to throw them back into the infernal regions whence they had been spawned.


      In a few brief sentences, Wolf had revealed more of his early life that he had done during the five years Konrad had served him. He continued gazing into his past, although it seemed that he would say nothing else about his brother, the first warrior in bronze; but Konrad had more questions.


      ‘When we first met,’ he said, ‘I was carrying a quiver made from rippled black hide. Remember?’


      He thought that Wolf had not heard, but after a few seconds he shook his head.


      ‘It bore a golden crest,’ Konrad continued. ‘A mailed fist between a pair of crossed arrows. I asked if you recognized the emblem. You denied it, but I could tell it seemed familiar to you.’


      ‘Yes,’ said Wolf, after a few more seconds, ‘I do remember. I had seen the coat of arms before. It was on a shield.’


      A shield! The shield which now belonged to the skaven Konrad had named Silver Eye. Yet another strand in the web…


      ‘Whose shield?’ Konrad demanded.


      There was more silence, until Wolf said: ‘An enemy, an enemy who could have slain me but instead spared my life.’


      ‘Who?’


      This must have been the person who had originally owned the bow and arrows Elyssa had given to Konrad. And this was yet another strand, he realized, which linked Wolf to Elyssa.


      ‘An elf,’ said Wolf.


      ‘An elf?’ That would explain what Konrad had been told at the College of Heraldry: the enigmatic coat of arms was not human.


      ‘We were enemies. He could have killed me. He didn’t.’


      ‘How long ago?’


      ‘Twenty years.’ Wolf nodded slowly, as though counting each of the passing years. ‘Or more.’


      ‘Where?’


      ‘Middenheim way.’


      Could this indeed be the answer to Elyssa’s past? That her father had been an elf? That the weapons she gave to Konrad had unknowingly belonged to her true father?


      ‘Near where we met?’ asked Konrad.


      ‘Possibly.’


      ‘What happened to the elf, to his weapons?’


      ‘I don’t know. I’d tried to forget all about him – until I saw you with the quiver.’


      ‘What was the elf’s name?’


      Wolf shrugged.


      Konrad leaned back, staring up at the stars. It was a dark night now that Mannslieb had sunk below the horizon. The world’s greater moon was named after Manann, god of the seas. ‘Beloved of Manann’ had been full tonight and would be so again in another twenty-five days. But Morrslieb was still high in the heavens, and its unnatural glow cast very little light upon the world below. Named after the god of death, Morr, its size was irregular and the sequence of its appearance unpredictable. Sometimes it was larger, sometimes smaller, and its shape seemed to change almost every night. One legend claimed that ‘Beloved of Morr’ consisted entirely of warpstone. This was a common belief amongst Chaos worshippers, who held their blasphemous ceremonies whenever Morrslieb was at its greatest dimension. Kastring’s Khorne-worshipping cultists had sacrificed to the blood deity whenever the lesser moon was full. Tonight Morrslieb had been at its maximum, and Taungar’s Slaaneshi acolytes had come hunting for Konrad.


      ‘What happened to Anvila?’ asked Konrad, because the female dwarf seemed to be the one person who had no connection with anything else in his life.


      ‘She spent days copying down all the runes in the temple we found,’ said Wolf. ‘The goblins never came back, I’m glad to say. When I’d recovered enough to travel, we headed back down the mountain, found the horses you’d left for us, then returned to the mine. Or what was left of it. That was when we said farewell. Anvila made for the World’s Edge Mountains. She was returning to her university in Everpeak, Karaz-a-Karak as the dwarfs call it – “The Eternal Way to the Pinnacle”. She wanted to write a book on her discoveries. I rode east, finally arriving in Altdorf. Things had changed since I was there last, and all for the worse. There was nothing for me in the capital, so I left. And here we are.’


      The mercenary did not look much different from the day that he and Konrad had first encountered one another, although his face was more marked – with both the lines of age and the scars of combat.


      ‘Was the Emperor back in Altdorf?’ asked Konrad.


      ‘He decided to winter in Talabheim, but there were stories of some romantic liaison being the real reason for him staying there. That was why he sent the Empress back to Altdorf, not because he was busy with matters of state. Some say he was having an affair with Arch Lector Aglim’s niece, some that it is Duchess Elise Kreiglitz-Untermensch herself who has claimed the Emperor’s affections, while others report that he spends every night in the temple of Sigmar – with a different priestess each time.’


      Wolf laughed. ‘Sometimes I regret not having worn the velvet cloak. I would have made a wonderful courtier, spreading gossip and inventing rumours. But I suppose I would have missed out on so much else in life.’ He reached inside his tunic, scratched himself, then drew out his hand. His index finger and thumb were pinched together. ‘But you get a better class of flea in the Imperial palace.’


      ‘When he gets back to Altdorf, the Emperor will be killed and an impostor placed upon the Imperial throne.’


      Wolf nodded as casually as if he had been told the time of day. He poked at the fire with a branch, then threw a few more sticks onto the blaze.


      ‘How do you know?’ he asked. ‘You’ve managed to avoid telling me anything about what has happened to you.’


      ‘I left Kislev,’ said Konrad, avoiding all mention of Kastring. ‘I went to Middenheim,’ he continued, avoiding any reference to the bronze armour and Litzenreich. ‘I arrived in Altdorf,’ he added, avoiding what he could have said about Gaxar and the skaven. ‘And I ended up here,’ he concluded, avoiding everything else.


      For the first time since they had begun speaking, Wolf looked directly at Konrad, although again it took a while before he spoke.


      ‘You’re different,’ he said. ‘Something has changed you. Despite everything that occurred in Praag, all the atrocities you must have witnessed, all the impossible creatures you must have fought, you weren’t like this when you returned from the siege. That can only mean something far, far worse must have happened to you since we parted. There’s a darkness to your soul, Konrad.’


      Konrad had never heard Wolf use such a phrase. Although he had professed to belong to the cult of Sigmar, and claimed once to have planned joining the Order of the Anvil, Wolf had never seemed very religious. In fact, Konrad had followed Wolf’s lead in paying little attention to prayer and worship.


      Soldiers on the frontier between humanity and the hellish invaders had no time for religion, they were far more concerned with their own mortal survival than with spiritual existence.


      ‘Chaos,’ said Konrad. ‘That was the very last thing you said to me before I left the dwarf temple. What did you mean by that? It was a warning, but…’


      Wolf yawned and stretched out his arms, then said: ‘Tomorrow we head for the Wasteland.’


      ‘The Wasteland?’


      ‘You will do as I say,’ Wolf told him. ‘For the next two days at least. And if you have any sense, you will stay with me as long as necessary. I know now that you’re the one.’


      ‘What one?’


      ‘The one I must take. There’s someone you must meet, someone who can answer all your questions, someone who can tell what has really happened to you over the past months.’


      Konrad stared at Wolf. Someone who could answer all his questions…?


      As he gazed across the flickering flames of their campfire, Konrad realized that he and Wolf had more in common than previously. It was Jurgen von Neuwald’s armour and the warpstone used to release him from within the bronze prison which had tainted Konrad; but long before then, Wolf had already been corrupted by the seductive kiss of Chaos.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER NINE


      The Wasteland lay to the west of the Reikwald Forest, and it took much longer than two days for Konrad and Wolf to reach the border. By then, Konrad’s five years of service had expired. Neither of them made any mention of the subject.


      The Wasteland was barren and inhospitable, a cold wind from the Middle Sea perpetually sweeping across the plains, and so poorly populated that there was only one town in the whole desolate country. That was Marienburg, the largest port in the entire Old World. But that was not where Wolf led Konrad, and neither did they stop at any of the small villages or farms where the rest of the inhabitants dwelled.


      Wolf would not reveal their destination or who would be there when they reached it, and Konrad soon gave up asking. This was the reason that Wolf had suddenly appeared out of the night to rescue Konrad from the bull-headed beastmen: so that they would ride together into the Wasteland to meet the mysterious ‘someone’ who could answer all of Konrad’s questions on Chaos.


      Or at least he could pretend this was what fate had intended, that there was nothing else he could do but allow himself to be carried along with the course laid out for him. And the further west that he travelled, the more he seemed to escape the web which had threatened to trap him amongst the interwoven strands of his life.


      Wolf had also refused to reveal how and when he had become infected by Chaos. Konrad could understand that, because he was unwilling to speak about his time within the bronze armour and what it had done to him. But the fact that Wolf had survived for so long since he must have been affected, and that he was still such an implacable enemy of Chaos, gave Konrad renewed hope. He knew that the touch of warpstone had condemned him to ultimate destruction, but perhaps he could delay the time of his inevitable doom.


      For as long as he had known him, Wolf had been fighting against Chaos, although he had never used that word. Wolf had been aware that the battle took on many forms, that the world was in danger upon many fronts. Because he was a warrior, he had chosen to combat the legions of damnation the only way he knew – by force of arms. He used military might to hold back the northern hordes which sought to break through the frontier defences in Kislev, and in this he had proved very successful. The mercenary army he built up had even pushed the barbaric tribes back towards their own benighted realms. But then came the day when the feral invaders had swarmed south, eliminating the mining town and destroying everyone within. Or almost everyone. Krysten had been the final victim.


      Konrad and Wolf rode on, day after day, across the wilderness. The Wasteland was aptly named. The grass was parched and withered, the occasional tree was stunted and twisted.


      There was hardly enough vegetation to sustain the few wild birds and animals that they saw. Little wonder that the population was so small. It was almost as if the whole land had already been claimed as Chaos territory and then abandoned as being worthless.


      There were no roads, because there were not enough people to use them. There were not even rough tracks across the lifeless ground, and Konrad wondered how Wolf could possibly know which direction to take. Where there was nothing, however, it did not matter which compass point was chosen.


      Finally, Konrad saw a point of green on the horizon. As the distance reduced, it grew into a clump of woodland. By then it was almost dusk, and they set up camp for the night. The next morning, the woods were identifiable as a small island of vegetation, entirely surrounded by a wide lake. The presence of water could not alone explain the fertility of the land in the centre. It was almost like a castle in the middle of a moat, but with trees instead of stone walls.


      ‘This is where Galea lives,’ said Wolf, reining in his horse as they reached the edge of the water.


      ‘Who,’ asked Konrad, doubting that he would be given a proper answer, ‘is Galea?’


      ‘The wisest person in the world.’ Wolf looked at Konrad, then grinned. ‘The Old World, at least.’


      ‘He’s going to tell me everything I want to know?’


      ‘And plenty you didn’t know that you wanted to know.’


      ‘You’ve been here before?’


      ‘Yes.’ Wolf nodded thoughtfully, remembering.


      ‘Then let’s go.’ Konrad nudged his horse towards the water.


      ‘No!’ Wolf stretched out his hand to hold him back. ‘You have to go across alone, barefoot, bareheaded, without any weapons, without any armour.’


      Konrad stared at him for a few seconds. ‘If you say so.’ He dismounted, unbuckled his sword belt, dropped his dagger and removed his boots. He looked at the water again. ‘You sure about this?’


      ‘Yes. It’s not deep. You can wade across.’


      It was about fifty yards to the island, which itself was of a similar diameter.


      ‘When you get to the middle,’ Wolf added, ‘you have to immerse yourself completely. Three times.’


      ‘You sure you’re sure?’


      ‘Yes. I’ve been there once, and no one is allowed to return.’


      Konrad stared up at Wolf. He trusted him totally, but he still felt uneasy. It must have been years since Wolf had come here; things might have been different now.


      ‘Everything I want to know?’ he said, gazing across the water.


      ‘That’s right. And don’t eat anything, don’t touch anything, don’t try to bring anything back, and you must take something as a gift.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘This,’ said Wolf, and he gave Konrad a small ivory comb. ‘I’ve had it for a long time, waiting for this day.’


      Konrad examined the comb. There seemed nothing special about it, and he tucked it into his tunic pocket. ‘Anything else you want to tell me about Galea?’


      ‘You’ll find out when you get there. It was a surprise to me, so I don’t want to spoil your surprise.’


      ‘This had better be worth it.’


      ‘It will be,’ Wolf assured him.


      Konrad turned and walked into the water. It was very cold, and within a few paces the level had reached his waist. ‘Am I allowed to swim across?’ he called.


      ‘I don’t know, but make sure you duck completely below the surface three times when you reach the middle.’


      Like bowing in a temple, thought Konrad, as he took two more slow steps through the water. The level came up to his chest, but after two more steps he had gone no deeper. He swam the rest of the way, and halfway across he kicked himself below the surface, diving down three times before continuing to the other side.


      As he waded ashore, he discovered that the mud above the water line was white. This seemed so odd that he picked up a handful of the stuff and examined it. He noticed that there were pieces of bone mixed in with the white mud – and then he realized that all of it was bone! The entire island was surrounded by a wall of powdered bone, which could only have been washed there by the waters of the lake.


      Was this the fate suffered by those who disobeyed the proper etiquette? The ones who wore hats or carried swords or forgot to pay the correct obeisance midway across the lake…?


      If so, there must have been many hundreds of them, thousands of them who had perished in the cold waters. Konrad shivered and rubbed his hand on his wet breeches, trying not to think what it was that he was wiping off.


      The island seemed larger than it had first appeared, he noticed, much larger; and when he glanced back over the lake to where he had left Wolf, there was nothing in sight but water.


      He should have been able to see to the other side, fifty yards away, but it was as if nothing else existed except the lake he had crossed. It appeared as wide as the Sea of Claws, whose shores lay hundreds of miles apart. He was tempted to turn back, but decided that might not be wise, that he would never reach the opposite side, which could now be hundreds of miles away. That was probably another factor which had increased the number of corpses swallowed by the lake, adding to the bleached bones which encircled the verdant island.


      As Konrad began making his way within, he realized that it was far warmer than a few minutes ago, and that his clothes were drying rapidly in the heat. The sun was almost directly above, higher than he had ever seen it before; the sky was a rich shade of blue, a colour only seen at the height of summer; and he had never seen trees and plants as exotic as the ones which grew here. He was astonished by what he saw. It was as if he were in another land.


      Perhaps he was. This was no mere island he had reached. In crossing the water he seemed to have arrived upon another continent…


      He was gazing around in amazement when he heard a savage growl, which immediately brought him to his senses. He automatically reached for his knife; he had carried one for almost as long as he could remember. The first was the wavy-bladed dagger he had stolen from a soldier; the trooper had been part of a force which came to his village to eliminate all the beastmen in that part of the forest. Years later, Wolf had identified the blade as a kris, saying that it had come from the other side of the world. Konrad’s most recent knife was the one he had been issued with when he enlisted in the Imperial guard. Now he had no such blade.


      The growling grew louder, came closer. There was some kind of ferocious beast stalking towards him through the thick undergrowth, and Konrad quickly looked around for something he could use as a weapon. A tree branch would make a club, and he reached up to snap one free from the nearest trunk. But as he wrapped his hands around the branch, he remembered Wolf’s warning; don’t touch anything.


      He hesitated, then let go and stepped back. His only defences were those with which he had been born, but which had served him well when he had no others: his bare hands.


      A moment later the creature appeared, striding confidently towards him. It was a huge black cat, a diamond of white fur on its chest. He had expected some kind of preternatural creature, but this was a leopard, its fur sleek and shiny, its fangs long and sharp.


      The animal slowed, then halted, its tail slowly twitching, and it opened its huge jaws and roared out its challenge to him.


      He would have preferred to confront a beastman, because that kind of creature would have attacked immediately. A wild animal was much less predictable and therefore more dangerous.


      ‘Hello,’ said a voice to Konrad’s side, and he spun around rapidly.


      A young girl stood four or five yards away from him, eating an apple. She was about eight years old, her black hair braided into two plaits. Barefoot, she wore a peasant dress which had been patched and mended many times. Her face was dirty, and there was something strange about her expression, but Konrad could not work out what it was.


      ‘Er… hello,’ he replied, and he glanced back at the black leopard.


      ‘He won’t hurt you,’ said the girl. ‘Not unless you’re bad. Have you brought me a present?’


      Konrad kept watching the animal, which was still quietly growling. ‘I’ve come to see Galea. Do you know where he is?’


      ‘I’m Galea.’


      Konrad glanced briefly at the girl again.


      ‘I am,’ she said, as she took another bite from her apple. ‘Really.’


      Konrad stared at her. The wisest person in the world. This must have been the surprise that Wolf had mentioned.


      ‘Who led you here?’ she asked.


      ‘Wolf. Wolfgang von Neuwald.’


      Galea nodded. ‘I remember. He brought me a bracelet and I told him I wanted a comb.’


      It seemed impossible that Wolf had seen this girl when he visited the island, that she had spoken to him. Even had he been here immediately before leaving for the frontier, a few weeks before he met Konrad, she could only have been two or three years old at the time.


      It seemed impossible, but evidently it had happened.


      ‘This is for you,’ said Konrad, and he held out the ivory comb.


      ‘Oh, thank you!’ Galea said, stepping forward and accepting it. She pulled at one of her plaits, examining the frayed piece of rag with which it was tied. ‘I would like some ribbon next time. Silk, I think, and red.’


      ‘Next time?’ said Konrad, gazing into her eyes – and realizing what was so strange about her appearance.


      Her eyes were like those of a cat. The pupils were narrow ovals of black, but otherwise they were completely gold.


      He glanced back at the leopard, which was no longer growling. Its eyes were the same as the girl’s. Exactly the same. And her hair was as black as the animal’s fur.


      Galea walked towards the leopard, reaching out to rub its neck. Its head came to a level with her shoulders, and it began purring as she stroked behind its ears.


      ‘What’s your name?’ she asked.


      ‘Konrad.’


      ‘Come with me, Konrad,’ she said. She turned and walked away through the trees, her pet leopard by her side. Konrad looked back and could still see nothing beyond the shore but water. He followed Galea deeper into the island.


      He told her. Everything. Things he had never revealed previously, but now could finally unburden from deep within himself.


      They sat together on the grass, sheltered from the sun in a glade of trees, while the huge leopard lay by Galea’s side. She had not asked him to speak about himself, but as soon as he stared into her wise eyes, her feline eyes, he was aware that was what he should do. Although he had no evidence, Konrad knew he was doing so of his own volition, that she was exerting no supernatural power over him.


      He narrated the story of his life, from his early days before he knew Elyssa, right through until when he met up with Wolf again. He remembered all the people he had encountered over the past several years, and how so many of them all seemed to be linked with one or more of the others. He told of the mysterious golden crest, the mailed fist between two crossed arrows. He related his fight with the goblins in the lost dwarf temple, how he had felt a new kind of vitality as he massacred the green fiends, and how he had falsely believed he was wielding a double-headed battle hammer instead of a waraxe. He spoke about his time within the bronze armour and the way he had been corrupted by warpstone. He described the strange visions he had experienced when Litzenreich and his dwarfs had removed the bronze suit and believed him dead, of his apparent travels amongst the stars, of his rebirth in his own body, of memories which were not his own, of confusing the death of Elyssa with that of Evane: she had been Sigmar’s first love, murdered by a goblin raiding band, and Konrad originally learned about all of this during his dream, confirming it later from one of the chronicles of Sigmar’s life.


      Most of his story came out unbidden, as though he had rehearsed it for so long, although occasionally Galea had to prompt him, or ask for clarification or for more specific details. Sometimes he found himself repeating what he had already said, but most of these were aspects which needed emphasis. And finally he was finished with his narrative.


      He had completely forgotten that he was apparently addressing a young girl, because he knew that was not what Galea was.


      She had sat without moving while Konrad had been talking. Now she unplaited her hair and began running her new ivory comb through it. Her hair reminded Konrad of Elyssa’s, and he tried not to think about that. It did not take long for his mind to become overwhelmed by other matters. As Galea combed, she spoke, and it was her turn to talk about everything, while all Konrad could do was to sit and listen and wonder.


      ‘Imagine,’ she said, ‘that the world is an island, an island surrounded by Chaos. Sometimes the tide rises higher than normal, and the world is threatened because it may be totally swamped. That is what is happening now.


      ‘Mankind evolved millennia ago, when the world was also flooded by Chaos, when its raw essence first solidified into warpstone and warpdust. The elves and dwarfs were not so affected as the new race known as humans. They had their own times of ascendancy before then, times when they were the superior race; but when mankind claimed domination, the world was not as it had been. Mixing warpstone with the substances of our world led to the creation of the Chaos Wastes and of the mutants who originally dwelled there, but which now roam everywhere. Beastmen are the product of Chaos arriving upon this world, as are goblins and orcs and skaven and all manner of foul and perverted beings.


      ‘And humans may also be regarded as the creation of Chaos.


      ‘Within what we call the Old World, the dwarfs had replaced the elves, who had migrated across the Western Ocean, and now it appeared that the dwarfs would lose their lands to the goblinoid races. It seemed that the mutants would become rulers of the lands to the west of the World’s Edge Mountains, but then the eight warring human tribes who inhabited that region were united by Sigmar. Sigmar allied himself with the dwarfs, who gave him their sacred warhammer, Ghal-maraz, and together human and dwarf destroyed the goblin armies at the Battle of Black Fire Pass. This was two and a half thousand years ago, and Sigmar Heldenhammer – Hammer of the Goblins – founded the Empire.


      ‘Sigmar is now revered as a god. He has a cathedral in Altdorf, temples throughout the known world, countless worshippers. The inhabitants of the Empire are all Sigmar’s children, literally as well as metaphorically; he lived so long ago it seems inevitable that every human is descended from his line. There is some part of Sigmar in everyone.’


      Galea paused, gazing at Konrad.


      ‘There is more of Sigmar in you than in most,’ she said.


      He stared at her suspiciously. From what Konrad had already told Galea, it was easy for her to suggest an association with Sigmar. She knew of Konrad’s battle with the goblins, when he had imagined himself wielding a hammer instead of an axe, how he had become imbued with almost supernatural strength. And Konrad had revealed the dream in which he had confused his own past with the life of Sigmar.


      ‘I am not trying to flatter you,’ Galea said. ‘You already suspect that Sigmar has given you a purpose. And you are correct.’


      ‘What purpose?’ demanded Konrad. ‘What?’


      ‘I do not know the future, although I knew that when Wolf was here that he would one day lead someone else to me. That is his purpose, Konrad, to guide you as he has done ever since the day you and he first met.’


      Konrad said nothing, he was too busy trying to absorb all the implications of Galea’s revelations.


      ‘You are important to Sigmar,’ she continued, ‘and this means that you have many enemies who wish to thwart Sigmar’s intentions. There is one in particular who appears to have been manipulating various diverse foes in order to further his own nefarious schemes.’


      Konrad knew exactly who Galea meant.


      ‘Skullface! Who is he? What does he want with me?’


      It was Galea’s turn to say nothing.


      ‘Tell me more about Sigmar,’ said Konrad.


      Galea said, ‘Half a century after becoming Emperor, Sigmar returned to the World’s Edge Mountains to take Ghal-maraz back to the dwarfs. He was never seen by human eyes again, and his mortal body is believed to have perished.


      ‘The body is a part of the material world, but the soul is a part of Chaos. In moments of extreme stress, it is possible for a mortal to summon up the inner resources of the soul, thus deriving power directly from Chaos. Upon death, the human spirit returns to Chaos, to join the other souls or to await reincarnation. Few spirits will be reborn, but those that are become more and more powerful through each rebirth.


      ‘Chaos is sometimes known as the Sea of Lost Souls. These souls may combine into a greater whole, a coalescence of energy created by the linking of similar spirits. These centres of energy are thus created by the very essence of life, and they are known as the powers of Chaos. Or the gods of Chaos…


      ‘And thus it can be claimed that men make gods in their own image, while the gods themselves exert their own influence upon mankind. Or is there only one god, and all others but different aspects of the one deity? Is there only one soul which all humans share? Is this one soul part of the one god, or is the one god part of the one soul?


      ‘Good and bad, Law and Chaos. Could one exist without the other? Are they but different aspects of the same belief?


      ‘All I know is what I have learned. I have learned much, and some of what I have said may conflict, but that is all we can rely on: our memories, our trust in the experiences of ourselves and others. Yet human memories are fallible and cannot be totally relied upon. None of this might be true, or only some of it. What you have told me might never have occurred, or was not what you believed. Perhaps the dwarfs never did inhabit the Old World, and the ancient temple you discovered was merely created the previous day. What is recorded in the history books might only have been written an hour ago, and similarly the dust which lies across the worn covers of such volumes was the creation of but a moment past. There is no proof and there can be none.’


      Galea had told Konrad this and much more, and then she had said none of it could be trusted. He had already known that what was true one day might be false the next.


      ‘Why have you told me all this?’ he asked.


      ‘Because you should know,’ she said.


      He gazed at her, trying to see beyond the figure of a little girl, past her feline eyes. ‘Who are you?’


      ‘I am one who was saved. I was possessed by the darker side of Chaos, many many years ago. I was a daemon, for many many years.’


      It was a word Konrad knew, but he could barely imagine its implications.


      ‘But I was released by a far greater force, like the one to which you were being drawn in your vision of the afterlife – but infinitely more powerful. And that is who I now serve.’


      A white dove had landed on Galea’s shoulder, and now she took hold of it, stroking its feathers. It began to coo, just as the black leopard had purred when she had stroked its fur.


      ‘What must I do?’ asked Konrad.


      ‘You must do whatever you must.’


      ‘Who am I?’


      Galea smiled and shook her head. Konrad did not know whether this meant she could not answer or would not answer.


      She clutched the bird with one hand and suddenly thrust it towards the leopard. A single bite, a gulp, and the bird was gone down the huge cat’s throat.


      The other side of the lake was once more in view as Konrad waded into the cold water and began swimming back. He felt quite content and had been unwilling to leave the island, but there was nothing else that he wished to learn. It was only when he reached the far bank that he realized how little Galea had really told him. There was some history, which might not have been true; but most of it he already knew, whether it was true or not. Galea had explained the nature of Chaos, but her interpretation was not necessarily accurate.


      Despite this, he felt reassured by what he had discovered. The world did make sense, and he had a significant part to play in its events; he had no doubt that in this Galea had told him the truth. And beyond the world there was another, a greater realm of existence, and what occurred upon one had a significant effect on events elsewhere.


      Everything was connected, just as all the important people in his own life were linked. He was unable yet to comprehend the pattern, but at least he knew there was one; and perhaps eventually he would be able to understand it all.


      Konrad had learned nothing of his origins, but that seemed of little consequence compared with what had been revealed of his focal role. The past no longer mattered, because it could no longer affect him. What he did now and in the future was far more important.


      Wolf was waiting when he arrived back, and he had a fire lit. It was almost dusk, and Konrad stared at the setting sun.


      ‘I didn’t know I was gone that long,’ he said, warming himself by the blaze.


      ‘Three days, you mean?’


      ‘Three days!’


      ‘Time is different there – and everything else.’


      Konrad looked back to where he had been, and he nodded in agreement.


      ‘Now where?’ asked Wolf.


      There could be only one answer. Wolf had been his guide until now, but not any longer.


      ‘Altdorf,’ replied Konrad.


      ‘Me, too. I headed for the frontier because that was where the enemy was. Now the enemy is in the capital, and it’s an enemy I know how to deal with.’ Wolf gripped the hilt of his sword, pulling the blade slightly out, then sliding it swiftly back into its oiled black scabbard as if he were thrusting it into an enemy’s flesh.


      Konrad was still gazing at Galea’s island. It looked so small, so dark, but he knew that the sun was still shining down upon its numerous acres.


      ‘I now know that you’re the one,’ Wolf had said, after their battle with the mutated Imperial guards. ‘The one I must take.’ Then he had led Konrad here.


      Was this the reason that Wolf had made Konrad his squire, so long ago? Had everything which had happened over the subsequent years been nothing more than a prelude to his meeting with Galea?


      And, Konrad remembered, it was not until Wolf had seen the black quiver which he held, the one with the enigmatic emblem, that he had offered Konrad the role of squire.


      ‘We can be in Marienburg in a few days,’ added Wolf, ‘then take a boat up the Reik to Altdorf.’


      As he stared at what appeared to be an island in the middle of a lake, Konrad wondered about Wolf’s previous visit here, when it had been he who had made the journey through the water. How long ago had it been, and who had led him here? And who was it who had visited Galea previously, when she had asked for the bracelet that Wolf had taken to her?


      He did not ask, because he knew Wolf would not answer. But he wondered if some day he would return and stand here while another ventured across the lake. Perhaps he should buy some red silk ribbon at the next opportunity, and carry it with him until it was time for him to guide someone else to the eternal child.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TEN


      Less than a century ago, the Wasteland had been part of the Empire; but over the years the burgomeisters of Marienburg had won a number of concessions for their city, which was the gateway to the rest of the world for so much of the Empire. With the backing of Bretonnia, the Wasteland had finally seceded and gained its own independence.


      The mouth of the Reik was a mile from one shore to the opposite bank, but there were many islands in the delta, so that the river flowed down to the ocean in a series of narrow tributaries. Marienburg was built upon these islands, the different parts of the city joined by numerous bridges. Only one such waterway was dredged deep enough for the largest ships to pass through; and over this there was but one bridge beneath which the tallest vessels could sail: High Bridge. The major navigable channel was on the south side of Marienburg, which was where the dock facilities had developed.


      The city was walled to protect itself from raiding pirates and to assert its independence, and many of the largest houses were themselves fortresses. They belonged to wealthy merchant families, explained Wolf, traders whose ancestors had probably been pirates and corsairs. Konrad had once been very impressed by the port of Erengrad, on the Kislev border, but that was no more than a fishing village when compared with the size and splendour of the greatest port in the Old World.


      He and Wolf gazed across at the city, and to where all the vessels rode at anchor in the wide bay beyond, waiting for the tide to turn so that they could enter the harbour. There were ships of every size and description, with pilots and customs officials being ferried between the foreign vessels by a number of small boats flying the emblem of Marienburg: a mermaid holding a sword in her right hand, a bag of coins in her left.


      ‘Let’s get a drink,’ said Wolf. ‘Although now that you’re here, there’s a chance that every tavern in town will burn down!’


      ‘I thought we were heading for Altdorf.’


      ‘We’ll make for one of the dockside inns, that’s the best way to find a passage. But while we’re there, we might as well refresh ourselves after our journey.’


      ‘How do we pay the boat fare?’


      ‘I have a few funds,’ said Wolf, which was probably the most astonishing thing Konrad had ever heard him say.


      Throughout the time he had been with Wolf, Konrad’s total pay had not amounted to more than a handful of crowns.


      Wolf never had any money, even from the very start. When they were heading for the Kislev frontier, he had swapped his packhorse for their passage to Praag along the River Lynsk. Wolf had hoped to make a fortune while working as mercenary in the gold mine, and he had dreamed of untold riches from the lost dwarf temple.


      ‘What about the plot to replace the Emperor with an impostor?’ he asked, as they rode towards the Reik.


      They both knew this was the reason for returning to Altdorf, but they had not discussed it until now. Although not a direct descendant, Karl-Franz was the latest of Sigmar’s heirs – and he had to be protected.


      A few months ago, Konrad had felt no concern for the Emperor, but much had happened since then; and now he knew what his mission must be, what Sigmar required of him.


      He had originally been reluctant to reveal all that had happened to him during the months since Kislev; and now that he and Wolf were together, comrades again, it no longer seemed important.


      ‘The skaven have made a doppelganger of the Emperor,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen it.’


      At one time, Konrad had been Gaxar’s prisoner deep beneath Middenheim; but during the human invasion of the skaven lair, while Konrad had been fighting against Silver Eye, Gaxar had been seen with another human hostage. Litzenreich had identified the figure as the Emperor. It could not really have been Karl-Franz, and must have been a replica. Konrad had since seen portraits of the Emperor, and the likeness was perfect.


      This was not the first duplicate Gaxar had produced. The grey seer had also made a likeness of Konrad – which Konrad had fought and destroyed.


      ‘The only reason the skaven can have for wanting a double of Karl-Franz is so they can assassinate the real Emperor and replace him with a puppet,’ said Konrad. ‘The Imperial guard must be in on the plot, which is why they tried to kill me when I found out.’


      ‘Maybe.’


      ‘Maybe?’


      ‘The guard seem to have become the minions of Slaanesh, while the god of the skaven is the Horned Rat. It seems unlikely that these two factions would cooperate. Perhaps the skaven would ally themselves with Nurgle’s pestilential swarms, but not the servants of the lord of pleasure. They’d be more likely to rip each other apart.’


      ‘But the rival forces of Chaos do operate together on occasion, when it’s to their mutual advantage. You know that. And destroying the Emperor, the figurehead of human resistance, would be exactly what they both want.’


      And Konrad knew exactly who had forged this alliance of the damned: Skullface.


      He had only ever seen Skullface twice, but his skeletal figure had always been in the shadows, manipulating and scheming.


      It must have been Skullface who had directed the warrior in bronze, luring Konrad away from the dwarf temple, then ensuring that the suit of armour was there to capture Konrad when he had escaped from Kastring’s marauding warband. He had wanted Konrad dead, devoured by the Chaos armour, but Konrad had survived.


      It must have been Skullface who had arranged for Krysten to fall into Zuntermein’s clutches. Corrupted by the depraved beliefs of Khorne during her unimaginable journey from Kislev to Altdorf, she had become the hostage of a Slaaneshi cult.


      Krysten was the lure to entrap Konrad, but once again he had survived.


      And it was Skullface who had Elyssa,..


      ‘Maybe,’ said Wolf, again. ‘But what are we going to do about it?’


      ‘We can warn him. Tell him that the Imperial guard are all traitors, that the skaven intend to destroy him.’


      ‘Write him a letter, you mean?’


      ‘No!’


      ‘You’re right. The postal system isn’t what it was. It would probably arrive too late.’


      Konrad stared at Wolf. ‘You don’t seem to be taking this very seriously.’


      Wolf met his eyes. ‘And you seem to be taking it too seriously.’


      He seemed aware that Konrad had another motive for returning to Altdorf, and until now Konrad had been unwilling to admit this even to himself.


      Elyssa had been tainted by Chaos, and Konrad had considered that she was forever doomed. But Galea was once far more damned than Elyssa, and her soul had been redeemed. Perhaps Elyssa, too, could be saved.


      ‘What do you think we should do?’ asked Konrad.


      ‘Warn the Emperor, as you said. If he’s not back in Altdorf, we keep on the river to Talabheim and find him there.’


      ‘Or we could stop in Altdorf to try and find out what is going on – and stop it.’


      ‘Fight the Imperial guard, fight the skaven, find and destroy the impostor? Just you and me?’ Although he had been trying to keep a straight face, Wolf could not help but smile.


      ‘Have you got a better idea?’


      ‘Maybe.’


      Konrad waited, and waited. ‘What?’ he prompted.


      ‘We invade the city.’


      ‘Just you and me?’


      ‘And a few others. We raise an army of mercenaries to attack Altdorf, creating a diversion while we sneak in and discover what’s really happening.’


      ‘Attack the Imperial capital? That’s quite a diversion. Where do we find this army?’


      ‘Here.’ Wolf gestured towards the city beyond them. ‘Everyone hates Altdorf and Altdorfers, even me – and I’m from there. They are so arrogant, believing they’re far superior to everyone else in the Empire, the Old World, the entire world. We’ll loot the city, burn it down!’


      Konrad stared at him.


      Wolf shrugged. ‘Maybe you can burn down a couple of taverns, Konrad. The ones which sell the worst ale.’


      ‘How can we raise an army here?’


      ‘We can find the kind of army we want. One that will make enough noise and call plenty of attention to themselves and waste valuable time while they are all slaughtered – while we do what we have to do.’


      On the frontier, Wolf would have no hesitation in allowing a group of his own men to be killed if he deemed it necessary, offering them as bait to draw the Chaos clans into a trap where they could be exterminated. But the ones that he sacrificed were never those he considered true warriors. He regarded most of those who called themselves mercenaries with as much contempt as the benighted battalions they fought. Their only function was to die, and it was a bonus if they happened to kill some of the enemy troops before their own deaths.


      Murderers, thieves, bandits, cutpurses, the vermin of the Empire, they all dignified themselves with the name ‘mercenary,’ believing that the assumed title granted legitimacy to their brutal cowardice.


      This was the reason why Wolf had once said he preferred to consider himself a ‘soldier of fortune’; he did not wish to be associated with the gutter thugs who gave fighting for reward a bad name.


      When Wolf and Konrad first arrived at the gold mine, those were the kind of men who had already been hired as guards. There was little to choose between them and the miners, all of whom were convicted criminals serving out their sentences. The guards had probably fled their native lands in order to avoid being jailed; the miners were the unlucky ones who had been caught.


      It was only after Wolf took charge that true soldiers were recruited, men who knew how to fight face to face, instead of relying upon a knife in the back; men who had been trained for years, who accepted discipline and would obey orders – most of the time. The robbers and assassins died, while the real warriors fulfilled their proper function. This was when Wolf’s professional army began driving back the invaders, taking the battle to the renegade hordes instead of waiting for the mine to be attacked.


      Marienburg stood at the edge of the Old World, and here was where the scum from every land would gather, because this was as far as they could travel. The city was full of fugitives, criminals on the run from all over the world, deserters who had jumped ship as soon as they reached port, desperados who would slit a dozen throats for the price of a drink.


      This was the ideal place for recruiting a force of ersatz mercenaries.


      ‘And we find our army in the harbour taverns?’ said Konrad.


      ‘That’s right. And while we’re there, we might as well raise a tankard or two.’


      Konrad laughed and shook his head. ‘I hope you have plenty of funds. You’ll need a fortune to equip this army and get them to Altdorf.’


      ‘We find some backers,’ said Wolf. ‘They finance the expedition in return for a share of the profits.’


      Konrad watched Wolf as he explained, and he began to wonder if Wolf really did intend to sack Altdorf, if that was his own motive for returning to the Imperial capital.


      ‘They’ll expect to make a killing,’ Wolf concluded. ‘And, in a way, they’ll be right.’ He grinned wickedly, his sharpened teeth gleaming. «


      ‘Maybe it would be best if we went to Altdorf alone,’ suggested Konrad.


      ‘No, no.’ Wolf shook his head. ‘They know you weren’t killed, so they’ll be expecting you back again – but they won’t be expecting an invasion. The more the better.’


      Konrad had his doubts, but at the moment it seemed futile to argue. They rode on to where the river bank marked the edge of the city. Marienburg proper began on the other side of the channel, but over the years numerous buildings had spread along the southern side of the waterway, and several vessels were berthed there. Wagons and coaches would cross the river by ferry, but people on horse or on foot could make their way to the other side via High Bridge.


      It was almost sunset, the sky rapidly darkening, as Konrad gazed up at the structure. It reminded him of the long road which zig-zagged up the mountainside towards the gates of Middenheim. Although the City of the White Wolf was reached by a number of viaducts and along a wider and higher road, the route to Marienburg was in its own way equally spectacular. A huge stone tower was built upon the southern side of the river, with a roadway coiled around and around, steeply circling the tower on the outside.


      The main bridge in Erengrad had a longer span, but that was built of wood, and the centre section could be elevated like a drawbridge. The High Bridge, however, was constructed entirely from massive blocks of stone. These were all wedged against one another, forming a wide arch that was held in place by its own weight. At the opposite end, to the north, the bridge abutted a solid rocky cliff where it was anchored by two heavy pillars.


      The toll keeper accepted Wolf’s coins, but the city guards at the base of the tower barely glanced at him or Konrad before waving them past. The two riders began to climb, their horses slowly circling towards the top, while the pinnacle grew narrower towards its apex. Although he was no longer Wolf’s servant, Konrad led the packhorse, as he had done most of the time, and he gazed at the darkening landscape all around.


      To the east, the direction from which they had come, was the kind of desolate territory which had given the Wasteland its name. To the north, beyond the gulf, lay the Sea of Claws, its waters grey and ominous. To the south was the River Reik, flowing from Altdorf and deep within the Empire, its tributaries stretching far beyond: to the Black Mountains, Sudenland, Averland, Stirland, the World’s Edge Mountains, and as far north as Kislev. And ahead lay Marienburg itself, which was all that was really visible because of its proximity and its lights: its islands and its bridges, its houses and its shops, its stables and its taverns, its markets and its warehouses, its barracks and its temples, its rivers and its ships.


      The bridge was narrower than Konrad had expected, its sides marked by low parapets. The wind was fierce at this height, blowing icy gusts, and he was glad that it was not far to the other side.


      He was ahead of Wolf as they began to cross the stone span, and he became aware of two riders approaching from the opposite side. He paid little attention at first, trying not to think how close he was to the edge and how far down it was to the river below.


      The first rider was short and squat, with a thick red beard: a dwarf. The other was a human, hooded within his black robes, his beard long and greying.


      Konrad slowed his horse and edged it to one side, allowing the other riders plenty of room to pass by. That was when he first took a proper look at the dwarf – and recognized him.


      At the same time he heard Wolf’s angry shout of recognition: ‘Litzenreich!’


      Wolf drew his sword and urged his mount towards Litzenreich, but Ustnar blocked him off with his own horse. A double-headed fighting axe had been slung over the dwarf’s shoulder, and already the weapon was in his hand. Wolf was clad in his armour, but without his helmet, while Ustnar wore thick furs as protection from the cold.


      ‘Out of my way, runt!’ snarled Wolf. ‘Or you die first!’


      ‘Don’t even try!’ growled Ustnar, swinging his axe in an arc to keep Wolf at bay.


      ‘What seems to be the problem?’ asked Litzenreich.


      ‘Problem? Problem!’ yelled Wolf, his sword pointing at the wizard. ‘You’re the problem, you bastard! But you won’t be for long!’


      ‘Wolf!’ warned Konrad, urging his horse forward. ‘He’s a wizard…’


      With a single bolt of lightning, Litzenreich could hurl Wolf’s burning body over the side of the bridge – and probably Konrad’s own blazing corpse, too.


      ‘I know,’ hissed Wolf. ‘That’s one of the reasons he must die!’ He thrust his sword towards Ustnar. ‘Back!’


      The dwarf caught the black blade on the handle of his axe, and they glared at one another. Neither of them had attempted to breach the other’s defence, not yet, but within a few seconds the real fighting would begin.


      A blast of cold wind blew through Konrad’s hair, and he glanced down, seeing the shadow of a ship passing through the narrow channel beneath the bridge. The last rays of the sun were reflected from the surface of the river, which seemed even further down than it had done.


      He had no quarrel with Litzenreich and Ustnar, but Wolf was his comrade, and if it came to combat then Konrad would fight side by side with Wolf. Under normal circumstances, even such a ferocious warrior as Ustnar would stand little chance against Wolf. But these were hardly normal circumstances, and a sorcerer was the ideal ally in any battle.


      ‘Back!’ repeated Wolf.


      This time his sword stroke was faster, more forceful, and Ustnar parried with equal alacrity and strength.


      ‘No!’ said Ustnar. ‘You get back! Out of our way!’ And he swung his axe, quicker, harder, closer.


      Konrad looked at Litzenreich. ‘Can’t we all pass by in peace?’


      ‘No!’ retorted Wolf, as his black blade stabbed forward again. By now he was hardly holding back.


      ‘Peace?’ said Litzenreich. ‘He – that fellow – does not know the word.’


      ‘Fellow! I’m not surprised you’ve forgotten my name. You thought I was dead, didn’t you? You left me to die. But now I’m here to kill you. Wolf! That’s who I am. You won’t have time to forget, because it’s the last thing you’ll ever know!’


      Another swordstroke, another axesweep.


      ‘I do not understand why you are complaining,’ said Litzenreich. ‘You did not die. If you had done, you would not now be here.’


      Wolf was in no mood for a discussion. He feinted to the left, drew back as Ustnar moved that way to counter the stroke, then leaned forward in his stirrups, jabbing his sword forward. Ustnar dodged aside in time, the blade missed, and it was Wolf’s turn to take evasive action as the dwarf axe sliced towards him.


      The two antagonists and their horses occupied most of the width of the bridge, and Konrad could do nothing but watch as the conflict escalated. Litzenreich held his mount’s reins with his left hand, and Konrad expected him to use his right at any moment, a thunderbolt flashing from his outstretched fingers towards Wolf. But it seemed that the wizard was content to be a spectator. Then Konrad caught a glimpse of his right hand, or where his right hand should have been: it was missing. Bound with a piece of leather, the sorcerer’s arm ended at the wrist.


      It was Litzenreich who had caused Gaxar to lose his right paw, although Konrad did not know the circumstances. Then when Litzenreich had been the grey seer’s prisoner beneath Altdorf, his limbs had been nailed to the ground, and he had ordered Konrad to pull his right hand free so that he could cast spells against the attacking pygmy troglodytes. But magicians were unable to heal their own wounds, and it seemed Litzenreich’s mutilated hand had not recovered from being ripped loose from the rock. Gaxar was dead, yet he had gained revenge for his own amputation.


      When Konrad had been studying the High Bridge earlier, he had observed a number of figures crossing the stone span. Now he realized that he and Wolf had passed no one descending the steep spiral road while they had been ascending. The only others they had encountered anywhere on the bridge had been Litzenreich and Ustnar. Four riders, five horses, there was still no one else attempting to cross – and that did not seem right to Konrad. The imminent darkness should not have prevented other travellers from crossing from south to north.


      Wolf and Ustnar fought in earnest, matching each other blow for blow. Litzenreich appeared to be paying little attention to the combat. He had lowered his hood and his head was tilted to one side, as if listening, and he slowly looked around in the direction from which he and Ustnar had come. The far end of the bridge was embedded in the steep rock face, and the dark granite to either side of the end pillars had been hollowed out to form a passage leading directly onto the bridge.


      A dim shape glimmered on the horizon. Morrslieb, the lesser moon which was so important to Chaos cultists, was on the ascendant.


      And suddenly there were others on the bridge: menacing figures racing towards the centre…


      ‘Skaven!’ yelled Konrad, releasing the packhorse and drawing his own sword.


      He glanced back over his shoulder, seeing a second dark band of ratbeasts swarming from the tower at the other end of the bridge. The three humans and the dwarf were under attack from both sides, trapped in the middle by their savage ambushers.


      Konrad claimed the first victim, as the rampaging creature leading the charge fell to his blade. He avoided the wild swordsweep and hacked at its furry throat, slicing it open, and a spray of blood cascaded from the wound. A second inhuman attacked, its sword thrusting up at Konrad’s waist. He turned the stroke aside with his own weapon, then stabbed the beast between its snarling jaws as its momentum carried it up against Konrad’s horse.


      Wolf and Ustnar had disengaged and turned away, the dwarf to defend Litzenreich, the mercenary to join Konrad, their blades slashing and slicing into the mutated rats who rushed at them.


      Konrad saw flashes of bright light behind him, smelled the stench of roasting flesh, and he knew that Litzenreich was using his thaumaturgical talents against their common foes.


      Konrad and Wolf were above the feral horde, but Konrad preferred to fight on foot under such conditions. Trapped on the bridge, with no room to manoeuvre, he was more of a target on horseback and could easily have been dragged down. But before he could dismount, his horse was hacked away beneath him, its legs chopped clean through. He threw himself aside, and Wolf did the same. They fought side by side, sword by sword.


      Skaven seldom fought blade against blade. Their tactics were more likely to be of ambush, to attack with overwhelming strength. They dwelled underground, and they preferred to fight in fetid tunnels where their eyesight gave them an advantage in the dark.


      Now they had chosen combat in the open, on the High Bridge; but every other factor was in their favour – the ambush, their numerical superiority, the approaching night.


      They were armed with jagged swords and curved blades mounted on long poles, and Konrad recognized the emblem which they carried on their shields and banners and which was branded onto their flesh: a circle with a vertical line down the middle, and two more lines from the centre directed down towards the edge of the circle. It was the clan mark of the skaven he had fought beneath Middenheim, the ones commanded by Gaxar…


      But these skaven seemed to have no commander. They were tough, they were strong, they were wild – too wild. In battle, more was required than strength; there had to be brains as well as muscle. The predators were so crazed with blood lust that their numerical superiority counted for nothing; they all wanted to attack at once, and so inevitably obstructed each other. Many of the berserker rats were wounded by the frantic sword strokes of their own verminous breed. They growled and spat, hurling themselves forward without regard to their own fate.


      At first Konrad and Wolf were protected by the bodies of their dead horses, and soon their defensive ramparts were strengthened by the increasing pile of skaven corpses.


      Konrad kept looking for Silver Eye. If he were here, that would explain the sudden attack – Gaxar’s bodyguard was taking revenge for the death of his master. But Konrad saw no sign of that particular skaven.


      Sword in one hand, dagger in the other, he fought as he had not done for a long time. The night air was filled with the screams of the assault force, and with his own and Wolf’s answering battle cries. The rat-things screamed as they attacked, and they screamed as they died. The stones of the bridge became awash with skaven blood, which glistened in Morrslieb’s spectral light.


      Konrad thrust and swung with his sword, slaying with ruthless efficiency. He severed limbs and cut off heads, ripped out entrails and crushed bones. He used his feet and his knife, kicking at the wounded, stabbing at those who had not been sufficiently damaged to become immobile. Even with legs that were but stumps, with arms that ended at the elbow, they could still crawl, they could still bite. While they could move they were lethal.


      Suddenly everything became still. There was no silence, because many of the ugly brutes screamed as the blood spilled from their fatal wounds and they gasped for their final breath of air.


      ‘Just like old times,’ Wolf said to Konrad, as he surveyed the carnage and wiped blood from his face with his gauntlet.


      During the onslaught, it had seemed that there was a whole legion of inhumans charging from that end of the bridge; but there could have been no more than a score of bodies scattered around them.


      Then there was another yell, and one last demented skaven came bounding over the mound of the dead, launching itself towards Konrad and Wolf. They both caught the creature at once, impaling it upon their weapons, one black blade and one Imperial guard sword. The mutated rodent staggered to one side, twitching, screeching.


      Wolf pulled his sword free from the dying brute, but Konrad felt his weapon being twisted out of his hand. He tried to retain his grip, but his hand was too slippery with blood.


      The final enemy staggered to the side of the bridge, vainly trying to tear Konrad’s sword out of its chest; but it only succeeded in severing its own clawed fingers on the blade’s edge. Colliding with the low parapet, it swayed and fell backwards. It tumbled down, down, its screech of pain and of death diminishing as it dropped towards the Reik far below.


      ‘You all right?’ asked Wolf.


      ‘I think so.’ Konrad was covered in blood, sticky and slimy, but not much of it seemed to be his own.


      They turned to face Litzenreich and Ustnar, both of whom had also survived. Their horses were slain, and a pile of hideous carcasses lay around them, some bloodied and some blackened. The wizard and the dwarf looked at Konrad and Wolf.


      ‘A truce,’ suggested Konrad, and he was speaking to Wolf as well as Litzenreich.


      Ustnar was leaning upon his dripping axe; he would do whatever the wizard commanded.


      ‘Very well,’ agreed Litzenreich. ‘We seem to have a common enemy, which is a good basis for negotiation.’


      ‘This isn’t over, Litzenreich,’ said Wolf, but he nodded his agreement. Then he added to Konrad: ‘But at the moment, the most important thing is to get a drink…’


      He started to hand his sword over for the blade to be cleaned, then remembered that Konrad’s five years of service had elapsed. Wolf wiped his weapon on his packhorse’s blanket, and unloaded what he needed from the dead animal. One of the skaven was still twitching, and he kicked it a couple of times until it became still.


      ‘If they had had any sense,’ he said, ‘they’d have waited till we killed each other.’


      Litzenreich said something to Ustnar, who began to examine the skaven corpses. Having lost his sword, Konrad studied the blades which had been carried by their insane attackers. But there was a difference between taking an Imperial guard sword which had been used by a Chaos cultist and a weapon which had always belonged to one of the creatures of the damned. He let the benighted blades lie where they had fallen.


      These creatures must have been the survivors from the assault on their lair beneath Middenheim. The City of the White Wolf lay hundreds of miles away, yet it would be linked to Marienburg by one of the subterranean passages which connected all the centres of skaven habitation. Wherever humans dwelled, there was also likely to be an infestation of skaven.


      But why had this clan come to the Wasteland? Konrad guessed there must be one reason – to try and destroy him. Litzenreich had also been instrumental in annihilating the skaven nest deep below Altdorf. The rat beasts also wanted revenge against the sorcerer.


      ‘How do you know Litzenreich?’ Konrad asked.


      ‘From Middenheim. It was–’ Wolf stopped. ‘You know him? Yes, because you knew he was a magician.’


      Konrad nodded. ‘We’ve met.’


      Wolf waited for more explanation. None was forthcoming, and so he continued: ‘When I arrived in Ferlangen and found you, I’d just come from Middenheim. I was almost killed there because of Litzenreich.’


      Wolf and Litzenreich…


      Yet another link in the web which held Konrad ensnared, its strands becoming ever tighter, like a noose around his throat.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER ELEVEN


      Wolf and Ustnar led the way off the bridge, sword and axe at the ready in case of another barbaric assault. They took the northern exit, past the stone pillars and through the passageway carved out of the solid rock, heading for the heart of Marienburg.


      The tollkeeper at the entrance to the bridge lay dead, what was left of him; the troops in the guardhouse were also bloody corpses, mutilated by the skaven.


      The same must have happened to the men on the other side of the bridge after Konrad and Wolf had begun their ascent.


      As the four made their way cautiously down the winding lane from High Bridge, Mannslieb rose in the east, dissolving the darkest shadows where more enemies might have lurked, and illuminating their route to the city. Down below were the lights of houses, voices could be heard, and a few dim shapes were visible in the streets. Nobody was yet aware of what had happened a hundred yards further back, high above their heads.


      And no one might ever know. By dawn tomorrow, the bridge would most likely be devoid of dead vermin. Their corpses would have vanished during the night, spirited away by the skaven of Marienburg who had come to collect their kin. All that would remain were the bodies of the guards, mysteriously slain, and the five butchered horses.


      Reaching the river near where a slipway angled down into the cold dark waters of the Reik, Konrad waded straight in. He was still holding his dagger in his right hand, and he immersed himself completely to wash away the skaven gore which coated his flesh and his clothes, and to bathe his own wounds. Wolf had been wearing his black armour during the battle, and so the blood and bones and brains of the beasts he had slain would have to be wiped off the metal before it dried to a stinking crust. He bent down at the water’s edge, wiping his face clean.


      If anything, Ustnar was even more contaminated than Konrad. His beard and hair were matted with skaven slime. Despite this, he was very reluctant to soak himself. He stood watching as Konrad stripped off his clothes, until finally his own hatred of water became secondary to his loathing of the putrid remains which were splattered across him. He tugged off his outer furs, then slowly walked into the river and ducked his head beneath the surface. He kept hold of his battle axe. Konrad and the dwarf stood two yards apart, warily watching each other, but neither of them spoke.


      Only Litzenreich had not been touched by the alien blood, and he waited at the top of the slipway. He held his arms out in front of himself, as if studying them, comparing his left hand with where his right should have been.


      No matter how much Konrad rubbed at himself and what he wore, he could not remove the fetid stench of rodent death. His body needed to soak in a hot bath and his clothes would have to be destroyed. He climbed up from the river and onto the quayside, wringing out his shirt and then putting it back on. As he did so he shivered, and behind him he heard Ustnar sneeze. He was glad his hair was not as long as the dwarf’s, and that his beard had not yet grown to its previous thickness.


      ‘We must find somewhere to stay for the night,’ Wolf said to him. ‘Where you can get dry and warm, and where I can get clean.’


      ‘We shall join you,’ Litzenreich announced.


      ‘Will you?’ said Wolf.


      ‘There are various matters we must discuss.’


      ‘I’m not discussing anything with you, you treacherous bastard. Get out of my sight before I–’ Wolf gripped the hilt of his sword, and Ustnar hurried up the slipway to step between him and Litzenreich.


      ‘We ought to continue our truce,’ said Litzenreich. ‘We have much in common. We were on that bridge at exactly the same time, yet going in opposite directions, when those creatures attacked us. For us to have met precisely there and then, was that coincidence?’


      ‘Yes!’


      Wolf sensed Konrad watching him, and he shrugged.


      Coincidence, chance, luck: Wolf did not believe in any of them.


      ‘All right,’ he conceded, ‘we’ll talk.’


      And so they did.


      Marienburg’s very existence depended upon the sea and the river which flowed into the ocean, and it was a city of water as well as of land. Its bridges were more than merely links between the different districts; they were as much a part of the city as any of its roads. They happened to be built above the water instead of upon land, but the widest of them were like any other street in any part of the Empire; they were lined with houses, shops, taverns.


      The four reluctant allies found rooms in one such tavern, the Eight Bells, which was in the centre of one of the bridges across the Tussenkanal, one of the Reik’s many tributaries. Konrad’s first request was for a hot tub, his second for a change of clothes. The garments had probably come from a guest who had been unable to settle his bill, but they were a lot cleaner than the ones Konrad discarded.


      Wolf had requested that their evening meal was served in his room, so that his conversation with Litzenreich could not be overheard. It was too late to hide the fact that they were together. Ustnar said hardly anything all evening, and Litzenreich spoke as though he did not exist. The dwarf sat with his axe by his side, ready to dismember Wolf should he make a move against the wizard. Wolf’s black sword belt was slung over the back of the chair where he sat.


      Konrad was equally sparing with his words. He had little to say, but there was much to be learned by listening. While they ate, he had great difficulty keeping his eyes open. This was the first time he had been indoors for weeks, and the first time he had been warm during that period. The heat from the fire was making him lethargic, but even before the battle with the rat beasts he was exhausted from the long journey to Marienburg, and he would have preferred sleeping to eating.


      ‘I was crossing the bridge to take a boat to Altdorf,’ explained Litzenreich. ‘And you?’


      Wolf took his time before answering. It seemed that he did not trust what the wizard had told him, which Konrad could well understand, and so he was reluctant to reveal his own intentions. He chewed slowly upon a piece of mutton, and then inspected a lump of gristle he had extracted from his mouth, while deciding his reply.


      ‘We had only just arrived in Marienburg, and we were also planning to head for Altdorf,’ he said, truthfully.


      ‘I had been here for some while, but decided it was time to return to the capital.’


      ‘Return?’


      ‘I was a guest of the Altdorf army. It is a long story, but your friend…’ Litzenreich gestured with his fork towards Konrad.


      ‘Konrad,’ said Wolf.


      ‘Yes, he knows some of it.’ The sorcerer rubbed at the stump of his right arm. ‘I kept heading downriver, although not in the river. I finally reached Marienburg, which I thought would suit my purposes most admirably. Being a port, one can find almost every kind of commodity if one knows where to look and who to ask. And if one can pay the price. You know the kind of substance to which I am referring, of course?’


      ‘Warpstone.’ Wolf spat out the word, and he glanced from Litzenreich to Konrad, realizing that the enigmatic substance linked the two of them. ‘You know what warpstone is?’


      Konrad nodded. He knew, or he thought that he did; but he also knew that nothing could be certain.


      ‘Warpstone is the stuff of Chaos,’ said Wolf, ‘and Chaos is the source of all magic. You know that?’


      Konrad nodded again, although he was unaware of when he had discovered this. It may have been one of the things which Galea had told him, or possibly he had gradually grown aware of it during his dealings with Litzenreich.


      ‘Magic and Chaos and evil are one and the same,’ Wolf asserted.


      Litzenreich laughed, spraying food over the table, then shook his head in disbelief.


      Konrad assumed that Wolf was biased because of how he had been adversely affected by sorcery and sorcerers throughout his life, from his brother’s treachery right through to whatever Litzenreich had done to him. By now, Konrad no longer believed everything that he heard from Wolf – or anyone else. It was too simplistic to associate magic with evil. Maybe Litzenreich was correct: Chaos did not necessarily mean evil. It was there, it was a part of the world. The effects of Chaos, whether positive or negative, were open to interpretation.


      ‘My life was saved by magic,’ said Konrad.


      ‘By science,’ Litzenreich said.


      But Konrad was not referring to the way he had been extracted from the bronze armour. He held out his right arm.


      ‘That elf,’ he said to Wolf. ‘Remember?’


      Litzenreich glanced at Konrad’s right arm, then at his own. ‘You were healed by an elf?’ he asked, and Konrad nodded. ‘A pity I could not find one to help me. I thought elven magic only worked on elves, but that proves how the art is always advancing. And that is why I have to get back to Altdorf. I need more warpstone to continue my research. There is very little in Marienburg.’


      ‘And you think we’re going to help you?’ said Wolf.


      ‘I believe we are going to help each other, that our interests are the same. Why do you wish to go to Altdorf?’


      Wolf looked at Konrad, and he told Litzenreich: ‘We weren’t doing much, so we thought we’d rescue the Emperor and save the Empire. Konrad tells me that the skaven are up to some kind of mischief, that there’s a replica of Karl-Franz waiting to step into his shoes.’


      ‘That is correct. It was constructed by Gaxar.’


      ‘Gaxar!’


      ‘Yes, but he is dead now. He – er – Konrad, he killed him in the catacombs of Altdorf when I escaped.’ He glanced at his right arm. ‘Or most of me.’


      Konrad was watching Wolf, whose teeth were bared in rage, whose eyes were wide in anger, whose fists were clenched in fury, whose muscles were tensed in wrath.


      Litzenreich had taken Konrad to Middenheim when he was trapped within the bronze armour; and deep below Middenheim was where Konrad had first encountered Gaxar in his skaven form. But long before that, it was Middenheim where Litzenreich had betrayed Wolf, leaving him to die. Evidently, this treachery had something to do with Gaxar. Was it the grey seer who had almost slain him?


      Wolf and Gaxar…


      It seemed that nothing Konrad had ever done was of his own volition, he had merely been playing out the role assigned to him. No matter what he did, he was always restricted to the confines of the intricate web whose strands linked everyone he had ever known.


      And now he sat and watched and listened while Wolf and Litzenreich planned the next part of his life; but first the sorcerer told Wolf of recent events in Middenheim and Altdorf.


      ‘You’ve been busy, Konrad,’ said Wolf. ‘I always thought I’d encounter Gaxar again and settle my score with him, but it appears you’ve saved me the trouble.’ He looked at Litzenreich, then continued, ‘But with Gaxar dead, what about the impostor he created? Wouldn’t that also have died?’


      ‘Not necessarily,’ answered Litzenreich. ‘Gaxar must have reanimated a corpse, transforming it into a likeness of the Emperor. The doppelganger was already one of the undead, and so how could it die?’


      ‘But without the skaven’s wizardry to keep it whole, it would have rotted away.’


      ‘The replica still exists, I am sure. Although its creation was the most difficult part, it can still fulfil its function. There are many other grey seers who can see to that. Even without Gaxar, the skaven can carry out their plan to replace the Emperor.’


      This was what Konrad had previously surmised, but he knew that Litzenreich did not care about the Emperor. As the wizard had already admitted, it was warpstone that he wanted. There were skaven in Altdorf, and that meant there was warpstone there. But he had to convince Wolf that the skaven were still a danger to Karl-Franz, and that only he could counter the threat.


      Perhaps it was even true, or some of it.


      Litzenreich had been a skaven prisoner beneath Altdorf, and he had no wish to be captured again. He must have believed that his return to the capital would be less dangerous if he were aided by Wolf and Konrad, and if he aided them.


      ‘Our interests are the same?’ said Wolf, repeating Litzenreich’s earlier words.


      ‘Yes.’


      Wolf shrugged. ‘Maybe.’


      ‘Yes,’ Litzenreich insisted.


      ‘Then we’ll head for Altdorf together.’


      For a moment, Konrad wondered if Litzenreich had persuaded Wolf by using his powers of mesmerism. The two were sitting opposite, and the wizard had been staring directly at Wolf while they conversed. But then Wolf glanced at Konrad, and from his expression Konrad knew that he would still like to slit Litzenreich’s throat.


      ‘Good,’ said Litzenreich, raising his wine glass in a toast.


      Wolf and Konrad lifted their tankards. Ustnar gazed out of the window to the darkened city, and he belched.


      ‘When do we leave?’ asked the sorcerer.


      ‘As soon as our army is ready.’


      ‘Our army?’


      ‘Ustnar can be handy with his axe,’ said Wolf, ‘and you have a few tricks up your sleeve, but it will take more than that to get us into the capital. We’re going to invade Altdorf with an army of mercenaries.’


      ‘Do you think that is wise?’


      ‘I don’t know, but it’s the best chance we’ve got.’


      ‘If you march an army on Altdorf, they will know that we are coming.’


      ‘They’ll know as soon as I start recruiting. And we’ll be going by river, not marching.’


      ‘I see,’ said Litzenreich, nodding his head. He took a sip of wine, then wiped his mouth with the back of his left hand. There was a vivid scar in the centre of his palm, where it had been nailed to the ground. ‘A diversion? I also considered it would be best if we four went alone. That is what we do, while your army engages the city troops?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Will it not take some considerable time to recruit these mercenaries?’


      ‘Maybe.’


      ‘I have a better idea.’


      Wolf sighed. ‘What?’


      ‘Instead of hiring an army and then hiring boats to transport them, why not simply enlist a pirate ship or two? There are Imperial spies in Marienburg who will soon discover what has happened and report to the capital. But to make sure that they do hear about the proposed attack, I am sure the brigands could be persuaded to burn a few Reik villages on the voyage upstream.’


      Wolf stared at Litzenreich. It was clear that he was impressed with the wizard’s strategy, and it was equally apparent that he did not want to show how impressed.


      ‘Maybe,’ he said, and he nodded. ‘We could leave the vessels long before Altdorf, because the authorities won’t want the ships to get anywhere near the city. They’ll probably blockade the river, so the pirates will never be able to attack, and send out troops to destroy them. That in itself should provide enough of a diversion for us to get into the capital.’


      ‘Excellent,’ said Litzenreich. ‘We will save the Emperor from the skaven, and for my services I will claim whatever warpstone can be found.’


      They would be up against far more than the skaven, thought Konrad, but that would probably make little difference to Litzenreich. The only thing that had ever interested him was warpstone, and the mutated rodents were the most likely source of the material. This was why he had planned to return to the Imperial capital even before he encountered Wolf and Konrad.


      ‘Despite my talents,’ added Litzenreich, as he glanced from Wolf to Konrad to Ustnar, ‘I always like to have the backing of skilled fighters with ready blades.’


      ‘You’ll need a new sword, Konrad,’ said Wolf.


      ‘How about a bow and arrow?’ said Konrad.


      ‘Peasant weapon,’ said Wolf, with a slight smile.


      It was an arrow fired by Konrad which had saved Wolf from being sacrificed by a goblin shaman. The shaman had been the first to die when Konrad had entered the subterranean temple where Wolf was held a helpless hostage.


      ‘You’ve never had a sword of your own, have you?’ Wolf continued. ‘It’s time you did.’ He touched the hilt of his black sword – and Ustnar reached for the handle of his axe.


      ‘Magnin the steelsmith has a good reputation,’ added Wolf, ignoring Ustnar. ‘We could pay him a visit after we have concluded our business in Altdorf.’


      ‘If you want a sword,’ said Litzenreich, ‘perhaps I can help.’


      ‘You can make a magic sword?’ sneered Wolf.


      ‘Ustnar knows the best swordsmith in Marienburg,’ said Litzenreich, referring to the dwarf for the first time. ‘What’s his name?’


      ‘Barra,’ grunted Ustnar.


      ‘He made Ustnar’s new axe. Would you recommend his craftsmanship?’


      ‘Yes, boss.’


      ‘If you want a sword, Barra is the one to make it.’


      ‘Can I look at the axe?’ asked Wolf, holding out his hand.


      ‘You can look,’ said Ustnar, as he demonstrated by glancing towards the double-bladed weapon. ‘But the only way you can touch is with it buried in your skull.’


      Wolf smiled. ‘One of these days, Ustnar, we’ll resume where we were interrupted today.’ He turned to Konrad. ‘You want a sword?’


      Konrad shrugged. ‘I haven’t got a sword so I need one, but I don’t know if I want my own. When it comes to combat, it’s the man who matters, not the weapon.’


      ‘It’s the man and the weapon. While I find some pirates who would like to try their hand looting Altdorf, you can have a sword made. I’m sure Ustnar will be only too delighted to introduce you to Barra.’


      Konrad and Ustnar looked at each other.


      ‘Delighted,’ muttered Ustnar.


      ‘Litzenreich can be useful,’ said Wolf, once the wizard and the dwarf had gone.


      ‘He thinks that about us,’ said Konrad.


      ‘As long as he believes that about us, and we believe the same about him, then everything should work out. I’d rather have Litzenreich with us, because that way I know exactly where the bastard is.’


      ‘Are we going to do what you said? Find a gang of pirates to attack Altdorf?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘How are you going to persuade them?’


      ‘With promises of untold wealth – because Altdorf is the richest city in the Empire, in the Old World – and with lies. I’ll convince them that the capital is a succulent fruit, ripe for the picking, and that I have the keys to the orchard.’ He grinned. ‘I read that in a book once, although I think it was about some harem in Araby.’


      ‘Will they believe you?’


      ‘I don’t know, but that’s my problem. You think about what type of sword you want. Once you have your own blade, handcrafted to your own specifications, you will never want to use another sword.’


      That was what concerned Konrad, and what he began thinking of when he went into his own room. Over the years he had lost so many blades; the one snatched from his grasp today was simply the latest in a long line. They had been broken in combat, or they had decayed through contact with venomous enemy blood.


      A sword was a sword, a killing implement. Some were better than others, but he had learned how to handle all types. He had been taught by experts, frontier mercenaries whom Wolf had appointed as his tutors, and he had taught himself.


      Although he felt exhausted, sleep refused to come. He was too busy considering the events of the last hours, and what was to happen between now and their arrival in Altdorf – and after.


      They had been attacked by a swarm of skaven, which meant that their enemies already knew they were in Marienburg. Cities always made Konrad nervous, and he felt vulnerable. The tiny room in the Eight Bells was like a trap. In spite of the draught, he lay near the open window in the hope that he could leap down into the river below if the tavern were assaulted, and he kept his dagger in his hand.


      Konrad thought about the scheme to attack Altdorf. It was meant as a diversion, so that the four of them could enter the city more easily. But what if the pirates succeeded in smashing through the city’s defences? What if the corrupted Imperial guard and all the other armies of the damned that secretly dwelled in Altdorf joined the invaders to burn and loot and destroy the capital? Was that not exactly what the legions of Chaos wanted to happen?


      All that was left of the Imperial capital would be decay and ruins, the ideal environment for the skaven. No longer would the ratbeasts inhabit labyrinthine lairs beneath the city, because the whole of Altdorf would have become theirs.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWELVE


      ‘Ustnar! How’s the axe?’


      ‘Fine.’


      From Ustnar, that was a real compliment, probably the closest that he would ever come to a show of enthusiasm. His expression, however, remained as impassive as ever.


      Barra was another dwarf, but his thick hair and bushy beard were almost white. He looked almost as wide as he was tall, his torso and limbs rippling with muscle. Despite the season, he was stripped to the waist, wearing only a kilt and sandals. He was covered in sweat and must have stepped outside to cool down.


      Beyond the door against which Barra stood, Konrad glimpsed an incandescent glow and could feel searing waves of heat blasting from the furnace.


      It was the day after Wolf and Litzenreich had agreed to join forces. Ustnar led Konrad through the city streets, across many of the bridges of Marienburg, and he did not say a word. Konrad had saved him from the skaven below Altdorf, but that seemed to count for nothing, certainly not for an acknowledgement. The dwarf must have believed that they were now even. He had liberated Konrad from a similar situation beneath Middenheim, although he had gone there to rescue his brother from the skaven. But Varsung was already dead, and so Ustnar and the two dwarfs with him had saved Konrad. The other dwarfs, Hjornur and Joukelm, were now also dead.


      The armoury stood almost alone in a run-down area of the city, and all the nearby buildings were either boarded up or burned out. The forge itself must once have been derelict, but much of it had been mended with new planks of wood. Repairs were still in progress, and another dwarf was on the roof, replacing some broken slates. He looked young, but was probably twice Konrad’s age. There was a raven sitting on his shoulder, as if supervising the work.


      ‘Konrad wants a sword,’ said Ustnar, nodding to Konrad.


      Barra said something in the dwarf tongue, speaking very rapidly. Ustnar replied with equal speed, gesturing at Konrad. Although he understood some of the language, Konrad could make nothing of their exchange, although it was evident that Barra was angry.


      Barra studied Konrad for a while, then slowly nodded. ‘Can you pay?’ he asked, in Old Worlder.


      Konrad patted his pocket, and the gold crowns that Wolf had given him jingled together.


      ‘Barra’s favourite sound.’


      ‘A special sword,’ said Ustnar.


      ‘A good sword,’ said Konrad.


      ‘Barra only makes good swords. Everything Barra makes is the best.’ He gestured to the curved bars of metal lined along a pole by the door; they were what he must have been producing that morning. ‘Even horseshoes.’


      Having completed his task, Ustnar turned and walked away. Konrad and Barra watched him leave the courtyard.


      ‘Barra would rather make a weapon than anything else.’ He ran his hand over the row of horseshoes, clanging them against one another. ‘But Barra has to make a living.’


      ‘I want–’


      Barra held up his hand and Konrad became silent.


      ‘Barra knows what you want. Barra knows better than you what you want. Barra will make what Barra wants, which is what you want.’


      ‘But–’


      Another silencing gesture, and Konrad obliged.


      ‘What do you know about swords?’


      ‘I know how to use them.’


      ‘You pull your sword from its scabbard, you fight, you kill, you put your sword back in its scabbard. What else do you know?’


      Konrad was silent voluntarily, and he shrugged.


      ‘Barra knows everything about swords. Barra knows what nobody else knows. And what Barra doesn’t know, nobody else knows.’


      ‘I know how a good sword feels,’ said Konrad, holding out his right hand, imagining that he was gripping a sword hilt. It was the same with a horse, he supposed. He could handle any kind of mount, and he could soon tell which was the best sort of animal to ride, but he could not explain how he knew. There was a bond between rider and horse, just as there was a union between a swordsman and his blade.


      ‘But Barra knows how to make a good sword, a great sword. And Barra will make one for you, aye?’


      ‘Yes,’ agreed Konrad.


      Then Barra added: ‘If Barra thinks you’re good enough for one of Barra’s swords–’


      ‘What?’


      ‘Lodnar!’ Barra shouted up to the dwarf on the roof. ‘Two swords!’


      ‘What?’ Konrad repeated. ‘I’m going to have to prove myself before you’ll make me a sword?’


      ‘Aye. Ustnar brought you here, which counts for something. But you have to show you are worthy of Barra’s art.’


      ‘And the horses who will have those nailed to their hooves,’ said Konrad, gesturing to the horseshoes, ‘are they all worthy of your art?’


      ‘That is Barra’s craft,’ said Barra. ‘Blades are Barra’s art.’


      Although he felt annoyed with Barra, Konrad was also amused by the idea of having to prove himself. He watched as the young dwarf climbed down the ladder. When he reached the ground, the raven flew from his shoulder and returned to the roof directly above the door. Lodnar was slimmer than Barra, his beard dark red. He went inside the armoury. Haifa minute later he returned holding two blades which he gave to Barra, who then presented one to Konrad.


      It was an excellent sword, well balanced, properly weighted, with good keen edges which were parallel almost to the tip, which was as sharp at the cutting edges. Its handle was bound with soft leather, and Konrad went through a few swift manoeuvres with the blade – more for Barra’s benefit than to test the sword. The weapon was one he would have been happy to own and use in combat. He was tempted to ask for a price. There seemed no need to have a sword specially forged when this one was more than suitable.


      ‘Very fancy,’ commented Barra, once Konrad had completed his imaginary duel. ‘You move like a warrior, and from your scars you must have been in a few battles. But how well can you fight? Try a few passes.’ He raised the sword in his right hand.


      ‘You aren’t worried that I might kill you?’


      ‘You kill Barra, and Barra can’t make you a sword.’


      ‘But if I do kill you, does that mean I would have been a good enough swordsman for you to make me a blade if you were still alive?’


      Barra laughed and suddenly thrust his sword at Konrad’s belly. If Konrad had not blocked the blade and turned it aside, he would have had six inches of steel in his guts. Barra could have pulled back before striking – but would he have done?


      They fought, and Konrad hardly held back at all. It was more difficult fighting an opponent whose blade came at a different angle than one who was the same height. Barra was an expert swordsman, which was rare for a dwarf; axes were their chosen weapon. His technique was not very stylish, and he tended to swing the blade as if it were indeed an axe, but his anticipation and reflexes were very fast. It seemed that he was doing his best to injure Konrad, and that he did not care too much whether it was a fatal wound.


      To unnerve the dwarf, Konrad suddenly switched his blade to his left hand and continued fighting. He maintained his guard and did not go on the offensive, and after half a minute resumed fighting with his right hand. He feinted to the left, drew back swiftly as Barra’s sword came chopping down at his arm, and made as if to pass his sword back to his left hand. Barra quickly moved to counter the next stroke, but then Konrad sprang forward, his blade outstretched and still in his right hand. He leaned back a moment later, and there was a red cross upon Barra’s chest, two intersecting lines of blood marking where his heart lay.


      Barra stepped away, and he gazed down at the blood which mingled with his sweating flesh. He lowered his sword.


      ‘I’m not surprised you have to make your living with horseshoes,’ said Konrad. ‘How many customers do you kill?’


      ‘Not many,’ said Barra, and he smiled.


      ‘But if you made Ustnar prove himself, I’m amazed that you’re still alive.’


      ‘Sometimes Barra is surprised Barra is alive.’ His smile became a grin, and he handed his blade to Lodnar. ‘Barra will make your sword, Konrad. But you tell no one, ever, who made your blade. Understand?’ His expression had become serious once more.


      Konrad nodded, realizing this must have been why Barra and Ustnar had argued: because Konrad knew who had made the dwarf’s axe. Barra was not for hire; he chose those for whom he would make his weapons.


      ‘Give Lodnar some money’ Barra turned and walked into the armoury.


      Reluctantly, Konrad returned the sword, and he stuck his hand into his pocket.


      ‘How much?’


      Wolf had given him a handful of crowns, finally admitting where they had come from. It seemed that the ancient dwarf temple had not been entirely devoid of treasure. The huge lens through which light had been directed from the mountain into the depths below had been made from semi-precious stone. Although split and fragmented by Anvila’s gunpowder, it had been worth a considerable amount.


      ‘Ten crowns,’ Lodnar replied. ‘That’s to make sure you’re serious. Bring some more tomorrow.’


      Konrad counted ten gold coins into the dwarf’s palm. Lodnar pocketed the money and then began to ascend the ladder. The raven flew down onto his shoulder as he climbed.


      ‘Will it be ready tomorrow?’ asked Konrad. Lodnar glanced down at him. ‘Barra was right. You don’t know much about swords.’


      When Konrad returned early the following morning, he found Ustnar standing in the courtyard with Lodnar. Lodnar was doing all the talking. The raven was up on the roof above the door, gazing down like a living emblem. And Litzenreich was in the forge with Barra. Konrad began to sweat as soon as he stepped into the heat, but the wizard seemed as comfortable as the dwarf.


      ‘We were discussing your sword,’ said Litzenreich.


      ‘What’s it got to do with you?’ Konrad asked. If he was not allowed to tell Barra the kind of weapon he wanted, why should the sorcerer have any influence on the blade?


      ‘If you are to be with me,’ said Litzenreich, ‘you must have the best sword there is. We are going into Altdorf, and you cannot even begin to guess the powers possessed by those we will be up against. You will need all the help you can get. You need a special sword.’


      That was what Ustnar had told Barra the previous day, and now Konrad realized exactly what ‘special’ meant.


      Warpstone…


      ‘I’m having nothing to do with that stuff!’


      ‘It is a little late for you to worry about that now,’ Litzenreich said, ‘do you not think?’ Not wanting Barra to overhear him, he walked out of the smithy, gesturing for Konrad to follow.


      ‘I don’t want any more of it corrupting me,’ said Konrad. ‘And if Wolf knew what you were doing–’


      ‘Do not tell him.’


      As far as Wolf was concerned warpstone was ‘evil’, and he had closed his mind to all other possibilities. Galea must have explained the origin of warpstone to him, just as she had revealed its source to Konrad. Or did she tell different stories to everyone who visited her mysterious island? Konrad had not spoken to Wolf about Galea and her revelations. It was almost as if he had absorbed her wisdom but was unable to discuss what he had learned.


      ‘If that sword has warpstone in it,’ he said, ‘I won’t touch it.’


      ‘You think I want to lose what little warpstone I have?’ said Litzenreich. ‘I have a small amount which came from those skaven on the bridge, and I am putting it to its best use. I need you, Konrad. You need a sword. Your sword needs warpstone. You must fight Chaos with Chaos, there is no other way.’


      ‘But I am Chaos! I’m part of it. I’m so tainted by warpstone that the skaven can smell me!’


      ‘We are all part of Chaos, and Chaos is part of us all. Warpdust in the sword will help balance your unwanted Chaotic tendencies. If you believe you are already damned, what have you to lose? But this could be your salvation.’


      Konrad stared at Litzenreich, knowing that he could not be trusted, but realizing that it was a risk he must take.


      ‘And with the warpstone,’ added Litzenreich, ‘you will have much more chance of succeeding with your mission in Altdorf – whatever it really is.’


      The wizard evidently suspected that Konrad had other reasons for venturing up the Reik than to save Emperor Karl-Franz, and Konrad wondered if Litzenreich had his own secret mission to the Imperial capital.


      Was he really returning there in order to find more warpstone? He was obsessed with the substance, and Konrad well knew that the wizard would do anything to obtain more supplies. He had already been arrested in the capital, charged with treason for his work with warpstone. If discovered in the city, he would face a death sentence. No one else would willingly return under such circumstances, but warpstone fever seemed to blind Litzenreich to any danger.


      Finally, Konrad nodded his agreement.


      ‘Tell him to proceed,’ said Litzenreich, and Lodnar went into the forge.


      Litzenreich and Ustnar stood outside, but Konrad moved towards the door, watching as Barra and Lodnar set to work.


      Barra selected a number of strips of metal from various piles within the armoury: one of bright steel, one of dark iron, one which seemed to be silver, one that could have been bronze, another with a bluish tint that Konrad did not recognize. All were approximately the same dimension.


      Meanwhile, Lodnar was heating up a small metal container in the furnace. It looked like a cast into which molten gold was poured to make into ingots. Removing it from the flames, he waited until it had cooled down before adding various oils and powders, mixing them up into a paste.


      Barra examined the mixture, stirring it and adding a few more drops of thick liquid. He said something to Lodnar, and Lodnar went to fetch Litzenreich.


      The sorcerer followed the dwarf inside, reaching behind his beard to produce an amulet which was on a chain around his neck. It was black, in the shape of an inverted pyramid – and must have held the warpdust which Ustnar had collected from the dead skaven on High Bridge.


      Litzenreich removed the chain, opened the pyramid, and sprinkled grey powder into the paste. He shook the amulet with his one hand, making sure that none of the refined warpdust remained, then thoroughly stirred the mixture. He and Barra spoke in low voices, and the dwarf picked up the first piece of metal he had selected. With a small brush, Litzenreich daubed the warpdust mixture over the surface of the steel. He did this four times, and each time another bar of metal was placed on top, so that the potion formed a layer between the five different metals. Bound together with wire, it made a bundle approximately the size of a broadsword.


      Replacing his amulet, Litzenreich left the forge. He stepped past Konrad, but then stopped and glanced down.


      ‘What is that?’ he asked.


      Konrad looked down at the pattern he had idly been marking in the dirt with a stick. He had drawn the coat of arms on the bow and arrows Elyssa had given him, but the mailed fist had been too difficult and he had wiped that part away with his boot.


      ‘Two crossed arrows,’ he said. ‘Why?’


      ‘Two?’ said Litzenreich. ‘Or four?’


      He bent down. Where Konrad had sketched the arrow flights, Litzenreich rubbed them away and added arrow points. The two arrows now had heads at either end.


      ‘That’s still only two,’ said Konrad, puzzled.


      Litzenreich used his one index finger to draw two lines across the point where the arrows intersected, one vertical, one horizontal. He added an arrowhead at each end. The pattern was like the spokes of a wheel.


      ‘The eight arrows of Chaos,’ said the sorcerer. He stood up and showed Konrad the black amulet around his neck.


      And on each inverted triangular surface a tiny pattern had been etched in gold: the same pattern which Litzenreich had drawn in the dirt.


      ‘It is a symbol avoided by all but Dark Wizards,’ said Litzenreich, then he turned and walked away. Ustnar followed.


      When Konrad glanced down, Litzenreich’s amendments to the pattern had vanished. All that remained was what Konrad had sketched. He scuffed the design with his boot, trying not to consider whether the elven crest really included a symbol of Chaos, and glanced in through the door of the smithy.


      Barra had placed the stack of metal sideways upon the glowing coals of the furnace. While Lodnar pumped a pair of bellows, fanning the heat, he studied the end of the bundle in the hottest part of the fire. This began to change colour as its temperature increased, and the substance between the different strips started to bubble and hiss.


      Konrad moved closer, watching what the dwarfs were doing. They took no notice of him. Although he was several yards from the forge, the heat was extremely intense, and after a few minutes he stripped off his outer garments.


      After a few minutes more, Barra used a pair of tongs to lift the metal from the forge onto the anvil, and began pounding a heavy hammer against the glowing end of the bar with regular strokes. He kept stopping, examining his handiwork, turning the five strips, then hammering again until he was satisfied. The metal had grown darker as it cooled, and he used pincers to untwist the loop of wire lower down the bar, then lifted the bundle back into the fire. This time it was the area from which he had removed the wire that was positioned in the hottest part of the furnace. When he deemed that the metal had reached the correct temperature, he again swung it across to the anvil and began hammering once more. He repeated the process until the whole bar had received the same treatment. It was longer than it had been, and wider, and the five different strips were now welded into one solid bar.


      Then Barra and Lodnar went outside to cool down, each swallowing several cups of water. Konrad followed them and wished that it was a Kislev winter.


      ‘You don’t mind working with warpstone?’ he said to Barra.


      Barra roared with laughter. ‘Albion, where I come from, is far to the north, where the children build castles out of warpmud. There’s so much warpstone there, it’s in Barra’s blood.’ His fat fingers touched the cross which Konrad had made above his heart.


      ‘And you?’ Konrad asked Lodnar.


      ‘It’s just another job to me.’


      ‘What about Ustnar’s axe, does that have warpstone in it?’


      ‘That’s confidential,’ said Barra. ‘Between Ustnar and Barra. You could try asking him.’


      Konrad knew he could try, but he also knew it would be a waste of time. ‘To work,’ said Barra. ‘You coming back inside?’


      Wolf had made it clear that he was conducting very delicate negotiations and that it was best if he ventured amongst the pirate lords alone. Neither Ustnar nor Litzenreich were Konrad’s ideal companions, and he knew no one else in Marienburg. He could have gone for a drink in one of the city’s many taverns, and after the intensity of the heat that would probably have been the best course of action. But he had become oddly interested in what Barra and Lodnar were doing, and so he said, ‘Yes.’


      They went back within the armoury, where Lodnar placed the tip of a strong chisel a third of the way from one end of the metal bar, and hammered most of the way through. He did the same halfway along the remaining length, then beat both of the ends over and down, so making the bar a third as long but three times as thick. More of the oily warpdust paste was daubed between the different sections, and one end was placed deep into the red-hot coals. The process of heating and hammering, hammering and heating, resumed until the bar of metal had become one solid piece fifteen layers thick.


      So it continued all day, and the next, and Konrad handed over ten crowns, then ten more.


      Each evening Ustnar arrived at the forge, to take the warp paste and the metal in which the raw essence of Chaos had been captured to Litzenreich for safekeeping during the hours of darkness. Litzenreich and Ustnar stayed at a different tavern each night, and Konrad wondered if the wizard hoped that the odour of warpdust would attract the skaven, and he would thus be able to obtain more of the enigmatic substance.


      By the end of the third day there were three hundred and sixty thin layers of metal welded together. Konrad had kept count, and each had warpdust between itself and the next layer. Every patina was very thin, but because of the different colours they were all perfectly visible. Barra referred to the metal bar as a ‘billet,’ and it was approximately the same dimensions as when it had started out as five separate strips; the size of a sword.


      ‘Tomorrow,’ said Barra, ‘the real work begins. Assuming that the skaven don’t steal the billet away during the night. Once you carry it, they’ll be drawn to that sword like mice to cheese!’


      Barra laughed, but Konrad did not. Then he realized that it would make no difference. The ratbeasts could already smell the warpstone which flowed through his veins. His sword would attract no more attention than his tainted flesh.


      ‘It won’t only be skaven, of course,’ Barra continued. ‘You will have such a wonderful sword, everyone will want it! You’ll have to kill more people, more non-people, just because of your blade. But because of the blade, it will be easier for you to defeat them. You need a good sword because you have a good sword; and because you have a good sword, you need a good sword.’ He laughed again.


      Although he was not sure how serious Barra was, Konrad knew what the dwarf meant. Robbers were more likely to choose their victims from amongst the wealthy, or those who appeared wealthy. If Konrad carried a blade which seemed to be valuable, he would attract more attention to himself. From the preliminary work Barra had put into the blade, Konrad already knew that it would be an exceptionally fine piece of workmanship.


      ‘In that case,’ he said, ‘make it look like any other sword – until it is drawn. I don’t want fancy quillons or an elaborate pommel, and the scabbard will be no more than functional.’


      Barra had said he would make the sword the way he wanted to, but now he nodded in agreement. It would be several more days, however, before the sword was ready for its quillons and pommel.


      The days passed, and Konrad was there for every minute, every hour, watching as Barra continued with his craft, his art, whilst Lodnar assisted him as he meticulously transformed the raw metal into a perfect battle blade.


      The shape of the sword slowly appeared: the bevelled edges, the gradual tapering, the angle of the point, the groove down the centre of each surface. Twice the entire blade was heated in the furnace and suddenly plunged into a deep trough of water, which hissed furiously, giving off clouds of steam. This was the tempering process, by which the metal was hardened. All the time there was more hammering, filing and grinding, with a vast array of different hammers and instruments and tools used at the various stages; and in between there was always polishing and oiling, oiling and polishing. Barra never once took a single measurement. Everything was done by eye, by touch, by years of experience, by skill, by art.


      The quillons were welded in place, solid steel, dark and functional, slightly upswept. The handle was wrapped in brown suede. It gave a good grip, being absorbent enough to soak up blood and sweat, and it could easily be replaced when it became saturated. The pommel was screwed into place on the end of the tang, a simple brass ball. Quillons, handle, pommel, they were as ordinary as could be. But the blade, the blade itself…


      ‘Unless it’s a two-hander,’ explained Barra, ‘a sword should be balanced about three inches from the quillons. The way a blade is made affects its balance, of course, the size and cross-section, but so does the weight of the pommel. Barra believes it is always best to have a small pommel, and this should be exactly right for the sword – and for you.’


      Konrad was itching to hold the weapon, but Barra kept a firm grip upon it, explaining various points of its construction.


      ‘By hollowing out these grooves on either side, the blade becomes lighter, yet without losing any strength. All the different layers of metal make the sword far more flexible and stronger. There is warpdust in there, as you know. There is also silver.’ Barra sucked in his lower lip, baring his upper teeth. ‘Good for vampires!’ he laughed.


      ‘Yes,’ agreed Konrad, reaching out towards the polished weapon.


      ‘And because of all the layers,’ said Barra, drawing the blade away, ‘the edge itself is far tougher and lasts longer. Resharpening is not too difficult, you’ll find. Make sure that it’s done evenly on both sides, slowly, a few inches at a time.’


      ‘Yes, yes.’


      ‘Barra will give you a whetstone, at no extra charge.’


      Barra gripped the sword in his right hand, holding it up, turning it, inspecting it for flaws. It glinted in the red glow from the furnace. He walked outside, and Konrad followed. There was a wagon in the courtyard, and Lodnar was holding the blinkered horse which stood between the shafts. The animal seemed very nervous. Whatever was on the back of the wagon was hidden by a huge piece of canvas. Lodnar handed Barra a key.


      ‘You must have heard stories of swordsmiths plunging new blades into living flesh to temper the metal,’ said Barra, as he went towards the rear of the wagon.


      Konrad nodded, and by now he knew what was under the canvas. He could smell it.


      ‘It doesn’t work. Barra has tried it. Heat softens a blade, and although a body might seem soft it’s full of bones which can damage the hot metal. And after all that work, who wants that? A quenching tank filled with blood, however, can be quite effective.’


      He pulled the canvas from the back of the wagon to reveal a cage – and inside the cage was a beastman.


      The ugly creature roared at the sudden light, and rattled the solid bars with the claws of one arm; the lower joint of its other front limb had mutated into a curved blade. Over six feet tall, with a snake-like tail, it was covered in greenish scales. There was a crest of yellow spines on its head and its face was like that of a bird, with a sharp beak and tiny black eyes. Venom dripped from its fangs, and the claws and the talons on its feet were all razor sharp.


      ‘This thing was captured last week,’ said Barra. ‘It got into the city through the sewers and killed three children who were playing by one of the canals. Or at least Barra hopes it killed them before it ripped them open and ate their guts.’


      ‘Why wasn’t it destroyed when it was caught?’


      ‘Because it’s valuable. They’re used in sporting contests, battles against others of their kind, or against a pack of dogs, perhaps even against humans. Beast baiting. Sometimes fighting mutants are bred in captivity. It’s illegal, but there’s a lot of money to be made from gambling.’


      ‘What’s it doing here?’ asked Konrad, although he was beginning to suspect.


      ‘I bought it,’ said Barra, glazing up at his growling captive. ‘It may be a myth about plunging a red hot blade into living flesh, but it’s a nice idea. Barra is a traditionalist, as you’ll have noticed, which is why it takes so long to make a sword – and why Barra’s swords are the best. And, although Barra says so, your blade is one of the very best. Barra makes the swords, then they are gone. That does not seem right. Barra ought to use this blade before you do, because it was Barra’s blade before yours. Barra claims the right of first blood, to sacrifice it as an offering to Barra’s own gods – the gods of Barra’s ancestors, the gods of fire, of steel, of weapons.’


      He reached up to the cage and slipped the key into the lock, turned it, then quickly sprang back as the barred door burst open and the reptilian mutant leapt free. Its ravenous jaws parted and its forked tongue rippled, loudly voicing its inhuman challenge.


      Before its legs even touched the ground Barra darted forward again, the gleaming blade slicing through the scales of its deformed torso. A geyser of bestial blood erupted from the wound, and only then did the monster scream. The blade was so sharp it had not felt it slide through its repulsive body.


      Spurting blood and spitting venom, howling out its anger and its agony, the brute towered above Barra. With a single slice of its mutated forelimb it could have split the dwarf in twain; a blow from its lashing tail could have crushed his skull.


      The sword-limb slashed, but Barra dodged aside with agility, fending off the chitinous blade with the new weapon. The beastman’s jaws snapped, its claws grabbed, its tail whipped, and Barra answered every assault with a thrust or a slice from the warpblade. He seemed to have grown in skill as a swordsman, his expertise increasing to match the magnificence of the blade which he wielded.


      The mutant bellowed more loudly each time that Barra spilled more of its poisonous blood, and it grew more reckless in its assaults. But every advance was in vain, and the brute was unable to defend itself; attack was all it knew, what every primeval instinct commanded.


      Roars of defiance were transformed into cries of desperation as it suffered more remorseless punishment. The beast’s movements became slower and more clumsy as it was gradually cut to pieces, screaming out its alien agony as it slowly bled to death.


      The dwarf did not hack at the thing, dismembering it by sheer force, but instead he carefully dissected its living body as a butcher would divide a carcass: flaying the outer layers, eviscerating the offal, carving the flesh, stripping the bones.


      And the creature would not die. It was still screeching, still twitching, even though its body was a gory mass of flesh and blood and bones, when Barra ceased his vivisection and stepped back to examine the sword. Then he advanced once again, raised the blade and brought it down fast, severing scale and sinew, breaking bones and blood vessels in the final execution. The beastman’s head rolled away, still screeching, while the body kept twitching in an ugly parody of life.


      Barra leaned the sword against the wagon wheel, and the blade was greasy with fresh blood. He moved back, gazing at the weapon, then gestured towards it.


      ‘It’s yours,’ he said, and he walked away towards the armoury.


      ‘Here,’ said Lodnar, and he handed Konrad a rag in exchange for the last payment of gold crowns.


      Konrad walked across the cobbles, which were sticky with gore, and he took hold of the sword hilt in his right hand. Without lifting the weapon from the ground, he knelt down and slowly wiped it clean with a single downward sweep of the rag. As he did so, he saw the blade in close detail for the first time.


      It was truly magnificent.


      The surface was like quicksilver, seeming to shimmer if viewed from a slightly different angle. There were ripples upon the blade, like jewels with infinitely different facets, some of them whirlpools of iridescence which became more intense as they spiralled inwards, others coruscating prisms which radiated across the whole length of the metal.


      The hollow down the centre was like a valley worn away over the aeons, revealing different strata of ancient rock: a whole rainbow of colours which had been formed from the original five layers of metal.


      And the tip of the blade, so sharp, and the edges, so keen, they were a colour beyond the spectrum. Far more than the sum of their original hues, they had been multiplied by the addition of fire and air, by the water to quench and the coals to burn; the elements of the world. Every constituent layer of metal could still be distinguished where the blade narrowed at its killing edges: all three hundred and sixty levels, the five component metals tripled and doubled and doubled, then tripled and doubled once again.


      Finally Konrad lifted the sword, feeling its weight, sensing its balance, holding the weapon firmly in his grip.


      He raised the new sword high above his head, as though triumphant victory were already his.


      It was as if the warblade had always been a part of him.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTEEN


      Until the previous week, Konrad had paid little attention to whatever sword he carried. It was simply a weapon, and it was of no consequence how it had been made or where it came from. He had possessed many blades, but the only thing that mattered was whether they served their required function.


      After what he had seen recently, he would view even the lowliest of daggers with respect. It, too, had once been a piece of shapeless metal, given form by the skills of a village blacksmith. And long before that, the metal had been a lump of ore, dug out of the ground and refined and made into ingots. Konrad had some knowledge of that kind of process, having seen the way that gold was produced at the mine in Kislev.


      He thought about the five metals which had gone to make up his new sword, and he wondered where they had been originally mined. Had each come from a different region of the world, brought from distant continents and across vast oceans so they could be welded into one blade?


      On the frontier, metals from broken weapons were often melted down and used again. But the blades of defeated Chaos renegades were never used, because they would corrupt any untainted metal, causing it to corrode and rust very swiftly. All kinds of metal were precious, and it seemed likely that some of the materials which Barra had fabricated into the new sword had once formed part of other weapons, weapons used by warriors in far-off lands who had fought in ancient battles. The men who had carried such blades were long gone, nothing but dust, and yet their weapons had been reincarnated in Konrad’s exquisite sword.


      And some day, long after Konrad was dead and forgotten, his own blade would have become part of a whole armoury of weapons carried by a legion of tomorrow’s fighting men: spears and axes, lances and swords, knives and arrowheads.


      All Konrad could hope was that such a time was very distant, and that his new blade would postpone the final day when he must inevitably fall in battle.


      As he gazed up the River Reik, however, he realized that the voyage was bringing that day closer and closer. He was convinced that Skullface and Elyssa were still in Altdorf. As if he still had the gift of premonition, he knew that he would meet up with them both once he reached the Imperial capital. He also knew that he would not survive his confrontation with Skullface. But this encounter was what his whole life had been leading up to, and he could no more prevent himself from completing the voyage than he could have made himself stop breathing.


      Konrad spent as much time as possible on deck, because he felt too confined if he remained below. His hand was on the pommel of his blade as he glanced up at the sails of the pirate vessel.


      Just as he had never given any thought to how a sword was made, neither until now had he considered how a ship could sail upriver, against the flow of the water and also against the wind.


      His first boat ride had been along the River Lynsk, upstream from Erengrad to Praag, and Konrad had paid very little attention to the ship and how it operated. He was too interested in watching the new land through which he was passing. Now, however, he was studying the vessel all the time, because that was preferable to considering what lay ahead once he reached Altdorf.


      Wolf had arranged for two corsairs to sail towards the Imperial capital, persuading them that the city was vulnerable to assault because the army had been so depleted by the number of troops who had been sent to defend the Kislev frontier. He had also convinced the pirate chiefs that he was the only person who could unlock the secret of the city’s untold wealth. Each ship was an ordinary merchant vessel, but its cargo was far from ordinary. The lower decks were packed with ruthless desperadoes, men whose whole life was devoted to death and destruction, to attacking helpless ships and looting their cargoes. They normally had two enemies, the craft they attacked and also the ocean. The sea could be a more implacable and dangerous opponent than the pirates themselves, but upon the Reik they had no such enemy with which to contend.


      Instead, they were hidden beneath the hatches, kept quiet by uncounted barrels of ale, and whatever amusements they themselves had brought on board. They were not very quiet, however. Only at night were they allowed on deck, when the two vessels had tied up during the hours of darkness.


      The ships stayed far apart, as if they were unconnected. Wolf’s plan was that the first vessel should enter Altdorf and tie up at one of the port’s many berths. The second would then show its true colours, reveal the guns which had been disguised as deck cargo, and begin firing upon the capital. The cannon had been transferred on board from the fast ocean-going ships in which the pirates usually set sail; they were huge, cast from solid metal and decorated with dragons and strange hieroglyphics. They had been built in Cathay, and the gunners were also from that fabled continent. Both ships were crewed by men from all over the world.


      The cannon attack would be a diversion, during which the pirates on board the first vessel would begin their assault from within the city walls. Or that was what Wolf had told the pirates…


      He and Konrad, Litzenreich and Ustnar, were on board the first of the two ships. Marienburg was very lax in its regulations, and the vessel had weighed anchor and sailed upstream without being inspected. There were a number of places on the Reik where it halted under the shadow of a fortress and was made to pay river dues. The fees payable depended upon the cargo being carried, but the majority of customs officials preferred to negotiate without having to board the vessels they should have examined. They were used to dealing with smugglers, and as long as their own personal charges were met they were happy to impose arbitrary official rates.


      The Reik was the most important river in the Empire, in all of the Old World. Its headwaters lay far to the south-east, within the World’s Edge Mountains. One of its sources was a spring in Black Fire Pass, which according to legend had originally bubbled to the surface when Sigmar first set down Ghal-maraz after his triumphant victory over the goblins.


      This made the Reik the longest of all rivers, and it also carried the greatest number of vessels, craft of every type and dimension. So wide and so deep were its waters that ocean-going ships could navigate as far as the capital. Even the tallest of masts did not need to be lowered to pass beneath bridges, because every bridge on the river had a central section which could either be raised or swung aside to permit passage.


      The pirate ship made its way slowly upstream, past the villages and towns which had grown up on the banks of the great river. All of them must have been tempting targets for the raiders, despite the brooding castles which stood high on the outcropping rocks above each centre of habitation. They passed isolated farmsteads, lonely windmills, terraced fields where vines grew, and mile after mile of impenetrable forest. The river was seldom straight for very long, was always twisting between high valleys or meandering across fertile pasture, and all the time it carried the vessel closer to Altdorf.


      The days passed, and the nights, and Konrad was glad that his sword seemed so ordinary. Any one of the pirates would have slain him for his blade, even though they were meant to be allies. They must all have killed for far less, and the same was true of their officers. Konrad seldom saw the captain of the ship; it was the first officer who handled all the daily routine.


      He came from the Estalian Kingdoms, and he gave his name as Guido. He said he could not reveal his family name, because he was of royal blood and preferred to hide his identity. The best way to have hidden it, thought Konrad, was not to admit that one was trying to do so.


      ‘I ran away to sea,’ said Guido, ‘and now I’m surrounded by land. It makes me ill looking at it, the way it keeps still all the time.’


      Guido was about thirty years old, of medium height but slender build, and he was far removed from Konrad’s idea of a pirate. He was cultured and educated, and perhaps really was of high birth. Always dressed in the finest of clothes, which he changed every day, the others on board the ship obeyed his every order with utmost alacrity. His authority came from his position, not his physical strength. The only time there had been any trouble on board was when a topsail was not rigged to Guido’s satisfaction. The two men responsible were immediately flogged, and Guido watched while the cabin boy gave him his regular morning shave. Even Captain de Tevoir treated his first officer with respect, almost as if it were Guido who were the ship’s master.


      ‘My ancestors were bandits and brigands,’ said Guido. ‘They carved out a slice of Estalia hundreds of years ago, and established themselves as rulers. But there was no place for me there. My eldest brother inherited the throne from my father before I was even born. It was lucky he let me survive. Lucky for me, but not for him. One day I’ll return, depose Alphonso and seize my father’s kingdom for myself.’ He shrugged. ‘If I can ever be bothered going back to that dump.’


      He watched as a sailing barge passed slowly by, heading downstream. His gaze was predatory, and he must have wished that he could drop his vessel’s masquerade and loot the passing vessel.


      At first, Konrad tried to avoid Guido. He did not want to have too many dealings with a man he would have to betray, and perhaps even kill. But it was difficult to stay far away on the deck of such a small ship, and they began to spend more and more time in each other’s company. Guido loaned him books, histories the like of which Konrad had never imagined.


      It took a while for him to realize that he had been reading mere fables, invented tales whose resemblance to actual events was very remote. Once he discovered this, and knew that he did not have to study the books as diligently as all the others he had previously read, he enjoyed the improbable adventures considerably. And Guido’s own tales were almost as wildly spectacular as those which Konrad had read.


      In the years since he had left his native village, Konrad had travelled from one side of the Empire to the other, and even beyond. But Guido had travelled from one end of the world, completely circumnavigating the globe, before returning to where he had begun.


      Konrad had no idea how much was true, or how much of what Guido related had actually happened to the pirate himself, but he was fascinated by the tales of all the different lands and the people and creatures who dwelled there.


      ‘I’ve been everywhere,’ Guido said, ‘seen every kind of person – and killed every kind!’ He drew his finger across his throat as he spoke, smiling grimly.


      It was only on such occasions that Konrad recalled who he was dealing with: a cold-blooded killer, someone who would murder a helpless baby without hesitation. That was Guido’s life – to kill and to plunder – and that was why he and his ship were heading towards Altdorf. He was after the richest prize in the Old World, the Imperial capital itself. It was of no consequence how many had to suffer or die so long as Guido and his comrades showed a profit from their marauding voyage.


      They passed safely beyond Carroburg, where the River Bogen flowed into the Reik, and finally came to a halt some twenty miles upstream from the capital, between the villages of Rottefach and Walfen.


      ‘It’s time for us to go ashore,’ Wolf told the captain. ‘We must go ahead and reconnoitre.’


      For almost the first time since leaving Marienburg, all three of Konrad’s companions were on deck together. Many of the crew were aloft in the rigging, furling the sails; others were securing the vessel to the riverbank.


      ‘But of course,’ agreed de Tevoir. ‘You’ll get horses in the next village?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘You will only need two.’


      ‘Two?’ said Wolf, and a moment later his hand was on the hilt of his black sword.


      Konrad reacted simultaneously, as he also realized what the captain meant, and he began to draw his new blade for the first time. But neither of them was fast enough, and in moments they were ensnared by the ropes which had been dropped down onto them by the sailors on the spars above. Litzenreich and Ustnar were also caught, although the dwarf was able to tear his way through the first coils which looped around him. Before he could swing his axe, however, he was clubbed senseless and fell to the deck.


      ‘Two horses,’ said Captain de Tevoir. ‘One for you, one for him.’ He gestured towards Litzenreich. ‘Be back here by dawn, or else these two die.’


      It was almost noon, and Konrad turned as he saw another vessel rounding the bend downstream. He recognized the second pirate ship. They were joining up for the first time since leaving port.


      ‘That isn’t enough time,’ said Wolf.


      ‘Dawn,’ de Tevoir repeated. ‘Both of you be back here by then, or–’


      ‘We’ll be back,’ agreed Wolf, and he looked at Konrad.


      ‘And by then you’ll have fixed it so we can all sail peacefully into Altdorf together.’


      ‘Naturally’ said Wolf, as though that had been his intention from the very start.


      The captain gave a command, and the mercenary and the magician were released from the ropes which had trapped them.


      ‘If you’re not here,’ added de Tevoir, ‘we’re still sailing upstream – only there won’t be as many of us on board.’ He used his cutlass to indicate his captives, in case Wolf was unsure who he meant.


      Konrad struggled against his bonds, but to no avail. Instead he was seized and bound more tightly, tied upright against the mainmast. His belt was unbuckled, his new sword taken away. He had never had a chance to draw the blade, never fought in combat, never shed enemy blood.


      Guido leaned on the bulwark, watching as Wolf and Litzenreich departed. He turned around as Ustnar was hauled to his feet and securely lashed to the same mast as Konrad. They stood back to back, and the first officer walked slowly across the deck to stand in front of Konrad. He held out his hand, and one of the pirates handed him Konrad’s sword belt.


      ‘If it was me,’ he said, ‘I wouldn’t come back.’


      ‘They aren’t you,’ said Konrad.


      ‘No, but you think they’ll come back?’


      Konrad said nothing.


      ‘Would you?’ asked Guido.


      ‘Yes.’


      Guido nodded slowly. ‘You probably would; Wolf probably would; the sorcerer wouldn’t.’


      That was what had been bothering Konrad. Litzenreich thought only of himself. He would not return, not even to help Ustnar. Even if he were not in danger, Litzenreich would do nothing that was not in his own interest. And returning to the pirate vessel could certainly be excluded from that category.


      ‘But they both must return,’ said Guido, turning his head towards the south-east, towards Altdorf. He glanced at the weapon he was carrying, took hold of the scabbard in his left hand and the hilt in his right, then began slowly drawing the blade from its oiled sheath.


      ‘Nice,’ he said. ‘Very nice indeed.’


      ‘If it was up to me,’ said Guido, that afternoon, ‘I’d untie you, Konrad. But I have to follow orders. And I suppose you wouldn’t want to be unbound if the dwarf was kept tied. I could trust you, but not him. You see my dilemma – and yours?’


      ‘Just shut up, will you?’ said Konrad, angrily.


      ‘It annoys you, does it, my talking? In that case, I’ll keep on talking.’


      Konrad felt very weary, and his limbs were stiff. He had been expertly tied; he could hardly move, yet the ropes did not cut excessively into his flesh or impede the circulation of his blood.


      ‘We aren’t stupid,’ Guido continued, ‘or at least some of us aren’t. Did you really think we would let all of you leave? In our business, we often take hostages. Some people are too valuable to kill, and they can be held for ransom.


      ‘How much are you worth, Konrad? Is there anyone who would pay for your freedom? No? It’s the same with me. We are so alike, you and I. We both have only one name, although I doubt somehow that you are of noble blood. And speaking of blood, it seems that you will soon be losing a great deal of yours. As well as your life, of course. Have you ever thought much about blood, Konrad? Why do we have it, I wonder? What is it for?’


      Guido paused, as if considering the nature of blood, then said, ‘Would you like me to read to you, Konrad? Would you like to hear a fabulous tale of distant Lustria?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘A story of what once happened to an unfortunate wastrel in Naggaroth?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘What about one of my own adventures in Araby?’


      ‘No!’


      ‘There’s no pleasing some people.’ Guido sighed, but he was becoming more amused at Konrad’s irritation. ‘One day, you realize, I will be telling of how I took part in the sack of Altdorf. It will go down in history. Such a pity you won’t see the great event. You will be there, let me assure you, tied to one of the yardarms. Captain de Tevoir thinks that the bodies of his most recent victims bring the ship good luck. I wonder how he will have you killed?’


      Konrad bit his lower lip, forcing himself not to respond.


      ‘I think it should be with your own sword. Quite appropriate, and poetic, don’t you think? I’d consider it an honour to execute you, Konrad. And, believe me, it would be done swiftly and as painlessly as possible.’


      Konrad bit even harder, tasting blood. He clenched his fists and closed his eyes. Would he be the first human victim of the magnificent blade which had been made especially for him?


      ‘But what about the dwarf? What should I do with him? Cut off his head with his axe?’


      ‘Why don’t you shove your own head up your arse?’ grunted Ustnar, speaking for the first time since his capture. ‘That’s where your mouth already is.’


      ‘We could do that with your ugly head,’ said Guido. ‘Would that be your dying wish?’


      ‘Go mutate!’ growled Ustnar.


      ‘Perhaps we could hold a contest between the two of you,’ Guido suggested. ‘You fight each other. That would produce one of your deaths. The crew love to watch such duels, it saves them having to fight each other. Human against dwarf, sword against axe. You could use each other’s weapon. Perhaps I should suggest that to de Tevoir.’


      ‘You seem very certain that Wolf and Litzenreich won’t return,’ said Konrad – although he felt almost certain himself.


      ‘I know they won’t return,’ said Guido. ‘Ah well, I can’t stand around talking all day. Unlike you two, I have work to do.’


      The rest of the day passed by slowly. It seemed to Konrad that there were fewer boats on the river than usual, but he could have been imagining it. He kept imagining all kinds of things – that a war fleet from Altdorf was about to attack the pirate ships, while an army battalion did the same from the shore; that Wolf and Litzenreich would return to rescue him and Ustnar.


      But nothing happened. The ships lay quietly against the side of the river, their timbers creaking as they rocked gently back and forth.


      On board, the crew sharpened their swords and their knives, making ready for their impending assault on the greatest city of the Old World.


      Night fell, and with the darkness came the cold. Mannslieb rose to the east, but never climbed far above the horizon, setting a few hours later.


      Morrslieb made no appearance. Konrad would have welcomed the lesser moon, despite its spectral light. No lanterns had been lit on deck, the two ships blending in with the night. He gazed up at the stars, unable to sleep, not wishing to sleep, and wondered if he would live to see another dawn.


      He woke to the sound of soft footsteps on the deck, at first angry that he had fallen asleep, then on edge because of what he had heard. The sky was still black, without any hint of impending sunrise. They could not be coming for him yet, he realized, and he had detected only one pair of footsteps.


      There were two guards positioned nearby, and it was not they who were moving. The sound was so faint that it seemed neither of them had heard it. Perhaps they had also fallen asleep. Konrad listened as the first sailor was killed. It was done so expertly that the second crewman knew nothing about it. Then once again came the sound of a blade slicing through a throat, and another body crumpled onto the deck.


      Konrad felt the ropes which held him being cut, and he turned, trying to see Wolf’s face.


      ‘Let’s get out of here,’ a familiar voice whispered to him and Ustnar.


      It was familiar, but it was not Wolf – it was Guido.


      This was not a time for questions, and he and the dwarf followed the dim shape of the first officer as he led them to one side of the ship, down a rope ladder and into the small boat waiting for them. Guido took the oars and began rowing upstream. They made their way slowly against the current, away from the two corsairs, and towards Altdorf. Guido rowed for an hour, by which time the sky had begun to redden above the hills in the east. He turned the boat towards the south bank of the river, running it onto the mud.


      ‘Here,’ he said, shipping the oars and then reaching behind him. He produced Konrad’s sword and Ustnar’s axe.


      Konrad stood up and buckled on his sword belt; Ustnar gazed at Guido, then slung the axe across his back; and the three of them climbed from the boat and dragged it ashore, hiding the frail craft in the thick foliage a few yards from the river bank.


      ‘What’s going on?’ asked Konrad.


      ‘Wolf recruited me in Marienburg,’ said Guido. ‘He knew that de Tevoir would never allow you all to leave. It was my job to get anyone who was left off the ship.’


      ‘What’s in it for you?’ asked Ustnar, eyeing him suspiciously.


      ‘I think it may be healthier to be on land than on board ship today, and also far more profitable.’


      It seemed Guido still believed that it was Wolf’s intention to raid the Imperial treasury – and maybe, thought Konrad, it was…


      ‘Wolf and Litzenreich are waiting for us in Altdorf,’ said Guido, ‘but the two ships will reach the city first. By the time we get there, it should be quite lively.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOURTEEN


      Guido was wrong in one respect: the two pirate ships did not reach Altdorf before they did. The one upon which Konrad and Ustnar had been held captive was sunk by the Imperial forces that had attempted to block the river. The other vessel succeeded, however, its guns blasting a fiery passage through the defensive flotilla. It sailed on up the Reik towards the capital.


      The three of them had managed to pass upstream of the blockading ships before the battle commenced, and they watched the conflict from the riverbank. Units of the Altdorf city guard were patrolling each side of the river, to kill any survivors from the first corsair, and to ensure that no hostile battalions could reach the city by land. They probably believed the river boats were part of a combined assault.


      It took quite a while for Konrad, Ustnar and Guido to evade all the patrols. After his hours of confinement, the dwarf was eager for action, to seek vengeance for what had happened to him, and it did not really matter who he killed. At one point they were hiding only a dozen yards from a foot patrol. Ustnar gripped his axe tightly, as if restraining the weapon, that without him it would launch itself at the soldiers. He recognized that he must subdue his bloodlust for a while. They were far too outnumbered and could not take on the military might of the city’s army and hope to survive.


      Once they reached Altdorf, Konrad realized, they would be up against far more than the army. Everyone was their enemy: the pirates who were attacking the city, as well as the forces who were defending it, and also all the creatures of damnation who dwelled beneath the capital. And what of the Imperial guard? Had every human who wore the uniform of the Emperor’s bodyguard been subverted, become transformed into a slave of Chaos?


      Long before they came in sight of the white walls of the city, they heard the sound of gunfire once again. Altdorf was under bombardment from the surviving pirate ship. They saw many fires within the capital, and clouds of thick black smoke rose from the various conflagrations. It seemed that Wolf had conjured up the diversion he had wanted.


      ‘Where is Wolf?’ Konrad asked.


      ‘We meet him at sunset,’ said Guido.


      It would be almost then by the time they reached the city. Their journey had been long and slow, keeping away from all the woodland tracks in order to avoid the soldiers.


      ‘And Litzenreich?’ asked Ustnar.


      ‘Who knows?’ said Guido.


      Konrad wondered if the wizard had been aware when he left the ship that Wolf had arranged for Guido to release de Tevoir’s hostages – even though Konrad and Ustnar themselves did not know – or whether he even cared. But Litzenreich had made sure that Konrad’s new weapon had included warpstone in its fabrication, and he knew the sorcerer never did anything without a reason.


      Ustnar would do whatever Litzenreich required. Guido seemed to be after as much plunder as he could steal. Having arranged the voyage to Altdorf and all the current mayhem, Wolf must also have had a course of action in mind.


      As so often, it seemed that Konrad was simply carried by events. But there was far more to it than that, he had come to realize. The disparate parts of his life were at last falling into place, forming a pattern that he could almost recognize. He intended to thwart the plans of the armies of damnation, to prevent them from placing an impostor upon the Imperial crown. Skullface was at the centre of this nefarious scheme, Konrad was sure – which meant that he would inevitably be in conflict with the mysterious figure.


      But Konrad wanted more than mere conflict, he wanted a confrontation with Skullface.


      And, no matter what had happened to her, he also wanted to find Elyssa.


      Last night he had been a prisoner on board de Tevoir’s ship, and he had begun to believe he would never see another day. Instead it was the pirate chief who had died. Konrad had watched the captain being butchered when he waded ashore after his vessel had been destroyed.


      Another night was falling, and this time Konrad more than believed he would not see the subsequent dawn. He knew…


      From their vantage point, he was able to observe that the other pirate ship had not penetrated the city walls, where it could have bombarded Altdorf to more deadly effect. It was mid-river, firing at the fortifications and repelling all boarding attempts. It was difficult to distinguish precisely what was happening, however, because of the gloom and all the smoke from the guns and the fires.


      As they came closer to the city, Konrad noticed that it was not simply drifting smoke which was obscuring their vision. A pale mist was forming on the river itself, rising eerily up to blend with the impending night, apparently causing the sun to set earlier than it should have done. It was not only the eyes which were affected by the thick mist, but the other senses. Some sounds became magnified, whilst others were severely muted.


      The distant clash of weapons and the screams of the dying that echoed across the river seemed to be made by a whole legion of warriors fighting another army. There appeared to be far more damage within the city than could have been caused by one renegade vessel, no matter how many cutthroats were on board – and none of the pirates had yet invaded the capital.


      Had the regiments of Chaos chosen this time to rise up against the Imperial forces? Was that the true purpose of Wolf’s diversion? Konrad had discovered that his comrade, like himself, was touched by Chaos. But had Wolf’s infection completely corrupted his whole body? How much had his body mutated beneath his black armour?


      Guido had been leading the way, and they cut across from the Reik, heading diagonally towards the south-west corner of the city walls. The river battle was obscured from sight, but not from their hearing. Konrad kept watching the battlements. If one of the defenders happened to look down, the three of them would have been immediately visible and would soon fall victim to a volley of arrows. But the observation turrets seemed deserted. The mist from the river had begun drifting across the land and encircling the city, as if following the three of them. At first it was at ankle height, but slowly began to rise. The fog was cold, very cold, biting through Konrad’s clothes like a winter Kislev wind. He shivered, chilled to the bone.


      They reached a narrow door by the side of one of the main entrances to the capital. Both the heavy gate and the smaller entrance were firmly closed, which demonstrated the seriousness of the situation within the city. Altdorf prided itself on allowing access even during the middle of the night; it was no isolated village frightened of the dark, terrified of the creatures which inhabited the midnight hours.


      Guido halted and leaned against the wall. He put his hand to his mouth, trying to mask a sudden cough as the mist rose up to his face. Konrad could hardly see him, and Ustnar had vanished beneath the rising mist.


      ‘We wait,’ whispered Guido, pulling his collar up to cover his mouth.


      ‘You seem to know your way around,’ said Konrad, gazing up towards the towers above the massive gate. They also appeared unoccupied.


      ‘I’ve been everywhere,’ Guido replied, as the fog enveloped him. He was only a yard away, but totally invisible.


      Konrad drew his new sword. He had done this many times since Barra had made the blade for him, although never on board the corsair. Previously, his only purpose had been to admire the sword, to wish that he could wield it in combat. Now he held the blade because he felt safer with it in his hand, but this was also the first time he believed he might need to use the weapon.


      The fog was as cold in Konrad’s nostrils as it had been on his skin, and he attempted to breathe shallowly, taking as little of the unnatural air into his lungs as possible.


      He heard the peal of a bell, a sound he knew must have come from a distance, although it appeared quite near. He had heard the same sound every evening during his stay in Altdorf. It was the sunset bell, although because of the mist this could have been any time of the day or night.


      Then he heard another sound, and he spun around. The gateway where they stood was suddenly open, and two figures stood on the other side of the wall. Wolf was clad in his black armour, Litzenreich wore his dark robes. The three newcomers hurried through, and Wolf swung the gate closed behind them, cutting out the pale mist.


      ‘You took your time,’ he said.


      Konrad jerked an inquisitorial thumb towards Guido.


      ‘He’s with us,’ said Wolf. ‘Did I forget to tell you?’ He grinned, baring his sharpened teeth.


      He carried his helmet under his arm. If his body had become transformed, it had not yet affected his tattooed face.


      There was no sign of the fog within the walls, or of anything else. No one was in sight except the mercenary and the magician. It was as if the entire capital were deserted.


      Wolf turned then suddenly halted, gazing into the city.


      ‘Why is it dark?’ he demanded, drawing his black sword and glancing at Litzenreich. ‘And where is everyone?’


      It must have been light a few seconds ago, the streets full of people.


      Now everything was almost black. Outside it had been sunset, here it was the middle of the night. Only Morrslieb was visible in the sky, casting its greenish hue over the Imperial capital. The spectral moon seemed larger, nearer, than Konrad had ever seen it previously. It appeared to be directly above the Imperial Palace, almost touching the replica of Sigmar’s warhammer mounted on top of the spire.


      Everything was silent, as if there were no desperate battle taking place beyond the walls, as if there had been no uprising by the Chaos legions who lurked within.


      Konrad saw a sudden movement at his feet, and he thrust out his sword. There was a screech. He raised the blade, upon which was impaled a rat. He flung its writhing body aside, noticing that there were thousands of the creatures scurrying through the streets. It was as if it were a rodent city, that nothing human dwelled within the walls of the capital.


      Shrouded by the freezing mist, the entire city was in thrall to a potent magic spell.


      He glanced at Litzenreich who was muttering under his breath and ritually pointing his staff, evidently conjuring up his own enchantments to protect himself and his comrades.


      ‘Now what?’ he asked Wolf.


      ‘We save the Emperor, of course,’ Wolf told him. ‘What else?’


      ‘Save the Emperor?’ echoed Guido. ‘Save him from what?’


      Konrad turned his gaze back to Litzenreich. It seemed he had no objection to what Wolf had said. The wizard was watching the swarming rats, and he nodded with approval. The skaven must have been responsible for what was happening to the Imperial capital – and that meant they were using warpstone for their depraved sorcery.


      ‘To the Imperial Palace,’ said Wolf, and he lowered his helmet into position. The palace was where Karl-Franz resided when he was in Altdorf, and so he must have returned from his sojourn in Talabheim.


      Wolf turned and hurried away. Litzenreich and Ustnar followed, as did Konrad.


      ‘I don’t know about saving the Emperor,’ said Guido, who ran to catch up with Konrad, ‘but I’m not staying here on my own.’


      Altdorf was the largest city in the Old World, yet it seemed totally uninhabited – except by a plague of rats. There were lights in the houses, the taverns, but there was no sign of anyone within; no one else was on the streets except the five of them.


      But then Konrad realized they were not alone, that there were numerous faint shapes in the square. Scores of immobile translucent figures only became visible when he was almost upon them.


      These were the citizens of Altdorf, and they had become like characters in a painting – although far less substantial.


      Were they all dead, and these their spirits?


      But a wagon could not have a ghost, and directly ahead was such a vehicle being pulled by two horses. Konrad reached out to touch the flank of one of the animals, and his left hand sank through its ethereal flesh as easily as if it were water. His fingers were instantly numb with freezing cold. He drew back his arm immediately, flexing his fingers and shaking his hand to restore heat and vitality, then hurried on past the frozen apparitions.


      Civilians who had been fleeing the assault, troops who had been rushing into combat: they were all ghosts, more than dead but less than living.


      And they would become truly dead once Chaos took its final fatal grip on the capital.


      Konrad ran without sound, his body casting no moonshadow. When he noticed the other four, it seemed as though they were moving at half-speed. They ran like figures viewed in a dream landscape. He felt that he was running normally, but he was maintaining the same pace as the others, and so his own movements must have been similarly slowed.


      Konrad was glad of the sword hilt in his hand, something he could feel and could trust. He wished for an enemy, even for a hundred enemies – and he knew he would not have long to wait.


      They entered the palace by way of the main entrance. The gates were wide open, but the intruders went unchallenged because there were no sentries at their posts, not even spectral ones.


      The Imperial guard were responsible for protecting the palace, but if they had all become servants of Slaanesh their absence could be explained. Whenever Morrslieb was full, it was a night when Chaos was on the ascendant.


      And Konrad had never known a time when the portents were more menacingly auspicious. It was as if the legions of Chaos were massed directly outside Altdorf, and at any moment the city walls would burst asunder and the capital would forever become a part of the benighted Wastes.


      Wolf had halted in the courtyard, deserted except for a wraithlike cavalry troop. The knights were Templars of Sigmar, riders and horses petrified into intangible equestrian statues. Litzenreich and Ustnar caught up with him, then Konrad and Guido joined the other three, and they all stared up at the immense building which lay before them.


      ‘What’s happening?’ Konrad asked Litzenreich.


      ‘Nothing,’ answered Litzenreich. ‘Nothing at all. The world has ceased to move. All of time is standing still.’ He gazed around him. ‘It is very impressive, is it not?’


      Konrad and his comrades were unaffected, as were the rodent vermin which normally inhabited the sewers beneath the city. And time could not have been frozen for the ones who had cast the powerful temporal spell – the creatures of damnation who had claimed the Imperial Palace as their own.


      Wolf held his black sword, Konrad his new blade, Guido his cutlass, Ustnar his axe, and Litzenreich his sorcerer’s staff. Side by side, the five began to climb the curved flight of wide steps which led up towards the palace entrance. The stone steps were huge, as if built for giants, and everything within the main building had also been constructed on an exaggerated scale.


      The first doorway was almost big enough for de Tevoir’s corsair to have sailed through. The chamber beyond was vast, its high vaulted ceiling supported by flying buttresses upon which were carved all kinds of mythical beings and fabulous beasts. The walls on either side were lined with enormous statues of every previous Emperor, like a rank of troops all arrayed in their Imperial finery.


      Flights of marble steps to either side led up to the higher levels of the palace, where the day to day business of administering the Empire was conducted, and to the Emperor’s private quarters.


      ‘That way,’ said Litzenreich, his staff pointing directly ahead.


      Wolf hesitated, but Konrad did not. He ran towards the arch. Beyond, he knew, each successive room was dedicated to a different Imperial ruler. Filled with trophies and the spoils of forgotten campaigns, the chambers were decorated with paintings and tapestries depicting the entire history of each reign.


      And in the centre of each room was a stone plinth bearing the mortal remains of each Emperor. Sometimes there would be a stone coffin, sometimes a gold sarcophagus; sometimes there were gilded bones, and sometimes nothing. Altdorf had not always been the Imperial capital, and many Emperors had been interred elsewhere. But each of them had their own chamber within the palace, and by each plinth, whether empty or not, stood a member of the Imperial guard. Not only were they the guardians of the present Emperor, but of every previous one.


      The other four followed as Konrad entered the first room, which was that of Luitpold, the father of Karl-Franz. His body lay encased within a bejewelled casket, upon which his effigy had been embossed. It was illuminated by the haunted light of Morrslieb, which filtered through the panels of the stained glass circle in the high ceiling. His bodyguard stood on duty by the coffin, resplendent in his shining uniform. Everything appeared as it should have done – except that the guard was not human…


      Unlike everyone beyond the confines of the Imperial Palace, the sentry was more than an immaterial spirit. But, like those who had attacked the Grey Stoat tavern, he was a beastman with bovine features. His face was tusked, his head horned.


      Konrad was about to attack when he noticed that the creature appeared to be as dead as Luitpold. The brute stood without breathing, without even blinking, as lifeless as one of the statues in the outer hallway – or as everyone else in Altdorf.


      Day or night, each of the sacred halls was lit by a series of perfumed candles which rested in sconces along the walls. There was something strange about the candles, and Konrad paused to examine one of them. It was lit, but the flame did not flicker. There was no smell from the scented tallow, no heat from the flame, and the light cast no shadow. He hesitated for a moment, then ran his hand through the flame, and it felt cold, almost as if the fire were frozen. He shivered and tried to blow out the flame, then to extinguish the tiny ersatz blaze between his thumb and forefinger, but all to no avail.


      The five went on, and the next chamber was similar to the first: a coffin reverently protected by a beastman in the uniform of an Imperial guard, surrounded by relics of the Emperor and decorated by scenes of his triumphs, all illuminated by numinous moonlight and the ghostly candles.


      Each successive room was more ancient than the one before, having been constructed upon the death of that Emperor. The halls had been added wherever there was space, sometimes at right angles, sometimes on a different level. Racing through the chambers, travelling back over the aeons, was like going through a maze.


      Wolf was a few paces behind Konrad when he suddenly yelled, ‘This time you die!’


      Konrad instinctively leapt aside, turning and raising his new sword – but Wolf’s challenge had been issued to someone else, some invisible entity.


      He swung his black sword, slicing the blade through the empty air. He lunged forward, swiftly bringing up his shield to protect himself.


      Konrad watched in disbelief as Wolf was thrown back by the weight of a disembodied foe, which sent him crashing against an antique lacquered cabinet containing a priceless collection of porcelain, every piece of which crumbled into powder. Then Wolf sprang back into the attack, launching himself against an opponent only visible to him. His sword thrust forward, striking at nothingness.


      While the other three went on, Konrad held back, hoping to help Wolf in his battle – but he could see no enemy.


      Wolf was fighting against an unknown adversary from his past. It was his own personal battle, and there was nothing that Konrad could do. He had to go on, he must go on.


      He turned and followed the wizard and the dwarf and the pirate as they proceeded through the next chambers, their footsteps silent upon the marble floors.


      A minute later it was the turn of Ustnar to fall prey to the spectral adversaries who haunted his past.


      He was advancing past an ancient sarcophagus when suddenly he yelled out a dwarf warcurse. His axe swung, and he screamed out his battlecry, his eyes focused on something which no one else could see. The weapon which Barra had made for him caused mayhem within the hallowed hall. The bestial guard was not his foe, but a wild swing of the battleaxe sliced through the sentry’s armour – and the sentry within, splitting him in twain. The two halves of the beastman fell slowly to the floor. Like a statue, the corpse did not bleed.


      Ustnar’s axe repeatedly hacked through the air and whatever else was in range, seeking out the insubstantial enemy which seemed to be taking refuge behind the material objects in the chamber. Tapestries were shredded, paintings slashed, ancient armour wrecked, the fragile stone coffin itself dislodged from the plinth where it had lain undisturbed for centuries, cracking open and spilling the ancient emperor’s fragile bones onto the floor. Ustnar kicked the skull away, yelling another fearsome oath as he launched himself once more at his unknown foe, destroying everything else that lay in his path.


      Again, Konrad could do nothing. There must be no diversions, and he ventured deeper into the palace, amongst the tombs and memorials of the emperors who had lived and died a millennium and a half ago. The sound of Ustnar’s battle was soon lost, as if it were taking place far away – or long ago.


      He felt cold, colder than when the mist had enshrouded his body, but his skin prickled with sweat. He and Litzenreich glanced at one another for a moment, and the wizard must also have been wondering who would be the next to succumb to the palace’s secret defences. They advanced together, separating only to pass on either side of each plinth and the mutated sentry who guarded it, while Guido followed.


      ‘Please!’ begged Litzenreich, falling to his knees and gazing up at nothing – nothing and everything.


      But even as he pleaded, he was pointing with his staff and conjuring up a spell: aiming at the unseen threat, about to use his magical powers to strike out in defiance.


      The chamber was suddenly ablaze with streaks of multicoloured lightning, appearing from the empty air, all of which were aimed Litzenreich. He used his staff to fend them off, as a swordsman would parry blows with his blade. Then he was back on his feet, retaliating in kind, and bolts of energy cascaded from his wand.


      It was even more dangerous to be near Litzenreich than Ustnar, and Konrad left him to fight his own battle. He and Guido hurried on into the next hall of the dead, and then the next. Every chamber through which they passed was a step back in time, as if they were walking across the centuries.


      Until at last they reached the final sacred hall, the one which was dedicated to Sigmar himself.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIFTEEN


      There were more legends told of Sigmar Heldenhammer than of any other Emperor, and yet this chamber was the most barren. Sigmar had founded the Empire, and the walls were covered with numerous friezes in his honour; but all of the paintings and sculptures had been made long after Sigmar’s reign. The first emperor had lived two and a half thousand years ago, and he had not been seen since he had made his final journey back to Black Fire Pass to return Ghal-maraz to the dwarf race – not seen by anyone human. Upon the plinth where his mortal remains should have lain was a black velvet cushion which bore the only known relic of his reign. It was the handle of the dagger which Sigmar had carried at the battle of Black Fire Pass.


      Konrad halted. There could be no going on, because this was the last chamber and there was but one doorway. He stared around, knowing that whatever was waiting for him must have been here. He gazed up, seeing the deformed shape of Morrslieb through the stained glass. The moon had been in exactly the same position in each chamber of the necropolis. Normally it passed across the night sky far more swiftly. But tonight it had become still. Time had indeed ceased to exist. There was no time – and there was every time.


      He looked at Guido, who returned his gaze. The pirate frowned and raised his hand towards his lips. He opened his mouth as if to speak, and Konrad saw his tongue move – then realized it could not be a tongue. It was brown, it was covered in fur…


      The head of a rat appeared from Guido’s mouth!


      One of the pirate’s cheeks bulged and split, and the bloody snout of another rat ripped through the flesh. His left eye disappeared, and a third rat burst through the cavity – its sharp teeth chewing upon the eyeball.


      Guido’s entire body shook and trembled, then was suddenly torn apart from within as a fetid horde of blood-drenched rats spewed out from his innards, from his chest and his guts, his arms and his legs. He had been devoured from within, his human shape supported by a skeleton of rodents.


      Konrad gazed in horror as Guido’s clothes and shed skin and cutlass fell to the ground. The squealing pack of rats dispersed throughout the chamber, vanishing into the holes along the edges of the walls.


      This was truly skaven sorcery. The Imperial guard may have become devotees of Slaanesh, but it was the servants of the Horned God who had drawn Konrad into the heart of the Imperial Palace.


      Clutching his new sword, Konrad remembered that the warpstone within the blade had come from the ratbeasts who had attacked on High Bridge. Had those skaven been a deliberate sacrifice, to beckon him along the Reik? And when he had voyaged towards Altdorf it was Guido, a skaven construct, who had made sure that he escaped from the pirate ship.


      And now Konrad was alone once more, as he had been so often in his life. His mouth was dry, his heart thudding in his chest, his palms damp.


      He had been drawn into a trap. The only escape was to retreat the way he had come. He turned – and saw a deformed creature rushing towards him. It had appeared from nowhere, and all his reasoning told him that it could not possibly exist.


      Its body was translucent, and it was one of the most primitive mutants he had ever encountered: shambling and ungainly, with matted grey fur, the face of a dog, fanged and taloned, carrying a rusty sword.


      The beast seemed somehow familiar, but Konrad did not know why. He raised his own sword, bringing it swiftly down across the thing’s neck, trying to decapitate the brute. His sword passed straight through, without any resistance. The apparition began to dissolve, however, but was immediately replaced by another beastman.


      This one was huge, its face upside down, clad in pieces of tarnished armour, wearing a weapons belt around its fat belly and with an axe growing out of the end of its right arm. And this one Konrad did recognize: it was the first beast he had slain the day that his village had been annihilated. It was the one he had skinned, whose hide he had used to camouflage himself. He tried to kill the creature again, plunging his blade into its chest, but the mutant was already disintegrating, its place immediately claimed by yet another creature of the damned – this time a skaven.


      Then he remembered the first monstrosity, where he had seen it before. It was the beastman he had stabbed to death when it attacked Elyssa. They had met the first time that day because he had saved the girl’s life.


      He swung at the skaven, and that also melted away, to be replaced by a creature which seemed to be half-insect, half-human. It had the legs of a man, the upper body of what might have been an ant, with four thin limbs growing from its black carapace. And like all the others, it was already dead. He had slain the beast with his bow and arrow when his village was assaulted. It was a ghost, they were all ghosts. It seemed that he was being assailed by the spirits of all the beastmen he had ever slain – and each time he swung at them, each time one vanished and was supplanted by the next, Konrad felt weakened.


      When yet another creature materialized, this time above him, he tried to lift his sword but it felt almost too heavy. It was one of the flying beasts which had swooped upon Konrad when he had returned with Wolf to the site of his destroyed village. The creature had more substance than the previous mutants, and yet Konrad’s sword could make no impact upon his assailant. As with all the other brutes, the blade passed harmlessly into its scaly hide and through its incorporeal body.


      Then Konrad saw that his weapon was becoming transparent – and so was his own arm! His sleeve seemed to have vanished, his skin to have evaporated. He saw the veins which carried his blood, the tendons and sinews beneath the missing flesh. Then they too faded away, leaving nothing but whitened bone, which also disappeared as if disintegrating over the aeons.


      His energy was being drained through the sword, sucked into those he was trying to destroy. Instead it was they who were destroying him, making themselves stronger and more substantial while his vitality ebbed away. His whole essence seemed to be vanishing, his entire body growing invisible.


      He backed away, not wanting to use his blade, because that was how he was being depleted. The warpdust had come from the skaven, and it was the warpdust which was leeching his life-force.


      But without Konrad trying to defend himself, the flying beast-man pressed forward, its own sword sweeping at him. The weapon passed through Konrad’s body, leaving no physical mark, yet stealing more of his substance.


      More and more hideous shapes materialized all around him, the shadows of his bestial victims. They had long ago perished, but they seemed far more alive than Konrad. It was he who belonged to the ghostly realm.


      He was fading, fading faster, while his enemies screamed in silent triumph, growing more tangible with every moment. And with every moment, Konrad dissolved a fraction more.


      He found himself pressed up against the plinth upon which lay Sigmar’s one holy relic – against it and into it…


      He reached out with his left hand, trying to hold himself back, and saw his fingers melting deeper into the stone. Raising his hand up through the plinth, through the velvet cushion, he touched what remained of the knife, and was able to feel the ancient ivory handle against his palm. He took a firm grip, and as he did so his fist regained its shape and colour.


      Konrad saw his hand again properly – and he also saw the blade of the knife.


      The metal of Sigmar’s knife which had rusted away centuries ago was visible once more, sharp and gleaming as if newly forged. Where there had been a cold numbness in Konrad’s fingers, there was now warmth. He sensed a glow rising up his arm, and his limb swiftly lost its transparency.


      He was becoming whole once more, becoming more than whole. A surge of energy suffused his entire body, replenishing his lost strength. He felt totally invigorated, and he leapt forth against his legion of enemies. He had destroyed them once, and now he must obliterate them again.


      Instead of draining his spirit, the warpblade now gave Konrad new vitality. The sword sliced through the air – and through ugly feral flesh, killing the undead. These were the Chaos breed that he had battled on the Kislev frontier, which had now been reborn in the heart of the Empire, and which he had to defeat once more. Their mutated bodies had long ago rotted, but this time he was conquering their souls, casting their foul spirits into eternal oblivion.


      He also used Sigmar’s knife to drive the unliving horde away, stabbing and gouging at the flesh which was not flesh, and which lost its substance at the same rate with which his own powers increased.


      Yet it was as if the dagger were wielded by some external force, that Konrad had control of the right side of his body, whilst his left was under the influence of some greater entity.


      He had felt this way before, during the battle with the cave-dwelling goblins. Then, he knew, he had been truly possessed, driven to supreme feats by the authority of the spiritual power which had manipulated his complete being.


      ‘There is some part of Sigmar in everyone,’ Galea had told him. ‘There is more of Sigmar in you than in most.’


      Again Konrad was Sigmar’s chosen warrior, destroying the malevolent invaders who had dared to invade the god’s most ancient sepulchre.


      Awareness was immediate: it was not the skaven who had lured Konrad here, although that was what they believed; it was the spirit of Sigmar who had guided Konrad to this place, to this time.


      Konrad opened his mind to the founder of the Empire, to the man who had become a god.


      Together, yet as one, fighting within a single physical body, they slew the battalions of damnation, driving them back to the abyss of darkness whence they had been spawned.


      Rivers of invisible blood gushed forth, dozens of insubstantial limbs were severed, scores of unseen bones were snapped, organs sliced, entrails spilled. All of Konrad’s years of carnage were compressed into one titanic ordeal of death.


      He slew them all again, all the festering Chaos vermin he had ever fought. The goblins in the dwarf temple and Kastring the pagan chief, the pale troglodytes beneath Altdorf and Zuntermein the Slaaneshi priest, Taungar the corrupted sergeant and the skaven pack who had attacked on the bridge in Marienburg.


      They were all but faint incarnations of their previous selves, forever banished by the potency of Konrad’s warpblade and the innate power of Sigmar’s holy dagger.


      And then the battle was over, every opponent defeated, and Konrad was alone within himself. The spirit of Sigmar had returned to the outer realms where he dwelled, and Konrad felt both exhausted and yet revitalized.


      He glanced around, and nothing seemed to have changed. The Imperial guard stood in his place, still immobile, still a bull-creature. Morrslieb cast its haunted luminescence over the mausoleum, while the candle flames remained frozen.


      Konrad looked down at the knife in his left hand, the hand which was once more his own, and he watched as the blade slowly faded into invisibility. Once more all that was left of Sigmar’s dagger was the fragile bone handle. He put the ancient weapon back in its place upon the black velvet cushion. Then, except for Guido’s remains upon the marble slabs, everything was truly as it had been before he entered the chamber.


      Except for Silver Eye.


      ‘Konrad,’ hissed the skaven, ‘you going to try and kill me once more, yes?’


      The ratbeast was standing in a corner of the chamber, as if he had materialized out of the shadows. He looked like Silver Eye, with the same tribal markings, the same scavenged armour, the same metal teeth, the same piece of warpstone in place of his left eye, the same jagged sword, and he carried the triangular shield which bore the golden crest of mailed fist and crossed arrows. But he did not sound like Silver Eye.


      ‘Gaxar!’ gasped Konrad.


      ‘Who else?’


      Konrad raised his sword and rushed towards the skaven.


      ‘Stop! Stop!’ commanded Gaxar, and he lifted his own sword. ‘One step and the Emperor dies!’


      Only then did Konrad notice that the transformed grey seer was not alone in the gloom. There was a human figure to his right, a figure that Konrad recognized from paintings and from the Imperial currency. It was Karl-Franz of the House of the Second Wilhelm, the Emperor himself – or the doppelganger that Gaxar had created in his subterranean lair beneath Middenheim.


      ‘That’s not the Emperor,’ Konrad said, but he halted.


      ‘Perhaps not,’ said Gaxar. ‘But if that’s not the Emperor, then this is!’


      He gestured to his left, and there was another man with him in the dimness. Another Emperor Karl-Franz.


      One of them was the true Emperor, but which? Or were they both impostors, created by Gaxar’s necromantic talents?


      ‘I knew you could give the dead a semblance of life,’ said Konrad, ‘but how did you revive yourself?’


      ‘That was thanks to my loyal bodyguard. After you slew me, Fenbrod did me the honour of devouring my innards – my brain, my heart, my liver. He consumed the essence of my being so that I might be reincarnated within his body.’


      ‘And Fenbrod?’ Konrad had never known Silver Eye’s true name until now, and neither had he cared.


      ‘There was only room for one of us within his body. He sacrificed himself for me, as a loyal servant should do. I must admit it is pleasant to have two paws once again, although the lack of an eye is disconcerting.’


      ‘So I did you a favour by killing you?’


      ‘Ha!’ Gaxar barked out his laughter. ‘Now it’s my turn to kill you, Konrad. But when you die, you die forever!’


      ‘What about the shield?’ said Konrad.


      ‘What?’ asked Gaxar. ‘The shield?’


      ‘Where does that shield come from?’


      For a moment, Gaxar gazed down at the battered shield he held. ‘How should I know?’ he growled. ‘Let us fight!’


      ‘Why?’


      ‘Why? Why! Because I want to kill you, Konrad, that’s why that’s why! I now possess Fenbrod’s brutal strength, and J still have my own magical skills. I intend to destroy you. No one kills me and gets away with it!’ Gaxar barked out his rodent laughter once more.


      Perhaps the bodyguard’s memories had been obliterated when the grey seer had claimed his fur and bones, and so Gaxar knew nothing of the shield. But he must have known something of Elyssa, because she had been in the underground chamber with the skaven sorcerer, watching as Litzenreich and Ustnar were crucified – and Skullface had also been there.


      Konrad shrugged and stepped backwards.


      ‘You’ve got to fight! Don’t you want to save your Emperor?’


      ‘My Emperor? Why should I care what happens to him?’


      ‘I’ll kill him, I’ll kill him!’ yelled Gaxar, and he moved threateningly towards the figure to his right. Then he paused and spun around, his blade aimed at the second identical shape. ‘So cunning, you humans, so very cunning.’


      The twin figures were both wearing the clothes of a courtier, and both stood without moving. Although not as rigid as the members of the Imperial guard who were stationed throughout the palace, it was clear that Gaxar had them under his spell and that they were unable to act of their own free will. But only one of them could ever have had any volition; the other had always been a creation of the grey seer’s, brought by him from Middenheim to the capital.


      Captured by the skaven, the true Emperor was about to be replaced by his double, a puppet of the ratmen. The exchange must have been intended for tonight. If Karl-Franz were replaced by a servant of Chaos, the awesome consequences would be unimaginable.


      ‘Kill him,’ said Konrad, feigning unconcern. He shrugged again.


      ‘No,’ said Gaxar. ‘You kill him! You choose, Konrad. Which one should live, which one should die? One is the true Karl-Franz. You must decide which one – and execute the other!’


      ‘Why should I?’


      ‘Because I am commanding you to!’


      Gaxar’s fierce gaze seemed to burn through Konrad’s eyes and into his brain. He tried to look away, but it was already too late. Gaxar had mesmerized him, and he felt himself advancing reluctantly forward. He attempted to hold back, but to no avail, and his right arm began to raise his sword. It was not he who was deciding which Karl-Franz would die. Gaxar would ensure that the impostor lived, that the throne was claimed by his own creation.


      Above Gaxar was a frieze which showed the coronation of the first Emperor. It caught Konrad’s attention because instead of Sigmar being crowned, there was a skaven upon the throne – the Horned Rat himself…


      And if Karl-Franz were murdered, it would be as if the last of Sigmar’s heirs had died – assassinated by Konrad.


      Konrad took another unwilling step forward, and the warp-blade rose even higher.


      Summoning all his inner reserves of energy, Konrad managed to utter two syllables.


      ‘Sigmar,’ he whispered.


      There was a sound in the distance, a rumble like far away guns. Perhaps the pirate ship had broken through the boom across the Reik and was bombarding Altdorf itself. Konrad felt the ground move, and he glanced down in time to see the marble tiles beneath his feet splinter and crack. The entire world must have been in turmoil, shaking the foundations upon which the Imperial capital and the palace itself were built.


      As he advanced, Konrad missed a step and almost slipped, perhaps because of the earthquake, perhaps because Gaxar’s hypnotic control was beginning to fade. He fought even harder, trying to resist the skaven’s malign influence, and he concentrated on his own mental resources, upon the hidden depths he had so recently discovered.


      ‘Sigmar,’ he prayed, once again, louder, and the word gave him enough strength to shout: ‘Sigmar!’


      There was a sudden flare of brilliant light far beyond, reflected through the circle of stained glass, and Konrad raised his head in time to see twin streaks of lightning flash across the sky, so bright that they totally eclipsed Morrslieb’s macabre glow.


      A thunderous roar came from high above the palace. The thunderbolts must have struck the pinnacle, which was built from granite blocks brought from Black Fire Pass, and the whole of the great building shook once more. This time, a jagged crack appeared down the side of the chamber, ripping apart the wall.


      Gaxar gazed anxiously upwards, surrendering his preternatural hold over Konrad’s will.


      Then, without warning, the ceiling was torn asunder by the untold weight of a gigantic block of falling masonry.


      Konrad leapt back, Gaxar sprang aside, and the massive chunk of rock landed between them, spraying shards of stone throughout the chamber.


      The hall was filled with clouds of dust, but everything was abruptly silent. There was no sign of the Emperor, or of the impostor, whichever was which. And, as the dirt and debris settled, Konrad observed what it was that had crashed down into Sigmar’s mausoleum: it was the replica of Ghal-maraz which had topped the palace spire. Thrice the size of a man, the stone warhammer had been dislodged by the lightning and plummeted straight down into the central chamber of this wing of the palace. There was a vast hole in the ceiling, but only the sky and the stars were visible. Morrslieb had been banished from the heavens. All the candles were properly alight now, flickering in the wind which blew through the cavity in the roof.


      On the ancient frieze, Sigmar had been restored to his rightful place on the Imperial throne as the first Emperor.


      Hearing another sound, Konrad looked around. The force of the titanic impact had knocked over the Imperial guardsman who had been on duty in the chamber, and now he was rising to his feet – and he hurtled towards Konrad, his sword raised to attack.


      Time had been restored, the guard’s heart had begun to beat once more, but it was a mutant heart. He was still a slave of damnation, a depraved worshipper of the lord of hedonism.


      Konrad’s warpblade sliced through the creature’s throat, half-severing his head. Blood spurted, the beast screamed – and died.


      Turning, Konrad noticed that one of the two figures Gaxar had magically ensnared was still standing upright, gazing around in bewilderment. The other had been squashed beneath the huge granite carving, and all that remained was a mess of festering and decayed flesh. Sigmar’s legendary warhammer had claimed yet another victim. The impostor was a corpse once more.


      Gaxar had been rendered immobile for several seconds, as though stunned by what had happened. Konrad ran to put himself between Karl-Franz and the skaven.


      ‘I am,’ said the Emperor hesitantly. ‘I am…’ He shook his head, then staggered slightly.


      There came the sound of many footsteps, all running towards the chamber. Several more members of the Imperial guard rushed into the hall. Once the Emperor’s most loyal servants, now they were devoid of all trace of humanity. Their bull-heads roared out their challenge.


      Konrad glanced at Gaxar, but there was no time to slay the grey skaven – to slay him again – before the guards were on him. He stepped in front of the Emperor. He had to defend Karl-Franz at all costs. That was his mission, why Sigmar had brought him here. His whole life had been a prelude to this moment.


      He fought, his new blade thrusting out to claim another victim, then slashing up and across to kill yet one more. The chamber echoed to the sound of clashing steel, to the screams of the dying mutants. Konrad lost himself in combat, yelling his own defiant warcries as loudly as his enemies vented their insane bloodlust – and howled their death screams as their inhuman blood was mercilessly shed.


      The hall filled with more figures, but that did not matter. Konrad was already outnumbered. He could only die but once, whether attacked by a dozen feral foes or a hundred.


      Then he saw a black blade slice through the air, and he knew he was not alone. Wolf was with him. The odds had been halved, and Konrad fought with renewed vigour. A thunderbolt flashed, a burst of bright flames illuminated the hall, and Litzenreich had joined in the battle.


      The thunderous sound of racing hooves echoed through the palace, and Konrad looked towards the next chamber, wondering whether a whole legion of the damned had arrived as reinforcements. But then a rider charged into the hall – a Templar of Sigmar, his red lance impaling one of the mutated Imperial guard.


      More of the mounted troops arrived in Sigmar’s sepulchre and entered the fray. These were the cavalry who had been ensnared by frozen time in the palace courtyard. Their helmets were crested by twin horns – but the horns of their victims grew from their deformed skulls, and they were slaughtered like the beasts they truly were.


      Gaxar had been lurking in the corner, hoping to seize the moment when he could pounce upon Karl-Franz. But now he recognized that the odds were too great, and he spun around.


      A hole appeared in the floor near his feet, a tunnel which had opened up at his sorcerous command, and he stepped towards it, about to escape.


      ‘Gaxar!’ Konrad commanded, and the skaven hesitated.


      The grey seer turned, or perhaps it was the warrior part of him which could not be denied. Silver Eye’s body must still have retained his fighting instincts. A challenge could not be refused.


      The skaven grinned, baring his metal teeth, and he licked at his jowls. Konrad remembered the rasping feel of Silver Eye’s tongue when it had licked at his blood, tasting the warpstone which coursed through his veins. Gaxar – if it were Gaxar who was in control of the rat shape – raised his jagged sword, lifted the enigmatic shield, and launched himself at Konrad.


      They fought, trading blow for blow. Gaxar had the advantage, because he was protected by the triangular shield. But it was the skaven who was on the defensive, realizing that he was trapped. Even if he managed to defeat Konrad, there were plenty more warriors within the ruined chamber that he would have to destroy, and they would not attack him singly. Many of the knights had dismounted to form a protective phalanx around the Emperor, and from the corner of his eye Konrad could see both Wolf and Litzenreich watching the deadly duel. Neither of them would allow the grey seer to escape alive – although Litzenreich would probably be willing to consider some kind of deal if it meant he could get his hands on a cache of warpstone.


      Konrad’s new blade clashed against Gaxar’s hooked sword. The warpblade was part skaven, and it was time it claimed skaven blood. The sword slashed through brown fur, and blood dripped onto the dust which covered the marble floor of the palace. Gaxar screeched in pain, and Konrad thrust forward again. He stabbed the point of his weapon into Gaxar’s chest, then sliced the edge of the blade across the skaven’s sword arm. There was more blood, more screams. Gaxar fought more wildly, throwing himself forward, leaving himself wide open to counter-attack. There was even more blood, more screams.


      Gaxar was becoming more desperate, and suddenly he flung his shield at Konrad, spun around, and sprinted for the exit he had created. No skaven could ever outrun a man, and Konrad caught up with the grey seer before he could make his escape. He grabbed hold of the creature’s tail, yanking him backwards.


      Gaxar howled, more in anger than in pain. He twisted around, hacked through his own tail to release himself, then ran on. Konrad fell back for a moment, and Gaxar had almost reached the hole in the ground when Konrad drove his sword between two plates of armour and into the rat-thing’s back. The skaven froze for an instant, and Konrad withdrew his sword. Then Gaxar slowly turned, and blood was pouring from his chest as well as his back.


      He raised his sword, as if to strike, but the weapon dropped from his paw. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but no sound came. He fell, and he was dead before he hit the ground. The dark opening which his magic had caused to appear vanished simultaneously.


      Konrad looked down at his warpblade’s victim. He raised his sword, examining the blood. The weapon gleamed in the candlelight, the skaven gore emphasizing all the different layers of metal, glinting from all the different hues.


      ‘Gaxar,’ Konrad told Wolf and Litzenreich, nodding to the skaven’s corpse. He looked past them. ‘Ustnar?’ he asked.


      ‘Dead,’ said Wolf. His helmet was gone, and there were fresh cuts across his face; his armour was dented and scored, gouged open in several places.


      Litzenreich had fared no better. His clothes were ripped, some of his hair and beard appeared to have been burned, and his face was scorched and blistered. His staff had been blackened by fire, the lower end turned to charcoal by some intense heat.


      ‘Who are you?’


      The three of them looked towards the Emperor, who had pushed himself between two of the knights.


      ‘This is Konrad,’ said Wolf. ‘This is Litzenreich. My name is… Wolf.’ He hesitated, but did not give his full identity.


      ‘I have few memories of what happened to me,’ said Karl-Franz. ‘But I realize that I owe you all my life.’ He glanced over to where the rotting corpse of his doppelganger lay crushed beneath the replica of Skull-splitter. ‘To you in particular, I believe,’ he added, addressing Konrad. He was speaking slowly as if in a foreign language. ‘I must rest. But you will be rewarded, all of you. I will not forget.’ He turned and was helped away by two of the templars.


      ‘He’ll forget,’ said Wolf, watching the Emperor leave the ruined chamber. The rest of the cavalry departed, leading their horses – and leaving the dead and the damned beastmen behind.


      The only thing which remained intact was the stone plinth in the exact centre of the vast room, and upon it was the velvet cushion and the ivory handle of Sigmar’s knife.


      ‘We’ve saved the Emperor,’ said Konrad, wearily. ‘We’ve saved the Empire. Wasn’t that what we were supposed to do?’


      ‘Was it? I knew we came here for something.’ Wolf grinned and wiped his face with the back of his hand, smearing sweat and blood across his tattooed features. His sword was in his hand, dripping with blood and gore.


      Konrad knelt down to study the triangular shield, examining it as closely as possible without touching it. It was old and dented, streaked with rust where the black paint had flaked away. The golden emblem was almost intact, however, and was identical to the crest which had been on the arrows, the bow, the quiver which Elyssa had given him so long ago.


      ‘An elf?’ asked Konrad. ‘Was this the elf’s shield?’


      Wolf shrugged, making it clear that he did not wish to discuss the time an elf had defeated him, then spared his life.


      Had all the weapons belonged to Elyssa’s true father, who was an elf? And where had Silver Eye scavenged the shield?


      Litzenreich had been gazing at Gaxar’s body, walking all around him, tapping the floor with his charred staff. He said something, which was too low for Konrad to hear, and he kept muttering to himself. Then when the floor opened up, Konrad realized that he had been casting a spell.


      There was a dark hole in the ground, in exactly the same position as the one which Gaxar had created. Litzenreich peered down, and Wolf walked across and did likewise.


      It was almost dawn, Konrad realized. The whole of the night had been stolen by Chaos.


      In the growing light, Konrad could see that there were steps leading down from the entrance which Litzenreich had conjured. It must have been some secret passage beneath the palace.


      ‘Shall we go?’ said Litzenreich, staring into the depths of the darkness.


      He must have believed there were more skaven down there, and where the ratbeasts dwelled there would be warpstone – and warpstone was the source of magic.


      Wolf nodded, and Konrad wondered why he should want to descend into the maze of passages beneath the city. Perhaps because that was where there was Chaos infection, which meant Wolf would have more enemies to fight.


      The two of them looked at Konrad. The last thing he wished to do was return to the treacherous labyrinths which lay under Altdorf; but he knew that he must venture into the subterranean world once again.


      Elyssa was there.


      And so was Skullface.


      Konrad picked up the black shield, slipping his left arm through the handle and holding the grip in his fist. Like his new sword, it was as if the shield had been made for him.


      Wolf seized one of the large candles and led the way down; Litzenreich took another and joined him. Konrad also drew one of the scented candles from its sconce, then gazed upwards, seeing the first trace of blue as night was banished from the sky.


      Aware that he would never see daylight again, or ever return from the land beneath the world, Konrad took his final breath of surface air then followed the other two down into what he knew must become his grave.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SIXTEEN


      The tunnels were like those beneath Middenheim, hewn from solid rock. Like those under the City of the White Wolf, they must have been constructed by dwarf engineers. Long before the rise of humanity the Old World had been inhabited by the dwarfs – and before that by the elves. The dwarfs had built tunnels across what was now the Empire, linking many of their towns and cities. Their abandoned centres of habitation had been taken over by the younger human race, and the network of passages still existed.


      The humans had taken over the cities, but the tunnels now belonged to the skaven…


      And that was what was so familiar to Konrad: the stench of the mutated rodents seemed to have saturated the narrow tunnel through which the three humans ventured. The ratbeasts could smell the warpstone which had become a part of Konrad, but he could also smell them.


      More than any other creature of Chaos, Konrad hated the skaven. His hatred went back further than the time of his imprisonment by Gaxar. Maybe it was connected with the way that the skaven were so like humans, yet so radically different. They were intelligent, well organized, but they appeared almost like a parody of humanity.


      Wolf hated every manifestation of Chaos with equal ferocity. To him, the skaven were no worse than any other of the hellspawned legions. They were vermin to be eradicated like all other mutants. As for Litzenreich, his relationship with them was almost symbiotic. He needed the skaven, because it was they who refined warpstone – and Litzenreich needed warpstone to pursue what he called his ‘researches.’


      Konrad felt very nervous knowing that there were skaven about. He was behind the other two and could see nothing ahead as they pressed on through the maze of dark damp passages. Wolf was leading the way, and they were going further and further down with every step, but where was Wolf leading them?


      It was not only skaven who dwelled deep below Altdorf and who used these tunnels, because every so often they came across a glowing lantern. The skaven needed no such illumination, so what other creatures inhabited these depths? Whatever they were, Konrad was far less concerned about them than the treacherous ratmen.


      Time passed, they went deeper, and he was beginning to feel less uneasy. Why had Gaxar been alone? Could it be that there were no other skaven beneath Altdorf, that they had all departed the city? Some other beings had taken over their nesting sites, and that was why the rat-things had not attacked.


      But at that very moment they did attack…


      Suddenly from ahead there came the repulsive sound of skaven screeches, of metal upon metal as Wolf’s sword repelled his abominable assailants. Konrad tried to push forward, but Litzenreich was in the way, and the wizard was reluctant to advance into danger. Konrad forced himself past and into the wide cavern which abruptly opened up in front of him. The cave was low but wide, and lit by a few lanterns hanging from the walls. Konrad almost wished that there was no light, because then he would not have seen what confronted him: the packed ranks of scores and scores of skaven, all of whom must have been waiting patiently for the unwary humans to emerge from the darkness.


      Konrad joined Wolf, and together they fought against the flowing tide of mutated rats, their blades scything through the enemy, chopping them down, hacking them apart. They were both soon splattered with skaven gore; but for every creature that they slew, another took its place. All of the enemy were warrior rats, the size of men, and armed with their usual jagged swords and hooked lances. But when their weapons were lost, they also fought with teeth and claws. Despite his shield, Konrad was soon bleeding from a number of wounds.


      Instead of standing his ground in the tunnel from which they had emerged, Wolf began advancing through the ranks of skaven, hacking a route through the multitude of malevolent creatures. There was another passage ahead, on the far side of the cavern, and that was where he seemed to be heading. Konrad followed, back to back with Wolf, each defending one another, blades slicing and slashing.


      Litzenreich had been searching the skaven corpses, hunting for any which carried warpstone. But none of the living creatures attacked him. They concentrated all their attention on Konrad and Wolf. Konrad guessed that the wizard was protecting himself with some kind of spell. Now that he had found a source of warpstone, he no longer needed his allies.


      But then Litzenreich stood up, pointed with his staff, and a bright streak of light flashed across the cavern. One of the skaven which had been about to hack at Konrad suddenly burst into flames, screaming hideously as it burned alive. The wizard began to make his way through the cave, immolating every skaven who dared to get in his way.


      Wolf carved a gory path through the ratmen, his sword never still. He was shouting out some atavistic warcry as he fought, and finally he and Konrad made it to the other side of the cave. Litzenreich joined them a few seconds later. Dozens and dozens of the skaven lay dead or dying, burned or burning, but there were far more within the chamber. Reinforcements poured from the tunnel by which the three humans had entered the grotto.


      The skaven horde attacked with renewed vigour. Wolf pushed the other two past him into the tunnel and then took up position at the end, blocking the entrance with his body and his sword.


      ‘Go!’ he shouted to Konrad, and Konrad hardly understood because his voice sounded so strange.


      Then he noticed Wolf’s face.


      It had begun to change, for the brow to deepen and the jaw to lengthen, for the white hair of his scalp and beard to spread over all his features, while his sharpened teeth became longer, like fangs. He had appeared this way when the goblins had taken him prisoner, although at the time Konrad had thought his eyes must have deceived him.


      This was how Wolf had been tainted by Chaos.


      He was taking on the likeness of the animal for which he was named. He was becoming were…


      His whole shape was altering, not only his face. He bent lower, becoming more stretched, and the armour split as his wolfish body burst through the black metal.


      ‘Go!’


      And now the word was indecipherable. It was an animal roar, but Konrad knew what it must mean.


      No longer human, the mercenary had been transformed into a huge white wolf. The armour was gone, and all that remained was the chain around his neck – the chain which had once held Wolf a prisoner, and which he wore to remind himself that he would never be captured again. The black sword lay on the ground. Wolves did not need weapons. They had powerful jaws which could snap through the throat of a skaven in a moment, claws which could rip out foul rat entrails in an instant.


      ‘This way,’ Litzenreich ordered.


      He had already started down the second passage. Konrad hesitated, but then obeyed and followed the dark wizard. As in the hall above, when Wolf had been called to battle by an unseen adversary, there was nothing that Konrad could do. The creature who had once been Wolf needed no human help to destroy every skaven which attempted to get past. The tunnel was filled with the noise of lupine roars, of rodent screams.


      There were several intersections which they passed, and at first Litzenreich had no hesitation in his choice of direction, but after a while he advanced more slowly.


      The sounds of feral combat echoed through the maze of tunnels, and now it was not only the skaven which yelled in agony. Wolf’s challenging growls were punctuated with howls of torment.


      He was totally outnumbered, and he must inevitably be overwhelmed. He had chosen his position as rearguard in order that Konrad could go on, and so Konrad must not betray his comrade by faltering now.


      Instead it was Litzenreich who halted.


      ‘Keep on in this direction,’ he said, and his voice was faint.


      ‘What will I find?’


      The sorcerer shook his head. ‘I must go back,’ he said, almost whispering.


      In the dim light Konrad noticed his face. It had suddenly become old, very old. Litzenreich had appeared middle-aged, but now his true age was revealed. Above his white beard, his face was deeply creased; his left hand was withered and gnarled; and his back was bent, his whole body hunched. He had become the oldest human that Konrad had ever seen.


      ‘I deserted Wolf once,’ Litzenreich continued, his breath coming in short bursts. ‘I left him to die. Perhaps I can make amends if we die together. And together maybe we can hold back the skaven a little longer – so that you can go on.’


      ‘But why?’ Konrad demanded. ‘Go on where?’


      The ancient wizard seemed not to hear. He made his way back along the passage, returning towards the sounds of wild animals locked in deadly combat, his crooked shape vanishing into the shadows.


      Litzenreich was an old man, Wolf was a canine beast. And they were both about to die in order that Konrad could continue down through the black tunnel which lay ahead.


      Konrad stood without moving for a while, unwilling to advance into the unknown darkness. His doomed companions both seemed to know far more than he did about why he was here and what lay ahead.


      He made up his mind – and turned and ran back. He and Wolf had been comrades for so long that he could not abandon him, and Litzenreich had become an ally. They would all survive together, or not at all.


      He sprinted through the tunnels, led by the sounds of desperate combat, finally seeing a faint glow of light in the tunnel ahead. The air reeked of the pungent odour of skaven blood.


      When he reached the cavern, he halted as he gazed at the scene of carnage. Swarms of skaven had been massacred, but there were still as many of them armed and fighting. Wolf was in their midst, more dead than alive. Instead of a white wolf, he was now red, every inch of his fur matted with blood – and much of it must have been his own. He was bleeding from a hundred wounds, but still he fought, his jaws snapping, his claws slashing. At any moment he would be defeated, drowned by the pestilential tide of skaven which flowed towards him, screeching and hacking.


      Litzenreich was also there, standing near the end of the tunnel, again ignored as if he were no threat.


      This would be the final battle, Konrad knew. There could be no escape from the subterranean chamber. But what better way was there to die than with a sword in one’s hand, fighting with one’s comrades against the most hated adversary of all?


      He started to advance, but then suddenly halted when Litzenreich spun around, gazing at him.


      The wizard thrust his staff at Konrad, gesturing for him to go back, and then he drove the end of his staff upwards, and a single bolt of white lighting flashed. A moment later came a tremendous crack, the sound of massive rocks being split asunder. Then the whole roof of the cave collapsed. Countless tons of rock crashed down, crushing all of those beneath – both skaven, human and once human.


      There was no way that Litzenreich or Wolf could have survived.


      They had died so that Konrad could continue, and so all he could do was turn and go on.


      He headed deeper into the darkness and towards his nemesis.


      Having passed beyond the point where Litzenreich had turned back, Konrad instinctively took the left fork when the tunnel branched into two. At the next dark junction he went right, again aware that this was the direction which he must take, although still unsure of what his destination would be. It was almost like seeing, as if his lost talent of foresight had returned to guide his direction.


      With the mysterious shield in one hand, his new blade in the other, Konrad advanced deeper into the gloom, his route illuminated by the flickering lanterns, their reflections beckoning him onwards.


      All was totally silent. There could be no clash of weapons far behind, no agonized screams of death. The exit from the cavern had been totally blocked by fallen rocks, and no ravening rodent horde would pursue him – for a while, at least.


      But this underworld was the skaven domain, and they would know every labyrinthine route beneath the Imperial capital. Konrad would not be alone for very long, and he listened for the distant echo of his verminous foes.


      The only sounds were of his own boots treading the cold stone floor, of the shield occasionally brushing against the narrow sides of the damp passage. Konrad’s pulse had slowed since the ferocious battle across the cave, but he could still feel the blood race through his veins; he imagined that he could hear his own heart pounding, that the sound was like an alarm to the enemies who lurked ahead.


      Perhaps the ratbeasts had been joined by swarms of their hideous allies. Every step which he took brought him closer to another ambush, and he expected to be attacked every second; but every step led to another, and then another, and there was still no sign of any skaven. And each step took Konrad deeper beneath the city, further away from the surface.


      It was almost as if he were no longer in command of his own body, that even had he wished to halt and turn back he could not have done so. This was where he was destined to be, what he was fated to do, and he must live out the role which had been assigned to him – and for which Wolf and Litzenreich had laid down their own lives.


      He reached another junction, and he immediately went to the left, and he saw a distant light ahead; but this was not one of the oil lamps which he had kept passing. It was a single line of natural light, its intensity unwavering; and it was at ground level, like the light which spilled out from beneath a doorway.


      He moved forward cautiously. There was indeed a door directly ahead, he realized. It seemed as if it led out of the maze of tunnels, because daylight was visible beneath. But that was impossible; he was far too deep underground.


      Konrad halted at the end of the passage, a sword’s length from the wooden door. The door seemed familiar, as if he should recognize it. His heartbeat began to increase once more, cold sweat to break out again on his hot flesh. He looked around, staring over his shoulder into the darkness. The narrow tunnel was still absolutely silent, and yet he knew that he was no longer alone. There was something ahead, something waiting for him beyond the door.


      Something or someone.


      It would have been so simple to open the door, but he was terrified of what he might discover within.


      He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his arm. His face was sticky with the blood from his own wounds and the streaks of gore from the skaven he had slain.


      Konrad had no idea how long he stood in the silent darkness, his sword poised to strike whatever might appear in front of him when the door opened. But the door would not open, not unless he were the one to do it.


      He touched the tip of his warpblade against one of the wooden planks, stretched out his arm and pushed the door open, then leapt through, poised to defend himself from whatever was waiting to attack.


      As he had suspected, he did not find himself outside.


      He was inside – inside Adolf Brandenheimer’s tavern!


      The door slammed shut behind Konrad, trapping him in the past, capturing him within the tavern where he had slaved for most of his life.


      This was all an illusion, a vision of the past designed to ensnare him. The inn had burned down the day that the Chaos swarms had totally annihilated the village.


      The place was devoid of people, but every detail of the building was accurate: the fire in the hearth, the straw upon the dirt floor, the roughly hewn tables and benches, the blackened thatch ceiling. Konrad could see that the rest of the village was visible through the windows. A boar was roasting over the fire, pewter tankards stood on the table in front of the barrels of ale. At any moment Brandenheimer would be yelling at Konrad to turn the spit or to fill the beer steins.


      But the landlord was long dead. Konrad had watched as Brandenheimer’s head had been used as the ball in a vicious game which the triumphant mutants had played after the slaughter.


      None of this was real.


      Then Konrad’s attention was caught by something which did not belong in the tavern, and he moved for the first time, slowly walking towards the table upon which the misplaced object lay.


      It was an oval mirror; the frame and back and handle were silver, studded with jewels.


      It had been Elyssa’s mirror.


      It was the mirror in which Konrad had first seen his own image, first seen that his eyes were of different colours, and first seen so much more…


      This must also have been an enchantment, but he found himself shrugging the shield from his left arm, setting it down on the table, picking up the mirror, not wanting to look into the glass, but unable to prevent himself from so doing, studying his reflection in the glass, bearded and bloody, and remembering that he had seen himself like this before – exactly like this.


      Then his face seemed to dissolve, replaced by that of someone else, someone much younger but whose eyes were also of different colours: one green, one gold.


      And Konrad realized that he was staring at himself as he had once been, seeing his younger self on the day that he had first gazed into a mirror – this very mirror.


      He sensed someone behind him and he spun around.


      It was Skullface!


      He was sitting at one of the tables, quaffing a tankard of ale.


      ‘A drink?’ he offered, sliding another stein towards Konrad. ‘You look as though you need one.’


      Konrad sprang forward, his blood-streaked blade aimed at the seated figure. Skullface did not move. His pale figure was still preternaturally thin, his cadaverous face and head completely without hair. He was clad in the outfit of a courtier: green cloak, embroidered tunic, fancy breeches, shiny boots; but he seemed to have no weapon, no elaborately hilted rapier at his hip.


      He glanced down at the tip of the sword which was poised a few inches from his torso, and he sipped at his ale.


      ‘Even when I was human I had no heart,’ he said, and he smiled ironically.


      There could be no doubting what he meant. He was referring to the time when Konrad had shot an arrow into his chest – and drawn not even a drop of blood.


      Konrad had been waiting for this moment so long, for the time when he had a chance to kill Skullface. But how could he slay an immortal?


      He had believed that he would be terrified of Skullface, but he felt very calm. So much had happened in the years since he had first encountered the gaunt figure which stepped unharmed from the inferno of the Kastring manor house.


      Konrad had seen far stranger deeds, witnessed even more unbelievable events.


      They stared at each other, and the inhuman’s unblinking gaze seemed very familiar. Pupil and iris were both jet black; his eyes were exactly like those of Elyssa.


      ‘Where’s Elyssa?’ Konrad asked. ‘What have you done to her? If you’ve harmed her…’


      ‘I would never harm my own daughter.’


      ‘Your daughter!’


      ‘I told you – I used to be human. Why shouldn’t I have a daughter?’


      ‘But…’ Konrad shook his head. His mind was a maelstrom of conflicting thoughts and memories, ideas and suspicions.


      He had come to believe every part of his life was connected, that all the people he had ever encountered were linked by some invisible web which held him inextricably trapped. And it was Skullface who had spun the intricate network of threads in which Konrad had been entangled for so long.


      He was the spider drawing him towards the centre of his lethal web, and here was his lair.


      ‘Put down your sword, Konrad,’ said Skullface. ‘You can’t kill me with steel, not even with warpdust welded into the blade.’


      Konrad continued to stare at the spectral figure who had haunted his life for so long.


      ‘I know everything,’ replied Skullface, answering the unasked question. ‘Drink,’ he added, his bony fingers pushing the tankard towards Konrad again.


      Konrad kept his sword levelled at his eternal enemy, but he put the mirror down on the table and reached for the ale with his left hand. He raised the tankard to his lips, sniffing at the liquid, then tasting it.


      ‘Who are you?’ he asked, and he drank deeply.


      ‘Elyssa’s father.’


      ‘Who are you?’ Konrad repeated. ‘What debased Chaos god do you serve? Whoever it is, your evil plan did not succeed. Karl-Franz lives, he’s still the Emperor. The skaven plot failed.’


      ‘The skaven!’ Skullface laughed without humour. He took another mouthful of beer and looked up at Konrad again. ‘The Emperor is of little consequence, Konrad. You are far more important to the future of the Empire. That is why you have to die. And I’ve tried to bring about your death several times.’


      ‘The village?’ said Konrad.


      ‘It was wiped out so you would be killed. Then the mine.’ Skullface shrugged, a gesture which seemed almost human. ‘A few other times. You are very resilient. That is why you were brought here, beneath Altdorf, so that you could be destroyed. The plot against the Emperor was merely a ruse to ensure your destruction. But perhaps I shouldn’t have left it to the skaven to finish you off.’


      Konrad shook his head in total disbelief as he tried to absorb what he had been told. He was more important than the Emperor…?


      ‘They would have succeeded,’ Skullface added, ‘if it weren’t for those other two, the wizard and the mercenary. They sacrificed themselves so that you could survive. Only humans willingly surrender their lives for the sake of one of their own.’ He sipped at his beer. ‘It makes me almost proud that I used to be one of your kind.’


      ‘You could never have been one of my kind,’ said Konrad, defiantly.


      ‘But I was, until I became…’ He broke off.


      ‘Became what?’ Konrad demanded.


      Skullface still seemed more human than not. He showed no real signs of mutation, and he did not wear the insignia of any of the Chaos powers. He was one of the damned, and his master had rewarded him with the skills to walk through fire, to survive what would be a fatal wound to any other living creature. Far more than a mere benighted servant, Skullface must have been a champion of one of the malevolent deities.


      ‘Are you going to kill me?’ Konrad asked, when there was no reply.


      ‘I could have killed you in your village had I wished,’ replied Skullface, ‘but I do not kill.’


      ‘No – you get others to do that for you.’


      The skeletal figure raised his tankard in acknowledgment of Konrad’s perception.


      And Konrad knew then which of the Chaos lords Skullface served.


      There was only one who made an art of deceit and treachery, who manipulated every other being for its own debased purposes. Sometimes he was known as the Changer of the Ways, or else as the Great Conspirator; others referred to him as the Architect of Fate or Master of Fortune.


      ‘Tzeentch!’ hissed Konrad.


      ‘You could also serve my master, Konrad,’ said Skullface.


      ‘What?’


      He was still standing over the inhuman, his new blade aimed at the champion’s chest.


      ‘You have a great part to play in the future of the Empire, of the Old World. Why not play that role for your own benefit? There is no need for us to be enemies, Konrad, not when we can be allies.’


      ‘What kind of trick is this?’


      ‘A trick? Me?’ Skullface laughed. He looked past Konrad, towards the triangular shield. ‘I thought that would interest you.’


      Konrad had believed that the shield originally belonged to an elf, and that the same elf was Elyssa’s real father. But now he was sure that Skullface was telling the truth; it was he who was Elyssa’s father.


      Their eyes were the same, and she must have inherited her magical skills from him.


      ‘Why should it interest me?’ asked Konrad.


      ‘The crest. It was the same as the one on the arrow you fired at me. That’s why I gave the shield to Gaxar’s bodyguard, so you would see it, pursue it.’


      ‘You gave the shield to him? And where did you get it?’


      ‘From your father.’


      ‘What?’


      Konrad stared deep into Skullface’s black eyes. Totally confused, he glanced down for a moment, and his eyes focused on the oval mirror.


      Skullface should have been reflected in the glass, but instead the image revealed another figure seated at the table.


      Elyssa!


      Skullface was gone. Elyssa was sitting in his place. Perhaps he had never been there, and the girl had disguised herself as her father – or possibly the Champion of Tzeentch was now masking his appearance with the image of his daughter.


      Elyssa’s jet black hair hung to her waist, and she wore a woollen dress, white and unadorned. She had aged since Konrad knew her, and her face stared back at him with a malevolent glare. It was a look he had seen before, and he remembered what his talent had foreseen that same long ago time: how Elyssa would become changed, and how she would one day cause his death.


      This was that day.


      They gazed at each other, and he could see himself reflected in her jet black eyes.


      ‘I gave you your name,’ she said. ‘I gave you everything. I made you, Konrad.’


      ‘And I loved you,’ he replied.


      Elyssa was a creature of Chaos, possibly she always had been, and perhaps it was true that the only way to fight Chaos was with Chaos.


      He gripped the hilt of his sword even tighter.


      This was no longer Elyssa, he told himself. This was not the girl he had loved, not the girl who he still loved.


      He swung the sword, arcing the blade towards her neck, and he closed his eyes an instant before the metal sliced through the girl’s flesh, decapitating her.


      ‘We shall meet again, Konrad,’ said a soft voice – a voice Konrad was not sure whether he truly heard or only imagined, a voice which could have been that of Elyssa or Skullface.


      He gazed at the severed head which lay upon the ground, trying to ignore the blood mingling with the dirt. Elyssa’s eyes were open and they seemed to be staring directly up at Konrad, but there was no hatred in her expression. She appeared young again, her features relaxed and peaceful. Perhaps in death she had been saved, her soul redeemed.


      Konrad closed his eyes for another moment and said a silent prayer. This was something else which he remembered from that same momentous day over half a decade ago, a future memory of this very event; he had imagined Elyssa being dead.


      He had only succeeded in reaching this far because of the power within his new sword, but warpsteel was not sufficient to slay a champion of Chaos.


      Although Elyssa may have died, Skullface had not.


      The tavern began to dissolve, the deception over. The walls and floor and ceiling once more became part of the underground cave which they always had been.


      Konrad picked up the triangular shield, sliding his left arm through the handle, gripping it with his fist. Already it felt a part of him, as once had the bow and the arrows which Elyssa first gave him.


      All had originally belonged to an elf – and was that elf really his own father…?


      There was no reason why Skullface should have been telling the truth; it was in his nature to lie.


      As the hallucination faded, Konrad realized that he had conquered the destiny which had condemned him to death.


      It was Elyssa who had died. Her severed head and lifeless corpse lay on the floor of the tunnel, the only evidence of Skullface’s duplicity.


      There could be no such thing as fate. Konrad’s future lay entirely within himself, with his own mind and in his own hands.


      He gazed ahead, and saw countless pairs of red feral eyes staring back at him through the darkness.


      He was the master of his own life, nothing was pre-ordained – but he had many other battles to fight, other opponents to kill, other conquests to make.


      Konrad kissed the crosspiece of his warblade, raised the weapon in a silent tribute to Sigmar, and then advanced along the tunnel and into the midst of his waiting enemies.


      His warpsword hacked through their bestial shapes.


      The shield which may have been his father’s fended off their deadly blows.


      And Konrad fought his way through the benighted swarms of Chaos, up and beyond and towards the light.
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