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


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


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


      A Prelude to Chaos


      Bruno Mellrich, the mightiest warrior in the Empire, steadied his lance, kicked his heels into the flanks of his great black stallion Clarion, and leapt into the charge. His men, surprised and scattered by the goblin ambush, rallied to his war-cry and began to re-group, but Bruno was well ahead of them, the foul green-skinned enemy parting before and sometimes under Clarion’s hooves. Two foolish goblins screamed their lives out on the end of his weapon, flailing like speared fish.


      A second war-cry caught his attention and he wheeled his mount, to face an army of Skaven breaking cover from the nearby woods. With cries of terror his men dropped their weapons and fled, leaving him alone to face the horde of Chaos-creatures that poured across the field towards them. And at the head of the army…


      Bruno raised his visor and shaded his eyes. Yes, that was the ugly, filthy, scarred form of Magste Kimt, standing a full head above the rest of the rodentine forces, and brandishing a double-edged axe that Bruno knew well. For a second the cavalier’s vision was filled with images of his ruined village, the burnt-out shell of his home, the corpses of his family, and the eternal vengeance he had sworn on that day against Kimt and all Skaven.


      Bruno had waited years for this day. He closed his visor with one mailed gauntlet, while the other drew his five-foot blade NightBiter from the scabbard strapped to his back. ‘You dirty rat,’ he muttered through clenched teeth. ‘You killed my brothers.’


      He spurred Clarion, and his faithful mount sped towards the Skaven horde like an arrow from an Elven bow, or a harvester towards a field of ripe corn. ‘Prepare to die, Kimt!’ he yelled in pure bloodlust.


      A shadow blotted out the sun. ‘Herr Mellrich!’ it said.


      Bruno blinked and looked up in sudden panic, the little clay models on his desk forgotten. Magister Klimdt was standing over him, the old man’s thin frame interrupting the few dusty sunbeams that filtered down from the classroom’s high windows. There was a moment of uncomfortable silence. Then the schoolmaster bent down and carefully picked up one of the models, holding it close to his bleached, rheumy eyes for a long instant.


      ‘Is this meant to be a Skaven, Herr Mellrich?’ he asked at last.


      Bruno swallowed and nodded. Then, remembering his master’s failed eyesight, said, ‘Yes, sir.’


      Magister Klimdt seemed to consider for a moment. ‘Well. Since you have such an interest in base things, perhaps you can tell us what the five elements are? The ones that the rest of us have been studying this afternoon?’


      Bruno looked down at his desk, at the diagrams and words carved there by generations of schoolboys before him, all of them taught by Magister Klimdt. How old was Klimdt, anyway? ‘Air,’ he said. ‘Water. Chaos.’ Five elements? The other two were in his mind but, skittish as bad dogs, they would not come to him.


      ‘Fire and earth, Herr Mellrich. Fire and earth.’ The master’s hand closed on the tiny clay Skaven and a trickle of dust fell from between the bony fingers, glistening in a beam of sunlight. ‘The fire from which the world was born and to which it will return, and the earth from which we were born and to which we will return. Remember fire and earth, Herr Mellrich, although I believe you are more likely to remember the Skaven. Boys like you always do.’ He was about to say more, but the scrape of the door at the back of the room interrupted him.


      Bruno turned to see who the newcomer was. A tall figure stood against the bright light of the street behind him, wearing a riding cloak and a fine hat. Magister Klimdt raised his head, gazing in the direction of the doorway with near-blind eyes.


      ‘Are you the book-seller from Nuln?’ he said.


      The stranger took a step into the room. ‘No,’ he said in a voice devoid of accent. ‘I am Karl Schwindler, and I bring a message from Tomas Diener in Marienburg.’


      Klimdt seemed to sway for a moment, then grasped for support, and his claw-like hands fastened onto Bruno’s shoulder, the nails digging unpleasantly through the cloth of the boy’s jerkin.


      ‘School is over for today,’ he said. ‘I have important business to conduct. You are all dismissed. The gods go with you.’ And then he turned towards the side door and called in a strange high voice, ‘Octavius! Octavius! Come here! I have need of your eyes!’


      As Bruno scrambled to gather up his books and clay figures, moving fast amidst the hubbub of classmates eager to get out of the dusty schoolroom, he paused for a second to wonder how, if


      Magister Klimdt was as blind as he professed, he could always tell from half-way across the room when boys were playing with toys or passing notes instead of paying attention. Then the question slipped away. It was a fine Sommerzeit afternoon with several hours before supper, and there were more important things to think about.


      * * *


      Three figures sat like statues in the Magister’s book-lined office.


      Magister Klimdt was seated behind the desk, hands clasped in front of him, as his young acolyte Octavius read out loud from the sheaf of papers beside him, his Altdorf accent clear and filled with the purity of youth amidst the old furniture and older books. In the corner sat the new comer, his hat and cloak on the floor beside him. Evening had fallen and the diamond-paned windows were dark. In the candlelight, the lines of late middle age were visible on the visitor’s face, and for someone who had just ridden from Marienburg his clothes were unusually clean and well pressed.


      Finally Octavius placed the last sheet of parchment on the others, and was silent. Klimdt put his head on one side as if in thought, then made a gesture to Octavius, and the fresh-faced priest disappeared through the door. A moment later there was a faint scraping from the far side, as if someone had just turned a key in the lock.


      The stranger drew his chair into the centre of the room.


      ‘Well,’ he said, ‘what do you think?’


      Klimdt did not move. ‘I think many things. What in particular?’


      ‘Are these the pages you asked Tomas to find for you in the Unseen Library in Marienburg?’


      The old schoolmaster was silent for a moment more. Then: ‘They are fascinating, are they not? The workmanship, the dedication involved in creating them. Exquisite. Masterful. But you ask if they are the missing chapter of the Lexikon of Eber Keiler of Salzenmund? The subject is correct, the phrasing is undoubtedly in her style. They could almost be the lost pages, but they are not. You and I both know that this is a forgery. The parchment has never been near Marienburg, much less Salzenmund. It was made here in Altdorf, in the last month. I can feel the moisture in it, and smell the fresh ink.’


      The messenger looked aghast. ‘A forgery?’


      ‘Please, Herr Schwindler – which is not your real name – credit me with the intelligence my age deserves. This is a fake, and one produced with a great deal of effort as well: too much for a mere swindler. You wanted to gain my trust, not my money. But I am not so easily fooled. I know the only truth you have told me so far is that Tomas is dead. Tell me truthfully now: are you a member of the Reiksguard, or merely an agent for them?’


      The former Herr Schwindler smiled the self-conscious smile of a man whose secret has been uncovered. ‘I am Lieutenant Gottfried Braubach of the Reiksguard. And, since you have forced my hand, I am here to place you under arrest for conspiring against the Empire, consorting with agents of Chaos, summoning demons, trafficking in forbidden knowledge, and perverting the minds of the children you pretend to educate. This building is surrounded by my men. You cannot escape. You and your followers will be taken from here to a place of secrecy, tried with the utmost speed and burned before dawn, along with your books. Your ashes will be buried deep in the plague pits outside the city, and forgotten.’


      Klimdt leaned back in his chair, stroking his wrinkled chin, as if he had not heard the list of accusations and threats. ‘Fire and earth again; always fire and earth. You are Braubach? You are the one who has pursued me these last eight years?’


      ‘Nine. And you have led me a merry dance across the Empire.’


      ‘I? I have not. Friends and agents have led you a merry dance, while I stayed here teaching. I was never in Talabheim, nor in Kislev, and the warehouse you burned to the ground in Nuln contained only mildewed sacks. I am too old to gallivant around like a young fox with the Empire’s hounds at my heels. No, at my age I prefer to stay here, finding old books and making sure that their learning is not lost. My printing press has produced twelve fine volumes…’


      ‘Twelve volumes of deceit, lies and heresy! Treasonous writings without wit or learning, the ramblings of centuries-dead blasphemers, fit only for the bonfire. I have read your books, Magister, and there is nothing but filth and falsehood in them!’


      ‘You do not have to believe them, Lieutenant Braubach. I do not ask you to accept them as the only truth, merely as an alternative to the official truths peddled by the likes of you. There is truth in them; truths that shall outlast your precious Empire if they are told and if men are allowed to open their eyes to see them. Do you know how old I am?’


      The lieutenant made to interrupt, but Klimdt was in full flow: ‘I am one hundred and ten years old. Does that surprise you? A hundred and ten years, without making a pact with any of your devils or forces of Chaos, or kissing a vampire, or resorting to infusions of Elven blood. And every man could live so long if they had the knowledge I have saved from your purges.’


      Braubach spat on the floor. ‘I’d rather die bravely at forty than live to a hundred as a blind, gutless heretic,’ he said contemptuously.


      Klimdt stood up, his hands gripping the edge of his desk.


      ‘Regardless of your threats and your men outside, Herr Braubach, you are still a guest in my house, Lieutenant, and you will keep a civil tongue in your head while you are here. I am bound by the laws of hospitality, and so I will not kill you…’


      Braubach jumped to his feet. A dagger flashed from a hidden sheath and held steady, its point against the old master’s dewlapped throat. ‘Never threaten a member of the Reiksguard, old man. Your trial is a luxury and I am prepared to do without it if need be.’


      ‘I said I would not kill you, dolt.’ Klimdt sounded irritated, but nothing more. ‘This charade has gone on long enough. Octavius and the others should have escaped by now, taking the last of the scrolls with them. Did you remember to post guards in the sewers? No, I can tell from the scent of your sudden sweat that you did not. Well, then, they are away. Now only my own escape remains. I have no doubt, Lieutenant, that we will meet again in a few years: the room’s door may be locked but it is not strong, and the fire that Octavius will have started in the kitchen should take at least five minutes to reach here. Or there is always the window, so long as your men do not have crossbows and itchy fingers.’


      ‘You’re going nowhere, old fool, except with me.’ The point of the dagger dug further into Klimdt’s throat. The old man smiled and turned his head, and candle-light shone in the milky pupils of his eyes. Unnoticed, the fingers of his left hand finished tracing the lines of an intricate pattern carved into the polished surface of his desk.


      ‘Tell me, Lieutenant,’ he said in the high voice of a boy of nine, ‘when you were at school, did you dream of fighting monsters?’


      His right hand shot out, tossing a handful of dry dust into the soldier’s eyes, and for an instant there was a Skaven in the room – bigger than the biggest Skaven Braubach had ever faced, and swinging a rusted double-headed axe at him. He ducked left, bringing his dagger up to gut the Chaos-creature before it could finish its blow. His blade struck nothing. There was no Skaven, only a little drifting powder in the musty air. Nor, as he glanced around, was there a wizened old schoolteacher with the chalk-white pupils of one who has spent his life in study. Only a book lying on top of the pile of forged pages. It had not been there a moment ago.


      Braubach bent and picked it up, turning it over in his hands before flipping to the title page.


      The New Apocrypha


      Being a Collection of Heretical and Suppressed Writings by Diverse


      Hands


      Volume Thirteen: Fire and Earth


      Dedicated Most Humbly to Gottfried Braubach,


      Officer of the Emperor’s Reiksguard,


      whose Unswerving Zeal for Truth hath Sustained mine Own


      The faint roar of flames far off in the building caught his ears.


      Braubach tucked the book inside his jacket, picked up a chair and, with a faint smile on his lips, began to pound it methodically against the thick diamond panes of the window.

    

  


  
    
      


      Part 2


      It was late. To the east the first hues of dawn tainted the sky, while the red glow and high fingers of flame in the west testified to the strength of the fire that still raged there. Above it all, the chaos moon Morrslieb watched over the sleeping capital like an all-seeing and none too benevolent eye.


      In his room in the Reiksguard barracks, Lieutenant Andreas Reisefertig licked his finger and turned the final page of the book on his desk. It was blank save for a woodcut, a strange abstract pattern. In the chamber beyond, his fellow officer and mentor Gottfried Braubach grumbled for a moment in his sleep before breaking into a deep snore. The day had been a long one for them both, but Andreas had not been trapped in a burning building by a diabolical old mage, so it was Braubach who slept and Reisefertig who had sat through the night reading Volume Thirteen of the New Apocrypha.


      The candlelight flickered over the strange pattern and Reisefertig stared at it. He could see no picture in its lines and swirls, but it reminded him of something. Standing, he turned to the bookcase behind his desk and began to methodically take down the thirty-seven volumes of the Ancient Army Lists and Battle Reports of Johann Wissden. Hidden behind them on the shelf lay another row of books, smaller and with newer bindings, flat against the wall. Only the two of them knew of this secret cache: even for members of the Reiksguard’s little-known Untersuchung section, charged with protecting the Imperial court from the conspiracies and machinations of Chaos followers, possession of blasphemous material was a burning offence.


      Reisefertig took down the seventh volume of the twelve, flipping to the final page. His memory had not fooled him: the woodcut there was similar, but not identical. He glanced out of the window, eyes unfocused, remembering. It had been in Middenheim. The day was snowy, and the large flakes had hissed as they landed on the bone-fires of seventeen heretics and minions of Chaos, the air full of the rich smell of burnt flesh and hair.


      Braubach had been elated, sensing an end to their search. They had found the seventh volume in a secret drawer in a rich merchant’s desk. It had contained a scrap of parchment used as a bookmark, and that had led the two of them to Parravon, and the ambush by the Bretonnian swordswomen. He rubbed the deep scar on the back of his left hand, as it itched at the memory. That had been an eventful year.


      The woodcut caught his eye again. Reisefertig replaced the seventh volume, strode back to the desk, and stared at the pattern on the endpaper. It was almost like a maze, a labyrinth, a single line curving in and around itself, yet leading ever inwards, towards one centre. The lieutenant’s brow fur rowed as he tried to focus on the diagram. It seemed to swim before his eyes… no, his eyes could see it perfectly well, but his mind could not take it in. The day had been a long one, and his senses were tired. Tomorrow he would look at it again. No, tomorrow would be too late: the rat-like Klimdt and his pack would have made their getaway by then, despite the extra guards on every city gate. After nine years of pursuit Reisefertig knew his enemy. Klimdt was no ordinary man.


      Know your enemy – aye, that was the key. Why would Klimdt have included the woodcuts in his books? Their significance would not be purely decorative: every other illustration was keyed to the text, yet Reisefertig knew there was no reference to these patterns in the seventh volume, or in the latest addition to the set. Perhaps they were a message in some secret code, or a symbol sacred to some forgotten dark god. Mayhap if the two were overlaid they would reveal a secret map…


      The candle-flame guttered as a wad of congealed wax burnt through and fell to the desk. From the window, the malign light of Morrslieb fought against the approaching clarity of the dawn.


      Reisefertig yawned, and tapped the page of the book with a thoughtful finger. It reminded him in a way of a pattern that had been carved onto the school-desk where he had sat many years before, trapped for long hours as the teacher droned on about pointless subjects like mathematics. He had plotted battle-campaigns across that desk, using the carved paths as ditches and fortifications for his strategies, dreaming of the glories of life as a Reiksguard officer.


      The fantasies had not included nine years on the trail of a sad old heretic, nor spending long nights trying to puzzle out the secrets of illegal books.


      The tome would give up its secret eventually. Meanwhile…


      His tapping finger touched one end of the tangled pattern and began to idly trace its interwoven path across the page. The room was still around him, and time was silent as the pattern’s intricacies yielded to his meandering digit. How long could it take to travel from one end of the path to the other? The puzzle seemed so difficult, and yet as he followed the spiralling trail, he felt it begin to come clear in his mind. Pieces of old knowledge began to fall into their appointed places. Clues, riddles, the books: they came together and he could see now they were all parts of a bigger, greater pattern.


      And there was more: the revelation brought a new understanding, a new consciousness.


      Outside the window the clear, bright light of dawn broke across the city of Altdorf, and as Reisefertig raised his eyes to look at it, he felt a greater light shine forth inside him. At last he understood the fire that kept Klimdt’s spirit alive, that drove him to live among dusty, earthy books, digging out their secrets. Fire and earth. Of course. Everything was so clear now.


      In the other room, Braubach snorted in his sleep. Reisefertig glanced at the connecting door, then at the books on the desk.


      Should he take them with him? There was no need. He had read and reread them so many times that he knew their every word; only now he understood them too. Better to leave them here. Braubach would figure the secret out for himself eventually, and would follow into the path of enlightenment.


      With slow calm, the man who had been Lieutenant Andreas Reisefertig picked his riding cloak from the back of the door and walked out of the office, down towards the Reiksguard stables.


      Somewhere out in the world, possibly in the Unseen Library in Marienburg, were the missing pages from the Lexikon of Eber Keiler of Salzenmund, and Klimdt had need of them.


      Behind him on the desk, the pattern on the book’s endpapers glowed slightly, perhaps in the light from the dawn. The pages ruffled as if in a breeze, as one and then another flipped over, turning faster and faster until the book slammed itself shut with a bang. Outside the closed window, the face of Morrslieb could have been grinning as it faded in the bright morning sky.
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      REST FOR THE WICKED


      


      The Königplatz in Altdorf was full of the bustle and hubbub of its morning market. Carts, barrows and stalls blocked the streets and people crammed together, jostling and shoving to move between the sellers, their arms burdened down with purchases. The air was full of the smell of fresh vegetables, roasting meat, fresh-baked bread, lavender and beer. The stallholders’s shouts echoed from the tall buildings surrounding the square: ‘Who’ll buy my schnitzel?’; ‘Estalian wines, strong and cheap’; ‘Pound of black bread, only sixpence’; ‘Horsemeat, fresh slaughtered’; and ‘You hooligan – stop!’


      A small man with dark hair and the eyes and long moustache of a Kislevite had leaped onto the shouter’s table of pastries. He stood there for a second, looking round in panic, then jumped down into the crowd, pushing his way through. Twenty yards behind him two men were giving chase, one short, slim and blond, one tall and dark, both wearing leather jerkins. The dark one had his sword drawn.


      ‘Imperial officers! Clear the way!’ the blond man roared in a voice that seemed to come from a man twice his bulk. His tall partner vaulted the table in a leap and landed beside the stallholder. ‘Which way did he go?’ he demanded. The man pointed. Dark looked at blond.


      ‘North.’


      ‘The city gate.’


      ‘Let’s go!’


      They sprinted through the market and down the street, darting through gaps in the crowd, trying to keep their quarry in sight. It wasn’t easy; the streets were crowded with early-morning traffic, pedestrians, people on their way to work or heading home after a long night. Carts and horses moved slowly through the throng, blocking the way. There was no sign of the short man. The taller of the pursuers stopped, staring across the packed bodies, trying to see movement.


      ‘This way, Johansen,’ the blond man said, pointing to a side-street. ‘Short cut.’


      ‘Thanks, Grenner.’ Johansen followed his partner. The road twisted, then widened, and ahead he could see the stonework of Altdorf’s great city walls and the flags flying high above the north gate. Someone shouted in the crowd, people moved aside, and he caught a glimpse of a short man with dark hair and a long black moustache. The Kislevite. Johansen sprinted after him.


      Something was happening at the gate. Mounted members of the city watch were moving people out of the way, clearing a path through the crowd as a column of soldiers in Middenland colours rode into the city, two abreast. Behind them was an older man in rich fur-trimmed clothes on a magnificent chestnut stallion, followed by a train of carriages.


      As the crowd was parting to let the procession through, the Kislevite dodged through the milling bodies and ducked away, running through the throng towards the gate. Johansen, a few yards behind, found his way blocked by a halberd. The guards were dismounting, using their weapons to keep the watchers back.


      ‘Imperial officers! Let us through!’ shouted Grenner, a few yards behind.


      The guard’s face was stony. ‘Can’t do that, sir. Not while the Elector Count’s passing.’


      ‘Sigmar’s beard…’ Johansen put a hand on the halberd. It didn’t move. The guard looked past him curiously.


      ‘Sergeant Grenner?’ he said. ‘Is that you? I haven’t seen you in years.’


      ‘Promotion,’ Grenner said. ‘Let us pass.’


      ‘Orders, sir. We’re protecting the Elector.’


      Grenner swore and started to argue. Johansen watched the procession, knowing it wouldn’t make any difference now. The Kislevite had escaped, the operation was blown, three weeks of work was down the cistern, and Hoffmann was going to be very unhappy.


      He looked at the man on the horse. Grand Duke Leopold von Bildhofen, Elector-Count of Middenland, one of the twelve most powerful men in the Empire. He didn’t look powerful; he looked bored and tired, and his horse looked the same. They’d probably been on the road since dawn.


      Then the Kislevite broke from the crowd and cut across the open space in front of the soldiers, towards the procession. He darted in front of the Elector’s horse and it shied, stepping sideways. Then it shuddered for an instant, and Johansen knew something was wrong. He grabbed Grenner, who turned as the great chestnut horse bolted, scattering the soldiers, heading down the street that led to the Königplatz, its rider thrown forwards onto its neck.


      Johansen pushed the guard away from his horse, grabbing its reins, putting a foot in the stirrup.


      ‘Hey, you can’t–’ one of the guards shouted.


      ‘Someone’s got to,’ Grenner said, already astride the other horse. They dug their heels in and galloped after the runaway.


      The chestnut stallion was at full gallop and the crowds parted like a ripped sheet to get out of its way. The north end of the street was clear but the Königplatz ahead was filled with the carts and stalls of the morning market; if the panicked horse tried to jump one, or slipped on the cobbles, then its rider was a dead man.


      They were gaining on the runaway, but not fast enough. The chestnut would be tired from its journey and not used to city streets, while their horses were fresh and properly shod for running on cobbles, but something had panicked the stallion and that gave it the edge for speed. Johansen could see the Grand Duke pulling frantically at the reins, trying to bring his mount under control and failing.


      ‘Can we head him off?’ he shouted to Grenner, a few yards away.


      ‘Not enough room!’


      ‘Go either side, then.’ The sound of horses coming up from behind would push the chestnut to run faster, but it was the only chance they had.


      Grenner went left, Johansen right, each urging their horses to more speed. The gap between them and the Elector narrowed. A drop of something wet landed on Johansen’s hand and he glanced at it. Blood, but from where? He looked ahead at the stallion, only a couple of lengths away. There was a wet patch of sweat on its neck. No, not sweat; something thicker and darker.


      The three horses began to draw level, the chestnut between the two Palisades agents. The Grand Duke’s gaze was fixed ahead, on the market square, now frighteningly close. He didn’t seem aware of them.


      ‘Lift him!’ Johansen shouted and stood in the stirrups. With one hand holding the reins he leaned across and gripped the duke’s right arm. The nobleman jerked, his eyes darting to Johansen. Then, as Grenner grabbed his left arm, the two men lifted him clear of his saddle. Without the weight of its mount the chestnut surged ahead. Its muscles moving like wild poetry, it charged into the Königplatz and tried to leap a cart. Its rear legs skidded on the cobbles, slick with mud and rubbish. It fell. There was a noise of shattering wood, screams, an awful sound of pain. A thrashing that suddenly stopped.


      Johansen and Grenner reined in their horses and lowered the Grand Duke to the ground. His face and clothes were spattered with blood. A crowd was staring at the three of them. The Middenland soldiers were cantering up, their swords drawn.


      Johansen dismounted and bowed. ‘Karl Johansen and Dirk Grenner of the Palisades, your Grace. I apologise for any rough-handling you received.’


      The Grand Duke looked down at him. ‘Good work,’ he said, and his voice reminded Johansen of a man speaking to the servant who empties his chamber-pot. Then he noticed the Middenland soldiers and turned away to speak to them. Johansen straightened up, awkwardly. Grenner was looking at him.


      ‘They never thank us.’ he said.


      ‘They never do,’ Johansen said. ‘Come on. I want to look at his horse.’


      The two men walked into the marketplace where the great chestnut horse lay across two broken carts, surrounded by sausages, cheeses and cauliflowers. Its hind legs were twisted the wrong way. Someone had cut its throat to end its pain.


      Johansen knelt and ran a hand over the blood-soaked hair on its neck. There was no sign of a slash or a cut, but his fingers found a pucker on the skin. He drew his dagger and dug into the dead flesh until he found what he knew would be there: the head of a crossbow bolt, strangely twisted, buried deep in the hot muscles of the neck. He cut around it and tugged it out. Its bloody steel barbs gleamed in the sunlight.


      * * *


      ‘Nobody saw the assassin?’


      ‘No, sir.’ Hoffmann’s chamber on the top floor of the Palisades building was not large, nor richly furnished. It had no great glass window with grand views, no wall-hangings, no oak panelling, no bookcases, no crossed axes, suits of armour nor pictures of the Emperor. It had Erik Hoffmann, and that was enough. His voice would have been enough. The deep Salzenmund accent, with its rolled vowels and hard consonants, made every word sound like a growled threat. A woman had once told Dirk Grenner that it was the most alluring voice she’d ever heard. That relationship hadn’t lasted long.


      ‘You’re certain it wasn’t the Kislevite or his comrades?’ Hoffmann asked.


      ‘Definite, sir,’ Grenner said. ‘If he’d known the shooting was going to happen he’d have led us away from it.’


      Hoffmann stared at his two officers for a moment. Then he crossed to the window and stared out. ‘This is an unholy mess,’ he said. ‘I’ve already had Lord Udo von Bildhofen, the Grand Duke’s son in here, demanding that every Palisade agent drop what they’re doing and guard his father, and wanting to be personally briefed about everything we’re doing. The von Bildhofen family dines with the Emperor tonight. A negative report could be very bad for us.’ He didn’t turn round, but stood silent; a long, tense pause. Then: ‘What did you make of the bolt?’


      ‘Custom job, designed to rip open veins and organs,’ Johansen said. ‘I saw one like it during a Tilean campaign a few years back.’


      ‘Quite right. I sent it down to Alchemics for analysis. The steel and wood are from the south of Tilea.’


      ‘Why would a Tilean want to kill an Elector?’ Grenner asked.


      ‘More likely a Tilean assassin,’ said Johansen.


      ‘One hired by someone who wants the job done properly, I suspect.’ Hoffmann turned, walked back to stand by his desk. ‘The Grand Duke’s nominated successor is his brother, Baron Siegfried. His wife is Tilean.’


      ‘Think he’s hungry for power?’ said Grenner.


      ‘Find out and stop the assassin. Before anyone important dies.’ He picked up a folder of parchment from the desk and leafed through it, then looked back up. ‘What are you waiting for? Go. And don’t make this the second operation you botch today.’


      * * *


      The interior of the tavern was dark, the ceiling low, the tables crowded, the drinkers Tilean. Curious and hostile eyes looked at the two Altdorfers as they entered, resenting their intrusion. Most of the city’s natives had the sense to stay out of the Tilean quarter, and the only ones who ventured into the Villa Bianca were either dupes, foolhardy or desperate.


      At the back of the room two richly clothed Tileans were talking earnestly in low tones. Grenner and Johansen found a table, sat and waited.


      ‘Nice place,’ Johansen muttered ironically.


      ‘Proof that all men are brothers,’ Grenner said. ‘Empire, Tilean, Kislevite or Bretonnian – come mealtime we’re all in the alehouse.’


      The taller of the two Tileans stood up, kissed the other’s hand, and left. The smaller looked around and took a swig from an ornate glass beside him. Another man began to approach him, but he raised a hand, and then gestured to the two Palisades agents. Grenner walked up to the table and bowed. Johansen followed.


      ‘Thank you, Signor Argentari.’


      The short Tilean smiled. ‘Sit, sit, Sergeant Grenner. It has been a long time. How is your life?’


      ‘Not a sergeant any more, signor. I left the Watch some years ago.’


      Argentari nodded sympathetically. ‘I have heard. How can I help you in your new employment?’


      Grenner said, ‘Signor, do the Tileans have an argument with the Empire?’


      ‘No more than usual. Why do you ask?’


      ‘This morning someone tried to shoot the Elector Count of Middenland with a Tilean crossbow bolt.’


      The signor’s expression kept the practised placid look that gamblers, politicians and liars work hard to perfect. Then he shrugged. ‘It is to be expected. We are the best crossbowmen in the world.’


      ‘We need this man,’ Grenner said.


      ‘What makes you think I know any more than you?’


      ‘Come off it, signor. You know the names of every Tilean in this city, where they’ll sleep this night and how much money is in their purses, down to the last copper.’


      ‘That is true,’ the Tilean said. ‘But my Reman ancestors had a phrase: “Quid pro quo”. It means: what would I gain from telling you?’ He sat back, looking thoughtful.


      Johansen leaned forward. ‘I’ll tell you what you gain,’ he said and Grenner heard the frost on his voice. ‘If the Grand Duke dies with Tilean steel in him, life goes bad for every one of your people in this city. I’m not just talking about muggings and beatings and arson. Your trade will dry up. Nobody will hire your men. Increased watch patrols. Increased surveillance. Your wives and children will be pariahs, spat at in the street. And worse. Tileans protect their own, Signor Argentari, but you know the Empire does the same. You call yourself the father of Little Tilea. Prove it.’


      Argentari shrugged, but Grenner could tell his heart wasn’t in it. Then he pulled a pocket-book from his jacket, flipped through it and laid it flat on the table. There was an address on the page.


      Grenner looked at it, then at Johansen. ‘What’s the time?’


      ‘Two bells rang a few minutes ago. Why?’


      ‘The Grand Duke’s meeting the Emperor this evening. He’s a good Sigmarite, he’ll want to pray first. In twenty minutes he’ll be walking to the great temple for afternoon worship. Right past that house on Marienstrasse.’


      They sprinted out of the Villa Bianca, towards the river-bridge, the palace district and the temple.


      * * *


      The tolling of the temple bells echoed the agents’ footsteps as they ran into Marienstrasse.


      ‘Which house?’ Johansen panted. Grenner pointed: he knew the district.


      ‘Half-way down. Sign of the crossed gloves.’


      They burst into the glove-maker’s shop, past surprised customers in elegant dress and shocked staff in consternation. ‘Who lets out the rooms upstairs?’ Grenner demanded.


      A short, slender grey-haired woman came forward. ‘I do,’ she said, ‘but we don’t have any vacancies.’


      ‘You’re about to,’ said Johansen. Grenner shot him a look.


      ‘A Tilean. Arrived recently. Which floor?’ he asked.


      ‘The top. Hey,’ she said, ‘you can’t go through–’


      Beyond the door the light was dingy, the stairs narrow and the stale air smelled of boiled vegetables. They took the stairs two at a time, matching their footfalls to the sonorous chimes of the temple bells. The door at the top was shut.


      ‘You get the door, I’ll get the suspect,’ Johansen whispered, drawing his dagger.


      ‘We need him alive.’


      ‘I hadn’t forgotten.’


      Grenner looked at the door. It was stout but old, almost certainly locked, and probably barricaded on the other side. The lock was the first problem, and its bolt would be just about… there. He kicked the spot with his heel, hard. There was a crunch as it gave inwards, but only an inch.


      ‘Damn!’


      Something moved inside the room. Grenner charged the door, hitting it with his shoulder. It flew open with a crunch, a broken chair scattering across the floor. There was a man standing by the open window, with a crossbow. It was aimed at Grenner’s face.


      He threw himself sideways and down. There was a twang and things hurtled past his head. Someone went ‘Uh!’ and someone else went ‘Ah,’ and he didn’t know if either of them had a Tilean accent.


      He looked up. The assassin was still standing by the window. His expression was startled, because Johansen’s throwing-dagger was sticking out of his stomach. He began to lift the crossbow.


      Grenner scrambled to his feet, grabbing a piece of chair. Why wasn’t Johansen following through?


      ‘Drop it,’ he warned.


      ‘Grenner,’ Johansen said quietly from behind him, ‘that’s a two-shot bow.’


      The Tilean smiled. Blood was beginning to show on the clothes round his stomach-wound. He gestured with the crossbow towards a corner of the room. Grenner let his eyes flick over there, then as the Tilean’s followed he hurled the chair-leg at him with all his might.


      The assassin tried to duck. The piece of wood glanced off his head and smashed through the window-pane. Broken glass cascaded out into the street. It didn’t seem to bother him. He moved across the room but the crossbow didn’t waver. Grenner watched as his hand tightened on the trigger.


      Suddenly the world was too bright. It reminded Grenner of something he’d seen once before and would never forget. ‘Down!’ he screamed and hit the floor again, his hands over his face.


      The room went to awful white and heat and sound, squeezing everything else out of existence. It lasted an eternity, then suddenly it was done. Grenner lay where he was for a second, then looked up.


      The Tilean had taken the main force of the blast. His corpse was still on fire. The room around it was destroyed, the walls cracked and cratered, the windows blown out, the curtains ablaze. The crossbow was ashes and burnt metal.


      Grenner stood slowly, checking himself. His hair and face were singed, his hands red raw. His clothes were ruined; even the leather was cracked.


      ‘I bloody hate magic,’ he said to no one in particular.


      ‘Grenner?’ came Johansen’s voice, weakly. Grenner turned. His partner lay at the top of the stairs, thrown there by the explosion. A crossbow bolt was sticking out of his chest. His blackened clothes were soaked with his blood.


      * * *


      As they passed the landing of the second floor, heading down, Johansen said, ‘Let’s work through what happened.’


      Grenner grunted. ‘I’ve got a better idea. You work through what happened, I’ll concentrate on getting you to a physician.’


      ‘That works too.’


      ‘Don’t take your finger out of the wound.’


      ‘Right.’ Johansen felt light-headed, as if part of him wasn’t there. Shock and blood-loss, he thought. Shock and blood-loss. Stay with it. He didn’t take his finger out of the wound.


      He wasn’t doing a good job of walking. Grenner was doing most of it for him, and Johansen was leaning on his shoulder, an arm round his neck, moving his feet when the moment felt right.


      Shock and blood-loss. Stay with it.


      ‘Someone chucked magic at us,’ he said. ‘Not the Tilean. Do this logically. We burst in. We don’t take him by surprise but that’s our fault. I knife him, and get hit.’


      ‘My throw breaks the window. And–’


      ‘Someone who’s watching the building realizes their assassin has been caught, and killed him before he could talk,’ Johansen said.


      ‘So the employer is or knows a spellcaster.’


      ‘It’s not much to go on.’


      ‘Enough for Hoffmann,’ Grenner said.


      ‘Not Hoffmann,’ Johansen said. A cough shook through him, and seemed to jar a thought loose in his mind. ‘The Untersuchung.’


      ‘The what?’ Grenner asked.


      ‘The Untersuchung. They’re part of the Reiksguard, an undercover group like the Palisades. They find cults and conspiracies in the army and the court.’


      ‘Witch hunters?’


      ‘No.’ Johansen could barely speak. ‘Not all cults… are Chaos cults. But the Untersuchung know about magic and they track sorcerers. They’re odd, very secretive… but efficient.’ He felt himself slipping. Grenner paused to hoist him back onto his shoulder. They started moving again, out onto the sunlit street.


      A crowd was milling outside the building, looking up at the top storey. It was on fire. The temple bells were still sounding. They seemed a very long way away. Everything did.


      ‘Look, Karl,’ said Grenner, ‘I am taking you to a doctor. I am not taking you to question some bunch of nutty army agents while you’re bleeding from a hole in your front.’


      ‘You’re right,’ Johansen said. The bright sky swam in front of him, and his sight was full of gaps. ‘You’re going to visit them alone.’


      * * *


      Across the courtyard of the Reiksguard stables, just out of sight of the main gate, an anonymous door stood in a plain brick wall. Grenner pushed it and it swung open, unfastened, as Johansen had said it would. He thought for a second about Johansen, seeing his friend’s clothes matted with blood, then stepped into the dark passage beyond.


      Ten feet along was a flight of stairs, and at the top another door. He rapped on its hard wood, five knocks. There was a sound of something sliding open and a voice said, ‘The sun is in the seventh house.’


      ‘I’m a Palisades officer and this is an emergency,’ Grenner said.


      ‘That’s not the password,’ the voice said, ‘but it’ll do.’ Bolts slid back and the inner door opened to reveal a long narrow room lit by slit windows and candles. Men and women in everyday clothes sat at cramped desks piled with books and documents. Shelves lined the walls. A man in his early twenties, dressed in black Sigmarite robes, stood by the door. Behind him, an older man in a leather coat looked up from his desk.


      ‘You realise this is highly irregular, don’t you?’ he said. ‘Any meetings between our two organisations are supposed to be approved in writing by superior officers, at least two days in advance. Some tedious quill pusher will earn a promotion by asking awkward questions if we give him a chance. So we’ve never met, this didn’t happen, and you’re not here. Agreed?’


      ‘Agreed.’


      ‘Good. Let’s get to business.’ The man stood. He was in his late thirties, greying at the temples, but he still had a soldier’s build and scars. ‘Lieutenant Gottfried Braubach, and the fellow who looks like he’s in mourning is Andreas Reisefertig.’


      ‘Dirk Grenner.’ They shook hands.


      Braubach sat down, gesturing at another chair. ‘How can we help?’


      Grenner sat. ‘I and my partner were fireballed a quarter-hour ago, trying to arrest a man who was about to shoot the Elector Count of Middenland,’ he said ‘The crossbowman was killed. I’m told you can help us identify who threw the spell.’


      Braubach looked down at his desk. ‘No, sorry,’ he said.


      ‘What?’


      ‘Sorry, we can’t help you.’


      Grenner stared at him. ‘Because you don’t know anything, or because you’re not going to tell me?’


      Braubach sat back in his chair and steepled his fingers. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I realise you’re in a hurry, but you should have gone through the proper channels. How do I know you are who you say you are? You could be anyone, with a thousand unhealthy reasons for asking that question. Get your superior… who is your superior?’


      ‘General Hoffmann.’


      ‘Get him to approve the exchange and we’ll talk. Until then it’s always nice to make new friends and maybe we can have a drink some evening, but right now you’re wasting your time and ours.’


      Grenner took a deep breath, held it and let it out slowly. He restrained an urge to punch Braubach in the face. ‘You don’t care about a lunatic who’s tried to kill an Elector twice today?’


      ‘We would, except you just told us he’s dead. And why would the person who killed the assassin kill the Elector too? Actually,’ Braubach’s brow furrowed, and he leaned forward, ‘I can think of several reasons. Look, I don’t want to seem unfriendly but I can’t let you tread on our toes, and we have big toes. Andreas can help you with some neutral information about magic, but that’s all. Now, please excuse me.’


      He rose, walked to the rear of the long office and disappeared through a door. Reisefertig watched him go, then turned and leaned against the desk. Grenner half-expected him to apologise, or to say something about his superior, but the man’s face was a cold mask, betraying nothing. He looked down at Grenner.


      ‘Let’s start with the spell,’ he said. ‘You said it was a ball of fire?’


      ‘Yes. I was attacked six years ago by a drunk from the College of the Bright Order so I recognise the signs.’


      ‘Which were?’


      ‘Sudden brightness before the explosion, and a slight smell of gunpowder.’


      ‘And the dead assassin?’


      ‘Burnt to a crust. Room completely destroyed.’


      Reisefertig stroked his earlobe between finger and thumb. There was something in his gaze that Grenner found uncomfortable. ‘Probably not a fire ball spell then, but something like it. Fire balls are too obvious for city-use: people notice the smaller ball of fire that the wizard throws in the casting. My guess would be a blasting spell, more devastating and more subtle to cast. It only works at less than a hundred paces. Does that fit?’


      ‘The caster could have been in the building opposite. Or even in the street. Either would have line-of-sight.’


      ‘Yes. Blast requires some spell mastery, so it’s not some novice or student. But it’s general battle-magic, and quite well known. That could mean anyone. Political insurgents, foreign agents, even those Kislevite insurrectionists we hear are running around…’


      ‘Or an Imperial wizard who’s gone renegade?’


      Reisefertig said nothing.


      ‘It’s an obvious possibility,’ Grenner said, ‘but you left it off the list. Let’s not play twenty questions. I’ll tell you what I think. Someone tipped off the assassin about the Elector’s route, both times. That means someone in his entourage or his household is trying to get him killed.’


      ‘Yes,’ said Reisefertig. He steepled his fingers, just like Braubach had. ‘An interesting scenario.’


      ‘Can you tell me if you know of anyone in the Grand Duke’s court who has links to a spellcaster?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘You don’t know?’


      ‘I can’t tell you if we know.’


      ‘Damn it! I’m trying to protect an Elector!’ Grenner exploded, on his feet, gesticulating.


      ‘Haven’t you realised we might be doing the same thing?’ Braubach said quietly from behind him. ‘We have our missions and agendas too, and letting Electors die is not high among them. Please accept that we cannot give you the information you want. Go back to your general. He may have learned something while you were away.’


      Grenner glared at him, but there was a look in Braubach’s eyes that made him realise a retort would be pointless. He left without a word.


      * * *


      Hoffman sat in front of the bare table in his office. He held his brow with one hand and his eyes were closed in deep thought. A wide beam of mid-afternoon sun fell through the window onto the wood floor in front of him, leaving him in shadow.


      There was a knock at the door and someone said, ‘Message, sir.’


      ‘Come in.’ Hoffmann stood as the messenger entered, holding out his hand for the thin strip of parchment the man carried. ‘What’s the news on Johansen?’


      ‘He’s conscious, sir. The physician is with him now, applying leeches.’


      ‘Let me know as soon as they’re done.’ Hoffmann unrolled the parchment and moved into the sunlight to read its thin, spidery writing. He grunted with dissatisfaction.


      ‘Any answer, sir?’


      ‘No. No, they already know the answer,’ Hoffmann said. The sunlight caught the strands of white in his dark brown hair and smoothed over some of the creases on his tired face. ‘When Grenner gets back, tell him I want to see him. Immediately.’


      The messenger bowed and left. Hoffmann sat back down, placed the parchment on the table and read it again. He was reading it for the fifth time when Grenner knocked and entered without waiting for a reply.


      ‘Sir, I need to talk to you about the Untersuchung.’


      ‘That’s why I need to see you.’ Grenner looked worried, and Hoffmann waved a hand at him. ‘Don’t fret. I’m not going to give you an arse-kicking about talking to other agencies without proper authorisation. I’ve been thinking.’


      ‘So have I, sir.’


      ‘Oh yes? Any conclusions?’


      ‘Some, no thanks to the Untersuchung. Our mystery mage knew the assassin’s location this afternoon, and was watching it. I think that Tilean connection is an attempt to implicate Duke Siegfried, the Grand Duke’s brother. So we’re looking for someone close to the Grand Duke, who wants him and his successor removed. And the Untersuchung were acting like they had something to hide; they clammed up the moment I mentioned Middenland.’


      ‘Hm.’ Hoffmann looked amused. ‘Well. Let’s go and see Johansen.’ They left the office and walked down the stairs to the medical wing on the second floor.


      ‘Thanks to you,’ Hoffmann said, ‘the Untersuchung now know pretty much everything we do about this business. Had it occurred to you that they might be involved?’


      ‘Involved?’ Grenner looked aghast.


      ‘Not like that, they’re not behind it. But as you suspect they have been running surveillance on members of the Grand Duke’s court.’


      ‘I thought that might be why they wouldn’t give me any information.’


      ‘Of course they wouldn’t. They don’t know you from Sigmar. But while you were revealing our secrets, Lieutenant Braubach sent the information you requested to me on a carrier-pigeon.’ Hoffmann held up the piece of parchment. ‘Along with conditions about how we can use it. Here we are.’


      Johansen lay in the only occupied bed in the room. He was stripped to the waist, and pale bandages encased his ribs. His skin looked sallow and slack. He looked up at the sound of the opening door, and smiled weakly.


      ‘No grapes?’ he said.


      ‘Only sour ones,’ Grenner said.


      ‘The Untersuchung been helpful?’


      Grenner scowled.


      ‘They’ve given us the name of the sorcerer,’ Hoffmann said. He sat on the corner of the bed, studying the faces of his agents. ‘Emilie Trautt, a former student at the Imperial College of Bright Magic. Failed to renew her oath of allegiance to the Emperor four years ago and disappeared. Resurfaced fifteen months ago with the name Sara Koch, working for Lord Udo, the Grand Duke’s son, as an advisor. Some say they’re lovers.’


      Johansen coughed weakly. ‘Oh great. The son’s trying to take out his father.’


      ‘And frame his uncle for it,’ Grenner added. ‘Which would make him number one in the line of succession.’


      ‘It gets worse,’ Hoffmann said. He held up the parchment. ‘Sara Koch is off-limits. We can’t touch her.’


      ‘You’re joking,’ Grenner said disbelievingly.


      ‘I wish I was. The Untersuchung think she can lead them to a sect of renegade wizards somewhere in Middenland. We are not to contact her, harm her, arrest her, or let her discover that she is being watched.’


      ‘Are we sure they’ll try again? They’ve lost their assassin.’ Johansen said.


      ‘They didn’t lose the assassin, they removed him themselves. They must have a back-up plan.’


      ‘That’s not the only problem,’ Johansen said. He tried to pull himself up into a sitting position, and winced. ‘We still don’t have anything solid against Lord Udo.’


      ‘We don’t even know if we’ve got the right man,’ Grenner said. ‘Sigmar’s teeth! It’s our job to defend these people, and they’re busy trying to kill each other.’


      ‘Defend them,’ Hoffmann said. ‘Yes. And the best form of defence is?’


      ‘Attack,’ the two agents said together.


      ‘Exactly. We have to draw our suspects out; we have to make them prove their guilt – or innocence. And we have to do it fast: they meet with the Emperor in less than four bells.’ Hoffmann got to his feet and looked down at Johansen. ‘Karl, what did the physician say?’


      ‘I’ll be back on my feet in four days, fit for active duty in ten.’


      ‘Mollycoddling nonsense. Be in uniform in fifteen minutes. You two have an appointment with Lord Udo.’


      * * *


      The hallway was ornate and ostentatious, decorated to impress. Thick Araby carpets covered the oak floor. Suits of armour from different eras stood along its length, with trophies from long-past battles fixed to the wall between them: an elf general’s helmet; a dwarf axe encrusted with runes; the moth-eaten head of an orc warboss, stuffed and mounted. Johansen looked at it.


      ‘It looks as happy to be here as I am,’ he whispered.


      ‘Shut it,’ said Grenner.


      Johansen shut it. They’d been standing for almost five minutes and his whole chest ached like he’d been slugged by a club. The blood he had lost made him feel tired and slow. The dark serge fabric of his uniform felt coarse against his skin and tight across the shoulders, where he’d put on weight or muscle since the jacket was made. Fighting in these clothes would be hard. All in all, there were many things about this situation that made him uncomfortable.


      A footman appeared and ushered them into a larger room, decorated with the same opulence but more taste. In its centre a well-built man in rich robes sat at a table, the shredded carcass of a roast cormorant before him. He was slicing a pomegranate with studied attention, the red flesh of the fruit lying in moist chunks on a silver plate. Johansen and Grenner bowed. It was ten seconds before he spoke.


      ‘I was expecting General Hoffmann to come. Why has he not?’


      Grenner cleared his throat. ‘My lord, he sends apologies, but he is overseeing the security for this evening’s dinner.’


      Lord Udo snorted. ‘As excuses go, it’ll do. But I’m not impressed with your work. Very unprofessional. An assassin killed before he could be arrested, someone casting magic in the streets, and one of my father’s favourite hunters is dead. Who’s behind it?’


      ‘Kislevites, sir,’ said Grenner.


      ‘Kislevites?’ Lord Udo looked startled. Johansen worked hard to suppress a smile. He was glad Grenner was doing most of the talking; his own abilities as a liar weren’t strong at the best of times.


      ‘Yes, sir,’ said Grenner. ‘The modus operandi matches a group of Kislevite agents that we’ve been tracking. At least one of them was in the crowd at the north gate this morning. And everyone knows about Kislevite shamans.’


      ‘But why would Kislev attack the Elector of Middenland? We don’t even border Kislev.’


      Grenner’s face was blank, like a good soldier. ‘Exactly, sir. They aim to destabilise the political hierarchy, not settle grudges. The Grand Duke has no links to Kislev, and that makes him an ideal target.’


      ‘Kislevites.’ Lord Udo sounded thoughtful. ‘The crossbowman, you’re sure he was a Kislevite? His weapons too? Crossbows aren’t a regular Kislevite weapon.’


      ‘Everything was too badly burnt to be identifiable, sir, but our Alchemics people are working on it.’


      Lord Udo toyed with the glass goblet on the table. ‘What are you doing to stop these… Kislevites?’


      ‘Agents are watching their known safe-houses and equipment stores. Six of them are already in interrogation,’ Grenner said. Johansen was impressed by the direct quality of the lie. ‘Meanwhile we believe there may have been a leak of information from inside the Elector’s household. Tomorrow morning we’ll begin interrogating everyone in his employ.’


      Lord Udo took a mouthful from his goblet. Johansen noted how his loose sleeve conveniently shielded his expression for a second. The noble replaced the glass carefully on the table and asked, ‘How long will that take?’


      ‘Not long, my lord,’ Grenner said. ‘We’re very efficient about these things.’


      There was a pause. Johansen and Grenner waited. Lord Udo chewed a pomegranate seed. He seemed to be thinking.


      ‘Tonight,’ he said. ‘Getting to the palace. What are the arrangements?’


      ‘A secret, my lord. Only the people who need to know actually know.’


      The table flew across the floor, crashing down, the goblet shattering, fruit and silverware clattering across the carpet. Lord Udo was on his feet, one fist clenched. Johansen did not move. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Grenner hadn’t either.


      ‘How dare you say I should not know about my father’s safety?’ the nobleman said, spitting each word across the room. ‘Tell me the plan, you insolent arse, or I’ll have the Palisades closed down tomorrow. My father’s life is at risk.’


      So far today we’ve saved your fat father’s life twice, and I’ve taken a crossbow bolt for my pains, Johansen thought, and you’re the reason why. ‘As you wish, my lord,’ he said softly. ‘At seven bells the Grand Duke and his household will enter five carriages in the courtyard here. They will be escorted from here to the palace by Middenland soldiers, as well as Palisades riders with crossbows and agents on the stree–’


      He paused; his wound had shot a bolt of pain across his chest. Motes of black swam across his vision. Lord Udo was looking at him strangely. He took a breath, held it a second, and resumed.


      ‘Etiquette states the Grand Duke should be in the first coach. That makes it the obvious target, so it will be empty. The Grand Duke will be in the second coach, along with his nominated successor Duke Siegfried, and the rest of the family will follow in the usual order. Each carriage will have its curtains drawn, so nobody will be the wiser. Not even the coachmen will know which passengers they are carrying.’


      Lord Udo sat back in his chair, holding his chin in his hand. The jewels on his rings gleamed in the candlelight.


      ‘That sounds workable,’ he said. ‘And your secret plan, how many people know it?’


      ‘Only the Palisades agents involved in the operation. And now you, my lord,’ said Grenner.


      ‘Who else? My father?’


      ‘Nobody else, my lord.’


      ‘Good,’ Lord Udo said. ‘That is enough. Leave me. I must get ready for the dinner.’ He turned away from them. Johansen and Grenner bowed and left.


      The oak front door of the townhouse closed behind them. The sun was low over the rooftops and the street outside was filled with people on their way home.


      ‘You think he swallowed it?’ Johansen asked.


      ‘He doesn’t have to digest it all,’ said Grenner. ‘But if he thinks we’re pinning the blame on Kislev instead of Tilea then he knows his uncle isn’t going to take the fall for him. He knows he’s got to act tonight, and we’ve given him the idea of blaming it on us. Let’s hope he’ll bite off more than he can chew.’


      * * *


      The long shadows of evening had darkened and melted into each other, and a few evening stars shone from the clouded sky. Below, the courtyard of the Grand Duke’s townhouse was filled with carriages, horses and uniformed men. The workmen and servants had gone, leaving only a corridor of dark fabric between the house’s main exit and the first of the carriages. Just inside the gate, an escort guard of Middenland soldiers waited.


      Something was making Grenner’s horse uncomfortable, and he leaned forward to pat its neck and adjust its blinkers. By the gate he saw Hoffmann and Johansen talking, their horses still. Even in the grey light he could see Johansen’s face was pale and pained. Duty like this, even on horseback, was no place for an injured man.


      He rode up to the two of them and saluted. The gesture felt odd, but this was a formal occasion and all protocol had to be observed. Hoffmann was in full uniform, his campaign medals spread proudly across it.


      ‘Grenner. Good,’ he said. ‘How are the preparations?’


      ‘Done, sir. The coachmen and servants are briefed, the family are waiting inside the house. Nobody will know who’s riding in which carriage, not even the people inside them.’


      ‘Nobody except us.’ Hoffmann smiled slightly. ‘Seven bells is about to sound. Give the signal.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ He paused. ‘We’re putting an Elector’s life at risk, sir.’


      ‘I know. But better we draw our man out now than let him try to slit the Elector’s throat in his bed tonight. Give the command.’


      Grenner turned his horse and rode to the first carriage, the painted carvings on their ornate woodwork dull in the torchlight. He nodded to the driver, dismounted and walked through the cloth-walled passageway to the house door. He knocked twice and it swung open.


      They were all there, standing in the anteroom beyond, glistening with silks, gold and jewels. The Grand Duke and his wife, Baron Siegfried and his wife and son, Lord Udo, Lord Sigismund and Lady Anna, Lord Helmut and Lady Margaret, with their attendants and servants. He snapped to attention.


      ‘Your Grace, my lords and ladies, the carriages are ready,’ he said.


      None of them looked at him. None of them acknowledged he was there. As Grenner turned smartly and walked back out to the courtyard he asked himself, not for the first time, why he cared.


      * * *


      The carriages were loaded, their passengers concealed behind thick velvet curtains. The Middenland guards began to move forward, out into the street that led north to the Imperial palace. Grenner waited at the gate, signalling to each of the coach-drivers when it was their turn to move into position in the line. One started too early, following the one next to it, but he waved it back in time. If they lost the right order, they lost everything.


      Outside, a thin crowd lined the route to the palace, held back by bored members of the City Watch. Grenner found himself riding alongside the second carriage and deliberately slowed his horse, dropping back until he was next to Johansen.


      ‘Are you all right?’ he asked.


      ‘I feel like hell. I shouldn’t be here. I’ll be useless if anything kicks off. And I wish it would – better than hanging around at the palace until these fat mosquitoes are ready to come home.’


      ‘If something happens you can bet Hoffmann will have us making reports and interviewing witnesses till three bells tomorrow,’ Grenner said.


      ‘The old man’s taking a hellish risk.’


      ‘I know. If this goes wrong it’s the end of the department. They’ll hang Hoffmann. I’m worried that we’ve based all this on the word of the Untersuchung. Is their information good? Do you trust them?’


      Johansen didn’t reply. Then he groaned.


      ‘I’m getting too old for this,’ he said. ‘Time to find a nice young widow who owns a pub, some tall strong blonde who’s not too old, settle down…’


      Grenner snorted. ‘You’re not thinking of that northern girl who owns the Black Goat? You wouldn’t get an easy life with her. She’d keep you–’


      Ahead of them, the second carriage exploded in a burst of white light and a wave of heat. Its body lifted three feet off the ground and hung for a second at the centre of a fierce bright world, until the Shockwave slammed it down into the ground. A crashing roar blew past them, echoing off the buildings. Wood and metal whizzed through the air, ploughing into the walls and the crowd.


      Grenner reined in his horse, turning its head away from the blast so it wouldn’t be panicked. People were screaming and running around him, falling, blocking the street. The other carriages were trying to turn, to get away from the scene. He saw someone fall under the wheels, crushed. Horses were screeching and rearing. The wreckage blazed. Where debris landed, new fires were starting. People were burning, flailing as they died.


      ‘Think fast!’ Johansen yelled.


      ‘They always attack from above!’ Grenner shouted back. He stared up, looking for a figure silhouetted at a window or against the dark sky, but the afterimages of the explosion were blinding him. He heard the thunk of Johansen firing his crossbow, glanced to see where it was pointed, followed the line, and caught a movement on the roof.


      He dropped the reins, stood on the saddle and leaped for the front of the nearest building, grabbing its exposed corner-beam with both hands and climbing, hand over hand, grabbing ledges and windows, pulling himself up the wall. He’d done this enough times in the Watch, chasing thieves and cat-burglars, but never in full uniform. He could feel the heat of the fires on his back through the thick fabric.


      Three storeys up he heaved himself over the eaves and looked round. The weird landscape of chimneys and tiled slopes was filled with dark shadows. Would the wizard have run, or be lying in ambush?


      Grenner moved forward silently, trying to block out the sounds of panic and pain below, straining to hear anything ahead. There was a scraping of stone; a tile slipping, he guessed. He moved towards it, keeping low, climbing the inclines of the roofs. Then something exploded at his feet and he jumped back with a shout of shock. A roost of pigeons scrambled into the sky in front of him on noisy wings.


      Something moved. His quarry knew he was there. Running footsteps headed south, towards the city’s south gate. He followed, using chimney-stacks for cover at the top of each roof, keeping to places where faint starlight let him see his footing.


      There: a fleeing silhouette, robed, moving across the rooftops, not looking back. It was only thirty paces away. Grenner drew his dagger from its shoulder-sheath and moved ahead. They were getting close to the city wall; soon the wizard would have nowhere to run. Keeping the figure in view, he crouched as low as he could and moved forward.


      The robed figure reached the edge of the last house. Ahead, across a wide street, was the Altdorf city wall, bright with torchlight from its watch-towers. The wizard stopped and looked back, and Grenner saw her face for the first time. She was younger than he’d expected. A strong face, handsome, not beautiful. Long, dark hair in a braid. She looked frightened.


      Grenner stood, his knife in his hand, ready to throw. For a moment neither of them moved nor spoke. Then she lifted her hands, almost as if in supplication. She was saying something, but he couldn’t make out the words. He moved toward her slowly.


      She was casting a spell.


      Grenner threw himself back, behind a chimney stack, away from the blast. When, after a second it had not come, he looked up. Her arms were spread like a bird and as he watched she lifted a foot into the air.


      Grenner thought for an instant about the exploding carriage, the stampeding horse, Lord Udo, the Untersuchung, Johansen burnt and bleeding, and he flung his knife. It flashed through the air, missed her, struck the stone wall and fell. The wizard hung in the night for a second, then soared across the street and up, over the wall, out into the darkness beyond the city.


      He walked to the edge of the roof and began to climb down, slowly, like a man who is thinking of other things.


      * * *


      Johansen and Hoffmann were waiting on their horses on the street below.


      ‘You threw a knife at her,’ Hoffmann said.


      ‘I aimed to miss,’ Grenner said. It was a lie.


      ‘The Untersuchung will be happy she got away.’


      There was a pause.


      ‘The authorities are going to need a good explanation.’ said Johansen.


      ‘Leave that to me. When the Grand Duke hears that Lord Udo was the only person who had been told he would be in the carriage that was targeted, he should understand.’


      ‘The Grand Duke’s safe?’ Grenner asked.


      ‘Yes, and his brother. They were in the last carriage, as we planned.’


      ‘How’s he going to take the news that his son was in the carriage that exploded?’


      ‘A tragic error by the coachman,’ said Hoffmann. ‘Lord Udo will have a grand funeral, and there will be no trial for treason and attempted patricide to embarrass the von Bildhofen family. The wizard will not be mentioned. The Grand Duke knows how these things work.’


      ‘What happens to the coachman?’


      ‘He died in the explosion, of course.’


      There was another pause. Grenner swung himself up into the saddle. ‘It’s been a long day,’ he said, ‘and I need a drink.’


      ‘Have it at the Palisades. Johansen needs rest. And I’ve got a nice quiet job for the two of you tomorrow.’


      ‘What is it?’


      ‘Finding those Kislevites and making people believe they were behind this.’


      Grenner groaned. ‘More bloody donkey work.’


      ‘No rest for the wicked,’ said Johansen.


      Hoffmann smiled. ‘Except Lord Udo.’


      Grenner was silent for a moment, thinking. ‘With your permission, sir,’ he said. ‘I’d prefer to drink alone this evening.’


      ‘Very well.’ They rode north, back towards the Palisades. Grenner watched them go, noticing that their route would take them past the burning carriage. Then he turned and walked towards the river, and a quiet tavern he knew where he could be alone with a bottle of Estalian wine and his thoughts.
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      NIGHT TOO LONG


      


      ‘Two beers, Frau Kolner, and a kiss for Hexensnacht!’ He swooped at her, arms outstretched. She dodged around him, laughing, a tray of tankards held level with a polished skill of avoiding amorous drunks.


      ‘Sit down, Herr Johansen, and I’ll bring your ale presently.’


      ‘And the kiss?’


      ‘Hexensnacht’s tomorrow night. And no kisses till you finish finding those poor missing women, and pay off your ale bill.’ She swept away towards the bar. Johansen watched her go, then ran his hand over his short-cropped dark hair, smoothing it into place, and sat back down next to his companion, Dirk Grenner.


      ‘She’s great, isn’t she?’ he said.


      ‘She’s a short, penny-pinching shrew with a half-wit for a brother and a string of suitors as long as the Great North Road,’ Grenner said. ‘I don’t understand what you see in her.’


      Johansen looked across the plain wood of the inn table with incomprehension on his face. ‘She’s a blonde widow who owns a pub,’ he said.


      ‘So you say, too often,’ Grenner said. ‘The landlady of the famous Black Goat Inn. What makes you think she’d go for someone like you?’


      ‘Me? A high-ranking officer in the prestigious Palisades, charged with protecting the Emperor and his Elector Counts?’ Johansen puffed out his chest. ‘I’m a fine catch.’


      ‘You’re an overworked, underpaid captain in a small division most people have never heard of. You’ve got a humourless tyrant for a boss–’


      ‘A sarcastic ex-Watch sergeant for a partner,’ Johansen said and reached for his tankard.


      ‘–you don’t wear a smart uniform most days, and you spend your time watching Kislevite insurrectionists or Bretonnian spies. Or, Sigmar help us, seconded to the city Watch, who couldn’t find their arses if a horse bit them.’


      ‘They’re not doing much better with our help,’ Johansen said. ‘Four women missing in two weeks. It’s not good.’


      ‘And while we were fooling around, Schmidt gets himself killed.’


      ‘His own fault. He knew they suspected he was watching them.’


      ‘Bretonnians,’ Grenner said with vehemence. ‘Sons of bitches. Killing him is one thing, but stuffing his mouth with his–’


      ‘Here’s to his memory,’ Johansen said. They raised their beer-mugs, drank, and were still. Grenner broke the moment.


      ‘Still, Hexensnacht tomorrow and Hexenstag the day after. Things should be quiet. The city’s practically deserted.’ He pulled his tankard closer and inspected it, thinking.


      A deep boom echoed from outside. The building shook, sending ripples across the beer.


      ‘What was that?’ Grenner said.


      ‘You tempting fate,’ Johansen said. ‘Gunpowder. A lot of it. About half a mile.’


      ‘Not magic?’


      Johansen shook his head. ‘No, the echoes were wrong. Come on.’ He was on his feet. Grenner stood up, staggered and leaned on the table. ‘Are you sure we’re on duty?’ he asked.


      ‘We’re always on duty,’ Johansen reminded him.


      ‘I’m too drunk to be on duty,’ Grenner protested.


      ‘Dunk your head in the horse-trough,’ Johansen said.


      They staggered to the door. Outside, flames lit the night sky above the wide empty space of the Königplatz. Altdorf, capital of the Empire, lay still and cold under a blanket of thin snow and stars, the streets lightened by the eerie light of the two moons, one crescent and the other a day from full. Tomorrow would be Hexensnacht, witches’ night, the last night of the year.


      * * *


      The Seven Stars Inn was ruined and ablaze. The fire raged against the cold, its leaping heat forcing back the crowd of gawping citizens. Stirrup-pumps forced futile jets of water into the inferno and nearby buildings were being emptied in case the flames spread.


      Grenner gazed at the blaze. Almost nothing was left except the ground floor. Nobody could have escaped this cataclysm, but he couldn’t work out why someone would blow up a prosperous merchant-inn at one of the few times of the year when it was almost empty.


      He saw Johansen moving through the crowd, circling the building. The man had studied pyrotechnics when he was in the army; he’d be able to tell where the charge had been set and how large it was. Grenner’s speciality was less technical and more dangerous. He was a student of human nature.


      ‘So, Grenner, what’s the situation?’ The voice jolted him from his thoughts, made abrupt by its strong northern accent. Grenner didn’t have to turn to know General Hoffmann, the leader of the Palisades and the only man whose orders he respected, had arrived.


      ‘Probably nine dead, sir,’ he said. ‘No survivors found so far, nor witnesses. No reports of threats or recent trouble.’


      ‘A hundred and fifty pounds of gunpowder in the cellar,’ Johansen added as he joined them. ‘Blast went straight up, killing everyone inside. Very effective. Good evening sir, you’re up late.’


      ‘Hard to sleep with so many disturbances,’ Hoffmann said, his eyes dark against the flames.


      ‘Don’t give us that,’ said Grenner. ‘Something’s up or you wouldn’t be here. Why this inn, and why tonight?’


      Hoffmann held his stare for a moment. ‘You’re on the ball for a man who’s been drinking all evening, Grenner. Yes, this is no routine tavern-bombing. Grand Prince Valmir von Raukov, Elector Count of Ostland, is known to share a room with a female associate here late at night. We’ve warned him it’s a security risk, but…’


      ‘Was he inside?’ Johansen wanted to know.


      ‘He was but he left earlier, luckily for us. Someone just tried to kill a senior officer of the Empire, and in a very public way. I need to know who and why, and I need them stopped. Your job.’


      Johansen looked mock-aghast, Grenner dismayed. ‘Can’t you put someone else on it?’ he said.


      ‘There isn’t anybody else. It’s almost Hexenstag. Everyone’s out of the city or on leave, except the Meer twins who are working incognito and Schmidt, who I don’t need to remind you is dead. Get to work.’


      ‘We’ll start first thing,’ Grenner said.


      Hoffmann’s face was in shadow, the raging fire behind him. ‘Someone’s trying to kill an Elector, you don’t wait till morning. Start now, and don’t stop till their bodies are in jail or cold.’


      Johansen groaned. ‘When do we sleep?’


      ‘Perhaps the explosion deafened your ears.’ The general’s voice was ice. ‘You don’t stop until they’re jailed or dead.’


      Chains of people passed buckets of water to watchmen who flung them at the burning inn. The inferno consumed the water and blazed on, turning the sky above the city red.


      * * *


      The Königplatz is the wide market-square separating the University of Altdorf from the merchant district. By day it is crowded with traders, peddlers, goodwives looking for a bargain, street-thieves looking for unguarded purses, pilgrims, soldiers and messengers, gawkers staring at the huge statues of past emperors that dominate the square with the hundred foot-tall figure of Sigmar, the founder and patron of the Empire, towering over them.


      By night the square is quieter, the market-barrows left stacked and bare at the side of the cobbles. On cold nights between the midwinter feasts of Mondstille and Hexenstag, when the river Reik flows through the city slow and sluggish like thick blood in the veins of old tramps huddled in warehouse doors, Altdorf’s streets are deserted apart from a few drunken revellers, a few Watch patrols, those who prefer not to go home or who have no homes, stray dogs, and rats scurrying in the garbage. Those with more clandestine business stick to less well-let areas.


      ‘Gunpowder in the cellar,’ Grenner said as they headed across the square towards the Black Goat. ‘How did it get there?’


      ‘Probably a barrel,’ said Johansen. ‘Who’d notice an extra barrel in a beer-cellar?’


      ‘The cellarman would. And they’d have to get it down there. First thing, we check out the Seven Star’s regular brewers, wine-sellers, anyone who might supply them with casks. Find witnesses. Find out who’s got a grievance against the prince.’


      ‘A lot of work,’ Johansen said, ‘for just two of us.’


      Grenner groaned. ‘I know. And I’ve got a fitting at my tailor.’


      ‘Oh yes?’


      ‘Couple of shirts and a new short-cloak. Dark blue, Tilean style.’


      ‘Very nice. Big evening?’


      Grenner gave him a scathing look. ‘Hexensnacht. In case you’d forgotten.’


      ‘Oh yes. Let’s hope we’re done by then.’ Johansen, distracted, glanced across the empty square. ‘Wait, what’s that?’ He pointed into the maze of shadows among the bases of the emperors’ statues.


      It was a pile of displaced paving-stones, the bare earth beside them rude and frosted. Grenner and Johansen regarded them.


      ‘Odd,’ Johansen said. ‘I didn’t see that earlier.’


      ‘Maybe you weren’t looking. Maybe it wasn’t here. We can check on it in the morning.’


      Johansen looked up as if realising where he was for the first time. ‘Why are we back here?’


      ‘Because we need to do some planning. And the best place for that is over a mug of mulled wine, with the chance Frau Kolner’s still around to bring it to you.’


      Johansen grinned. ‘Let’s get planning.’


      * * *


      It was a long night. For an hour they talked and thought and speculated over hot wine brought by Frau Kolner’s idiot brother who was less interesting to look at than the landlady, but who understood instructions and did not sleep. Then they left the inn again, into the biting cold of the night to bang on the doors of informants, rousing them to answer questions in exchange for a few silver coins, a promise of future favours, leniency for relatives or associates in jail, or a stare that said nothing but threatened much. Grenner did the talking. Johansen stifled yawns, fingered his sword and blocked the escape routes.


      As six bells sounded across the city, the sky still dark, they found themselves in the merchant district a few streets away from the Königplatz, hammering on a door that didn’t respond. Johansen looked at Grenner.


      ‘Probably spending Hexenstag in the country,’ he said.


      ‘Wish I was.’ Grenner gave the door a kick and stepped away. ‘Enough for now. Breakfast at the Goat?’


      ‘You’re on.’ They began to walk back to the square, Grenner slapping his hands to ward off the frost.


      ‘And what has this wasted night taught us?’ he said, only partly to his partner. ‘That the prince has a lot of enemies. The Bretonnians and Kislevites hate him because of his trade-treaties with Norsca, his neighbours in the north hate him because his army drove a greenskin force into their lands last year, the Chaos-worshippers hate him because the witch-hunters run freely in his province, and even his own people hate him because he left the church of Ulric and became a Sigmarite. All of which we already knew. None of them have agents working in the city, as far as we know, and he’s not annoyed anyone for at least two months. We have nothing.’


      ‘Perhaps he wasn’t the target after all,’ Johansen said.


      Grenner looked at him with eyes smarting from the cold. ‘If he wasn’t then it stops being our problem.’


      ‘He left the inn. Perhaps he was in on the scheme.’ Johansen paused, peering ahead. ‘Hang on. They’ve started early.’


      In the Königplatz market-traders were setting out their stalls, but Johansen’s attention was on the crew of workmen among the emperors’ statues at the centre of the square. He tapped Grenner on the shoulder, but Grenner was looking elsewhere.


      ‘You go. Shout if you need help,’ he said and walked away. Johansen shrugged, rubbed tiredness from his eyes and walked across to the crew of masons and apprentices, working with shovels and picks, digging a trench among the forest of plinths. One stopped and watched him approach, arms folded, his thin red hair a dash of colour against his sombre clothes and the dullness of the morning.


      ‘Cold day for working,’ Johansen said, raising a hand in greeting. ‘You the foreman?’


      The man nodded, lips tight and eyes guarded.


      ‘You’re starting early,’ Johansen said.


      ‘Aye.’ The mason’s northern accent was thick as porridge. ‘Work’s got to be done by t’night.’


      Johansen nodded, looking at the work crew. ‘Are all your men members of the stonemasons’ guild?’ he asked. ‘They don’t like it when–’


      ‘Affiliate members. From Wolfenburg,’ the foreman said. ‘It’s rush work. Base subsidence. No local masons to do it.’


      ‘You’ve got a guild certificate?’


      ‘Not here.’ The foreman turned his head, his eyes suspicious. ‘Who’s asking? Are you from the masons? Checking on us?’


      ‘Just a concerned citizen,’ Johansen said, and walked across the square to where Grenner was.


      * * *


      Grenner rapped the side of the cask on the cart. ‘All the way from Bretonnia?’ he asked. ‘Why? We make wine in the Empire.’


      The diminutive wineseller looked mock-shocked. ‘Not like zis!’ he exclaimed. ‘Zis, she is grown under zer sun of Bordeleaux, the vines viz no frost, no fungus – ze finest wine, rich and complex, a subtle bouquet viz afternotes of cherries and oak…’


      Grenner held up a hand to stop him. ‘I meant transport’s expensive. How can you make money on one cartload?’


      The Bretonnian shook his head sadly. ‘Monsieur, I do not know eizzer. My buyer, who supplies ze houses of Bretonnians in Altdorf, I find ’e is dead of the plague since four months. I cannot find my customers, so I must sell in ze market like a- a- a peddler.’


      Grenner nodded, studying the casks, turning thoughts over in his mind. There had been trouble with Bretonnians the summer before, and rumours said there might be more trouble next year. Not to mention the business with Schmidt. He thumped one of the barrels and it shook solidly. ‘Open it. I want to check.’


      ‘Check?’ The merchant looked puzzled. ‘Check what?’


      ‘That there’s wine inside, not something else.’


      The man’s eyes narrowed. ‘What?’


      ‘Just open it.’


      ‘But zat would ruin ze wine!’ The short man’s hands were raised beseechingly. There was silence for a moment. ‘Maybe I draw you off a cup?’ he suggested.


      Grenner shrugged acceptance, and the Bretonnian filled a metal beaker from the spigot at the base of the barrel. The liquid flowed deep and red. Grenner took it, sniffed and swigged, looked contemplative.


      ‘Well?’ The little man’s eyebrows raised into questions.


      Grenner looked at him. ‘You say this is the finest wine in Bretonnia?’


      ‘Oui, m’sieur.’


      ‘Stick to making cheese and seducing married women. This stuff’s swill.’ He put down the cup, to greet Johansen as he walked over. ‘You get anything?’


      ‘Non-guild workers doing repairs.’


      ‘Suspicious?’


      Johansen scratched his unshaved chin. ‘Maybe. If the work’s urgent there may be no guild men available, given the time of year. But the order must have come from the city council, and the local guilds get all those contracts.’


      Grenner pushed open the door of the Black Goat. ‘The Königplatz will be packed with people this evening. If the statues are unsafe and there aren’t any local masons to do the work, then…’ He let the sentence trail off as he slumped into a seat by his regular table. Johansen pulled out a chair and sat.


      ‘What did you get?’ he asked.


      ‘Bretonnian with a flimsy story, selling what he said was expensive wine from a market-stall. Big barrels of the stuff.’


      ‘Barrels, right. Did you see the wine?’


      ‘I tried a cup. It tasted like fruity tar. Ho, Frau Kolner, how are you this morning?’


      ‘As concerned about the size of your bar-bill as I was last night,’ the landlady said. ‘Don’t settle yourselves. I have a letter for you.’


      Johansen reached out but she gave it to Grenner, who smirked at his colleague as he snapped the seal and unfolded the paper.


      ‘What is it?’ Johansen asked.


      ‘Hoffmann. He guessed we’d come back here. Breakfast is cancelled, we’re to get back on the streets. Hunger sharpens the mind, he says.’


      ‘Sarcastic old sod.’


      ‘There’s more. We report to him at noon. Alchemics should have analysed the explosion by then. And meanwhile he’s got us an interview with the Elector.’


      ‘When?’


      ‘Now.’


      ‘So much for your appointment with your tailor.’ Johansen swiped a half-finished mug of beer from a neighbouring table and swigged it. ‘Let’s go.’


      * * *


      Grand Prince Valmir von Raukov, the Elector Count of Ostland, sat upright in his four-poster bed. A tray lay beside him, hot breakfast scents rising from it: sausages and kippers. In a chair on the other side of the bed a tall man in the grand prince’s house uniform sat, not saying a word, his hand never leaving the pommel of his sword.


      ‘Can you think of anyone who’d want you dead, your Highness?’ Grenner asked from where he and Johansen stood at the end of the bed. He knew how scruffy and tired they must look compared to the opulence of the prince’s bedroom. They ought to be in dress uniform, scrubbed and shaved, answering questions instead of asking them.


      ‘Of course people want me dead. I’m an Elector, for Sigmar’s sake. It’s not my job to be liked. You know that.’ The prince regarded them from under bushy eyebrows and chewed bacon. ‘No, nobody has threatened me lately beyond the usual cranks – correct, Alexis?’ The man in the chair nodded, his eyes never leaving the Palisades officers. ‘So you know of no reason why–’ The prince raised a hand. ‘Captain, if I knew anything useful I would tell you now. I’m not oblivious to danger, I have people like Alexis who monitor my enemies’ activities. If we knew anything we would tell you.’


      Grenner stared ahead, but in the corner of his eye he saw Alexis move, shifting position. Perhaps, he thought, he’s uncomfortable at his master’s words. He wanted to ask more, but knew better than to pose heavy-handed questions of an Elector.


      ‘Perhaps,’ the prince continued, ‘what you should be asking is why the Seven Stars was blown up if I wasn’t there? The assassins would surely have checked I was in the building before they set the fuse.’


      ‘Why would they have thought you would be there?’ Grenner asked.


      ‘Because that is my habit,’ the prince said. ‘I usually stay till morning. Last night I returned home early because I received word my wife was ill. Yet they blew up the inn all the same. Captain, either I wasn’t the intended victim, or the bombers had an informant who misled them, by accident or on purpose. There’s the next piece of your puzzle.’


      ‘Thank you, your highness. We’ll look into it.’ Grenner felt disdain but masked it. He hated it when officials did his job for him, particularly when they did it better. ‘Can you tell us who your companion was?’


      The prince shrugged. ‘Her privacy makes few odds now. Her name was Anastasia Kuster. I met her in the Street of a Hundred Taverns a few months ago, when I was – I was dressed plainly, let’s just say that. She’s an honest girl, works in a glove-shop. A little scatterbrained but works hard. She’s originally from Ostland, a northerner like myself. When I’m in Altdorf we meet once or twice a week.’


      ‘Might your wife have had something to do with the explosion?’


      ‘My wife?’ The prince snorted. ‘If I die, she loses everything: her title, her status, her palace, her income, the lot. She’s terrified by the thought of my death. Her relatives too, they all ride on my coat-tails. None of them would do anything to harm me.’


      ‘Hell has no fury like a scorned woman,’ Johansen said.


      ‘Scorned? She doesn’t love me. We married because it was politically advantageous to link our families. If I want warmth and emotion and life in a woman, I’ll go to – I went to Anastasia.’


      ‘Yet you returned home because your wife was ill,’ Grenner said.


      ‘She is heavy with my son. It would not have been seemly for the boy to be born while I was away from the house.’


      ‘Are you sure it’s a boy, your highness?’ Johansen said. Grenner flinched. It was a flip remark, inappropriate and irreverent. Such things were dangerous.


      The prince regarded them from under heavy brows, and did not smile. ‘It had better be.’ His tone was cold.


      Grenner’s heart dropped. Lower ranks should know their place, and Johansen’s remark had crossed the line. They’d get no more useful information here. ‘Thank you for your time, your highness,’ he said. ‘We will report anything–’


      The prince’s cough stopped him. ‘Not so fast. I have questions too. Were any bodies recovered?’


      Grenner snapped back to attention. ‘No, sir. The place was an inferno. It’s almost certain that everybody was cremated in seconds.’


      ‘Not everybody,’ the prince said. ‘The inn’s cellarman survived.’


      ‘What?’ said Grenner. ‘We weren’t told.’


      Across the room, Alexis sat forward in his chair. ‘Hans Kellerman was in the stableyard,’ he said. ‘The blast blew him twenty feet and broke his every bone.’


      ‘He’s alive?’ Johansen asked.


      ‘No, he died three hours later. But I was able to ask him some questions first. The Shallyan priests had given him herbs to numb the pain and he was almost coherent.’


      ‘What did he say?’


      Alexis glanced at the prince, who gave a slight nod. He turned back. ‘A few things. He told me there were four other people staying in the inn, but nobody of consequence. Just before the explosion he heard someone leave the inn, but didn’t see who. And one of the cellar keys had gone missing a few days earlier, and he suspected Anastasia, who had taken things bef–’


      The prince coughed and Alexis stopped talking abruptly, sliding back in his chair under his master’s glare. The prince turned to the Palisades officers.


      ‘That will be all,’ he said.


      ‘Thank you for your time, your highness,’ Grenner said, bowed and backed out of the room, Johansen beside him. He made sure they were twenty feet down the empty corridor before speaking. ‘I hate dealing with nobs,’ he said. ‘Humourless sods.’


      ‘This one not as stuck-up as most, though,’ Johansen said. ‘What do you reckon? Did he get his mistress up the spout, she was blackmailing him, and he hired someone to blow up the inn to get rid of her?’


      ‘I know you can be thick as a brick sometimes,’ Grenner said, ‘and that may explain why you never get anywhere with Frau Kolner, but did you really not notice?’


      ‘Notice what?’


      Grenner let out a sigh. ‘He didn’t kill her. He was in love with her.’


      ‘You should have pushed him for more information about the girl.’


      Grenner turned on him. ‘Don’t tell me how to ask questions. That’s my job. You almost got us thrown out of an audience with an Elector with your ridiculous…’ He stopped, pressing a hand against his eyes. ‘Sorry. Sorry, Karl. I didn’t mean that. It’s just… I’m tired and stressed.’


      Johansen put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘That goes for both of us. And it’ll get worse before it gets better. Still, come midnight we’ll be laughing about this and toasting the new year, eh?’


      ‘I bloody hope so.’ Grenner said dryly. ‘Right. How many glove-shops are there in Altdorf?’


      * * *


      There were six, but they got lucky with the second one. Anastasia hadn’t come to work that day, the glove-maker’s wife told them, and hadn’t sent word that she was ill. But it had happened before, and besides it was Hexensnacht, so they weren’t worried. Grenner turned on his charm and got the girl’s address in two minutes.


      ‘Fast work,’ Johansen observed as they left the shop.


      ‘New personal best,’ Grenner said. Inside he felt distant, distracted, as if there was a layer of wool between his thoughts and his actions. The bright cold sunlight made him feel cold, reminding him of too much beer and not enough rest the night before. His feet were heavy. He hoped there’d be no need for fast reactions or swordplay today.


      The girl’s lodgings were close to the city’s north wall, decorated with the fripperies a rich lover buys for his fancy, or a girl not used to luxury buys for herself. Anastasia wasn’t there and the bed had not been slept in. They searched the place with a swift thoroughness born of long practice.


      ‘She was an Ulrican,’ Johansen said, holding up a silver wolf-head.


      ‘Interesting. She could read, too,’ Grenner said, holding up a ragged, leather-bound book. He leafed through the pages.


      ‘Any good?’


      ‘Hardly Detlef Sierck. What’s that?’ A piece of paper fluttered down from between the pages. Grenner picked it up. ‘Address.’


      ‘One she wanted to hide.’


      ‘Wouldn’t she memorise it?’


      ‘The prince said she was scatterbrained.’


      ‘Oh yeah.’ Grenner peered at the scrawled writing. ‘It’s in the docks. Warehouse district.’


      ‘Probably a glove wholesaler, knowing your luck.’


      ‘My luck?’ Grenner looked askance. ‘Explain that to me on the way there, Herr Not-been-kissed-for-a-month.’


      * * *


      The warehouse on Weidendamm was old but the lock on its wide doors was new. Grenner tested its inner workings with a bent piece of metal while Johansen kept watch. Technically, as Palisades officers, they could enter and search any building, but dockers’ understanding of the finer points of the law was often shockingly bad.


      ‘So we’re here because we found this address in the effects of an Elector’s mistress, right?’ Johansen said.


      ‘Right.’


      ‘Why do we think this is a good lead?’


      Grenner stopped his picking and looked up. ‘It’s our only lead. Plus we’re seeing Hoffmann in an hour and he’ll want to know what we’ve been doing.’


      ‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’


      ‘Shut up. I’m concentrating.’


      ‘We could claim addled wits from lack of sleep.’


      ‘Shut up.’


      ‘Face it, this is half-arsed.’


      Grenner stood up, put the lockpick back in his pocket, and kicked the door hard. The wood around the lock splintered and the door swung inwards.


      ‘Subtle,’ Johansen said.


      ‘Subtlety is over-rated. Come on.’


      The air inside was cold and dark and their breath hung in the faint shafts of sunlight. The floor underfoot was hard earth. A figure lay slumped and twisted a few feet in front of the door. The rest of the warehouse was bare.


      Grenner went to the body. ‘Girl. Twenties. Pretty. Last night’s party frock. Neck broken. Want to bet she’s Anastasia?’


      Johansen peered at the dead girl’s face. ‘Does she remind you of anyone?’


      ‘No,’ Grenner said, squinting. ‘Who were you thinking of?’


      ‘I don’t know.’ Johansen studied the corpse for a moment, then squatted and ran his hands over the ground, gathering a thin powder onto his fingertips. He sniffed them. ‘Gunpowder,’ he said. ‘There’s the imprint of a barrel in the earth too.’


      ‘Just one?’


      Johansen blinked, letting his eyes adjust till he could make out the faint outlines on the floor. ‘Eight. No, twelve. More if they were stacked.’


      ‘How many of that size would have blown up the Seven Stars?’ Grenner asked.


      ‘Three at most.’


      ‘Damn!’ He stood and prowled. ‘So… assume the prince’s mistress is feeding information to the assassins. Maybe she knows their motive, probably not. Last night she has a lucky escape and realises that they’d kill her too if necessary. So she comes to confront them… why?’


      ‘Scatterbrained,’ Johansen said.


      ‘They do kill her. So they were here between the explosion and now, probably clearing the warehouse. But we still don’t know who they are.’


      ‘My money’s on Ulrican fanatics. We could look for witnesses,’ Johansen suggested.


      ‘It’s the docks. Nobody ever admits seeing anything here.’ Grenner thumped the wall. ‘It’s going to be a city records job, get a clerk to dig out the old ledgers and find who owns this place. The cargo records too, where it came from.’


      ‘I’m more worried about where it’s gone. Cart tracks here.’ Johansen pointed to the floor.


      ‘Cart. Barrels,’ Grenner said. ‘You thinking what I’m thinking?’


      ‘A good way to get gunpowder into an inn cellar. You?’


      ‘I was thinking about a Bretonnian wineseller.’


      Johansen stood, brushing dirt from his knees. ‘We’re late for Hoffmann. And I’m hungry for lunch.’


      Grenner took a length of twine from his pocket to tie the warehouse doors shut. ‘Lunch? Some of us are still starving for breakfast.’


      * * *


      From the windows of General Hoffmann’s room on the top floor of the Palisades building, the thin plumes of smoke still rising from the site of the Seven Stars were faint dark columns against the cold blue sky. Hoffmann stared out over the city, his back to his two agents.


      ‘Twelve hours,’ he said, ‘and all you’ve got for me is an empty warehouse and a dead girl.’


      ‘An Elector’s mistress. That’s got to be worth something,’ Grenner said.


      Hoffmann shook his head. ‘She can’t tell us what’s going on, who these people are or where they’ll strike next. So who’s behind this?’


      ‘Ulrican extremists,’ Johansen said.


      ‘Bretonnians,’ Grenner said.


      Hoffmann turned his stare to them. ‘Make your minds up,’ he said. ‘The city’s in uproar, every noble is screaming for protection, we’ve got a report of skaven in the sewers, and on top of it another woman’s disappeared. The last thing I need is you two following a wrong lead.’ He paused. ‘You do have more leads?’


      The agents exchanged a tired look. ‘Can you send someone to the city records office, to find out who owns that warehouse?’ Grenner asked.


      ‘And the customs records, to see if there’s anything on who brought the barrels to the city,’ Johansen said.


      ‘Who do you suggest I send?’ Hoffmann asked. ‘There isn’t anyone else. Get the records clerks to do it.’


      ‘You think there’ll be any records clerks there on Hexensnacht?’


      ‘Then you do it. I’ve got my hands full.’ Hoffmann turned back to the window. ‘We got the explosion report from Alchemics,’ he said. ‘Inconclusive. The sulphur in the gunpowder was Tilean, the saltpeter was gathered near Wolfenburg and the charcoal could be from anywhere. The ingredient ratio suggests a Middenheim-trained alchemist, but that means nothing.’


      ‘Couldn’t you send someone from Alchemics to the records office?’ Johansen asked.


      Hoffmann snorted. ‘Nobody’s going to do your book-work for you. And don’t dare fall asleep over them, or I’ll have your guts for garters. Go on, get out.’


      * * *


      The street outside the Palisades was quiet. A cat padded silently down the gutter. Grenner watched it go, yawned and flexed stiff muscles.


      ‘If we’re going to the records office,’ he said, ‘can we go by Weberstrasse?’


      ‘What’s in Weberstrasse?’


      ‘My tailor.’


      ‘You and your clothes, I swear–’ Johansen said, but Grenner wasn’t listening. Movement had caught his eye: a laden cart moving past the end of the street. He ran after it.


      He was right: it was the Bretonnian’s cart, still piled high with barrels. The short man was staring straight ahead, as if deep in thought. Grenner overtook him and stood in the road, hand raised.


      ‘Stop,’ he said. ‘Where are you going?’


      The Bretonnian reined in his horse. ‘Ah, m’sieur,’ he said. ‘You have come to buy some wine? Ze aftertaste of cinnamon, she has lingered on your tongue…’


      ‘Where are you going?’


      The wineseller shrugged. ‘The market is finished. I go to find some taverns, maybe zey buy.’


      ‘Where were you last night?’


      ‘I put my cart in an alley, I sleep zere.’ The little man raised his hands in supplication. ‘M’sieur, I have no money. I am–’


      ‘You’re under arrest. I want you off the streets.’ The Bretonnian turned white. He grabbed for his whip and swiped it across the horse’s rump. It started forward, towards Grenner, who ducked sideways and groped in his jerkin for a throwing-knife. A hand landed on his arm, restraining him. He turned. It was Johansen.


      ‘What the hell are you doing?’ he asked.


      ‘I’m arresting this man.’ The cart was rattling away behind him.


      ‘It’s not him.’


      ‘How do you know?’ Grenner demanded, turning to give chase. Johansen gripped harder.


      ‘It’s not him. It’s Ulrican extremists, trying to kill their Elector.’


      ‘I think he’s working with them.’


      ‘Why?’


      ‘Because…’ The cart was gaining speed. ‘Look, he’s up to something or he wouldn’t be running.’


      ‘Not our problem,’ Johansen said. ‘Electors in peril, the safety of the Empire to protect, that’s us, remember? Leave him for your friends in the Watch. Besides,’ he added, ‘if I was stopped by someone looking like you, I’d run too.’


      ‘What do you mean?’ Grenner ran a hand through his blond hair.


      ‘You’re unkempt. Not to mention unshaved, haggard and smelling of last night’s beer.’


      ‘Visiting my tailor would let me–’


      Johansen laughed, a short humourless bark. ‘Forget it. We’ve got records to check.’


      * * *


      They went to three breweries, to ask about beer deliveries to the Seven Stars. Nobody knew about anything unusual.


      They knocked on the doors of the houses around the remains of the Seven Stars to see if anyone had been awake before the explosion, or had heard or seen anything. Nobody had.


      They spoke to a couple of winesellers about the Seven Stars, but the inn had only taken small casks. Grenner asked about a Bretonnian wineseller dying of plague four months ago, but they didn’t know of anyone. Grenner looked at Johansen significantly. Johansen raised his eyes to the ceiling.


      They walked through the Königplatz. The market-stalls had closed up early for the day, clearing the space for the evening’s celebrations. There was no sign of the stoneworkers who had been there earlier.


      They went to Grenner’s tailor, who fitted his new clothes and wanted to know how the search for the missing women was going. Even wearing a new shirt and stylish short-cloak, Grenner still looked unkempt and sleepless.


      After several hours, after putting it off for as long as possible, they went to the city records office, in the basement of the council-hall. There was one clerk on duty, but after he showed them the section of leatherbound warehouse and tax records that they needed, he excused himself and they didn’t see him again.


      ‘Typical work-shy civil servant,’ Johansen said.


      ‘Not very civil either,’ Grenner observed.


      The books were cold, wide, dry and dusty. Their parchment pages were filled with tightly written records of who owned everything in Altdorf, who had sold it to them, and what percentage of the sale the tax collectors had taken. It was slow, tedious work.


      Johansen yawned and picked up the fifth ledger in the pile beside him. It was hard to stay awake: the cold air and the candlelight were soporific, and outside the narrow window daylight had fled hours ago. Across the table, Grenner echoed his yawn.


      ‘We’re doing this the wrong way,’ he said.


      ‘What?’


      ‘We’re looking for where they’ve been. We should be working out where they’re going. Who they’re going to target next.’


      ‘Oh yeah?’ Johansen raised a weary eyebrow. ‘How do we do that, a crystal ball? You know what Hoffmann thinks about that scryer the Watch uses.’


      Grenner passed a hand over his face, trying to wipe tiredness away. ‘It was just an idea.’


      Footsteps weaved through the racks of records towards them. Johansen raised his head to look. It was Alexis, the prince’s bodyguard.


      ‘Sigmar’s teeth, you two are hard men to track down,’ he said.


      Johansen thought of a snappy response, but swallowed it. It was too late and he was too tired. ‘What’s this about?’


      Alexis leaned on the edge of the table. ‘Anastasia.’


      ‘You know we found her body?’ Grenner said.


      Alexis nodded. ‘We heard.’ He paused. ‘The prince lied to you. He sends apologies but he was trying to protect her.’


      Johansen was suddenly very alert. Across the table, Grenner pushed his chair back.


      ‘What was the lie?’ he asked.


      ‘His wife wasn’t ill. He was going to stay the night at the Seven Stars, but Anastasia told him he was in danger and he should leave.’


      ‘So she was the person the cellarman heard leaving a few minutes later,’ Grenner said. Alexis nodded.


      Johansen absorbed the information, fitting it together. ‘She wasn’t an innocent,’ he said, ‘she knew what the Ulricans’ plan was. But she couldn’t go through with it. She may even have lit the fuse, knowing the prince had left. And they killed her for that.’ He looked up at Alexis. ‘When you learned the prince was seeing Anastasia you checked her background, had her followed, right?’


      The bodyguard nodded. ‘We didn’t find any links to known troublemakers.’


      ‘What other northerners did she meet regularly? Friends? Associates?’


      ‘Her brother’s in the city.’


      ‘What does he do?’ Grenner asked.


      ‘He’s a stonemason.’


      Johansen exhaled sharply. ‘Grenner,’ he said, ‘remember I said the dead girl reminded me of someone?’


      ‘Yeah?’


      ‘The stoneworkers’ foreman in the Königplatz this morning.’


      Grenner stared at him, horror across his face. No words were needed. They sprinted from the records room, out of the council building, heading towards the Königplatz.


      * * *


      It was later than they had realised and the darkened streets were thronged with revellers. Johansen let Grenner take the lead, following the former Watch sergeant move through narrow alleys and through short-cuts, avoiding the crowds. After five years in Altdorf he still couldn’t understand why people celebrated Hexensnacht, the night of witches. Back home in the south his family would be around the fire tonight, doors locked and windows shuttered. Bad things happened on Hexensnacht.


      Above them the two moons sat, one thin and one fat in a sky that flashed with bursts from fireworks, their explosions echoing off the buildings. It was not a good omen. As he ran, Johansen clenched his fists and made a silent prayer to Sigmar that he was wrong.


      They burst into the Königplatz. The square was a sea of people and movement, lit by flickering braziers on poles. Johansen leaped onto a market-barrow to scan the crowd.


      ‘The statues,’ he shouted to Grenner over the hubbub, and began pushing his way to where he had seen the work-crew. They had been digging a trench, he recalled, deep enough for several barrels.


      A knot of merrymaking students blocked his way. ‘Clear a path! Imperial officers!’ he bellowed, shoving through them. Ahead a red-haired figure turned sharply, slapped someone on the shoulder and raced away through the crowd, towards the base of the statue of Sigmar. Johansen felt a rising dread, and gave chase. They’d spent the day assuming an Elector was in danger. They hadn’t thought about symbols of the Empire.


      If the Ulricans had buried gunpowder, he thought, there would be a way of lighting it, some kind of fuse. As if on cue a firework went off behind him, throwing colours over the crowd. The red-headed man ducked between the bases of the outermost statues. It was darker in there and the crowd was thinner. Johansen saw Grenner to his left and gestured towards the maze of stonework. Grenner nodded. That was all the plan they needed: they knew how each other worked.


      Johansen drew his hand-crossbow from its holster and stepped into the shadows, heading for the statue of Sigmar. He surprised an entwined couple between the feet of the Empress Magritta, and sent a black-lotus peddler scurrying away from under Ludwig the Fat. Around the plinth of Leopold I, he could see where the Ulricans had been working that morning. Above, Sigmar’s mighty hammer eclipsed the moons, and in its shadow he could see the red-haired man kneeling on freshly laid paving-stones, crouched over something. A spark. It was a tinderbox.


      Johansen knew he was out of time. He rushed forward, his crossbow raised, shouting, ‘Drop it!’


      The man didn’t turn as he’d hoped, but crouched lower, blowing on something that glowed. Johansen charged in, firing as he ran. The bolt hit the Ulrican in the arm and the tinderbox went flying. The man twisted, his face maddened with rage, and Johansen kicked him in the teeth. He went backwards, his skull hitting the base of the statue with a crack.


      Johansen’s eyes searched the ground. A white cord lay between two flagstones, one end raised and singed. He grabbed it, pulling it with both hands. It came free, about three feet of fuse. He dangled it in front of the man’s eyes.


      ‘Happy Hexensnacht,’ he said.


      The man grinned through broken teeth and raised something in one hand, smashing it down onto the stones. Shards of clay splintered and a liquid spread, covering the ground, seeping between the flagstones into the soil below. Johansen punched the Ulrican in the side of the head, then dipped a finger and smelled it. Oil.


      ‘Johansen!’ Grenner yelled and he jerked his head up. A man was running out of the shadows, carrying a torch. It was the man the Ulrican had slapped in the crowd. A back-up. From the other direction Grenner’s throwing knife spun and sunk into the new man’s chest, a second into his eye. He fell. The torch went up, curving a bright path towards Johansen.


      He jumped to catch it, and his foot slipped on the oil. It bounced through his hands and hit the flagstones. The oil burst into flames.


      He stared for an instant.


      ‘Run!’ Grenner was bellowing. ‘Run!’


      He ran, roaring warnings, grabbing people and pushing them ahead of him. As he ran past the Empress and out into the crowd, he thought he might be safe.


      Then the world picked him up and flung him across the square, filling his senses with bright loud disaster. He ducked and rolled, bruised and breathless, clambering back onto his feet, running through the panicked, screaming crowd to get away. There was a second explosion. People were knocking each other down, trampling over bodies, desperate to get away.


      The statues were falling like trees in a gale, crashing into each other. Stone limbs dropped, torsos cracked, heads fell and exploded. Leopold collapsed into the Empress Magritta, her hollow bronze frame booming like a bell across the stampede in the square. She crumpled down into the crowd, crushing – Johansen didn’t want to think how many people. He could see bodies impaled on the spikes of her crown. He felt sick.


      Above the mayhem, the mighty figure of Sigmar stood firm, warhammer raised against the sky, the symbol of the Empire. Johansen, swept away by the crowd, tried to keep his eyes on it. Could it have survived the blast? Would it stand? Then he saw the first crack appear in its right leg. Pieces of stone fell. The crack grew. The leg shattered. The stone warhammer moved against the sky, slowly but unstoppably.


      Johansen watched, not caring about the people streaming and screaming past him, as the first emperor fell from his plinth like a god falling from the heavens, smashing its hundred-foot length across the flagstones and crowds of the Königplatz, splintering into uncountable pieces. The head of the warhammer, ten feet across and solid granite, bounced once, rolled and crashed into the Black Goat Inn. Beams fell, tiles cascaded off the roof into the crowd below, and part of the front wall collapsed.


      Johansen felt a hand grip his forearm and turned to see Grenner. His partner’s face was gaunt and covered in dust, his clothes torn, his face bleeding where it had been cut by flying stones. They stared at each other and at the devastation around them. Grenner raised an arm and pointed at the wreckage of the inn.


      ‘You know,’ he shouted above the tumult and chaos, ‘that’s hurt your chances of getting a snog tonight.’


      Johansen almost hit him. Instead after a second he said, ‘Give me your cloak.’ Grenner passed it and Johansen tore it into strips. Together they knelt and began bandaging the wounded.


      * * *


      ‘Get some sleep,’ Hoffmann said.


      It was four hours later. Altdorf was in shock. The Königplatz lay in chaos, corpses still strewn amidst the rubble of two thousand years of history, everything covered with a layer of powdered stone, made ghostly by the flames of a hundred torches, lighting the rescuers’ efforts to find more wounded. The temples and hospices were full, and the cold stone slabs in the temples of Morr too. Messengers had already ridden out from the city to carry the news across the Empire, like a rock dropped in a frozen pond, the news fracturing and rippling out across the land.


      That, Johansen thought, was what the Ulricans had wanted, what they were prepared to give their lives to achieve. In the north of the Empire, in Ostland and beyond, the fall of Sigmar would be a rallying-cry. Come the spring, there might even be civil war.


      He sat in Hoffmann’s office, drinking hot spiced wine, Grenner beside him. The three had spent the night lifting rocks, carrying bodies and comforting the wounded and the grieving until they were utterly exhausted. Logically, he thought, they should have been searching for the other Ulricans. But this was more important.


      ‘Sorry we didn’t stop them, sir,’ he said for the fifth time. Across the room, Hoffmann shook his head. The leather of his chair creaked with the movement.


      ‘Not your fault. You did everything you could. We didn’t have the manpower, it was as simple as that.’ He looked contemplative. ‘Get some sleep.’


      ‘Shouldn’t we find the rest of them, sir?’


      ‘They’re probably miles outside the city by now,’ Hoffmann said, ‘heading north. But don’t forget the two of you are on duty at seven bells.’


      ‘You’re bloody joking,’ Grenner blurted out.


      ‘I’ll overlook that insolence, Grenner, given the circumstances. Hexenstag dawn: the Emperor will be at the cathedral service for the blessing of the new year. We attend him. Plain clothes, not uniform. And shave, for Sigmar’s sake.’


      ‘Won’t it be cancelled?’ Grenner asked. ‘Under the circumstances?’


      Hoffmann shook his head. ‘The Emperor’s determined to show his people that Sigmar’s Empire and its faith are still strong – and to mourn the dead as well. He’s adamant. He’s instructed all the Electors in Altdorf to be there too.’


      ‘Oh Sigmar,’ Johansen said quietly.


      ‘What, Johansen?’ Hoffmann asked.


      ‘Don’t you see?’ His mind was exhausted; perhaps that was how he could understand the Ulrican fanatics, the way they thought, the depths of their madness and the extremes they’d go to. He remembered the eyes of the red-haired mason, a man who knew he was going to die and didn’t care. ‘It’s not over. The cathedral with the Emperor and the Electors, all the nobility of Altdorf… that’s the next target. They’re not settling for sending a signal, they want to start the war. Today.’


      Hoffmann stared at him. ‘Sigmar’s balls, man, didn’t they use all their gunpowder this evening?’


      ‘No.’ His neck ached. ‘The crater in the Königplatz wasn’t deep enough. I reckon they’ve got four or five hundred pounds left.’


      Hoffmann stared across the dark room. ‘An hour’s sleep,’ he said. ‘No more. Then we search the cathedral from top to bottom.’


      * * *


      Something clanged, and Grenner was instantly awake. It knelled again and he realised what he was hearing: the great bell of the cathedral, ringing to summon the faithful to worship. Light streamed through the windows. He threw off his blanket and shook Johansen on the next bed.


      ‘We’ve overslept! We’ve bloody overslept!’


      Johansen was alert in a second. ‘What happened to Hoffmann? He was going to wake us.’


      ‘No idea.’


      Johansen began throwing on his torn and filthy clothes. ‘You know he’s an Ulrican?’


      ‘Who?’


      ‘Hoffmann.’


      ‘What are you saying?’ Grenner stared at him.


      ‘Nothing. Just an observation.’


      ‘I hope you’re right.’ They rushed downstairs and out into the street. Nobody turned to look at them: there were too many ragged, haggard people in the city that morning. Thin grey dust coated everything. Two horses stood at a hitching-post outside a building opposite. Grenner caught Johansen’s eye. A moment later they were on horseback, galloping towards the great cathedral of Sigmar.


      ‘How would they have got barrels of gunpowder into the cathedral?’ Grenner shouted above the clatter of hoofs on cobbles.


      Johansen gestured with one hand. ‘Bribery. Concealment. The powder may not be in barrels any more. Where the hell’s Hoffmann?’


      ‘How should I know?’


      Ahead, they could see a crowd around the cathedral’s high doors. Many people had come to worship alongside the Empire’s greatest citizens today, to mourn loved ones, or ask for divine retribution on their killers. Grenner could see armoured guards by the doors, swords drawn.


      ‘Stop,’ he shouted. Johansen reined in his horse.


      ‘Why?’ he said.


      ‘We need to think about this.’


      ‘Every second counts.’


      ‘They’re not going to let us into the cathedral looking like this.’ He paused. ‘How much gunpowder did you say the Ulricans had left? Enough to bring down the building?’


      ‘Enough to make a hole in it, maybe.’


      ‘They want more than that.’ Grenner grimaced, thinking. ‘Maybe they’re going to crash a Bretonnian wineseller’s cart stuffed with gunpowder through the doors and blow themselves up.’


      ‘Not funny.’


      ‘I wasn’t joking.’ Grenner wiped his brow and stared up at the huge building, its buttresses rearing up into the sky around the peaked slates of the pitched roof. Between their stone arms, hanging over the high crenellated wall around the top of the building, a scarlet flag was blowing in the wind.


      ‘What would five hundred pounds of gunpowder do to the roof?’ he asked.


      Johansen furrowed his brow. ‘You could collapse the whole thing.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Why do you think they’re up there?’


      Grenner pointed at the flag that had caught his eye. ‘Recognise that?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘You should pay more attention to fashion. That’s Hoffmann’s cloak.’


      Johansen was silent for a second. Then: ‘How do we get up there?’


      Grenner grinned. ‘Follow my lead.’ He dug his heels into his horse and galloped down the street, heading for the crowd around the cathedral doors, Johansen hard on his heels. Heads turned as people heard their approaching hoofbeats, there were shouts, and a path opened. Grenner rode down it, heading for the doorway, holding his reins tight to keep the horse straight.


      The guards tried to block them with their swords but they weren’t fast enough and their blades weren’t long enough: Grenner thanked the gods that they hadn’t been pikemen. He flashed past them and into the cathedral’s antechamber, glanced back to check Johansen was still behind him, then crouched low as the horse plunged through the smaller arch into the vaulted expanse of the long nave.


      People in the pews either side leaped to their feet as the two horses galloped down the cathedral’s central aisle. There were shouts of surprise and anger. Grenner ignored them. He knew a stairway in the south-east transept; it led up past the gallery where the Elector Counts sat to watch the service, then spiralled upwards to the roof. That was their way up.


      He galloped past the choir. Almost there. People behind them were chasing on foot, but he was well ahead of them. The horse cantered into the shadows of the transept, Grenner leaped from its saddle, drew his sword and ran to the stairs, taking them three at a time. Johansen was right behind him.


      A wall of armed men blocked their way.


      Oh Sigmar, he thought. The Electors’ guards. There was no way through. He twisted round, to see more soldiers behind him. No way out either. Trapped.


      There was a strange hush in the cathedral at this invasion of a holy place. Off to one side Grenner could see the open gallery where the Electors were seated. He recognised faces among them. He’d saved some of their lives, but they wouldn’t know him.


      No, he thought, one would. Grand Prince Valmir von Raukov, Elector Count of Ostland.


      ‘Prince Valmir,’ he shouted. ‘The men who killed Anastasia are on the roof.’


      The Elector’s head jerked up and he stared at the Palisades officers as if woken from a dream. He looked surprised and alarmed. Startled, Grenner thought, to hear his mistress’s name echo across the cathedral. It was a risk. If the prince was a typical cold­blooded noble he could ignore them and the guards would cut them down. But if, as Grenner had guessed, he had really loved the girl…


      The prince stood. ‘Let them pass,’ he said.


      The guards moved aside. Grenner pushed between them and headed up. Behind him, Johansen paused to take a loaded crossbow from one of the soldiers. ‘I’ll borrow that,’ he said, and followed his partner.


      * * *


      The door at the top of the stairs was closed. Grenner shoulder-charged it and it flew open with a crash. Outside, in the narrow trough between the low wall of battlements and the steep pitch of the roof, three men looked up. One grabbed for a lit lantern, one for a bow, and one did not move because he was bound hand and foot, gagged and leant against the wall with his cloak flapping in the cold wind. Hoffmann.


      Grenner dived to one side. Behind him, Johansen raised his borrowed weapon and shot the other bowman in the head. He fell.


      The second man, dark and heavily built, ducked behind Hoffmann, wrapping an arm round his neck, using him as a shield. ‘You cannot win,’ he shouted. ‘This is Ulric’s year! The false god Sigmar has been destroyed and his temple and priests shall perish too! It is ordained!’ His voice had a northern accent and the hectoring tone of a true believer.


      ‘Morning, sir,’ Johansen said, looking at the network of oil-soaked cords running over the roof, doubtless leading to caches of gunpowder. Grenner had been right: they were planning to bring the roof down on the worshippers below.


      ‘Don’t move, or the nobleman dies!’ the Ulrican shouted, pulling Hoffmann with him. The fuses were joined into a single twist of cord, Johansen saw. So they were all linked. Any fuse lit would ignite the others. Thirty feet away the Ulrican was moving towards the cords, lantern in one hand, Hoffmann in the other.


      Johansen slowly raised his hands. ‘Don’t kill the nobleman,’ he said.


      ‘It’d look bad on our records if you did,’ said Grenner from behind him. ‘Sorry about this, sir.’ A throwing-knife flashed from his hand and embedded itself in Hoffmann’s thigh. The general’s leg gave way and he collapsed. Johansen was already drawing his small crossbow from its shoulder-holster and firing, running forwards.


      The Ulrican took the bolt in the temple and fell, throwing the lantern at the cords. It struck the stonework of the gutter at an angle and rolled, the oil inside blazing up.


      Johansen sprinted and kicked it as hard as he could, away from the fuses. Glass shattered and glistening liquid sprayed out as the lantern soared away over the battlements and down into the city below. He didn’t hear a crash.


      He turned. Grenner was crouched beside Hoffmann, cutting his bonds. Johansen made an abrupt gesture and Grenner stopped.


      ‘What?’


      ‘Remember last night?’


      Grenner’s eyes widened. ‘Backup guy.’


      ‘Where?’ There was no sign of anyone else. Johansen took a few paces, checking around the exit to the stairway.


      There was a scream from the top of the roof and a figure hurtled down the steep slope full-tilt, a lantern in one hand, a sword in the other.


      The sword slashed at Johansen’s arm. He dodged sideways, grabbing for the man’s jerkin, lifting him as he ran, using his momentum to throw him over the wall.


      The man screamed all the way down.


      * * *


      ‘I can’t believe Hoffmann went to I start the search on his own,’ Grenner said as they walked away from the cathedral, leaving the oblivious crowds behind them. ‘He must have known the Ulricans would have left people on guard.’


      ‘Why didn’t they kill him when they caught him?’


      ‘They wanted him to distract people like us. They only needed a few seconds.’


      ‘They almost got them.’ Johansen looked around. ‘Where are you taking me?’


      ‘Since the Black Goat is out of commission,’ Grenner said, ‘I thought I’d treat you to Hexenstag breakfast at a place I know by the west gate.’


      ‘I’d rather have a wash and get some sleep.’


      ‘You’ll sleep better with a full stomach.’ Grenner paused. ‘Have you noticed that nobody thanked us?’


      ‘Hoffmann did.’


      ‘Hoffmann is deducting his surgeon’s bill from my wages. That’s hardly thanks.’


      There was silence as the two men walked on through the city. Some things didn’t need to be said out loud. The watery sun was warm on their skin and the light breeze helped them forget how dirty and tired they both were.


      There was a queue of carts, wagons and pedestrians at the west gate, waiting to leave the city. Already security had been tightened after the Königplatz explosion, and every guard wanted to be seen doing his job. Grenner felt Johansen’s elbow dig into his ribs and looked up. His partner was pointing at a familiar cart in the queue. ‘You owe someone an apology,’ he said.


      Grenner gave him a long look, then sighed and walked up to the cart, its cargo of wide barrels stacked upright and roped together for travel. He reached up a hand in greeting.


      ‘It is Hexenstag morning, a time of goodwill, monsieur,’ he said, ‘and I owe you an apology.’


      The Bretonnian wineseller in the driver’s seat looked startled and scared. He groped for his reins to jolt his horses into motion. Grenner stepped back, raising his hands in appeasement.


      ‘We were looking for the men who caused the explosion last night. I thought you might be involved. I was wrong. So,’ he added, ‘you’re leaving Altdorf.’


      The short man nodded sourly. ‘Zis city, she is not friendly to strangers, you know? And zis thing last night, very bad. I go home.’


      ‘Did you sell your wine in the end?’


      The Bretonnian nodded. ‘Oui. In the end.’


      ‘Well, that’s something. Travel safely.’ Grenner nodded farewell and walked away from the cart and back to Johansen.


      ‘Stop looking so smug,’ he said.


      Johansen grinned. ‘“Hexenstag morning, a time of goodwill”,’ he said. ‘You hate admitting you’re wrong, that’s your problem. You should keep some goodwill in your heart the rest of the… What?’


      Grenner was staring at the back of the Bretonnian’s head. ‘If he’s sold his wine,’ he said, ‘why’s he still got the barrels on his cart?’


      Johansen turned to look. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Do you want to ask?’


      ‘You do it.’


      The queue of carts had moved and the Bretonnian was almost at the gatehouse. Grenner waited as Johansen walked up to the cart, then went to its rear, climbed up and stood between the upright casks. He drew his sword, turned it and smashed the hilt down on the lid. It cracked and splintered. A female face, gagged and bound, terrified, streaked with tears, stared up at him from inside. The Bretonnian leaped from his seat and ran for the gate, but the guards were ready for him. They caught him, holding his arms as he struggled and hissed.


      Five barrels on the cart. Five missing women. And he’d known there had been something strange about the wineseller from the moment he’d met him. Johansen hadn’t believed him, but he’d known. The man was a kidnapper, a slaver or something worse.


      From the ground, Johansen looked up at him. ‘Result?’


      Grenner nodded. ‘Happy Hexenstag,’ he said. He stared up at the sun, letting its warmth massage the weariness from his body. ‘The nights start getting shorter now.’


      ‘They’ll get longer again soon enough.’


      ‘I know. So enjoy them while you can.’ He tugged the rest of the barrel lid away and reached in to help the woman inside to her feet. ‘I know you’re not much use at handling women, but I could use some help here.’


      They set to work.
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      CHAPTER ONE


      Patience


      The queen of wands fell on the king of swords, and the prince of coins on the queen of wands. Ten of cups on the prince, followed by a sequence of low-numbered sword cards. There was nothing there that he could use, and only a handful of cards still face-down. The pattern was blocked, the reds and the blacks balanced, a stalemate in the making.


      It was hard to read the cards. Outside, beyond the open door of the tent, the night was hot and still and the rest of the sleeping army camp was bathed in the pale silver-green light of the full moon, but only a little filtered through to reach the spread of cards on the floor near the back, where Karl Hoche was sat cross-legged, a glass of Kislevite kvas to his side, contemplating and listening to the silence. Nobody glancing into the tent could see he was awake, passing the night by playing cards, and waiting.


      Behind him Rudolf Schulze, his orderly, grunted in his sleep and twitched a leg. Hoche waited until he had settled again, then flipped a card from the deck he held in one hand. He frowned. It was the Wise Fool, the wild card that could work for any of the four suits. But that would be in a normal game, with opponents you could see. This game was played by different rules, and the Fool didn’t fit them. It shouldn’t have been in the deck, should have been removed from play before the game started. He put it down beside his glass, drew another card, and froze. He could hear horses.


      He sat absolutely still, listening. Five, maybe six horses moving through the camp, led by people on foot. If they were wearing tack then it was muffled: no bridles clinked, no saddle-leather squeaked. The soft footfalls walked down the path between the tents and he heard the animals’ breath as they were led past the open flaps of his tent. It was past midnight, the third watch, and these people were taking trouble not to be heard.


      The figures moved on and Hoche let out his breath silently. He had been right. Since the army had set up its summer camp here, every night that one of the two moons had been full he had heard horses and people moving in the late hours. This was the third time, but the first since he had vowed to discover the reason. Now the time had come.


      He put down the deck of cards, took a sip of kvas and moved towards Schulze’s bed, then paused for a second and flipped over the card that had been under the Fool. He grimaced. It was the two of hearts, an insignificant card, only useful at the start of the game. He could see no fortune or omen in it.


      Hoche leaned over Schulze’s sleeping form and put his hand gently over the man’s moustached face. ‘Shh, Schulze,’ he whispered. ‘They’re about. Time to move.’


      Schulze’s eyes were instantly open and alert, and he nodded his understanding. Hoche smiled for a moment. Schulze always claimed that he’d been a farm-labourer before he joined the Empire’s armies three years ago, but Hoche knew he had the knowledge and instincts of an expert hunter. It was one of the reasons he’d chosen the man to be his orderly.


      Hoche picked up his sword from next to the field of cards, then crept to the tent door and peered out. To the west, directly under the full moon, lay the camp’s stables. He could see shapes moving there, and hear low murmurs of conversation. Behind him Schulze moved, and there was a tink as he knocked over the glass of kvas. Hoche held up a hand. ‘Stay,’ he said. ‘The last thing we need is for them to know someone’s following.’


      He watched as the figures paused for a moment, then they moved off toward the centre of the camp. He counted six, but it was impossible to tell who they were or which regiment they belonged to. Long minutes passed. Clouds moved across the sky, west to east. Hoche watched them go, then he gestured to Schulze. Together, the two men stepped out into the moonlight and walked towards the stables, Schulze at Hoche’s right hand and a half-pace behind.


      The stables were at the corner of the camp, a fenced-in area with long tents on either side for cover and for the grooms’ quarters. Hoche walked to the entrance of the first of them, where the group had stood a handful of minutes earlier. Inside, a figure lay on its back on a straw mattress, snoring gently. Hoche observed it.


      ‘You’re not asleep,’ he said.


      The figure sat up slowly. ‘No, sir, but I’m giving it my best try,’ it replied. ‘Not helped by you.’


      ‘Nor by the men who brought their horses here a few minutes ago,’ Hoche said. ‘Who were they?’


      The groom came to the mouth of the tent. Hoche recognised him but didn’t know his name: a man in his thirties with a Talabheim accent, a Tilean nose and the scars of smallpox across his face. His tunic was stained with soup and there was straw in his hair. The groom looked him up and down, registering Hoche’s white Reikland uniform with the ornate red tassels that marked him as a lieutenant. He said nothing.


      ‘You can tell me now,’ said Hoche, ‘or you can tell the duke’s men in the morning.’


      The man looked from Hoche to the shorter figure of Schulze beside him. ‘No offence meant, masters,’ he said, ‘but my mind is slow at night. They were officers of the Knights Panther, back from some hunting by moonlight. A good time for deer, it is, a night like this.’


      Hoche stared at him, not sure if the man believed his own story or not. ‘Show us the horses,’ he said.


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘I want to see their horses.’


      The groom frowned. ‘With respect sir,’ he said, ‘you Reiklanders are infantrymen. What are you wanting with the Knights Panthers’ horses? They’ll not be pleased when they hear.’


      Hoche bent towards him, using his advantage in height to stare down at the man, his face inches from the groom’s. ‘When an officer gives you an order, you obey, immediately and without thinking. You do not take word of it to anyone else. You are a disgrace to your uniform, which is also a disgrace. Smarten up, or you’ll be on a charge the moment the sun rises. Have you got that?’


      ‘Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.’ The groom dropped his head, unwilling to meet Hoche’s eyes, and silently led the two men into the stable. A single lantern lit the area, casting long shadows across the stalls, piles of straw and racks of equipment. Close to the entrance, six fine warhorses were tethered, each with a grey blanket across its back. Hoche walked over to the first.


      ‘Hunting, you say?’ he asked.


      ‘Aye.’


      Hoche ran a hand across the flank of one of the huge beasts. Its coat was warm but not damp. ‘These horses haven’t been ridden hard. There’s no heat or sweat to them,’ he said.


      ‘I rubbed them down, sir.’


      ‘All six, in the last few minutes? Don’t cover for your officers. They could be up to anything, and you know as well as I do that whatever they were doing tonight, it wasn’t chasing deer.’ Hoche nodded to Schulze. Together they left the stable-tent, walking towards the camp gate.


      ‘Think he’ll go to the Knights Panther?’ asked Schulze.


      ‘Of course,’ Hoche said. ‘The question is how quickly. If he’s privy to their plans then he’ll inform them immediately that people have been asking questions, but the Knights Panther are too elite, too well-bred, too…’


      ‘Snobbish?’


      ‘Exactly. Too snobbish to involve lower ranks in their secrets. Whatever those might be. I think he’ll wait until morning.’ Hoche paused and leaned against the side of a supply-cart that bracketed one end of a row of tents. ‘Schulze, do you feel like a walk?’


      ‘Where, sir?’


      ‘To learn what six Knights Panther do outside the camp, long past midnight, every full moon.’


      Schulze yawned. ‘In truth I’d prefer my sleep, sir, but if it’s an order–’


      ‘It’s not. This isn’t official business, but there’s a mystery here and I’d welcome your help in solving it. I trust your skills, your sword and your discretion. Will you come?’


      Schulze looked up and grinned. Hoche smiled back.


      ‘Good man. I knew I could depend on you. Good evening, gentlemen, a fine quiet night.’ They had reached the gate and the sentries acknowledged Hoche’s greeting with a nod as he and Schulze left the camp. Hoche walked down the hard earth track that led away from the gate, stopped and looked back at the camp’s fortifications: its dry ditch, low earth ramparts and palisade of sharpened stakes hiding the rows of tents, carts and fires within. Beside him, Schulze moved to the side of the track, leaned against a lone tree and dabbed the sweat off his brow with a handkerchief. The air was still and hot, filled with the heavy dry-grass scent of late summer nights.


      ‘See anything?’ Hoche asked.


      ‘What am I supposed to see, sir?’


      Hoche grimaced. ‘I’m not some master-sleuth like Zavant Konniger prancing through some penny-dreadful tale of deduction, Schulze. You’re the expert. It rained this afternoon and those horses should have left fresh tracks. Can you find them in this light?’


      Schulze looked at him, and Hoche knew he was considering what he saw: the young officer, fresh-faced and newly promoted, who had dragged him out of bed because he’d heard horses. But he knew Schulze was also seeing the man who had led his company of Reiklander pikemen at the Battle of Wissendorf last summer, the only company that had stood against the Bretonnian charge, the action that had turned the tide of the fight but had left the young officer close to death, his scalp ripped open by a Bretonnian lance.


      Hoche hoped Schulze trusted him as he hoped all his men trusted him: implicitly, no matter how seemingly foolish or foolhardy the job. Then Schulze smiled, and Hoche knew his hopes were justified.


      ‘I spotted them as we left the gate, sir,’ Schulze said. ‘The tracks head straight out down the road. They come back in along the bank of the stream over there.’ He pointed.


      ‘We’ll follow those ones, the return track,’ Hoche said. ‘They may have taken a detour away from the camp to shake off followers.’


      Schulze looked at him askance. ‘On foot, sir? They could have ridden for miles.’


      ‘That,’ said Hoche, ‘is what we have to find out.’


      The tracks of the horses followed the stream, and the stream followed the undulations of the heathland as it rose slowly towards the foothills of the Grey Mountains, their shapes visible on the horizon as dark masses against the star-filled sky. Schulze led the way, sure-footed through the half-seen scrub grass and heather. Small creatures scurried out of their path. From time to time they heard the screech of a hunting owl, and once sensed the shadowed form of a larger predator as it silently padded into sight ahead of them, sprang across the stream and loped away into the night. It did not bother them, and they did not bother it.


      ‘Wolf?’ asked Hoche. Schulze shook his head.


      ‘Mountain cat,’ he said, ‘but away from home. Maybe something’s driven it from its territory, fire or a lack of food. Could be the orc army moving north.’


      ‘I don’t believe the orc army exists,’ Hoche said.


      ‘You don’t?’


      ‘No. There are warbands and we’ve tangled with some of them, but the greenskins are still regrouping from the pounding they got from the dwarfs last winter. They lost two or three leaders, and it’ll take a while for the new ones to get their forces together. I think the reports of early raiding’s were exaggerated and we’re wasting our time scouring the hills for an army that isn’t there.’


      ‘Hope you’re right, sir. I could do with being home in time for the harvest.’


      ‘I wouldn’t mind some leave myself,’ said Hoche. His thoughts went to Grünburg where he had grown up, his family – his father in his black Sigmarite robes, leading the great services at the temple, his grey-haired mother boiling apples – and Marie, always Marie, the dark-haired angel from the house across the stream. Slow-eyed Marie who had smiled at him for twenty years, kissed him in secret for five, and would marry him within the next. ‘Home,’ he said wistfully.


      Schulze looked back at him, moonlight leaving half his face in shadow. ‘So you’re bored, sir? Is that why we’re tramping across moorland tonight?’


      Hoche chuckled and shook his head. ‘I’m not bored, but I think some of our fellow soldiers may be. I want to see what they’ve found to fill their time.’


      ‘Deer hunting?’


      ‘Not likely. You, Schulze, I know you’d have a fine time stalking and poaching deer out here on foot with a crossbow. But only a lunatic would gallop a horse across ground like this by night. And even I can read these tracks and tell these horses weren’t chasing anything.’


      There was a silence. Schulze broke it. ‘Truth be told, sir, I used to use a longbow. Takes a touch more skill, but the range and penetration are better.’


      Hoche laughed.


      They walked another half-mile. The outlines of clouds moved silently across the sky. To the north, the half-crescent shape of Mannslieb, the second moon, was sinking below the horizon, but Morrslieb still poured its sickly light over the landscape. The stream curved away to the right, towards the woodlands that covered the nearer hills. Schulze stopped and studied the ground, then pointed left. Hoche stared up the side of the shallow valley to where his orderly was pointing. A copse of trees stood against the sky.


      ‘What is that place?’ he asked


      ‘An old ruin,’ Schulze said. ‘The locals avoid it.’


      As they drew close to it, Hoche could see that the copse was a wall of trees surrounding an open, overgrown area within. He’d seen similar things elsewhere: this was a fortified manor house or farm, abandoned for a couple of centuries and fallen into dilapidation, its protective boundary of elms and poplars now reaching high to the heavens. In this lonely place, so close to the Grey Mountains, he could guess what had happened: overrun by greenskins, its inhabitants butchered, its shell used as a camp until the beasts’ own filth drove them from it and its walls were reclaimed by Taal, god of the wild places. If not greenskins then mutants or beastmen. The races changed but their methods were depressingly predictable.


      He could see the outlines of the buildings now, between the trees. One wall still stood but the rest were rubble, overgrown with brambles and young trees, ash and sycamore. He could make out the plan of the building; its stone floor had probably survived. Against the one remaining wall was a large rectangular block, probably the remains of a stone oven. Shapes moved around it, low and grey, sinuous in the moonlight. One raised its head towards them and bared gleaming, growling teeth.


      ‘Now those,’ said Schulze in a low voice, ‘are wolves.’


      ‘What do we do?’ Hoche asked.


      ‘Back off but don’t look away. Meet their eyes, stare back like you’re a predator too. If there’s only the three of them we’ll be safe. Scavengers, wolves are. They’ll only attack live prey if they have the weight of numbers.’


      ‘What are they scavenging?’ Hoche said. His answer was a growl from behind them and he whirled, drawing his sword. Two more were there.


      ‘Oh, Sigmar,’ Schulze said.


      ‘Stand back to back,’ Hoche said urgently. ‘If they–’ and the first wolf sprang at him. He slashed at it, cutting the air in front of its jaws, and it paced away, out of range, watching him with dark eyes. Behind him he heard a snarl, a slash, and Schulze’s oath. The next one was on him, biting at his arm as another leaped, and he was parrying, cutting, dodging, swinging for his life. No amount of sword practice or warring against the Bretonnians had prepared him for this. This wasn’t a battle, it was a brute animal struggle.


      A wolf came in from his left, snapping at his leg. He sidestepped and swept his sword at it, but the blade struck at an angle and glanced off. Hoche swore. It was the wrong weapon for this fight; a thrusting weapon, designed to pierce armour, its flat blade shaped for parrying, not cutting through thick fur and skin. At his rear he could tell Schulze was having a worse time of it: the man’s blows were frenzied, panicked, lacking in structure or strategy. Then two wolves closed in on him and he was lost in his own fight, ducking right as one lunged at him, slashing at its sleek form and swinging through to block the other’s run, smashing the edge of his blade into its face.


      The two backed away and the pack followed. Hoche hoped for an instant that they had had enough of this prey that fought back. Instead they waited, circling, their eyes hard and greedy. Hoche watched them. One was limping badly, one had dark streaks of blood in its fur from a long cut along its back and a third was wounded across the face, blinded in one eye. But they were still five against two men.


      Hoche studied the shapes of the predators, trying to identify the pack leader. There: larger than the rest, and darker too; perhaps only three summers old. A young leader, its movements confident, assured. The great wolf raised its head and stared back at him down its sharp muzzle. Hoche met its gaze, unblinking.


      ‘How are you faring, Schulze?’ he asked.


      ‘Not well, sir.’ Schulze’s voice was shaky. ‘What are we going to do?’


      ‘If we defend, we die,’ Hoche said and launched himself across the open space, his sword point low. The pack scattered but the dark leader stood firm, legs wide, its teeth bared in a snarl to receive his attack. Hoche swung the blade in a low arc and the wolf jerked its head up, leaping high at him to avoid the blade. Hoche had anticipated the leap, turned his arm and his swing became a straight thrust backed with all the weight of his charge. The sword met the wolf’s leap, pierced its throat and ran deep into its body. The animal fell, wrenching the sword hilt from Hoche’s grip as thick blood gushed from the open wound. The wolf convulsed. It tried to rise, tried to snarl, bared its teeth and died.


      Hoche whirled, his arms raised to defend himself against another wolfs teeth, but the pack had scattered into the night. He bent to the dead leader and pulled his sword from its body. It had been an excellent thrust, fifteen inches deep: the steel had slipped in above its ribcage and must have hit heart and lungs on its way. Hoche nodded, satisfied with his work, and picked a handful of grass to clean the blade.


      ‘That seems to have dealt with that, eh, Schulze?’ he said.


      Schulze didn’t reply, and as Hoche turned he saw why. The soldier was clutching his left arm, his tunic sleeve ripped to tatters and soaked with blood. Claws had raked across his face, tearing open one cheek. Schulze looked at him in speechless pain, and sank to his knees.


      ‘By Shallya,’ Hoche muttered, pulling off his own tunic and shirt, tearing the linen into strips for bandages. Schulze’s arm was a mess, the flesh torn where sharp fangs had ripped across the muscles. The cuts on his face were not as bad as they had first appeared, but they would leave scars. Schulze winced as Hoche swabbed the wound on his arm with a cloth soaked in kvas from his flask.


      Hoche grinned. ‘You’ll live, old soldier. Come on, I need to know what those wolves were here to scavenge.’


      The moat of the farmhouse was dry and overgrown with brambles, but there was an earth bridge across it. Schulze walked slowly up to it and studied the ground. ‘They tethered their horses to the trees over there,’ he said. ‘Quite a few men, and one – no, two of them barefoot. The wolves must have come later.’


      Hoche stared across the rubble at the end of the bridge to the dirt-deep stone floor of the old house, and knew why. Two shapes lay in broad moonlight where they had been tugged and torn by the scavenging wolves. Limbs lolled, spines contorted, heads twisted. There were dark holes in their naked bodies. Once, quite recently, they had been human.


      Hoche stepped down from the rubble towards them. After a moment he realised that Schulze was staying back, wary of entering this place. Hoche didn’t blame him. There was something about the ruin, a sense of taint, of pollution. It raised the hairs on the back of his neck.


      ‘Schulze, they’re only bodies,’ he said. ‘You’ve seen plenty – you’ve created enough among the Bretonnians.’ The older man scrambled, still clutching his bandaged arm, to stand at Hoche’s side as the young officer put the toe of his boot to the first body’s shoulder and pushed. It rolled over and lay flat on its back, staring sightlessly up at the stars that banded the heavens. The wolves had torn much of its flesh away, but the face was still whole and young. Hoche crouched down beside the body.


      ‘I know this one,’ Schulze said. ‘He’s one of the Bögenhafen boys that deserted last week.’


      Hoche didn’t look up. ‘Deserted?’


      ‘Always the same on a long campaign, men drifting away all the time. But these two – no word to their friends, and most of their equipment left behind.’


      ‘I don’t think they deserted,’ said Hoche, ‘though we were meant to believe so. This one’s flesh is still loose; no stink, no maggots, no putrefaction. He’s been dead no more than a few hours. Why desert to hide out for a week in a wood three miles from the camp you’ve left? It makes no sense.’ He stared at the corpse’s face. The soldier couldn’t have been more than seventeen: his skin was clear, his torso hairless. A pit in his chest gaped wide, the ends of ribs showing. Whatever end the boy had met, it had been violent and not caused by wolves. But there wasn’t enough blood around to explain an ungentle death like this.


      Hoche reached out towards him and closed his cold eyes. He hoped it would make the boy’s face look more at peace, but it didn’t; it made him look like a blind man in hell.


      Schulze was standing over the second corpse. ‘There’s some marks on this one, sir. Come and see.’ The body lay about twenty feet away, sprawled and twisted, face-down. A pattern of intersecting lines had been cut deep into the flesh of its back: a rectangle with horns that branched out over the man’s shoulder-blades. The wound was puffy and dribbles of blood had run from it over the skin. Hoche recognised the crossed bars and flinched. Sweat pricked against his skin.


      ‘It’s a weird thing,’ Schulze said, and knelt to touch the body.


      ‘Don’t!’ Hoche shouted. Schulze’s outstretched arm froze.


      ‘What is it, sir?’


      ‘It’s the mark of the being some call Khorne, the Blood God. These men weren’t killed by wolves and didn’t die in a fight – they were sacrificed. This place is unclean.’ Hoche could feel a slight tremor in his voice and a rising tension in his mind, and fought it down. Orcs and wolves were one thing, but worshippers of the Dark Gods were in another, much more powerful league.


      He had seen marks like these before, years ago, when his father had been called to cleanse a secret temple discovered in an abandoned warehouse by the town watch. He wished his father was here now; for his knowledge as a priest of Sigmar, and for the sense of support and moral certainty that only a father can give. He felt afraid in a way he had never known before, not of the two corpses before him but of what they meant.


      ‘The Knights Panther…?’ said Schulze, giving a name to the fear.


      ‘I don’t know,’ Hoche said. ‘I don’t know. Sigmar! This is very bad.’


      ‘What do we do?’


      ‘Let’s cover them up.’ Hoche glanced around. A dark red cloth had been spread over the stone block he had noticed earlier. It had been used as an altar, he realised. ‘Get that cloth, bring it here.’ He studied the marks. There could be no doubt: it was Khorne’s symbol, carved deep with a dagger. Here too, there seemed to be less blood than there should be.


      Schulze cried out, and Hoche whirled. His orderly was standing by the altar, one hand extended and shaking. ‘The cloth, sir, it’s–’ and Hoche suddenly knew what had happened to the men’s blood. He didn’t want to see it or even think about it, but he knew he must.


      The cloth was soaked in blood. It dripped from the edges, congealing in strings that hung down to the ground and pooled there, crusting. It stank of death. Through the thickening, tar-like contours of the awful liquid, Hoche could make out the seams and patches of embroidery on the fabric below, forming a pattern he knew well. It was the crest of the Emperor, the banner of the Empire, the army’s battle-standard. Drenched in the blood of the Empire’s soldiers.


      At the centre of the cloth lay two objects, bulbous and fleshy, strange and glistening. Hoche knew with a sickening revulsion what they were. The crushed ribcages, the holes in the men’s chests – these were their hearts.


      Two hearts.


      There was a long silence filled with Hoche’s horrified thoughts. It was broken by Schulze staggering to a bush and being noisily sick. Hoche shook himself, and tried to regain I he cool composure, the self-assurance with which he had started the evening.


      ‘Right,’ he said. ‘One of us needs to get back to the camp and rouse the duke. The other needs to wait here under cover in case whoever did this comes back. We don’t know for sure it was the Knights Panther, and even if it was, we don’t know which of them are involved. Schulze, you’re wounded, and besides the duke is more likely to listen to me. Find yourself some cover and don’t move from it.’


      Schulze spat a string of bile onto the ground and coughed. ‘What if the wolves come back?’ he asked.


      ‘It’s not likely but if they do then climb a tree.’


      ‘With this arm?’


      Hoche looked at him. ‘I give you an order, it’s up to you to obey it. If I don’t return in four hours, make your own way back to the camp.’ Schulze grunted something about sleep and Hoche put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Look, if we can unearth a nest of Chaos worshippers, there’s a good chance of promotion for both of us. That’s worth a night’s sleep.’ He laughed. The sound had a high, shrill edge, and he wished he hadn’t.


      Hoche turned and began the long jog back towards the camp. Faint light lifted in the eastern sky and the landscape began to take on the day’s colours, grey fading into greens and browns. A new dawn was coming.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWO


      Challenge


      As he ran, thoughts pounded through Hoche’s brain. Two men had been sacrificed to Khorne. Could one of the oldest and most elite regiments in the Emperor’s armies be involved in such a thing? Only six knights had ridden out, but the idea that even six of the Knights Panther might be worshippers of Khorne was shocking enough.


      Khorne. The Blood God, the basest and most brute of the four foul lords of Chaos. Hoche knew little about the possessor of the Brass Throne, although when he was younger his father had tried to teach him something of Chaos, separating out some truth from the folklore, superstition and fear.


      Most cultists and followers of the Dark Gods gathered in secret to practise their foul rites, but Khorne was another matter. The Blood God demanded sacrifice and slaughter from his adherents, and much of it. The civilized lands of the Empire made it impossible to hide such bloody worship, and so it was certain – no, Hoche thought, it was assumed – that there were no cults of Khorne in the Empire’s cities. The beastmen of the great forests were generally worshippers of the Blood God, and many of the fearsome warriors from the far north across the Sea of Claws or the frozen lands of Kislev were Khorne’s forces. But of the four Chaos Gods, most scholars assumed that Khorne was the one who affected the Empire least. So why had two men been sacrificed to the Blood God this night?


      And he had heard horsemen riding out of the camp at full moon at least twice before. Had other men disappeared and been put down as deserters, to meet unholy deaths at the hands of cultists? If not missing soldiers, then perhaps people had been taken from nearby farms and villages?


      There would have to be a full-scale investigation. And someone, Hoche thought, would have to be appointed to lead it. Commanding a company of Reikland pike-soldiers was all well, but he wanted a new challenge: one that would exercise his brain as well as his voice and sword-arm.


      The sun was above the horizon by the time he reached the camp gates and the army was beginning to wake up. Two Reiklanders from the Sixth Pikemen, the sister-company to Hoche’s command, stood guard.


      ‘Halt!’ one of them shouted.


      ‘For Sigmar’s sake,’ said Hoche, ‘when you challenge someone, butt one end of your pike in the earth and point the other at their throat. You’re supposed to be stopping an attacker, not waving like a flag-signaller. Get it right next time.’ He walked in.


      Inside the camp, tent flaps were pulled back and men half-in, half-out of uniform were stretching, yawning, shaving, fetching water, walking to the latrines, polishing armour, talking to their friends. There was a smell of cooking oatmeal. It seemed like a completely normal morning, but Hoche felt separated from it by the things he had seen and the new knowledge he held.


      The officers’ quarters were at the far end of the camp, the ground sloping up gently to reach them. The tents here were larger, newer and better spaced. Servants, orderlies and uniformed batmen were doing the menial tasks while the officers lay in bed a few minutes longer, or broke their fast in their tents. Hoche walked through them, towards Duke Heller’s tent.


      ‘Hoi! Watch yourself, soldier!’ someone shouted and Hoche, jerked from his thoughts, looked up to see a horse bearing down on him. On its back was an officer in Knights Panther colours, gesticulating, his proud face angry. Hoche froze. The rider pulled on his mount’s reins, and stared down at him with arrogant disdain.


      Hoche stepped out of the way, staring back. Had he been recognised? Was this one of the men? What would he do if he was challenged?


      After a long moment the knight turned his head away and horse and rider moved past and away between the rows of tents. Hoche watched them for a second, then strode on to the open area at the top of the row and the great high tent at its centre, from where Duke Heller, the hero of the Carroburg campaign, military legend thrice decorated by the Emperor himself, commanded the army below.


      The guards at the tent mouth were in full armour, their breastplates and halberds shining. They stared ahead implacably as Hoche walked between them and into the cool canvas space beyond. Sunlight filtered through the pale fabric overhead, throwing soft light on the furniture, the hangings on the walls, the maps and papers on the table, and the patterned rug underfoot. A man sat at the table in the centre of the space, his back to Hoche, reading a roll of parchment. A messenger in the colours of the Imperial Service stood beside him, at attention. A curtain sectioned off the rear of the tent, a fold in its centre marking the way through. A servant moved between the tent poles, refilling the oil-lamps that hung from them.


      Hoche halted and saluted smartly, clicking his heels together. The reader didn’t look round. Hoche coughed. Still no reaction. He waited a second, then strode to the far side of the table and saluted again before looking down at the man seated opposite him. The man looked up, an expression of irritation on his face. It wasn’t the duke. Hoche recognised him as the general’s aide-de-camp, but couldn’t remember his name.


      ‘Lieutenant Karl Hoche, Fifth Reiklanders. I need to speak with Duke Heller on a matter of great urgency,’ he said.


      ‘Lieutenant,’ the man said, drawing out the syllables of the word. ‘The general is dealing with Imperial business. I will pass him your message.’ He smiled.


      Bohr, that was his name. Johannes Bohr, Hoche recalled. He knew his reputation for cool efficiency, but something of this importance had to go to the duke before all other men.


      ‘If he’s dealing with Imperial business, why aren’t you at his side?’ Hoche asked, and didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Listen, I understand the niceties of protocol, but this matter is too serious and too urgent. I have to see the duke.’


      ‘He is indisposed.’


      ‘Then dispose him.’ Hoche stared at Bohr. He guessed the man was only a year or two older than himself but his black hair was already streaked with lines of silver. A scar ran down one cheek to lose itself in the thick hair of a neatly trimmed beard. Bohr raised his head and stared back at Hoche. His eyes were vulpine and piercing blue. He did not blink.


      ‘Are you sure he will want to hear your news?’ he asked.


      ‘It is news no commander wants to hear,’ said Hoche. ‘That is what makes it important.’


      Bohr stroked his beard for a second, impassive, then stood and rolled up the parchment. ‘We will have a reply in three hours,’ he said to the messenger, who saluted and left the tent. The aide-de-camp went to the fold in the curtain and held it open to speak through it: ‘Lieutenant Karl Hoche of the Reiklanders, sir. I apologise, but he has news he says is urgent.’


      A voice came from the other side, muffled by the thick fabric. Hoche recognised it as the duke’s but couldn’t make out the words. Bohr could, however: ‘He will not tell me, sir,’ he said. Another muffled sentence. ‘He’s most insistent.’ He turned to Hoche. ‘The general will see you now.’


      Hoche followed Bohr through the gap in the curtain, into the duke’s private quarters. There was a four-poster bed here, rich hangings on the walls and a smell of incense. The duke was being helped into the ornate folds of his uniform by a liveried servant. A table to one side carried the remains of a roast chicken, still steaming, and an open bottle of wine. The duke’s appetite for life was as well-known as his hunger for glory.


      The great commander turned as they entered. His face was cragged and lined, like channels carved in rock by the passage of time. Hoche was surprised to see how thin and lank his hair was, in contrast to his great bush of a moustache.


      Hoche saluted. He was conscious that Bohr, at his side, did not.


      ‘At ease, Lieutenant Hoche,’ the duke said. ‘I know you. You fought with me at Wissendorf.’


      ‘It was my honour to command the fifth company there, sir, as I do here.’


      The duke smiled. ‘Yes. Hope you do as well this time out. Now what’s so urgent that it interrupts my dressing?’


      Hoche glanced at Bohr. The duke caught the movement, ‘Johannes is my personal secretary and aide-de-camp. I have no secrets from him. Speak freely.’


      Hoche took a deep breath. ‘Sir, two soldiers were murdered last night by worshippers of Chaos.’ He felt as if someone in the room had twisted a cord; the other men tensed with a twitch, as if a puppeteer had jerked their strings. He had been right: it was news that nobody wanted to hear.


      The duke said slowly, ‘Murdered?’


      ‘Sacrificed, sir. Their bodies lie in a small wood some three miles distant. One of my men is standing watch over them.’ He thought briefly of Schulze, wounded and on duty. There was a silence. Hoche felt the atmosphere of the room change, grow heavy, its pressure bearing down on him. He said: ‘I have evidence that the murderers are knights in this army.’


      Nobody spoke. The duke pressed his thumb against the spot between his eyes, rubbing it. Then he gestured to Bohr and the servant, and they left without a word. The duke sat in the leather-backed chair on the far side of the table and pointed at another that stood against the tent wall. Hoche pulled it into the centre of the room to sit before his commander.


      ‘You were right to come to me at once,’ the duke said. ‘Start at the beginning and don’t leave anything out.’


      * * *


      Ten minutes later the duke drained his second goblet of wine and pushed his chair back from the table. ‘By Sigmar, I hope you’re wrong.’ he said. ‘Knights Panther! This could upset a lot of things all the way to Altdorf.’


      ‘How do we proceed?’ asked Hoche. ‘There’ll have to be a full investigation.’


      The duke looked thoughtful. ‘First thing, get the priest out to the old farmhouse, see what he can tell us. Probably worth taking the battle-wizard too; you never know.’


      ‘What about the Knights Panther?’


      ‘We do nothing. Only six of them are implicated, and we have no idea who. We can’t arrest all of them. They’re an elite regiment, personal favourites of the Emperor. Their generals have powerful connections. For the moment, till we know more, we can’t let them know that they’re suspected. And it’s possible that they’re not involved at all; the riders may have been hunting, stopped at the farm, and their tracks became muddled with those of the real cultists.’


      He’s already trying to cover for them, thought Hoche. He doesn’t want to believe that one of the Empire’s great regiments could be involved in such a thing. ‘The guards on the gate may be able to identify the riders,’ he said out loud. ‘The groom at the stable too, he knew for sure who they were.’


      The duke stood. ‘Then we should find these people and question them,’ he said. ‘Obviously we have to treat this with utter discretion. Only those who have to know about it should be told. We’ll need someone to lead the investigation here until we can summon some witch hunters, and I – what on earth…?’


      A faint vibration trembled from the ground beneath their feet. From outside the tent there was the sound of thundering hoof-beats, of many heavy horses galloping through the camp. It sounded like a stampede, or a cavalry charge. Shouts and cries followed them, the clash of steel, and then the crack of a flintlock pistol being discharged.


      Hoche turned, focusing, following the source of the sound. The horses were heading away – from the stables, he guessed, racing down the hill and towards the main gate.


      Beside him, the duke had stood and was pulling on a velvet jerkin. ‘I have a notion this may be connected to your discovery,’ he said. ‘Come with me.’


      Hoche followed as the older man pulled the curtain aside and stepped into the outer chamber of the tent. Bohr was seated there, still reading the same parchment. ‘Bohr, go to the captain of the Templars. Tell him to put the Knights Panther under close arrest, on my authority, and bring Sir Valentin to me at once. Then find the high priest and bring him here.’


      ‘This hour, sir?’ said Bohr.


      ‘At once. Though I fear we are already too late.’


      The camp was in uproar. Fires blazed as burning tents, dry from the summer’s heat, threw flames at the sky. Further down the camp, rows of tents lay flattened, their guy-ropes severed. Men lay slashed, bleeding, their limbs broken or severed, their fellow soldiers bandaging their wounds and pouring brandy into their mouths. Beyond the gate and down the road, thirty horsemen galloped away into the distance, the banner of the Knights Panther waving proudly above them. Sunlight glinted off their bright armour. Nobody was giving chase. There had been no time to react.


      There was a sense of shock and silence.


      ‘One thing you have to say for the Panthers,’ said the duke, ‘they’re highly effective soldiers. No other regiment could have done so much damage in so little time.’


      ‘We should be following them,’ Hoche said.


      The duke snorted. ‘They set light to the stables. I’ll wager they cut the other horses’ throats too, as well as that groom. Destroy evidence, prevent pursuit and spill blood for their god. Damnably effective soldiers.’


      Hoche nodded, unsure how to answer.


      They walked through the camp, surveying the damage. At the stables, where the canvas walls still blazed and the air was filled with the smell of fresh-roasted horseflesh, the groom he had spoken to the night before lay in a water-trough half-filled with his own blood, his neck opened to the bone, his teeth bared in a red grimace.


      They spoke with the wounded, hearing how the Knights had charged through the camp, slashing wildly from their saddles at anything in their way. The Reiklanders on the gate were dead, cut down as the Knights galloped out. Hoche wondered if they had tried to use their pikes properly, or if they had even had a chance to turn the unwieldy twelve-foot weapons as they realised that this time the threat came from inside, not outside the camp.


      He cursed himself for not being more attentive, more suspicious. Had he been followed back from the ruined farm? Had someone been watching the gate, ready to tip off the Knights that they had been discovered? Or had someone been listening outside the general’s tent, by chance or on purpose? Still, if he was leading the coming investigation there would be plenty of time to track down witnesses, trace everyone’s movements, put together a picture of exactly what had happened.


      Outside the burning remains of the Knights Panther quarters, the captain of the Templars and his men were holding the remaining Knights, their wrists in chains. Sir Valentin, their leader, was not among them. Hoche counted them: nineteen. He’d guessed at thirty riders. That left eleven still around the camp, or dead in the burning ruins of the order’s tents.


      The Knights seemed subdued, oddly quiet. There was none of the protesting and arguing that Hoche had expected. It was as if they accepted their guilt: their comrades’ traitorous actions had brought shame on them all, their regiment and everything it stood for. Half their number had proved to be worse than enemies.


      A blond man with his head bowed was led out, his wrists chained. It was the young knight he had seen that morning, who had almost ridden him down. What a change there was in his face; from arrogant pride to a humbled prisoner. Then he looked up, directly at Hoche, and his expression twisted for a moment before blanking, expression neutral, eyes straight ahead.


      I’ve changed too, Hoche thought, and he knows why. Everything’s changed. It’s too late to try to pull away; I must see this through, wherever it leads.


      Beside him, Bohr said something to the duke in a low voice, and pointed off into the distance. The duke turned to look. ‘Is that the wood you talked about?’ he said, nodding in the direction of Bohr’s finger. Across the valley, a column of grey smoke was rising lazily into the still morning sky. There was a flicker of fire among the trees. Hoche stared at it, feeling a rising horror. Deliberately, he forced the muscles of his face to relax, to show nothing, like the blond knight.


      ‘The Knights must be destroying the evidence there too,’ Hoche said. ‘The sacrifices and everything that could connect them.’ With cold certainty he knew that they would have killed Schulze too. His orderly and friend was dead, and it was his order that had condemned him.


      They had killed all the witnesses now – except one, he thought, and wondered when they would come for him.


      It was noon. Seven men were gathered in Duke Heller’s quarters, seated around the large table. The duke was at its head with Johannes Bohr at his right hand, taking notes. To left and right were his chief officers and advisors. Hoche stood at the end of the table and felt thirsty. Outside, the day was hot and dry. The Knights Panthers’s quarters had burnt to the ground, and men doused the hot ashes with water, seeing what had survived the flames and trying to identify the dead. On the horizon, the wood still burned.


      ‘There’s no solid evidence,’ said Lord Hanft, leader of the Knights Templar. His loose jowls, shaggy facial hair and dogmatic way of thinking reminded Hoche of a wolfhound. ‘Anything that was in the Panthers’ quarters was either taken with them or destroyed in the fire, as was their place of worship. Anyone who saw them last night has been killed. Obviously we can work out a list of those who fled. But beyond that, and Lieutenant Hoche’s testimony, we have no proof that these men were involved in things of… er…’


      ‘Chaos,’ said Duke Heller. ‘One of the most prestigious regiments in the Empire’s forces, making sacrifices to a Chaos cult. I didn’t want to believe it when I heard the evidence, but their flight has proved their guilt. And Sir Valentin gone as well. It beggars the soul.’


      Father Reikhart, the regimental priest of Sigmar, raised a hand. ‘I have a suggestion,’ he said. ‘Nobody outside this room knows about the evidence we’ve heard, not even the other Knights Panther. There are stories flying around the camp but, as Lord Hanft says, no proof.


      ‘Now: think of the impact on the morale of the army – not just this camp but all the Empire’s forces – if word spreads that certain members of an elite regiment with a noble and holy history can fall victim to the temptations of the force it has sworn to oppose. It would be devastating. It would signal that even our strongest can be destroyed from within. Our defenders would lose hope; our foes gain succour.’


      Hoche felt his skin flushing red, unexpected sweat pricking at his brow. ‘What are you saying?’ he demanded, a rising note of anger in his voice. The priest turned to look at him.


      ‘I am saying that we should do nothing,’ he said. ‘A plausible cover-story, a request for reinforcements, doubling the sentries in case they should come back, but nothing more.’


      ‘But–’ Hoche struggled to find words to express his anger. He could not believe he was hearing such things from a priest of Sigmar. ‘It’s Chaos! You can’t tell us to ignore it!’


      ‘He’s not asking us to ignore it, lieutenant,’ the duke said. ‘He’s asking us to not mention it to those who need not know. Reports will be sent to the relevant authorities in Altdorf. There will be an investigation, but it will be a quiet one. We will remain vigilant. Part of the power of Chaos is its ability to instil fear. If we tell everyone, then we have given it a victory, and we cannot do that.


      ‘You understand? Good. Any further questions? No? Then I suggest that we tell the men that the Panthers’ cook accidentally added a poisonous mushroom to last night’s stew, creating madness and blood-frenzy in those who ate it. They are beyond our help now. The remaining Panthers either did not eat the stew or are immune to the mushroom’s effects, and can therefore be freed. Thank you for your time, gentlemen.’ He stood, and the others began to stand too.


      ‘Wait,’ said Hoche. ‘There are things I’d like to know.’


      ‘There are things we would all like to know,’ the duke said, looking at him. ‘That’s why there will be an investigation. If you have any questions then ask my aide-de-camp, who is leading it.’ Across the table Bohr smiled like a fox, with too many teeth to be friendly. It was an expression of superiority, and what felt to Hoche like hostility too.


      He and Bohr were the last to leave the meeting-table, and they entered the outer chamber of the duke’s tent together.


      ‘What were your questions?’ Bohr asked.


      ‘The duke answered one of them.’ Hoche paused and looked away. He didn’t trust this smooth man, but right now there were few people he did trust.


      ‘The duke is a shrewd judge of men’s thoughts,’ Bohr said.


      ‘Yes,’ Hoche thought, that’s why he didn’t notice half of his elite cavalry were making sacrifices to the Blood God. His estimation of the duke dropped a little, of Bohr even further. ‘So you lead the investigation?’


      ‘Yes.’ Bohr said, as if expecting another question. Then: ‘Oh. Were you hoping for the post? A promotion?’


      Hoche said nothing, but his expression betrayed him. Bohr gave a polite laugh. ‘Karl – I may call you Karl? – I apologise. You are a soldier of rare ability, but your ways are too blunt. An enquiry of this kind needs people who are diplomats as well as soldiers, familiar with military and Imperial protocol, who can ask questions so sharp that the answerer doesn’t realise how far under his skin they are, and who can persuade someone to give up a secret or break an oath without thinking about it. With all respect, you don’t yet have those skills.’ There was a tone in his voice that some people would have called smug, and Hoche was one of them.


      Bohr looked down at his table and began to sort through a pile of sealed papers. ‘Besides,’ he said, ‘you have your own role to play.’


      ‘I won’t be part of a cover-up,’ Hoche said.


      Bohr smiled the fox-smile again. ‘Quite the opposite, Karl. We want you to help the investigation. You’re to take the news to Altdorf.’


      Hoche was taken by surprise. It was all he could do to say, ‘What?’


      ‘Word of what happened needs to reach the authorities as soon as possible. You saw it, they’ll want to hear it from your lips. I’ll give you letters of introduction to the Knights Panther, the High Priest of the witch hunters at the Cathedral of Sigmar, and the head of the Untersuchung. I suggest you visit them in that order.’


      Hoche shook his head. ‘What is the Untersuchung? I’ve never heard of them.’


      Bohr looked him in the eye, and the look was cold and long. ‘Count yourself lucky. The Untersuchung are conspiracy-hunters. They investigate cults and networks of subversive, illegal, treasonous and blasphemous activity, mostly in the army and the Imperial court, but their cloak is spread wide. They specialise in dealing with Chaos and magic. They’re part of the Reiksguard but they keep a low profile.’


      ‘Isn’t that the witch hunters’ job?’


      ‘The Untersuchung is more structured than the witch hunters. Much more structured.’ Bohr sat in his chair at the table, took out his quill knife, selected a goose feather from a pot, and began sharpening it to a point. ‘If a witch hunter sees a hornet, he kills it. The Untersuchung follow it back to its nest and burn them all. Their investigations can take years. Decades sometimes.’


      ‘You sound like you know them well.’


      ‘I’ve…’ Bohr paused. ‘I’ve had dealings with them.’


      Hoche sat in silence, digesting what he had heard. Altdorf. The Untersuchung. Perhaps a chance to go home, to see Marie and his family. It had been a long, hard summer. A week of rest would be welcome. Something else itched at his mind. The only sound in the room was the scraping of Bohr’s knife.


      ‘I’ll go,’ he said.


      ‘Good,’ said Bohr without looking up. ‘As this is an order from the duke, you’d be court-martialed if you didn’t. Go via the barracks in Nuln, get them to send us more horses.’


      ‘You’ll look after my men?’ Hoche said.


      ‘Of course.’


      ‘You’ll recover Schulze’s body from the woods and see that he gets a proper burial.’


      ‘Assuming he’s dead.’


      ‘It’s a fair assumption.’


      There was a pause.


      ‘What I don’t understand,’ Hoche said, ‘is why half the Knights Panther fled, if only six of them were involved in the sacrifice last night.’


      Bohr dipped the quill in ink, and bent over a sheet of parchment to write. ‘Either there were more cultists in the regiment, or some decided it would be better to be with their valiant comrades than part of a shamed regiment.’


      ‘That’s not what I meant. If thirty of the Panthers were Khorne worshippers, why did only six of them ride out last night?’


      Bohr looked up from his writing. ‘That’s one reason why there will be an investigation.’


      Hoche looked down at him. ‘Who tipped off the Panthers this morning?’ he demanded.


      ‘I intend to find out. Karl, the most useful place for you is in Altdorf. Come back in an hour, I will have the letters ready for you, and you can ride with the Imperial messenger. When you return we have great things planned for you. An important role. But until then, we both have much to do.’


      Hoche stood and headed for the door. As he reached it, he looked back. Bohr was still crouched over his writing, the tip of the quill moving slowly as it described each ornate black letter.


      ‘No cover-up,’ Hoche said.


      ‘On the honour of my name,’ said Bohr without looking up. Hoche turned and headed out into the bright world beyond the tent, leaving him in the cool darkness.


      His tent felt empty of a familiar presence. The spilled kvas glass still lay on the floor, blurring the ink on some of the playing cards. Normally Schulze would have cleared it up, but the chances Schulze were still alive were nil. Hoche felt the death of any of his men, but Schulze had been a particular friend. He would light a candle for him in the soldiers’ chapel in Altdorf, he decided. He sighed and began to pack the kit he would need for the trip, and the formal uniform he would wear in Altdorf.


      Someone knocked on the tent-pole closest to the door and coughed. Hoche recognised the sound. ‘Come in, Sergeant Braun,’ he said.


      A stocky man walked in and saluted, then used the same hand to wipe the floppy hair from his brow. ‘We heard the news, sir. Is it true that you’re bound for Altdorf?’


      ‘It’s true, but I’m not staying there long. I have some reports I need to make. I’ll be back before the campaign breaks for the year. This isn’t a promotion.’


      ‘That’s good,’ said Braun. ‘Good it is. We were feared you’d become a stuffed shirt with ideas above us.’


      Hoche laughed. ‘Braun, I’m not done leading you and the men to famous victories yet.’ He thought a second, holding a jerkin. ‘I want you to keep your eyes open while I’m gone. Anything suspicious, anything that feels not right, make a note of it and tell me when I’m back.’


      ‘Sir.’


      ‘And in the meantime, if you get some temporary officer and he’s not good enough for the Reiklanders, then you give him hell.’


      Braun saluted smartly. ‘That we’ll do, sir. That we’ll do.’


      It was not until Hoche, astride one of the horses that had escaped the Knights Panthers’ carnage and with the Imperial messenger riding beside him, had put fifteen long, dry miles between himself and the camp that it occurred to him that sending him far away, riding with only one companion through an area reputedly heavy with orcs would be the best way to begin a cover-up of the whole filthy business.


      He weighed the thought, trying various possibilities, remembering things that Bohr had said to him earlier in the day. Then he smiled wryly, placed the idea out of his mind and put the spurs to his horse, urging it on. Altdorf lay ahead, and great prospects.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THREE


      Great Prospects


      The sun was setting and the guards were preparing to shut the great city gates as Hoche rode into Altdorf from the south. The journey had taken him over a fortnight, and on the last day the weather had turned, soaking his woollen cloak and slowing his pace to a trot. His muscles ached, and after eight nights sleeping in rough inns with bug-ridden beds or wrapped in a blanket beside the road he was looking forward to a decent meal and a night’s rest.


      Even with the sun partly hidden by grey clouds, Altdorf was magnificent. The tower of the Cathedral of Sigmar was visible from miles out, and as he had drawn closer Hoche had been able to see the roof of the Imperial Palace over the city’s foreboding stone walls. Inside, the streets were crowded with people moving fast, not looking at each other in that big-city way as they tried to get home before night fell. He hadn’t been in the capital for years, and he didn’t like it any better this time. He felt trapped, the overhang of the tall buildings on either side blocking out the light and closing in on him.


      Hoche rode across the Old Bridge and the river towards the Königplatz and the Black Goat Inn. The Reiklanders did not have a barracks in Altdorf, but the regiment’s officers had an agreement with the inn that gave them room and board on account. By the time he reached the square the daily market had been packed away, the barrows and carts had been pushed to the side of the road, and the Königplatz was empty apart from the cluster of tall statues of dead emperors at its centre. The entrance to the inn’s courtyard was open.


      ‘Seen any action lately, sir?’ the stable-boy asked conversationally as Hoche handed him the reins of his horse and dismounted.


      ‘Not the kind you mean,’ Hoche said. He stretched his arms and bent at the knees, exercising muscles stiff from the long ride, then began unstrapping his saddle-bags. The boy patted the horse’s nose.


      ‘What’s your business in Altdorf, sir?’ he asked.


      ‘Upsetting people,’ said Hoche. ‘What’s the time?’


      The boy stared at him oddly, then looked at the sky. ‘Eight bells soon enough,’ he said.


      ‘Good. That’s very good.’ There would be enough time for him to get to the Knights Panther barracks before they sat down to their evening meal, and Hoche felt it was important that they were told tonight, before the others. It was the honour of their regiment that was at stake, and besides, Bohr had told him to see them first. He dug in the saddlebags for the letters he had been given, pocketed them and dropped the bags at the boy’s feet with a couple of groats. ‘See to the horse, then take these inside. Lieutenant Hoche of the Reiklanders. I need a room for the night and a bloody good meal. I’ll be back in an hour.’


      He headed out into the darkening streets.


      The room was panelled with ornately carved oak, gold leaf highlighting the names of battles dating back a thousand years, and above it all the splendid crest of the Knights Panther, the great beast’s head snarling, white-fanged and lash-tongued, under a gold crown. Below, across the table, the three officers who faced Hoche were no less splendid: their faces lined by age and faded scars, unmarred by fat, loose skin or the signs of high living. Any of them would be glad of the chance to lead a battle-charge tomorrow. But they couldn’t. These men were the acting senior officers, crippled in battle, who stayed behind in Altdorf when the regiment and its generals went campaigning, left in charge of supplies, logistics, numbers and servants, dreaming of valour and glory.


      In front of them a leg of roast mutton lay uneaten, growing cold as Hoche had told his story. The three goblets of wine were empty, and the decanter was empty too. The three men sat still and silent in their chairs, digesting.


      ‘Circumstantial.’ Colonel Jäger said, and pushed his heavy chair back. ‘Circumstantial, but utterly damning.’


      ‘Thirty men,’ said Major Arnau, scratching absent-mindedly at his jewelled eye-patch. ‘Thirty of our finest, and Sir Valentin among them. What can have possessed them?’


      ‘Evidently the foul spirit of Khorne possessed them. What matters now is how we protect the regiment from this.’ Colonel Raschke looked down at the piece of paper where he’d been jotting notes with a lead pencil as Hoche had described his experiences. He reached for the decanter, found it empty, and pulled the bell to summon a servant. The officers’ discussion paused as more wine was brought. Hoche felt it was as if he was not present. Even when one of them looked at him, it was as if he was a witness in a trial, or a letter containing bad news. A thing, not a person.


      ‘There will have to be an investigation,’ Colonel Jäger said. ‘All loose ends must be found and tied up. The reputation of the Knights Panther is at stake and the taint of Chaos must not be allowed to stain it.’ He touched the shirt over his heart in the quick outline of the hammer of Sigmar. ‘I trust you understand me, gentlemen?’


      ‘The regiment must be protected,’ said Major Arnau.


      ‘Quite so,’ Colonel Raschke said. He swallowed wine from his goblet and turned to Hoche. ‘No doubt you will be reporting this incident to other parties in Altdorf. Or have you already done so?’


      ‘I came to you directly I reached the city,’ Hoche said. His throat was dry; he had had nothing to drink since arriving in Altdorf, nobody here had offered him water or wine, and telling his story and answering the men’s questions had taken over an hour. ‘At dawn tomorrow I see the witch hunters and the Untersuchung,’ he added.


      ‘The Untersuchung. Hmm,’ Raschke said. ‘It would be better if they were not involved in this. But you have orders from Duke Heller.’ He glanced at his colleagues, then at the piece of paper in front of him. ‘Thank you for your news. Stay a while, have something to eat. We will arrange for an escort to return you to your inn.’ He picked up the paper, wadded it and dropped it to the floor. ‘The streets of Altdorf are not safe for the unguarded,’ he said.


      The stew was excellent. Hoche tasted both beef and venison in it, their flavours not masked but accentuated by the spiced gravy. The goblet of wine seemed to dear his head after the day’s long journey and he felt like a new man, revitalised, with new purpose. He sat back, alone in the chamber, and thought over the day.


      There was a knock on the door and two men entered. One was blond, young, crop-headed, moustached and slick, the other older and grey-haired with hands like a pound of sausages and a face that the sun had beaten against for too many years. Both wore dark cloaks, and Hoche could tell from the way the cloth hung at their hips that each man carried a sword.


      ‘Your escort, sire,’ said the older of the two. Their faces did not have the aristocratic cast that Hoche expected of Knights Panther but then, he reflected, they were probably servants or guards. Cavalry officers could hardly be expected to escort a man through the city’s dark streets, no matter how important the information he carried.


      The two men led him through the Knights Panthers’ headquarters, and out into the night. The warm night air was a shock after the cool stone atmosphere of the rooms inside. Hoche did not recognise the street they were on, but the gothic bulk of the Imperial Palace loomed against the darkened sky to the west, so the Old Bridge must lie to the north.


      ‘This way,’ said Grey-hair, nodding towards the east.


      Hoche stopped. ‘Isn’t it this direction?’ he said.


      Grey-hair shook his head. ‘It’s past ten bells. The ferrymen have gone home and the Old Bridge and West Bridge are closed for the night. We’ll have to cross the river at the docks.’ He set off, not looking back to see if Hoche was following. Blond took a burning, smoking torch from a bracket beside the door and waited to follow the young officer.


      Hoche steadied himself for a moment, feeling a little unstable, then walked after the man’s cloaked back. He was tired, and perhaps his hosts’ wine had been stronger than he had thought. Grey-hair walked on in front of him while Blond brought up the rear. Good defensive formation, he thought. The Knights Panther had planned well.


      The city was quiet, the day’s heat deadening the night air. Hoche and his silent protectors walked down unfamiliar streets towards the Reik. He could smell it over Altdorf’s familiar summer stink. They were moving into the docks district, past shuttered shops, tall warehouses, broad tenement buildings and the occasional tavern with low light and muted conversation drifting from its doorway. Only a few people were on the streets, most of them walking swiftly, not looking at other night-travellers. They hadn’t passed a single watch patrol.


      The first bridge was stone, wide enough for two carts to pass, the Reik below it oily in the faint light. Hoche took the chance to pause and lean on the stone parapet, feeling unsteady on his feet. He stared west, to where the river joined with the Talabec a few hundred yards downstream, the waters of the two merging to form a greater whole that flowed out to the great port of Marienburg hundreds of miles downstream, and the Sea of Claws. If Altdorf was the heart of the Empire, as men said, then the Reik was its spine. It might stink of garbage and human waste, but in the moonlight it was glorious.


      Beyond lay the docks, a shambles of warehouses and cheap houses, new dwellings crammed into every available space, and piled on top of each other. Hoche knew its reputation as a place of lowlifes and reprobates; and though he should have felt safe with his two guards, for some reason he shivered. The road narrowed, the cramped buildings almost meeting overhead, pathways and alleys twisting and intersecting with others like veins in a great sleeping creature. Hoche felt like a parasite, an alien, out of place. He shouldn’t be here. He thought about the army camp and about his men, now training under a new officer, and then for a moment he thought of home and Marie, smiling. How surprised she would be to see him, how proud of his lieutenant’s tassels. ‘Why didn’t you send word you were coming back?’ she would say, and he…


      Grey-hair turned right off the street, away from the smell of the river, into a narrow lane dark with shadow.


      ‘Is this the way?’ asked Hoche.


      ‘Short-cut to the second bridge,’ Blond said from behind him. Hoche paused, looked up and down the street, failed to get his bearings, shrugged and followed.


      Grey-hair was waiting, of course, his sword drawn.


      A flood of realisation poured into Hoche’s mind and he turned to run, his hand groping for his own weapon. It was all a trap. His movements felt slow, as if he was swimming in the muggy air. Behind him the blond man had cut off his retreat. His sword was drawn too, but he had dropped the torch and the alley was deep in shadow.


      Hoche threw his eyes around the alley in desperation. The ground was rough cobbles with piles of garbage. The walls were flat plaster, featureless and dirty, with no handholds or pipes, much less a window or door. There was no way out.


      He backed towards the nearest wall, protecting his back, trying to watch both men as they edged closer. With his left hand he unfastened the laces that held his money-pouch to his belt. ‘Don’t hurt me,’ he said, holding it out to the older man in front of him. ‘Here, I have money. Take it all.’


      ‘We’ll take it,’ said Grey-hair, ‘and your life too.’ Hoche hurled the open pouch at his face in a spray of gold and silver coins. Grey-hair threw up his hands to protect himself, and Hoche thrust high at him with his sword.


      He was aiming for the man’s throat but his aim was off and the blade pierced the right shoulder instead. It wasn’t deep but it was enough; Grey-hair dropped his weapon with a yowl. An instant later Hoche shoulder-rammed him, knocking him down and out of the way. Hoche heard him fall and shout, then the sound of Blond’s footsteps giving chase. He didn’t pause to look back: he ran.


      The alley twisted left and right, then ended in a wider street. Hoche went left, his boots ringing against the cobblestones. The sound of pursuit wasn’t far behind him, but as far as he could tell there was only one man on his heels.


      The sudden energy of the fight had cleared his mind but not his legs; he knew he was slower than his chaser. Normally he would have run until he reached the city wall or a guard patrol, but he knew they would catch him first. He didn’t try to work out why he’d been attacked. Time for that if he survived.


      He dived down another alley, turned right at the end, knowing that Blond was a few feet behind him, and there beyond a low wall was the river – not the Reik but the Talabec, the other branch, glistening, its dark banks broken with wharves and moored barges. The road ran beside it in either direction but the darkness of the water beyond seemed an implacable barrier. Stop, it said. You can run no further.


      Hoche gazed at it in despair, then in a desperate movement flung himself around, his body low, feet braced to steady himself, sword outstretched. Blond came hurtling out of the alley and saw the blade too late. He tried to throw himself sideways but his momentum was too strong and Hoche was too quick. The weight of Blond’s rush carried him onto the sword and down to its hilt as the steel slid into him below the ribs. Then his body slammed into Hoche and the impact carried them both backwards, face to face. Blond’s sword hit the ground with a clatter.


      Hoche’s buttocks whacked into the edge of the wall, and he felt himself begin to topple backwards, with the weight of the other man on top of him. With his left hand he tried to grasp the brickwork to steady himself. The wall was too smooth. Blond, dying, was pushing him over the edge into the river. He tried to release his right hand but it was trapped between them. For a frozen moment they hung there, balanced between land and water, life and death. Hoche stared up into Blond’s eyes, an inch from his. He could feel the heat of the dying man’s body pressed hard against him.


      ‘Who are you?’ he said. ‘Who sent you?’


      Blond’s face twisted to almost a smile. He opened his mouth as if to speak and blood surged out, gushing over Hoche’s face, filling his eyes and mouth, matting his hair, soaking his uniform. He pushed back blindly and felt the man slump off him and fall to the ground. There was no other sound. Hoche leaned forward off the wall, wiped the blood from his face, and opened his eyes in time to see Grey-hair emerge from the alley at a run, sword in his left hand.


      The man stopped. ‘Sigmar’s balls!’ he said.


      Hoche bent, picked up Blond’s sword, and took a duelling stance. Grey-hair disappeared back into the alley, the sound of his footfalls fading into the distance.


      Maybe he’s gone to fetch the watch, Hoche thought. That would be ironic: he had no way to prove his innocence or the other’s guilt. No way of finding out who the man was, either. He leaned back against the wall, feeling the cool air from the river brush over his face. Then something lurched inside him, and he turned and bent over the edge, emptying his stomach into the river below in a rush of vomit.


      He dropped Blond’s sword and tugged his own out of the corpse, wincing as it scraped against a bone. Then he untied the dead man’s cloak, pulled it from under his body and put it on. It was soaked with blood, but the stains wouldn’t show against the dark fabric as much as they did on his light uniform. His face must be caked in the drying blood of his would-be assassin.


      He looked both ways along the street. Nobody in sight. Hoche wiped his sword on the edge of the cloak, sheathed it, and stood for a moment, working out where he was. From the position of the bridges downstream he reckoned it should be a fifteen-minute walk to the Black Goat; time enough to think through what had just happened.


      By the time he reached the Königplatz he had three possibilities. Either the Knights Panther had tried to have him killed, to remove the last witness to the regiment’s dishonour. But that was ludicrous. Much more likely, he thought as he cleaned the blood from his face in a horse trough, was that the Knights’ porter had hired two street-toughs as linkmen to escort him, not knowing they were robbers. Or two of the Knights’ staff had resolved to rob and kill him – that wasn’t likely, but was less improbable than a regiment’s officers conspiring to have a messenger killed. This was a civilised time; nobody killed messengers any more.


      Whichever was right, it wasn’t the welcome to Altdorf that he had expected. He shivered, and hoped Frau Kolner had kept some food hot for him.


      He stepped into the inn. Nobody was around but an oil-lamp still burned in the cubby-hole where Frau Kolner’s idiot brother usually sat next to the stairs, waiting for bags to carry. There was no sign of a bell or rapper to bring attention, and no smell of food either. Then he heard heavy boots on the floor upstairs, and voices.


      Some instinct, he couldn’t say what, made him duck into the shadows under the staircase. Several pairs of footsteps rattled down above his head, and he caught snatches of conversation:


      ‘…for your help… tragedy… death.’


      ‘…important… be returned… regiment.’


      ‘A sad… collect his horse…’


      ‘I’m sorry to hear of it.’ That was Frau Kolner’s voice, from the foot of the stairs. ‘That the city streets are so unsafe, it’s a worry. My sympathies to the young man’s family.’


      So someone staying at the inn had died. Hoche peered out from his hiding place, wondering how to emerge without looking a fool. Frau Kolner had her back to him as she talked to three soldiers. They wore tunics with the Knights Panther crest, and one carried saddlebags over his arm. They were Hoche’s saddlebags.


      Hoche ducked back into the shadows and pressed himself against the wall, out of sight, until the figures had left. There was no mistaking them: those were his bags. Images and parts of ideas pounded through his brain: all that had happened today. He focused, concentrating on the conversation. They had told Frau Kolner someone was dead. Who?


      Then in the distance he heard the great bell of the Cathedral of Sigmar strike once, and he thought: time. In the time it took me to walk from the docks to the Black Goat, Grey-hair could not have returned to the Knights Panther to tell them I was still alive, and then the soldiers walk to the inn. They must have left just after I did. They don’t know I’m still alive. They were talking about me. They think I’m dead in an alley.


      He thought: the Knights Panther tried to have me killed.


      He thought: they drugged my food, to slow my reactions. That’s why I was sick.


      He thought: I have to get word to the witch hunters and the Untersuchung. Tonight. That is what the knights aim to prevent, so that is what I must do. They assume I’m dead now; but will Grey-hair have taken them the news that I’m not?


      He thought: I will find out.


      Hoche stopped before the end of the road, in the darkness. The vastness of the Cathedral of Sigmar lay behind him, its buttresses and spires rearing into the night sky. Ahead and smaller, though clearly built by the same hands, the headquarters of the Order of Witch Hunters brooded, cloaked by shadows. At its doorway, four uniformed men leaned in too-casual idleness. They looked bored, and armed. They were waiting for someone.


      Hoche knew who. He turned and slunk away into the night.


      The headquarters of the Reiksguard was a newer building, brick-built foursquare around a series of courtyards. Bohr had told Hoche about its layout. Its main doors, fifteen feet high, were closed but the man-sized wooden door cut into the right-hand one was open. Four men stood outside, lit by the breeze-tossed flames of a torch in a wall-holder. Two were in the uniform and helmets of the Reiksguard, and the others wore dark tunics of a familiar noble cut. There were other doors into the imposing compound, but they were closed and bolted. He wondered what the Knights Panther had told the Reiksguard sentries about him. A spy? An assassin? An escaped prisoner? Anything to make him sound like a threat.


      He walked away slowly, studying the surrounding streets. No buildings close enough to cross from roof to roof. No watch-patrols or beggars he could use to distract the sentries or draw them away. No way to climb over the wall. The god who had smiled on him earlier this evening, blessing him with two overconfident thugs, seemed to have deserted him now.


      Hoche remembered something his father had said to him many times, but most recently on the day Hoche had left to join the army before Wissendorf. The old priest had put his hand on his son’s forehead, making the mark of the hammer. ‘In times of trouble, ask yourself what Sigmar would do,’ he said. ‘He was a soldier too.’


      Sigmar, the warrior-king who had united the Empire two millennia ago: what would he have done? Major Sprang would have said that Sigmar would charge into every fight, giving no quarter, but Major Sprang had died at Wissendorf trying just that, and little good it had done his wife and babies. Sigmar would not have fought here, but he would have not shied away from the challenge. Sigmar faced every problem like he faced every foe: head-on.


      Hoche walked to the end of the street and peered around the corner. The four guards were still there. He took several deep breaths, willed his shaking nerves into stillness and forced his fear to the back of his mind. Then he fastened his cloak tightly around him and stepped out into the main road, walking briskly towards the gate, his boots loud against the cobbles.


      The guards turned towards him and he raised a hand in friendly greeting. ‘A fine dry night, gentlemen,’ he said in his best Altdorf accent. ‘Tell me, is your stable-gate guarded at night?’ He pointed back round the corner.


      ‘No,’ said one of the Reiksguard. ‘Why?’


      Hoche shrugged. ‘Someone’s left a rope hanging over it.’


      There was a second’s pause until one of the knights exclaimed, ‘He’s climbed in! You, with me,’ and tapped a Reiksguard. The two ran westwards. I only have moments, Hoche thought. He pulled out his flask of kvas, took a swig and offered it to the knight standing by the open door.


      The man held up a hand. ‘No thanks, I–’


      Hoche thrust the flask at him, splashing the strong spirit into his face. He staggered back, his hands on his eyes. Hoche was through the door before the remaining guard had moved, forcing it shut with his entire weight. A body crashed into it from the other side. Hoche pushed back, slamming it closed again.


      He ran a hand down the outer edge of the door until his fingers hit the cold iron of the bolt and rammed it home. Then he was running across the courtyard on the other side, leaving the noise of swearing and hammering behind him, mouthing thanks to Sigmar under his breath.


      There was the passageway that led towards the stable-block. Hoche followed the directions Bohr had given him, what felt like a lifetime ago. The passage emerged into a second courtyard full of the smell of hay and manure. The only light came from the moon, but there was enough for him to count the doors in the north wall. There, the third one. He reached it, pushed and it swung open. He closed it behind him.


      Inside, down a pitch-black corridor and up a flight of stairs, was a second door. Hoche pushed it, but it was solid oak reinforced with iron nails and didn’t budge. He knocked, banging his fist against the wood. The timber resounded with deep, funereal thuds that reverberated into silence.


      Hoche listened for movement on the other side. Nothing. He realised he had no idea if there would be anyone to let him in. Perhaps these were day-offices and the Untersuchung’s members slept elsewhere. Perhaps it was all a fake, nothing behind the door except a hayloft, tack-room or armoury. Perhaps Bohr and Duke Heller were in on the cover-up, trying to arrange his death. Perhaps the Untersuchung would hand him straight to the Knights Panther. Perhaps Sigmar’s sense of humour was as hard as his legendary warhammer.


      Outside, he could hear alarms being raised.


      Hoche knocked again, harder this time. Still no response. The wood seemed to absorb the energy of his blows, sapping his strength. Why had he assumed there would be someone here? It was past midnight. He hadn’t thought his strategy through, he had failed, and he deserved it. He leaned against the door, feeling the pattern of square nail-heads through his stolen cloak, and let himself slide to the floor, overcome by the exhaustion and stress of the day. He felt drained, empty, helpless.


      There were sounds from the stableyard outside: shouts, running feet, banging on doors. It didn’t matter. Everything would be over soon. He just wanted to lie here and sleep. He didn’t care what happened. He was out of his depth.


      Behind him a muffled voice said, ‘The sun is in the seventh house.’


      Hoche said, ‘What?’ Below, he heard the outside door opening. ‘Bring a torch!’ someone said.


      ‘The sun is in the seventh house,’ the voice repeated testily.


      ‘I don’t know the password. But I have a letter for the Untersuchung,’ Hoche said, scrambling to his feet.


      ‘Oh, for Sigmar’s sake,’ said the voice. ‘Move away: the door opens outwards.’ It swung towards him. On the other side he could see a long room filled with desks, lit by a single candle. A man was silhouetted against it. ‘Get in here,’ he said.


      Hoche did. The man closed the door and slid two bolts across it. ‘Sit,’ he said, and Hoche did. Heavy thuds came from outside, and a muffled voice shouting. Hoche watched the man, who looked back at him, his face an expressionless mask. Hoche guessed he was in his early forties, with salt-and-pepper hair, white at the temples. The unforgiving candlelight didn’t hide the deep lines on his skin and around his eyes, or the scars. It was a face that didn’t smile much.


      The man counted off ten seconds on his fingers, then slid open a small panel on the door. ‘The sun is in the seventh house,’ he said. Hoche couldn’t hear the response from outside, but from the tone it was a demand.


      ‘I know who you are. No password, no entry,’ said Salt-and-pepper, not taking his eyes from Hoche.


      Another demand from outside.


      ‘Absolutely not.’


      An angry command.


      ‘You have no jurisdiction here, and you know it. Go and bang on someone else’s door.’ The man slid the panel closed, listened for a moment to the guards’ oath and retreating footsteps, then turned to Hoche.


      ‘So you’re the man who has the Knights Panther in a muck sweat,’ he said.


      ‘I’m afraid I am,’ said Hoche.


      ‘Captain Gottfried Braubach of the Untersuchung,’ the man said. He was holding out his hand. Hoche moved to shake it, but the officer stepped back, making the candle-flame flicker. Light scattered across the room, revealing the small flintlock pistol he held. It must have been there since he opened the door. It was trained on Hoche.


      ‘You said you had an important letter,’ he said.


      ‘Yes,’ said Hoche.


      ‘But you are more important than it is.’


      ‘Possibly.’


      ‘Start at the beginning,’ Braubach said.


      Hoche started.


      The candle had burnt down two inches, long streaks of wax down its side. An empty wineskin lay beside two empty wine-cups, the crust of a loaf of bread and the remains of some cheese, scattered across stacks of papers. Hoche’s bloodstained clothes were piled beside his chair and he sat back in his shirt and hose, laces undone, his body relaxed for the first time that day. Across the desk, Braubach leaned forward, resting his chin on his fists, looking intently at the young officer. The pistol had been put away. Behind them, the long room stretched into silent shadow and darkness.


      Mostly Hoche had done the talking. Occasionally Braubach had stopped him, asking precise, focused questions. He had demanded to know the exact position of the hearts on the altar, and had made Hoche draw the bodies of the sacrificed men, to show their wounds and the symbols carved into their backs. He had asked Hoche to speculate on the direction and depth of the knife-cuts. Then they had moved through the events after he returned to the camp, his journey to Altdorf, and the evening’s happenings.


      Hoche reached for his cup and drained its last dregs. There was silence.


      ‘What do you think?’ he asked.


      ‘You told them far too much,’ Braubach said.


      ‘The Knights Panther?’


      ‘Yes. They’re mad if they think they can brush this scandal away, but making you disappear would buy them time to make plans, limit the potential damage. If you’d told them less they might have thought you were less of a threat.’


      ‘I’m a threat?’


      ‘Very much,’ said Braubach. He lifted his cup but it was empty. ‘Hold a moment.’ He rose to his feet and moved to another desk, opening a drawer. ‘Messner usually has some of that Estalian stuff in his… here we go.’ Brandishing a dark glass bottle, he returned to his seat and poured a dark, pungent liquid into their cups. ‘Where was I? Yes, you’re a threat. They couldn’t let you bring your news to the witch hunters or us. Word would have been all over the city by noon. And what is a regiment like the Knights Panther if not its history and reputation? Your news strikes at their heart. Of course they want you dead.’ He paused. ‘Stupid of them,’ he said. ‘Predictable, but stupid.’


      Hoche sipped the Estalian spirit. It was strong but smooth, making rivers of fire down his tired throat. ‘What happens now?’ he asked.


      ‘The Panthers will do everything they can to stop the word getting out. We’ll investigate, but we’ll do it subtly. The witch hunters – that depends. If you’d reached them first there’d have been an almighty fuss, but if I was a betting man – I’m not – I’d lay odds one of the generals you met has already seen their Lord Protector, Lord Gamow, and asked him to tread softly.’


      ‘I meant for me,’ said Hoche. ‘What should I do?’


      Braubach lifted his head and gazed across the desk. ‘You?’ he said. ‘You’re a dead man.’


      ‘What!’


      ‘Seriously. You’ve made powerful enemies, and not just among Chaos cultists. Whoever it was who told you to visit the Knights Panther first, they signed your death warrant. Who was it? Duke Heller?’


      ‘It was a man called Bohr,’ Hoche said. ‘He gave me a letter for you.’


      ‘Ah yes,’ said Braubach, ‘the letter.’


      ‘Actually it’s addressed to the Untersuchung’s commanding officer,’ said Hoche, ‘but under the circumstances…’


      Braubach smiled. ‘Flexibility is an important lesson. You’re learning.’


      * * *


      Braubach put down the letter. He looked puzzled.


      ‘The mystery deepens,’ he said. ‘It’s a letter of introduction. Completely normal. “This is to introduce Lieutenant Karl Hoche of the Fifth Reiklanders, distinguished in battle and high in honour, who has information et cetera et cetera.” Boilerplate stuff. But you told me a man called Bohr wrote this?’


      ‘Yes. Johannes Bohr, the general’s aide.’


      ‘Wrong. He’s called Gunter Schmölling, and he works for us.’ Braubach turned the piece of paper and pointed at the name printed neatly under the duke’s seal. It was in Bohr’s writing, but it didn’t say Johannes Bohr.


      ‘Gunter is one of our deep-cover agents. A man of rare ability, following his own discretion on a long-term mission. Actually,’ Braubach paused and coughed, ‘I thought he was in Marienburg. An excellent fellow, witty, diplomatic and charming.’


      Hoche thought of Bohr, with his sleek features, vulpine smile, hard blue eyes and supercilious manner. It did not sound like the same man. He remembered what Braubach had said about saying too much, and said nothing. He was learning.


      ‘So,’ Braubach took a sip of the spirit in his cup, then stood and walked to one of the bookshelves that lined the room, ‘you can assume he knew about the Chaos worshippers you discovered. Your observant nature and clean-hearted desire to bring evil to justice has probably laid waste to years of investigation. This signature tells me all that, but wouldn’t have given the Knights Panther anything. A cunning man, Gunter.’ He ran his finger across the spines of the leather tomes.


      ‘I see.’ Hoche swallowed hard, his throat dry. Earlier he had felt over his head; now he felt he was sinking, dragged down by the weight of things he barely understood. The room fell silent. Braubach sipped at his cup.


      ‘Why are you trusting me with this information?’ Hoche asked. ‘Why give me the name of one of your agents?’


      ‘Because you’re a dead man,’ said Braubach cheerily. Hoche flinched as he did.


      ‘Please stop saying that.’


      ‘I can stop saying it, but it won’t stop being true.’ Braubach selected a book and pulled it off the shelf, carrying it back to the desk in both hands. He opened it and began leafing through the hand written pages. ‘What do you think will happen to you when you leave here? Now the Panthers know they can’t cover things up, you’re the person who brought shame on their regiment. You’ll get it in the neck. My bet is they’ll sink your corpse in the Reik. Or feed your body to the regiment’s hunting dogs.’ He stopped and focused on the page in front of him, his brow furrowed.


      ‘I refuse to accept this fate,’ Hoche said. ‘They can’t kill me. This is the Empire. I’m a soldier of the Emperor. There are laws.’


      Braubach looked up and shrugged. ‘Maybe they won’t kill you, but they can guarantee your life as a soldier ends. Not that you were going to rise much higher – senior officers are sons of nobles, not sons of priests from Grünburg – but they can finish your career simply by making it known you’re out of favour in Altdorf. Which you are now.’


      ‘Won’t you protect me?’ asked Hoche.


      ‘Why should we?’ Braubach asked. ‘You have no ties to our division, you’ve already given us all your information, and you appear to have wrecked one of our long-term investigations. What’s more, protecting you would put us in a difficult position.’


      ‘Put you in a difficult position?’ Hoche echoed. He felt sick.


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘I don’t understand.’


      Braubach sighed, or possibly yawned, and flipped more pages. ‘You’re a soldier, you think of the army as a united force. Well and good. That’s the way it should be in the field, even if sometimes it goes differently.’


      Hoche nodded. ‘The battle of Bechafen, General Roland switching allegiance after the Kislevite charge.’


      ‘I was thinking more of thirty Knights Panther turning out to be Khorne worshippers,’ Braubach said. ‘But that’s by the bye. On the battlefield, things are simple. Here in Altdorf, it’s different. You can’t get promoted by proving your worth in battle so you do it by undermining your superiors or back-stabbing your fellow officers. Regiments spend their time trying to do each other down, recruiting their rivals’ most promising officers or breaking their legs in tavern brawls, spreading slander, gossip and lies. It’s a political pit-fight. Everyone’s competing for status, prestige, resources. Power.


      ‘Yes, we could give you sanctuary. That would make us a political target; it would give the Knights Panther and every other regiment and Imperial agency a reason to demand our budget be slashed, our responsibilities reallocated, our work stopped. So no, we won’t protect you. Why should we?’


      Hoche raised his head from thoughts that had led nowhere. He was exhausted, physically and mentally. ‘What can I do?’ he asked.


      ‘Well,’ Braubach pursed his lips, leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling, where shadows from the candlelight swayed and twisted. ‘As I see it, you have two choices. You can resign your commission in the army, return to Grünburg, start a job that will keep you away from soldiers for the next five or six years…’


      ‘Or?’


      ‘Or you find allies or a new patron. Someone with influence, someone in Altdorf. Duke Heller is too far away to do you any good.’


      Hoche could tell that this conversation was leading somewhere, but he was too tired to go there himself. He let Braubach show him the way. ‘What are you saying?’


      Braubach leaned forward abruptly. ‘The only way you can save yourself is to join the Untersuchung, Karl. The Knights Panther won’t dare come near you if you’re one of us. Face it, your career as a soldier is over. This is not the army, not as you think of it, but it’s a prestigious role in a prestigious team, and it’s still a chance to serve the Emperor. You’re the sort of intelligent officer we need.’ He paused. ‘Plus it’ll save your life.’


      Hoche sat still. The suggestion was a shock and yet it was as if the whole discussion had been leading up to it. What Braubach said made sense: although he enjoyed army life, he knew that without noble rank, he would never rise much further – even before this cursed business. Besides, the Untersuchung was part of the Reiksguard, the Emperor’s personal guards, much higher in status than a Reikland foot-regiment. He guessed the wages would be better too. And Altdorf was much closer to Grünburg. Perhaps he could persuade Marie to move here once they were married. It would be a new direction for his life but, he felt in his gut, a better one. A clear path cut through his tired mind.


      ‘Yes, I’ll join you,’ he said.


      ‘You don’t need time to think?’ Braubach said.


      ‘No.’


      ‘You’re a man of swift decisions and firm action. Once you’ve signed all the paperwork and a transfer request from your old regiment, we’ll teach you how unwise that can be. But welcome aboard.’ He gestured to a table in the corner of the room. ‘There’s a mattress and a couple of blankets under there. Get some sleep. You’ll need it.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOUR


      Learning


      Hoche was drowning. Black water enclosed him, pushing down on him as he sank, his lungs straining for air, his tied arms struggling against their bonds. Far above lay the surface, life, and freedom but a dreadful weight dragged him down. The heavy fabric of his clothes restrained him so he could not swim free. In another second the air would burst from his mouth, he would inhale the dark, cold water and die. Who had done this to him? Who had brought him to this end? Had he come all this way to die?


      He woke suddenly. The panic of the dream stayed vivid for a second or two, then faded. The long office of the Untersuchung was brighter in the sunlight that streamed from the slit windows in the east wall. By daylight the room looked smaller and shabbier. Every desk was taken by people reading, making notes, comparing documents, talking to their neighbours. They did not wear uniforms, and Hoche was startled to see women and non-humans among them. Nobody paid him any attention.


      He clambered to his feet, brushing dust and creases from his clothes. A few desks away Braubach was talking to a rotund man, probably in his mid-twenties but already balding and with several double chins. The discussion was animated. Hoche walked over. Braubach looked round.


      ‘Awake and refreshed, I hope?’ he said. ‘Well, roll up your mattress and stow it. I know you Reiklanders are country boys but you don’t have to prove you were brought up in a hovel.’


      Hoche smiled. ‘Right away. Where can I get some breakfast?’


      Braubach scowled. ‘Lieutenant Hoche. You are about to join the Untersuchung, which means I will be your superior officer. We may not be as formal as the army and we do many things differently, but you will address me as “sir”. If we lose order, we become our enemy. Remember that.’


      Hoche saluted. ‘Sir.’


      ‘Good,’ said Braubach. ‘Breakfast must wait. We have urgent business.’ He led the way down the long room, towards a closed door at its far end. It opened into a small hallway with a bare wooden staircase leading upwards. There were no paintings or tapestries to cover the bare white plaster walls of the stairwell and the windows were small. Braubach went first and Hoche followed, feeling underdressed in his shirt and britches. At the top a corridor headed back along the length of the building, plain doors on either side. Braubach strode down it, pointing them out in turn.


      ‘Meeting room, cypher room – your training will cover that – closed case files, administration and requisitions, the armoury for – ah, let’s call them specialist weapons. Down there is the major-general’s office, but you’ll have to get past his private secretary. That–’ he nodded to a set of narrow steps heading skywards, ‘goes onto the roof; there’s a loft of messenger-pigeons for communicating with agents in the field and the other Imperial agencies in the city.’


      ‘Can’t you send a regular messenger?’


      Braubach turned, and his expression was displeased. ‘Messengers can be bribed or captured. If you bring down a pigeon in flight, you may be able to decode its message but it’s nigh-impossible to tell where it came from or where it was going. I’m dismayed, Karl. Use your head before you ask another question like that. Untersuchung agents should be able to work these things out themselves. Here we are.’ He knocked on a door and pushed it open without waiting for a reply.


      Inside, five people sat in an arc around a circular table. Braubach closed the door and made the introductions. ‘Gentlemen, this is Lieutenant Karl Hoche, of whom you will have undoubtedly recently heard. Lieutenant, these are your new colleagues. Major-General Zerstückein, our commander-in-chief–’


      A uniformed man, whose aristocratic beard and flamboyant moustache sat at odds with the pasty, corpulent flesh of his face, nodded to Hoche.


      ‘Ernst Slavski, our administrator and historian–’


      A gaunt man, his head shaved and shining, squinting through eyes with dark rims of shadow.


      ‘Jakob Bäcker, our expert on Khorne–’


      The jelly-fat man looked barely older than a student. His hair was long and unkempt, and he was using a quill-knife to clean dirt from his fingernails. He didn’t make eye-contact.


      ‘Bruno Veldt, recently returned from duties in the north–’


      Middle-aged and dressed like a merchant, he seemed the most relaxed man in the room.


      ‘And Hunni von Sisenuf, our resident wizard, who will know if you lie to us.’


      ‘So don’t,’ she said, and smiled. Her voice had a western accent. Curls of red hair outlined her freckled face, brown eyes and a large mouth that would have been attractive if it hadn’t revealed a graveyard of crooked teeth every time she smiled. Mid-thirties, Hoche guessed, a woman accustomed to working in a man’s world, and trying too hard to put me at my ease.


      Braubach sat down. Karl was reminded of the meeting in Duke Heller’s tent. He stood to attention. The major-general coughed.


      ‘Don’t stand on ceremony. Make us all feel uncomfortable if you stay up like that. There’s a chair. Sit.’ Karl sat. Braubach turned to him.


      ‘Karl, tell us again what happened,’ he said.


      The room was quiet. Hoche looked at the faces surveying him from the other side of the table. It was going to be a long, hungry morning.


      Tilted Windmill. Altdorf


      Noon. 28th day of Vorgeheim


      ‘So,’ said Braubach, ‘according to Jakob your Panthers’ rituals fit the same pattern as a cult from a small town north of Salzenmund thirty years ago, and most of them were mercenaries and local traders in the sausage business. Where in Sigmar’s name did the Knights Panther get their information?’


      ‘Parallel development?’ asked Hoche. ‘A coincidence? The same daemon messengers from Khorne?’


      Braubach shook his head. ‘You’ve got a lot to learn, Karl. Firstly, nothing in this job is ever a coincidence. There’s always a link. Secondly, if Khorne sends you a daemonic messenger it won’t teach you, it’ll rip your head off and eat it. Thirdly, if you’re going to say “daemon” and “Khorne” in public, then for Sigmar’s sake keep your voice down.’


      They were sitting in one of the booths of the Tilted Windmill tavern, two streets away from the barracks, with the bread, meats and cheese of a late breakfast spread over their table. It was quiet and empty before the midday crowd, and the atmosphere was warm and heavy. Hoche pulled at his beer and wiped his mouth. Relaxing and eating felt good after the morning’s discussions, introductions, letters and paperwork.


      ‘Tell me about the Untersuchung,’ he said.


      ‘Sir,’ said Braubach.


      ‘Tell me about the Untersuchung, sir.’


      ‘Better.’ Braubach speared a chunk of ham on his knife. ‘History-wise, there’s not much to tell. We were set up sixty years ago to find and eliminate Chaos worship and the rogue use of magic in the army. A decade later there was a scandal in the Reiksguard – you can read about it in the records – and we got responsibility for the Imperial court as well. That’s our official role. Unofficially, we track down and monitor cults across the Empire. Not just the Ruinous Powers. Renegade wizards, heretics, political conspiracies, mutants, the works. We keep a low profile. Our job is easier if people don’t know we exist.’


      Hoche chewed a piece of soft cheese. ‘Isn’t that the witch hunters’ job?’


      ‘Yes,’ said Braubach, ‘but they’re incompetent. Too fanatical and no organisation. So we do the long-term investigating, and when a situation comes to a head we call them in to arrest everyone and do the trials and the burnings. It works well. But they resent us for it all the same.’


      ‘What’s the Untersuchung’s strength? How many soldiers?’ Hoche asked. He felt absurdly uninformed about the regiment he had just joined, and self-conscious about asking the question. From the moment Braubach had opened the door of the Untersuchung to him he had felt like he was a new recruit again.


      Braubach seemed not to notice. ‘We’re not soldiers. Even though we’re part of the Reiksguard, technically we’re civilians. Right now there are about forty agents in Altdorf, another fifty in the field – we have another barracks in Talabheim – and the rest, about the same number again, are on long-term assignments or deep-cover agents, living normal lives but feeding us information.’


      Hoche added them up and felt his mouth go dry. What Braubach was describing did not sound like the “prestigious role in a prestigious team” he had described the previous night. He thought he was going to be a soldier in a division of the Reiksguard. This wasn’t what he had expected at all. He felt misled and trapped, but tried to keep his expression calm and his questions neutral. A moment from the drowning dream flashed in his mind’s eye.


      ‘That’s not many,’ he said.


      ‘Our numbers are down. It’s been a bad year. An operation went wrong in Carroburg and we lost twelve agents.’ Braubach reached across for another lump of cheese.


      ‘Lost them?’


      ‘Seven dead, three hopeless cripples, two disappeared without trace. Bad business.’


      ‘What happened?’


      Braubach chewed bread and scratched his unshaved chin. ‘Karl, we have this thing we call “need-to-know”. If you don’t need the information then you don’t get it, and you don’t need to know about the Carroburg mess yet. You’ll hear enough things to worry about in the next few weeks, never fear.’


      ‘Next few weeks?’ Hoche sensed another setback. He’d assumed that after a couple of days of orientation he’d be on active duty, working.


      Braubach nodded. ‘You’ve got a lot to learn. More than you can imagine. You’ll be trained for the next month or two. Then you’ll–’ He stopped and looked up. Hoche followed his eyes. A priest of Sigmar was walking across the room towards them – no, not a priest, a priestess. The loose black robe gave away nothing about the body beneath it, but the head above was utter woman: long black hair framing a face that was full and feminine, with dark eyes and ample, symmetrical lips. A southern face with a touch of Tilean or Estalian blood in the skin, thought Hoche. She was coming towards them.


      Spurred by manners, he stood up. Braubach followed him. ‘Good morning, sister,’ he said. ‘Can we help you?’


      She stopped and faced Braubach. ‘Are you Karl Hoche?’ she asked. There was something in the way she said it that made Hoche uneasy. It was, he thought, as if she already knew that wasn’t who she was looking for, and this was an art. How had she known to come straight to their table?


      ‘I’m Hoche,’ he said. ‘How can I help you?’


      ‘I am Sister Karin Schiffer, assistant to Lord Gamow, Lord Protector of the Order of Witch Hunters,’ she said. ‘Come with me; my lord wishes to see you urgently.’


      Hoche opened his mouth to reply but Braubach beat him to it. ‘This is an Untersuchung matter,’ he said smoothly, smiling, ‘concerning as it does a Chaos cult within the Imperial army, as you know from the letter delivered to your high priest two hours ago.’


      The priestess did not appear flustered. ‘We need to question this man,’ she said. ‘If you will not–’


      ‘Furthermore, Lieutenant Hoche is a serving officer of the Untersuchung,’ continued Braubach, ‘having transferred from his regiment this morning. If you wish to request a meeting with him then you must go through the proper channels. Until then you have no jurisdiction here and you are interrupting our meal, which breaches both protocol and etiquette. You’re welcome to join us if you promise not to talk shop. I can recommend the hard cheeses.’


      ‘Damn your cheeses! Think of the safety of the Empire!’ she barked, and Hoche was surprised at the force and anger in her voice. He looked across at Braubach. His superior’s face was calm, but Hoche could tell he was enjoying himself.


      ‘While you’re busy thinking of that,’ he said, ‘I suggest you also think about section 17 of the Imperial Regulations, which lays down the conditions for the interrogation of members of other Imperial agencies. The third page is particularly apposite. If I may summarise, it says that unless you’re going to join us for a drink, you might as well go home. Two more dark beers here.’ That was to the pot-boy, who carried over a jug to fill up the men’s tankards, bumping its spout against the pewter cups. The dull dinks were resonant in the silence. Braubach reached for his beer, held it up to Sister Karin in salute, and drank deeply. Her dark eyes stared at him.


      ‘You’ll hear from me,’ she said, turned on the balls of her feet and walked away, out of the tavern. Hoche watched Braubach. Braubach was watching the priestess’s departing rear until the door closed behind it.


      ‘Sigmar!’ said Hoche. ‘What was that about?’


      ‘Business as usual,’ Braubach said. ‘Like I said, everyone resents us. The witch hunters don’t like us because we’re doing their job better than they do, plus we got our hands on you before they could. The Reiksguard feel they should be responsible for guarding the Emperor–’


      ‘But the Untersuchung is part of the Reiksguard?’


      ‘Only technically. All we get from them is a corner of their barracks. The temple of Sigmar believes only priests should deal with policing heresy and magic. The Colleges of Magic don’t like non-magicians meddling in their business; and the Knights Panther – well, let’s say there’s some history there too. And then there’s all the smaller agencies like the Palisades, who make trouble just to get themselves noticed.’ He broke off a chunk of black bread, wrapped it round a fatty lump of mutton and masticated thoughtfully.


      Hoche paused, then shook his head. ‘Just now, that wasn’t it. There was something else, something more personal between you and her. What was it?’


      ‘More history,’ said Braubach. He swallowed, reached for his tankard and drained it, long and slow. ‘Drink up. There’s a lot to do.’


      Untersuchung Barracks. Altdorf


      Morning. 30th day of Vorgeheim


      Jakob Bäcker was rounded and oily and young. He spoke like a man twice his age and licked his lips every time he said the word “blood”. As he was the Untersuchung’s expert on Khorne, he licked his lips a lot. Hoche sat on the other side of Bäcker’s desk, a pile of dusty books separating him from the agent-scholar. Around them the office bustled and chatted, fetched books, scratched words on parchment.


      ‘Khorne cults are unusual,’ Bäcker said, ‘but not unknown. They tend to spring up among the naturally violent – beastmen or exiled mutants, for example – or those who feel their lives have little value. They’re base cults, unlearned, and they either fizzle out or explode in a characteristic burst of self-annihilatory violence.


      ‘What’s interesting about your case–’ he leaned forward, ‘is two points. Firstly the rarity of such cults in the upper echelons of society, implying that this is a sect of unusually strong faith, devoted to Khorne qua Khorne, not to a quest for personal power, revenge, anti-societal tendencies, self-loathing, the more usual things. Also, the upper classes almost always go for the more intellectual and decadent Chaos gods, Tzeentch or Slaanesh.


      ‘The second is the ritual. Khorne cults either devise their own, since they arise spontaneously, or they despise such things as strongly as they despise magic. They abhor learning, so there’s rarely any teaching or writing to pass their knowledge on to the next generation of worshippers. Finding signs of a pre-existing ritual, particularly one with ancient roots, is unusual.’


      ‘Ancient roots?’ Hoche asked. Sitting so close to Bäcker made him feel uncomfortable.


      ‘Oh yes. Comparatively ancient. I’ve found a reference to the ritual cuts and use of blood’ – Bäcker licked his lips – ‘that you described.’ He opened the thick cover of a tray-sized book in front of him, revealing pages hand-written on vellum and illustrated with scratchy diagrams and drawings. It smelled of wax and soot. ‘It dates back at least two hundred years, to the last Incursion of Chaos. So either there is a hitherto unknown teaching-line of Khorne worshippers within the Empire, or the renegade Panthers had been doing some scholarship amidst forbidden texts like this.’


      ‘Which do you – no, wait,’ said Hoche. His hand hovered over the large book; he didn’t want to touch it. ‘What do you mean, a forbidden text?’


      ‘This? No, no, you misunderstand. This is our copy of the Ermittlungsergebnis of Ute Nicol, a two-hundred year-old diary of one man’s inculcation into a Khorne cult. Possession of an actual copy is a capital offence. But this is a synopsis, a précis, and quite legal.’


      Something in the man’s voice boasted of more. ‘But you have seen an actual copy,’ Hoche said.


      ‘Two, actually,’ Bäcker sounded pleased with himself, like a schoolboy answering a teacher’s question. ‘In the closed library of the Cathedral of Sigmar. We have reading rights.’ He saw Hoche’s horrified expression and laughed. ‘I was forgetting that your father was a priest. It must be a shock for you, hearing these things.’


      Hoche was stunned. Here was a man who boasted of having read books of Chaos doctrine. Even the thought of such things repulsed him.


      ‘They are abominations that should be burnt,’ he said flatly. ‘They are things of Chaos, tainted by it. They carry its message and its infection.’


      ‘They’re books,’ Bäcker said, ‘and they contain words. We study them and use their information to fight back against Chaos. Like an enemy’s plan, it’s much less dangerous if you have a copy.’


      Hoche sat silently. He had been brought up to abhor Chaos. Now he was working with people who joked about it and treated it as something that could be studied and learned without danger. Something clenched in his gut, telling him they were wrong, that they were in deadly peril if they continued. Something was very bad here. He could feel sweat forming on his temples and the palms of his hands.


      Calm down, he thought. Think of Braubach. Braubach is a rational, intelligent, sardonic man. He wouldn’t be here if these people were dangerous. This is only for a few weeks. After that I can leave for active service again, away from here. I can bear it for that long.


      ‘There are no forbidden texts here, are there?’ he asked.


      ‘Of course not,’ said Bäcker. ‘Bringing heretical tomes into an army barracks? “We’d all be burnt on the spot”.’ Hoche nodded, but he had seen the man’s eyes flick for a nervous instant towards a shelf across the room.


      Street of Tailors. Altdorf


      Afternoon. 3rd day of Nachgeheim


      ‘Even though we’re not training you as a deep-cover agent, there will be times when you’re going to have to operate undercover or in disguise,’ said Braubach. ‘We’ll give you advice about changing your face and hair, your accent, your walk, all of that. We’ll teach you about creating bolt-holes, emergency equipment caches and safe drop-points for information and things you need to hide in a hurry, how to mark them, and how to find ones that other Untersuchung agents have left. But none of that is as important as your mask.’


      ‘You mean my disguise?’ Hoche asked.


      ‘Not your disguise, the set of your mind. You still think like a soldier. First we have to get you thinking like an agent, and then we have to teach you how to think like someone else entirely. When you’re undercover, disguised, you must become the person you’re dressed as. Knowing who they are, how they think, how they’ll react to surprises or attack isn’t enough. Don’t pretend to be them, become them.’


      ‘Like an actor, you mean?’ Hoche asked. Braubach scowled.


      ‘Nothing like an actor. Actors’ disguises are physical. I’m asking you to put on a mental disguise, a mask over your own thoughts. Keep your own thoughts in the background, be alert, monitor and watch what’s going on – but in the front of your mind, think as this new person.’


      ‘I don’t understand,’ Hoche said.


      ‘You will. You’ve heard of the Tilean spy caught because someone swore at him in his own language, and he swore back without thinking? You must learn to play a new role so deeply that it becomes your life. It’s the only way to survive in the long term, to convince people that you’re who they believe you are, capable of doing what they believe you can.’


      ‘You’ve done this?’ asked Hoche.


      ‘All the time,’ Braubach said. ‘All the time.’


      Untersuchung Barracks. Altdorf


      Night. 6th day of Nachgeheim


      It was late, and dark. Candles still burned on two desks at the other end of the long room, casting shadows of hunched readers against the far walls. Outside the bells struck nine, the holy hour. The late service would be starting in the temples.


      Hoche put down the papers he was reading, stood and walked casually to a bookshelf across the room from Bäcker’s empty desk, where volumes of ancient Middenheim civic records sat on sturdy shelves, presenting their faded spines to the room. He pulled one down and paged through its dusty history of long-forgotten transactions and taxations. The second and third were the same. On a hunch he bent and peered into the narrow space left between the books on the shelf. There was nothing behind them except white plaster.


      Hoche replaced the third volume of records with a thump. Something didn’t sound quite right. He pulled the book out, then pushed it back against the wall, listening to the sound. Then he rapped with his knuckles on the shelf. It sounded hollow. So did the ones above and below it. Fetching his candle, he held it close to the edge of the shelf. He could just see a hairline crack hidden in the grain of the wood.


      Carefully he removed all the volumes from the shelf, putting them on the floor, then put his thumbs against the edge of the shelf and pushed up. The top half lifted like a box lid, revealing a shallow cavity. Inside were four slim books with aged leather bindings. He didn’t try to read their titles. Their concealment was enough to show they were nothing good.


      ‘“We’d all be burnt on the spot”,’ he thought, and felt himself shiver.


      Old Bridge, Altdorf


      Noon. 8th day of Nachgeheim


      Hoche leaned on the parapet of the river-bridge and gazed upstream along the sunlit waters of the Reik. His thoughts were far from Altdorf and the stuffy room where he had spent the morning being schooled by Hunni von Sisenuf in recognising the signs of wizardry.


      In his mind’s eye he could see Grünburg, a hundred and fifty miles upstream. Mentally he walked its narrow streets, seeing the familiar signs of the businesses, the stall-holders in the Marktstrasse, the temple where his father officiated. He missed his father’s wisdom and advice. The last few days had been bewildering, so much learning and training packed into every hour. He needed perspective, distance, to set it all in place in his mind. A week in Grünburg would refresh his spirits, but until he could get there this mental journey was the only one he could make.


      He stared down into the rolling waters. He had dreamed of drowning twice more, but somehow the Reik comforted him. Upstream, a great river-barge was in mid-river, sailing down from the Talabec docks, its mast half-stepped to pass under the city’s bridges. Should he sail or ride to Grünburg? Riding would be faster.


      Someone grabbed the back of his cloak, pushing him against the parapet. ‘Gebhard Mannheim,’ a voice said, ‘we arrest you for deserting from the Emperor’s armies.’


      ‘I’m not–’ Hoche said. Someone else put a sword against his throat, and he shut up. Hands grabbed his wrists, pulling them to the small of his back. All Hoche could see of his assailants was the hand holding the sword against his neck. It was a large hand, muscled, used to carrying a heavy weapon. It had a ring on its third finger with the profile of a panther’s head.


      This wasn’t a case of mistaken identity.


      Hoche threw himself sideways and back, into the space where the sword-holder had to be. His shoulder made solid contact with something, sending a numbing jar down his arm but knocking the other man off balance. Someone grabbed for his cloak but Hoche, his arms already behind him, let them pull it off him. He leaped onto the wide parapet and sprinted down it towards the middle of the bridge. The barge was closer now, making good speed with the current, heading for the centre arch.


      He glanced back. A few yards behind him three men, all in anonymous dark leather jerkins, were pushing through the people on the bridge. He turned and drew his sword. The three stopped, their own weapons out. The crowd moved away from them, alarmed.


      ‘Back off!’ he shouted.


      ‘You’ve caused us much trouble,’ said one, the tallest. His voice had an aristocratic edge. The three spread out, approaching him from all sides, blocking his escape.


      ‘I was only the messenger,’ Hoche said, glancing at the river. It was a long way down and the water was dark and foul. He took four steps to the left. The three followed, not taking their eyes from him. There was no way past them, and one against three was a fool’s fight.


      ‘We’re at an impasse,’ he said. ‘Can’t we make a deal?’


      ‘There are no deals where honour is concerned,’ said the tall one. ‘You have stained our reputation and we will pursue you till that stain is erased.’


      ‘Yes?’ said Hoche. ‘Pursue me, then.’ He dropped his sword and leaped out into the sky above the river. The half-stepped mast of the great river-barge was ahead and below him, its rigging stretched out like a cage of cords. He fell towards it, grabbing out at a master-rope with both hands. His grip slipped off it, twisting him off balance, and he was plunging out of control.


      He crashed into the sail with a great sound of ripping canvas, tearing it open, falling through the tear. His body hit the deck hard, and lay still. The sail fell to cover him like a shroud.


      * * *


      Tilted Windmill. Altdorf


      Evening, 8th day of Nachgeheim


      ‘Unbelievable,’ said Hunni von Sisenuf.


      ‘In broad daylight, on a major thoroughfare,’ said Bruno Veldt. ‘Extraordinary.’


      ‘That wasn’t what I meant,’ Hunni said.


      The back room of the Tilted Windmill was warm with the late-evening air. Sounds from the main room filtered through the closed and curtained door. The three sat around the end of the long table closest to the door. Hoche’s right leg was stretched out across a chair, his sprained ankle heavily bandaged. Under his shirt, more bandages encased his broken ribs. After the surgeon had left, his colleagues had invited him out for an evening’s drinking, and although his better judgement had told him he needed rest, he felt the need to be around people this night. Partly, he admitted to himself, he was lonely. Partly, he also admitted, he was scared.


      ‘I was lucky,’ he said.


      ‘Lucky you didn’t end up in the Reik,’ said Bruno, and guffawed. Nobody else did. The room fell silent; one of those strange silences that drift over conversations. A ghost passing through the room, Hoche remembered his mother saying, a reminder to everyone present that they will die.


      ‘How are you finding the Untersuchung, Karl?’ Hunni asked. ‘Is it what you expected?’


      Hoche laughed. It hurt his ribs, and made him cough, and that hurt his ribs more. ‘What did I expect?’ he said. ‘I expected to deliver a letter and go back to my regiment.’


      Hunni and Bruno exchanged a look. He went back to his tankard; she turned back to Hoche. ‘Well, how are you finding us?’ she asked.


      Hoche stared, his gaze unfocused. It was a fatuous question, but this was his first real chance to spend informal time with his colleagues, and he knew Hunni was only trying to be friendly. Like many intellectuals he had known, there wasn’t much depth to her social skills. ‘It’s Braubach,’ he said. ‘I can’t get a handle on Braubach.’


      ‘Gottfried?’ Hunni said. ‘Yes. He’s a… He can be a difficult man. He’s not been the same since…’ Her voice trailed off.


      Hoche said nothing. Hunni eyed Bruno.


      ‘A year ago?’ she said.


      ‘A little more,’ said Bruno. ‘Sommerzeit last year.’


      Hunni turned back. ‘Braubach spent the last nine years pursuing a cult of hidden learning across the Empire,’ she said. ‘Last summer he located their headquarters and leader here in Altdorf, under our noses. There was a big raid. It didn’t go well.’


      ‘It went astonishingly badly,’ Bruno said. ‘All the cultists escaped and the building burnt down, destroying everything in it. Then the next morning Braubach’s assistant, a lieutenant called Andreas Reisefertig, disappeared.’


      ‘Disappeared?’ Hoche asked.


      Hunni sipped her beer. ‘He took a horse from the stables and left the city before dawn. There were rumours that he’d tipped off the cultists, that he’d been a cultist himself or a mole on the inside. Nothing was proved, no blame was placed, but the whole thing crushed Braubach. He’d trained Reisefertig, you see? Nine years of his life, and he’d achieved nothing except creating a turncoat. That’s why he’s so cynical about the world. It’s a protection, his armour against everything else.’


      ‘Instructing you is the first thing that’s interested him since,’ Bruno said. Hunni glanced across the table.


      ‘Not quite,’ she said. ‘There was that girl.’


      Bruno looked blank for a second. ‘Oh yes,’ he said, reaching for his tankard.


      ‘A girl?’ asked Hoche.


      ‘A recruit, training to be a deep-cover agent,’ Hunni said. ‘She and Gottfried began to get close. Then they had to finish because she was assigned.’


      ‘Who was she? Where was she assigned?’ Hoche asked. Evidence of Braubach’s humanity interested him. He sat up, his broken ribs grated, and he grunted with pain. Hunni examined him.


      ‘That’s need-to-know, Karl,’ she said. ‘Everything about deep-cover agents is. You should know that.’ She looked at him, her dark eyes filled with suspicion. Even among colleagues over a friendly drink, Hoche realised, there were things that were not asked. He took a long swallow of beer to drown his questions about forbidden books and whether there had ever been any cultists in the Untersuchung. Those would wait.


      Cathedral Square, Altdorf


      Afternoon. 14th day of Nachgeheim


      Rain drizzled on Hoche and Braubach as they entered the great square of the Cathedral of Sigmar. Traffic was light, people driven off the streets by the first of the cold autumn rains, though a few hawkers and barrow-boys still stood by their stalls. Braubach looked up at the great building.


      ‘What do you think of Sigmar?’ he asked.


      ‘Sigmar?’ It was an odd question. ‘He is our god and my patron, in whose temple I was blessed at my birth. He was the foundation of the Empire and he is its salvation, our hope in times of need. He fights for us against the evils of the world. He–’


      ‘Beyond the doctrine,’ Braubach said. ‘Have you ever seen the hand of Sigmar or felt his guidance? What has Sigmar ever done for you?’


      Hoche was confused. Was this a test? ‘As I have said. Sigmar is my patron, my strength and guide.’


      ‘You’re fortunate,’ Braubach said. ‘You’ve never had to question your faith.’ He stood, looking up at the great steeple as it thrust up into the grey sky. Rain ran down his face.


      ‘I’ll warn you,’ he said, ‘times will come and you’ll be confronted with things that rip away all the nice words you’ve ever learned about the gods. That’s when you’ll find if Sigmar really is your strength. We can’t train or test you for that, and yet it’s something that all Untersuchung agents have to meet. But remember this, when it comes: Sigmar’s not a strong god, and he’s not a wise god. Some would say that he isn’t even a sane god. But in the stretch, he and your sword are the only true allies you have.’


      Hoche said nothing, because he could think of nothing to say.


      ‘Enough of that. Let’s get to work.’ Braubach wiped the rain from his face and walked on around the square, stopping outside a house on the unfashionable side. Its shutters were closed, its plaster discoloured and peeling, its front door shut. He pointed to it.


      ‘At ten bells yesterday, a man came out of there wearing a crimson cloak and a flat hat in the Tilean style,’ he said. ‘He was carrying a book under his cloak. You have four hours to bring me that book. Think you can do it?’


      ‘Yes,’ Hoche said, ‘if he’s still in the city. Where will you be?’


      Braubach took a step back. ‘Work it out,’ he said. ‘This is a training exercise, not a game of “Where’s Waldermeier?”.’ He walked away towards the cathedral, stopping to talk at the stall of a damp orange-seller. Hoche then stood and considered. Should he ask the street-traders first? No, the man might have left a footprint by the door: it would be useful to know what shoes he was wearing. He put all thoughts of whether his teacher was a heretic to the back of his mind, knelt and studied the wet ground.


      Tilted Windmill. Altdorf


      Evening, 16th day of Nachgeheim


      Braubach rapped his knuckles on the red leather cover of the book in front of him, and looked over at Hoche. ‘Well done. Very impressive,’ he said. ‘Your instincts for tracking and searching are well honed. However, you need to work on a couple of things.’


      Hoche grinned back at him, a foam moustache from his pint of dark ale crescenting his upper lip. ‘Like what?’


      ‘Observing when people are lying to you,’ said Braubach. He wasn’t smiling. ‘This is the wrong book. The right one was next to it on the shelf. But you took the Tilean at his word, and accepted the first one he offered.’


      ‘I had a sword to his throat!’ Hoche protested.


      ‘But he could tell you weren’t prepared to use it, and you didn’t realise,’ said Braubach. ‘For that mistake, you forfeit your beer.’ He pulled the tankard across the table and drained half of it in a long swallow, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Tomorrow we start you on face-reading. Also interrogation techniques: how to ask questions so they get the right answer, and how to avoid giving answers to people you don’t want to know your business. That includes resisting torture.’


      ‘What? Is that necessary?’ Hoche asked.


      ‘Almost certainly not.’ Braubach finished the beer. ‘But it’ll keep us out of the rain.’


      Oldenhaller warehouse, Altdorf docks


      Night. 32nd day of Nachgeheim


      The warehouse door creaked open and the light of a lantern shone through the crack, illuminating the stillness and emptiness. Two cloaked and cowled figures crept in from the night.


      ‘Nobody here,’ said one.


      ‘He said two bells,’ said the other.


      Hoche snapped open the hood of his own lantern, filling the centre of the room with a circle of light. ‘I bring greetings from Ernst’s mother,’ he said.


      The two men moved into the circle, their steps confident. ‘I hear she is much changed,’ said the first, completing the pass-phrase. His Middenheim accent was strong.


      ‘Welcome to Altdorf, my brothers in Tzeentch,’ Hoche said. He placed his lantern on the floor, shrinking the illumination around them, and walked forward to embrace the first man, throwing his arms around him.


      The warehouse was bathed in sudden light. ‘Nobody move!’ Bruno yelled, jumping down from a stack of crates, his short-sword drawn.


      Hoche clenched his arms tight around the man he was holding and pushed himself forward, hard. They fell together to the floor, Hoche fighting to hold the larger man down, immobilising him.


      ‘In the name of the Emperor,’ Bruno shouted, ‘we arrest you for the worship of daemons, consorting with forces of Chaos, conspiracy to–’


      The larger cultist struggled against Hoche’s weight. Hoche held him. In the corner of his eye, he saw the shorter man gesture, arms outstretched, his lips moving with arcane syllables.


      ‘Spellcaster!’ he yelled. There were cracks from across the room and two crossbow bolts buried themselves in the man, one in his breast, one in his neck. He looked shocked, and dropped, beginning the messy business of dying.


      Hoche turned back to the man under him. An acre of hard forehead struck the bridge of his nose. Suns raced across his eyes. At the same moment he felt something rear up from inside the man’s cloak, twisting between their bodies. It flashed across his vision, cord-like and whip-thin, and wrapped itself fast and tight around his neck. He tried to cry out, but it throttled his shouts. He couldn’t breathe.


      The cultist head-butted him again. This time his head was held by the thing round his neck and couldn’t jerk back. Bone cracked in his nose and blood spurted across his face. Whatever was wrapped round his neck squeezed harder. It felt as though his bones would break and his head burst. In his chest, a long way below, his lungs burned like a blacksmith’s furnace.


      Dimly, from nearby, he heard Bruno say, ‘You can get up, lieutenant. He’s covered.’


      Hoche tried to say something but had no breath to form words. He tried to roll off the man he imprisoned, but was held firm. He tried to slap the floor, to signal he needed help, but his hands were like soft cloth. His head was full of darkness. Something dose made the sound bones make when they splinter.


      He was falling into a hot dark place. Somewhere on the other side of the world, Bruno said, ‘Sigmar!’ A month of seconds later he said, ‘Get a knife!’ and then, ‘Now!’ and ‘Now!’ again. There were people around him, hundreds of miles away, pulling at him, rolling him over. He couldn’t think any more. He was dead.


      Something struck him hard on the chest, forcing the air from his lungs. He gasped, drew breath, felt traces of life returning to his mind. He blinked and saw only blurs, but they began to clear. Bruno was kneeling over him.


      ‘Lie still. The healer is coming,’ he said.


      Hoche lay on his back, hurting. His lungs ached. His head felt as if it had been ripped from his body. All his senses told him he should obey Bruno and not move, but he had to know. With his hands, he pushed himself over onto his side. It hurt.


      There was a length of rope on the floor beside him, cut into pieces and bloody. His eyes followed it back to the body of the cultist where it lay on the floor a few feet away. The man’s clothes had been sliced away, his bare skin exposed, and the rope snaked across him and into a strange extrusion of flesh below his ribs, weirdly veined and sinuous like the umbilical cord of a newborn babe. Not a rope, then. And not a man – a mutant, his body strangely reshaped by the powers of Chaos. Hoche had never seen one before.


      Four or five more rope-like tentacles snaked out from the same lump of flesh. Two reached upwards across the corpse, to wrap tightly around the dead cultist’s own neck. Hoche could tell from the way his head was hanging that his neck was broken. That must have been the bone-crack. The man had killed himself rather than be taken alive, and had tried to do the same to him.


      ‘Sweet Sigmar, what a foul-up,’ Bruno said from behind him. ‘The message from Middenheim said the large one was the sorcerer.’


      ‘Maybe they both were,’ said someone else.


      ‘We can’t ask them, can we? They’re dead!’ Bruno was losing his temper. ‘The whole point was to take them alive so we could interrogate them. The whole operation’s a scratch. The old man will not be happy.’ He kicked something on the floor, hard. ‘And the lieutenant’s first job at the hard end almost gets him killed. What a nightmare.’


      Hoche’s night-eyes opened and he found himself in thick undergrowth. There were men around him. Beyond the circle of brush a river flowed deep and dark through the night. Across the whispering waters was a wooded island, its trees silhouettes against the moonless sky. There was no sign of movement from within them but Hoche knew that his true comrades were there, waiting. They hear everything, he thought, and they do not sleep.


      The men around him were moving out, wading silently through the river, taking up positions for an ambush or a night assault, their weapons drawn and ready. He was part of this force, he realised, but he did not know why.


      Then he was shouting a warning across the river in a strange voice he did not recognise. The attackers, not ready, reacted with shock and alarm. Movement came from the island, the sound of armour, the first battle-cries. Good, he thought. Sneak attacks were not the way true warriors fought. There would be blood tonight, and he rejoiced in the thought of it.


      In his narrow bed, in his cold attic room above the barracks, he woke suddenly. He was damp with sweat and shaking, every muscle tense, and could not remember why.


      Untersuchung barracks basement. Altdorf


      Noon. 1st day of Erntezeit


      ‘Mutations,’ said Braubach. ‘The outward and visible sign of an inner contagion by the powers of Chaos. Which does not mean that every mutant is a worshipper of the dark gods. Mutations can arise spontaneously in the bodies of virtuous men. Nevertheless, it’s usually a sign that something is rotten within.’


      Hoche held the lantern higher so its light glinted off the regiment of glass jars arranged over the shelves that lined the room. He didn’t step through the doorway. ‘These are all mutants?’


      ‘Or bits of mutants,’ Braubach said. ‘They have one other thing in common too: they’re all dead. Nothing to be scared of.’


      Hoche reluctantly stepped in. Wax-skinned things gazed blindly at him with milk-white eyes from jars of yellow fluid. There was a dog with eight segmented eyes, an arm that became a crab-like pincer below the elbow, a man’s head with fangs for teeth and tentacles growing from the eye-sockets, a baby with–. He turned away. Braubach watched him.


      ‘If you think these are horrible, wait till you see live ones,’ he said. ‘The tentacle that nearly strangled you, that’s almost mundane. I’ve seen men with transparent skin, hair that blazes like fire, hollow people…’ He collected himself. ‘The more excessive the change, the greater the chance it’s a gift from the bearer’s god. But even the smallest mutation will grow and spread, taking over the victim’s body and mind until he either goes mad, flees into the forests to join the beastmen, or is discovered and burnt.’


      ‘Poor sods,’ Hoche said. ‘Is there nothing that can be done for them? No cure? No blessing or spell to remove the taint?’


      Braubach looked at him with a fixed gaze. ‘I’ve already told you,’ he said. ‘We burn them. Or pickle them.’ He rubbed his hands. ‘The morning’s lesson is over. Lunch?’


      Tilted Windmill. Altdorf


      Night. 7th day of Erntezeit


      They were back in the back room of the Tilted Windmill: Hoche, Hunni and Bruno, and this time Anna who had been recruited from the Knights of the Blazing Sun after she’d disguised herself as a man and spent two years as a squire, and Anders, a black-bearded dwarf who was the Untersuchung’s expert on his race’s rune-magic and the cult of humans who had twisted it to their own ends. As usual they were on the dark beer.


      ‘Vile,’ said Anders. ‘Not fit to wash a pig. Typical human brew, not fermented a month.’


      Hoche turned away; it was an old argument and he was bored of it. On the other side of the table, Hunni was looking at him. He’d caught her doing that a lot recently.


      ‘How are your ribs?’ she asked.


      ‘They’re mended,’ he said. ‘They’re fine. My neck too.’


      There was a pause.


      ‘You’re quiet this evening,’ she said, her gaze not shifting from his face. ‘A groat for your thoughts?’


      ‘I’m fine.’


      ‘Don’t lie to me,’ she said. ‘I know when you’re lying. Tell me what’s wrong.’


      Hoche was silent for a while more, looking at the trails of froth on the head of his beer. Then he said, ‘It’s not what I expected, you know? Not at all.’


      ‘How so?’ she asked.


      ‘What Braubach described to me the night I joined sounded like something glorious, an elite military unit, rooting out Chaos and putting it to the torch. That’s what I thought I was joining. You know the old Reman saying – something something custodies custodeamus–’


      ‘“We are the guards of the guards of hell”,’ Hunni quoted. ‘But Karl, that’s what we are.’


      ‘No you’re not. You’re not guarding anything. There’s no honour or glory in what the Untersuchung does. You skulk around with your noses buried in books, dressing up as Chaos worshippers to infiltrate their cults, and doing it so well that you sometimes convince yourselves. Nobody’s scared of you, because nobody knows you exist.’


      Hoche paused as he realised how drunk he was. He rubbed his neck. Was it wise to have this discussion now? Perhaps not wise, but important. He needed to talk to someone, to explain how he felt. This was the first chance he’d had since he’d arrived. And these were things he couldn’t say if Braubach was around.


      ‘This isn’t what I wanted,’ he said. ‘The Untersuchung saved my skin, don’t think I’m not grateful. But this isn’t what I want to do, it’s not what I’m good at, and it worries me. Last week Braubach told me that Sigmar is mad – that’s heresy. I know that there are banned books hidden in the barracks – that’s madness. And the collection of pickled mutants in the basement… We could all be burnt.’


      He took a swallow of beer and a moment to think. ‘If I fight Chaos, I want it to be on the battlefield, staring it in the face,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to skulk and hide and lie and learn heresies, and become my enemy to fight my enemy, to spend nine years being a scholar to chase down other scholars, and then find they’ve outwitted me. I don’t want to become…’


      ‘Braubach,’ said Hunni. ‘You don’t want to become Braubach. Because you don’t want to fail.’


      Hoche stared at her. ‘Yes,’ he said finally.


      Hunni leaned forward, her dark eyes close and deep enough to drown him. ‘Karl, what the Untersuchung does is vital to the Empire. You know that. If we didn’t exist then neither the witch hunters nor the Reiksguard could take our place. I know you’re uncomfortable here. It takes a while to get used to our way of doing things. But whether you realise it or not, many people think you’re right for the Untersuchung.’


      ‘What? Who?’


      Hunni’s brow furrowed. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve never thought this through,’ she said.


      ‘Thought what through?’


      ‘Why you had to join the Untersuchung.’ Hoche said nothing. Hunni slapped the table. ‘Oh, for… Karl, why did Gunter Schmölling send you to the Knights Panther first?’


      ‘They’re the highest-ranked, and it was their soldiers…’ Hunni scowled and Hoche realised that was not what she wanted him to understand. A small part of his mind was telling him that she was a very attractive woman. He told it to shut up. This was more important.


      ‘What do you mean?’ he said


      ‘Work it out, Karl.’


      Hoche stared at her for a long time. ‘My soul,’ he said. ‘You mean… Schmölling knew the Knights Panther would try to stop me telling the witch hunters and you. He knew they’d try to kill me, to silence me for the honour of their regiments. And he still told me to go to them first.’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘So…’ In his mind the chart was revealed, the network of connections and points, the links of cause-and-effect, and he felt sick. ‘So that I’d need a sanctuary. I’d be so desperate that I’d accept any offer if it meant my survival. Braubach saw the letter, understood Schmölling’s intent, and made me that offer. And I took it. Like a puppet.’


      Hunni sat back and raised her glass to him. ‘Welcome to the Untersuchung, Lieutenant Hoche.’ Her voice carried no irony, only a trace of sadness.


      Hoche sat in stunned silence. The candle-flame guttered and drips of wax spilled onto the table. At the other end of the room, the others were discussing snotball. They could have been miles away.


      He stared at Hunni. ‘How did Schmölling know the Panthers’ killers would fail?’


      ‘He didn’t. But if you couldn’t defend yourself, you aren’t the kind of person the Untersuchung needs.’


      ‘But why?’ he asked. ‘Why me? Why at all?’


      ‘Because Schmölling noticed you, Karl. He saw you work, and he realised that the Untersuchung could make better use of you than the army. But he knew that if he asked you directly, you’d refuse because you saw yourself as a soldier. So he forced your hand.’ Hunni tossed her head and her hair fell in bright curls around her shoulders. ‘I can’t believe you hadn’t worked it out,’ she said. ‘It’s one of the standard ways the Untersuchung recruits.’


      ‘This has happened before?’


      Hunni drained her beer, stood, and cast him a look of utter despairing contempt. ‘My dear, sweet Karl,’ she said. ‘How do you think they got me?’


      Karl looked up, speechless.


      ‘And you know why?’ she said. ‘Because they needed me. They need you too. You’re a special person with unique skills. It’s been a lot of work to bring you to this point, here, today. You should be flattered. Very flattered.’ She picked her long, soft wool robe from the back of the chair and spread it over her shoulders. ‘The hour is late, and I hear you have a way of dealing with ruffians. Walk a girl back to her room?’


      He wanted to, but shook his head. ‘I need another drink.’


      Top floor, Untersuchung barracks. Altdorf


      Evening. 12th day of Erntezeit


      ‘Six weeks, Lieutenant Hoche. We are very pleased. You’ve done well.’ Major-General Zerstückein looked up from the papers on his desk. His expression was hidden by his moustache and beard, but his eyes were tired and drawn. ‘How do you feel about it all?’


      Hoche stood to attention on the carpet in front of the desk, facing the general. At the edge of his vision, outside the pool of candlelight that surrounded the two of them, he could see Braubach sitting motionless in a carved wooden chair, watching him. Was this a test? An appraisal? A rejection?


      ‘It’s not what I had been led to expect, sir,’ he said.


      ‘So we gather.’ The major-general tapped the paper in front of him. ‘Don’t look surprised, man. If you’re going to talk about these things in a tavern, you have to expect someone will be listening. But expectations aside, do you feel you’ve settled? Do you have a place in the Untersuchung?’


      Hoche was silent. He felt Braubach’s eyes on him.


      ‘Let me put it another way,’ said Zerstückein. ‘I have a letter here, commending you in the highest terms for the assistance you have rendered us, and transferring you back to your old regiment. If you wish, I will sign it and you’re free to go.’ He leaned forward, his shadow large on the wall behind him. ‘You’re a good man, Hoche. Everyone says so. But the Untersuchung is a calling more than a job. Once in, there’s only one way out. Are you with us?’


      Hoche stood and thought. He thought of Braubach, and Braubach’s manner, and Braubach’s trick. He thought of the works of Chaos hidden downstairs, and he thought of what other evils might be covered by a veneer of dusty scholarship. He thought of heresies and things unspoken.


      He thought of blood dripping from a regimental banner, and of the feel of a tentacle tightening around his neck. He thought of Hunni’s eyes and lips, and then he thought about far-away Marie, and he thought about Marie for a while. Then he thought about the Empire, and he thought of the Emperor. He thought about the camaraderie of the army camp and his men, and the spirit, zeal and energy that came with battle. He remembered Schulze, and how Schulze had died, and he thought he had decided.


      But there was something else, dark in his mind, half-forgotten memories or half-remembered dreams. They disturbed him. They were not dreams a soldier should have. He had changed in these last weeks, and he didn’t think it was for better. If he went back to the army with what had happened and what he had learned, would he be a good soldier?


      He didn’t think he could be.


      He swallowed hard. ‘I am with you,’ he said.


      ‘Good. Excellent,’ said Zerstückein. ‘In that case you’ll be glad to hear we have a mission for you. Nothing too strenuous – a continuation of your training, except you’ll be learning how to take what you’ve learned here and use it in the field.’


      Zerstückein glanced at Braubach, who still sat silent. The old man gave a shrug and continued: ‘We’re putting you on the trail of a deserter. A renegade, one of our officers who’s failed to report in. His tracks are probably cold but your mission is to learn whatever you can about what happened to him. You’ll leave tomorrow morning. Report back here within two months. If you find evidence of his death, bring it with you. If you find a warm trail, send word back and keep following it. Understood?’


      Hoche nodded.


      ‘Good. Captain Braubach will brief you further on the man you’re looking for: appearance, mannerisms and so forth.’ The major-general paused. ‘Lieutenant Andreas Reisefertig,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘An officer with a good deal of promise, we thought. You never can tell.’


      Reisefertig. Hoche felt tension crawling up his spine. The major-general was sending him to track down his teacher’s former protégé. Something didn’t add up. Was this Braubach’s idea? Surely they didn’t expect him to find Reisefertig, he thought, and then he realised that was the one piece of information they had not given him.


      ‘Sir,’ he said, ‘what is my course of action if I find Lieutenant Reisefertig alive?’


      Braubach sat forward abruptly, his face moving into the light. His expression was cold and dry.


      ‘Kill him,’ he said.


      There was a dead silence in the room. Hoche’s eyes flicked to the general’s face, looking for a signal, some sign that this was an order, but saw nothing there. He looked back to his teacher. The air was full of tension.


      ‘Kill him,’ repeated Braubach. ‘You will do that?’


      ‘I will,’ Hoche said, knowing he would.


      ‘Swear it,’ Braubach said, staring at him.


      ‘In Sigmar’s name,’ Hoche said slowly, ‘I swear.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIVE


      In At The Deep End


      A year ago, Hoche reflected, he would have had no idea that Marienburg was a city at war. There was no sign of conflict in the city’s streets, taverns and coffee-houses, only the normal rivalry of merchant families and trading clans, dock guilds, and the criminal gangs that populate every major port, and they kept their fights to themselves. The great seaport at the mouth of the Reik seemed to be what it always had been: the busiest melting-pot of races and trades in the world, where money ruled and a man’s word carried no more weight than the gold in his purse.


      But Marienburg had a second, lesser-known trade: in knowledge. The Unseen Library, an archive of scholarship so secretive that most researchers had never heard of it or believed it a fable, had been a cynosure for those desperate enough to seek it out and pay its entry price. A year ago there had been a disaster and the library had flooded, its collection destroyed. Only the scrolls, books and manuscripts that had been outside its catacombs when the waters flowed in had survived, though beggars scavenged scraps of parchment and vellum from the river’s foreshore over the months that followed, selling them to eager collectors.


      Now the religious and academic groups that had centred on the Library were warring for control of the remaining books and the allegiance of their members. For a struggle fought by academics, priests and half-blind scholars, it was surprisingly fanatical and bloody. And somewhere in the midst of the mess lay Andreas Reisefertig, or the dues that would lead to him.


      Hoche stood at the prow of the river-barge as it swept downstream at full sail. They were approaching the spiralling stone columns of the Hoogbrug Bridge, its great span high enough to allow the masts of the tallest ships to pass underneath.


      On the right bank was the Paleisbuurt, where the city’s governors and rulers had their opulent dwellings; on the left lay the Suiddock district, the city’s main docks, where the real government went on, the buying and selling of goods from all over the world. People said that anything that could be given a price could be bought in Marienburg, and on the city’s great scales, a man’s life was among the cheaper items.


      It had taken him three weeks to reach Marienburg, on horseback as far as the border between the Empire and the Wasteland, and then taking passage on one of the riverboats that sailed the Reik between the trading town of Leydenhoven and the sea, its holds filled with grain from the summer’s harvests upstream.


      It was not safe to ride all the way to Marienburg without an escort, since the marshy outreaches of the Wasteland were populated by bandits, mutants, and, some said, weird creatures of legend.


      Three weeks. If it took him as long to get back to Altdorf, that left only two weeks for his investigations. He would have to move fast.


      The barge docked, the stevedores moved in to unload the cargo, and street urchins swarmed around the gangplank to offer the passengers cheap trinkets, grubby sweetmeats and guidance through the city’s maze of streets, bridges and islands. Hoche shouldered his bags, selected the least dirty of the pack, gave him half a penny and told him to lead the way to Duck Street.


      Duck Street was at the west end of the Suiddock, away from the commercial part of the borough. A canal ran along one side of the street, filled with thick brown water. On the other side, the plasterwork of the high-gabled houses was decorated in many colours, though several were looking the worse for weather and time.


      Hoche found the only door without a symbol on it and knocked. After a while it opened a crack and an eye of some age and indistinguishable sex peered through at about waist height. No voice spoke. Hoche cleared his throat.


      ‘I’m sorry to trouble you. I’m looking for my son,’ he said.


      ‘Ah,’ said the voice. ‘I believe he is in the eighth house, perhaps? Ha ha! Come in, come in.’ A chain rattled and the door swung open. In the dimness of the dusty hall beyond stood a figure just too tall to be a halfling but of much the same build, wearing a long red robe fastened at the neck with an ornate clasp. His features were drooped and reddened, and he had a bald patch on the top of his head, amidst grey hair, making him look monk-like. A pair of lenses in silver frames were clipped to his nose, magnifying his eyes so they looked huge and distorted. Like an insect, Hoche thought.


      ‘Lieutenant Hoche, I assume?’ the figure said.


      ‘Erasmus Pronk,’ Hoche said, stepping inside. ‘It is good to meet you.’


      ‘A pleasure, a pleasure,’ the shorter man said, ushering him into a large room filled with well-stuffed furnishings. ‘Your timing is good. I have some tea infusing, and some excellent cakes left over from the Mittherbst feast last week, which should tide us over until supper.’


      ‘I regret that I cannot stay,’ Hoche said, aware how stiff his language was. ‘I came to pay my respects and to see if there was any news from Altdorf. But I must get to my inn and prepare. I begin my investigations this evening.’


      ‘Oh well.’ The diminutive Pronk seemed disappointed. He lowered himself onto a darkwood chaise lounge. ‘That’s so like you younger agents; an investigation stews for a year, and once it’s finally assigned you won’t waste a single second in the execution of your duties. You’ll learn. I don’t suppose a bottle of Majjeran wine, aged twelve years, would tempt you to stay? No? Ah,’ and he looked sad, ‘then I’ll have to drink it on my own.’


      ‘News from Altdorf,’ Hoche reminded.


      ‘Yes, yes,’ Pronk said, waving a hand airily. ‘Altdorf told me you know Gunter Schmölling.’ There was a note of expectation, even hope in his voice. Hoche sensed it and it made him uncomfortable. There was something about this whole encounter that put him on edge; he couldn’t explain it but he felt nervous and jumpy.


      ‘I didn’t know him, exactly,’ he said, ‘but we spoke a few times. We both served under Duke Heller this summer. He was the general’s aide-de-camp, calling himself Johannes Bohr. I commanded a platoon of pikemen. He recruited me. In a roundabout way.’


      Erasmus was smiling now, appearing genuinely happy. He swung himself to his feet and came over to sit beside his visitor.


      Hoche realised belatedly that he should not have given away such information, even to another Untersuchung agent: Schmölling was in an undercover role and information about him was privileged, need-to-know. He hoped that word of his slip wouldn’t get back to Altdorf. He wondered if he could trust Pronk.


      ‘How was he?’ asked the old man. ‘How was he looking? Well?’


      ‘Very well,’ Hoche said, thinking of Bohr’s foxlike eyes and duplicitous dialogue. ‘The general trusted him and gave him great responsibility.’ He was surprised to find how fresh his sense of injury at having been deprived of the chance to run the investigation was.


      ‘I’m glad,’ Erasmus said. ‘I’m very glad. He left the city so suddenly, without so much as a word, that I knew it had to be something very important. And of course the code of silence forbade him from writing to let me know. But friends worry about friends, you understand? I was concerned. I had these absurd nightmares–’


      ‘You knew Schmölling well?’ asked Hoche.


      ‘Like he was my son, Lieutenant Hoche. Better than a son.’ Erasmus clapped Hoche on the knee and left his hand there an instant too long before springing to his feet. ‘This news does call for a glass of that Majjera. I insist.’


      He produced a glass bottle filled with a dark, syrupy wine that tasted of oak, smoke, and rich, deep fruit. ‘You’re certain you won’t stay for supper? I have a wonderful halfling cook.’


      Hoche smiled politely, insincerely. ‘I must begin my work. Is there news from Altdorf?’


      Pronk shook his head. ‘No messages, I’m afraid. The only pigeons I’ve seen are the ones we’ll be having for supper, with raspberry sauce and roast parsnips. You’re sure you’d prefer the slop at your inn?’


      Hoche smiled again.


      Pronk lowered himself back onto the chaise lounge. ‘Well, if you must… How do you propose to proceed with following Reisefertig’s year-cold trail?’


      Hoche had expected the question. ‘I want to find out which books and documents he was trying to locate. We know what he had been reading in Altdorf, and the topics he had been researching. The failed entrapment operation had used a forged copy of the missing pages of the Lexikon of Eber Keiler as bait, and Reisefertig was involved in creating it. It’s possible he was looking for the real pages.’


      ‘Possible. Yes.’ Pronk refilled his glass. ‘And what do you hope to discover from these musty documents?’


      ‘Clues,’ said Hoche. ‘Perhaps something in the texts themselves will indicate where he may have gone. Possibly he made notes in the margins; many scholars do. More likely the books’ guardians may recall him, and if he said anything. And it’s possible that by reading the same books, I may be able to work out his state of mind and divine his intentions that way.’


      Pronk made an amused clucking sound. ‘Really, my dear lieutenant, I think that’s taking optimism a little far. Many men may read the same book but each takes away his own interpretation. Nevertheless I believe your scheme has a chance of success, which is to say slightly more than none.’


      Hoche was stung. ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘Altdorf expects you to fail, you know, but they want to see how you fail. Take back a single trace of Reisefertig and they’ll be astonished.’


      Hoche was taken aback by the old man’s good-natured pessimism. ‘I think, sir,’ he said slowly, trying to control the anger rising in his throat, ‘that you do me a disservice.’


      ‘Possibly. Possibly,’ Pronk said. ‘On the other hand, if you think I’ve spent the last year sitting in my house drinking alone and mooning over Schmölling, you’d be wrong. No, I’ve spent my share of time chasing after the bad lieutenant. Sniffs I have had: three in a year; and solid leads none. I wish you the best of luck, but if you find more than I have, I will kiss you.’


      Hoche resolved that if he did find anything, he would not tell Pronk.


      ‘Besides,’ the old man continued, ‘how were you proposing to discover and infiltrate these secretive, defensive, factionalised cults that now control the few books that are left of the Unseen Library? You’ll need to know who to contact and where to find them, and have papers to show you’re a man with good reasons to seek these books.’


      Hoche tried to avoid smiling. He knew the old man already knew his answer. ‘I was planning to ask you for your advice.’


      ‘Aha!’ Pronk crowed, reaching for the bottle of Majjera. ‘And to do that you have to keep me happy and entertain me with talk of the fashionable people in Altdorf before I’ll give you the benefit of my wisdom and experience. You see, you are going to stay to supper, I knew it all along. Come, pass over your glass for a refill and tell me, what news of the Emperor’s son?’


      Hoche sighed and handed Pronk his glass.


      ‘What is the subject of your studies?’ Father Willem asked.


      ‘Dreams,’ said Hoche.


      They sat on the wooden pews in one of the side-chapels of the Cathedral of Verena, in front of a fresco showing the goddess in her aspect as the protector of justice. Pale light filtered through high windows, throwing slanted shapes against the plaster of the walls and the dark wood of the furnishings. The goddess’s symbol, the owl, was everywhere: carved in the woodwork, painted in the fresco, in brass on the small altar, a senate of all-knowing eyes staring at them. Apart from the owls, they were alone.


      Hoche had met Father Willem in the public room of the Grape’s Progress, a seedy wine-seller in the Tempelwijk district close to Marienburg’s university. Pronk had set up the meeting for him. The priest had bustled in after the morning service at the cathedral nearby, had downed two glasses of Bretonnian brandy, out-haggled a beggar for a few waterlogged scraps of vellum the man had found on the Reik’s foreshore, had a furious argument with a gaunt scholar who had been beaten in the haggling, clapped an arm round Hoche’s shoulders, declared that any friend of Erasmus Pronk’s was a friend of his, and bought him a large brandy. It was very bad brandy. Then he had suggested that they adjourn to his “office”, which had turned out to be this chapel.


      ‘Dreams,’ said Father Willem thoughtfully. He had a weaselly face on a portly body and an accent that betrayed his birthplace in the Empire. Hoche guessed he was in his late thirties. He was, so Pronk had said, the top information-broker in Marienburg. He didn’t keep libraries of musty books and decaying scrolls, but he knew who did. Now the Unseen Library was no more, that knowledge made him an important man. And a rich one.


      Father Willem leaned back against the smooth wood of the pew. ‘So which books of dreams do you believe are here but not in the libraries of Altdorf or Nuln?’ he asked.


      ‘I am looking for–’ Hoche paused. It didn’t seem right to name the blasphemous book in a holy place like this, even if it might lead him to Reisefertig’s trail. He licked his lips. ‘I am told there is much I could learn from the last volume of the New Apocrypha.’


      The priest steepled his fingers and brought them close to his face, hiding his expression. ‘We in Marienburg may have more liberal views about such things than your colleagues in the Empire,’ he said, ‘but possession of those books is still a capital offence here. I believe I can help you, but it will require a fee to cover my personal danger. The guardians of the book may require concessions of their own.’ He stopped, observing Hoche’s face.


      ‘I believe you may be after more,’ he said. ‘There is something you want but have not mentioned.’


      Hoche felt a rising fear. Pronk had warned him that the priest was a shrewd judge of character, but this insight felt so piercing it was as if the man had read his mind. Was that possible? Or… No. He remembered what Braubach had said. Today he was not a spy, nor a soldier playing at being a spy. He was a student, needing forbidden texts to further his research. That was all. There was no secret for Willem to discover. He banished other thoughts from his mind.


      ‘You are right,’ he said. ‘There is more. But I am afraid to ask.’


      Father Willem smiled indulgently. ‘What is it?’


      ‘The lost pages of Eber Keiler’s Lexikon.’


      The priest laughed, the sound reverberating off the high hard walls of the chapel. ‘Ah, ah,’ he said. ‘No, I will not help you there. I won’t say that such a thing does not exist, even within a half-mile of these stones, but to ask for it is like marching to the Imperial Palace in Altdorf and asking to hold the Hammer of Sigmar. To see those pages you would have to study here for many years, gaining knowledge and trust, and probably lose your tongue into the bargain.’


      ‘Lose my…?’ Hoche was taken aback. Father Willem grinned.


      ‘You didn’t know?’ he asked. ‘The inner circle of the Unseen Library, the Readers, they took a vow of silence. To encourage them to keep it, their tongues were cut out. Although the Library is no more, the Readers are still with us, guarding the texts they saved from the flood. They’re still cutting out the tongues of their new initiates, and some are said to have found new, even darker ways to protect their secrets. So be on your guard.


      ‘Don’t look so disinterested,’ he added. ‘Whose libraries did you think you’d be visiting for your studies?’


      Two days and forty golden guilders later, they came to his inn-room before dawn: four men in dark-grey robes. They said nothing as they frisked him, removing his knife, and escorted him downstairs and into the stable-yard’s chill morning air. Hoche let them blindfold him.


      They led him through the quiet streets. He tried to make a mental map of the route, the turns and distances, how far they’d walked, but by his estimate they re-crossed their path twice and should have been a hundred yards into the river. Finally there was the sound of a door closing, a change in the echoes as he was led down a corridor and some steps. Then the man leading him stopped, he felt himself being spun round, and the blindfold was removed. Not a word was spoken.


      The library was the size of the back room at the Tilted Windmill, with no windows and only one door. Every wall was covered with shelves, and every shelf was filled with books. Tall church-like candles stood in the corners, their flames thin and motionless in the still air. It smelled of age, dust, old leather, tallow and ink. In the centre of the room was a plain wood table and a chair. On the table was a small book.


      One of the grey-robed priests stood by the door, his scalp bald and flaking, his long beard flecked with white. His eyes were trained on Hoche, following everything he did. Hoche forced a smile and nodded a bow of thanks to the man, who did not respond. Under the thin cord that served the man as a belt, a knife of strange design was tucked. It was clear that he was not a trusted guest.


      The book drew his gaze and beckoned to him. He sat down and looked hard at it. The New Apocrypha, volume thirteen: a collection of lost learning and false scholarship. Braubach had told him about it. The book was an inch thick, bound in a whitish leather, stained and warped from old water damage. The damage seemed to have loosened the binding as well; one page halfway through stuck out a little further than its fellows. A modern book as these things went; new enough to be printed, not a hand-made copy.


      He did not want to open it. The thing repulsed him. The thirteen volumes of the New Apocrypha, though not one of the great works of Chaos, were banned across the Empire: possession of a copy or knowledge of the information within were capital offences. Logically he knew that Jakob Bäcker was right: it was just a book and could not change him. But Chaos did not follow the laws of logic, and neither did his emotions.


      He thought: I have to do this. In this room I am not Karl Hoche, soldier, agent, faithful son of a priest, loyal to my god and my emperor; here I must be Karl Hoche, scholar, seeker of knowledge. The information I need may be in that book. There is nothing to fear here.


      He reached out and opened the cover, and he was right: it was just a book.


      Hoche turned the pages slowly, noting the subjects of the essays within: one on the distillation of hallucinatory liquors; another on how to draw magical energy from the corpses of wizards; a third on ritual techniques of thought to cleanse the mind and control dreams; a fourth on the historical links between labyrinths and sites associated with Chaos. Here and there were woodcuts of an intricate and disturbing nature. Hoche was careful not to look at them too closely. There was no sign of marks in the text or observations scrawled in the margins.


      He reached the loose page and realised it was not a page at all. Someone had left a piece of parchment in the book as a place-marker. He turned it over, seeing if the previous reader had noted anything of interest on the other side, and stopped, frozen. There was a symbol on it, drawn neatly in thin black ink. Hoche knew it.


      A circle. A single line led from its centre down to its lower edge, with four short flecks flicked out from its right side. Hoche had seen similar diagrams chalked on stonework or scraped on paving-stones. It was an Untersuchung symbol, used to show the location of hidden items to agents who might need them. Braubach had taught it to him.


      The circle meant a hidden cache. The line indicated its direction, the flecks its distance. The line stayed within the circle, symbolising information, not equipment. The marks were on the right of the line; that meant there was danger or risk involved. To an outsider it would have looked like a scribble or a random arrangement of lines, possibly an alchemical symbol. To Hoche, it was proof he was right. Four feet away, in the direction of the line, another Untersuchung agent had stashed something of value.


      Had it been Reisefertig? It was impossible to say. It could have been Gunter Schmölling as he left the city, or any other Untersuchung agent who had passed through in the last year. It could even have been Pronk.


      He looked up. The silent scholar at the door was staring at him, unmoving. Did he suspect anything? Did the mysterious librarians know this parchment was concealed in the book? If so, did they have any clue to its meaning? Was this all a test, to see if he was really the scholar he claimed to be? The air was still; the candle-flames did not flicker. Hoche put a hand to the back of his neck and twisted his head from side to side as if loosening stiff muscles, glancing back behind him. The bookcase was at least five feet from the table, maybe even six. The line pointed to a space in mid-air.


      Obviously the book has been moved, Hoche thought, it hasn’t lain on this table for a year. But where had it been when the unknown agent put the note in it? No, he would have known it would be moved. But where to?


      Its place on the shelf, of course.


      Hoche leaned over the book again and read on, not focusing on the words at all. Curiosity was burning too hot in his mind. After twenty pages he looked up and let his eyes roam the room, the rows of bookshelves, the regiments of spines and bindings.


      It wasn’t hard to spot, and under his breath Hoche thanked the orderly minds of all librarians. On the far side of the room, on a shelf four feet above the floor, bright among the reds, browns and blacks of the other books, stood twelve white spines and a dark space where the thirteenth would fit. Below them, at the bottom of every section, wooden panels ran between the lowest shelf and the floor. Hoche hoped the one under the Apocryphas was loose. But with his ever-vigilant guard, how could he find out?


      Time to be an Untersuchung agent again.


      He pretended to read on for another few pages, then raised his head and caught the eye of the priest. It wasn’t hard; the man’s stare never left him.


      ‘Excuse me,’ said Hoche.


      The man raised a bony finger to his lips. There was a thin sound of escaping breath, a “Shhh” from a mouth that did not have a tongue. So he was among members of the Ancient Illuminated Readers. Hoche stared back. There was something about his appearance that was wrong, uncomfortable, but he couldn’t work out what it was.


      ‘I need to make water,’ he whispered, and stood up. It wasn’t a great excuse, but it would do. The priest nodded and took the blindfold from his pocket, gesturing Hoche over. Hoche gauged the distance between them and took three short steps towards the man. Hand on shoulder, leg out, push the right way – and the priest was falling to the ground face first, Hoche twisted behind him to land on his back, driving the air from his lungs as they hit the bare wood floor.


      He didn’t have much time. He quickly gagged the man with the blindfold and tied his hands with his cloth belt, then moved to examine the panel he had noted earlier. It was loose but he couldn’t prise it free with his fingers.


      The Reader’s knife had fallen to the floor, and Hoche picked it up. The handle felt strangely shaped, but there was no time to worry about that. He slid it into the gap at the edge of the panel, prising it apart. The loose wood front came free, revealing a space beyond and a piece of parchment in it, a page torn from a large book, folded into quarters. Hoche reached for it. It was dusty.


      Time was running out. He should be running now, but he needed to know what the paper said: it might indicate something else in this room. He unfolded it and held it up to the light from the nearest candle. There were words scrawled in one of the margins, as if written in a hurry: ‘The one you seek, I left in the care of Saint Olovald. Beware: you are among worshippers of Tzeentch.’


      “The one you seek” had to be Andreas Reisefertig, but who was Saint Olovald? And Tzeentch worshippers? It seemed unlikely, but Father Willem had warned him that some of the librarians had turned to darker ways. Here was proof.


      He caught the stare of the man struggling on the floor against his bonds, and gazed at him in horror and hatred. His soldier-self wanted to kill him, his Untersuchung training urged him to question him – hard with no tongue but there were ways. Then he heard a creak from outside and knew his time was up. He had to get out now, before the other Readers returned.


      He crossed to the door and twisted its handle. It would not move; it must be locked. He probed the keyhole with the dagger but something was blocking the blade. The noises outside were getting closer.


      He put his shoulder to the door, ramming it, but with no effect. He grabbed the chair and battered it against the door’s panels. On the second blow one of them cracked, and he hit there again and again until it shattered, then he dropped the chair and pulled the pieces away. There was brickwork on the other side.


      It was a false door.


      From behind him came the sound of a sword being drawn, and he snatched up the dagger and turned. A bookcase had swung back to reveal a passage. The other three Readers stood at its mouth, two with crossbows and one with a sword. The one in the middle moved the end of his bow. Hoche weighed the dagger in his hands, sensing it wasn’t balanced for throwing, but he was out of options.


      He shrugged as if surrendering and began to raise his hands, then hurled the knife at the three people in the doorway and sprang as they flung themselves out of the way, ramming one with his shoulder. For a second he thought he was through, then a crossbow caught him across the back of the head and he staggered, tripped over another Reader’s leg and fell. The men collapsed in a heap. He felt his wrists grabbed and bound, and a blindfold was looped over his eyes. He was dragged to his feet. The point of a dagger dug into his neck and he was pushed forward.


      ‘This is a mistake,’ he said. ‘I’m not who you think I am.’ Panicked thoughts cleared for a second. ‘I am your brother in Tzeentch, come from Altdorf to make contact. I bring news.’


      Predictably there was no answer.


      Had the other Untersuchung agent, the one who left the message, been through this too? How far were they going to go? He was fairly sure he could withstand a beating, but would they torture him? Were they going to cut his tongue out?


      He threw himself forward, trying to break away, feeling the dagger-tip rip against the left side of his neck. For an instant he was free of their hands, then his face slammed into a wall and, stunned, he slumped against it. What happened? Then he remembered the morning’s entry, and a right turn in the corridor before the room. His neck hurt. Something trickled down his skin. He was bleeding.


      He was pulled upright. Someone pushed him from behind and he stumbled forward a few paces, his shoulder hitting a wall. Somewhere a door opened and he felt a breeze. The smell of filthy canals was strong.


      Something looped around Hoche’s ankles and was drawn tight, and a moment later someone shoved him hard in the small of the back.


      He lost his balance and fell. And with the disorientation and the panic, suddenly he had an overwhelming sense of déjà vu. He had been here before.


      Then he hit the water. He flailed, and kicked, and sank as the cold canal closed around him. Something heavy tied to his legs was dragging him down. He struggled against the ropes binding his wrists and ankles but the water had swollen the cord and any slackness was gone.


      His lungs burned. His heart roared. He thrashed against the bonds that held him, the weight that pulled him deeper, struggling to hold onto life, consciousness, who he was.


      The water swallowed him and crushed him. He was drowning in darkness.


      He had felt this death before.


      His lungs burst, and he breathed in the black water.


      He sank.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SIX


      Old Friends


      He dreamed he was buried deep under the ground, in darkness and solitude. Something had been planted inside him, some dark and vile seed, and it was growing within his body, drawing its strength from his flesh and weakening him. The awful way it grew, spreading its thin tendrils through his veins and muscles, growing out of him like mistletoe or some strange rot, was a slow and gradual thing, but he dreamed this dream a long time.


      ‘You’re not dead.’


      Consciousness floated and sparkled above him, like sunlight seen through river water. He swam towards it.


      ‘Lie still. Don’t move. You’re very weak.’


      His eyes were still blinded. No, the room was dark. He was lying in a soft bed, the mattress distorted by the weight of someone sitting beside him. He felt very tired. His thoughts were shadows and mist.


      ‘You’ve been very ill, at Morr’s door, but the physician says you are getting well now. Don’t try to move. Can you hear me now? Can you speak?’


      Hoche flexed his stiff lips, croaked, ‘Yes.’


      ‘Good. Know that you are safe, and sleep.’ The weight lifted from the mattress and moved away. A door closed. Hoche wanted to ask him so much, to learn what had happened to him, but he was too tired. Sleep fell over him like a soft veil.


      ‘How long have I been like this?’ he asked a while later.


      ‘Six days,’ Erasmus Pronk said. The little man rose to his feet and walked to the window, pulling open the heavy curtains to let daylight flood in. Outside the sky was overcast, heavy with potential rain. In the small room on the top floor of Pronk’s house on Duck Street, the atmosphere was no less pregnant.


      ‘Six days,’ Pronk repeated. ‘You were unconscious for the first day, then the fever took hold. You nearly died. Hardly surprising, with so much Doodkanaal water inside you. That place is a disgrace, little better than a sewer.’


      ‘I thought I was dead.’ Hoche paused, reaching for a tumbler of water on the table beside his bed. His arm was weak and his hand shook, rippling the water as he sipped it. His thirst was terrible. ‘How did you save me?’


      ‘Dear boy.’ Pronk looked mock-shocked. ‘You don’t think we’d let someone out on their first training mission without some kind of back up? It was important that you thought you were working alone, but we were following every step of the way. They threw you into the canal, and we pulled you out.’


      Hoche felt a sense of bitter despair. He had failed embarrassingly badly. He would have died if not for the little man whose help he had disdained. And all this would be in Pronk’s report to Altdorf. Like many times before, he asked himself what he was doing in this job and this role, and he yearned to be a soldier again.


      Pronk must have seen his expression, because he laughed out loud. ‘Don’t count yourself a failure, Karl. You got into one of the Ancient Order’s libraries, they think you’re dead – which is always a useful thing for a secret agent – and I don’t believe they broke your cover, or they’d have treated you a good deal worse. Not so bad for your first time out. No permanent injuries either – that cut on your neck has festered a little, but keep that poultice on it and it’ll be fine in a week. Did you find anything in the library?’


      ‘Tzeentch worshippers.’ Hoche slowly hauled himself up to a sitting position. ‘Who is Saint Olovald?’


      ‘Saint Olovald? One of the saints of Manaan, the city’s patron-god, but not a major one.’ Pronk walked to the window. ‘There’s a church to him not far from here, but it’s quite run-down. Look, you can see it.’ He pointed to a spire a few hundred yards away.


      ‘I believe Reisefertig may be associated with it,’ Hoche said. ‘I found a note, hidden by an Untersuchung agent. It said someone had been left there.’


      Pronk scratched his chin, his fingernails rasping against the coarse grey of his stubble. ‘Well, at least that implies he’s not dead – it’s not used for burials. Do you know who left the note, or how long ago?’ He sat back down on the bed.


      Hoche shook his head, feeling the bandage around his neck shift with the movement. ‘No. I didn’t recognise the writing.’


      ‘There haven’t been any other agents in town for four months at least,’ Pronk said, ‘and if something has been at Saint Olovald’s that long, it’ll wait another day till you’re fit to be up and about.’ Hoche was about to protest that it was too important, but Pronk stilled him with a raised hand. ‘No, no. This is your mission, I wouldn’t dream of taking it away from you.’


      Perhaps he’s right, Hoche thought. At least this is a chance for me to do something on my first assignment more impressive than almost drowning.


      Pronk had hired a carriage to take them to Saint Olovald’s. Hoche had thought it unnecessary, but it wasn’t until he had sat at the bottom of the house’s stairs and panted to get his breath back that he realised how weak his forced rest had made him. The vehicle’s iron-rimmed wheels clattered and rang over the cobbles of the narrow streets, scattering pedestrians. The area they were entering, on the largest of the Suiddock’s islands, was run-down and shabby.


      ‘An ants’ nest of scum and villains,’ Pronk said. ‘And more inside the church. I’ve made enquiries. Drunks, derelicts, people with nowhere else to go. Still, it’s had a few miracles ascribed to it, and they say its priestess is a good woman. Maybe she can help.’


      The carriage stopped outside the church and Pronk helped Hoche down. It was a strange, squat and solid building, built of white stone discoloured by moss, lichen and dirt. Hoche guessed it was at least a thousand years old, built centuries before Marienburg and the Wasteland had split from the Empire to form a separate country. Unlike its city, the church had not prospered since: its stonework was worn and in need of repointing and paint. Seagulls perched on the roof.


      ‘Not a prepossessing place,’ Pronk said.


      Hoche smiled. ‘An Untersuchung agent should never judge by appearances.’


      Together they passed through the worn arch of the porch, through the battered wooden doors and into the body of the church. Even before his eyes could adjust to the dim light, he smelled the decay and destitution of the place. Then, as the darkness cleared, he saw it was as Pronk had said. The pews were occupied with the poor and the desperate: filthy people in filthy rags, cripples, idiots, the hopeless and the mad.


      A woman moved away from a slumped figure on one of the pews and came toward them. She was in her late twenties, Hoche guessed, with light-brown hair, long and tied back, a hard face and plain bluish-grey robes that had seen better days. Her hands were clasped in front of her and she had a half-formed smile on her lips.


      ‘Good morning, gentlemen. Welcome to the temple of Saint Olovald. Are you here to pray?’


      Hoche looked at Pronk, waiting for him to reply. He was used to the chain of command and the short man was his superior in the Untersuchung. Instead, Pronk deferred to him with a smile: ‘I am merely an observer,’ he said, then turned to walk slowly down the aisle towards the altar, stopping to peer at the faces of the people gathered in the pews.


      Hoche swallowed to clear his throat. ‘Sister, I am looking for a man who may have passed through your church in the last year. Possibly he came to you injured and needing healing. My information is not complete.’


      Her half-formed smile neither grew nor faded. ‘I hope you seek this man for good ends, and do not wish him ill.’


      Hoche smiled back. ‘He is a friend and former student of my master. We are worried for his safety.’


      ‘In that case I will be pleased to help.’ Her expression didn’t change. Did she know he was lying? Her smile seemed to mock his deception. ‘What is your friend’s name? What does he look like?’


      ‘He is–’ Hoche stopped. Reisefertig would have been unlikely to use his real name, and although Braubach had described him – tall, dark, late twenties – he would have almost certainly changed his appearance too. That was basic Untersuchung training. For the first time Hoche understood how difficult tracking a renegade secret agent was going to be. ‘He may have been much changed,’ he finished lamely.


      The priestess began to reply, but a cry from deep in the church stopped her as they both turned to look. The cry came again, louder, a howl of shock and sorrow. Hoche ran to it, the weak muscles of his legs protesting. Behind him, the priestess’s sandals clattered on the tiled floor.


      It was Pronk. He was kneeling on the floor before a bearded man in filthy rags stained by soup, vomit and spittle, cradling the other’s head on his shoulder, his hands wrapped in the man’s grease-matted hair. He was sobbing helplessly, words spilling from his mouth in incoherent syllables as he rocked back and forth.


      ‘Who is that man?’ Hoche asked the priestess. She shook her head.


      ‘We don’t know. We call him the Useful Idiot,’ she said. ‘His mind has gone.’


      ‘How long has he been here?’


      ‘A year, perhaps a little longer. Is he the one you’re after?’


      Hoche said nothing.


      The other people in the temple were moving away from them, disturbed by Pronk’s sobbing. The beggar’s blank eyes stared ahead as his body rocked in time with Pronk’s movements. He was grinning a huge brown-toothed smile as if he was enjoying the experience, or possibly just the unaccustomed attention. Hoche realised how much the man stank of his own filth. His face was unfamiliar.


      Pronk’s words were becoming clearer. ‘Gunter,’ he cried, ‘Gunter, Gunter, Gunter,’ over and over. His face was red with the effort of weeping and his body shook.


      The idiot’s mouth lolled open in a big dog-like smile, making strange guttural sounds with his throat as he lifted his head to gaze at the ceiling. Hoche could see deep inside his mouth, down to the strange twisted lump of scar at the back where his tongue had once been rooted.


      There was little else to do. The priestess had checked the temple’s records and confirmed that the Useful Idiot had been living on its charity for a few weeks over a year. Hoche left the two of them, Pronk and the husk that had once been Gunter Schmölling, at Pronk’s town-house. Pronk had tried to help him analyse the situation, to work out what might have led to the crippling and abandonment of an Untersuchung agent, but the little old man had been too distraught to focus his thoughts.


      Besides, there were too many unknown factors to be able to work out exactly what had happened. The only thing Hoche could be certain of was that Reisefertig – if it had been him – would have left Marienburg after abandoning Schmölling at the temple, and therefore he could return to Altdorf. The long journey back would give him the chance to think through all the possibilities, and sort the information he had into a picture of Reisefertig’s movements and motivations. He would report back to his superiors, and then he’d insist on taking his overdue leave. Now, more than ever, he wanted to go home, to be himself for a few days. And he wanted to see Marie. Would one of her letters be waiting for him at the barracks? She couldn’t write so what she dictated to one of the junior Grünburg priests was necessarily circumspect, but each letter still made his heart surge with emotion.


      The Reik barge docked at Leydenhoven and Hoche disembarked, pushing his way through the busy streets to the watch-station where he picked up his horse from the stable-boy, tipping the man a few pennies. He rode south east, passing a steady flow of carts on their way into town, laden with wares to sell to the river-traders. It’s all about currents and flows, eddies and tides, he thought. The Reik flows to the sea, the traders follow their own streams, letting money lead them wherever they will find the best market for their cargo, and the gold they receive flows backwards against the current, passing from hand to hand, flashing gold and silver like a bright stream in sunlight. One could not predict the path of a twig on the current, but the direction of the river was as old and as changeless as time.


      Fate, too, was an unpredictable current, throwing men from bank to bank along the course of life’s stream, now drifting slowly through a slow pool where big fish moved below the surface, unseen and unsuspected; now tossed in rapids; now beached, waiting for the next flood to move them on.


      What strange tides had carried Gunter Schmölling to Saint Olovald’s temple, mind-raped and tongueless? Pronk had said that the brothers of the Ancient Order would have done worse to an agent of the Untersuchung than merely killing him, had they found one trying to infiltrate their library. Yet there was no evidence that Schmölling had done that; he could not have left the clues in the New Apocrypha, since the note clearly referred to him. Had Reisefertig written it? And if he had, was he the person who had ruined Schmölling’s mind and body before dumping him at the temple, or had he recognised the destroyed agent and taken pity on him? Or was there another Untersuchung agent at work within Marienburg, unknown to Pronk, following another agenda?


      For that matter, how far could he trust what Pronk had told him?


      And while he was thinking about it, who was the man who had signed Schmölling’s name to the letter that had started him on this journey, an age and an era ago, and thereby convinced Braubach to save his life? If Johannes Bohr was not really Gunter Schmölling, as he had claimed, then who was he and what part did he play?


      It was no good. He needed more information before he could reach any kind of answer, and that meant Altdorf, the barracks, dusty papers, and probably a long night drinking with Braubach, Bruno and Hunni. Hoche shook his head. Under the poultice on his neck the knife-cut twisted, sending harsh pain through his mind. It must be inflamed, he thought. I should take Pronk’s advice and find someone to heal it.


      The Sacred Ground of Blessed Shallya monastery lay two miles outside the market-town of Scheinfeld, a relic of the days of plague. Hoche had seen many like it and knew their story; the horses that pulled the carts filled with the infected becoming so familiar with the route that they no longer needed drivers to guide them, but could plod to and fro on their own. The healers of the monastery could do nothing to halt the illness and often became infected themselves. But that was all history. There hadn’t been a serious outbreak of plague for at least eight years.


      It was nearing dusk as Hoche took the track from the Carroburg road towards the monastery’s low buildings, their uneven roofs casting long shadows in the dying sunlight the graveyard obvious and sombre outside the walls. The track was muddy with late autumn rains, and on the overhanging trees the last few leaves were brown and crumpled. The long dark months were not far off.


      As he drew near he could tell the monastery was well fortified: its high outer walls protected by a steep-sided double ditch, able to see off a raid by orcs, beastmen or outlaws. The sense of security gave Hoche solace: even here, dose to a large market-town and a week’s ride from Altdorf, it was not safe to travel after nightfall.


      The clatter of the heavy iron ring on the main gate was answered by an initiate in the order’s traditional white robes. She showed Hoche to a small room with a simple bed in the west block of the building, told him a bell would sound for the evening service in the temple and again for the start of supper in the great-hall, and left before Hoche could ask to see a healer. A few minutes later the bell called him to worship and he walked across the open yard to the small temple where the order had gathered.


      He should have felt glad to be back in a country that followed gods that he recognised, not the foreign Manaan and Haendryk of Marienburg, but for some reason he didn’t. Perhaps it was the unfamiliarity of the Shallyan rituals, but he had hoped to feel calmed and spiritually refreshed. Instead it made him disquieted and uneasy. The temple was simple, with whitewash and wood carvings, and the chanted hymns and blessings of the service were pleasing to his ear, but something here felt wrong.


      At the evening meal in the monastery’s great hall, Hoche found himself seated next to the temple mother, an elderly woman in a white headscarf who spoke with long pauses between her sentences. Hoche never learned her name, as everyone addressed her as “Mother”. They spent the meal exchanging the latest news: Hoche bringing the word from Marienburg, the priestess from Altdorf.


      ‘How is the capital?’ Hoche asked and then, thinking of Pronk, ‘What news of the Emperor’s son?’


      The thick lines around the old priestess’s eyes crinkled in thought. ‘No news of the Emperor,’ she said, ‘but I hear Chaos has been at work in the city.’ She paused. ‘They say a great cult of worshippers of the vile gods has been unearthed within the army.’


      ‘Oh?’ Hoche said, trying not to look as interested as he was. ‘Which regiment?’


      The priestess shook her head. ‘I know little of armies. But it was close to the Emperor, I do know that.’ Pause. ‘They say the bodies of the heretics were burning for three days and three nights.’


      Hoche finished his bowl of vegetables quietly, thinking. It sounded as though the Untersuchung had moved against the Knights Panther. The news should have cheered him, but it did the opposite. Something in the place’s atmosphere was still unsettling him. The palms of his hands were slick with sweat.


      As the meal ended and the priestess stood to leave, Hoche touched her arm. ‘Mother, I have a wound on my neck,’ he said, ‘and it is not healing. Would it be possible…?’


      She smiled. ‘Of course. I will send someone to your room, to clean and bless it for you.’ She gestured to a tall young man a few places down the table. ‘Brother Tobias is a gifted healer. I will ask him.’


      The way back to Hoche’s room led across the square between the buildings. Above, the stars glittered down from a clear sky and a full moon glistened with cold light so sharp it cast shadows across the ground. He shivered. It was chill, and there could be a frost on the ground in the morning, the first of the season. But more than that, it reminded him of another well-lit night, when he and Schulze had gone walking by moonlight. It felt like it had been years ago.


      He gazed into the heavens, wondering where he would be if fate’s guide had led him down a different course. Promoted? With Marie? Gutted by an orc raider? He’d heard Duke Heller’s army had met an orc army three weeks after he had left, and had not fared well. Perhaps their morale was low, he thought. But with winter coming on the army would have returned home; no army campaigned after the Mittherbst festival, with the weather to add to their list of adversaries.


      It was peaceful, and he stood a while, trying to understand what it was about the place that made him feel so ill at ease. There was no rational reason, like the cultist’s knife in Marienburg; this was simply a feeling that had lodged deep in his gut and would not be shifted. I’m safe here, he told himself. Be sensible: there is no need for concern. He breathed deeply, tasting the freshness of the night air, stretching the muscles in his arms. Then the wound in his neck started to hurt again, and he walked on.


      Brother Tobias was waiting in his room, a shallow bowl of water and a bag of herbs, preparations and bandages at his feet. He stood awkwardly as Hoche came in. ‘The temple mother asked me to attend to you,’ he said. His voice was young and nervous.


      ‘Thank you,’ Hoche said, sitting down on the bed. ‘I was wounded in the neck some days ago. It does not seem to be healing, and it gives me pain.’ He indicated the ragged poultice. Tobias peeled it away and made a small noise of concern.


      ‘Is it bad?’ Hoche asked.


      ‘I can see no sign of rot, but the wound is inflamed and filled with pus. The skin around it is strangely puffed up. I’ve not seen one quite like it.’ Tobias moved to his equipment.


      ‘I’ll wash it and apply a fresh poultice with a blessing.’ He hummed for a moment, sorting through wilted herbs and jars. ‘What kind of weapon did this?’


      ‘A dagger,’ Hoche said.


      Tobias stood up, holding a dampened cloth. ‘Just a dagger? It must have been sharp. Was the blade serrated? I see marks of that.’ He touched the cloth to the wound and a dart of unexpected pain made Hoche flinch. He forced himself to think himself away while the young monk cleaned the filth from his injury.


      He hadn’t seen the knife that cut him, but he had seen the one on the belt of the greybeard who had watched him in the library, and all the scholars – the cultists – had worn similar weapons. What had it looked like? He remembered its strangely curved handle, almost serpentine in its irregularity, and there had been a black stone high up on the handle, like an eye. Now that he thought about it, the shape of the weapon reminded him of something. Something from one of Jakob Bäcker’s lessons.


      Tobias finished cleaning the wound. He reached into his bag and brought out a flask of water. ‘From the holy spring at Vorsfelde,’ he said, dabbing a fresh bandage, ‘and I’ve added burned seaweed to purify the wound.’ He began to chant in a low voice, giving it Shallya’s blessing to heal and restore the flesh.


      Hoche, distracted, nodded. In his mind he was back in the long room of the Untersuchung barracks, watching Bäcker leaf through his books. His memory shifted and he knew what the shape was: the symbol of Tzeentch, the Changer of the Ways, one of the unholy quartet of the Chaos Gods. The dagger was longer and thinner than the vile lord’s sigil, but was unquestionably the same shape. Further proof that the librarians had been cultists. He had been lucky to escape with drowning. Torture and sacrifice was not an unusual fate for those caught infiltrating or stealing from such groups.


      ‘I’ll put a blessing on the wound now,’ Tobias said, holding the bandage he had prepared. ‘This may sting a little.’ He placed the cloth on Hoche’s neck.


      The explosion of pain was instant and all-consuming. A blazing lance ran through his body, filling his mind with unspeakable agony, as if someone had poured burning oil into his blood and acid on his thoughts.


      He was on his feet, screaming and roaring. With one arm he backhanded Tobias and the young man flew across the chamber, crashing into the stone wall and dropping, stunned. Hoche staggered around the room, clawing at the bandage and ripping it off his flesh, but the ruinous pain did not ebb. He grabbed the bowl of water, pouring it on his neck, scrubbing at the wound with his hand, trying to remove whatever the monk had placed there.


      He realised he was still shouting in pain, and forced himself to stop. His heart was racing and he was panting as if he had sprinted a mile. Brother Tobias lay slumped on the floor, not moving. A small pool of blood was forming around him. How had that happened, Hoche wondered? I only meant to push him away. Maybe he fell badly. He began to move towards the fallen figure, but then he heard voices. People were moving in the corridor outside.


      Hoche grabbed for his sword with one hand, and snatched up his pack in the other. Something was wrong here, something rotten and decaying. He had sensed it when he entered the monastery, but now he knew for sure. The dark powers were at work in this holy place. Their fingers were everywhere he looked, now that he could recognise the signs. He didn’t want to show it, but he was scared.


      There were too many people here for him to take on alone. He had to get out, get back to Altdorf to let the others know. The wound in his neck throbbed and ached as if it was alive.


      He yanked the door open and stood, sword raised against the group of unarmed Shallyans who were gathered outside. ‘Get back!’ he demanded. ‘Get out of my way!’


      They moved, but not fast enough. Hoche grabbed a youth little more than a boy, pulling him close like a living shield, and put the sword to his throat. ‘Nobody move!’ he demanded. ‘Get my horse prepared and brought to the door. No trickery, no weapons, no spells. If I see a glint of steel or hear one word of a chant, the boy dies.’


      He hoped it worked. It felt like he’d taken them by surprise, that they weren’t ready to find a warrior in their midst. Maybe they’d hoped Brother Tobias would have finished him off.


      They shrunk back against the wall. Someone at the back began a prayer to Shallya, but was silenced by the others. A novice scrambled down the corridor and out of the door at the end, presumably towards the stables – or possibly to raise the alarm. Hoche began edging down the corridor, his back to the wall, scanning for any sign of movement or hostility. There was none. The boy at his side whimpered.


      The door at the end opened and the temple mother stood framed against the night. ‘What is going on?’ she demanded. ‘What has happened?’


      ‘There is corruption here,’ Hoche said. ‘I felt the signs as I entered. Now your brother has tried to harm or kill me as he tended my wound.’ He paused, summoning part of the old Karl Hoche, the part of him he thought had been left on the battlefield, remembering his tone of command. ‘Get me my horse!’


      People scattered to do his bidding.


      There were no swordsmen waiting for him outside, no archers at high windows, but he kept close to the walls just the same, holding the boy as a shield in case of sudden attack. His horse was at the front gate, saddled and ready. A few Shallyans remained in the courtyard and others gathered in doorways, watching, muttering in low voices.


      He let the boy go, swung into the saddle and rode away as fast as the rough track would let him. It was not far to Scheinfeld, and he would find an inn there, where he would wash and bandage his wound himself. With one hand he reached up to feel it. The flesh was raw and soft, and it ached with a dull throb.


      The monastery of Shallya receded into the distance, but his sense of unease did not leave him.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SEVEN


      The Heretic


      Rain was spattering against the hard city stones as Hoche rode back through the north gate into Altdorf a week later. It was a cold miserable rain that permeated the thick wool of his riding cloak, dampening his clothes and his spirits. The gate guards were subdued, huddled under their wet-weather cloaks like fattened geese waiting for the Mondstille feast. The whole city seemed muted. The streets were emptier than usual, and there were fewer traders in the marketplaces, and fewer barges at anchor in the river. At least the place didn’t stink as badly in this weather.


      He heard the temple bells striking to call worshippers for the afternoon service, first the booming call of the Cathedral of Sigmar, and the answering chimes of the other temples ringing out across the city. His friends would be finishing work soon and heading to the Tilted Windmill to start the evening’s drinking. Although he was supposed to return to the barracks and begin his debrief at once – and, he reminded himself, there was urgent news to be passed on – the official stuff could wait until morning. He had been on the road a long time, and he was powerfully hungry.


      And, he thought, it would be good to see them all again, Hunni, Bruno, Anders, Jakob and even Braubach, with his cynicism, his moods and the strange tangents his thoughts took. He wanted to hear the news, to know how the raids on the Knights Panther had gone, and who was in favour and who was out, before he became caught up in the official rote of meetings and paperwork. He tugged the reins, steering his horse away from the barracks and towards the inn.


      He left the horse in the tavern’s small stable and pushed open the side door, expecting a crowded room, loud conversation, the smell of fresh-poured beer and hot meat. Instead, in the quiet room a few strangers looked up from their platters, meeting his gaze with interest or suspicion. He did not recognise any of the drinkers, but Ralf the landlord was standing behind the counter with a jug of black beer, watching the tankards. Hoche gestured across the floor to catch his eye. Ralf looked up. He seemed surprised to see him.


      ‘Anyone in the back room, Ralf?’ Hoche asked. The fat man shook his head. Hoche grinned back; it was odd that none of the others was there yet, but perhaps they were in a meeting, or the rain had delayed them. Still, he could use the waiting time. ‘Bring me a trencher of beef and a pint of black,’ he instructed, and pushed open the door to the inner sanctum where Untersuchung members habitually drank and talked.


      The room was silent, the long table and benches clean and bare. Hoche sat down at the end nearest the doorway, ready to surprise his friends when they arrived, and waited for his food and beer to arrive. He stared idly at the unpolished surface of the table, and the pattern of scratches and marks that time had left there. Previous occupants had carved sets of initials he didn’t recognise, the outlines of the letters filled in with years of grime. Someone had scratched a round marker-symbol there, like the one he had found in Marienburg. Its cuts were fresh, not aged at all. It pointed to the centre of the table.


      Hoche stared at it, his attention caught. The mark had to be a joke. Someone had been sitting there, perhaps, and someone else had drunkenly scratched it to point at them. He stood and leaned over the table, checking the indicated spot to see if anything else had been carved at that point, but there was nothing. Nothing but a joke.


      And then again…


      He knelt and ducked his head under the edge of the table. There was something there, a rectangular shape wrapped in cloth, held to the underside of the wood boards with tacks. He reached out for it, and it came away from its fixings without too much difficulty. What in Sigmar’s name was it? What was it doing here?


      He placed the bundle on the table and unwrapped it: a small book, untitled, bound in cheap leather. He opened the front cover. There, on the verso, was the owner’s name. ‘Gottfried Braubach, his journal.’


      A sound came from the doorway. Hoche turned, expecting his colleagues or Ralf with his food, but the latch did not lift and the door did not open. Instead there was the rasping clunk of a key turning in an unoiled lock.


      Hoche was about to shout out in protest, and then he stopped himself. That wasn’t an accident, he thought. They have locked the door deliberately. They’re not going to let me out, and shouting will let them know I’ve learned I’m a prisoner.


      Wondering about reasons can wait. First I need to get out of here.


      He glanced up at the room’s high windows, but they were both barred, as they had always been. There was no other doorway. Think, think, he told himself. This is a room used by a group of somewhat paranoid occult investigators, with a lot of enemies. They wouldn’t come here unless they felt safe, and they wouldn’t feel safe unless there was another way out. That’s the way the Untersuchung think. They may not have told me about it, but it has to exist. Somewhere.


      Mentally he mapped the room, working out what was beyond each of its walls. The east wall, with its windows, faced the street. The west, with its large fireplace, probably shared its chimney with the kitchen. South was the door to the main room, so north had to be the stables. All the walls were brick, and not much chance of secret doors in any of them. He bent to peer up the flue of the fireplace, but the chimney was too narrow for a child, let alone him. He kicked the back of the grate but it didn’t move: no false back there.


      He looked up. No hatches in the ceiling. Then he stopped and mentally kicked himself. Tavern, he thought. Beer-cellars.


      The trapdoor was under the table, which he had to shift by lifting it from one end of its solid wood bulk so it didn’t scrape across the floor as he moved it. The hatch led to darkness, the room’s light illuminating a patch of brick floor about eight feet below. Hoche thought for a moment about how he was going to close the trap to conceal his exit, but realised that if the table had been moved they’d work it out soon enough. He grabbed Braubach’s journal from the bench, wrapping the cloth around it, and lowered himself through the hole in the floor.


      It was an eight-foot drop onto a rough, dark surface. He landed in a crouch and paused for a second, letting his eyes adjust. The cellar room was abandoned, with only broken barrels and an empty wine-rack. At one end thin light filtered down from cracks around a heavy shutter: the old street entrance, Hoche guessed, and too obvious for what he needed. Then, as his vision cleared, he saw a passageway in the east wall. It was only two feet high and about the same across, but that was enough to crawl through. He dropped to his knees and crept into the darkness.


      The tunnel sloped down at a shallow angle for about fifteen feet and emerged into a wider, vaulted one with a stream of water running down its centre. It smelled of rot and decay but it didn’t sunk. A disused sewer, Hoche thought, or a storm-drain. He stayed close to its wall, following it by touch, glancing up at occasional shafts of light from broken brickwork above. There were no sounds of pursuit.


      What just happened, he asked himself? Nobody’s in the Windmill. I show up, and Ralf locks me in like a prisoner. Was it the Knights Panther? Are they still on my trail? He shook his head: it was possible but it seemed unlikely, particularly if they’d been raided. Perhaps it was a matter of revenge?


      But Braubach had hidden his journal under a table in the tavern. He’d left a sign so any Untersuchung agent could take it, but nobody had. Why would he do that? Hoche stopped for a moment, the water of the storm-drain running over his shoes, soaking his feet. That question was at the heart of it, he felt. Why had Braubach tried to pass his journal to someone else – and why had nobody else taken it?


      There were two possible reasons. Either all the other agents knew it was there, or there were no agents left to find it.


      Hoche knew he desperately needed answers. The obvious place to look for them would be the Reiksguard barracks, but he knew that if his sudden suspicion that the Untersuchung was in trouble was right, then going there would put him in mortal danger.


      He sloshed on through the darkness.


      Being sworn servants of Sigmar, most witch hunters never let alcohol pass their lips. For the few in Altdorf who did, the place they gathered was the Fist and Glove, an ancient drinking-house in the back-streets behind the Cathedral of Sigmar, not far from the Street of a Hundred Taverns. Centuries of repression, the disdain of priests and the occasional suspicious house-fire had not been able to remove it from its location, nor the patrons from its bar.


      Inside its cracked oak door, the low ceiling and the lack of windows added to the inn’s atmosphere of cramped gloom. The only light came from candles fixed to the wooden pillars that dotted its floor, marking off the booths with their hard wooden benches, worn smooth by generations of clenched witch hunter buttocks. It smelled of tobacco, wood smoke, incense, stale beer and stale sweat. Its patrons preferred the company of their own thoughts and the counsel of their beer. The atmosphere was sombre and heavy. It was as if centuries of earnest discussion over points of religious doctrine and agonising over matters of conscience had soaked into the walls, the woodwork, the beer and even the air itself, darkening them, weighing them down.


      Occasionally, however, the spirit might be lightened if a visitor was present: a delegation from another city, perhaps, or pilgrims laughing, joking and telling stories, or a devout trader fresh from saying prayers in the Cathedral of Sigmar since Altdorf, unlike Marienburg, did not have a god of trade. This evening was one of those: a merchant from Carroburg had come in, one-eyed, his left arm bandaged, black curly hair visible under one of the flat velvet hats in the Tilean style. He said his name was Hans Frei and he wanted to speak to a witch hunter, to tell them about a Shallyan monastery he had visited. An astute observer might have noticed the stained bandage around his neck, and the fact that his sword was of a military, not civilian design. But when a stranger is so convivial, has such an interesting tale and is so free with the drinks, who has time to notice details?


      ‘It was a godless place,’ Herr Frei said, and shivered, and supped his beer.


      ‘You didn’t see any solid evidence of Chaos-worship? Symbols, tattoos, unholy rites? Sacrificed babies?’ asked a witch hunter, one of the three who had been listening to the story. His name was Theo Kratz, he was Altdorf born, four years in the service of the Order, and had burnt thirty-four witches. Everyone knew he would go a long way.


      ‘I saw nothing like that,’ said Herr Frei. ‘But my senses were telling me that something was wrong. There was none of the tranquillity I expect from a shrine of the Mother of Peace. My father was a priest, and I am told I am sensitive to such things. And as I said, there’s the matter of their strange healing practices.’


      ‘Very strange,’ agreed Erwin Rhinehart, who had drunk more of Herr Frei’s beer than the others. ‘I will instruct our brothers in Carroburg to make investigations. Be assured the matter will be examined.’ He drained his tankard and put it down rim-first on the table, with a sound like a cracked bell.


      ‘Thank you, gentlemen. In Sigmar’s name,’ said Herr Frei. ‘But tell me, what news of Altdorf? I heard of a discovery of a great cult of Chaos-followers. Was that your work?’


      ‘Aye,’ said Anders Holger, the third of the listeners, and the only one wearing their distinctive dark clothes and high-collared shirt. His accent was from the western Empire, and he had taken a particular interest in the earlier talk of Carroburg. ‘It was our business, and bad business it was. The work of the Foul Lords, so close to the Emperor’s court. But we rooted them out, and their smoke has risen to the sky.’


      ‘Close to the Emperor?’ Herr Frei looked concerned. ‘I heard tell it was one of the great regiments. Is that right? Members of the Knights Panther?’


      ‘The Panthers?’ Theo grinned in amusement. ‘No, your tale-teller has his facts twisted. It was the Reiksguard.’


      ‘The Reiksguard? The Emperor’s bodyguard?’ asked Herr Frei. There was a strange note in his voice.


      ‘No. Well, not that way,’ said Erwin. ‘A secret division of the Reiksguard. You wouldn’t know the name. They were a subtle crew.’


      ‘Too subtle for their own good. Or ours,’ Anders said. ‘It’s public knowledge now. The Untersuchung, they were named, and charged with protecting the Emperor from the schemes of Chaos. The Lord Protector received word they were harbouring heretics and dealing with the dark forces they had sworn to revile. They thought they were safe, see, because they had special protection for their work. But Lord Gamow obtained a dispensation from the Grand Theogonist himself to search their barracks.’


      ‘And what a haul we found!’ crowed Erwin.


      ‘You were there?’ Herr Frei asked. If the room had not been so dark, his skin might have looked pale, like ashes. Then he gestured across the room to the pot-boy to bring more beer and for a few seconds everyone’s attention was drawn to the other side of the room, away from him. By the time they looked back he had recomposed himself.


      ‘I was there.’ Theo watched as his tankard was refilled, paused to drink, and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. ‘Heretical documents, foul forbidden books, parts of mutants, two wizards with expired licenses – such a gathering of idolators, false priests and dark things I have never seen. We burnt every one of them, and used their vile books to stoke the blaze higher still. The bone-fires burned for three days, and their hot fat ran down the gutters like rainwater. It was a sight to behold.’


      ‘Sigmar’s work,’ said Anders.


      ‘Sigmar’s work,’ echoed Erwin.


      ‘All of them, you said,’ Herr Frei asked. ‘How many were they?’


      ‘Fifty-seven,’ Theo said. ‘In Altdorf, that is, and another fourteen in Talabheim. Some escaped us but we have their names and there are warrants out for their arrest, with a bounty of a hundred crowns on the head of each man. They had agents in every city in the Empire, but we will have them all by Mondstille. Their souls will answer to Morr’s justice, and they’ll learn what good their vile masters are to them then.’


      ‘Sigmar’s work,’ said Herr Frei thoughtfully. He looked up from the pint-pot he had been staring into, and narrowed his eyes across the half-empty tavern, to where a female figure sat alone at a corner table, in the robes of a priestess. Erwin followed his gaze, then looked back to smirk at the other two witch hunters. Herr Frei caught their smiles and broke his stare.


      ‘You know her?’ he asked.


      ‘She’s one of us,’ Erwin said.


      ‘A witch hunter?’ Frei asked.


      ‘Yon’s Sister Karin Schiffer, assistant to Lord Gamow,’ Anders said. ‘A pain, she is. You’d think she followed one of the cold gods of Kislev, for the frozen water that flows in her veins. Not one to talk to us. Keeps her own company. But drinks, she does, and a good deal of late.’


      ‘She’s an uncommon handsome woman,’ said Frei. ‘I feel that I’ve seen her before.’


      ‘’Tis possible,’ Theo said. ‘She has been in the order only a year or so. But Lord Gamow has taken a powerful liking to her. If you know what I mean.’


      ‘I follow your sense,’ Frei said, looking across the room at her. As he did she raised her gaze, scanning the room, and met his stare. Their eyes locked in mutual recognition. Then she dropped her head again, looking back to her clasped hands, hiding her face behind the dark waterfall of her hair.


      Herr Frei stiffened, and his right hand dropped from the handle of his tankard to rest by his side. A suspicious man, or one more alert and less drunk than his companions, might have wondered if he was about to draw his sword. But Sister Karin did not move from her table, and he relaxed.


      Nevertheless, a minute or so later he made his excuses, paid the pot-boy for the night’s beer, and left the tavern. The path to the street took him past the table where the priestess sat alone. He did not look down, and she did not look up until the door had thudded shut after him.


      Hoche waited until he was streets away from the Fist and Glove before ducking into an alley to remove his hat, eye-patch and the sling around his left arm. Perhaps the disguise had been too much, but he had wanted to distract attention from the bandage around his neck. And yet, despite it all, Sister Karin had recognised him. He would have to leave the city that evening. Where he’d go, he wasn’t sure. Home to Grünburg, perhaps, but even that wouldn’t be safe for long.


      The news was still sinking in. The new Hoche, the trained agent, was performing almost by rote, information-gathering, asking the right questions, thinking about plans of action, plotting survival. Underneath, at a more human level, he was numb.


      He hadn’t believed it until he had heard it from the witch hunters’ mouths, but it was true. His colleagues were dead, burned. All of them. Braubach, Hunni, Anders, Bruno, Jakob and all the rest. For a moment he pictured them screaming in flames, bound to stakes, their clothes and hair on fire, blazing. He closed his eyes hard, pressing his fingers against them, to banish the image.


      All dead. The Untersuchung all dead, denounced as heretics and daemon-worshippers, followers of Chaos. The organisation that had ended his career as a soldier to recruit him was now itself ended, and with it his new life. This morning he had been an agent of the Empire returning home with important news. Now he was a wanted criminal, a consort of Chaos, an enemy of the state.


      Was it true about the Untersuchung? He’d seen the damned books with his own eyes, and heard the oaths and the heresies. But had his fellows been followers of Chaos, or had they just strayed too close to the line that separated black from white, so lost in that twilight region that they didn’t realise they had gone too far? He couldn’t believe it. He hadn’t liked them all, but he had trusted them. Nothing they had done had given him cause to doubt their integrity.


      If so, if they were innocent, then who had ordered the raid? The Knights Panther, still fighting to save their reputation? Possibly, but it must have been someone who knew that enough evidence lay there to convict the whole order, to damn them by association. The raid had come from the witch hunters, directed by Lord Gamow. Hoche resolved to learn more about the man.


      Gamow was Lord Protector, second-in-command of the Order of Witch Hunters. His ruthlessness and zeal had taken him to the top of his Order, and he was renowned for his ability to seek out groups of Chaos worshippers. Some of those arrests, Hoche had learned from Braubach during his training, had been based on tip-offs from the Untersuchung. Others had been groups of frightened innocents, tortured until they would admit to anything if it ended their suffering. Braubach had disliked the man. In the last few months that dislike had increased and become tinged with fear.


      After Hoche had clambered from the storm-drain through an access-tunnel in the slums and bought some clothes from a grubby pawnshop by the docks – too risky to return to the Tilted Windmill for his saddlebags – he had sat by candlelight in the Cathedral of Sigmar and studied Braubach’s journal.


      His mentor’s crabbed script and frequent crossings-out did not lend themselves to fast reading, and Hoche had only studied the last few entries in detail. They had not been illuminating: the normal minutiae of Untersuchung bureaucracy and life. Only the final entry, written in a scratched, swift hand different from Braubach’s normal elegant script, gave any hint of what had happened.


      ‘They came for us this morning. No subtlety, battering at the barracks door with staves, which gave us a few moments to hide the most precious items in the prepared places. Many were arrested in their homes before dawn, and the hunters have taken the chance to settle many old scores. I escaped over the ladder and am leaving this for whoever has the wits to find it, for what good it may do you. I suggest you flee to our allies in Kislev. Or, if you are brave, stay low in the city to learn what scheme was behind this. Learn why the witch hunters moved against us now, who gave the order and what his motives were, and avenge us. Sigmar be with you. Pray for our souls.’


      That was the end.


      Hoche stopped, considering his options. This late at night the bridges and the city gates would be closed. He could not venture north of the Reik, and to leave Altdorf now would mean passing through the needle’s eye, the narrow doorway set into the walls beside the great gates, passing under the eyes of watchful guards. Better to spend the night here and depart at dawn as the gates were opened, in the crush of people entering and leaving.


      He wasn’t sure where he should go: somewhere he could lie low and be unobserved until the news of the Untersuchung’s burning had died away. Altdorf would be too hot for a former agent for a while. Possibly literally.


      There was still the question of how to spend the night. The safe-houses in the city would all have been purged. The bounty on the heads of all Untersuchung agents meant the inns would be scrutinising everyone who came in, and trying to find a room this late at night would rouse suspicions. Besides, he knew he would not sleep a wink. Maybe he should find a tavern down by the docks, drink and silently mourn his comrades until dawn. No. No more drinking. He needed his wits about him. He thought back to Braubach’s journal, and its mention of escaping from the barracks “over the ladder”. That implied there was another way of getting into the Untersuchung’s headquarters. If he could get in, and if the searchers and scavengers of the witch hunters had not found all of the hidden documents Braubach had mentioned, he might be able to learn something about what had happened, or glean some information he could use.


      It would be dangerous, even foolhardy to try to break into the barracks. On the other hand it was one place they almost certainly wouldn’t think to look for him, and if he was forced to become a fugitive with a price on his head then he wanted to know why. And, he reasoned, breaking into the Reiksguard barracks at night couldn’t be that hard. He’d already done it once.


      There was only one moon, and not much of it: the crescent of Mannslieb glowed from behind drifting clouds, edging each one with faint silver. By its faint light the brick bulk of the Reiksguard headquarters was a black mass, its rear wall shadowed and textureless. No lanterns or torches lit the narrow street, no candles glowed in windows or firelight from behind shutters in the wood-framed buildings that stood opposite the back of the barracks, their gabled roofs jutting out, overhanging the street and blocking out the few stars that had fought their way through the clouds. It suited Hoche fine.


      He stood at the base of the barracks wall, trying to work out what Braubach had meant by “the ladder”. The wall was blank and featureless, without so much as a window or gutter to help him up. Three storeys above the roof was pitched steeply, tiled with slates, black and sheer. There were no handholds or footholds anywhere, apart from rainspouts on the roof corners, carved like the heads of horses with laughing mouths. There was no sign of a ladder here, and it would have had to be over thirty feet high to reach the barracks roof.


      It occurred to him that the route Braubach had mentioned had been designed for escape. It might not be possible to get in that way. Altdorf’s cat-burglars were notorious for their expertise in climbing, and only a fool would give them a way to break into a building, even one as unfriendly to thieves as a barracks. Perhaps Braubach had used a rope secured to a window-bar on the top floor to escape. Perhaps he was being a fool.


      What would Braubach have done? Laughed at him, along with the horse-head gargoyles? Or told him to think harder, walking away, waiting until he’d found the answer on his own? Hoche could almost feel his tutor’s presence, a shadow against the bricks, like a ghost.


      He stared at the wall. It reminded him of something: a summer evening in the Windmill, with Braubach and some of the others swapping riddles. ‘Faced with a wall,’ Braubach had said, ‘an elf will try to go over it, a dwarf under it, and men of the Empire through it. A halfling will look for the door. I once told that to a scholar from Cathay, and he said that in his country a wise man would turn his back and imagine there is no wall. And who’s to say that won’t work as well as the others?’ He’d laughed. Nobody else had.


      Hoche stared at the barracks. What if there is no wall, he thought? Or rather: don’t think about the wall. It’s part of the problem, but it’s not part of the solution. If the wall is unclimbable, ignore it. The answer lies elsewhere.


      He turned and studied the houses on the other side of the street. With their overhanging upper floors they were worse than vertical, almost impossible to climb without a rope. He took a step or two closer. The white plaster fronts were smooth, the windows high and shuttered. But in a slight gap, a corner where one building stood a foot further back than its neighbour, he saw it.


      An iron lightning-rod, about as thick as his thumb, reached up the side of the houses and along the chimney-stack, jutting into the night sky like a taunt to the thunder-god. Hoche walked over to it and leaned close until the shadows melted and he could see there was an inch of room between it and the building: enough for his fingers. He reached out and tugged it: sometimes these things were fixed so they would pull loose in the hands of a burglar. This one was sound.


      This wasn’t going to be easy. The temptation to give up was strong. It would be simple to walk away, leave the city, get away from the forces who were chasing him, to live with not knowing what had happened. But he had never been one to take the easy way out.


      Muttering a short invocation to Sigmar he reached up, took a firm grip around the iron rod, and let his hands carry his weight. Then he bent at the hips, walking his feet up the side of the wall in careful inches, letting the mass of his body push them against the side of the building. Walk up two foot-lengths, then move his hands up the same distance. That was the tricky moment as his fingers scrabbled for a new grip against the pitted metal, his knuckles barking on the dirty plaster of the wall. The first ten feet were the hardest, but after that he began to develop a rhythm and a momentum. Nevertheless it was slow going.


      After six or seven minutes he lifted himself over the edge of the low parapet and lay in deep shadow, out of breath, in the deep gutter on the other side. From here he could see over the city, the occasional glare of lanterns marking the cobweb plan of the narrow streets. Opposite, the roof of the barracks lay no more than fifteen feet away, its sharp slope ending in a narrow ledge. The curious geometry of the pigeon-coop stood in its middle, outlined in shadow against the dark sky. Thirty feet below, the street lay as empty as before.


      Fifteen feet was too far to jump. There was no space to take a run-up.


      Hoche stood to get a clearer view of the surroundings. Perhaps a hidden wire would pull some kind of bridge across. Or maybe, he wondered briefly, the bridge was only accessible from the other side: an exit, not an entrance. After all, why would the Untersuchung have made an entrance to their headquarters that any roof-walker could find? That would have been careless.


      His foot struck something long and solid, lying concealed in the darkness of the gutter. Hoche bent to pick it up, and found how careless his late employers had been. It was a fifteen-foot ladder.


      The pigeon-coop was empty, its hatch swinging, a few feathers patterning the floor. The birds hadn’t been killed, they had been taken. Braubach had told him that it wasn’t possible to interrogate a messenger-pigeon. Hoche wondered if the witch hunters knew that.


      The passageway below was dark and still, its doors opening into empty and strangely tidy rooms on either side. Hoche had expected strewn papers, bloodstains, broken furniture and signs of carnage, but there was none of it. The place didn’t feel as if something terrible had happened there, it was more as if the occupants had moved out or were elsewhere, like an empty schoolroom on a feast-day.


      He reached the stairs and began to descend towards the main room below, then stopped. The door at the bottom was closed. Why that door, but none of the others? He moved to the side of the stairway and stepped slowly down, transferring his weight carefully from foot to foot, leaning on the banister to put as little strain as possible on the stairs, in case they should creak and give him away. If there was anyone to hear it.


      The windowless landing at the bottom of the stairwell was almost completely dark, but a thin sliver of light crept under the bottom of the door, giving away its position. Hoche stopped, mentally picturing the long room, working out the position of the moon. It wasn’t possible; the first night he’d seen the place the moon had been half-full but none of its illumination had filtered through the slit windows. The light was coming from inside the room. Someone was in there.


      Hoche found he was gripping the stair-rail with all his strength, and forced himself to be calm. He hadn’t expected this, but of course a site used by a Chaos cult would have a night-watchman. They could have no idea he was here. It was probably some greybeard, asleep by now. The door was well oiled and, Hoche remembered, did not creak on its hinges. He could push it open a crack, to see if it was safe to enter.


      He took two cautious steps towards the door, reaching for its handle, then stopped, it would be safer to have his sword drawn. He reached for it, pulling it free of its belt-loop. The tip caught in the unaccustomed folds of his merchant’s cloak, wrenching out of his grasp and springing away. He grabbed for it with his left hand but missed. The sword fell with a metallic clatter, spinning away across the wood floor. Hoche dived after it.


      In the other room, someone pushed a chair back. A voice said, ‘Sigmar! What was that?’ Another said, ‘Quiet!’ Hoche froze, listening. Two of them. They sounded young.


      Footsteps moved towards the door. No time to find his sword; it was gone in the darkness. He drew his belt-knife and stood to one side of the door, his back against the wall. His heart was pounding.


      Someone on the other side pulled the door open and a rhombus of low light blocked out across the floor. The first voice said, ‘It’s either one of those rats, or another fool for the fires.’


      Hoche held his breath, watching as the first man stepped into the landing. He carried a longsword in one hand and the lantern raised in the other. He wore the dark tunic of a witch hunter.


      ‘Come to Sigmar, you Chaos-scum,’ he said.


      Hoche stepped up behind him and stabbed him in the side of the neck, left-handed. The blade sunk deep, cutting blood-channels and opening the man’s windpipe. He gave a throttled cry and his body thrashed. Hoche twisted the knife with his left hand and reached for his victim’s sword with his right, snatching its hilt as the witch hunter’s grasp loosened and he sank to the ground. The lantern fell with a crash and went out.


      ‘Sigmar!’ said the second voice.


      Hoche took a quick step back, turned to his left and swung the sword through the sudden darkness at the point where the voice had come from. It struck something with a metallic clang – another sword, a lucky parry. Then he realised there was another light in the long room and it was moving, throwing shadows of other figures against the walls.


      ‘Bring lights!’ one shouted. Someone else: ‘Raise the cry! Bolt the doors!’


      He had surprise, subtlety, experience and a borrowed longsword on his side. They had at least three men awake, hundreds more asleep and, if the lucky parry was anything to go by, Sigmar’s blessing on theirs. Hoche knew when he was outclassed.


      He ran for the stairs, taking the familiar risers two at a time, and sprinted to the message-room and its steps up to the pigeon-coop. In seconds he was back on the roof, skidding down the steep tiles to the spot on the parapet where he had left the ladder propped between the buildings.


      It was gone.


      Hoche looked wildly to either side, down into the darkened street, then across to the opposite roof. There, wreathed in shadow, a figure stood in a dark priest’s cloak. Her hood was pulled back and the starlight gleamed idly on her mass of dark hair, contrasting with her complexion and her eyes like firelight glinting on coal.


      ‘Don’t do anything you might regret,’ said Sister Karin Schiffer, and smiled.


      Hoche stood dumbfounded, completely lost. He felt a part of his senses fall away, tumbling down into the city, and for an instant he was tempted to jump after it. Instead he said, ‘You followed me.’


      ‘It was easy,’ she said. ‘My tutor was the finest of his kind.’


      They stared at each other across a gap too wide to cross. It occurred to Hoche that if he hadn’t left his knife in a man’s neck downstairs, he could have thrown it at her.


      Heavy feet rang on the steps of the pigeon-coop, and two witch hunters, swords drawn, emerged onto the roof. They spotted Hoche and moved defensively, blocking his possible escapes along the long gutters. One, with long tousled hair, had an expression that jerked Hoche back to the Old Bridge and the faces of three Knights Panther. This was a man who wanted revenge, and wanted it now.


      ‘Stop!’ Sister Karin shouted. ‘We need him alive and unharmed!’ The witch hunters glanced up at her voice. A third man appeared at the pigeon-coop. Hoche looked at them, then across at the priestess on the far roof, and down into the street thirty feet below. There was only one way he could avoid capture, he knew, but he did not feel like joining his colleagues in the afterlife yet.


      He raised his hands, letting his sword hang loosely from his grip, and dropped it. It struck the parapet at an odd angle and fell clattering down the side of the building into the street. Sister Karin was watching him. For a second, as in the tavern, their gazes locked and held. For a second time she was the one who broke away from the stare.


      ‘Bring him to the inner temple,’ she said. ‘He has questions to answer.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER EIGHT


      A Reasonable Man


      They had searched him and tied his hands. Two more witch hunters had arrived and together they walked, Sister Karin taking the lead, through the streets to a small Sigmarite temple close to the south wall, through a side-entrance and down a set of stone stairs into the earth, curving anti-clockwise in a lazy spiral lit by oil-lamps that flickered and smoked. They had gone down a long way. The air had become cold and damp.


      The chamber at the bottom gave into a series of dark corridors. The witch hunters had taken torches and led him down one of them. It was lined with wooden doors, each offset so that no two faced each other.


      As the torches moved down the passage, casting brief light through the small window with vertical bars set in each door, Hoche heard voices shout, guttural and inarticulate. Some of them were speaking his language, others in tongues he did not recognise, a couple in shouts and howls that seemed barely human. Filthy hands grasped at the bars, ragged fingernails reaching out imploringly towards the guards. They dodged them with an ease that spoke of much practice. As the light moved away, the cries died back to silence.


      Hoche felt completely passive, drained of all resistance. It was as if he was watching himself be marched down this corridor, observing what was happening but not taking any part in it. So much had happened. He felt very tired.


      A door hung open, the space inside pitch black. The witch hunters stopped outside it. One untied his hands. Hoche looked up and down the dark corridor, stretching away into night in both directions. A few cells away someone shouted a few words. Something made a wet noise. He noticed Sister Karin was not with the group any more.


      ‘Your chamber awaits,’ one of the witch hunters said, his voice laden with sarcasm. ‘Breakfast will be served in your room. If you’re lucky.’ Hoche looked at them, expression and mind empty of emotion. Then he stepped into the darkness, and heard the hard wood door swing closed behind him. Heavy bolts slid into place.


      ‘A hundred and fifty-four,’ someone said.


      ‘Enjoy your stay,’ said the sarcastic one. Their footsteps moved away, the light fading as they went, the cries of other prisoners following them away down the corridor. In less than a minute all was silence and darkness.


      Hoche moved carefully to one wall of his cell and felt his way around it, foot by foot, working out the dimensions and contents of the room. It was about eight feet square. There was a wooden bed, cunningly assembled without nails or pegs, with a thin straw mattress on it. An iron ring, set into the wall. A pile of rags that might have once been a blanket. A grating in one corner of the room, stinking of human filth. Nothing else. A patch of wall above the bed was curiously uneven, as if someone had scratched some words or message there, but in the total darkness his fingers could not begin to decipher it. He lay on the bed, closed his eyes and tried to sleep.


      ‘Hey!’


      He opened his eyes to the enveloping darkness. He didn’t move.


      ‘Hey, new man!’


      The voice came from outside, from one of the other cells. It was low and rough, with a faint Altdorf accent. He ignored it. He wanted to sleep.


      ‘New man, what news? What news?’


      The voice was insistent, and Hoche could tell it was not going to shut up. He stood and walked slowly to the door, one arm outstretched so he did not walk into it. The wood was rough and cold under his fingers.


      ‘News of what?’ he said.


      ‘Any news! Tell us of the outside. What season is it?’


      ‘Almost winter. The month is Kaldezeit.’


      ‘What news of the Empire?’


      ‘It stands. Karl Franz reigns still. There was war with the orcs in the south this summer.’


      ‘And you, new man? What news of you?’


      Hoche considered. He knew nothing about the voice; it could be a prisoner desperate for information, or a witch hunter informant. He wondered how much it was safe to say. ‘My order was arrested and burnt. I was out of the city, and captured on my return.’


      ‘Are you clean?’ the voice rasped.


      It seemed a strange question. ‘As clean as any man,’ Hoche said.


      Silence from the other cell.


      ‘And what of you?’ Hoche asked. ‘What brought you here? How long have you been in this sunless pit?’


      More silence. ‘Are you clean?’ he asked.


      The silence stretched until Hoche turned away. He felt his path back across his cell, lay down on his bed and tried to sleep again.


      A commotion awakened him. Light shone in from the corridor outside. Blinking, he went to the cell door to see what was happening.


      The cells’ builders had done their job well: it was impossible for him to see further than a few feet in either direction, but from the sound of the activity there was a struggle going on. Shadows leaped and there were shouts of activity, the smack of thrusts and parries, and snarls of pain. Hoche listened intently; he’d heard enough brawls to know what was happening. Three people with swords, he guessed, trying to subdue an unarmed man. There was a smack and a crunch, and he revised his opinion: now two men with swords against a strong unarmed man.


      The swordsmen won. The sounds of fighting died, there was a rattle of chains and a few seconds later two figures walked past his cell, pulling a bowed figure after them. Its wrists were shackled behind its back, its ankles hobbled and its head hidden by a rough hood. Behind it a third witch hunter moved slowly, holding a torch in one hand and his bloody forehead in another. The light dimmed as they walked away.


      The noise had come from the direction of the voice that had called to him. Was that his mysterious questioner, he wondered? The cells around were silent, probably out of fear that the escorts could come for them. Hoche felt tense. The cell had seemed bad enough, but now he suspected there were worse things to come.


      Why had he killed the witch hunter, he asked himself? Logically he should have hidden or run, to get out of the building as soon as he knew it wasn’t empty. Instead, almost without thinking, he had stabbed the man in the throat. It had been unnecessary and dangerous.


      No, it had been fear and hate, he told himself. He had been far more tired and scared than he had dared to admit to himself. His experiences in Marienburg had unsettled him more than he wanted to acknowledge, disturbing his image of himself as a man who could cope with anything. Even before that, since he came to Altdorf, he had been shocked out of his sense of self and forced to acknowledge how little of the world and its workings he understood. His self-assured soldier personality was no more than a memory now. Those had been simpler times. He wondered if he could ever go back to them.


      The long journey from Marienburg had exhausted him. He had been on edge, and the events of the day had thrown him even further off-balance, with no chance to rest and calm his nerves. Then the conversation with the witch hunters in the inn, their smugness and nonchalant arrogance at the deaths of his comrades, had fired him with a hatred and anger that he could not show at the time. Because of that, because of all those things, he had glimpsed a man in a witch hunter’s uniform and had killed him in a single blow. And it had felt good. Better than good: it had felt purifying.


      The unhealed wound on his neck throbbed under its filthy bandage. He turned over and tried to go back to sleep.


      Something changed. Outside, someone with a torch was moving down the corridor. Hoche felt himself drawn to it, like a moth. Anything to relieve his senses from the awful, unending night.


      He could not see anything except the wall opposite his cell, but he could hear other inmates calling out, howling and yelling. The sounds echoed, distorting off the stone walls until they sounded like the gibbering of beasts.


      The light grew brighter. He strained to see down the corridor. A bald man in rough clothes was pushing a hand-cart, with pieces of black bread, chunks of meat and apples. A ewer of water hung from it, and a strange two-handled cup. Hoche was suddenly aware how thirsty he was. He watched as the man stopped at the cell before his, thrusting bread and fruit through the bars, and holding up the cup so the inmate could drink from it.


      The man wheeled the cart towards Hoche’s cell and past it. Hoche watched in disbelief.


      ‘Hey!’ he shouted. ‘What about me?’


      The man stopped and turned to look at him. His face was ravaged with scars, his eyes dark pits in the flickering light. ‘Nothing for you,’ he said.


      ‘Please! Some water! Please!’ Hoche shouted, but the man was already pushing his cart away and out of view. He did not look back. Hoche stood at the door, his hands through the bars, watching the light recede and fade to nothing, as if it had never been there.


      Some while later, he realised the hooded prisoner had not come back. It was hard to gauge time down here, but he guessed it must have been at least a day, maybe two. Maybe he had been asleep when the witch hunters had returned the man. Maybe he’d been freed, or moved to a different cell. Or escaped. Hoche knew the prisoner could have found other less optimistic fates but he didn’t want to think about them.


      He woke with a start from a dream of night and fire and fighting. The details were not clear, but images of twisted people and the faces of friends flitted in his mind before they faded. Since what happened in Marienburg, he thought, I have not dreamed of drowning. Now I only dream of fire and blood.


      In the darkness he whispered prayers to Sigmar for strength, to Verena for justice, to Shallya for mercy and to Morr for the souls of his comrades. As far as he could tell, nobody was listening.


      ‘We’re reasonable people, Lieutenant Hoche. Give us what we want and we can make things easy for you.’


      They had come for him at last, chaining his wrists and leading him through a maze of passages and the shouts of other inmates to this large, high-vaulted room. The light from the oil-lamps hurt his eyes. On the table in front of him was a goblet of wine, but his hands were tied behind the back of the chair he sat in. A platter of fruit lay out of reach: apples, plums, even an orange.


      On the other side of the long table sat two people. One was Sister Karin, the other a tall, elegant man in his early thirties. His hair had the same dark lustre as the priestess’s but his eyes and lips could not have been more different: the former a piercing ice-blue, the latter a thin, terse line. His complexion was white-pale; there was no blood in his face. He wore the tunic of a senior witch hunter. The order’s badge of office, a gold warhammer, hung around his neck. They looked healthy, serious, concerned and powerful. They looked like reasonable people.


      ‘What do you want?’ he said. His voice rasped dryly in his throat. For a moment he was aware how he must look to the witch hunters: his filthy merchant-robes, still spoiled with white plaster and blood, now with a layer of grime from his cell; his hair matted, his face unshaved, his skin slack from lack of food and water. He wanted so much to be anywhere except here. Anywhere except back in his cell.


      ‘Information,’ said the man, and clasped his hands in front of him. His voice was filled with the rich, stretched vowels of a noble upbringing, and his fingers were long and elegant, almost elf-like. If he ever got his hands dirty, he only did it metaphorically, Hoche thought. ‘We want to know about three things. Firstly, the Untersuchung. Secondly, your recent mission. Thirdly, the matter of a sect of Chaos-followers among the Knights Panther, the details of which’ – he glanced at Sister Karin – ‘remain unclear to us.’


      ‘What do I get in return?’ Hoche asked. He knew he was in no position to make bargains, but he felt he had to try, if only to show some bravado in the face of these smooth, superior, supercilious beings.


      The man smiled. ‘That depends what you want.’


      ‘I want my life back,’ Hoche said with feeling.


      ‘Your life as a soldier? I see no reason why not. If we receive your co-operation, we can return you to your command under Duke Heller, and no questions asked.’ The man smiled. ‘Don’t look startled. The point is, Lieutenant Hoche, that you were only with the Untersuchung for a short time. A matter of weeks. Not long enough for them to get their claws into you, we believe. If we are satisfied that you are clean of the taint of Chaos, then of course we will arrange for you to be returned to your former life.’ He smiled with seeming sincerity. ‘I am Lord Gamow and my word carries much weight. If I ask for it, it will be done. The death of a witch hunter notwithstanding.’


      Lord Gamow. So this was the man who had ordered the death of the Untersuchung. Hoche could see why Braubach had disliked and distrusted him: even from these few minutes he could tell the man was the polar opposite of the Untersuchung captain, whose sardonic and cynical exterior had concealed a core of humanity. The offer Gamow was making seemed generous, but something dark and sinister lay below its surface and Hoche felt wary of accepting it. What kind of a man would write off the murder of one of his men in exchange for some information? Nevertheless, he was out of options.


      ‘I will give you what I can,’ he said.


      Gamow smiled. ‘Very well. Let us start with your recent mission. What was it?’


      Hoche stared at the goblet on the table, saying nothing. He felt incredibly thirsty. ‘Let me drink,’ he said. ‘I have had no water since I came here. I must drink.’


      ‘No water? None at all?’ Gamow said. He sounded shocked. Sister Karin walked round the table and lifted the goblet to his lips. It was good wine and strong, but Hoche would have drunk it if it had been horse-piss. He did not stop until the goblet was empty, feeling the cool liquid sluice through his dry mouth like a summer storm, and when he breathed in the air smelled clear and fresh.


      A full goblet on a tired empty stomach, a part of his mind noted, you should watch your words now. He ignored it.


      ‘Your mission,’ prompted Gamow.


      ‘I went to Marienburg on the trail of a deserter who fled the Untersuchung a year ago. I was not expected to find him.’


      ‘His name?’


      ‘Andreas Reisefertig.’


      Gamow nodded, as if Hoche had confirmed something he already knew. ‘Start at the beginning. What were your orders, and when did you leave Altdorf?’


      He told them everything. He told them about the slaughtered soldiers and the bloodied battle-standard, about the meeting with Duke Heller and his discussion with Bohr, his journey, his meeting with the Knights Panther, and the rest of that night. He told them about Jakob Bäcker, Hunni, Bruno, Anders, Major-General Zerstückein and Gottfried Braubach. He told them about his training, about the books in the shelves, and about the two cultists killed in the warehouse. He told them about Braubach’s demand that he swear he would kill Andreas Reisefertig.


      He told them about Marienburg, about Father Willem and the cultists, the library and the message. He told them about Gunter Schmölling and the damage to his body and mind. He told them about the knife shaped like the symbol of Tzeentch, and the incident in the temple of Shallya.


      Through it all Gamow watched him, nodding in acknowledgement and agreement. Sister Karin refilled Hoche’s goblet twice, lifting it to Hoche’s lips herself.


      Finally it had all been said. He sat back, exhausted and light-headed. He must have been talking for hours. His throat was raw. His buttocks ached from the hard chair seat.


      ‘Thank you, lieutenant,’ Gamow said slowly. ‘You have an astonishing memory for detail. This fills in much that we suspected but could not prove. It has been a useful morning.’


      Morning? To Hoche it felt like the middle of the night. He paused, looking at the platter of fruit. ‘I am starved,’ he said. ‘Please, an apple.’


      ‘Of course. Let us call in the guard to unfasten your wrists so you can eat it yourself. Sister, would you oblige?’ Sister Karin rose and went out of the room. Hoche realised she had not said a word throughout the entire session.


      ‘One other thing,’ Gamow said smoothly. ‘The name of your Untersuchung contact in Marienburg – what was it?’


      Had he not named Erasmus Pronk yet? He must have gabbled past that part. How stupid of him. Of course Gamow would want to know it. He opened his mouth to reply, and then he halted. It would be easy to tell everything he knew about the strange man, but was it right? Pronk had saved his life. Was Gamow testing him? Did he already know? Pronk was a deep-cover agent, the people it would have been hardest for the witch hunters to find. And he was in Marienburg, outside the Empire and their jurisdiction.


      ‘We used cover-names,’ he said cautiously.


      ‘What was his address? What did he look like?’ Gamow demanded.


      Hoche stopped. Nothing would be simpler than saying “Pronk”. One word, a funny little name for a funny little man, and he would get to taste that apple, that beautiful green Oma Schmidt like the ones in the orchards around Grünburg, and feel its crisp flesh and its juices in his mouth. He knew how his teeth would pierce its skin, and how it would crunch as he bit into it. He could remember nothing in life he had wanted more.


      Pronk had saved that life. He had showed Hoche kindness, and now his own life was ruined because of what had happened to Schmölling. He was a strange man, Hoche thought, but strangeness is not inimical to goodness. Deep down, beneath the tiredness, the hunger and the fumes of wine, he knew that naming Pronk would be wrong; it would be a betrayal. Not just of friendship, nor of the Untersuchung, but of who he was.


      Could he do this? He had changed so much. Surely one more shift in his personality wouldn’t matter. He stared at the apple. He was so hungry. It would be so easy.


      Such a little thing. One word. One word and he was a free man. The wine encouraged him, making it all seem simple. Say it. Say “Pronk”. Don’t think about it. Just say it.


      But he was not a man who gave his friends to his enemies, and he could not become that. It was a matter of honour, of sense of self. Surely Lord Gamow would understand that. He was, as he had said himself, a reasonable man.


      Hoche licked his dry lips. ‘I cannot,’ he said. ‘I owe him my life.’


      There was a pause, an uncomfortable silence.


      ‘It is a matter of honour,’ he added.


      ‘A soldier’s honour,’ said Gamow, rising to his feet. He crossed his hands behind him and walked around the table to where Hoche sat. ‘I thank Sigmar for it, because without it our armies would fail, our troops would falter and run before our enemies, the Empire descend into civil war. It is a soldier’s honour that holds it all together. However,’ he moved behind Hoche’s chair, ‘the good soldiers are the ones who understand there is a point when honour is not enough.’


      Hoche plunged forward towards the table, the chair yanked from under him. He yelled, twisting in his seat to stop his head ramming into the hard edge of the wood. He was partly successful. His face did not smash down on the sharp surface, but the edge caught the side of his skull. There was a crunch, then a jarring shock as the chair hit the floor, crushing his right arm beneath it.


      He lay dazed, his vision and sense of balance shaken by the blow to his head. He was sideways, his hands still bound behind the chair, his head partly under the table. It was confusing. What had happened? How had he fallen?


      Above him Gamow’s face appeared, looking down at him, it seemed, from a great height.


      ‘Loyalty!’ Gamow said and kicked him in the stomach, hard. He gagged, vomiting wine, and tried to double up, raising his knees to protect his groin and gut. The heavy chair held him down.


      ‘Loyalty is more important than honour!’ Gamow said and kicked him in the stomach again. ‘Loyalty is what keeps this empire together! Loyalty to your emperor!’


      Hoche twisted and yelled. Gamow kicked him in the gut.


      ‘Loyalty to your country!’


      Kick to the ribs.


      ‘Loyalty to your race!’


      Kick to the neck.


      ‘Loyalty to your blood!’


      Kick to the head.


      ‘Loyalty–’


      Kick,


      ‘to–’


      Kick,


      ‘your–’


      Kick,


      ‘god!’


      There was a rap at the door. Gamow stopped, panting, his face sheet-white with anger and adrenaline. ‘Think about what I’ve said,’ he said. ‘We will continue this discussion later.’ Then, to the door, ‘Enter!’


      Hoche lay on the floor, aching and bleeding, his head too filled with pain to think. From where he lay he could see the bottom of the door as it opened and a pair of high black leather boots with silver buckles and a slimmer pair of boots under a dark robe enter.


      ‘Take this man back to his cell,’ Gamow ordered. ‘Give him water now, but keep him off solid food.’


      ‘A doctor?’ asked Sister Karin’s voice.


      Gamow spat on the floor. ‘Get him out of my sight.’


      They dragged Hoche down the corridors, to the shouts and screeches of the other prisoners, pushed him into his cell and bolted the door after him.


      He crawled to the bed and huddled there. His head roared with pain. His chest and belly ached so hard he could hardly breathe. His mouth was filled with the taste of blood. He would be pissing blood for a week, if he had anything in his bladder to piss with. Why hadn’t he given them Pronk’s name? He would still be in the room if he had, drinking wine and eating fruit and talking like civilised people. Like reasonable people.


      He tried to laugh, but it hurt to even think of it. Reasonable people. Reasonable people negotiate, they don’t pull the chairs from under their prisoners and kick them almost to unconsciousness. Hoche had the measure of Gamow now, and he agreed with Braubach’s opinion of the man.


      He moved, trying to find a position that didn’t mean lying on his wounds. There was a hard lump under the ragged blanket. It hadn’t been there before.


      With careful, slow movements he sat up and pulled it out. It was a rectangle of wood, about six inches by ten. One side of it was covered in a waxy substance. Marks were scratched in it.


      Slowly he let his fingertips trace the marks. Words in block capitals, inscribed into the wax with some sharp point. He felt it out, spelling it letter by letter:


      DO NOT GIVE ME UP. KEEP HOPE AND FAITH. I WILL HELP YOU.


      What was that, he wondered. Another way to break his spirit by promising false optimism? Or a real message from a sympathiser among the guards? Either way, it did him no good. With the nail of his index finger he gouged “NEXT TIME LEAVE FOOD” across the inscription, threw the plaque to the floor, and turned back to his pain.


      It was only there, curled up in the darkness like a fetus in the womb, more alone than he had ever been, he realised he could have answered Gamow’s question with a false name.


      When he woke he was stiff all over. His fresh bruises throbbed. He felt his face, mapping the cuts and splits, and then unwrapped the bandage from around his neck and gingerly touched the wound there. It was still puffed up but he felt no pain from it so the infection and inflammation must have gone away. It felt moist, so it must still be healing. He retied the bandage. One less wound to worry about.


      * * *


      He let his thoughts carry him away to Grünburg, to the streets and alleys where he had played as a child, the faces he had known and might never see again. The last time he had written to Marie was weeks ago, before he’d left Marienburg. She would be worried. He had never mentioned the Untersuchung to her. Dear, sweet, simple Marie. She would have no idea why the letters had stopped, no way of linking that to the news of a cult of Chaos worshippers caught and burnt in Altdorf. Or maybe witch hunters had already been to Grünburg, looking for him, spreading word of his disgrace. In that case she would think him already dead, burnt with the others. Nobody knew he was still alive. Here, trapped in this dark place, it was as if he had been buried.


      His chances of leaving here alive were null, he understood. For all his sweet words and wine, Lord Gamow lived up to the implacable reputation of the Order of Witch Hunters as it had been in the days after the fall of Mordheim, centuries ago, when the order had run out of control, a law unto itself. In Gamow’s eyes he was tainted by Chaos and nothing could remove that taint. There were only two ways he would leave here: on the way to a place of execution, or already dead.


      Months ago Braubach had told him he was a dead man. He had not believed it then, but he believed it now. He resolved that if they were going to take his life, they would not take his honour with it. He would not give them the information they needed to find Pronk. They could kill him in the attempt, but as he was going to die here anyway, it did not matter. If his death was to be unnoticed by the world, it was still better to die with a shred of honour than with none.


      Something in the distance was making wet sounds, like slobbering, like the mastication of fat jowls. He wondered what it was. Perhaps some faint sound amplified by the strange architecture of this deep, dank place – perhaps even a natural sound like water trickling from the ceiling, dripping in odd patterns.


      Or maybe it was something more sinister. He had seen pigs slaughtered and butchered, and there was a quality to the sound of the way that guts and innards would pour from an inexpertly slit stomach, to slop to the ground in a wet heap.


      Maybe some poor soul had given up or snapped, found something sharp and used it to eviscerate himself. Or…


      He turned away and tried to think his way back to Grünburg.


      It was particularly cold. He had wrapped himself in the blanket and huddled in a corner as he waited for his cup of water. He heard the cries and pleading before he heard the boots: four heavy sets marching down the corridor, the dim aura of torchlight proceeding them. Not the food-wagon, he thought. And they’re not bringing another unfortunate with them. They must be coming for me again.


      He was wrong. The four guards moved past his cell. Despite himself, he moved to the door to see if he could see anything. His mind was numb from lack of stimulation, and even shadows were better than the eternal night of imprisonment. He was desperate for someone to talk to, but every time he had shouted to the voice who had called him on his first night, there had been no answer.


      He couldn’t see them, but he could guess from the length and direction of their shadows that they had put their torches into wall-sconces by a cell-door some twenty feet away and stood in a group, discussing something in low voices. The words were unclear but their tone was worried. He heard the sound of a crossbow being drawn and nocked, chains, and a rusted bolt being drawn.


      Something rumbled, so low he couldn’t tell if he was hearing it or feeling it. Despite the cold, Hoche felt his hackles begin to rise. Then the note changed and he recognised the sound. It was a growl. What in Sigmar’s name was growling down here?


      There was a crash; something heavy throwing itself against a door. Someone was muttering a prayer.


      The crash came again. The third time he heard a spang as something metal broke and ricocheted across the corridor, and an instant later the crash of the door rebounding on its hinges. Then many things at once: someone shouting, ‘Now!’; a cry of ‘Sigmar!’, a crossbow firing, a roaring snarl. Thuds, slaps and crunches. The shadows on the wall outside danced and flew in confusion. There was a flash of light, hurting his eyes, and an instant later a sharp explosion of flame flashed down the corridor. A fire-ball spell: Hoche recognised it from his lessons with Hunni von Sisenuf. So the chanting hadn’t been a prayer, he thought, and: witch hunters aren’t supposed to use magic.


      Something snarled again. Someone shrieked, yelling and pleading, and there was a sound like a young tree-branch being twisted and splintered. Hoche recognised that too, he’d heard arms and legs breaking often enough. Someone else was shouting orders above the screaming. Nobody seemed to be paying attention.


      Then the shadows shifted and darkened as something moved to blot out the light and Hoche involuntarily shrunk away from the door. Whatever had been in the other cell was running down the corridor, away from its attackers, towards him. Its footsteps were fast but heavy. It was clearly injured, but none of the witch hunters were following it.


      Hoche only caught a glimpse of it in the faint light, but a glimpse was enough. A huge, misshapen body, massive legs, a beast-like head atop hunched shoulders, a broad mouth with too many teeth. Slit eyes. Muscles. And, thinking about it later, he remembered something about the way the skin had glistened in the torchlight that suggested scales.


      It ran away. One of the witch hunters shouted something after it, perhaps a warning. For a few seconds there was only the sound of its fading footsteps, and groans from the men who had tried to subdue it. Then there was a different roar, a fusillade of muskets and flintlocks, their thunderclaps reverberating and echoing down the stone walls. It sounded like enough firepower to tear a man to pieces. It sounded as if it had.


      After they had carried the dead witch hunter away and a carpenter had fixed the door back on its hinges and hammered new bolts into its timbers, and all was quiet and dark once more, Hoche heard the voice again. It was calling from down the corridor, close to where the fight had been. He couldn’t make out what it was saying, but he got up from his bed and moved to the door.


      ‘What in Sigmar’s name was that?’ he said.


      ‘It ate the food,’ said the voice, hoarse and low. ‘It ate the meat. There are things in the bread. Drink the water but do not eat the food.’


      ‘Answer me! Was it human, or some beast?’


      ‘I told you, new man, the food makes us unclean.’


      ‘What do you mean, unclean?’


      ‘You said you were clean, new man. If you wish to stay so, do not eat the food.’


      ‘How can I live without eating?’ Hoche asked. The voice did not reply and the corridors were silent. He held the cold bars for a moment longer and then returned to bed, wondering how it could be, after he had been down here for so long, he was still the “new man”.


      The next time the guard with the food came by, he held the cup of water while Hoche greedily swallowed his few mouthfuls, then pushed a lump of hard bread through the dull iron bars. ‘Knock yourself out,’ he said.


      Hoche sat on his bed and held it in his hands. He held it to his nose, recognising the sharp smell of yeast and rye, feeling the coarseness of the cheaply milled flour that had been used to make it, finding whole grains in there. He had been without food for what felt like weeks. He had feel himself thinning, his muscles wasting, his thoughts becoming dull and tired from lack of nutrition. How could he not eat it? He was a dead man already. If the bread hastened his death or moved it further away, it did not matter either way.


      He bit into it, gnawing hungrily at its dense texture, savouring the acrid flavour on his long-neglected taste-buds. He deliberately ate slowly so his empty stomach did not revolt at the sudden invasion. He thought about keeping some for later, but by the time he reached a decision he had already finished the last crumbs.


      He lay back on his bed and thought about what a pure pleasure the act of eating was, how simple, how satisfying. Then he slept, and when he woke up he was somewhere else.


      * * *


      ‘So good to see you again, Lieutenant Hoche,’ said Lord Gamow, looking down at him. ‘I apologise for the restraints, but we had a little trouble recently, so we take more precautions now.’


      He was staring at the ceiling, strapped to some kind of table. His arms and legs were tied, and a belt held his head down against the cool wood. The room, what he could see of it, was walled with bare stone, not plaster. Racks of tools hung from iron hooks: saws, pliers, hammers, awls. More hooks in the ceiling held pulleys, half-inch ropes over them. There was a smell of burning coal and hot metal, and under it sweat and roasted meat. The dull taint of stale blood hung in the air. In one coiner was a door, heavy and oak, probably locked.


      ‘Very good. Your Untersuchung training is still in place, I see,’ Gamow said. ‘I imagine that even at this moment you are compiling a list of items that could be used as weapons, possible escape routes, all that. Best of luck.’ He walked to the far end of the table, where Hoche could not see him. ‘Once you’ve realised how futile that is, I hope you remember our last conversation. Honour and loyalty are all very well for soldiers and citizens, but neither are much use for a man in your position.’


      He reappeared on the other side of the table. ‘I imagine that you’ve been doing some thinking,’ he said. ‘You’ll have reached one of three conclusions. Number one: you will give me the information I ask for, without any trouble, in exchange for your freedom – which is still a possibility. Number two: you will give me information but it will be incorrect, either because you do not know the truth or because you wish to hide it from me. The former is foolish, the latter unadulteratedly so. Sister Karin has been schooled in the art of detecting lies from a man’s voice, his expression, the tension in his muscles and the beating of his heart. She will be watching you. Or thirdly, you may have chosen not to co-operate and to say nothing at all. That is not stupid, that is simply wrong. You will tell us. You may not think so, but you will.’


      Gamow vanished from view. Hoche said nothing. He knew that if he began to talk, even to voice his refusal to answer, it would be one step towards breaking. If you start to communicate with your torturer, it makes it easier for them to crack you, Braubach had said. He lay back. So Sister Karin was here, though he couldn’t see her. He knew she could do what Lord Gamow described: he had been taught some of the same skills by the Untersuchung, and Hunni von Sisenuf had been a master of them.


      He could see no reason to change his mind from the course he had decided. The talk of freedom was only a tempting lie. It and Gamow’s smooth words were nothing more than a veneer over the rough truth: that he was bound to a table in a torture chamber, with two ruthless people prepared to get the secrets out of his head if they had to bore holes in his skull to do it.


      On the other side of the room was a hiss and rattle as someone poked a brazier of hot coals. He could smell the strange hard tang of metal brought to red heat. In his future he could imagine only pain. Well. There were worse things, he told himself.


      Gamow loomed into sight above him, wearing a white apron. In one hand he held something like sheep-shears, half way between scissors and pliers, long and wicked. ‘Many of my colleagues believe that to be effective, pain has to be seen. The inflictee must witness his own defilement,’ he said. ‘I cleave to the other view. I believe the true horror of torture lies in the unseen and unexpected. You know that whatever happens will be painful, but you cannot anticipate the nature and scope of the pain, its texture or duration. In its unknowing state, the mind amplifies the pain, and as the Reman scholar Lipocratus informs us, it is the pain itself, not its expectation, observation or dread, that leads the inflictee to give up his secrets. That is why I am going to start on your feet.’


      He moved out of Hoche’s field of vision. Hoche tried to pull his head up, to see what Gamow was doing, but the leather strap restrained him. There was a sound of blades sliding against each other, and something sharp and cold pricked the sole of his left foot. From somewhere to the south came Gamow’s voice. ‘You would save us both a great deal of trouble if you talked now,’ it said. ‘I’m a very busy man.’


      Hoche tightened his lips.


      ‘Very well then,’ Gamow said. Hoche braced himself, tensing his muscles where the sharp point was still touching him. With awful suddenness something dug deep into the sole of his other foot, above the heel, and so far it felt like it would come out the top. The pain hit him so hard it drove the air from his lungs before he could scream, and his whole body contorted, twisting against the tight straps, desperate to break away and curl up. Through the agony he could feel the instrument moving, turning inside his flesh. It hurt worse than anything he had ever experienced, and it went on and on.


      He had no idea how long it lasted, but eventually the anguish began to ebb. Out of sight, Gamow chuckled. ‘I think you begin to see the truth in the words of Lipocratus,’ he said. ‘Is there anything you want to tell me? Other than the fact I’m a foul whore-son pig-sticker or any of the other usual insults?’


      Hoche opened his eyes and breathed deeply. To resist torture, focus on the furthest thing you can see, Braubach had instructed him – years ago, it felt like – and think of the furthest thing you can imagine. Don’t think about what’s happening. Lose yourself and you lose the pain.


      It had sounded convincing at the time. Hoche stared at the ceiling and tried to think of Grünburg. Then something sliced through a layer of skin and flesh, peeling it away, setting his nerves on fire, and he screamed.


      The next few minutes were unbearable. After that it got worse.


      After an eternity of agonies it was over. There was no sound in the room except for Hoche’s ragged breathing and the slow drip of viscous fluids falling to the floor. Gamow’s face, out of focus, blurred into view above Hoche’s tear-filled eyes. His face and hair were blood-spattered and he was smiling.


      ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I think we’ve got the measure of each other now.’ He raised an elegant goblet to his thin lips and sipped from it. ‘Your resilience is strong for a man in your condition. Do you have anything to say to me?’


      Hoche licked his dry lips with a dry tongue. The pain was less than it had been, but it still made it hard to find enough clear space in his head to form coherent thoughts. He said nothing.


      Gamow looked thoughtful. ‘Nothing? Not a word?’ he asked. ‘You know, I wonder why you’re working so hard to protect a minor, almost inconsequential member of your organisation when there are so many larger fish we could be chasing. Think of this’ – he waved his hand vaguely in the direction of Hoche’s feet – ‘as an exploratory mission, a scouting trip to see how much pain you can bear, how much further we’re going to have to go in future sessions. You’ll notice that while I was slicing you apart, I wasn’t demanding the name of your Marienburg contact.’


      He bent closer to Hoche’s face. ‘Do you know why?’ he said, with breath that smelled of rich dark wines.


      Hoche said nothing.


      ‘Because he’s dead.’


      It had to be a bluff. Hoche lay still, his sweat-covered clothes suddenly chill on his body, staring up, trying not to listen. Gamow straightened and took another sip from the goblet.


      ‘Erasmus Pronk is dead,’ he said, stretching the syllables of the name. ‘Your colleagues gave us his identity before we’d even dragged them out of the barracks. We sent agents to Marienburg the same day. You probably passed them on the road. Ironic the way these things happen, isn’t it?’


      Hoche closed his eyes. Tears, born of pain, fatigue and wild sorrow, trickled either side of his face, past his temples and were lost in his hair.


      He wanted to grieve for Pronk, but he knew that to survive this and outwit Gamow he had to keep his mind as clear as possible. There would time for mourning later. He hoped.


      ‘So,’ said Gamow from somewhere on the other side of the room, ‘that pain-befuddled head of yours is probably trying to work out whether this is some intricate game of bluff and double-bluff. How much do I already know? Was I certain that Pronk was the man or had I just heard the name? Has something in your reaction told me if I was right or wrong? And above all, why would I have caused you so much pain if I already knew the answer?


      ‘They are all good questions, and I think that as an intelligent man you understand that if I was to answer them it would spoil the fun for both of us. But I’ll give you a moment to consider them, as well as two new questions that along with your calves will comprise the next act of this entertainment.’


      His voice was now coming from Hoche’s side. Hoche kept his eyes closed, his breathing shallow, trying to think his way back to the escape of Grünburg. It seemed too far away, hidden behind mists of deception and hills of pain.


      ‘The questions are these,’ said Gamow. ‘Firstly, we know that the Untersuchung placed a deep-cover agent within the Order of Witch Hunters here in Altdorf. Who is that agent?’


      Hoche did not move. The question meant nothing to him. Even if it had he would not have answered.


      ‘Secondly, where is Andreas Reisefertig?’


      Hoche said nothing.


      ‘Would you like some water before we restart?’


      Hoche said nothing.


      Gamow sighed. ‘You’re going to be a tough nut to crack, aren’t you?’


      Hoche said nothing. Abruptly he felt fingers pulling his eyelids apart, forcing him to look upwards. Gamow’s face leered down at him from inches away.


      ‘You will crack,’ he said. ‘I will get answers, if I have to flay every inch of skin from your body, reduce your muscles to shreds, and hollow the marrow from your living bones to do it. And I will do those things. I have done them before, many times. I will get my answers.’


      Gamow stood up, picked up a knife from the table and began to cut away the stained and soiled merchant’s clothes that Hoche still wore, piece by piece, dropping the scraps to the floor. ‘You may ask yourself how it is that a man of the cloth like myself can do such vile things. There are many reasons. Because I know that what I do is in the service of Sigmar. Because giving pain to the enemies of the Empire gives me pleasure. And if I am honest, because I enjoy it. I enjoy the control. I enjoy the mastery. I enjoy the practical application of the science of pain. And I enjoy seeing the blood. In particular, I will enjoy seeing your blood.’ He licked his lips.


      Hoche said nothing. Gamow cut away the last of his shirt, leaving him bare-chested and goose-fleshed in the cold air of the torture room. He began to slice at the bandage around Hoche’s neck.


      ‘You still think you can hold out,’ he said. ‘You think you’re in control of your body and your mind. But you’re wrong.’


      The bandage came away in his hands and he stared down. As far as Hoche could tell, he was looking at the scarred-over wound on his neck. His face showed an expression of surprise, giving way to pleasure.


      ‘Oh yes, you’re wrong,’ he said quietly. ‘Lieutenant Hoche, you are full of little surprises.’ He reached out a finger and caressed the scar. Hoche could feel the gentle stroke of his fingertip as it ran over its odd contours. ‘The next few weeks will be interesting for both of us,’ Gamow said, ‘but for now, this discussion is over.’ He took a couple of steps down the table and rammed something hard into the ruined flesh of Hoche’s right foot. Every nerve screamed in sudden agony and Hoche blacked out.


      He came round in pain. He was lying in darkness once more. The air was cold on his bare skin. His feet were unbearable.


      Gingerly he felt his surroundings, both relieved and despairing that his hands recognised the familiar outlines of his cell. On the bed was a pile of clothes, cheaply made but thick, and next to them a wooden platter with some bread, a slice of some unidentifiable meat and an apple on it.


      Slowly he sat up and began to pull on the clothes, moving gently so not to jar or sway his feet lest the pain increase. Someone had bandaged them, and his neck too, but he was too afraid to feel below his knees to see what awful damage had been done there, or find how much of him was missing. Dressing took a long time. Then he lay down and ate the food. The bread had a strange gritty texture and the meat was chewy and bland, but it felt like a banquet. Then, as he pushed away the wooden platter, he realised it was coated with wax. There were more words scratched on it.


      So they had brought food after all.


      He traced the words with his fingers. THERE IS HOPE. RESIST THE QUESTIONS AND YOU WILL BE HELPED.


      More useless platitudes. He dropped it to the floor, tried to find a position where his feet hurt the least, and began to think.


      So the Untersuchung had placed an agent in the witch hunters, and somehow he had escaped the purges. That might explain who had been leaving the messages for him. One of the guards, perhaps.


      And for some reason the witch hunters wanted to know about Andreas Reisefertig. No matter how he worried at it, Hoche could not untangle that one. Why were they interested in a renegade Untersuchung agent who had disappeared eighteen months ago? Certainly he was a heretic by association, and the evidence from Marienburg suggested he was involved in something, but it didn’t seem important enough for torture. He had already told them all he knew of Reisefertig; there was nothing more to say.


      It had to be another of Gamow’s mind-games. The witch hunter would refuse to believe that he knew nothing else, so that he would be more likely to tell anything he knew about the deep-cover agent, to appease his torturer and make the pain stop.


      He didn’t know if that was right, but it fitted what he knew of Gamow and his deceitful ways.


      And Pronk was dead.


      Hoche lay in the silence and recited the traditional blessings for the dead. They were the prayers he had learned in the army, to be said over the bodies of the Empire’s soldiers. Pronk had been a civilian and a citizen of the Wasteland, but Hoche was sure the little man wouldn’t mind.


      Every time he heard the yells heralding a visit from guards or the food-cart he lay in dread, waiting for them to carry him back to the torture-room and Gamow, that voice with its cloak of civility hiding the brutality below. But each time the footsteps passed his cell, and after a while he learned to count the passage of days by the rumbling passing of the food-cart, and tried not to number them.


      They were feeding him now, lumps of the gritty bread and coarse meat, undercooked. Starvation rations, and yet he did not feel unfit or unhealthy. His feet pained him less every day, though he couldn’t walk on them. His beard grew. From time to time the scar on his neck ached or gave him strange pains, and he would press on it through the bandage, and eventually it would cease.


      His waking hours were spent in daydreams of Grünburg, the friends of his childhood and the faces of his family. His sleeping dreams were darker and more troubled, fighting endless battles against faceless warriors, the darkness lit by the glare of red flames, and broken by the sound of a strange ululating voice that he knew he had never heard before, and yet which he recognised.


      ‘New man! New man!’ came the cry. From where Hoche lay it had a strange echo, as if a man was speaking and his words were copied an instant later by the shrill voice of a child. Was he still the new man? It felt like he had been living in the darkness forever, but nobody else was answering. ‘What do you want?’ he called back from his bed.


      ‘Are you eating the food, new man?’


      ‘If I did not eat it, I would have starved weeks ago,’ Hoche shouted, hearing his voice reverberate down the corridor.


      ‘Then you are a new man in truth.’


      ‘What do you mean?’ Hoche shouted. There was no sound for a moment until the voice came again, the strange under-notes of the child’s piping adding an eerie counterpoint.


      ‘Have you received a gift from the gods?’


      ‘No gifts, no blessings, no solace,’ Hoche called. ‘The gods have forgotten us here, buried so far under their temples.’


      ‘Maybe we speak of different gods, new man,’ the voice said, and Hoche felt a chill run down his spine. He did not answer.


      The food-cart had come and gone twice more. Hoche lay in half-sleep, remembering his early days in the army, the unaccustomed strain of order, discipline and responsibility, how he had grown used to them, and good at them.


      Something pulled him to alertness. There was a movement in his room. Something almost silent, but not so quiet that it did not gently scuff against the grit on the floor and move the still, damp air. Something about the size of a large dog.


      ‘Who’s there?’ he whispered. ‘Who are you?’


      He could sense the unseen figure shift its weight. A gentle hand rested on his upper arm. ‘The sun is in the tenth house,’ said a soft voice. He recognised it.


      ‘Sister Karin,’ he said. ‘You left the plaques?’


      ‘Yes. Can you walk?’ she asked.


      ‘I can crawl.’


      ‘Then crawl. You have to get out of here.’


      She helped him to all fours. Even without putting weight on his feet, their pressure on the floor felt like treading on the roasted stones by a blacksmith’s forge, but he could do it without crying out, and that was enough. They made slow, silent progress out of the cell and down the dark corridor, Sister Karin leading, he following like a dog on the ground. It took a long time before he saw the first torchlight in the distance and knew he was away from the cells.


      ‘Is it safe to rest a moment?’ he asked. Her nod was just visible in the half-light and he slumped against the wall, stretching his legs to take the weight off his agonised feet. He stared down at them, expecting to see the bandages dripping with fresh blood, but the only stains were dark and encrusted. Karin sat beside him.


      ‘Where are we going?’ he asked.


      ‘You’re escaping. This is your miraculous one-man jail-break. Upstairs are clothes and a purse of gold, and there’s a horse tethered outside. Ride south and make your way through the mountains to Tilea. They don’t have much truck with Imperial witch hunters down there and you’ll be safe. Or head to Kislev, if you prefer.’


      Hoche said nothing, trying to understand what was going on. Was this another of Gamow’s tricks, to raise his hopes only to dash them later? Beside him, Karin scanned the corridor, checking both ways.


      ‘What is this unholy place?’ he asked.


      ‘The witch hunters’ prison. They hold heretics here for questioning. Mutants too; Lord Gamow studies them.’ She looked around. ‘I couldn’t risk you in another torture session,’ she said. ‘I’m sure Braubach taught you well, but I was afraid you’d give me away.’


      ‘Give what away?’ Hoche asked.


      She stared at him. ‘You don’t need to lie to me,’ she said. ‘I know you know. Braubach told you.’


      What did he tell me, Hoche thought. Instead he said, ‘Is Braubach dead?’


      She said nothing, but in the faint torchlight Hoche saw a single tear glisten on her cheek. Suddenly he understood it all, from their first strange conversation in the Tilted Windmill to her reasons for helping him escape now.


      Sister Karin was the Untersuchung’s agent among the witch hunters. She was the one who Hunni von Sisenuf had told him about, the one Braubach had trained, and who had been his intimate. She believed that Braubach had told Hoche this secret, and she was helping him escape before he could crack under torture and reveal her to Gamow.


      ‘Why did you help them capture me on the roof?’ he said. ‘You knew it would endanger you.’


      ‘I wasn’t thinking,’ she said. ‘Or I was thinking like a witch hunter. Lieutenant Hoche, the Untersuchung is dead. You have to understand that. Its members are dead, its mission is over, its ideals are dust. Time rolls on and we must find new paths for our lives. Understand the situation and make the best of it. I have. You must too.’


      He stared at her, feeling the bravado in her words and the sorrow that lay under them. She had loved Braubach, he understood now, and in the Tilted Windmill had been confused and hurt by his aggression and insolence. But he had been playing the new roles that had been assigned to them: opposites, not lovers. Now she found herself as a witch hunter, Lord Gamow’s lover if the men in the Fist and Glove were right, and she was trying to convince herself that she was happy to play the part. Hoche hoped for her sake that she succeeded.


      ‘I’m rested. Let’s go,’ he said.


      They reached the stone antechamber at the top of the helix of stairs, with its wooden door that led outside. Karin passed him new clothes, and he sat on a chair to strip off the ragged prison-wear. In the light from the oil-lamps in alcoves on the wall, he was startled to see how thin his arms were, how wasted his muscles, how exposed his ribs. The act of dressing felt strange, like a half-forgotten skill. The hardest part was pulling boots over his bandaged feet.


      ‘A horse is tethered at the gate,’ she said. ‘There’s food and wine in your saddlebags, and a dagger. I couldn’t get you a sword.’


      ‘How did you know there would be no guards?’ he asked.


      She grinned at him. ‘It’s the night before Mondstille. Half are in the temple for the midnight service, the other half are drunk.’


      Mondstille, the great feast-day at the end of the year. So he had been in the prison six, maybe seven weeks. He didn’t know if that seemed a long time or not: part of him felt he had been there forever, and yet for another part it felt like a blink, a dream already fading. He pulled on the clothes: thick wool britches, vest, linen shirt, a jerkin with a high collar and a travelling cloak. He fastened it around his shoulders. Karin reached out and tugged it higher.


      ‘Keep your neck hidden, for Sigmar’s sake,’ she said.


      Hoche looked at her, puzzled. ‘Thank you,’ he said.


      ‘Don’t thank me, just go. The sooner you’re out of Altdorf, the safer we’ll both be.’


      He stood on feet that ached like fire, put one hand on the door latch and looked back at her. She smiled, and for an instant he saw a different face, a happiness he hadn’t seen for half a year, and he knew where he would ride first.


      ‘Happy Mondstille,’ he said and opened the door.


      There could have been anything on the other side. He expected men with swords, Lord Gamow laughing, crossbow bolts piercing his body. He didn’t care.


      The door swung wide, its rectangle framing nothing but the night and the city. A chill breeze blew in, bringing with it the smell of the world. He stepped outside and stood for a moment, marvelling, ignoring the pain from his feet. He breathed deeply. His eyes were running. It’s the light, he told himself, and the cold air. From the sky and stars he guessed it was approaching midnight. It was a wonderful clear night, the crispness of frost in the air, clean and cleansing. He felt refreshed, revitalised, returned to life.


      A horse was standing at the temple gate, tied to the hitching-post by its reins. He hobbled to the post and unfastened them, then climbed into the saddle – no strength or energy to swing himself up – and gently geed the horse into motion, trotting away down the street. He did not look back.


      He did not ride for the south gate. After a few hundred yards he turned left, down a side-street and away from the city walls, making for the great square and the Cathedral of Sigmar.


      There were people on the streets in winter clothes, rich with colour, and occasionally a street-trader with a brazier selling hot chestnuts, chunks of sausage or stew served in thick bowls of hard-baked bread. The smell of food made his saliva run, but he knew it was dangerous to stop. Every extra second he spent in the city was an added danger, every person he spoke to an extra witness for the manhunt that would surely follow his escape. Just being here was perilous, he knew, but there was one final thing he had to do before he left Altdorf.


      The cathedral was full, the citizens in their finery worshipping, giving praise for the year just past and making their prayers for the one to come. The pews were crowded all the way up to the high altar and there was a throng of late-comers at the back. They did not look round as Hoche, shoulders hunched and head lowered, pushed his limping way through them to the aisle that ran along the west side of the building.


      There were no people standing here and his slow path across the pattern of black-and-white tiles was clear, past the tombs of dead emperors and long-forgotten Grand Theogonists, statues of saints, relics and doorways.


      The side-chapel of Sigmar the Crusader was a third of the way down and he disappeared into its shadows. It was unlit and unoccupied as he had hoped: nobody prayed for war or gave thanks for past ones at Mondstille. A solitary candle burned low on the altar, casting pale light onto the statue of the god in his armour by the Tilean artist Hawkslay. The deep shadows around its eyes and face made it look corpse-like, a ghost dressed for battle. It reminded Hoche of a figure from his dreams of fire, and he shivered.


      He sat in the rearmost pew, resting the searing pain in his feet and surprised to find himself out of breath after so little exercise. Then he dropped to his knees and reached in the darkness below the seat, feeling across the dusty floor. It was still there: the cloth-wrapped journal he had hidden in this spot before he was arrested. He pulled it out slowly and looked down. The dried leaf he had tucked into the fold of cloth was still there: nobody had tampered with it.


      He lifted the book. It was heavy in his hands, his last connection to the Untersuchung and the way of seeing the world that Braubach had taught him. He was tempted to leave it here, to abandon that part of himself as Sister Karin had suggested, but there were answers he had to find, truths he had to know. The book was his only hope of learning them. He tucked it inside his new jerkin, smoothing the fabric so the lump did not show.


      Then he hobbled to the small altar, took a new candle and lit it, and prayed for the Fifth Reikland Pikemen, for the Untersuchung, and for the souls of Rudolf Schulze and Gottfried Braubach. He was about to ask for the god’s blessings for himself, but held back. It would be wrong to pray for himself here. He was no longer a soldier, he was a fugitive. He would find a better place and a better time to make his peace with Sigmar.


      Outside in the cathedral the service was over and people were milling out into the streets, talking and laughing, calling out Mondstille blessings, heading home to jugs of mulled wine, pies and cakes, sweetmeats and the company of friends and family. Hoche felt alone among this bubbling torrent of humanity, isolated and cut off from it. He did not know them and they could not know him. He needed time to rest, to think, to regain his sense of being human. Grünburg was the place for that, and Mondstille week the time. If he rode hard he could be there in under four days.


      He made his slow, painful way out, remounted his horse and rode to the south gate, passing though the needle’s eye and returning the guards’ Mondstille greetings with a raised hand. The Nuln road stretched away into the distance, lit silver by moonlight on the frost. A new year lay ahead. He did not know what it would bring, but for the first time in months he was eager to find out.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER NINE


      Leaving It Behind


      He rode long into the night. The moon was bright enough to illuminate the countryside for miles around: fields divided into strips and ploughed, the bare earth black in the moonlight, pastures and commons dotted with sleeping sheep, rabbits that scattered away at the disturbance, villages lying silent and ghostly, bathed in pale shadows. Once a deer looked up from the road ahead and leaped away.


      Above him the sky was full of stars and constellations: the scorpion, the serpent, the gibbet and the axe, brilliant in the darkness. He hoped to see a ring around the moon or another sign of good luck, but there was nothing like that this night. Sigmar’s birth, so the priests said, had been heralded by a twin-tailed comet blazing in the heavens. Hoche had never even seen a shooting star.


      He stayed on the main road, eager to put miles between himself and Altdorf. Later, he decided, he would take one of the tracks through the Reikwald forest, to avoid pursuit. It would be safe enough. After all it was Mondstille, and even bandits had families, homes and a need to celebrate the passing of the year.


      The air was cold in his lungs, his face numb from the wind and the night, the horse warm and vital as it cantered under him. He wrapped his cloak around him and grinned into its woollen folds. The world outside the prison felt so vivid. It filled him with the strength of its sensations and the energy of freedom. He wanted to stand in the saddle and shout. He could sense every muscle in his body wanting to be used and stretched, tested and exercised, and he laughed out loud: let the witch hunters come. He could dodge their bolts, parry their spells, duel armies and leave them broken and beaten.


      He felt as if he could run alongside his horse for miles, leap trees, chase the deer and outpace it, catch it up and lift it over his head, tear its neck open and let its blood pour over him, bathing in its heat, letting it splash into his upturned mouth and drinking it down as the beast thrashed its life out.


      He stopped abruptly, his horse standing in the road. Where in hell had that thought come from?


      The moon set and an hour later the sun rose, staining the eastern clouds with pink. He stopped by a stream and splashed freezing water on his face, gasping, then scrubbed fiercely at his skin with his cloak. After two months underground he would be filthy and he did not want people to remember him. He rummaged in the saddlebags, finding bread, boiled eggs and cheese, and ate while the horse grazed on frost-rimed grass.


      He knew his horse was tired, and so was he. His muscles had atrophied while he was in prison and it would take work to rebuild his strength, no matter how energised he felt from his escape. But every mile he put between him and Altdorf widened the circle that pursuers would have to search. He kept riding.


      Not long past noon, past the village of Rechtlich and with the foothills of the Hagercrybs rising above the forest to the south, he turned a bend in the road and saw a coaching inn. There was still plenty of daylight but he had to rest a few hours. If the moon was as bright tonight, he could travel on later.


      No groom ran from the stables, the windows were shuttered and the door closed, but smoke rose from the chimneys and he was hopeful. He tethered his horse, and walked to the door on legs that felt like aspic. I am Leo Deistadt, a traveller, he thought, carrying urgent news to Grünburg. No, Kemperbad. He rattled the heavy iron ring fixed to the door.


      There were faint sounds from the other side, bolts were drawn back and the door swung inwards. Even before he could see the fire and feel the heat of the room spill out, he could smell the meat. Then a great round figure stepped out to block the doorway, carrying a curved knife.


      ‘Come in, traveller, come in! Mondstille greetings to you!’ it boomed. ‘No greater blessing than a stranger to share the Mondstille feast, and we’re sitting down to carve this very moment. This year my wife has stuffed the goose with chestnuts and cherries, and you won’t believe its succulence. Welcome! Welcome! Sit! Sit! Sit!’


      Hoche let himself be pulled into the inn and sat at the table. A glass of hot sweet wine was pressed into one hand, a cloth napkin into the other. The fire was at his back, drawing the cold from his bones. The landlord who had greeted him was introducing himself as Stefan Kanonbach, his wife Olga, their children – one daughter was comfortably fat, the image of her mother with her face creased by smiles, the other lovely with sly dark eyes, and the son was sent to deal with the horse – and the only other traveller in the inn, a brandy-merchant from Kemperbad, who rose from his seat brandishing two bottles of his stock to toast the feast-day and the meal. Hoche didn’t pay much attention. He couldn’t take his eyes off the food.


      There were roasted potatoes browned to perfection, chipped swedes, a dish filled half with rich purple sauerkraut and half with steamed cabbage, a great tureen of thick dark gravy, sauces of wild berries, a long loaf of nut-bread made with rosemary and raisins, two roasted pheasants and a great goose resplendent on a silver platter, basted in butter and its own fat, its skin as crisp as an autumn leaf, layered with bacon and surrounded by tender dumplings.


      At the centre of the table, with the dishes of vegetables and poultry clustered around it as if in supplication, stood an oval dish-cover of silver, rounded and swollen like a pregnant belly, covering a white china plate more than two feet long, hinting of wonders. From beneath it the smell of rich roasted flesh rose above the rest of the food, crowning it gloriously, filling Hoche’s whole body with a fierce, wonderful hunger. It was as if the heat of this room and the warmth of the Kanonbachs’ hospitality had thawed him out, letting all the pain, fear and horror of his recent experiences melt away. He felt fully, truly human again.


      Stefan appeared before him, his red face jovial with cheer, wine and years of happy life. ‘Herr Deistadt? Would you do us the honour of carving the meats?’ he asked, proffering the knife handle-first, the sharpening-steel in his other hand. Hoche tested the sharpness of the knife against his thumb and gave it a couple of strokes along the steel. Everyone gathered round the table and bowed their heads as the brandy-seller recited a prayer to Rhya the mother-goddess over the food, then chairs were pulled out, napkins flapped open, and the chatter of anticipation filled the room.


      Stefan leaned over the long table and grasped the handle of the silver dish-cover. ‘The centrepiece!’ he proclaimed. ‘What our Bretonnian cousins would call the piece of resistance!’ He whipped the cover away with a flourish and a grin.


      There lay fat sausages, black and white puddings, thick slabs of salt beef, mutton, pork, ham and venison. A heap of kidneys, liver and sweetbreads dewed with drips of white fat. Meatballs in jelly. Tripe in breadcrumbs. Oxtail. And at the centre of the dish, nestled like obscene lovers, sat two fat organs, their surfaces thickly veined, their orifices stitched closed with black thread. It took Hoche a moment to recognise them.


      ‘That one is a bull’s heart, stuffed with mushrooms, onions and bacon and seasoned with thyme, roasted whole,’ Stefan was saying, ‘and the other, on the right, is a stag’s heart pickled in sweet cider vinegar with rosemary and pearl onions, preserved this six-month.’


      All Hoche could see was two other hearts lying on a blood-soaked cloth on a makeshift stone altar, given faint texture by summer moonlight. For a second his senses were filled with that night, the smell of human blood congealing. The horror of the moment poured back, the feeling of the world he knew dropping away from beneath his feet and letting him fall. He was, he realised, still falling. With a clatter he put the carving irons on his plate and stood up.


      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I can’t do… I–’ He stopped. Leo Deistadt, he remembered. ‘I was riding all night and I’m near dead from lack of sleep. I have to rest an hour. Eat without me, please.’


      ‘Are you all right, Herr Deistadt?’ the landlord asked.


      ‘Nothing an hour’s rest won’t cure, I assure you,’ he said. ‘I can only afford a cheap room, a simple bed…’


      ‘Nonsense! Nonsense! It is Mondstille and the hospitality of the house is yours,’ Stefan declared. ‘You’ll take the finest room we have, and may your dreams be as sweet as the food you’ll be missing.’


      It was a fine room. The bed was a four-poster with two mattresses, the sheets recently laundered. There was a carpet on the floor, an ewer of fresh water on the mantel, and thick brocaded curtains over the windows. Most luxurious of all was a looking-glass almost a foot in diameter on the dressing-table.


      He lay on the soft bed and could not sleep. The sight of the two hearts had disturbed him and cast doubts into his mind. The plan that had seemed so simple last night now looked like the scheme of a fool. What kind of refuge was Grünburg? It would be the first place the witch hunters would look for him. He had even dreamed of going back into the army. Maybe he could change his name and identity, become a new soldier. The great Thomas Recht, hero of the Arabyan campaigns, was said to have done that…


      It was no good: his mind was too busy to sleep. He sat up and went over to the mirror, peering at himself, shocked by the length of his beard. It did not suit him. He dug out the dagger Sister Karin had given him and tested its sharpness. Not ideal, he reckoned, but he had shaved with worse. He poured water from the ewer into the bowl on the table, sat in front of the mirror, wetted his face and began to shave.


      It took almost half an hour of concentration, during which he cut himself twice and did not think of hearts, cultists or dark cells once. When he was done he sighed and looked down at his feet. He didn’t want to know how bad the damage was, but he knew he must. Under his boots, the bandages were dark and stiff with dried blood. He emptied and refilled the bowl, then dipped his left foot in, let it soak, and began unwrapping the wet cloths. They came away in strips, exposing pale skin beneath.


      There was no blood, no open wounds. All his toes were there, their nails gleaming like wet pearls. He could see cuts and scars, but nothing worse. Gingerly he lifted his leg, twisting the foot to study its sole. No gaping holes. How could that be? He remembered the agony, the searing pain, the strange grating as a blade had been dragged across a bone. He was sure his feet had been turned to bloody lumps by Gamow’s tortures. Either the witch hunter was a very skilled inflictor of pain, or something curious was afoot.


      The other was the same, its flesh tender, the nerves still raw, but it was whole. Hoche ran his fingers over it, wondering if his mind could have tricked him, if perhaps he had been given some pain-amplifying drug. No matter now. They were healed and he could walk on them if he had to.


      He scratched at his newly bare chin and brushed his shirt collar. He had never seen the scar on his neck, the one that had interested Lord Gamow so much. Moving back to the mirror, he pulled the shirt down. The mark was towards the base of his neck, an inch above his left shoulder. It was an odd shape, strangely swollen, as if something was trapped under the skin.


      It looked somewhat like a mouth, he thought. Yes, the edge of the scar was a little like a lip. It was still new, it would go down in time. He reached up to touch it.


      It moved.


      The lips parted.


      He stared at his reflection, terrified, unable to move. In the gap between the lips, he could see the gleam of teeth.


      It was a mouth.


      He fought down a scream, but could not tear his eyes away from the looking-glass. It seemed to be shaking. No, he was shaking, his whole body juddering with tension and fear. In a second Hoche was on his feet, staggering away from the table and the glass, bumping into the bed.


      It was in him. The stuff of Chaos was in him. The dark gods had placed their mark on his body and it was changing under their power.


      He was damned.


      So many thoughts crowded into his horrified mind, demanding attention and priority, that he couldn’t make sense of them. He was a mutant. He was cursed. He was an exile, no longer human. He could not go home. No regiment would ever take him. He could never show himself to Marie, never. He was not fit to be among people, lest he infect them too.


      Braubach had told him about the marks of Chaos. Even the smallest mutation will grow and spread, he had said.


      Had it been the Marienburg cultist’s blade that had infected him? The tentacle of the mutant who had strangled him? The work of Gamow – the voice from the other cell had warned him not to eat the food. But what if the fault was his? ‘Something is rotten within,’ Braubach had told him. He had consorted with heretics and blasphemers, and they had made him doubt his faith in Sigmar. He had touched damned books, had read their words. The sin of Chaos was in his soul.


      The Shallyan monastery. That must be it. The healer had touched his wound and it had burnt. No, the wound had been touched with holy water and a blessing from an honest priest. It was he, not the monastery, that had been unclean. And dear god, he had sent the witch hunters there.


      He was defiled. He was a mutant.


      He had to flee. He could not bear to stay in this place, these people, making merry with their Mondstille feast. They would be waiting for Leo Deistadt to return, but he knew he could not keep up that deception any more, nor any other. The truth was too horrible for any mask to hide it.


      He glanced out of the window. It faced the road in front of the inn, a drop of around twelve feet. He could not get out that way. Ramming his feet roughly back into his boots, he left the room, crossed the corridor and pushed open the opposite door. That room had a window with a view over the courtyard and stables. He threw it open, crouched on the sill and slipped out, hanging from the window-ledge before dropping to the hard ground. He landed awkwardly, pain shot through both feet and his ankle and he staggered sideways, knocking a bucket at the foot of the wall. It clattered over.


      His horse was stabled, its saddle and tack hung beside its booth. Hoche was strapping it back on when he heard a noise behind him. It was Stefan.


      ‘Herr Deistadt, what is it?’ he asked.


      Hoche tried not to meet his eyes. ‘I have to go,’ he said. ‘I cannot stay.’ I dare not risk tainting you, he thought. If the witch hunters find that a mutant had stayed here and eaten at your table, they will burn it to the ground and you with it.


      ‘But why?’


      ‘I can’t explain.’ He dug in his pocket for the purse that Sister Karin had given him. He thrust it into Stefan’s hands. ‘Take this as payment. For all your trouble.’


      Stefan looked startled. ‘Herr Deistadt, are you well?’


      Hoche stared at him. How must he look, he wondered: wild-eyed, tousle-haired, his face cut and his hands stained with blood from the bandages. He realised his shirt collar was hanging open, and turned away to hide his neck.


      ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m not well. I’m very unwell. Keep the money. I don’t need it where I’m going.’ Where was he going? Away, far away from everyone. More than that he did not know.


      Stefan had loosened the neck of the leather pouch and was staring at the coins in his palm. ‘I – this is too much,’ he said. ‘I will keep them here for you, in case you change your mind.’


      Hoche let out a sound that was half laughter and half sob. ‘Stefan,’ he said, ‘you are a good man, and there is a shortage of those in this world.’ He reached forward to clasp the landlord’s hands, but recoiled. He must not touch him. He was unclean. Instead he swung himself into the horse’s saddle, tugging on the reins to turn it towards the road. His eyes met Stefan’s. There was nothing but confusion in the man’s face.


      ‘I’m sorry,’ Hoche said. He didn’t know what he was sorry for, but he couldn’t think of anything else to say. He geed the horse and cantered towards the gate and the road.


      ‘Sigmar go with you!’ the landlord called after him. ‘Blessings of the season! May the new year bring more joys than the old!’


      Fat chance of that, Hoche thought. Too late for that. Too late for anything. Too late for him.


      He rode away, leaving the inn and humanity behind him.


      He was terrified. Of discovery and arrest; of the thought that he might have infected the people at the inn by his presence; most of all by what he had become. His image of himself had been shattered. The Karl Hoche he thought he was, the identity that lay at the core of his soul, was destroyed.


      He rode with no thought to direction or destination. At every branch in the road he took whichever fork looked wilder, more desolate, until there was no more road and the last track ran out, and then he rode on through the forest. He ate rotten apples he found fallen beneath a wild tree, their mushy flesh made crunchy by crystals of frost. When night fell he huddled beneath the thick branches of a fir tree. At dawn he rode on into the depths of the Reikwald forest, the horse’s hoofs crunching through drifts of dry leaves between bare trees.


      He drank from puddles, ate moss and fungi, acorns and rose-hips, watercress grubbed from the banks of sluggish streams and the few sweet chestnuts that the forest’s squirrels and wild boars had left uneaten. Once he found a hazel tree with nuts still on its branches and ate them, cracking their shells between his teeth. When a thought about his past or his future emerged he pushed it away, keeping in mind only the journey through the forest, the search for food, and survival. By day he rode with fear and despair at his back, by night he dreamed of fire and damned figures writhing and twisting in its heat, transforming into vile things, and he would wake cold and scared, and ride on.


      After four days he reached the Reik.


      He heard it before he saw it, a low rushing sound like wind through wheat fields. He did not see the river until he was almost at the edge of the forest. The trees had been cut back a few yards to form a footpath and beyond it lay the water, wide and flat, grey-brown, cold and desolate, flowing endlessly away to the north. On the other bank, the forest continued. The sun was low on the horizon, wintery reds and yellows above the skeletal trees.


      Hoche scrambled down to the edge of the muddy water and cupped his hands to drink. He stood and looked around. The river was wide here, so he must be downstream of the point where the Reik and the Teufel joined in the shadow of Castle Reikguard.


      Grünburg lay upstream, perhaps only forty miles, but the mass of water flowing endlessly away blocked him from it, taking his desire to go home and dragging it downstream. He would never hear his mother’s voice again, never see his father preaching from the pulpit of the temple, never kiss Marie, never gaze into her eyes and feel her trust and love. Never marry her. Never raise children. Never be happy. Die alone.


      With that, all the emotions he had been forcing to the depths of his mind as he navigated the forest came pouring out. Everything he had thought he knew about himself, everything he thought he could rely on in this world, had been torn away from him. He felt like a sleepwalker who finds himself on a narrow window ledge, clad in a nightshirt, as a winter storm whips him with hail. He felt he was going mad with despair, uncertainty and impotent rage at the world that had brought him to this state.


      The river rushed past, untouched by his agony. It would be easy to surrender to their implacable flow, to swim out to the middle of the current and stop, letting the cold waters carry him away, filling his lungs and mind with their dull emptiness. The Reik would tumble his pale corpse downstream, gnawed by fishes, under the stone bridges of Altdorf, and on through the Empire, past Marienburg and out into the Sea of Claws, lost and gone.


      No. That was a coward’s way out. He was afraid, but he was not a coward.


      He felt a desperate need to talk to someone about what was happening to him, but all his friends were either in Grünburg, or in the army, or burnt at the stake. He could not visit those who were alive without endangering them and himself; and he could not know what the dead were thinking. Or could he?


      He walked to his horse and unbuckled the saddlebags, drawing out the cloth-wrapped bundle he had recovered from the Cathedral of Sigmar. Braubach was dead, but perhaps the words in his journal would still bring peace and reassurance, or at least advice.


      He opened it, turning the pages until he reached the first entries after he had arrived in Altdorf. Braubach’s writing was sharp and unsmudged.


      ‘Altdorf, 30th Vorgeheim


      I do not trust Lieutenant Hoche, and I do not think he will do well.’


      Everything was against him. He drew back his arm to hurl the book into the middle of the river, but stopped. This was all the advice he would get, and too many of the Untersuchung’s books had been burnt already. He reopened the book and read on.


      ‘I do not trust Lieutenant Hoche, and I do not think he will do well. His strengths are his ambition, his military mind and his willingness to receive advice. These are also his weaknesses. He is too ready to take things at face value, and lacks guile and suspicion. Something in his manner reminds me of Andreas Reisefertig, and that worries me.


      Yet he has the seeds of a good agent within him. Give him space and the time to reflect and consider his new position, and I believe he will come to terms with his new role.’


      He closed the journal. It might not be the finest advice, but he had no other ideas. Solitude, a time to come to terms with what had happened to him, far from the distractions of humanity – it seemed to fit.


      He clicked his tongue and the horse lifted its head from cropping the grass and ambled over. It didn’t seem worried by his change. He had heard animals were more sensitive to such things than men, but it didn’t seem true. Maybe, he wondered, that was because it was a witch hunter’s horse, accustomed to such vileness. Maybe it was just stupid. Maybe he thought about these things too much.


      He climbed into the saddle and rode downstream.


      In late afternoon he came to a cluster of houses, where foresters and woodsmen sold timber and skins to river-traders. A wide flat-bottomed punt was moored at the dock, and he was able to find the boatman and persuade him to ferry rider and horse across the river for sixpence. He knew he had no money or kit to barter for the ride, so as the punt’s bow touched the far bank he threw himself onto his horse and galloped away down the towpath to the sound of the ferryman’s fading curses. He hated himself for doing it, but he had no choice.


      After a mile or so he dismounted and looked around. The river marked the western edge of the Great Forest, stretching untroubled by towns or roads to the Barren Hills in the east. It was a darker place than the Reikwald forest, the trees older, taller and less tamed. Folklore filled it with marauding orcs and goblins, beastmen, even lost elven settlements. Few ventured here. It was a perfect place for a man to lose himself.


      Judging from prints in the path’s soft black mud, this side of the river had more foot-traffic. That was good. He needed a few supplies before setting off into the forest’s depths: an axe, a tinderbox, some twine to make snares. He should have stolen them from the trading village but it was too late for that now. But the number of fresh tracks showed he would find other settlements on this side of the river before long.


      The sun was low over the trees. It would be dusk soon. He rode north beside the river.


      After a mile he saw a hut. Even in the fading light it looked dilapidated and no smoke rose from its chimney. As he drew closer he saw something lying outside it, a figure in dark clothes face-down in the mud and unmoving. It looked like the aftermath of a raid or a robbery, or perhaps the hut’s inhabitant had collapsed and died outside from his dwelling.


      He felt he had to investigate, to see if the body was still alive, or at least if it had any items or clothes he could use. Besides, the hut would be a good place to spend the night. He dismounted, lashed the horse’s reins around a tree, and walked towards the body in the mud.


      There was no sign of movement or breath. There was no sound apart from the flowing of the river. The world around was silent as he approached the corpse. It was wearing a loose shirt, tattered trousers and no shoes. He could not see any wounds. He studied it for a moment, then kicked it in the ribs.


      It flinched. “Bastard!” it said.


      Hoche’s hand went instinctively for his sword, taking a bewildered second to remember he did not have one. He grabbed at the other hip where his knife was sheathed, but the body was already scrabbling across the ground to get away.


      Drifts of dead leaves in the undergrowth exploded as figures reared up, charging towards him with swords and cudgels. They were vilely shaped: one huge like a bear, one with weirdly stretched arms and no head on its shoulders, one with horns. He didn’t have time to take in the others before they were all around him.


      He was completely outnumbered. Even back when he was in the Reiklanders he could not fight more than two people at once, and that had been when he was fit and fed. He was far from that now.


      He backed towards his horse, making feints with his dagger that kept them away. How many were there? He had been too startled to count as they appeared, but now there were four – no, five.


      His horse whinnied and he jerked sideways. A dub whirled past his head. He twisted, thrusting with his knife at something at the edge of his vision. The figure dodged but the blade slashed it open and it shrieked in pain, leaping away. Hoche tried to regain his defensive stance, but something exploded against the side of his head.


      Stunned, he tried to turn. Behind him was a man with bizarre lumps on his skin, swinging a heavy club. He dodged clumsily. The first blow must have barely hit him; if he had taken the full impact he’d be flat in the mud.


      One of the creatures thrust with a sword. He parried it with the dagger but his angle was wrong. The knife was knocked from his hand and spun away. His knees felt weak.


      His pain-dulled mind realised these creatures were all mutants. By luck he had chanced upon his own kind. Maybe they could help him, tell him how to live in his new body. He had to make them understand he wasn’t their enemy.


      ‘Wait,’ he said, holding up his hands. ‘Stop. I’m–’


      The largest, a head taller and a foot wider than any of the others, stepped towards him.


      ‘–one of you,’ he said. A fist the size of oblivion crashed into his face. He felt his nose disintegrate in a gout of warm blood.


      He staggered backwards, to be caught from behind. He tried to speak, but before he could he was pushed forwards. The huge figure in front of him, more like a bear than a man, smiled with foul teeth and smashed him in the face again.


      Then they were all on him, punching and gouging, kicking, scratching, pulling at his clothes.


      It seemed to last a very long time.


      Finally there were no more blows. He was lying on the ground, his face covered in flowing blood, his body afire with pain. They stripped his cloak, jerkin and shirt, and his boots too, holding him down as he struggled. Now they stood round as one, a pale-haired youth, knelt over him. The boy had three arms, and in his right hand Hoche recognised his own dagger.


      ‘I’ll do the bastard,’ the boy said.


      ‘Leave him, he’s no use,’ the wart-skinned man answered. ‘All skin and bone, no flesh. We’ve got his horse, that’s meat for a fortnight. Come on.’ The boy looked back at Hoche for a second, hatred in his eyes, and jerked the dagger at him. He flinched. The boy grinned, spat, and jumped to his feet. The pack moved off, leading his horse away, disappearing into the darkness of the forest.


      Hoche rolled over and climbed to all fours, then to his feet. ‘Come back,’ he cried through the blood in his mouth, staggering after them into the twilight. ‘I must – I have to…’ He didn’t know what he had to do.


      One of them was coming back, stepping through the trees. It was the pale youth, and he was carrying a sword. Hoche felt weak and uncoordinated, but adrenaline and aggression were surging through his body, letting him ignore his pain. He saw a broken tree-branch on the ground and picked it up, swinging it, striding unevenly towards the boy.


      ‘Come on,’ he bawled. ‘Come back, I’m ready for you this time. You want a fight, I’ll show you…’


      The youth crossed the distance between them in a skipping run. As he came in Hoche swung at him with the branch, but he dodged past it and drove his fist into Hoche’s stomach. Hoche doubled and collapsed into the dark mud again. The youth looked down at his contorted body, face oddly tranquil in the fading daylight, and then kicked him three times in the back. ‘Bastard,’ he said, turned and walked into the forest.


      Hoche lay in the mud, bleeding, feeling sore and void. He stared through the crossed branches of the trees into the black-blue early evening sky. The first stars were visible through streaks of cloud. It was cold and the air was still.


      He thought about moving, but he didn’t. He couldn’t see the point.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TEN


      Letting Go


      He lay still for a long time. His attackers had left no sign they had been there, apart from him and his injuries. From where he was, lying on his back half out of a shallow puddle among the trees, he could still hear the river. The sound of its waters was low, like wind in leaves. Somewhere in the forest a wood-pigeon called and another answered. The mud around him was cold against his bare skin, but at the same time it felt somehow comforting. It was difficult to breathe through his ruined nose.


      He had been a long time falling. The sight of the two hearts at the centre of the Mondstille feast had reminded him of how long it had been, and how far he had descended from the real world into hell. Since he had walked across the moors with Schulze almost exactly a six-month ago, there had not been one moment where he had felt stable or settled, confident in his own abilities, comfortable with his situation. Or happy.


      Slowly, one thing after another, all he had wanted from his life had been cut off. The paths to all the futures he had imagined for himself had been blocked. He had been taken from the army and the job he loved. He had been forced to lie, to cheat and to kill in cold blood. His colleagues in the Untersuchung had been killed. He had been made a criminal and a heretic, without ever committing the crimes that had been laid against him. And finally, just as he felt he was free, he had been stripped of his humanity and his soul.


      He would never see his home, his family, his friends. He could never speak to his beloved Marie again. He could never hold another human being for fear of tainting them with the curse he carried. He had been forced away from everything he had ever desired. And now he lay wounded in the wilderness, brought so low that even filthy mutants found him so vile that they wouldn’t kill him and eat him.


      Everything went back to that first moment, that first contact with the two hearts of Chaos under a summer night sky. It seemed such a small thing, so long ago. It was almost funny. If he wasn’t in such pain, he might have laughed.


      The last traces of daylight ebbed from the sky and the universe of stars revealed themselves in their icy patterns against the darkness. A cold breeze caressed his skin and stirred the dry winter leaves, blowing them against the side of his body. His face was still bleeding. He could feel the blood running from his nostrils, over his stubbled cheeks, and dripping to the ground.


      Why had this happened to him? Why had the gods singled him out for this fate? Why had Sigmar, his lord and patron, abandoned him to the powers of Chaos, robbing him of his life? For the first time since the inn, the anger that had burned under his confusion found a focus and he remembered Braubach’s words as the two of them had stood before the great cathedral, looking up into a drizzling sky.


      ‘Times will come,’ his teacher had said, ‘and you’ll be confronted with things that rip away all the nice words you’ve ever learned about the gods. That’s when you’ll find if Sigmar really is your strength.’ There had been more, and at the time he had thought it heresy. Now he wasn’t so sure.


      Braubach had claimed Sigmar wasn’t a strong or wise god. He didn’t know about that. But he knew that for the first time in his life he desperately needed the strength of spirit and certainty of purpose that his god had promised, that would show him why he should get up from this place and carry on. He reached out for it, to the place within his heart where he had always thought it would be when he needed it, and there was nothing there. His faith had deserted him.


      He felt abandoned, empty and desolate. He had no determination, no strength of will any more. What had happened? In the Reiklanders he had been a leader, one who was liked and respected. Now he couldn’t even command his own body. But before, he had always had a reason to carry on. He had been part of a larger whole, the intricate machine of the army, following its orders and purposes. Here, now, he was more alone than he had ever been. There was nobody he could turn to for help. Not even his god. Not even himself.


      The moon had risen and was making slow progress across the heavens. The stars were disappearing as clouds dragged themselves across the sky from the north, thick, bulbous and potent. If the sky was covered then there was less chance of a frost. His nose seemed to have stopped bleeding for the moment. His feet and legs were numb with cold. The shape of a large bird, a night hunter of some kind, moved silently across the trees. In the undergrowth nearby something small scurried away.


      When had he lost his confidence, his sense of direction? Had it been in prison, in the endless dark, or before then? Was it when he had let himself be caught and tricked by the cultists in Marienburg? When Hunni had told him that his dramatic, dangerous entry into the Untersuchung had all been arranged to force him into joining? Or had it been a combination of all of them, wearing away at him with uncertainties, changing the rules of the game while he was still trying to work out the previous set?


      He was a different man now from the soldier who had ridden out from the Grey Hills six months ago, and not just physically. With each new twist his world had changed and he had been forced to change to keep up with it, to find a new way of coping. From soldier to recruit, from recruit to undercover agent, to heretic, prisoner and fugitive. And now one more: mutant.


      He remembered something that Braubach had said early in his training. They had been walking down the Street of Tailors, buying the new clothes Hoche would need as an Untersuchung agent. It was mid-afternoon, a bright late-summer day. Braubach had a good eye for workmanship. No bright colours, no distinctive details unless they could be removed quickly. Nothing that would restrict movement or that might catch your sword as you drew it. They had been talking about disguises.


      ‘You still think like a soldier. We have to teach you how to think like someone else,’ Braubach had said. And: ‘I’m asking you to put on a mental disguise, a mask over your own thoughts.’


      He remembered it. At the time it had sounded like a part of the training. But, he thought, it may have been a lesson I learned too well. I was struggling to survive those weeks, the intense work, the strangeness of it all. Yet I couldn’t show my true feelings: the confusion and uncertainty. So I pretended. The Karl Hoche they saw was always confident, alert, ready to learn, eager to do well and gain promotion. And all the time the real Karl Hoche was torn with doubts about the Untersuchung and what he was doing there.


      I never stopped thinking like a soldier. Instead, without realising I was doing it, I hid the soldier behind the mask of a new Karl Hoche, tailored for the Untersuchung. When I went to Marienburg, and when I returned to Altdorf, each time I created a new mask to fit the needs of the situation. I masked my own thoughts so well with the roles I was forced to play that not even I realised I was doing it.


      ‘You must learn to play a new role so deeply that it becomes your life,’ Braubach had told him, and he had done that without realising it. And each change of circumstance, each new role that he had been thrown into had tapped his real self, draining away the drive and determination of the old Karl Hoche, depriving it of the things that would sustain it.


      Now, finally, there were no more masks. He could not disguise the mark of Chaos that he carried, create a personality to hide it, or pretend it did not exist. For the first time in six months he was naked, stripped bare, without anything to hide behind.


      He looked at himself, and saw how diminished and raw he was, how wounded, how scared. How helpless. How useless. How little of him was left. The year had exhausted him, left him directionless, empty, hollow and void. The codes and values that he had used to define his old self had been proved false and broken, the structure that held his former life together loosened until it fell apart. Was there anything of Karl Hoche worth saving?


      He stared at himself and could find nothing.


      Perhaps it would be better if he died here.


      He heard the raps of raindrops striking earth and leaves, then the rattle of rain though the bare branches above him. Hard drops splashed against his chest and face. He closed his eyes and let the cold water drench him, washing away some of the blood and some of the pain, numbing his flesh. There was a deep tiredness in his body: he had not eaten or slept properly in days and now he was suffering the consequences. Somehow it didn’t matter. He opened his mouth, savouring the moisture on his tongue and lips. He could feel his eye-hollows filling with water.


      On the side of his neck the new mouth moved. He sensed it opening its lips, then closing its teeth with a slight snap. A part of him, the Karl Hoche part, filled with dread and hatred, but somehow that didn’t matter either.


      He lay motionless as the rain pelted him, plastering wet leaves against his body, and contemplated the futility of his existence. He could not think of anything he had ever wanted that had not been cruelly ripped away: his life as a soldier, his friends, his family, all his dreams for the future, and his sense of who he was. He was no longer the man he had thought he was. He was not a man at all.


      Karl Hoche did not have to die. Karl Hoche was already dead.


      A voice in his mind was telling him that this was ridiculous. It was the voice he had listened to for as long as he could remember, the voice he identified as himself. It sounded scared. How could Karl Hoche be dead, it was saying, if he was Karl Hoche?


      That was true enough. But Karl Hoche’s hopes and dreams were gone, all the truths that made up his view of the world had been shattered and turned upside down, his knowledge and experience had been proved useless. It was Hoche who had ended up in this place. Yet the last six months had not only ripped him apart, it had taught him new truths, shown him new enemies, and made him understand a new way of seeing the world – a world so alien to the old Hoche that he had fractured trying to understand it.


      Karl Hoche might try to deny what had happened to him, and prefer a quick death to life without hopes or dreams. The man on the ground could not do that. He had seen things he could not ignore, and had heard questions that demanded answers.


      Slowly, dispassionately, he looked into his own thoughts. He had been Karl Hoche from his first memory, but now he understood that what he thought of as Hoche, as himself, was only another mask. Something – someone – lay beneath it, some aspect of himself he did not know, but that knew him.


      He tried to concentrate, to understand what part of himself was separate from the part that was Karl Hoche. It was useless. Too much of his mind was still occupied by Hoche, and Hoche was terrified – by what was happening to him, by the unknown, by these thoughts. Terrified by the possibility that without the mask, what defined his humanity, controlled his emotions and gave his life shape and purpose, he might become the thing he feared most. It might not just be his body. He might be a creature of Chaos in mind and spirit too.


      He had a choice. Either he could remain as Hoche, and die here, wretched and alone. Or he could lift the mask and see what emerged, for good or ill.


      He did not know what to do.


      He had no strength to decide. He was too wrecked in body and soul. His injuries, his hunger, the strain of the last few months had left him too weak to make the choice. If he could not choose then Karl Hoche won and he died here, and crows would pick his bones.


      But that was not a decision, that was surrender, an acknowledgement that he was powerless and useless, and he knew that was not true. A spark of something still burned within him. He needed to find another source of strength. He was prepared to die here, but if he did then it must because it was the right path for him to follow.


      The rain had stopped. He barely noticed. His flesh was numb with cold and exposure, his breathing shallow. The cold mud leeched the warmth from his body. He had no strength to move, even if he had wanted to.


      He had no strength. Braubach had talked about strength. ‘You’ll find if Sigmar is your strength,’ he’d said.


      This wasn’t about his faith in Sigmar, nor about the stories of the god he had learned at his father’s knee and recited in the temple every Festag. It was about the true aspect of the god himself.


      Sigmar, the warlord-king who had single-handedly defeated a war-party of goblins before his sixteenth birthday, who had united the tribes, built an empire and driven back the greenskin hordes. He had not lain back to die quietly, surrounded by grieving relatives. In his fiftieth year he had taken the great hammer Ghal-maraz and gone to Black Fire Pass, striding away into battle, history, legend and god-hood. Wherever it was he had faced death, he might have been alone but he had been on his feet and fighting.


      A warrior never gives up. A true servant of Sigmar never surrenders.


      ‘In the stretch,’ Braubach had said, ‘he and your sword are the only true allies you have.’ And he had no sword any more.


      ‘Sigmar give me strength,’ he whispered. His lips were cracked and split, caked in dried blood and scabs. It hurt to move them.


      He opened his eyes. Rainwater had pooled in their hollows and he stared at the night sky through a film of blurred water that made the stars and constellations dance.


      Everything was silent and still for a timeless moment, and then a streak of light blazed across the black sky. A shooting star, the first he had ever seen. He tried to turn his head to follow its course. The movement rippled the water over his eyes, and for an instant before the star winked out it seemed to split into two.


      A two-tailed star in the heavens. The symbol of Sigmar’s birth. No sign could be clearer.


      He lay back. Calmly, without any fuss, he let the personality that had been Karl Hoche drop away to one side, falling like his sword from the Untersuchung roof, tumbling end over end into dark shadows. Maybe one day he would be able to put that mask on again, to become his old self, think the comfortable old thoughts, perhaps even achieve some of the long-cherished dreams. Maybe one day.


      First he had answers to find, a new purpose to fulfil. It was not about revenge, for himself or for his comrades burnt in Altdorf. Nor was it about completing his old life before he put it away. It was more simple. He no longer saw the world as Karl Hoche, with Hoche’s preconceptions and prejudices. His new sense of self, still raw and painful, gave him a new sense of perspective.


      Everything he did from this point on, he understood, was not beholden to any code of morals or ethics, any sense of duty, or honour, or loyalty. Sigmar had brought him to this place and given him the sign, but it was not Sigmar who would have to stand up and walk away, forging a new path through life. His sense of who he was had to come from within, and his sense of loyalty and honour must do the same. If you cannot be true to yourself, you cannot be true at all.


      He knew that the taint of Chaos in his flesh would kill him in the end, and he knew he could not fight that. He could still strike at its root, at the works of Chaos in the world, its followers and its schemes, and if he died in the struggle then that would save him from the agony of a longer, more painful death. But to fight Chaos he would have to understand it, to learn to recognise its workings and its methods. The Untersuchung had started him on the path, but he still had a long way to go.


      First he had to learn how to survive. He would have to learn how mutants lived.


      Dawn tinted the edge of the sky to the east. The long night was closing. He moved slowly, lifting himself up out of the mud, feeling the pain of every bruise and cut, brushing dirt and leaves from his body. He staggered out of the forest to the edge of the river, splashing the dark water over his face. It was cold and stung, but it refreshed him. He cupped his hands and drank it in slow mouthfuls, letting the overflow wash over his chest.


      Then he walked to the dilapidated hut he had seen the evening before and pulled open its rotted door. There was nothing inside except a battered chair, a mildewed straw mattress on a broken bed and a pile of dried leaves in a corner that had blown in through the splintered shutters. He pulled the door closed behind him, judged which corner was the least draughty and dragged the mattress over to it. He piled the leaves in a heap on its rotten canvas, curled up in them and fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.


      He woke in the late afternoon. He rose slowly, examining his body, surprised at how fast his wounds were healing. He felt ravenously hungry, desperate for something to eat, but he had no way of finding food, catching a fish or trapping game. There was only one source of food nearby.


      He left the hut and walked into the forest, following the trail the mutants had left.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER ELEVEN


      One Of Us


      The mutants had not gone far, and there were not many of them. His mind, clear of the blurred thoughts and interference brought by emotions and self-pity, knew these things. They had been practiced and coordinated, so they had used this location to ambush people before. They had said the horse would feed them for a fortnight, so there were unlikely to be others back at their camp. And horses were valuable: most thieves would steal one to sell or ride, not eat it. So they were a small, lone group with no use for transport or money.


      Which was the leader? He thought over his fleeting glimpses of their faces, bodies and attitudes, and the snatches of their speech. Not the bear-like one: he was muscle, nothing more. Nor the youth, he had the sullen aggression of adolescence and the demeanour of one who had suffered too much strong discipline. Probably at the hands of the one who had ordered the boy off, the one with the warts for skin.


      Their trail was easy to find and easier to follow, five humanoids and a horse left a lot of tracks, and they had made no effort to hide theirs. It was about an hour, something over a mile uphill through tangled undergrowth and brambles, before he heard voices and smelled wood smoke. He crouched down, moving slowly and silently, his bare feet touching the ground gently before each step.


      Their camp was a crude thing, a circle of low huts made from piled and woven branches, the walls daubed with mud and clay to keep the wind and rain out, the roofs crudely thatched from reeds and bracken. A stream ran along one side of the settlement, widening to a pool roughly dammed with stones. At the centre of the circle was a large rock with a flat surface. A fire burned beside it and the gang was gathered around the flames, roasting lumps of meat on sticks.


      He counted five of them. The warty one had ram’s horns and wore his jerkin, and the one with no head had his cloak thrown over his shoulders. That one had eyes where his nipples should have been, long arms, and his bare chest was split by a wide lipless mouth that moved strangely as it chewed. The great ursine one was there, and the woman, and another he’d not noticed before, with small wings like an owl’s and a face that seemed to change as he watched it. There was no sign of his horse, apart from the lumps on the sticks.


      From the darkness he observed them for half an hour, gauging the dynamics of the group, working out who deferred to who, and thinking of a plan. Then he stood and walked into the camp, splashing through the stream’s freezing water, making no attempt to hide his approach. They stood up to watch him. He knew he must be a gruesome sight with his smashed nose, his face bruised and cut, his body bloody and muddied.


      The headless mutant stood up, his thin arms hanging down almost to his knees. ‘He’s still alive,’ he said in a voice like claws scratching.


      ‘Tougher than he looks,’ said the woman. She had huge eyes, a mass of thick blonde hair and breasts as big as her head.


      ‘Too tough to make good eating,’ said the wart-faced one, not moving from where he sat.


      The headless mutant stepped forward, waving the stick it had been using to cook meat as if it was a rapier, its gash of a mouth smiling to reveal a nest of thin pointed teeth. ‘What are you here for? Another beating?’ it demanded.


      He stood his ground. ‘I am here by the will of the gods and I want my rain-cloak back,’ he said.


      There was laughter. ‘You do, do you?’ The headless figure stepped forward. ‘Then you’ll have to fight me for it.’ It pulled the cloak higher so the collar sat tightly over its shoulders, and it made come-on gestures at him with its long hands. He raised his eyebrows and held his ground, his arms loose by his side. He hoped he was ready for this. He hoped he had the strength in his body to pull it off. He knew he had the strength of mind.


      ‘Get him, Walther,’ called the woman. ‘Whip him back into the night.’


      The mutant Walther danced in, holding the stick in its right hand like a sword, making thrusts and sweeps with it. It was too light to be any use as a weapon, with no heft or point. He made a show of dodging it, but he knew it was a distraction. Even with its long arms, the mutant was holding back too far. The real attack was coming from somewhere else. That meant it was two against one, and he was too weak to try anything flashy or strenuous. Time to test the value of tactics.


      He turned to face the fire and lifted his head to expose his neck, letting his second mouth catch the light. ‘I’m one of you!’ he declared. ‘I bear the mark of Chaos!’


      He’d been hoping for more of a reaction, but Walther stopped waving the stick for a second and that was long enough. He darted for it, grabbing its end and yanking it to the right, against the thumb to break the startled mutant’s grip. The stick flew loose. He whipped it around, twisting his body, spinning to see what was behind him.


      He had been right: the lanky youth with three arms had been coming from out of the darkness, carrying a knife in his right hand. The end of the stick caught the boy across the knuckles, knocking the weapon flying, its blade catching the light from the flames. It was his knife, the one the boy had taken from him.


      He dropped the stick and dived for it, scooping it up as he landed and rolling over on the soft ground so he ended up on his backside at the edge of the stream, facing towards the two mutants, his back to the forest and the night.


      He gestured in the air with the knife, and the boy stepped back a couple of steps. The group around the fire were jeering at them. ‘Come on, Walther,’ called one, ‘or he’ll have that cloak off you as easy as he took your stick.’ The headless figure shook its shoulders in annoyance, picked up a thick branch, swung it like a club and stalked forward.


      ‘What are you going to do with your little pigsticker, you dirt?’ it asked, the mouth in its breast grinning wide, showing rows of yellowed teeth as it approached. Its club was drawn back to swing.


      He smiled for the first time in days, balanced the knife in his hand and threw it. It spun across the gap and buried itself blade-first in the mutant’s mouth, the hilt sticking out between its suddenly closed teeth. Walther’s weird eyes bugged wide as thick blood oozed between its lips. Its club dropped from its hands and it crumpled to the ground, kneeling, clutching at its mouth.


      Behind it the other mutants watched, silent. They couldn’t see their comrade’s Chaos-twisted face, but they knew something had happened, and the man they had been jeering a moment ago had proved he was more than a joke.


      He stood and walked to where Walther knelt, blood pouring down its chest, trying desperately to stem the flow with its hands. ‘Don’t bleed on my cloak, dead flesh,’ he said and kicked the hilt of the knife with his bare foot, forcing it further into the creature, through the spot where a man’s heart would be. There was a final gout of blood and it collapsed backwards, limp, dead.


      He turned to where the blond youth stood, fixed to the spot, and gestured at him with a clenched fist. ‘You want the same? I’ll leave you dead beside him.’ The youth stared for a second, then broke and fled into the darkness beyond the firelight.


      He went to the corpse and pulled his knife from its strange teeth. One had broken off in the polished wooden hilt, a jagged souvenir. He stuck the blade in the waistband of his trousers, then stripped his cloak off the heavy body and pulled it on. It felt warm and familiar, comfortable. As he fastened it, he glanced up to watch the rest of the group. They were standing, weapons drawn, in wary poses. Good.


      ‘What do you want?’ the wart-skinned one said gruffly, trying to sound fierce, failing.


      He pointed at the corpse lying at his feet. ‘His hut.’


      The bed was squalid and too short, but it was a bed. He lay on it, picking at a piece of horseflesh stuck in his teeth, and thanked his strange luck that his smashed nose was blocked with clotted blood and he couldn’t smell the hut’s foulness. He was very tired but he dared not sleep: the pack would be certain to try to kill him while he rested.


      It had been a reasonable beginning. The others had sat, sullen and silent round the fire, as he had cut a lump off the carcass of his horse, roasted strips of it in the flames, and retired to eat it in his new hut. Now he could hear them talking outside in low voices. Let them talk. He could guess what they were discussing.


      Who would be first to try their luck? Bastard-boy was an obvious choice, looking to restore his damaged pride, but there was something in the youth’s demeanour that made him unlikely to be tonight’s visitor. It wouldn’t be the leader, and the bear-man was too large. That left two. Perhaps they’d try to fire the hut and kill him as he ran out. That was what he’d do. But he suspected a band like this would be looking for something with a little more bravado.


      He remembered an old trick. Standing, he stripped off his cloak and trousers and bundled them up, making a man-sized lump under the blanket on the bed. Then he moved to the corner of the hut closest to the thick cloth draped over the doorway, and waited, naked and cold.


      It took less than an hour. Soft footsteps came from outside and the door-cloth was pulled slowly aside, letting light from the fire spill across the earth floor. He held his breath. A figure crept in with careful steps – the one with wings, he guessed. It was holding a woodsman’s axe. It made its stealthy way to the side of the bed and raised the weapon.


      He stepped behind it, grabbed the axe-handle with both hands and pulled it from the assassin’s grip. As the figure turned he swung the flat of the blade at its head. The contact was messy but solid, sending the mutant flying sideways across the small room to hit the wall.


      ‘Go! Next time I see you, I’ll have your head!’ he yelled. The stunned assassin staggered to its feet and ran. He waited a second and followed it outside, stark naked, hefting the axe in both hands. The night wind was bitterly cold on his bare skin. He didn’t care.


      The strange winged figure scrambled across the open ground, crossed the stream and disappeared into the night. The other mutants were nowhere to be seen, but the flaps of their doors twitched and he knew they were watching and listening.


      He strode to the fire, its flames low, and turned to face the silent huts. ‘I hear everything,’ he declared to the camp, ‘and I do not sleep.’ Lies, but lies they would believe, he hoped. He threw the axe onto the embers, stirring sparks into the air, and the flare of heat was warm on his skin.


      He went back into his hut and slept, and his sleep was not disturbed by anything more than dreams of fire and blood.


      He woke before dawn and rose at once, crossing the camp in the half-light of sunrise, washing himself in the pool of the stream. The cold water carried away the last of the filth and the blood. Gingerly his fingers felt out the new shape of his nose: flatter, lopsided, curved downward now. A mark of his new self.


      Many of his smaller cuts were already scabbed over and disappearing. It had only been a day and a half. Perhaps that was another effect of the mutation, the influence of Chaos making him heal faster. He thought back to the prison, and feet that should have been ruined and useless. He had not felt a twinge of pain from them in the last two days. Unless it had been something in the prison food, he could not think what else might have had such an effect on him. Perhaps mutation might have some beneficial side-effects.


      Would he continue to change? What would be next? Would it ever stop?


      He walked back to the embers of the fire, using a stick to stir them up and threw a handful of kindling on the glowing remnants. A sound came from behind him and he turned to see the wart-skinned mutant, the one he had marked as the leader, emerge from another of the huts. He looked wary, arms folded in an unconvincing show of confidence.


      The warty mouth moved unpleasantly. ‘Morning.’


      He didn’t look away from the fire. ‘Morning.’


      The leader shifted his weight. ‘Going to stay long?’


      He’s frightened of me, he thought, and of the fact I could become the leader of this motley band in an instant. For now I need them more than they need me, so I have to convince him I’m not a threat. Tough, but not threatening.


      He looked up and touched the mouth on his neck. It twitched under his fingers. ‘I need to learn what this means,’ he said. ‘I need to understand why I have it, and how I live with it. Have I been cursed? Have the gods of Chaos marked me as one of theirs?’ He paused. That much was true enough. ‘Can you tell me?’


      There was a long pause as the mutant considered his answer. Finally: ‘What’s your name?’


      It was a good question. Since he had spent the night in the mud, he had not needed a tag for his new identity. He had snuffed out the soul of Karl Hoche within him, but did that mean he could never use any part of his history again? The old name felt comfortable. He remembered what Braubach had taught him about identities and disguises. He was no longer Karl Hoche, but he could use that as a mask. He would have to be careful not to slip into old familiar ways, but it would do for now.


      ‘Karl,’ he said.


      ‘I’m Max,’ the mutant said. ‘The one you want to speak with about Chaos is Nils, but you scared him off last night. And, –’ he raised his hands defensively ‘–I had nothing to do with that. It was purely him. They’re a difficult lot to control, this lot, you’ve got to know how much rope you can give them, and they still sometimes pull it out of your hands.’


      Karl watched the muscles of the man’s face tighten, heard his voice a fraction too controlled, watched how he stopped describing his words with his hands, and knew it was a lie. Max might not have ordered the failed assassination, but he had been involved.


      ‘Did Nils come back last night?’ he asked. Max chuckled.


      ‘After you told him you’d have his head? He won’t be back till he knows it’s safe. Maybe today, maybe tomorrow.’ He paused. ‘Breakfast?’


      The other members of the group emerged one by one from their huts and while more strips of horsemeat roasted over the fire, he was introduced to them. The huge man, his nose and mouth elongated into a snout and his face and hands matted with fur, was Rolf. The three-armed youth was Hermann, the son of Luise, the only woman in the group, a bizarre hyper-feminised figure with exaggerated breasts and hips, a small mouth with fat lips in a perpetual pout, and blue eyes three inches across, under thick blonde hair that did not move. Karl noted there was no mention of Hermann’s father. Nils, the absent one, was the group’s priest and spiritual leader. Max made it clear he was in charge, giving orders and bossing the others around.


      ‘How did you all meet?’ Karl asked, chewing a strip of flesh.


      ‘Followed the smoke,’ said Luise. ‘I fled my town when I realised something was… that I was changing. We’d had witch hunters through that spring so I knew what they did to mutants. I begged my way downriver for a few weeks, then headed into the woods. I was almost starving when I saw smoke. And it was Max’s fire.’


      Max nodded. ‘There’s a lot of wild folk in the forest,’ he said. ‘Some of them far gone too, mad or worse. Beastmen also, vicious sods. Many keep away from each other, and everyone stays clear of the beastmen. But the smoke’s like a beacon. Worth the risk. It pulls in all sorts.’


      ‘Elves?’ Karl asked. Max shrugged. ‘Folk say they’re around. But I’ve never seen one.’ He stood up and stretched, his lumpy skin creaking. ‘Come on. If you’re staying there’s work to be done.’


      ‘Work?’


      ‘Gathering firewood and cutting trees. We’re clearing a bit of land. I want to plant some wheat or vegetables come spring. No need to look for food today – we’ve meat to last us for a few days.’


      ‘What about digging a grave for–’ Karl tried to remember the name. ‘For Walther?’


      Max looked surprised. ‘It’s waste not, starve not out here. He’s part of the meat.’


      Karl decided to prepare his own food.


      He watched how the mutants lived. It was a poor sort of life. Most days revolved around searching for the things that would keep them alive: food and firewood. Max boasted of how good things were, how bad it had been when they were on their own, and making grandiose plans of growing crops and raising livestock – rabbits, chickens, maybe even goats – but the days were hard and the living was poor.


      Karl pushed himself into the work. His body was thin and his muscles atrophied from the time in prison, and the relentless physical effort gave him release. All day he would cut trees or dig up the stumps from the ground Max wanted to clear, then eat in front of the fire and ask questions, return to his hut exhausted, sleep, wake up stiff and aching, wash himself in the stream, and start again. It gave him a fierce appetite but he was careful to eat only the horsemeat. Eating human or mutant flesh was a taboo he wouldn’t break.


      Nils sneaked back into the camp early on the third morning, and when Max introduced him to Karl he pretended they hadn’t met. Karl shook his hand, squeezing it until he felt the bones twisting, and smiled conspiratorially. Nils looked down, unable to meet his eyes. The man’s face changed constantly, bones and muscles shifting under the skin, his eyes changing shape and colour. At one moment he might resemble a youthful aristocrat with a hawked nose and arrogant mouth, the next a haggard Tilean, a vellum-faced scholar or even an elf.


      Most of them were first-generation mutants, the change having come upon them spontaneously. The exceptions were Hermann, who glowered at Karl every time he saw him with the sulky rebelliousness of a lonely adolescent, and Rolf who could not speak but used a language of gestures that Max interpreted for the others. Max claimed Rolf was the offspring of a woman who had been raped by a bear, and from whose womb he had exploded. Karl suspected he was making it up.


      When anyone asked about him he was non-committal, eluding the details of his history. He didn’t think they would take kindly to a former Chaos-hunter.


      The fifth afternoon broke into hard hail, fusillades of ice firing from the sky and forcing them into the huts for shelter. Karl followed Max and Nils into the leader’s hut. The conversation was stilted and awkward. Nils looking anywhere except at Karl. Max did not try to make things easier between them. In fact, Karl thought, it felt like the opposite.


      Questions came to him that evening and blocked him from sleeping. What was he doing here? He had hoped to learn the ways of mutants and the nature of Chaos at first hand, and yet this impoverished crew seemed to have nothing to teach him. But that did not mean he had nothing to learn. There were ways of thinking and behaving he had never known before, but which his new self would need in the future. He had to learn how to be manipulative, deceptive, destructive, and ruthless.


      He lay still on his bed and listened to the night. He could hear voices. No, a single voice. It was Max, his tones guarded, with long pauses between his sentences. Karl slipped from the bed, crept to the doorway and peered out. Two figures were silhouetted against the glow of the fire, and from its size the second had to be Rolf. He was moving his hands in agitation, using the secret language only he and Max understood. Karl watched and listened.


      ‘No,’ said Max. ‘No, I agree with you, there’s something not normal about our new friend. He took Walther down like he was a trained killer, he beat Nils. I mean, he survived that beating we gave him on the riverbank. By rights he should be dead three times over.’


      Rolf gestured, making shapes with his huge hands.


      Max sniffed. ‘No, you’re right, he doesn’t like you. He told me during the hailstorm. He’s afraid you’ll become a monster and go berserk. Says he used to know a witch hunter who told him that happens sometimes, in cases like yours. But I said–’


      The bear-like man threw back his head, his hands carving frantic gestures in the air. Max was silent, waiting for him to finish. ‘No, no,’ he said. ‘I’m not saying you’re right, but I’m not saying you’re wrong. I’ve had the same thoughts myself. We need to watch him carefully, you and me.’


      More gestures.


      ‘No, we need all the live bodies we can get to make it through till spring. We’re a man down already, and it’s only midwinter. What if beastmen attack? Or wolves? But if you see any funny business, anything that gets your hackles up, tell me and we’ll do him.’


      Rolf pointed to the huts and made a low growl. Max put his hand on the beastman’s arm. ‘No need to tell the others,’ he said. ‘They’re women and children, likely to panic or make him suspicious. You and me, we’ll have to do it alone. Till the spring brings some fresh recruits, anyway. I’ll make sure he doesn’t tell anyone else about what that witch hunter said. It’s all nonsense anyway. Witch hunters don’t know anything.’


      The figures sat silent and unmoving for a while, then Max stood up. ‘Don’t let me down. You know you’re the only one I can trust.’ He slapped Rolf on the back and walked back to his hut.


      Karl returned to bed. He had known the others would be suspicious of him, but he hadn’t reckoned on Max using it to help keep them on his side. He would have to move more slowly from now. The thought came that he could leave, but he still had too much to learn from these unhappy beings: about life as a mutant, about the nature of mutation, about treachery and subterfuge and manipulation.


      He remembered his first night in the camp, and his declaration that he did not sleep and heard everything. Max and Rolf had picked an obvious spot for their late-night discussion. Had he been meant to overhear it? Was it a warning, or were they testing him? Max wasn’t a fool, and did little by accident. Was he not meant to hear their talk, meant to hear, or meant to hear but disbelieve? Truth, bluff or double-bluff?


      A man could go mad trying to unravel such things. He turned over and went to sleep.


      * * *


      The next day was fairer, and Nils left the camp early to check the snares in the woods, set to catch unwary rabbits and the occasional fox. Karl waited a minute and set off after him, following his trail through the dead bracken and leaves until they were out of earshot from the camp. He waited until Nils was crouched by an oak-tree, busy extracting a thrashing rabbit from one of the devices of twine and wood that had caught its leg, and crept up behind him.


      ‘I want to talk to you,’ he said.


      Nils turned, startled, and dropped the rabbit. It fled for a patch of brambles, dragging the remains of the snare from its foot. He backed away from Karl. His face looked as if it had been scarred by fire, the skin tight and red.


      ‘Please don’t kill me,’ he said.


      ‘I’m not here to kill you,’ Karl said. ‘I bear you no malice. I want to talk.’


      Nils’s eyes were questioning for a moment. ‘It was Max’s plan,’ he said. ‘He said he was too heavy-footed to carry it off, and gave me the axe. I’m sorry.’


      Karl nodded. ‘It’s okay. I’d have done the same thing,’ he lied. ‘I wanted to ask you about Chaos.’


      ‘What about it?’


      ‘Tell me about mutations.’


      ‘Mutations,’ said Nils. He put down the broken snare and lifted his eyes to the sky. ‘Mutanto mutantis, the alteration of the flesh, the gift of the Lord Seench, the changer of the days, the ineffable, unknowable lord of the Chaos lords, upon those he has marked for his schemes for generations, yes, generations upon generations sometimes, the mutation of one to be passed down the bloodline till the mad god’s scheme bloom out to fruition…’


      It was gibberish. It might fool these people but it exasperated Karl. He stopped Nils with a wave of his hand.


      ‘I heal faster than I used to. Is that an effect of the mutation?’


      Nils nodded sagely. ‘A blessing from Lord Seench, that is. Rolf’s the same. He broke his arm once, and it was fixed in a week.’


      ‘Does everyone pray to this… Lord Seench?’


      Nils nodded.


      ‘When they pray for his blessings, are they asking for more changes, or less?’


      Nils looked at him strangely. It was clear he didn’t get into many theological discussions. ‘The true believers ask for Seench to work his mysteries through them. More gifts for some, stability for others. The chosen of Seench are ever-changing.’


      Karl said nothing. The strange-faced mutant studied him for a moment, then walked to the low-hanging branch of a nearby oak. A few acorns still hung in clusters on its twigs, and he reached up to pull them down. Karl expected him to eat them but instead he put them in the pockets of the jerkin. Nils turned and smiled sheepishly.


      ‘If you roast them in a fire,’ he said, ‘and grind them like flour, and boil them in hot water, it tastes like coffee.’


      ‘How much like coffee?’ Karl asked.


      ‘Not much,’ Nils admitted, ‘but more like coffee than dandelion tea tastes like tea.’


      He sat down against the trunk of the tree and sighed. ‘It’s not much fun, this life. But it’s better than the alternative.’


      Karl said, "I’m still trying to get the measure of some people. Does Hermann ever say anything except “bastard”?"


      ‘Not much.’ Nils smiled with the plump face of a matron. ‘But he’s still young.’


      ‘Old enough to know better.’


      ‘He’s six, Karl. Luise was pregnant with him when she arrived.’


      ‘Six?’ It was impossible to believe.


      ‘Yes. He had hair on his balls by the time he was four. You can forgive him a lot if you remember that. Luise tries to be a good mother, but it’s hard for her.’ Nils paused. ‘I like Luise, a lot.’


      Karl nodded. He’d noticed it. But Luise flirted with everyone except Max, and that indicated a different relationship between those two. ‘I’m not sure about Max,’ he said.


      ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘His plans. He’s been in the forest longer than anyone, and what has he achieved? You still have no regular supply of food. How many years is it going to take to clear that field? And you’re setting snares for rabbits, but not for waterfowl down by the river, or leaving lines or nets for fish. That’s not sense.’


      ‘Max is a good man,’ Nils said. ‘He’s a good leader. He does his best. He plans the ambushes and keeps the others under control.’


      ‘Under control?’ Karl remembered the conversation he had overhead.


      ‘Yes.’ Nils paused, hesitant. ‘When I found the village, I told them I was a priest of Lord Seench. The others were frightened of my powers. They were plotting to kill me or drive me back into the forest. Max let me know, and he talked them into letting me stay. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for him.’


      And Rolf was afraid he might turn into a monster. ‘I see,’ Karl said. He saw a skilled manipulator, controlling a group by making them fear each other, pretending he was their only ally against the rest. He wished Nils luck with the rest of the snares, walked back to the camp and chopped wood all day, thinking.


      On the tenth morning Max came to him. ‘Meat’s low. You’re going hunting with Rolf. See if you can bring back a deer or a wild boar. Rabbits if there’s nothing else.’


      ‘I thought you ambushed people on the river-path?’


      ‘In summer, but there’s not enough traffic this season. We got lucky with you, saw you crossing on the bargeman’s boat. Ran ahead and set up a welcoming committee.’


      ‘What weapons do we hunt with?’ Karl asked.


      Max rubbed his nose, dislodging one of its warty growths of flesh. He put it in his mouth and chewed. ‘There’s a sling or a spear. Or your knife.’


      Karl thought of Schulze, walking in summer moonlight and talking about poaching. ‘I’d prefer a bow.’


      ‘I’ll hike down the armoury and get one. Would m’lord like a suit of armour and a warhorse while I’m about it?’ Max gave him a look of contempt that faded into thoughtfulness. ‘Though if you know about bows, you could make one. There’s a yew-tree not far off, and you could take some sinews from your horse’s legs. That’d be right useful.’


      Karl took the spear, left the hut and followed Rolf into the woods.


      The going was not hard, but Rolf walked fast and surprisingly quietly, and it was hard for Karl to keep up. Several times Rolf would stop, look back over his shoulder and raise a hairy finger to his lips and Karl, admonished, would try to move more carefully through the maze of branches and brambles, until he found he was dropping behind again.


      Here and there he saw deer-tracks in the black earth, and their teeth-marks in the soft bark of the birch-trees, but the animals had gone and their trail could have been hours or days old. At least, he thought, there’s no sign of the forest’s other inhabitants.


      They visited thickets of birch, pools in the stream and other places animals might gather, but they found nothing except old tracks and spoor. There was a light wind that made the air cold and the walking hard.


      Around noon they paused, and sat on a fallen tree to eat the dried meat they’d brought with them. Karl studied Rolf, and Rolf studied the forest, sniffing the air and not looking at Karl at all. How scared of me is he? Karl thought. How much has Max made him fear me and what I’m supposed to know about mutations? Because this would be an easy place for me to have an accident.


      ‘Rolf,’ he said, ‘I’d like to learn how you talk with your hands.’


      The great hairy head turned slowly to study him. If there was an expression on Rolf’s face it was impossible to read it. ‘It would be easier if someone apart from Max could understand you,’ Karl added.


      Rolf shook his head slowly and took another bite of horsemeat.


      ‘You’re happy that Max is the only one who knows what you’re saying?’ he said. Rolf nodded.


      ‘So it’s a private language between the two of you.’


      A nod.


      ‘You don’t want anyone else to understand you?’


      Another nod, slow and deliberate.


      ‘Did Max told you that you’d be in danger if the others knew what you were saying?’


      Rolf nodded. He trusts Max implicitly, Karl thought, and in all things. I wonder how deep that trust runs, and how fragile it might be, and where a man could strike to break it.


      He was about to ask more, but Rolf raised a hand and pointed. Through the trees Karl could see a deer, a good-sized doe three or four seasons old. It was cropping bark from a tree some sixty yards away.


      Rolf slid down from the tree-trunk, crouched low and began to move towards it. How could someone so large be so quiet? Karl let him get five or ten yards ahead and then followed, watching his feet to make sure every step was silent.


      The breeze shifted, and a second later the deer raised her head, looked at them, and with a flick of her white tail was gone into the depths of the forest. Rolf gave chase, sprinting between the trees, his feet pounding the earth. Karl, taken by surprise, watched for an astonished second. He tried to follow, but his boots were still on Max’s legs and the cloths he had wrapped around his feet for protection did not make running easy.


      The doe leaped round bramble-patches, darting to avoid webs of interwoven branches or piles of fallen leaves. Rolf ignored them, his bulk and speed crashing a new trail through the undergrowth. If it hurt him he did not show it. The deer changed direction to avoid another fallen trunk; Rolf had anticipated the movement and was already moving to cut it off. It jumped, twisting between the trees. He followed. It slowed for an instant and he leaped, knocking it down.


      Karl stopped and watched. The deer was struggling to get up but Rolf reached out, grabbed one of its legs and pulled its flailing form towards him. His other hand wrapped around its thick neck and squeezed. The deer’s legs thrashed the ground. Karl could see it tossing its head, trying to move away from the crushing pressure on its windpipe, but Rolf held it firm. Slowly it ceased to move.


      Karl approached, holding his spear and feeling redundant. The deer’s tongue was extruded between its slack lips and its eyes were glazed. He stared, still not quite believing what he’d seen. A man had run down and strangled a deer.


      Rolf looked up and smiled. His teeth were long, and this smile showed all of them. Karl tried to smile back.


      ‘Tell me,’ he said, ‘wouldn’t it have been easier to break its neck?’


      Rolf made a circle round the deer’s neck with his two hands. Huge though they were, the neck was thicker: too large and flexible for the bear-like giant to snap its spine. But he had completely crushed the deer’s windpipe with one hand. The imprint of his fingers were still visible there. Karl looked at it and shivered, hoping he never felt Rolf’s hand around his own.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWELVE


      Practice


      The days passed until he lost track of them. He cut more wood, felling trees, splitting them into logs and carrying them to the rock in the centre of the camp. His muscles grew, and his appetite with it. For a week it snowed and they huddled in Luise’s hut like rabbits in a burrow, conserving warmth. They caught no meat that week, the snares useless in the snow, and the stocks of food began to dwindle. When the snow cleared Luise showed him how to grub up the roots of plants below the frozen earth, and for some days they ate the few they could find. Then Rolf killed another deer and there was meat for several more days.


      The worst of the winter passed and the trees began to produce signs of hard buds. The forest was quiet, the inhabitants out of sight. Food was scarce and the hunting trips more frequent. Rabbits and roots were the usual fare. Some days they had nothing. Karl began to yearn for the taste of horsemeat.


      All the time he watched the others, judging how they interacted, thinking about how he could disrupt the network of control and lies that let Max keep his leadership of the group. It was clear that none of the others wanted to lead, but it was also clear that Max had arranged things so that the subject was never discussed. Each mutant thought Max was his ally against the rest, who hated their particular aberration and wanted to see them ousted or killed. The only exception was Luise, and Karl had noticed that though she and Max never slept in the same hut, they were often absent from the camp at the same time. He knew Hermann knew that too, because he saw the boy watching the two of them.


      Spring was coming. It was time for a change.


      The date meant nothing in the forest; only the sky, the temperature and the slow growth of the new buds on the forest branches were important. This day was grey. In the morning the snares had been empty, and their bellies too. It was a hunting day.


      Karl and Nils went north, Rolf and Hermann south. Max and Luise stayed behind, “in case someone passes on the river path”, they said. Karl doubted it. There had been a late frost in the night and the ground was chill under his feet. Nils was wearing extra clothes, including a jerkin that Karl recognised. It had been his once.


      The forest was empty and still. In the upper branches sparrows and starlings twittered and squawked, but at ground level there was nothing. They walked in silence, Karl content to let Nils take the lead. Once Nils gestured to him to stop, hefted his sling and crept forward to peer round a bramble patch, but on the other side was only a rabbit-warren, with no sign of life. Nils muttered something about ferrets and they walked on.


      It was past noon when they stopped at the edge of a stream, near a tall elm tree that spread great ridged arms to the sky. The water was cold and clear, filling their stomachs in the absence of food. They sat to rest for a few minutes: Nils with his back to the elm, Karl on a fallen branch a few feet away. The clouds were heavy with unfallen snow, and the light in the air was muted. It was a depressed day.


      Karl toyed with his spear, spinning its shaft in his hands, looking at its two pointed and fire-hardened ends. ‘Where did you learn about Chaos?’ he asked.


      Nils looked at him sharply, his face with the features of a young girl, though drawn with hunger. ‘I stood at the right hand of the great priest of darkness in the city of Nuln,’ he said, ‘head of the covenant of pain, the congregation of Lord Seench the changer of the days, but I was driven away when my visions threatened his status, forced by his followers into the forest…’


      ‘What I’m asking myself,’ Karl said, ‘is how you picked up the few bits of information you do know, when you’ve never been near a dark rite in your life. For a start it’s Tzeentch, not “Seench”, and he’s the changer of ways, not days. You repeat the one name you know, but you make up the rest as you speak.’


      Nils didn’t move for several seconds. Then he said, ‘Am I so obvious?’


      ‘Who are you really?’ Karl asked. ‘What did you do? You know enough to have tricked Max, and he’s no fool. But you were never a priest of Chaos.’


      Nils paused. ‘I did work at the temple in Nuln,’ he said, and paused again. ‘The temple of Morr,’ he added, dug an acorn from his pocket and chewed on it. ‘I was a gravedigger. One of the priests was teaching me to read. He said I had potential and I might find a place inside the temple, in the brotherhood. Then my wings started sprouting, and I fled.’


      ‘How long ago was that?’


      ‘Seven summers. Seven years in this forest. It’s not been easy,’ Nils said. His face slowly became lined and worn, growing dew-lapped, pock-marked and sad. He fished another acorn from his pocket and offered it to Karl. ‘You won’t tell Max, will you?’


      Karl took the acorn and ignored the question. He said, ‘This is what interests me. None of us had any contact with Chaos before we started to change.’ Except me, he thought, and I’m not telling you that. ‘If we had been Chaos worshippers, we’d have seen the mutation as a gift from our gods, not a reason to flee. Yet here, instead of cursing Chaos and turning to Sigmar and Morr, you and the others follow this debased form of Tzeentch-worship, a god you know almost nothing about. Is there something endemic in mutation, that it turns the bearer towards the Chaos gods? Or is it in the nature of Man, that we feel the need to grovel towards whatever power seems to control our lives? Because if it’s the former–’


      A thudding crash came as something ploughed through the undergrowth, heavy footfalls shaking the earth, breath snorting like thunderclaps. Karl was on his feet in a second, spear raised. Nils scrambled up as a huge black boar bolted through the bushes. It looked as large as a horse, with yellow tusks six inches long. Its breath was plumes of steam in the cold air.


      Karl held his ground, one end of the spear planted in the earth, braced against a tree root. He didn’t move. Nils did, diving round the trunk of the elm, trying to keep it between the boar and himself, shouting words in panic. The beast changed its course. It struck him on the back of the leg, its tusk tearing his flesh, its momentum pushing him down and crushing him. There was the snap of bones. Nils, on the ground, screamed.


      ‘Hoi! Hoi!’ Karl yelled.


      The boar stopped, turning to the noise. Karl stamped his feet, moving from side to side, distracting it. The beast stood for a moment, tossing its head, its wet button eyes glinting. Its black fur gleamed dully. Three hundred pounds, Karl guessed, and all of it muscle, fury and near-blind aggression.


      It snorted and charged. Karl bent low, bracing the spear’s point level with its neck. The tactic had worked before, with the wolves in the Grey Mountains and with the assassin in Altdorf. He hoped three times was the charm.


      The animal flung itself forward, directly at Karl. He faced it, his legs tense, his heart thudding, until the last possible moment, then he stepped left to let the beast’s rush carry it onto the spear, as he reached to his waistband for his knife. The boar reacted to his movement faster than he imagined, swerving to follow him. The spear pierced it above the leg, and the thin wood bent and splintered. The boar’s great angular head lunged sideways and one tusk ripped through Karl’s thigh with searing pain.


      He felt himself falling, and twisted forward towards the mass of black hair. Moving away would be death; if he was on the ground the boar would gore him. There was only one safe place to be.


      He landed across the boar’s back, forcing it down. The beast squealed and tried to move away but its wounded leg and the remains of the spear would not let it. In a moment Karl had his arms around its neck, hanging on, slashing desperately at its throat with his knife. Hot blood gushed over his hands.


      The boar bucked, bellowing in agony and rage, throwing itself across the clearing. Karl felt his new muscles strain and tear, and dug the knife in as hard as he could. Then as the monster rolled over to crush him, he let go and dived away, grabbing for the other end of the broken spear on the ground.


      The beast heaved, blood gouting from its neck and pooling on the forest floor. It clambered to its feet as Karl did the same, and stared across the short distance that separated them. Its dark eyes were full of bloodlust and hatred. Karl stared back, implacable, his half-spear held ready for a final charge. Neither moved.


      The huge animal exhaled with a fierce heave, sank to its knees, and died.


      Karl stood, not breaking his stare. For a second he could hear nothing but the sound of its blood as the thick liquid ran down the hilt of his knife protruding from the boar’s neck, and streamed to the earth. There was a lot of blood. The beast’s bristled flanks were covered in it, and more coated the ground. Red and hot, it steamed in the winter air. Its blood was drying on his hands and forearms like a second skin.


      It called to him.


      Karl


      Blood was what he needed.


      Karl


      He raised a hand to his mouth, to lick.


      ‘Karl!’


      Nils lay at the foot of the elm, one leg twisted wrongly, as if it had a second knee. ‘I can’t get up!’


      Karl shut his eyes and shook his head hard, to clear it. Was this bloodlust or something worse? He’d never felt a thing like it before – no, he had, riding on the road from Altdorf. The thought made him feel sick. Something was terribly wrong. He had to concentrate. He had business to finish.


      He walked over to Nils, limping from the wound in his thigh, and knelt to touch the bent leg, making the mutant grunt in pain. The flesh was torn open and the bone was shattered. ‘Is it bad?’ he asked.


      ‘It’s a clean break,’ Karl said.


      ‘That’s good. We can use your spear as a splint to get us back to the village. Tear strips from your cloak, bandage it, tie the splint on.’


      ‘My cloak?’ Karl said. He stood up slowly, inspecting his own wound. It was long but not deep; enough to slow him down but not stop him.


      ‘I don’t understand why it didn’t attack you first,’ Nils said.


      Karl indicated the body. ‘You moved. Beasts like this see movement better than they see shapes. You see, Nils, this is what I was talking about. You did something you thought was sensible, but it wasn’t. You shouted something as you ran, too. You made yourself the victim.’


      ‘That was stupid of me.’ Nils tried to shift, and winced.


      ‘It’s not your fault.’


      ‘What do you mean?’


      Karl looked down at the mutant, helpless on the ground before him. ‘Do you remember what you shouted?’


      ‘It… no.’ Nil’s features were agitated, unable to settle on one face or expression.


      ‘It was “Seench”, Nils. You shouted the name of a god you don’t know, that you admit you don’t understand. By sense, you should have no faith in this god, and yet in your distress you called his name.’ Karl stepped away, limping around the clearing, testing his leg. He bent over the still carcass of the black boar and pulled his knife from its throat, wiping it clean on his trousers. ‘You answered my question.’


      ‘What question?’ Nils looked agitated.


      Karl didn’t look at him. ‘Whether the worship of Chaos among mutants is a conscious reaction against old gods who have abandoned us, or whether it lies deeper. Does the fact that we bear the mark of Chaos make us things of Chaos? You, Nils, you were closer to the old gods than any of us. But in your panic you didn’t call for Morr or Sigmar. You called for Tzeentch, the god who made you this thing of corruption.’


      From behind him he could hear Nils shift position, probably towards a weapon of some kind. ‘So what?’ the mutant asked. ‘What does that have to do with getting back to the camp with a ton of pork and a man with a broken leg?’


      ‘It’s about what you believe,’ Karl said. ‘I believe that the works of Chaos are intolerable and must be destroyed. And though I believe you do not understand it, and you think yourself a good man who has been used cruelly by fate, you are in your heart a thing of Chaos.’


      ‘But you can’t exorcise the Chaos out of me,’ Nils protested. Karl stood and turned, tucking the knife into his trousers. He picked up the broken spear, adjusting his grip on the wood, and advanced across the clearing. Nils saw his expression and tried to scrabble away, around the trunk of the elm.


      ‘Seench! Seench!’ he whimpered. ‘Why like this? Why didn’t you let the boar kill me?’


      ‘I wanted you to know why you’re going to die,’ Karl said, ‘It’s not personal. All things of Chaos must be destroyed, it’s as simple as that.’


      Nils kicked out with his good leg. Karl dodged it and put one foot on the mutant’s broken limb, pressing down. Nils screamed in pain, flailing his arms, tears streaking his bizarre face.


      ‘For pity’s sake,’ he pleaded.


      ‘I pity you, but that will not save you,’ Karl said. He took aim with the spear, careful to avoid the jerkin.


      ‘But you’re marked by Chaos too!’ Nils squealed.


      ‘My time will come,’ Karl said, and thrust downwards.


      He staggered into the circle of huts at a limping run, his trousers torn and bloody. ‘Nils is hurt!’ he shouted. ‘He’s been gored by a boar!’


      The curtain of Max’s door flapped open and Max lurched out, pulling on a jacket. ‘Seench!’ he said. ‘Badly?’


      Karl nodded. ‘It smashed his leg and ripped him open on the ground,’ he said. ‘But he was still alive when I started back.’


      ‘Where?’


      Karl pointed. ‘About three miles, by the big elm by the stream.’ Max nodded. Behind him Luise emerged from his hut. Her hair was perfectly in place, but her hair was always perfectly in place.


      ‘Nils?’ she said. Karl nodded. ‘He looked pretty bad,’ he said.


      Max pursed his lips. ‘What happened to the boar?’


      ‘I cut its throat.’


      ‘You got it?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Well then,’ Max said, ‘we should wait till Rolf gets back, so he can carry it. Nils is either dead already, or he’ll survive.’


      Karl nodded, his face deliberately grim. ‘If he’s dead,’ he said, ‘his jerkin’s mine.’


      That night he lay on the hard bed and stared up at the holes in the thatch. Nils didn’t answer my question, he thought, I did. Chaos is in me deeper than I had thought. It has my body, and now it is starting to grip my mind with these thoughts of wild death. That’s why I dream of blood and fire.


      I must resist it as long as I can, and I must know when I can hold it back no longer. I must be strong in body, mind and soul, but I cannot be strong forever. Chaos has twisted me, and I must learn to twist the power it has given me for my own ends. We have to play the hand of cards that fate deals us in this life. Only a coward throws in his hand before the game is won or lost, though if you find yourself playing with cheats, only a fool continues without cheating against them.


      But how does a man cheat Chaos? It was like cheating a mountain, setting one’s shoulder against a river, stabbing the sun in the back. It was a thing that gods and the heroes of legend might have done, but he was just a man. Less than a man.


      No. That was his old voice, like an echo from the past. If he learned to use what Chaos had given him he could be at least equal to other men, or even more. He healed faster than he had as a man. He felt his senses were more alert, more acute. Other changes might follow. For now, it was enough that he knew the path he had to follow.


      He drifted into sleep.


      Hours later he suddenly woke. There had been a voice. Something had said a word or a sentence. It had sounded like the speaker was in his hut. Without moving his head, his eyes searched the shadows for an intruder. Nothing.


      Perhaps someone was outside the door, trying to attract his attention. He had told them he didn’t sleep, and it was possible they still believed it. Maybe it had been an owl. Or a dream. He didn’t think he’d been dreaming.


      ‘Is anyone there?’ he whispered.


      ‘Sssainie-unn thare? Unn-thare?’ said the voice in his ear.


      Not his ear. His neck.


      He could feel the lips of his second mouth move as they tried to enunciate the syllables. Like a baby, he thought wildly, and reached up to clasp a hand over it, to silence its babbling. He felt hot breath, and then the wet sensuousness of the tip of a tongue licking the palm of his hand. There was no sense of taste from it and, more horrifying, no sense of control. He could not make this tongue move, and he could not stop it.


      The mouth was possessed. It could breathe and speak.


      He kept his hand over it, stifling its words. He could feel it moving under his palm. Then it bit him, hard.


      He gasped in pain, threw off the blanket and tore a long strip of cloth from it, winding it around his neck several times and tucking it around itself to muffle any more sound or movement. Then he slumped back onto the bed. His mind was whirling so fast his thoughts were dizzying.


      At first light he ran to the stream. Leaning over the calm edge of the pool he pulled the lips of his second mouth apart and stared at the reflection. The angle was bad but he could see it had sharp pointed teeth, like a fox’s. He stared at it for a long time, until he became aware of someone coming up behind him. It was Max.


      ‘I heard you talking in your sleep last night,’ Max said.


      ‘I don’t sleep,’ said Karl. Max gave a sarcastic smile and walked off to the fire-pit.


      * * *


      The spring sunlight was too bright, sparkling off the surface of the Reik, hurting Karl’s eyes and distracting his focus. He tried to concentrate his mind, but Rolf’s great arm wrapped around his neck did not make it easy. He tightened his own grip on Max, pressing the knife against the coarse skin of the man’s throat. The mutant leader inhaled sharply and pressed his head back against Karl’s face. How could a man who washed himself in the stream every day smell so rank?


      Across the patch of muddy ground stood Luise and Hermann. She was holding the reins of a horse, whose rider sprawled in a bloody heap a few feet away. Hermann was holding his broken arm and whimpering.


      It had all gone terribly wrong.


      Spring had come but the warmer weather had not brought more food and there had been long weeks of hunger in the camp. In desperation Max had decided to go back to the river path in the hope of ambushing a traveller. After three days of lying in wait they had got lucky: a uniformed man on a horse, riding south. Karl, hidden in the undergrowth, recognised him as an Imperial messenger, carrying letters from the court or the generals in Altdorf to the outlying regions of the Empire.


      The man had not dismounted, but had ridden cautiously around where Hermann lay face-down and corpse-like in the mud, looking at the body. The horse had stepped on Hermann’s arm and it had broken with a crunch. The youth had screamed. The ambushers had rushed from their hides, the horse had reared and unseated its rider, and Karl had sensed his opportunity, and lunged for Max.


      It had gone wrong.


      Really, his hand had been forced. The mood of the camp had been different since Nils’s death. Partly it was the void created by the absence of a member of a small community, but there had been no one to lead the mutants’ prayers to “Seench”, nobody to make up consoling gibberish about the Lords of Chaos to explain bad luck or dreams. The life of the group had lost a dimension.


      He knew the others suspected him of killing Nils. He was still the new arrival, the unknown quantity, and Max would not have missed a chance to divide the mutants further, separating Karl from the others by making him a threat. But in the last few days things had come to a head. The lack of food endangered Max’s position as leader, and there was only one person who had the strength of character to take over: Karl. Even though he didn’t want that, Max still saw him as a problem.


      Two days ago he had heard Max talking to Rolf. I’m sure Karl killed Nils, he’d said. I’m sure he wants us all dead, he’d said. If you find yourself alone with him, kill him, he’d said. After all, he’d added as an afterthought, we need the meat.


      Now Karl stood sandwiched between Rolf, who had him in a stranglehold, and Max, who was at his mercy. It was a stalemate, and all three men knew it. If Karl felt Rolf’s arm tightening then he would slash Max’s throat in an instant. If he moved, either to kill Max or to get away, then Rolf would break his neck.


      The three of them could stand there forever, in balance, except that Karl could feel warm blood running down his leg. He hoped it was from the stab-wound he’d put in Max’s back. He hoped it meant Max was bleeding to death; but then if Max died Rolf would kill him too. It looked like the only one whose life was assured was Rolf.


      Luise and Hermann kept their distance. The sun bathed them all in golden light.


      It was all over bar the talking, he thought.


      Max started. ‘Have you gone mad?’ he asked. ‘What the hell was that for?’


      ‘Yeah, you bastard, what was that for?’ Hermann echoed. Rolf grunted. Karl thought fast, knowing that his chance of dividing the others, using Max’s own tactic against him, was weakening every second. If he hesitated too long they would regroup against him.


      ‘I saw you going for Rolf, you bastard,’ he said.


      ‘What?’ said Max.


      Karl paused, working out his words. Give them some truth, tell them their suspicions were right, then build the lie on that, he told himself. He swallowed and took a breath. ‘I know you all think I killed Nils,’ he said. ‘Well, I did.’


      Rolf’s arm jerked tighter round his neck. Luise gasped. Karl knew he had to continue or he was dead. ‘I did it on Max’s orders,’ he said, ‘just like Max ordered Nils to kill me the first night I was here.’


      ‘What the hell are you talking about?’ Max demanded. Karl dug the point of the knife into his skin and he shut up. Rolf’s arm relaxed slightly, enough for him to breath. The big man wanted to hear what he had to say. That was something.


      ‘He knew Nils had been having visions from Tze… from Seench, predicting doom for the camp if he remained in charge,’ he said. ‘He was scared Nils would tell the rest of you. Nils told me, but I trusted Max more than I trusted Nils. And look at the result.’


      Max struggled. ‘This is nonsense. It’s a trick! Not a word is true!’ he shouted. Karl kept him in a tight grip. Behind him he could feel Rolf shifting.


      ‘Max told me not to tell anyone, so I didn’t. I didn’t know then how he likes to set us against each other, to keep himself on top of the heap,’ Karl said. ‘Then two days ago he gave me another order. He told me to kill Rolf.’


      Rolf growled and his arm round Karl’s neck tightened. Karl had no idea if the huge man was believing him or preparing to kill him.


      ‘He was afraid Rolf would become a monster and kill us all,’ he said, and then in a flash of inspiration: ‘And he said we needed the meat.’ Max’s line to Rolf.


      There was hubbub. ‘The meat?’ Luise demanded. Rolf was growling. Max was shouting, ‘I didn’t, I did not!’ but nobody was listening. Hermann watched with narrowed eyes. Karl waited. The person whose reaction he wanted to see was the one person he couldn’t. The thoughts would be working their way through Rolf’s mind, linking to his conversation with Max. Would the two ideas knit together, the fact and the lie? Would Rolf think what Karl wanted him to think: that Max had set the two of them against each other, not caring who killed who?


      Karl waited a second, and another, and delivered his last shot. ‘Because he’s not going to eat his woman, is he?’ he said. ‘Or his son?’


      Hermann’s eyes snapped open wide and he took a step forward. Right reaction, wrong person, Karl thought, and then he felt Rolf’s arm pull away from his neck. The huge man roared with anger and his hand with its huge meaty fingers reached around Karl to grab Max by the hair and lift him into the air. Karl released his grip on Max’s neck and ducked away.


      ‘I didn’t! I swear I didn’t! By Seench! I swear!’ Max was shouting, scrabbling at the air, grabbing at Rolf’s hand as his feet swung. Rolf’s face, now that Karl could see it, was set firm with fury. He had been right: they all knew Max’s manipulative ways. They had been ready to believe anything that affirmed their suspicions, and his lies had played to their fears.


      Hermann was running forward, shouting something incoherent, his broken arm hanging loose, his other two waving wildly.


      Almost in slow motion, Rolf reached up with his left hand, gripped Max’s shoulder and twisted.


      Many years before Karl had heard the two-inch mooring-rope of a hundred-foot Reik river-barge snap as the boat was torn from its dock in a storm. Max’s neck breaking sounded like that.


      Luise screamed. Rolf dropped the body and it crumpled on the ground, limp and thin. The man-bear stood straight, looking down at his work. Hermann collided with him. ‘Uff,’ Rolf said and pushed the youth away. It was only then that Karl saw the knife in the boy’s middle hand. It was red with blood.


      Rolf saw it too, now. Hermann thrust again, but Rolf swatted him out of the way before the knife touched him, the strength of the flat of his hand throwing the youth away. He fell and lay still. Luise ran to him.


      Rolf looked down at the wound in his stomach, the blood emerging in lazy pulses, running over his hairy skin and falling to the ground. He looked across at Karl, and there was pain and puzzlement on his strange, stretched face. He growled, low and rumbling. Karl looked back, fighting to keep his expression blank. He said nothing.


      Rolf started to gesture at him, his hands spelling out the incomprehensible words of his manual language. Then he looked at Karl, his eyes pleading.


      ‘I don’t understand you,’ Karl said. ‘None of us can.’


      Rolf’s gaze dropped to the body of Max, twisted and still in the mud. Tears welled in his eyes. He dropped to his knees beside the corpse of the only man who could have translated his grief, closed his eyes, threw back his head and howled his rage, pain and sorrow at the sky.


      Karl stood beside him, lifted his dagger and drove it down into Rolf’s right eye, putting all his strength behind it. He felt it pierce tissue and punch through bone, and he forced it down, deep into the bear-man’s brain, up to the hilt. Then he twisted it.


      Rolf still howled as his body fell forward but the sound was dying, fading to a sigh, an exhalation, a last breath. The ground shook slightly as the huge body hit it, the mass of muscle trembling, then lying still. Karl studied it for a moment. Hermann’s dropped dagger was lying close by, and he picked it up.


      No point in trying to retrieve his own; it was stuck against the bone and pinned under hundreds of pounds of dead mutant.


      Luise crouched beside the unmoving body of Hermann. Her huge eyes were wet with tears, the moisture running down her face as she looked up at Karl.


      ‘He’s not dead,’ she said.


      Karl said nothing.


      ‘Help me,’ she said.


      ‘That seems unlikely,’ he said.


      The words seemed to have no effect for a few seconds, then she brushed her hair out of her eyes. It was the only time he had seen it out of place. ‘Are you going to kill us all?’ she said.


      ‘Yes,’ said Karl.


      ‘Why?’ Her tears were drying, her bizarre, exaggerated beauty flowing back across her face like thick oil poured on water.


      ‘Call it my mission,’ he said.


      ‘But we helped you,’ she said. ‘We gave you shelter, food…’


      ‘You left me to die, in this spot,’ he said, ‘and by doing it you saved me from myself. Do not think I am not grateful. I will repay you by doing everything I can to destroy the forces that made you what you are.’


      She stared at him uncomprehendingly for a long moment and then turned back to Hermann, laying a hand on his forehead. ‘Max wasn’t his father,’ she said. ‘I don’t know why you said that.’


      ‘He wanted a father,’ he said, ‘and he wanted it to be Max. He could count: he was six, you’d been here six years. He thought you were keeping the truth from him for some reason. I just told him what he wanted to hear.’


      ‘How did you know all that?’ she asked.


      Karl stared at her, his face hard. How could any mother know her child so little? ‘Our worst insults are the ones we fear the most,’ he said. ‘There was a reason he called everyone a bastard.’


      Killing Luise and Hermann was not pleasant, and he did not enjoy it. Once they were dead he checked the messenger and found his neck broken by his fall. His horse had wandered a few hundred yards down the path and was cropping grass. He found it, led it back and tethered it to a tree. It found more grass and cropped on, unconcerned by the presence of so much death.


      He opened its saddlebags, drew out the letters the messenger had been carrying, and broke their seals. As he finished reading each one, he crumpled it and tossed it into the river, letting the current bear its news downstream, back to the capital. Most of them were pointless and a few were tedious: matters of church intrigue or court orders. A couple were in code. A couple were personal, not to say intimate. He read them all. He had forgotten the pleasure the written word could bring.


      Of the stack, only one caught his interest. The Second Nuln Lancers were instructed to ride north with all speed, in defence of the Empire against an army of Chaos forces said to be travelling south. They were to travel to the Eiskalt valley, thirty miles south of Wolfenburg, and rendezvous with the main force of the army led by Duke Heller.


      Karl smiled, folded the letter and tucked it in the pocket of his jerkin.


      He stripped his clothes from the corpses – his shirt from Hermann, his boots from Max – and put them on. Apart from the knife, which he left lodged in Rolf’s eye, he had recovered almost everything he had taken from Altdorf. It seemed like a lifetime ago. In a way, it was. The time he had spent here had taught him much. There were still things he needed to finish, loose ends to tie up, but now he had everything he needed to do that.


      Everything? He thought for a moment in the afternoon sunlight, then strode back into the forest, walking the trail he had grown to know, back to the empty camp, the smouldering embers of the untended fire, the pathetic scrap of land that Max had seen as the future of the community.


      Karl did not stop to contemplate it, or recall memories of the last few months. He walked to Luise’s hut and ducked inside, emerging a moment later with the saddlebags he had brought from Altdorf. He unbuckled the fastener and drew out Braubach’s journal from the dark leather where it had sat untouched since the mutants had taken it from him. He held its familiar weight in his hand and felt calm for the first time in many days. Then he walked back to the river, untied the horse and mounted it, turned up the collar of his cloak to hide the mark of Chaos on his neck, and rode away towards the north and Wolfenburg. Duke Heller’s army was there, and answers.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTEEN


      Bloody Things


      Karl reined in his horse and stared out across the flood-plain. Below him, in the distance, the silver-grey trail of the Eiskalt River snaked across the landscape, bounded by hills in the distance on either side. Over millennia the spring floods had washed down the contours of the land, depositing silt from the Middle Mountains to the river Talabec, creating a valley floor of dark, rich soil that stretched from the foothills around the city of Wolfenberg thirty miles north all the way to Talabheim more than a hundred miles south. In the last few days of his ride he had passed prosperous villages fortified behind stockades, their fields green with the shoots of young wheat, barley, rye and oats. There would be a good harvest this year.


      But not around here. This was where the civilisation of the Empire met the wilderness of the Forest of Shadows. The floor and sides of the valley were thickly forested by a green blanket of oaks, beech, ash and firs, still in their spring leaves. The wide band of the Eiskalt cut through it like a highway, dotted with sandbanks and islands. There was little traffic on the river; the places it connected had nothing to say to each other.


      At the edge of the forest the terrain broke for a hill that rose above the valley floor, its steeply contoured sides abrupt and alien. Between it and the river the hand of a celestial architect had drawn a great square on the landscape, imposing geometrical rigidity and rules onto the world. Karl could make out the ramparts, rows of tents, the stockade, even the figures of the soldiers moving between them. Around three thousand men, he estimated: a thousand more than they’d had in the Grey Mountains. A formidable force, and more to come. They had cut a new road across the plain and carts and cattle progressed along it in trains. It took a lot of food to sustain an army that large.


      Karl nodded to himself. The camp was in a good position, easily defensible, protected on two sides by the hill and the river and far enough from the forest to make ambushes and surprise assaults difficult. The officers had made their quarters on the hill itself, for greater protection and to let them plan the defence and set pieces of any battles that might come. That would be where he would find Duke Heller.


      He focused his gaze on the hill. There were buildings there, more substantial than a summer encampment would erect. Old stone walls stood white and solid between the tents, and the banner of the army flew proud and high from a crenellated tower at one end. It looked like a ruined fortification, a large one, but he could not remember ever having heard about such a thing up here. But then he was from the Reikland, the south. Ostland was a foreign country to him. Things were different here.


      He spurred his horse and started down the side of the valley, descending to meet the road below.


      The gates to the camp were almost identical to the ones he had passed through nine months ago, probably built by the same tools, wielded by the same carpenters, following the same plans. As before, two Reiklander pikemen were standing on guard, their white and red uniforms emblazoned with a campaign medal from last summer’s wars against the orcs. He didn’t recognise them.


      He rode up and they crossed their pikes in front of him. ‘State your business,’ one said.


      He should have anticipated that, but he had been thinking what he would say to Duke Heller. Of course they would stop a man in civilian clothes, on a strange horse. ‘I am Lieutenant Karl Hoche, formerly of the Fifth Reiklanders,’ he said. ‘I need to see the duke.’


      ‘Papers,’ the guard said.


      ‘I have none,’ said Karl.


      ‘Can’t let you in without papers.’


      ‘He doesn’t need papers, you oafs,’ said a familiar voice behind them. ‘Haven’t you heard about Lieutenant Hoche, who saved the battle of Wissendorf?’


      ‘Sergeant Braun!’ said Karl.


      ‘Well met, sir,’ Braun said, walking over. ‘And a surprise it is too. We heard you’d got caught up in the affairs of the city and wouldn’t be back. Are you rejoining us?’


      ‘That depends on the duke,’ Karl said, and paused. He didn’t know what to say: of all the conversations he had rehearsed on the long ride from the Reikland, first along the Reik and then up through Talabecland, Hochland and Ostland, this had not been among them. How could he talk to old friends and comrades when the man they had known was so greatly changed? He had nothing to say to them.


      ‘I heard you were in the wars,’ he added finally.


      ‘You too, sir, by the looks of your face,’ Braun said.


      Karl started, his hand rising involuntarily to his collar. Then he caught himself and deliberately continued the movement, lifting his fingers to his nose. ‘This? Not a war. Hardly more than a skirmish.’


      ‘Jealous husband? Angry father?’ Braun said, laughing.


      ‘Six mutants in the forest,’ Karl said, and Braun stopped.


      ‘Six?’ he said. ‘Blimey. How many were you?’


      ‘Alone.’


      ‘What happened?’


      ‘I killed them all.’


      Braun’s mouth hung open. ‘That must have been some fight,’ he said.


      ‘It was,’ said Karl, ‘though it took longer than you’d think.’


      His cover story was simple: riding back to the regiment he had been attacked on the road and badly wounded. He had sought sanctuary in a village temple where a priest of Shallya had brought him back to health. It had taken months. Once healed, he had learned where the army was and had returned. It was a simple story but hard to disprove. He told it to Braun, practising the details as the two of them walked through the camp towards the hill and the duke’s tent. The sergeant led Karl’s horse and Karl walked beside him, glad to stretch his legs after the long morning in the saddle.


      ‘It’ll be good to have you back, sir,’ Braun said. ‘The lieutenant who they brought in to replace you is, if you don’t mind my language, a bit of a nob. Lieutenant Knopf. Not a pikeman at all. Doesn’t understand the tactics and can’t be made to learn them. Be nice to have a Reiklander in charge again. The men still talk about you. They would do anything for you if you gave the word.’


      Karl shook his head. ‘I don’t know if Duke Heller will give me my command back,’ he said, ‘or even if he has a job for me. There’s been to be some bad blood around after what happened with the Knights Panther.’


      Braun looked across at him. ‘I’d been wondering,’ he said. ‘What did happen with that?’


      Karl stopped so abruptly that the horse, walking behind him, bumped his back with its nose. ‘What do you mean?’ he said. ‘Wasn’t there an investigation?’


      ‘Oh yes,’ said Braun. ‘It lasted two days and decided that some cook had picked a wrong mushroom for the Panthers’ stew or they’d eaten some mildewed grain and all gone mad or something. That was the last of it. They didn’t even send out a patrol to find them.’


      ‘That was all?’ Karl was horrified. ‘But I took the news to Altdorf about what Schulze and I found in the wood… Nobody came? No witch hunters, no Imperial agents? Priests of Sigmar? Nobody at all?’ He could tell from Braun’s expression that his fears were correct. There had been a cover-up. Perhaps the council of the Knights Panther had managed to hide the truth and protect their reputation after all, he thought. Perhaps Braubach had even been in on the scheme, keeping him from the witch hunters so they could not investigate properly.


      No. He was overreacting. He needed to find how the land lay before he could start guessing where his enemies were hidden.


      ‘I’m surprised to see you again, lieutenant,’ Duke Heller said. ‘Pleasantly so, but still surprised. I had feared that the delights of Altdorf had robbed the army of a good man.’


      The duke’s tent was the largest in a semicircle beside the main part of the ruined fort, a maze of foundations and crumbled walls. From the style, Karl guessed it had been built around three or four hundred years ago and by human hands: a dwarf-built fort of the same age would still be standing strong. He and the duke sat outside the tent on camp stools, next to a low table with a flagon of wine on it. Spread out below them, the camp lay quiet in the afternoon sun.


      ‘Why is the army here?’ Karl asked.


      Duke Heller drank wine and sniffed. ‘An oracle in Altdorf reckons there’s a Chaos force coming in from the north-east. We’re here to meet them,’ he said.


      ‘So you’re waiting for them to come to you?’


      ‘Essentially yes. We’ve got scouts out in the field, looking for their outrunners, and the men train, build fortifications and get accustomed to the terrain every day. But it’s a waiting game, and a damned tedious one.’


      ‘What type of Chaos force?’ Karl asked.


      ‘Not specified. You know oracles. Can’t ask them if they want a drink without getting three stanzas of metaphysics. Bloody things.’


      Karl sipped his wine. ‘What happened with that business last summer?’ he asked, choosing his words carefully. ‘I handed in my reports in Altdorf and that was the last I heard of it.’


      The duke drummed his fingers on his empty goblet in a basic staccato rhythm and paused. ‘Well,’ he said at last, ‘it seemed our suspicion was right: some drug had been slipped into their food. Not an accident, but we hushed that up, though we got the villain responsible. Not the dread hand of Chaos, more the dread hand of Tilean agents. I know,’ – he held up a hand to silence Karl’s unspoken question – ‘that you were sure it was your Chaos God theory. No evidence for it, I’m afraid. When in doubt apply Occam’s Broadsword: the simplest explanation is usually the one that’s right. And with respect you’re a low-ranking layman in these things, whereas Johannes Bohr has had some training.’


      The Chaos worshippers burnt all the evidence, Karl thought, and a good man along with it, and they did cover it up. I begin to smell the reason why Bohr was so eager to pack me off to Altdorf with news that would get me killed, and handle the investigation himself. The answers I seek are here but they are patches on a cloak, hiding something larger beneath.


      ‘Is there a place for me here?’ he asked.


      Duke Heller leaned forward and clapped him on the shoulder. ‘For a man with your experience? We couldn’t do this without you, Karl.’ He stroked his moustache. ‘Of course we can’t give you your old command, that’s with a new fellow, Lieutenant Knopf – a good man but hasn’t been properly blooded yet – but there’s a company of mercenaries and sellswords, fifty or sixty of ’em, locals and itinerants mostly, who have been scouting for us. They’re an absolute shambles and they need to be shown some discipline. Job’s yours. Knock them into shape. Now if you’ll excuse me…’


      The duke stood, up, and Karl jumped to his feet and saluted. The gesture felt strange: on one level it was a reflex, automatic and reassuring, but on another it belonged to the life he had deliberately cut off months ago. He felt like an interloper, here under false pretences, his movements false and his every word a lie. I am not the Karl Hoche these men know, he reminded himself, but for now I must put on his mask and pretend to be him. These familiar ways must not become too comfortable. I must not forget what I have been through and what I have become.


      He touched the high collar on his jerkin. Little danger of him forgetting that.


      The sellswords’ rows of tents were in the far corner of the camp, between the stable and the latrines. It showed the low regard the regular soldiers held for the mercenaries. Karl walked down, examining the empty tents, the unwashed cooking pots, the clothes and equipment left strewn on the damp earth. He wasn’t impressed. This was a force without discipline or the right attitude. Men who didn’t take care of their living quarters wouldn’t look after their comrades in the field. He wondered how they’d do in battle, and suspected it wouldn’t be good. He’d seen sellswords break and run too often.


      A whistling was coming from one of the tents. Karl rounded its end and saw a short man with dark, close-cropped hair sitting on a camp-stool, a bandaged leg set out straight. He was polishing a sword but looked up as Karl approached.


      ‘Nobody here,’ he said, his northern accent strong. ‘They’re off scouting. Be back before dusk.’


      ‘What happened to your leg?’ Karl asked.


      ‘Nasty cut. Sword-practice. Can’t put any weight on it.’


      ‘How long have you been invalided out?’


      ‘Two weeks,’ the man said, ‘and I think the surgeon might give me another week if I slip him a shilling.’


      ‘Who’s your senior officer?’ Karl asked.


      ‘Ralf Langstock,’ he said and there was contempt in his tone, ‘but he’s dead. So we don’t have one.’


      ‘You do now,’ said Karl. ‘And you stand up and salute when an officer approaches, you address him as “sir” and you call him by his proper rank when talking about him. Is that clear?’


      The man grinned. ‘Yes, all right,’ he said.


      ‘Stand up,’ Karl said.


      ‘What, with this leg?’


      ‘Stand and salute.’ Karl’s voice was iron. The man stumbled to his feet, planting the tip of his sword on the ground to use as a crutch. Karl kicked it away.


      ‘Never abuse your weapon like that,’ he said. ‘What’s your name?’


      ‘Tobias Kurtz.’


      ‘Sir.’


      ‘Tobias Kurtz, sir.’ When the salute finally came, it was surprisingly sharp.


      ‘Good,’ Karl said. ‘Smarten up. You’re taking the Emperor’s shilling and fighting in his army, you obey his rules and respect his kit. Remember it and tell the others. I’m going to the quartermaster for my uniform and equipment. When I come back I want that tent in the middle pitched properly and empty except for a bed and one storage trunk. Got that?’


      As he returned, his arms full of new clothes, he could hear Kurtz complaining as he worked but the tent had been cleared, its poles were straight and its guy-ropes were taut. He walked past Kurtz’s salute into its cool interior. Inside, the tent was spotless. Karl changed into his uniform, taking care to button the collar tight and high, not daring to take off the grubby cloth that gagged his mutation. It felt good to have a sword on his hip again.


      Kurtz was a classic malingerer, doing as little work as possible, but if given the right challenge he would set to the task with a will. He was probably in on every scam and scheme going on in the camp. Such a man could be a valuable ally, or a brutal enemy, depending on how he was handled. If the sellswords were as bad as Karl had been told, he thought, then he would need all the allies among them that he could make. He was here to find answers, not to spend his time butting his head against a bunch of recalcitrant mercenaries.


      ‘Kurtz, come in here,’ he said. The soldier came to the tent entrance and saluted. Karl looked for a trace of irony or insolence in the gesture but couldn’t find it.


      ‘I need an orderly,’ he said. ‘Someone I can trust. Someone who’ll give me straight answers and not abuse their position too much.’


      ‘You want me to recommend someone, sir?’


      ‘No, Kurtz, I want you.’


      The short man’s mouth hung open for a second in surprise, but he shut it swiftly. Karl guessed he’d never been given a position of responsibility in his life. Good. It meant he’d work harder to keep this one.


      ‘You’ll have to tell me what to do, sir,’ Kurtz said.


      ‘You’ll pick it up soon enough. When the others get back, spread the word that this group will sharpen up. I know you’re irregulars but that’s not an excuse for slackness. Right now, every soldier up the hill thinks you lot are a disgrace and not worth the gold you’re paid. That is going to change. Am I clear?’


      Kurtz grinned. ‘As the air, sir.’


      ‘Good. Make them believe it. And while you’re waiting for them to get back, you can start clearing up this section of the camp.’


      Kurtz saluted again and turned away. After a step or two he turned back. ‘Sir?’


      ‘What is it?’


      ‘Do I get more pay?’


      ‘No, but you get more respect.’


      ‘Yes sir!’ Kurtz walked off. His limp had disappeared. Karl watched him begin to pick up the mercenaries’ detritus and throw it into the tents, or onto a nearby fire. The man would never be close to what Schulze had been, he thought, but it was a start.


      The sellswords came back before the sun had touched the horizon, a motley crew with a mix of clothes and equipment, unkempt, surly and hungry. Karl made them practise drilling and defensive formations for two hours until the gong sounded from the mess tents below the hill and the soldiers formed queues in front of the great iron cooking-pots, carrying their tin bowls and spoons.


      There was grumbling among the men, some of it within Karl’s earshot. He joined the queue with them, took his food with them and sat with them, talking, learning who was experienced, who was dependable, who was trustworthy and who wasn’t.


      The food was thick stew and coarse bread. Its taste was familiar but he couldn’t place it.


      ‘One thing in the army never changes,’ he said, ‘the food’s always slop.’


      ‘Tastes like prison food,’ said Johan, a hulk of a man with a Middenheim accent and bad tattoos. Karl grinned. Under the bandage on his neck, he felt his second mouth move, as if it was chewing.


      That night he lay in his tent and refused to sleep, listening. The men murmured around their fires for an hour after he had retired, speaking of him in low voices. He knew they didn’t mix much with the regular soldiers, but in a day or so one of them who did would speak to a Reiklander of their new officer, the disciplinarian with the smashed nose, and would hear about Lieutenant Hoche and his reputation. Until then, let them murmur.


      A couple of the men snored. In the stables the horses snorted and coughed. The night breeze carried a stench from the latrines; in the morning he would talk to the camp’s engineering officer about digging a water-course through the camp so the river sluiced the filth away. In the forest owls hooted, calling to each other on their dark hunts, and in the distance the low rushing of the Eiskalt suffused the night with cool sound. It seemed to call to him.


      Around midnight he heard a clatter and an oath. Tent-fabric rustled. He crept to the mouth of his tent and watched. The moon was slim, giving little light, but it was enough to show two figures emerge from their quarters and steal through the silent ranks of canvas towards the camp gate. He let them get around twenty yards, then threw open the tent-flap and strode out.


      ‘Where in hell do you think you’re going?’ he said loudly.


      One of the men started and dropped the bundle he was carrying. The other stopped and turned, but did not say anything.


      ‘Where are you going?’ Karl asked again.


      ‘We’re leaving,’ the second man said. Karl recognised him: a tall Talabheimer who had sat and glowered throughout supper, not saying a word.


      ‘Why?’


      ‘We don’t like you.’


      Karl threw his head back and laughed. ‘Then go,’ he said. ‘Go at once. You don’t have what it takes to make a soldier. If you want to serve someone you like, get a job with your father or your uncle. Marry some girl who’ll get fat, raise children who hate you because all your stories of bravery are lies, and die knowing nothing of honour or glory, or what it takes to be a man.’


      The first man stooped to pick up the contents of his bundle. ‘Leave it,’ Karl said. ‘That belongs to the Emperor. You leave this camp with nothing but what you brought to it. Being a soldier takes more than wearing a sword, swaggering and swearing.


      ‘If you had stayed I would have taught you those things, but you’re not willing to learn. The Emperor does not need men like you in his service. You’re a coward: you don’t fear the enemy but you fear hard work, and that’s worse. I won’t waste my time on you. Get out.’


      There was a long, hard silence. Karl could feel the tension all around. Hidden in their tents, the irregulars were awake and listening. Half of what he had said was for their ears.


      He didn’t move. After seconds the other two did, turning and walking towards the gate, the Talabheimer leading. Karl watched them go, then picked up their bundles of pilfered equipment and put them inside his tent. The tension was still in the air. He walked slowly between the tents, stepping carefully. Some men were whispering. He guessed two, maybe three more would be gone by morning, but the rest would be one step closer to being real soldiers.


      He was awake now, full of energy and would not sleep for another hour. Plus he needed time to think, and walking would help him do that. There was still something missing from his picture of the camp.


      He looked up the hill to where the officers’ encampment was. Above the tents, the ruin of the ancient castle lurked in shadow, still and ominous. Below it, the camp was laid out by sections and he walked its regular aisles between the rows of canvas, noting where the different banners flew, where each section of the army was. There was something about its layout that made him uncomfortable, though he could not name it. He needed some perspective.


      He found the section for the Fifth Reiklanders and felt a wave of nostalgia. How many of the men in these tents had he known, had fought alongside him, had obeyed his orders though their lives depended on them? How many had died at the hands of orcs? A part of him wanted to step back into these ranks, to take up his old life, to be the old Karl Hoche, the man he had been before his world had become a wider and more terrifying place. He fought it down. That would not do.


      Ahead, a figure flitted between two tents and into shadow. He didn’t turn his head or break his stride but watched carefully from the corner of his eye. His Untersuchung training, he thought. Now he knew there was someone there, it was easy to track them. Was it someone trying to get past him, or someone shadowing him?


      He walked on, catching glimpses of movement. The figure was keeping up with him, staying around twenty yards away, moving only when Karl’s vision was blocked by at least one tent. He could give chase, he thought, but it would likely be fruitless: his stalker probably knew the camp better than he did and would have a bolt-hole prepared. There was only one thing to do.


      The row of tents ended at the mess area, deserted at night, its fires out and the great iron cooking-pots cold and empty on their tripods. There was nobody around to hear or see anything. He walked to the middle of the area, stopped and turned.


      ‘Come here,’ he said. For a moment there was no movement, then a man dressed in black appeared between two tents twenty yards away. He walked closer, stopping ten feet away, keeping his distance.


      ‘Lieutenant Hoche,’ he said. ‘Forgive me for this clumsy surveillance. My skills are a little rusty. I’m sure you remember me: I am Duke Heller’s aide-de-camp, Johannes Bohr, though perhaps you know me as Gunter Schmölling.’


      ‘You are Lieutenant Andreas Reisefertig of the Untersuchung,’ Karl said, ‘and I swore to Gottfried Braubach that I would kill you.’


      Reisefertig smiled. ‘My goodness,’ he said. ‘You don’t beat around the bush. How is dear Gottfried?’


      ‘Dead,’ said Karl, ‘as you know. They are all dead. Why did you do what you did to Gunter Schmölling?’


      ‘Firstly,’ Reisefertig said, ‘why should I give you answers? Secondly, what makes you think I did it? Gunter and I were working together, infiltrating the Illuminated Readers to remove a book we needed. Gunter went too far. I warned him the cult had turned to darker ways but he wouldn’t listen. I found him, his tongue and mind gone, and gave him to the care of Saint Olovald and then, knowing my life was at risk, fled.’


      ‘What book?’ Karl asked. Reisefertig smiled again.


      ‘That would be telling,’ he said. ‘But what of you? How did you survive the purge?’


      ‘Firstly,’ said Karl, ‘why in turn should I give you answers? Secondly, I don’t believe you. I think you found the information you required and left Schmölling as your scapegoat. You came to work for Duke Heller for a reason, and I think it’s connected to the Knights Panther who fled last summer. That’s why you covered up their crime.’


      ‘So you think I’m a Khorne cultist?’ Reisefertig asked, moving to sit on a bare wood bench. ‘You think I sent you to Altdorf to die?’


      ‘No. I think you sent me to Altdorf to join the Untersuchung, and Braubach thought so too.’ Karl carefully did not answer the question about Reisefertig’s gods. ‘But what he couldn’t tell me, and what I cannot work out, is why you did it.’


      Reisefertig tapped an idle rhythm on the wood of the bench and paused. ‘I refer you to the previous response about giving answers,’ he said. ‘If we are to share information and work together, then we must be able to trust each other.’


      ‘Can I trust you?’ Karl asked. Reisefertig snorted.


      ‘Of course not! You have no idea what I’m doing, and I know nothing of your reasons for returning.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘I do hope it’s nothing as petty as revenge.’


      Karl shook his head.


      ‘That’s a relief. But all the same, you’ll have to take my word for it that we’re on the same side, or at least your enemy is my enemy. Some would say that makes us allies.’ He paused. ‘Your being here is interesting. The duke himself said so earlier. You’re a bit of a wild card in this pack, Lieutenant Hoche, and I look forward to seeing how the game plays out.’


      Karl’s mind hummed with questions, but asking them would not get him any answers, only tell Reisefertig that he did not know them. He was learning how this game was played fast. The balance of power here was bad; the general’s aide had the upper hand. There would be a time for a full exchange of information, but this wasn’t it. For now it was enough to know that something was going on, something important enough for people to hide information from him and discuss him behind his back.


      Reisefertig looked away, then up into the night sky, and finally back at Karl.


      ‘So are you going to carry out your oath to kill me?’ he asked.


      ‘Yes,’ Karl said. ‘But not yet.’ He turned and walked away, back to his tent and his men.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOURTEEN


      Appetites


      The next morning Karl drilled the mercenaries for an hour before breakfast, then over bread, mutton and cheese he sat with three who seemed to be natural leaders and talked about the lie of the land.


      The news was not good. Their previous officer had obviously had little head for command and less for strategy. The sellswords had been scouting the width of the valley, but not in organised sweeps and only rarely moving away from regular tracks and paths. The groups were too large and had no training in scouting. They were not even sure what they were looking for. This had been going on for weeks.


      ‘Nobody asked about this?’ Karl protested.


      Johan shrugged wide shoulders covered in tattoos. ‘It’s the army way. You don’t question orders and you don’t ask for more.’


      Karl sent a messenger to the Fifth Reiklanders, asking two soldiers he remembered to come over and instruct his men in tracking and observation. Meanwhile, he asked Kurtz to call over men who knew the local area to help him understand the layout and terrain. Within an hour he had a sketch-map of the land and landmarks around the camp for ten miles in every direction, the most likely locations for enemy camps and approaches, and a system for patrolling and monitoring it all. The details would need refining, but it would do for today.


      He sat for a while, staring at the map and thinking. Something worried him. Mentally, he took the plan and overlaid it on his memory of the view from the hilltop. That was it. He let out a puzzled snort. Kurtz, polishing a breastplate nearby, looked up.


      ‘What is it, sir?’


      ‘Nothing. No, wait. Kurtz, you’re from Wolfenburg. Look at this.’ The short man peered at the chart as Karl pointed out positions on it. ‘We’re here, buttressed against the hill on the west side of the river. The oracle has told Duke Heller the Chaos army will come from the north-east,’ he indicated, ‘which means they’re going to have to cross the river at some point between here–’ point ‘–and here–’ point. ‘That makes them easy pickings for us: we’re well defended on all sides.’


      Kurtz nodded his understanding.


      ‘What worries me,’ Karl said, ‘is if the attack doesn’t come from the north-east, or if the army has already crossed the river somewhere upstream. They’ll come straight down the west side of the valley, into the north edge of the camp, which isn’t well protected or defended. If they used the woods for cover, they could get to within a quarter-mile of the camp before we knew they were even there. An army of decent size could take us completely by surprise.’


      ‘That’s what happened last time,’ said Kurtz.


      Karl jerked round to look at him. ‘Last time?’


      ‘When the castle was destroyed, back in the first incursion of Chaos. A big Empire army met a force that was supposed to be coming in from Kislev and the east. Maybe it crossed the river upstream, maybe it was coming from the north, but they charged in at dawn and broke the army’s back before anyone knew what was going on. My granddad heard about it from his granddad, whose father had met a man who survived it. The fall of Castle Lössnitz.’


      ‘I’ve heard of it,’ Karl said, ‘but I didn’t know this was the place.’ He stared up the hill at the sombre ruins, their broken walls offering no protection now. ‘From what I remember the Empire was victorious,’ he said. Kurtz shook his head.


      ‘A pretty poor sort of victory,’ he said. ‘Four thousand men were camped here the night before. You know how many were left by sunset? Ninety. Oh, they stopped the invasion and the general walked away so they call it a victory. But they lost the castle and an entire army.’ He stopped and looked away, chewing thoughtfully on his thumbnail. ‘I don’t like to be here,’ he said. ‘It makes my flesh crawl. Too much death. It’s a cursed place. That’s why nobody farms this land. Would you eat crops knowing they’d been grown in earth watered with the blood of four thousand men? They say at sunset that day this whole plain was red, and each year on the same day you can see it again. They call it the field of the cloth of blood.’


      ‘The cloth of blood,’ Karl said thoughtfully. He remembered the feel of a sodden Imperial banner, coarse and sticky against his fingers, draped over an altar in the ruins of a farmhouse, dark and glistening in summer moonlight. ‘So it all comes round again,’ he said.


      ‘So they say,’ Kurtz said. ‘I’ll tell you one thing, I wouldn’t have camped an army here.’


      ‘Nor would I,’ said Karl. He looked up the hill, to Duke Heller’s tent, where figures in a group were looking at charts, consulting. He felt someone had given him another part of the answer, but he had no idea what to do with it.


      ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘The men should be in the field by now. We’re going with them.’


      Kurtz looked surprised. ‘Old Langstock never–’


      ‘Old Langstock isn’t leading this company any more. No more shirking, Kurtz. I need you to be a soldier.’


      Big tattooed Johan, who Karl was surprised to discover was not only a natural leader but also the third son of a Hochland baron, took twenty men and headed north along one agreed route. An Ostlander named Ludolf who had a head full of sense and the tone of command in his voice went east with another twenty. Karl and the rest followed the river.


      The Eiskalt was narrower and shallower than the Reik. River traffic on it was rare, and though there was a path along its bank, it was narrow and overgrown. If the Reik was the backbone of the Empire, this was little more than its ankle.


      ‘Or its arsehole,’ Kurtz said, and the men laughed. The afternoon sun hung in the sky, they had seen nothing all day and they were bored. By now, Karl suspected, they would normally have found a shady tree and would be sleeping off their midday meal.


      ‘N-no, Wolfenburg’s the arsehole,’ said young Ewald and there was more laughter.


      ‘It’s people from Wolfenburg who are the arseholes!’ declared Matthias, who everyone called Dodger, ‘and there was guffawing and shouts of ’Oy, watch it!’


      ‘Enough! Quiet,’ Karl said from the rear. ‘This is reconnaissance work. Everything within three hundred yards knows we’re here now. That’s a good way to get ambushed.’


      The laughter died away as the troop walked on. Karl had missed many things about army life, but its sense of humour wasn’t one of them. He watched the men, noting who was using their new training and who would need a quiet word this evening.


      So, he thought, Duke Heller has camped his army on the site of a centuries-old massacre, and made exactly the same defensive mistake. He welcomes me back and gives me command of a minor section of the army, one that he knows will cause me trouble. He talks to his aide-de-camp about me, and the aide comes to watch me by night, possibly for his own motives but possibly for the duke. This is the same duke and aide who covered up the infiltration of an Imperial regiment and the sacrifice of Imperial soldiers by Khorne cultists the previous summer.


      Summer. How long ago was that?


      ‘Kurtz,’ he said, ‘what’s the date?’


      Kurtz scratched his head. ‘Almost the end of Jahrdrung,’ he said. ‘The… oh, the thirtieth.’


      ‘Th-thirty-first,’ said Ewald.


      ‘Mitterfruhl is not past?’ Karl asked.


      ‘Still three days hence.’


      Mitterfruhl, the spring equinox, the feast-day of Ulric, Taal the wild god, and the half-forgotten deities of the old faith too. Nine months since he had ridden out to Altdorf. What things had gestated and grown fat in that time, he wondered?


      Whatever was going on, Duke Heller was involved in some way. That was bad. He had no idea if the duke knew anything about his past year. Karl had claimed he had delivered his messages, tried to return and been injured, and the duke had not contradicted him. But the Untersuchung had notified the army that they were co-opting Karl. Had that message reached the duke? If not, perhaps Reisefertig had told him after last night’s conversation?


      If the duke knew, why had he said nothing? If this was all a plot that involved Chaos, why had he welcomed Karl – an agent of the agency that investigated Chaos conspiracies – back into the camp? Perhaps that was why he had given him the sellswords to command; to keep him distracted. Perhaps Heller believed Karl was not acting alone, and could not risk killing him without drawing suspicion. And if there was a scheme, how many of the other officers and other companies of the army were involved?


      Too many unknowns. He would have to start filling in the blanks in his understanding, and quickly. Wandering through the wilderness was not the place to do that. He wondered absently if there might be anything in Braubach’s journal that would help him. For a moment he missed the older agent’s detached cynicism with sorrow so sharp it felt like pain. He thought of the candle he had lit in the cathedral at Mondstille. It was time he lit another, and made his own peace with Sigmar.


      ‘Kurtz, where is the camp shrine?’ he asked


      ‘Up in the ruins, sir, in the remains of the castle’s chapel. We went there to pray for Old Langstock when he pegged.’


      ‘Oh yes. You never told me how he died.’


      Kurtz coughed. ‘He – er, tripped and banged his arm on a pike.’


      ‘Clumsy,’ Karl said. ‘But that wouldn’t kill him?’


      ‘Blood-poison from the wound did. The surgeons bled him and bled him, but it didn’t do any good. He–’


      There was a call from the front of the group, and the two men broke off and hurried to the front. A long, shallow puddle split the path ahead. In the mud around it were deep hoof prints.


      ‘One horse,’ said Karl. ‘Either heavy or with a heavy rider. Anyone here know horses?’


      There was a pause and some murmuring until Otto, a bald man with thick ears, pushed forward. ‘My old dad was a blacksmith,’ he said.


      ‘What do these tell you?’ Karl asked.


      Otto leaned to look, and whistled. ‘That,’ he said, ‘is a big horse. I’d say a big carthorse, but look at the length between the marks. Long legs. Clean prints, no dragging, it lifts its feet. It’s been trained.’ He bent closer. ‘It was shod in iron, but not locally. I’ve not seen a shoe like it. Look at the heads of those nails. They’re spiked.’


      ‘Kislevite, maybe? For riding on ice?’ Karl asked. Otto shrugged.


      ‘I don’t know. Maybe.’


      ‘Some sort of beastman?’ someone asked.


      ‘No,’ Karl said. ‘They don’t wear horse-shoes. Let’s follow it. Quietly. Julius, Harro, you’re on point.’


      The prints led down the path for a quarter-mile, and turned towards the river at a small beach of pebbles. ‘The rider paused to water his horse,’ Otto said.


      ‘The tracks stop. They don’t continue,’ Karl said. He stared out across the churning river, full and cold with snow-melt from the Middle Mountains. Twenty yards out stood a large island, its bushes and trees thick with green spring leaves, blocking the view of the far shore. The only movement was the wind in the tree-branches and the river-water surging between it and the shore.


      For a second he had a sense of déjà vu, of having seen this place before, but it passed. He stood for a moment, contemplating, then turned to his men. ‘Good work. I’ll report this to the general; he can interpret it. Time we were heading back.’


      At the evening meal, Sergeant Braun came to find him. ‘Do you remember Armin, sir?’ he said. ‘Young lad, joined up after Wissendorf, showed promise?’


      Karl nodded. He’d kept an eye on the boy for promotion.


      ‘Well, he took a bad blow to the head in sword-practice today, and he’s in the infirmary. It would mean a lot if you could visit him, sir.’


      Karl passed his half-finished bowl to the man next to him, and walked up the hill to the white tent where the surgeons and priests of Shallya tended the sick and injured.


      It smelled like all such places did: of vomit, rot and not enough incense. The patients lay on low beds, some moaning, some silent and still. Armin was four beds down, his head shaved and capped with bandages. His eyes moved to watch Karl as he approached and sat on the bed, but he showed no recognition and said nothing. His skin was pale


      ‘Armin, it’s Lieutenant Hoche,’ Karl said. ‘I heard about your injury. I–’ He noticed a clean horizontal cut on the man’s forearm. It looked recent and deliberate. He beckoned to a priest.


      ‘What’s this mark?’


      The priest looked down. ‘This man has blood-poison. The surgeons have bled him to arrest its spread, and we are praying for him.’


      Blood-poison again, Karl thought, and the same treatment that didn’t work for Old Langstock. He didn’t like the sound of it.


      Back at his tent, Kurtz thrust a bowl of stew into his hand. ‘I saved you some, sir. Hope you’ve still got an appetite.’


      ‘Thanks, Kurtz.’ Karl retreated into his tent. He was hungry; hungrier than he’d realised. The stew smelled like yesterday’s, meat and vegetables in rich gravy, but today there were dumplings too.


      Then his stomach wrenched and he staggered, almost spilling the bowl, gasping in pain. Simultaneously the mouth on his neck yawned open, wide, trying to get free of the bandage wrapped around it.


      The pain eased. He sat, put down the bowl and pressed his belly, feeling where it hurt. The mouth was quiet. Then the feeling came again: the mouth stretched and his stomach spasmed with a primeval, bestial hunger, so deep it hurt.


      It’s taking over my body, he thought in panic. It wants to be fed. Dare I? What will happen if I do?


      The pain struck a third time, knocking him to the ground with its intensity. He lay there as it ebbed away, feeling helpless, loathing what was happening to him. Cutting his throat, he reminded himself, was not an option. He had things to finish first. But this was crippling him. For now, though he hated himself for it, he had to give in.


      He crawled to the flap of his tent and tied it closed. Then he unwound the bandage from his neck, glad he had no mirror or way of seeing the mark that had damned him. He could feel it grinding its teeth.


      He plucked a lump of lukewarm meat from the bowl with his fingers and, hating himself, fearing what might happen, slowly brought it close to his second mouth. The sharp teeth snapped at it and he jerked away in panic, then steadied himself and gingerly touched the meat to his other lips. He felt them part, the tongue wrap itself around the offering and draw it inside. Then he felt it chewing and, after a long, ghastly while, he felt it swallow.


      He wanted to vomit. He wanted to cut the thing out of him. He wanted to scream madly into the twilight. Instead he took another piece of meat and fed it to his infection.


      It refused the sixth lump he offered it and he slumped onto his bed, his nerves and mind exhausted and terrified by what he had done. He slept and his dreams were filled with terrible visions. Then he woke and could not remember them, only the fear they put in his heart.


      It was still evening. Outside the tent, the men were talking about wives and girlfriends, and for a second he thought of Marie and his eyes pricked with tears, until he remembered those feelings would not help him now.


      He did not want to sleep again so he roused himself and left the tent, nodding a greeting to the group round the fire. The sun had set, the stars were out and the camp was preparing for sleep. He walked aimlessly past groups of soldiers cleaning their kit, talking, laughing, singing songs of love, beer and death, and he felt apart from them. He had no connection to their lives. Surrounded by these soldiers, men with whom he had once shared a common bond, he felt utterly alone.


      His feet carried him unthinkingly to the infirmary but the tent doors were closed. A field surgeon was sitting outside, his bag of surgical instruments and ointments open in front of him, and he was rummaging in the contents. He looked up as Karl approached.


      ‘Can I help?’ he asked. ‘Do you have a medical problem? A pain, perhaps?’


      It would be so easy to surrender and say yes. ‘No,’ said Karl. ‘I want to see a lad from the Fifth Reiklanders, Armin. Head-wound.’


      The field surgeon nodded and disappeared into the tent. A lamp flickered within and there were low voices. A minute later the surgeon reappeared.


      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘He died a half-hour ago.’


      Karl froze. He was no stranger to death, but this had been unexpected, and fast. There was no reason to die from a head-wound like that.


      ‘What happened?’ he asked.


      The corners of the surgeon’s mouth tightened. ‘Blood-poison,’ he said. ‘You know.’


      ‘I know,’ Karl said. ‘May I see the body?’


      The surgeon led him around the tent to a separate area at the back, half morgue and half storage area, and left him there. Armin’s corpse lay on the end of a row of wooden pallets, naked apart from a loincloth. Even in the lamplight Karl could see his skin was as pale as candle-tallow. There were two more cuts on his arm. What had Kurtz said about Langstock? ‘They bled him and bled him.’ Blood-poison or not, they had drained the life out of the lad.


      He saw a sheet spread out over a pile of equipment and went to take it, to drape over Armin’s body. It was the smell that hit him first: heavy, cloying and sickeningly familiar. Under the sheet lay a bucket filled with thick crimson fluid. He knew what it was. But this was a medical tent, and bleeding patients was a normal part of treatment. There was no reason to suspect anything out of the ordinary.


      All the same…


      He left the tent and walked away, making a five-minute loop through the camp and returning from a different direction. Maybe it was only morbid curiosity that made him want to know how the camp disposed of blood and bodies, but he had learnt to trust his feelings. He hunkered down behind a supply-cart and waited.


      A while later, after the camp had gone to sleep and the only activity was the guards patrolling the ramparts in the distance or figures heading to the latrines, the shadow of a man crept down the aisle between the tents. There was even less moon than the previous night and Karl could not see his face, much less recognise it. The figure slipped into the tent and emerged a minute later with a bucket in either hand. From the way he staggered, both were full. He set off down the aisle.


      My night to be the follower, Karl thought. This was probably nonsense. The man would pour the buckets into the latrine, or at the worst into the ditch around the camp, or to the pigs. It was done after dark because blood made some soldiers squeamish. But then he remembered the field of the cloth of blood, and shivered.


      The man was making steady progress. Karl kept his distance but kept following. With a dreadful inevitability he realised what lay at the end of this aisle of tents. He had come this way last night. It led to the mess-area where he had spoken to Reisefertig.


      He hoped that the man would turn aside, but he did not.


      He wished the man would not walk up to the great iron cooking-pot, suspended over the embers, but he did.


      He closed his eyes and prayed he would not hear, but the sound of thick liquid being poured into echoing iron carried through the night air with horrible clarity, and he knew why his new mouth had craved the stew.


      He did not sleep that night. He lay awake, afraid of what his dreams might bring.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIFTEEN


      Blessed Friends


      The morning was overcast and the men seemed the same. Karl moved among them, joining in conversations, answering questions and trying to build morale, but it was as if a cloud had fallen over this part of the camp. Their spirits were damp and Karl’s presence drew glowering looks and silences. This was not going well.


      He called the section leaders together, gave them their routes and sent the men out into the valley. Then he sat beside the fire and thought. He was hungry, but he would not touch the breakfast meats.


      After half an hour he knew he had to confront Duke Heller. He did not know what was going on, how all the strange pieces fitted together or what bizarre picture they would form when they did, but he was sure that if the duke was not at the centre, then he was at least involved. That left the question of who might be running the plan, whatever it was.


      Reisefertig? Reikhart the regimental priest? Someone else, keeping their profile low? Even the mysterious forest-rider from the day before?


      Those paths were blocked. He had to follow the one that was open, even if it might lead into a trap. He got to his feet, drank a cup of water, turned the collar of his uniform up, and climbed the hill to talk to the duke.


      He heard him before he saw him. At the centre of the half-circle of tents around the duke’s, a group of men had formed a second crescent. Two figures danced and darted at its centre, sword-blades glinting, the ring of clashing metal reaching his ears a split second after he saw the strike. The men wore heavy padded tunics and helmets but the swords were full-length battle-weight blades.


      A third man entered the fight; tall, light on his feet, favouring an Estalian style of attack. It was two against one, but the one did not give ground. His parries quickened and flowed into ripostes, and his blade whirled with feints and thrusts as he held off both men, forcing them to change their guards and sidestep unanticipated swings. It was a virtuoso display.


      One of the attackers was struck a ringing blow across the helmet and fell back, but his place was immediately taken by a man with a shortsword and a shield. The defender changed his stance, moving to circle his fresh assailant, trying to keep him between himself and the other swordsman, probing for gaps in his defence, adapting his style in a second depending on which man he faced. The three stalked each other.


      In an instant it was over. The second swordsman charged past his ally in an all-out assault. The lone defender parried and sidestepped simultaneously so his riposte came from the flank, sweeping under his guard to strike at his legs. The swordsman dodged back to avoid it, into the shield-wielder’s guard. He stumbled. The clangs of the defender’s sword ringing off his assailants’ helmets echoed out over the camp.


      Karl walked up as the victor stripped off his own helmet and handed it to a squire, revealing a face cragged with experience and sporting a brush of a moustache. It was the duke. ‘Good,’ he said to the crowd. ‘You’re getting better. After breakfast, three on one.’ He turned towards his tent and the crescent of men parted to let him through.


      ‘May I speak with you, sir?’ Karl asked. The duke turned to look at him. ‘Good morning, Lieutenant Hoche,’ he said. ‘I was wondering when you’d make another trek up the hill. We can talk now if you don’t mind watching me eat.’


      Inside, the tent’s fittings were as luxurious as they had been in the south the summer before. Andreas Reisefertig rose from his desk as the two men entered, but the duke waved him down. ‘The lieutenant is breakfasting with me, Johannes. You remember Lieutenant Hoche, don’t you?’ Not waiting for an answer, he passed through into the inner room. Karl caught a scowl from Reisefertig, and followed.


      The duke was loading a plate with meats from dishes on a sideboard. ‘So, lieutenant,’ he said without turning round, ‘you’ve been sniffing around.’


      Karl’s guard was up as fast as the duke’s outside. That was a statement meant to confuse him, draw him out and make him confess what he knew. But he had to keep the upper hand in this conversation.


      ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘and something smells.’


      The duke walked to the table and put his plate down, then looked at Karl before sitting. ‘Not going to eat?’ he asked. There was a smile on his lips. The fingers of his left hand tapped out a short staccato rhythm against the rim of his plate.


      Karl said, ‘When you chose to camp here in the shadow of the ruins of Castle Lössnitz, did you know it was the field of the cloth of blood?’


      ‘Sit,’ Duke Heller said, pointing at the chair at the other end of the table. Karl sat. The duke forked a kidney, put it in his mouth and chewed. ‘Of course I did,’ he said through the meat. ‘I’d be a damned fool if I didn’t. Most of my officers think I’m intent on expunging the shame of that battle, but they’re fools if they believe that. Tell me why.’


      ‘Because you’ve not defended the flank that made the camp vulnerable two centuries ago,’ Karl said.


      ‘Exactly,’ said the duke. ‘You’re a good soldier, Karl. Sadly you’re a bloody awful negotiator, or you wouldn’t be here. Let me save us some time so we can get this finished before the poached eggs go cold. You’re going to tell me you’ve seen things that make you suspicious. I shall nod sagely. You will ask why there was no proper investigation of the Knights Panther last summer. I say because there was no need. You present more evidence and reveal you suspect me as a worshipper of Khorne or at least sympathetic to those who are, and you threaten me with investigation. I look shocked, and tell you that in my desk I have a warrant for your arrest on grounds of heresy, murder of a witch hunter and escape from Imperial prison, so you’d be on thin ice there. You are silent. I ask for your motives. You decline to answer, but ask me why I didn’t arrest you. I say I wanted to let you show your hand in your own time. You ask what hand. I say that I never believed for a second your story about being attacked by mutants and recuperating in the forest, because I know you joined the Untersuchung, a heretical organisation covering for a Chaos cult, and spent months working with them. You say that proves nothing and possibly you protest your innocence. Again I nod sagely, before telling you that I’d like to believe you, but I don’t.


      ‘When you returned, Karl, I thought you’d worked out our scheme, helped by your Untersuchung masters, and you’d come to be a part of it. But we’ve watched you these few days, my colleagues and I, and I’m not so sure. It’s possible you’re part of the great work, on our side. But I think you’ve been looking a little too hard for that. I think the shocked expression on your face is in earnest, and that you’re horrified that one of the Emperor’s most respected generals – though I flatter myself – could be in league with dark powers.’


      The duke speared another kidney on the tip of his knife and waved it to emphasise his words. ‘So that’s the way the discussion would have gone,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry. Nobody can hear – nobody who isn’t already one of us. All secrets are safe between friends, and Karl, it comes down to that: are you our friend? Either you show me proof that you’re a follower of the true gods, or I shout for the guards and you’ll be arrested, tried and burnt before noon. Your word against mine, and I run this bloody army. Go ahead.’ He bit down on the kidney.


      Karl fought to find a clear thought amidst the hubbub in his mind. The upper hand was completely forgotten. Duke Heller, a great man, a hero of the Empire, had admitted he was a follower of the Chaos powers. Thought he was a follower of the same warped gods. Was inviting him to join with them – or die.


      He was supposed to prove he was a cultist? His spirit rebelled against that; death would be a more honourable course. But honour was something that had belonged to the old Hoche. It had no place in his new life.


      How could he prove he was a cultist? He thought back to his Altdorf training. Cults used signals to reveal themselves to other members: gestures, movements, tics, styles of clothing, secret hand-shakes, phrases, tattoos, anything that a layman would miss but another member of the cult would recognise. What had he missed – not just now but when he first entered the camp? What had the duke done earlier in their meeting, that he had dismissed as a habit or a nervous tic?


      A tune echoed in his mind, a short rhythm of staccato beats. The duke had rapped it on the rim of his plate minutes ago, and on a goblet two days before. Reisefertig had knocked it on the mess-bench with his knuckles. Then they had paused, and then they had lied to him.


      That must be it. If it wasn’t, he was finished.


      He lowered his fist to the table and beat out the same staccato rhythm.


      ‘Good,’ said the duke, ‘but your Untersuchung could have taught you that. I need more to know you’re a friend.’


      ‘I am a blessed friend,’ Karl said, and he turned down the collar of his uniform to reveal the mouth, his mark of damnation.


      Duke Heller stared for a long moment. Then he rose to his feet, walked round the table to the sideboard and lifted the cover off a dish. Steam rose. ‘Still warm,’ he said. ‘Excellent. Nothing worse than a cold poached egg. Eat up. Then we’re going for a ride.’ He caught Karl’s expression and grinned under his moustache. ‘Don’t worry, it’s clean food,’ he said. ‘Inedible muck, but clean.’


      After breakfast they took two horses and rode out of the camp across the plain. Wind rustled the grass and shook the branches of the few trees. To the north the forest spread, dark and ominous, like a carpet before the grey might of the Middle Mountains. Below the ground, the ancient blood of Empire soldiers fed roots and worms. Duke Heller reined in his horse and began to talk.


      It was a long talk and it rambled, and Karl didn’t know how much of it to believe. As far as he could tell the duke trusted him, but he didn’t know if he could trust the duke. The man was filled with enthusiasm but there seemed to be gaps in his understanding of the scheme. Or, Karl thought, there were things he wasn’t saying.


      It boiled down to this: the stories about the field of the cloth of blood were true. Two hundred years ago there had been a great massacre. The duke wanted to recreate it, but not to slaughter another army. This was not a sacrifice to Khorne, it was to be the creation of a great army of Khorne that would sweep down and destroy the Empire’s heart.


      The door that led to it all was the location. As Karl had realised, the camp was vulnerable to a sneak attack from the north, and that was where the attack would come from. Repeating a great art reinforced it, gave it potency and allowed the power of the first act to be tapped and used for new ends. Not magic, just ritual, acceptable in the eyes of Khorne.


      The lock was a feast day, the equinox, two days away. It was a holy day and a time of power, of balance between light and darkness, each holding the world in equal sway. A push could swing it either way.


      The key was the blood. Blood in the land and blood in the food, one giving the camp’s site dark power, the other priming the men, like a goose being fattened, not knowing that Mondstille is coming. When the time was right and the correct rites were performed, the power of Chaos would flood through the army, their bodies fed on the blood of their comrades, and change them.


      ‘Change them? You mean twist their minds to follow Khorne?’ Karl asked.


      The duke smiled. ‘Not just that. We will have them body, mind and soul.’


      ‘Who turns the key?’ Karl asked.


      ‘Old friends,’ said the duke.


      ‘Old friends?’ Karl said. ‘From where?’


      The duke looked at him, smiling under his moustache. ‘From last summer,’ he said.


      Suddenly it all fitted together. All of it. ‘Sir Valentin and the Knights Panther,’ Karl said.


      The duke shook his head. ‘Knights Panther no longer,’ he said. ‘You think you had a hard winter? They’ve been up in the Chaos Wastes at the top of the world, fighting to survive and to learn. They have gone through the great change to become knights of Khorne, true servants of the Blood God. They’re out in the forest, waiting, and we shall all join them soon.’ He chuckled in his throat. ‘It’s been a long time since I had a promotion.’


      ‘Where are they now?’


      The duke shook his head. ‘Enough. They’ll be missing us back at the camp. I need to out-fence a few more of them or they’ll think I’m losing my edge.’


      They rode back in silence, Karl trying to understand what he had learned. His thoughts shot off at tangents. The plan sounded insane: only a madman would try it, and only a madman would dream it could work. Back in Altdorf, Jakob Bäcker had said Khorne worshippers did not use rituals. But the symbols from last summer had come from a sect that had left written records. Bäcker would have known more, and could have told him if the plan might work. He felt a sudden tremendous fondness for the baby-fat man and his obsessive knowledge of the ways of Chaos. That learning and the rest of the Untersuchung’s wisdom had risen to the sky as ash or run down the gutters of Altdorf as molten fat.


      Not all of it. There was still Braubach’s journal. He vowed to spend the afternoon combing it for anything that might explain what was going on, help him stop it, or simply to make him feel more in control of the situation. He felt out of his depth, bewildered, with nobody to turn to. Even a strong swimmer can drown if stranded in midstream.


      He went back to his tent and the place under his mattress where he had left the journal, and it was not there. He shouted for Kurtz, but Kurtz had seen nothing and nobody all day. He searched the tent, checking the mattress three times. The journal was gone.


      He stalked round the tent swearing under his breath. He had deliberately delayed reading Braubach’s thoughts, partly for fear of learning something he didn’t want to know about himself, and now he had lost the chance. Who had taken it?


      He could think of only one person: Reisefertig, who had manipulated him once before, and who now seemed to be pushing him into a confrontation. Very well, he would talk to Reisefertig, but at least this time he knew who was playing games with who.


      The open space at the top of the hill was unoccupied and empty. Inside the duke’s tent Reisefertig sat at the desk in the outer chamber, reading papers in the daylight that filtered through the canvas. He looked up as Karl entered.


      ‘Lieutenant Hoche,’ he said. ‘What a pleasant surprise.’


      ‘You have taken something not yours, and I need it,’ Karl said. Reisefertig smiled wryly.


      ‘The same applies to you, lieutenant. You have acquired information that I need. Perhaps we can effect a trade.’


      So that was it. Reisefertig wanted to know what the duke had told him.


      Karl couldn’t believe he knew anything that the oily aide-de-camp had not already learned but he had sensed a shred of jealousy that morning, when the duke took him in to breakfast. Well, the trade could be useful to them both.


      ‘Are we safe to talk?’ he asked.


      ‘Oh yes,’ said Reisefertig. ‘The duke is touring the camp and will be gone an hour at least. Though perhaps we should move outside to be sure we are not overheard.’


      They stood overlooking the camp. Grey clouds rolled across the sky as Karl told Reisefertig the scheme that the duke had unfolded to him. A line of blue began to appear in the south.


      Reisefertig was silent a while. ‘Heller hadn’t trusted me with half of that,’ he said. ‘How did you wheedle it out of him? What do you have that I don’t?’


      ‘You don’t want what I have,’ Karl said.


      ‘It is an extraordinary plot,’ Reisefertig said. ‘Not a regular piece of Khornate scheming. Almost as if–’


      ‘It had come from a book or copied from history?’ Karl said, remembering what Bäcker had said about the cult’s rituals from the summer before. Reisefertig shook his head.


      ‘No. This is too exact, too planned for this particular situation. Old Heller didn’t come up with that on his own. I’m not even sure he understands it. He’s too literal, too straight-ahead. He likes to make it seem he is at the head of things, and perhaps he believes he is, but someone else is running this scheme.’


      ‘Do you know who?’


      ‘No,’ said Reisefertig. ‘But of course I could be lying to you. You can’t trust me. I could even be the person behind it all. This could be a test.’


      Karl smiled humourlessly. ‘I hadn’t ruled that out,’ he said. ‘But will the plan work? Positioning a camp to be attacked by Chaos forces is one thing, but having thousands of Imperial soldiers taken over by the will of the Blood God is a different kettle of–’


      ‘You state the obvious,’ Reisefertig said. ‘It could work. It doesn’t fit the rigid structures of magic theory, but it’s not implausible. It’ll be interesting to see.’


      ‘To see? You want it to go ahead?’ Karl was aghast. ‘You are part of it!’


      Reisefertig shook his head. ‘I’m here in… ah, an observational role.’


      Karl eyed him through narrowed lids. ‘I don’t believe you. I don’t understand your purpose for being here, but I don’t believe you’d sit in the background and let this happen or fail. A horror like this forces all men to take sides.’


      ‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you?’ The aide shrugged. ‘Whether it works or not, you have to admit it’s an extraordinarily bold scheme.’


      ‘Feeding blood to his own troops,’ said Karl. ‘It’s monstrous. Bestial.’


      ‘Those are the ways of Chaos,’ Reisefertig said. ‘Still it could have been worse.’


      ‘How?’


      ‘It could have been Khornish pasti – hold on, what’s that?’


      In the valley below, a long column of men had appeared on the road from the south, marching in military ranks.


      Supply wagons and baggage carts followed them. Banners flew over their heads. Both Karl and Reisefertig shaded their eyes and stared at the tiny figures in the distance.


      ‘Greatswords from Altdorf,’ Reisefertig said. ‘Two companies of them, unless I miss my guess. Another five hundred skulls for Khorne’s skull throne.’


      ‘They’re not alone,’ Karl said. At the back of the column he could see another banner, this one not a battlefield pennant. It bore the crest of a golden warhammer, the symbol of the Order of Witch Hunters. He watched as it drew closer, and could not work out if it presaged good or ill.


      ‘Should we go and see what this means?’ he said, but found he was addressing the air. Reisefertig was nowhere to be seen. The man had gone without fulfilling his side of the bargain, the return of the journal.


      He shrugged and walked down the hill and through the camp as the first of the soldiers arrived at the main gate, a sea of blue, white and red uniforms, their mounted officers directing them to the site where they would pitch their tents and mingle with the rest of the army. He waited by the gate, watching as the men streamed through the narrow opening, followed by their baggage train.


      The witch hunters were at the rear of the column: four men on horseback in sombre robes, riding at each corner of a large carriage. Its windows were curtained and he could not see its occupants, but baggage was piled high on its roof and rear stand. It was the last vehicle to enter the camp. The earth around the gate had been churned to rutted mud by the wheels of the laden carts that had gone before, and it lurched between the gateposts, dropped into a fresh furrow, and stuck there.


      Karl heard a voice shout, ‘Watch out, you oafs!’ from inside the carriage, and he turned his face away before anyone looking out through a crack in a curtain might see him. He recognised the voice. It still haunted his dreams, laughing and taking pleasure in his torment. Lord Thaddeus Gamow, Lord Protector of the Order of Witch Hunters, had come to Castle Lössnitz.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SIXTEEN


      Betrayed


      Karl watched the carriage roll into the camp, wondering why Reisefertig had disappeared so suddenly. Did he have a reason to fear Lord Gamow, or was there a more prosaic explanation? Of course: as Duke Heller’s aide-de-camp he would have to warn his superior of the new arrival, and prepare him for the meeting and questions that would inevitably follow. Karl smiled.


      He had no reason to like the witch hunter in the carriage, but the man’s zeal and his ability to sniff out conspiracies was unmatched. His appearance would put the cat among the rats in Duke Heller’s tent. That, Karl thought, was a meeting he would give much to witness. Keeping his distance, he followed the carriage through the camp.


      It stopped at the base of the hill, and Lord Gamow clambered out of its narrow door and down its steps, looking up at the ruins of the castle above. Then he turned back to the carriage and held out his hand to help someone else climb out. She emerged backwards, her legs and bottom appearing first. It was a shapely bottom, in the robes of a priestess. By the time her long fall of black hair appeared, Karl knew it was Sister Karin. Today was proving to be full of interesting incidents.


      They stood and talked a while, then Lord Gamow started up the hill towards Duke Heller’s tent, flanked by his entourage of riders. Sister Karin began to follow but he waved her back towards the carriage. She walked back towards it, and Karl started in her direction. As she reached it a soldier stepped in to hold the door for her but Karl caught his eye and signalled him to move away, then strode over, took the door and saluted, making sure his hand hid his face. The priestess did not look at him, but climbed up the steps and into the carriage. Karl rapped the painted panel beside him, and as the carriage began to move he swung himself up the steps and inside, swinging the door closed behind him.


      ‘Forgive my intrusion, sister,’ he said, ‘but I never thanked you properly for the horse you lent me at Mondstille.’


      The interior of the carriage was dark and intimate. For a moment Sister Karin did not reply.


      ‘Lieutenant Hoche,’ she said quietly. ‘This is unexpected. You are aware there are warrants for your arrest.’ She leaned towards him. ‘By the grace of Sigmar, what happened to your face?’


      ‘I shaved,’ he said. ‘Sister, there is much wrong in this camp, and I need to know who I can trust. You helped me three months ago. Do you still have any loyalty to the Untersuchung and its ideals?’


      She said, ‘That was last year, and much has changed. I told you in Altdorf that we each had to find a new path for our lives. I have found mine, with Lord Gamow. Gottfried Braubach was a good man and you should treasure your memories of him, but live your own life now.’ She turned away and stared ahead. The carriage rumbled slowly through the camp.


      So, Karl thought, here we have gathered: Braubach’s three pupils, all of us working for different sides. An unlikely reunion, and a poor epitaph for a man who deserved better. Then he thought: did Braubach mention Sister Karin in his journal? Is there enough detail for Reisefertig to be able to work out that she used to be part of the Untersuchung too?


      He looked Sister Karin in the eye, determined to try once more to persuade her. ‘I don’t think you understand me,’ he said. ‘Foul, vile things are happening here. Chaos warriors are gathering in the woods. A bizarre ritual is planned. The men are being fed on human flesh…’


      Something in her expression that stopped him, a hint of a smile. ‘What?’ he said.


      ‘I’m surprised that horrifies you,’ she said, ‘given your recent past.’


      ‘What do you mean?’ He felt outrage. The memory of the winter in the forest, the long days of hunger because he would not eat the flesh of men or mutants, was still sharp. With vile guilt he thought of the night before, feeding lumps of foul meat to his other mouth. But there was no way she could know of that.


      ‘In prison, Karl,’ she said. ‘The meat you were given. Did you not know, or guess?’ Her smile had gone, replaced by pity. ‘Thaddeus has been studying the effects of Chaos on the flesh of civilised races. He is writing a treatise on mutation, and working on a greater theory of change and transformation. When a mutant in the prison dies, he gives its flesh to the others. It accelerates their changes and brings on new ones.’


      They didn’t give me meat until Gamow saw my neck, Karl thought. They gave me meat after that. There was damnation in the meat. Part of what I am is his fault. Oh, Sigmar, Sigmar, Sigmar. I will kill him. I do not care if he can put an end to this Chaos plot, he will die for what he did to me.


      The carriage stopped and the coachman shouted something that Karl didn’t catch. Sister Karin leaned forward and placed a hand on his knee. ‘I know what’s going on in this camp,’ she said. ‘You have a part to play in what is to come, Karl, though it may not be the part you expect. Remember, when the time comes: heart is better than head. Now help me down from the carriage.’


      The reunion was over. Karl opened the door, stepped out and held her hand as she descended. She walked away from him without a second look.


      They had stopped by the space where the Altdorfers were pitching their tents, the rows of canvas hard up against the north rampart of the camp. Karl watched her walk through the sheets, ropes and baggage, towards where a larger tent was being erected. He turned and stared out at the edge of the forest a few hundred yards away. Deep in the trees lurked a force of unspeakable evil, but he had no idea where, or how to stop it. And the same was true of the evil within the camp.


      Sister Karin had given him no clues, only raised new questions. He needed to talk to Reisefertig again. The man owed him answers, and he had to get Braubach’s journal back. He began to make his way back up the hill.


      Outside the general’s tent, officers in the uniforms of Talabheim and Hochland were talking to their newly arrived fellows from Altdorf, sharing news, gossip, stories of past campaigns and fallen comrades. Karl pushed through them, trying to give the impression of a man in a hurry, possibly with important news. They parted for him and moved back after he passed as if he had not been there.


      Reisefertig’s desk was empty, his chair cold. Karl tried the drawers to see if he had been careless enough to leave the journal there, but found nothing except parchment, quills and reports from the quartermaster. Most likely it was in the man’s quarters, wherever they were.


      Voices drifted faintly from the inner chamber and he felt his hatred rise as he recognised them: the duke’s rumbling tones, heavy with consonants, and Gamow’s higher replies, more nasal and vowel-filled. He could not make out what they were saying and moved closer to the heavy brocade curtain that separated the two chambers, to hear more clearly.


      So they were in a private meeting already. That did not bode well, Karl thought, particularly for him. If the duke mentioned that he was here, Gamow would demand that he be arrested and burnt.


      Could Gamow be a part of the scheme? Impossible. Karl had experienced his religious zeal at first hand. But it did not alter the danger to him. If Gamow was untainted by Chaos he would see Karl as a mutant and cultist; if he was within the conspiracy then he would know Karl was not. Whatever happened, he would have to keep a low profile.


      ‘…with the cavalry,’ the duke was saying. ‘And the usual trouble with deserters. Plus there are superstitions about this place, so local mercenaries have been hard to come by, and the ones we’ve been able to recruit have mostly been a shifty lot.’


      Don’t mention me, Karl prayed. Don’t say my name, don’t even refer to the mercenaries again.


      ‘But we’re up to the strength we need?’ Gamow asked.


      ‘Close to it. I still…’ The duke’s voice was obscured for a few seconds, ‘…any day soon. There will be more than enough come Mitterfruhl.’


      There was a break in the conversation, and the faint clinks of crockery and cutlery. ‘Is a site prepared?’ Gamow asked.


      The duke’s reply was muffled. Kidneys, thought Karl. ‘We have a place,’ he said, ‘though it waits for your approval. The chapel in the castle ruins. The old altar is…’


      The next few words were unclear. A breeze blew through the tent, making the heavy curtain move. Karl stepped back in case a shadow gave him away. What if someone catches me listening, he thought. But he could not leave now. He had to hear more, to see if Gamow was part of Duke Heller’s plot. Something was planned, but it could have been as simple as a rite to bless the troops, or an investigation, or a trial. Though why the second-highest witch hunter in the Empire would travel hundreds of miles for that, he did not know.


      When he stepped back to listen, the conversation had moved on. ‘…showing the necessary dedication to the plan?’


      Gamow’s response was hard. ‘Do not question my commitment. I am prepared to die for this, you know that.’


      ‘Of course.’ There was an uncomfortable silence.


      ‘…things in Altdorf?’ the duke asked. ‘The Emperor’s son, how is his health?’


      ‘Fine, so I hear. Though the rumours are not true: he’s not… let’s say he doesn’t sympathise with our position.’


      The duke laughed and paused. ‘Speaking of sympathisers, Thaddeus, I have not congratulated you on closing the Untersuchung. I had not suspected they might be followers of another dark lord. What were they? Tzeentch worshippers, I’ll be bound.’


      A frisson ran up Karl’s spine and he bent closer to be sure he caught every word of Gamow’s answer. The noble priest’s voice was clipped and dry.


      ‘Augustus,’ he said. ‘Things are not as the reports claimed. The Untersuchung was not a cult front. One or two of them had been beguiled by dark forces, certainly, and that gave us the excuse to move against them. But they had begun to get an inkling of our great work, and were asking questions better left unsaid. So we got rid of them.’


      ‘They weren’t cultists?’ Duke Heller asked.


      ‘Not at all.’


      Karl’s mind filled with wild hatred. Up to now he had believed the accusation laid against his old order because in the depths of his heart he had believed it could be true. To hear the man who had put his old comrades and friends to death admit that it was done as a piece of politics, to remove an inconvenient barrier to his own plans…


      He felt himself shaking with sorrow and fury. A wild part of his mind wanted to draw his sword and rush in, revenging himself on the two men who had conspired to destroy his life. A calmer voice told him this was not the time. Duke Heller would cut him down like a sapling. Even if he succeeded, the plan would be seen through by the other unknown cultists of Khorne in the camp.


      He moved away from the curtain; he had heard enough. And there was another danger now. Duke Heller had previously thought the Untersuchung really were Chaos cultists. Now he knew that they were innocents, he would be sure to look again at whether Karl really was in sympathy with his plans. And if there was one thing Duke Heller did not tolerate in his officers, it was the slightest hint of betrayal. Karl’s life was in further danger.


      He walked out of the tent. The sun was low in the sky and the officers had moved away to find beer or food.


      He could not move against the duke or Lord Gamow; even if he succeeded in killing them their places would be taken before Mitterfruhl. He thought about rallying the officers, telling the troops the truth of what was going on, but he had no proof and would be dismissed as a madman – worse, a mutant, a thing of Chaos. He could flee and let fate take its course, but with what he had learned today, he could not do that.


      That left only one option: the band of Chaos warriors, knights of Khorne, somewhere in the forest. Thirty of the most fearsome fighters in the world, with inhuman strength, cursed weapons, their bodies twisted and reshaped by the anvil of Chaos into forms built for war, bloodshed and death. He didn’t even know where they were. But they were the hand that would turn the key, the duke had said, and if they could be broken then the door could not be opened.


      How could he do that?


      When he returned to the camp the mercenaries were back. They had nothing to report. Normally Karl would have given them drill-practice until the gong sounded over the camp for the evening meal and retired to his tent to plan, but not this evening. He had too much on his mind to think clearly.


      ‘Kurtz,’ he said, ‘call the men.’ And when they were gathered, disgruntled at having their recreations and conversations disturbed, he told them what he wanted to know.


      ‘Most of you grew up within fifty miles of here,’ he said, ‘and that makes you unique in this army. Somewhere in the forest, within a few hours’ ride, a band of thirty warriors has hidden itself so well that three thousand men cannot locate them. We need to find them.


      ‘Think of everything you’ve ever heard about this valley, from the day your grandmother told you the first tale about the field of the cloth of blood, to this afternoon as you walked through the forest. Every thicket. Every ruined keep, house or hut. Every dell, cave, island, cliff, every legend and rumour, anything at all.’


      There was a deep silence.


      ‘Think about it tonight,’ Karl said. ‘I’m not expecting the answer right now. But there’s a purse of twenty gold crowns to the man who gives me the right answer.’


      The men shuffled, murmuring among themselves. Then young Ewald spoke up from the back.


      ‘Wh-what about that island?’ he said.


      ‘What island?’ Karl asked.


      ‘Y-y-yesterday,’ he said. ‘The island b-by the tracks we found y-yesterday.’


      ‘Don’t be a bloody fool,’ Karl said. ‘It’s twenty yards out in the river.’


      The lad tried hard to speak, made nervous by the attention on him. ‘M-m-m-my brother’s a b-b-boatman,’ he said. ‘I’ve travelled with him. He w-won’t take the west channel round that island. It’s t-t-too shallow, even for a river-barge.’ He swallowed and sat down, red with embarrassment.


      Karl stared at him. An unladen river-barge this far up the river wouldn’t draw more than three or four feet. A man could walk to the island if he didn’t mind getting wet.


      ‘We’ve got them,’ he said. ‘By Sigmar, we’ve got them.’


      He was about to say more but the low thudding of the meal-gong reverberated out across the camp and the sense of tension broke, the men moving, talking, gathering their bowls and spoons.


      ‘Stop!’ Karl shouted. ‘Don’t eat the food!’ Calm down, he told himself, or the men will think you’re mad. ‘There’s no time,’ he said. ‘Eat what rations you have here, gather your kit, get your armour on and douse the fires. Prepare for a night assault. I’ll be back shortly.’


      He set off up the hill.


      Among the queue at the huge iron cauldrons he found men of the Fifth Reiklanders who he recognised and who recognised him. He greeted them, asked after their wives and girlfriends, gave sympathies for the death of Armin, and asked where he could find Sergeant Braun. They pointed him out, sitting on the benches with the enlisted men.


      Karl walked over to them. The men around Braun looked up from their meal, and Karl restrained his urge to tell them what they were eating. It would not achieve anything, and he needed them on his side.


      ‘Sergeant,’ he said. ‘Can I have a moment? In private?’ Braun nodded, and together they walked away from the ranks of men who chatted and laughed as they ate their dead comrades.


      Karl turned to face him. ‘A few days ago you told me the men would still do anything for me,’ he said. ‘Is that true, or were you being polite?’


      ‘It’s true, sir,’ said Braun. Karl did not hear the words but he watched the man’s face and listened for the stresses in his voice, and knew he did not lie.


      ‘I have a mission for tonight,’ he said. ‘We’ve located a small force of the enemy – not the main army, just thirty outriders. They’re on an island in the river, but it’s fordable. There’s going to be a night assault, but I’m afraid the sellswords aren’t up to it – they have no training in night-fighting. I need men from the Fifth to show them how it’s done.’


      ‘How many men do you need?’ Braun asked.


      ‘As many as you can persuade to come. This isn’t an order. I’m asking for volunteers.’


      Braun looked contemplative. ‘Night-fighting in the forest isn’t work for pikes,’ he said, ‘but we’ve got plenty who are handy enough with swords. I’ll get you your men, don’t you worry, sir.’


      Karl placed a heartfelt hand on his shoulder. ‘Thank you, Braun. I’m truly grateful. We’ll see you and the men outside the main gate in half an hour. If anyone asks, you’re helping to train the mercenaries in night-attacks.’


      ‘Glad to be of service, sir. Be good to fight beside you again.’ Braun smiled. ‘It’ll mean interrupting the men’s supper, though.’


      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Karl, not feeling sorry. ‘Tell them hunger sharpens the senses and quickens up the blood. And tell them that there’s glory to be had tonight, and legends to be made.’


      ‘Is that true, sir?’ Braun sounded incredulous.


      ‘I’m afraid it may be,’ said Karl.


      The two forces met outside the main gate as the last of the sun was sinking below the rim of the valley, staining the clouds with vivid streaks of scarlet and gold. There were around a hundred men assembled, the two forces eyeing each other, and not mixing.


      Sergeant Braun had brought four horses for the officers to ride out and the wounded to ride back. Karl mounted and gave the order to form a column, Reiklanders at the front and mercenaries to the rear. He was concerned that there would be trouble but his fears were allayed: both sets of men obeyed his command. He spoke a few words to them, repeating what he had already said: a small force of outriders camped on an island; a surprise night attack; glory to be had.


      ‘Johan, you know the territory, you lead. I want dead silence in the forest. When we reach the island the two tallest men – Julius and you, there – ford the river, find the shallowest track. Take ropes, tie them to trees on the far bank. The rest of you follow, using the ropes as guides. Reiklanders first, fifteen at a time. Absolute silence. No talking, not even a whisper. Don’t lift your feet or splash, and don’t get out onto the island: stay in the river, the water will mask your footfalls. Wait for my command, then sack the place. Kill everything. We’ll be back in time for breakfast. Questions?’


      ‘Sir?’ asked a voice. Karl looked around and saw bald Johan. ‘Why tonight?’


      ‘Because we don’t know when they’re going to change their location, so we have to art fast.’ He couldn’t tell them the truth: that tomorrow he would be arrested by Gamow or Heller, and by Mitterfruhl night it would all be too late.


      ‘When do I get my gold purse?’ Ewald wanted to know, to a gale of laugher.


      ‘When we get back,’ Karl said. He was about to give the order to move off when Kurtz spoke up.


      ‘I’ve brought flasks of lamp oil,’ he said. ‘Rub it on your kit. It’ll stop leather squeaking and metal chinking. Your blade won’t get stuck in its scabbard and won’t rust from the wet neither.’ He passed them out. Karl took one, grateful for his orderly’s forethought. Lamp oil was an old poacher’s trick, he remembered. Perhaps Kurtz and Schulze had more in common than he’d first thought.


      They set off towards the forest at a steady march, Karl at the rear. Once a few soldiers had been relieved of equipment that creaked, clanked, grated or squeaked, the unit moved with a satisfying lack of noise, though the difference in discipline and professionalism between the two sets of men was obvious and, to Karl, worrying. The three days he had spent with the sellswords had sharpened their teamwork and attitude but they were still essentially untrained, handy with a weapon but with no battlefield experience. What right did he have bringing such a raw band to ambush a force of Chaos warriors? If this attack went wrong, the blame would be his alone.


      As the head of the column entered the tree line, Karl turned to look back at the camp. The last rays of the sun reflected off the coloured clouds, tinting them, and for a moment the valley floor and the trees, the river, the tents of the army and the walls of the castle were all bathed in red. Under his uniform his second mouth writhed, and for a second he felt a spasm of last night’s inhuman hunger. He fought it away.


      His eyes adapted quickly to the darkness of the forest and he was able to see the track that Johan had chosen. His horse seemed to have no problem picking its way through the gloom and shadow of the fading daylight, and he let it have its head, following the column of men. It gave him a chance to think about the day.


      He still couldn’t fathom Reisefertig. The man had said he was here as an observer, but he had been involved in the cover-up last summer, and had sent Karl to Altdorf, out of the way. It was impossible to tell whether Reisefertig was telling the truth, lying or concealing how much he knew; and there was much he was concealing. Neither he nor his words could be trusted: he regarded Karl as an information source, not an ally. It was a shame. In quieter times, Karl felt the two men could have been friends.


      Who was Reisefertig? Braubach’s journal might have revealed something, but it was gone now. Braubach had trained him and they had worked together for eight years. Then, after the failed raid, Reisefertig had left without a word and gone to Marienburg, where he had infiltrated a library controlled by Chaos cultists, and his actions had left an Untersuchung agent mindless and mute. From there he had gone to work for Duke Heller, where Karl had met him the previous summer. Whether there had ever been a real Johannes Bohr, he did not know.


      Back in the torture-chamber under the temple in Altdorf, Lord Gamow had mentioned Reisefertig, asking where he was. Why would he do that? Why would he even know who Reisefertig was, or care? He’d put the question immediately after asking about the Untersuchung’s deep agent in the witch hunters. Was there a connection?


      Karl chuckled to himself. He had not told Karin that he could not have betrayed her cover in prison because he did not know it. Evidently Braubach had trusted her with more information than he had given to Karl. But then Braubach had not trusted him. ‘I do not trust Lieutenant Hoche, and I do not think he will do well,’ he had written in his journal. Now Karl was the only one of Braubach’s three apprentices who was still doing the work of the Untersuchung – or something like it.


      At the front of the company Johan held up his hand: a quarter-mile to go. This was where they had found the track the day before. Karl and the others dismounted and wrapped cloths around their horses’ hoofs to muffle their sound. The dark sky cast everything in blacks and blues; neither moon was in the sky tonight but the band of stars across the heavens gave a cold, faint light. The troops moved on, the river beside them but running the other way, a wide band of shining grey pouring back towards the camp.


      What had Karin meant in the carriage when she said Karl had a place in the scheme? Over the last two days, he had watched the pieces of the plan fit together, but had not felt there was a place for him. Now she said there was. Did she mean a place could be found for him, or was there a more sinister meaning to her words? Had the smooth coming-together of the threads of the conspiracy included him, possibly from the moment he had disturbed the doings of the Knights Panther at high summer? And would he ever be able to find the answers?


      They reached the island. Karl tethered his horse downstream as the troops spread out along the bank. There was no sign of movement from the island, and no firelight broke its dark outline. That could be a good sign, or might mean that their quarry had already gone.


      He watched as Sergeant Braun gestured silent orders to the men. Julius the mercenary and the tall Reiklander slipped into the chilly water carrying coils of thin rope and waded out into the stream, their steps careful. The water was lapping around their waists, but came no higher. It was slow going.


      The two reached the far bank and tied their ropes on the trees that overhung the river. They signalled, and the first of the Reiklanders began to follow them, fording the stream, swords held high above the current, and taking up their places in the shallows on the other side as they waited for their comrades. A steady flow of men made their way out. This was the trickiest part of the operation, moving all the men into position without alerting the enemy. Compared to this, the killing should be easy. Karl watched from the undergrowth.


      The last of the Reiklanders started across, the strong current cresting against their chests in waves. Their comrades were arrayed along the far bank, the water there up to their knees and thighs. Half the men were across now and the first of the mercenaries was in the water, one hand on the rope, the other holding their weapon. Others moved to follow him, the two slow lines of men in constant motion against the surface of the river.


      In midstream one man missed his footing and slipped, losing his grip on the rope. He disappeared under the water, but didn’t flail or splash. In a second he had surfaced and the man next to him had grabbed his forearm, giving him the stability he needed to find his feet. He stood up, wiped the water from his eyes, found the rope again and waded on. All without a single shout or splash, and he hadn’t even dropped his sword. Hoche’s heart swelled. His soldiers. They were everything he could have hoped.


      Suddenly there was a cry dose to him, an alarm call, like the screech of a great black bird. It shattered the night, echoed from the far bank and rolled across the forest. The soldiers were frozen, the few men left on the shore startled and confused. Karl stared across the river. What had happened? Should he give the command to attack? Were they safe? Was it too late?


      ‘What the hell was that?’ he heard Sergeant Braun say.


      The trees on the island were black against the dark sky. A shape moved against them, a hulking silhouette darker than the shadows. Another emerged further down. Great armoured men on great black horses, with swords and axes the size of doom.


      They hear everything, Karl thought in terror, and they do not sleep.


      ‘Attack!’ he shouted but his command was lost in the roaring cry from the island as the horsemen charged forward. A horde of dark riders poured from the tree line, charging into the river and the lines of soldiers with great splashes, swinging their huge weapons.


      The soldiers scrambled away but the water slowed their panicked legs. They staggered, tripped and fell as they were cut in half, decapitated, or crushed and drowned by the cruel hoofs of the horses.


      A few men tried to charge forward, to meet the enemy, yelling battle-cries. They were cut down before their feet touched dry land.


      The horses crashed on across the river. The ropes were severed and men clinging to them were swept away. On the riverbank, the men who had not crossed fell back, drawing their weapons. The first of the huge riders reached them, cutting down two with a single stroke.


      They were magnificent, these knights of Khorne. As a salmon leaps or an eagle dives, so they killed. It was their purpose, the climax of their existence, and they did it spectacularly well. Karl felt himself awed by their skill even as his horrified eyes watched them massacre his troops, leaving blood and bodies to ebb downstream, staining the river red.


      He bolted for his horse and leaped into its saddle, severed its reins with a stroke of his sword, and galloped away, his mind full of madness and confusion, the hordes of Chaos in pursuit. At least here he had the advantage: his horse was smaller, nimbler and had travelled this path already once tonight. He had to get back, to rouse the camp. The riders were coming.


      He wanted to go back to the river and see if any of the men had survived, like a leader should, but he knew that was death. They were all dead. Braun, Kurtz, Josef, Dodger, Ewald and Julius, all the men who had trusted him. All of them.


      And he was responsible. It was his fault they had been cut down. Not because his plan had been bad, or his leadership poor. The weird cry that had raised the alarm and roused the forces of Chaos had come from him. He had felt the mouth on his neck open, draw breath and scream.


      He had killed them all.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


      Transformations


      ‘To arms!’ he shouted as he galloped through the gate past the sleepy sentries. ‘The enemy is coming! To arms! To arms!’


      The alarm was like a stone dropped in thick oil: it disappeared and for a moment seemed to have no effect, and then the waves began spread through the tents, growing outwards as the word was passed on. Lights appeared as men emerged and thrust torches into the embers of their fires or stoked braziers to new life. Cries came back: ‘What?’, ‘Where?’, ‘Who’s coming? What enemy?’


      ‘Defend the north wall!’ Karl shouted but his voice was lost in the hubbub. Lights spread up the hill as people carried the word to Duke Heller and his officers. The soldiers closest to him were standing in confusion. ‘Put on your armour!’ he screamed at them. ‘They’re coming from the north!’ There was no reaction. He wheeled his horse, riding further into the camp towards the mess area, shouting as he went. Milling bodies blocked his path. One man blundered into his way wearing a night-shirt and carrying a mace. ‘Give me that!’ Karl shouted and snatched it from his hands.


      The mess area was as empty as it had been the last two times he had visited it at night. There was no sign of the gong used to signal meals, but the huge cooking-pots hung cold and empty from their tripods. He jumped off his horse, ran to the nearest and swung the mace against it. The shock jarred his hands but sent a booming clang across the camp. He hit it again and again until the clangs merged into a single continuous note of warning. Soldiers began to move towards him, looking for orders or clarification.


      Karl could see torches moving in the tents on the hill, and figures milling in their light. I’ve sprung your trap early, he thought, and your plan is useless. Mitterfruhl is two nights away and Gamow’s ceremony is not ready. Men will die but the forces of Chaos will be destroyed.


      A rider was galloping down from the ruins, the hoof beats of the horse audible above the confused noise of the camp. It turned and headed for Karl, and he recognised the man on its back. It was Duke Heller. Karl dropped the mace as the general rode up to him.


      ‘Good evening, sir,’ he said and drew his sword.


      ‘You bloody fool,’ the duke said. ‘You bloody, bloody fool.’ Then he raised his voice. ‘Soldiers! Arrest this man! He is a servant of Chaos and a mutant!’ Karl lunged for him but his horse stepped nimbly away. Someone grabbed Karl from behind, pinning his arms behind him. His sword was knocked away. Rope was lashed round his wrists.


      ‘What should we do with him?’


      ‘Kill him,’ the duke said. ‘No. Take him to Lord Gamow, in the old chapel in the ruins.’ Then to Karl, ‘This doesn’t change anything. Two days is nothing. We have been ready for weeks.’


      Karl did not look at him. He was staring down at the camp, and the edge of the circle of illumination created by the mass of torches and fires within it, pushing back the night beyond the ramparts and ditches of the wall. The air was warm, thick and still, heavy in his lungs. He heard hoof beats from the north.


      The Chaos knights galloped out of the night, charging for the north wall. The lead rider hit the line of stakes and it did not slow him. His horse leaped the ditch and slammed into the wooden wall with a crash that shook the earth. The wall gave way, timbers falling. The huge horse stumbled but did not fall, and galloped on into the camp. Its rider swung his massive sword one-handed and one of the Altdorf greatswords fell. A brazier toppled over onto a tent. Flames leaped and dry canvas blazed.


      Another knight hit the wall, punching through it. Soldiers scattered in panic.


      ‘Doesn’t change a thing,’ Duke Heller repeated and spurred his horse, heading off into the camp.


      One of the soldiers kicked Karl in the back and he staggered forward. ‘Come on, you bastard,’ Four men grouped round him, leading him up the hill. Around them soldiers ran in disorder, half armoured, trying to find officers or anyone who would tell them what to do. The air was full of shouts and cries.


      From the bottom of the hill came the bellowed war-cries of the knights, screams, and the crackle of flames. It was chaos.


      ‘Look over there,’ said one of his guards and Karl turned to see men in the field below trying to form up a wall of pikes, blocking one of the aisles between the tents in both directions. As he watched the tent next to them was knocked aside by a charging horse that ploughed into the middle of their ranks, its rider swinging his axe through the few men who did not flee.


      Something was happening to the soldiers below. Their bodies were wrong. He squinted, trying to focus on them, but the air seemed thick and blurred.


      ‘Keep walking,’ muttered one of the three escorts. Three? A second later there were two, and one had bloody hands and a knife. The two faced each other. ‘Run if you know what’s good for you,’ one growled. The other ran.


      ‘You said you were here as an observer,’ Karl said as Reisefertig used his knife to slice the ropes from his wrists.


      ‘I said we shared an enemy,’ the man said. ‘Why in hell didn’t you tell me you were going to start things tonight?’


      ‘You disappeared when the witch hunters arrived,’ Karl said. ‘There was no more time. Lord Gamow would have recognised me.’


      Reisefertig grimaced. ‘Me too. I – look out!’


      With hoof beats that shook the earth, a dark rider charged at them. He whirled a huge axe above his head. Splintered stakes and the remains of pikes hung from the horse’s armoured body, dripping with blood. It did not notice them. Reisefertig dived to the left, yelling. Karl snatched up a longsword from one of the corpses. If he tried to flee, the great horse would ride him down. He faced it and stood his ground. The horse thundered in. The axe swept down.


      He judged its curve and sidestepped, ducking. The blade whistled inches from his head as he turned to slash at the back of the horse’s galloping foreleg. His sword bit through muscle and ligaments. The horse flew past, the hoof landed for another pace and buckled. Karl heard the bone break. It started to fall to the left, its momentum carrying it forward, its head dropping even as its back legs pushed it onwards. The rider threw himself to the right.


      The horse hit the ground and a gout of blood erupted from its mouth and nose. One of the stakes embedded in its flesh had been pushed deep by the impact, puncturing heart or lungs. It was finished.


      From the other side of the horse rose a mountain of red and black armour, ribbed, curled and spiked, brandishing the axe. Its helmet was dented, and it ripped it away to reveal a twisted, skull-like face, a mouth distorted into a horrific grimace, red eyes with pinprick pupils. Karl recognised him.


      ‘I have followed your tracks a long way, Sir Valentin,’ he said. Sir Valentin, the Champion of Chaos, the leader of the men who had once been Knights Panther. He showed no recognition of his name.


      Reisefertig charged in from the Chaos warrior’s flank, swinging his sword down. Valentin reached up one mailed fist with incredible speed and snatched the weapon out of the air by its blade, pulling it out of Reisefertig’s grasp. He smashed the hilt across his assailant’s face and, as the dark-haired man staggered back, twisted the weapon round and thrust a foot of the sword through Reisefertig’s chest.


      ‘A skull for the skull throne,’ he said in a voice like iron grating on rock and turned to Karl. Behind him, Reisefertig’s knees gave way and he fell to the ground.


      Valentin bent to retrieve his axe. Part of its blade had broken off. He straightened up, a foot taller than Karl, clad from head to foot in Chaos-blessed plate armour. His ghastly mouth smiled and he hefted the axe.


      Karl swallowed and prepared to die.


      Then he felt his neck twist under his metal collar, and a second later his other mouth gave voice to the same unearthly sound that it had used to warn the Chaos warriors of the ambush. Valentin stood transfixed for a second, then moved his head to study Karl with unseeing eyes.


      What fresh hell is this? Karl thought. Am I becoming one of them? Do they recognise me as one of their own?


      Valentin turned and strode away across the camp. A man ran out of the darkness at him, yelling, sword raised, and he decapitated him without breaking stride.


      Karl went to Reisefertig. The man was curled on the ground, six inches of sword emerging from his back. His face was distorted from pain, but there was no blood in his mouth.


      ‘It’s in my lung,’ he said, his voice husky and weak, ‘but he missed my heart.’


      ‘Don’t move,’ Karl said.


      ‘I can’t.’


      ‘You can do one thing,’ Karl said. ‘Tell me why Lord Gamow would recognise you.’


      Reisefertig tried to suppress a cough. ‘I was a witch hunter once.’


      ‘You were?’


      ‘I was. Lord Gamow sent me to infiltrate the Untersuchung.’


      There was a scream and something rushed out of the darkness towards them: half a soldier, his flesh melted and twisting into new forms as he ran. In his left hand was a sword. In a movement Karl was on his feet. He knocked the clumsy attack aside and thrust through the decaying man’s heart. Blood arced wide, splashing him, but the man didn’t fall. He turned and tried to bring his sword to bear. Karl thrust again; the man offered no defence, but he would not die. He swung. Karl parried and swung his sword with both hands, slashing through the man’s neck. His head lolled as blood gouted and he fell backwards, snarling and dying.


      ‘It’s begun,’ Reisefertig said. ‘Nice work.’


      ‘What was that?’ Karl asked, but he already knew. The soldiers were being warped into new forms by the force of Chaos. Body, mind and soul, the duke had said. At least he had saved his men from this unholy fate.


      He stared at the corpse. The skin was flowing off its bones like liquid. What about me, he thought? I ate the food too. Does my damnation make me immune, or more likely to succumb?


      He could feel the atmosphere of the camp thickening, heavy with the smell of blood and the sense of death. It was powerful. He could feel its tug on him.


      ‘How do I end this?’ he asked.


      Reisefertig coughed again. ‘Only you can answer that, Karl. But remember that Chaos rules the emotions, not the intellect. Let your head rule your heart.’


      ‘My heart?’ Karl said. ‘Andreas, what are the two hearts? What do they mean?’


      Reisefertig shook his head weakly. ‘Two hearts? I don’t understand. Lovers, perhaps?’


      Lovers. That fitted. ‘I have to stop Lord Gamow,’ Karl said.


      ‘Give him my regards,’ said Reisefertig.


      ‘I will come back for you,’ Karl said. He turned to look down into the camp below. It was a scene from hell. Half the tents were ablaze, shedding flickering yellow light over the corpses that strewed the ground. Some of the Chaos knights had fallen, others had lost their horses. Shrieking men twisted and deformed, their limbs reshaping in the vile atmosphere, becoming living weapons, servants of Khorne, to rejoin the battle on the other side. Soldiers clustered in groups as the great figures of the Chaos knights swept past them. The earth was dark with blood and the air was full of screaming. In the distance, the river’s water was red in the firelight.


      Unholy things were walking the cloth of blood.


      He made his way towards the ruins, stepping over the burning remains of tents and the bodies of dying men. The ground under his feet was soft with blood. Behind him, he could hear battle-cries, the clash of weapons and the sound of great death.


      The castle stood like a ghost against the night, its walls reflecting the light from the flames below, imperial and oblivious. The ruins of the keep stood cracked and crooked and at the other end, by the rubble of what had been the curtain wall, a lone watch-tower still held together, gazing out over the devastation below. It had seen it all before, and it did not care.


      Within the ruins, torchlight danced and flared. Voices chanted, insistent low rhythms filling the night. This, he could sense, was the heart of everything that was happening here; without this ceremony, the carnage in the camp would be nothing but bloodshed. Yet there were no guards, nobody watching or protecting the ritual that was going on within. Karl found that strange.


      He climbed over fallen limestone blocks, encrusted with lichen, unmoved for centuries, and made his way through the network of fallen walls and overgrown rooms to the heart of the place.


      Two walls of the chapel still stood. Poles had been stuck into the ground and torches strapped to them. The altar, a raw stone block the size of a butcher’s counter, stood draped in a dark red cloth. Karl knew what it was. He did not have to look up to the watchtower to know the Imperial standard was missing from its pole.


      On the altar, a knife and a bowl gleamed silver. Around it, four witch hunters, their eyes covered by hoods, droned the low notes of the chant. Two figures knelt before the altar, their heads uncovered, praying soundlessly: Lord Gamow in his Imperial uniform, and Sister Karin in the formal robes of a priestess of Sigmar. It was as if they had been waiting for something, or someone.


      Karl looked at them, considering and planning. He was too far to charge across the uneven ground and catch them off their guard, before they could draw swords. He had no throwing knife to end this quickly. And he wanted to hear what Lord Gamow had to say.


      He walked forward, his sword held loosely at his side. Lord Gamow looked up and rose to his feet. ‘At last,’ he said. ‘The mutant. The final card in the spread.’


      Karl stared. ‘The two of hearts,’ he said.


      ‘No, you vile fool. The two hearts are much more important than you. The two hearts must be pure.’ Gamow pursed his lips in a sneer. ‘You don’t understand, do you? For all your sniffing and searching, for fooling Duke Heller into telling you our plan, you still have no idea why you’re here. If this is the best the Untersuchung could manage, little wonder it was so easy to have you all burned.’


      He’s trying to goad me, Karl thought, and it’s working. He felt his anger rising. ‘Let us end this,’ he said, raising his sword. Lord Gamow laughed. Under the rising sound, the witch hunters’ chant droned on.


      ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘let us finish this. I started this by making you the filthy thing you are, so it’s justice that I should finish it too.’ He drew his sword.


      Why is he doing this, Karl asked himself? Why challenge me when he has a ritual to complete? But it was not the time to think about reasons. This was a time for vengeance: for his fallen friends, for his soldiers, and for himself. This was a time for blood.


      Under his collar, his second mouth began to make a sound, a low moaning drone that merged with the witch hunters’ chant. So he was part of the ritual now. Well, so be it. Gamow must die. He lunged forward, and their blades met with a crash that shot sparks flying. Gamow smiled, his mouth wide and white. Behind him Sister Karin had risen to her feet and was watching the fight, her hands clasped hard in front of her.


      ‘Avenge the Untersuchung, Karl!’ she shouted.


      Karl easily parried Gamow’s thrust, turning it back into a low cut the other only just avoided. Avenge the Untersuchung? Hours ago she had told him to forget the Untersuchung and find a new path.


      But what else had she said? Heart is better than head. And that he had a place in the scheme. Was this his place? Fighting Gamow? Was he meant to fight this duel and lose, and become a sacrifice to Khorne? That made no sense.


      Too much thinking; not enough blood. He wanted to kill Gamow; that was all that mattered. He wanted to slice through the man’s flesh, watch him fall to the ground, cut off his head, rip out his heart and squeeze the blood from it. Then he would do the same to the woman. Their deaths were all that mattered.


      Gamow came at him with a flurry of blows and he knocked each one away, blocking Gamow’s advance and advantage. He thrust forward. Gamow’s parries were slowing.


      ‘Come on, you abomination,’ cried Gamow. ‘Show me you mean to finish this!’ Karl’s rage surged forward, and as it did the chanting from his second mouth grew louder. The swords rang against each other as the two duellists moved across the chapel. Nobody else moved. Nobody tried to stop the fight. The chant continued.


      Heart better than head, Karin had said. Two hearts better than one. The two hearts must be pure. Reisefertig had said two hearts meant lovers. So Gamow and Karin were the lovers, that was clear. But what did the two hearts signify?


      Gamow was tiring now, his blows slow and his parries weak. Karl roared his hatred and moved in to kill. Gamow dropped to his knees, offering no defence. Karl swung his blade at the man’s unprotected neck, the instinctive move of a killer faced with a helpless victim. All the emotion of the last year was in that blow, all the sorrow, all the vile thoughts and self-loathing, all the desire for vengeance concentrated into pure animal rage and directed at one point of soft flesh. The killing blow.


      No!


      His blade stopped an inch from Gamow’s neck, frozen by the power of his new will. The muscles in his arm shook with the effort of restraining the sword-stroke. He was meant to kill Gamow, here, like this. His place in the ceremony was to sacrifice the priest, the leader of the ritual. That was what they had meant, and that was why they had goaded him, making his bile rise. That was why his mouth had responded. The man of learning had to be destroyed by the thing of Chaos, raw emotion, and bloodlust.


      Him.


      Karl Hoche. The old Hoche. The Hoche of grief and revenge, of emotions and frailty. The man.


      He had played the role of Hoche too well in the camp. The mask fitted too well and felt too comfortable. He had become his old self again, with his old doubts and fears, commanding men, thinking like a soldier. That was what had brought him here. No, they had brought him here. This had been planned. He didn’t know for how long, but this was what Karin had meant. This was his place in their scheme.


      Karin and Gamow intended to die here, to be the sacrifices for their own plan, to create the army of Khorne. They needed him to kill them in bloodlust and fury. And he wanted to, more than anything he had wanted before: to sate his boiling rage and kill Gamow, and then to kill Karin too, Gamow’s lover and the second heart.


      It must not happen.


      He fought down his emotions and lowered his blade.


      ‘What are you doing?’ demanded Karin.


      ‘Defeating you,’ he said. ‘Without this, you do not have an army. Your warriors are tearing each other to shreds. I will not be your tool to bring about the final change. I am not the man you think I am.’


      He turned away. Behind him, Gamow rose to his feet. ‘You are not a man at all,’ he said and charged.


      Karl spun and parried, expertly. They traded blows, neither breaking the other’s defence. It was not easy. Gamow was a better swordsman than he had pretended.


      Karl tried to remain detached, not to think about what the man he was fighting had done to him. That version of himself was dead and buried in the Great Forest. There was no place for vengeance or fury in his new life. He could lose this fight in two ways: by dying, and by losing his control. But he did not know how he could win it.


      ‘Let your head rule your heart,’ Reisefertig had said.


      Reisefertig.


      Karl locked eyes with Gamow across their clashing swords. ‘Andreas Reisefertig sends his regards,’ he said.


      Gamow’s eyes blazed. ‘Reisefertig! You know him?’


      ‘He is here. He helped me,’ Karl said.


      ‘That traitor!’ Gamow exclaimed and Karl knew he had him. Anger was a weapon that could be turned both ways. Now he was in control, and Gamow was out for vengeance. His sword deflected Gamow’s frenzied attacks, as he let the man wear himself down. Around them, Sister Karin and the witch hunters watched them, unmoving. The low chanting continued.


      He still needed strength to win. Unbidden, Braubach’s words came back to him, from a rainy afternoon an age ago. ‘Not a strong god, and not a wise god,’ he had said. ‘But in the stretch, he and your sword are the only true allies you have.’


      Gamow swung, a hard blow a fraction of an inch too high and a fraction of a second too slow. Karl’s blade slipped under it, through the armour under the priest’s robes and into his heart. Gamow froze, eyes wide, his sword falling. Karl watched as the witch hunter slumped to his knees, sliding down the blade to collapse on the ground. His body cried out with the urge to rip Gamow apart and wallow in his hot blood. He resisted.


      ‘Die in the name of Sigmar,’ he said, and as he did he felt an inner calm spread through him. His desire for revenge, the fury of the man he had once been, slipped away and was gone. But as it fled he grasped one last shred of it and held it back. He still had a use for that.


      Slowly, with awful deliberateness, he turned his face to the other figures. Karin looked shocked. The witch hunters had stopped chanting.


      ‘It is over,’ he said.


      Sister Karin ran at him, a knife in her hand, a clumsy charge. It would be easy to let her run onto his sword and die beside her lover because he sensed that was what she wanted. Instead he sidestepped, swiping her arm with his blade, knocking the knife into the night.


      ‘Kill me!’ she screamed.


      ‘No!’ he said. ‘Is this all you learned from the Untersuchung and the witch hunters? Was this your new path, to die to raise an army of Khorne?’


      ‘You don’t understand!’ she howled, falling to her knees.


      ‘I understand,’ he said. ‘I know the ways of Chaos better than you ever can.’


      He left her there, by Gamow’s body. The witch hunters had gone, the ritual was broken, and he had other things to finish.


      Beyond the ruins, the officers’ tents blazed. In the semicircle of flames two figures stood and fought, hewing at each other. One danced and spun in silver armour, twisting away from blows and darting in with feints and clever attacks, the other stood like a mountain of red and black, his broken axe thrashing like a tree in a storm. Duke Heller and Sir Valentin were fighting to the death.


      Karl marvelled. This was swordsmanship in its purest and most elemental form. There was no overlap between the way they fought and yet they were evenly matched, completely absorbed in the fight. Every thrust, dodge and parry was perfectly judged and perfectly met. It was beautiful and terrible to behold. Below them, on the slope of the hill down to the river, the camp burned.


      Karl walked closer. They were unaware of him, wrapped completely in their duel. If either of them faltered, even for a second, they would be lost.


      The weapons clashed, sending up sparks. He was yards away now and still they had not seen him.


      ‘My lord duke!’ Karl shouted. ‘Your promotion is refused!’


      Heller’s head jerked round in horror. His eyes met Karl’s, and the Chaos champion’s axe passed through his neck like a hand through mist. A fountain of blood shot into the air, glinting with firelight. His body fell, his head a moment later.


      Sir Valentin studied the corpse of the man who had wanted to take his place at the head of the Chaos army, and then turned to look at Karl. Karl knew with awful certainty that his mutation would not save him this time. The knight was a giant in armour, tireless and unstoppable, driven by the power of the dark gods. His armour was studded with arrows, broken swords and bits of pikes where others had tried to stop him and failed.


      Karl lifted his sword. The two faced each other for a moment, then the giant took two steps in. The great breastplate he wore was decorated with the eight-pointed star of Chaos. Under it, the joints of his armour moved, sleek and organic. Was a Chaos warrior’s armour a part of their body, a new hard skin, like an insect? It moved more smoothly than any metal armour Karl had ever seen. It was as if every joint had been oiled.


      Oil, Karl thought, and then the knight was at him, the axe swinging down. He dodged back from its sweep but the Chaos warrior’s great forearms twisted the blade’s parabola and he had to meet it with his sword to knock it out of the way.


      He noticed a wooden shield on the ground and grabbed it, sliding it onto his left arm. Better than nothing, he thought. Then the axe-blade swept in again, and in seconds the shield was nothing. Karl backed away, giving ground, trying to buy time. With his left hand he groped in his belt-pouch to find the flask of lamp-oil that Kurtz had given him earlier, before the night-attack and the massacre.


      The axe crashed down and he stepped under it, inside its reach, right up to the great steel bulk of Sir Valentin. With the sword in his right hand he thrust clumsily. The warrior blocked it easily, but while the giant was parrying Karl had pulled the flask of oil from his belt. He swung his arm up, smashing the container against the neck-rim of the champion’s dark armour.


      The flask shattered. Oil poured over the armour and inside it.


      He ducked and dropped. The axe-head thudded into the earth beside him as he rolled away, and the great figure stepped after him. Karl was back on his feet, sprinting away, trying to find a torch on the plateau. He had left his sword behind. It didn’t matter.


      He could feel the thud of Sir Valentin’s footsteps behind him. The champion bellowed, a sound of elemental rage, calling for his blood. There were no torches here, only the blazing remains of the tents all around him. That would be enough.


      Karl charged into the roaring flames, closing his eyes, feeling his flesh burn as he pumped his legs in a sprint. The Chaos warrior followed him into the inferno, bellowing above the sound of the blaze. He ran on until he felt cool air on his skin. Then he threw himself down and rolled to extinguish his clothes, and lay still.


      Behind him, Sir Valentin exploded out of the fire. He was burning. Flames leaped from every joint of his armour and he was tearing at himself, trying to rip the steel plates off his body. Chunks of flesh came away with them, but the oil had soaked in too far and he was roasting in his metal skin. His head was on fire, his short hair blazing. He bellowed like a dying ox, fell sideways with a ground-shaking crash, and flailed at the flames that enveloped him.


      Karl fetched his sword. It was a poor thing now, its blade blunted and dented by impacts with the axe. He threw it away. Duke Heller had a sword he wouldn’t be needing, and Karl took that. Valentin’s body was burning and his hands were still scrabbling at the flames as Karl approached, though the movements were becoming smaller and slower.


      The dying figure sensed his approach and rolled onto its side towards him. Valentin’s face was a blackened ruin, bone visible through the burnt flesh and his eyes were gone, but the jaw still moved.


      ‘Blood for the blood god,’ it whispered.


      ‘Vengeance for Rudolf Schulze,’ said Karl and sliced through its neck. The skull dropped and rolled free, its empty eye-sockets staring up into the black sky. Karl looked at it. With this last exercising of duty, this final ritual, he felt the last shreds of the man he had once been slip away like a snake’s old skin. Karl Hoche was gone forever. The process that had started on the banks of the Reik at Mittherbst was complete, and he was something new and powerful.


      He left the bodies and strode back into the camp, to speak with Andreas Reisefertig.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


      Loose Ends


      The battle was all but over. The Chaos knights had been unhorsed and destroyed one by one, but at awful cost to the army. Those soldiers who had felt the warping power of the Khornate ritual had been cut down by their comrades. Men were extinguishing the burning tents, bringing aid to the wounded, dragging away the bodies of the dead. There were a lot of dead.


      Reisefertig lay four yards from where Karl had left him. He had pulled himself into the shadow of an overturned wagon and lay there. He had lost a lot of blood, but he was still alive. The sword through his chest moved slightly as he breathed, and his eyes flickered open as Karl approached.


      ‘You came back,’ he said.


      ‘I keep my word,’ Karl said.


      ‘Is it over?’


      ‘It is.’


      Reisefertig lay silent and still for a moment. Then he gestured to the sword projecting from his chest. ‘I’m in a bad way,’ he said.


      Karl shook his head. ‘That wound won’t kill you.’ He leaned back against the side of the wagon. ‘Where is Braubach’s journal?’


      Reisefertig slowly unbuttoned his jerkin and pulled the leather book out from where it lay over his heart. ‘Sir Valentin thrust the wrong side, or it might have saved my life.’


      Karl took it. ‘Now this is over,’ he said, ‘which side were you on?’


      Reisefertig smiled. His teeth were red with his own blood. ‘You haven’t heard of us,’ he said.


      ‘Not working for Gamow?’


      ‘Not for years. I was a witch hunter once, and he trained me. Then he sent me into the Untersuchung, to report on their work. Undercover.’ He laughed weakly. ‘All the training in subterfuge Braubach gave me, and it didn’t occur to him that I was using the same techniques against them. I was the reason so many Untersuchung operations failed.’


      ‘Including Braubach’s?’


      ‘Yes. When that collapsed I realised the witch hunters had tipped off the cultists, to make the Untersuchung look bad. They were letting Chaos worshippers escape to score political points. That night I knew I had to leave, and left.’


      ‘Where did you go?’


      ‘Marienburg. It was after the Library had flooded, and the sects were fighting for control of what was left. I joined a group of former witch hunters and scholars, disaffected like me. The Cloaked Brothers. Research is what they do, Karl. Discovering the true nature of Chaos so it can be beaten – not the short-term victories of battles and burnt cults, but learning how to force it from the world. They knew Duke Heller was plotting something and sent me to infiltrate. It wasn’t till later I found Lord Gamow was involved.’


      ‘You were here to observe? To report back on how the plan went, whether it succeeded or failed.’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘You would have let thousands die to form a Chaos army?’


      ‘Yes. For the greater good. We needed the information.’


      ‘Then the Cloaked Brothers are insane and you are no better than Lord Gamow.’


      Reisefertig said nothing. Karl wanted to think the man agreed with him, but he knew he did not.


      ‘Why did you send me to Altdorf?’ Karl said. ‘Why did you force me to join the Untersuchung?’


      ‘Because I thought it would do you good.’ Coughing jolted Reisefertig’s body, and he gripped the sword to stop it shaking in the wound. ‘You needed to be set on a new path, Karl. You were destined for more than the army.’


      The horrors of the last year flickered past in Karl’s mind. If he had known how any of this was going to turn out, would he still have gone out to the wood that hot summer night? Yes, he would. Even the old Hoche was not a man who would have turned away from his fate.


      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Destiny. Was I meant to be a part of this plan? Was my place in tonight’s ceremony set last summer? Did you know I would be here?’


      ‘You or someone like you,’ Reisefertig said. ‘You were meant to be here. But it was not mortal hands that guided you back.’ He coughed. ‘We’re alike, Karl. Even Braubach said so. Go to the Cloaked Brothers. They can use men like you.’


      ‘Everybody wants to use me,’ said Karl. ‘I’ve had too much of that. From here I follow my own path.’


      ‘We share a common enemy.’


      ‘Being the enemy of my enemy does not make you an ally. It just means you’re another unknown quantity, another unturned card. I need fewer of those.’


      Reisefertig smiled ruefully. ‘What are you going to do?’


      ‘I will hunt the things of Chaos: its cults, its worshippers, its trappings and its schemes. I will destroy them with no mercy. Including the Cloaked Brothers, if I find them.’


      Reisefertig pulled himself up and stared out over the ruins of the army camp. He was silent for a moment. Then: ‘At what cost, Karl? How many people will die to sate your revenge?’


      ‘No revenge. This is what I am now. I swore an oath. And I keep my word.’


      ‘Yes,’ said Reisefertig. ‘You do. And you have sworn to kill me.’


      ‘I had not forgotten.’


      ‘Last time you said, “Not yet”.’ Reisefertig tried to smile. ‘Do I get another stay of execution?’


      Karl said nothing for a while, then: ‘Very well. But the next time I see you, I will kill you.’ He sheathed his sword, took the book in his right hand, and walked away up the hill, towards the castle. He did not look back.


      ‘Do well, Karl,’ Reisefertig shouted weakly. ‘Be true to yourself. Fight the good fight.’ His voice faded in a spasm of coughing.


      The ruined chapel was quiet and still. One of the torches was still alight, making long shadows. The body of Lord Gamow lay slumped where it had fallen. Karl dragged the blood-soaked cloth from the altar with the silver bowl and the knife, and piled them on top of the corpse, followed by the torches and their wooden poles. Lastly he threw the one remaining lit torch on top of the pyre, and stepped back as it burnt.


      He looked at the book he held. It was last remnant of the Untersuchung, and of the thoughts and teachings of Gottfried Braubach. He had tried to pass on his knowledge to three apprentices, and they had all proved false: one had betrayed him; one had turned to Chaos; and one had become a thing of Chaos.


      What lay within the book? What ideas and insights, what secrets, what details of schemes unearthed and cults destroyed? How much had Braubach written of his own life, his hopes and dreams, the things that drove him? Did he talk of Sister Karin and Andreas Reisefertig? What else had he written about Lieutenant Hoche? Did he have insights that could help Karl learn more about himself?


      So many possibilities. So much that the book could teach him. But he was an apprentice no longer. He had passed the final test. He did not need it any more.


      He threw it onto the flames and watched until it had burnt to ash.


      Andreas Reisefertig tried to push himself back up against the wagon. He dared not move the sword that bisected him in case the wound started to bleed harder. He could feel blood pooling in his punctured lung and knew he needed help if he was going to survive. But he was confident. Survival, sick leave, possibly a promotion. All things considered, it hadn’t gone badly.


      ‘Injured man! A surgeon here! A priest!’ he called weakly.


      There was no answer. After a minute he called again. A figure stepped out of the night, walking towards him.


      ‘Thank Sigmar,’ he breathed.


      ‘Sigmar will not save you,’ said Karl, and drew his sword.


      Reisefertig looked at him in horror. ‘Damn you! Damn you!’ he cried.


      ‘We are all damned,’ said Karl and pushed the sword through Reisefertig’s throat.


      He stood looking at the corpse for a moment, then turned away. There was nothing left here for him, and there was much work to do.


      He walked into the darkness, his sword drawn and ready.
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      CHAPTER ONE


      Meetings


      He came out of the darkness like a lion onto dogs, crashing out of the leafless trees beside the rough earth road, his sword raised and swinging. The first of the group half-turned towards him and fell with his face bisected in a spray of blood. The second lifted an axe to defend himself but the sword darted low, a flash of blue steel like a kingfisher over a stream, slicing through leather and cutting flesh. The third stared at the sudden stump of his arm as he dropped, his legs cut from under him. The fourth parried the thrust aimed at his heart, took the hilt of the sword in his face, staggered back a pace and was decapitated, his head falling to the frozen ground, followed a second later by his body.


      The last two turned and fled, heading off the road and into the forest, leaving the corpses of their comrades twitching on the road around the statue-still newcomer. His tall form was dark against the sombre sky of the late afternoon. His hair was jet-black and wild, the feathers of some dark bird about to take flight. Shadows hid his eyes and scars.


      The four men he had saved cowered beside the cart they had been pulling. They wore monks’ robes and victims’ bruises, and stared at their saviour with fright and disbelief. Two of them were silent; two muttered prayers and praises to a selection of gods. The dark man did not look at them, but walked to the edge of the earth road, tore up a handful of frost-dried grass and began to wipe the blood from his sword-blade.


      The leader of the monks stepped away from his followers, moving towards the nearest of the corpses. The tall man moved quickly towards him, blocking his path with a hand to prevent him from getting close.


      ‘Don’t. Leave them.’


      The monk flinched, looking up, seeing the man’s face for the first time. A few weeks later, when the witch hunters questioned him about it, even under torture all he could remember was the dark, straight hair, the unshaved high cheekbones, the deep-set eyes bracketing the twisted shape of a nose that had been aquiline before it had been broken. This was a man who used to be handsome. Now his face commanded respect and fear, but few would smile at it. There was a bandage around his neck, almost hidden by the collar of his tunic.


      The monk tore his gaze away. ‘These men are dead,’ he said, ‘and I must bless them.’


      By answer the man drew his sword and used the tip to rip open the ragged shirt of the closest corpse. Under the skin, something thick writhed.


      ‘Not men,’ he said, ‘and not dead. Mutants, things of Chaos. They do not need your blessings.’


      The monk shook his head. ‘If I do not bless them,’ he said, ‘then their bodies may be possessed by necromancers. It is my duty to protect them against dark magics.’


      ‘Then help me burn them, to destroy their contagion. No sorcery can raise a body from that.’


      ‘Let me bless them before you burn them.’ The monk paused. The tall man’s expression was guarded and unchanged, and he could not read a reaction in it. ‘Even mutants were men once,’ he said, ‘and some may have been good men. Even you cannot say that their souls should not be sent to sleep eternally with our lord Morr.’


      The tall man did not move as he paused, considering the priest’s words. ‘Very well,’ he said. There was dark humour in the voice, though none in his face. ‘Begin your blessings, while your fellows help me gather firewood. Work fast, nightfall is not far off. What town is closest?’


      ‘Oberwil.’


      ‘I have heard of it. There is a monastery there. You are from its order?’


      The older monk bowed. ‘I am Father Darius of the temple of Sigmar. We have spent a week in prayer at the shrine of Sigmar’s Water in the forest.’ He turned, pointing away into the trees. ‘We were ambushed as we began our return. They killed two of us and made the others pull the cart. They would not say where we were going.’


      ‘To their camp, where your bodies would have joined their food-stocks. It has been a long, hungry winter for all of us, and their hunger has made them bold. Go, start your blessings.’


      The monk turned away, then back. ‘Stranger, we have not yet given you our thanks for saving us, nor asked your name.’


      The man’s expression was hidden in the shadows of the late afternoon. ‘Your thanks is not important.’


      ‘And your name?’


      ‘Less important than your thanks.’ He paused. The other monks were moving, picking up dead branches from beside the road, making a pyre, staying away from the corpses of the mutated bandits. ‘Is Oberwil far?’


      Father Darius shook his head. ‘Two hours maybe.’


      ‘I will come with you.’ He paused, watching the monks work. ‘Luthor Huss served his novitiate at your monastery, I believe?’


      ‘A part of it, he did, and a very different novice he was to the warrior-priest he’s become.’ Father Darius grimaced. ‘A diligent, faithful youth, attentive to his lessons and respectful to his superiors. How much has changed.’


      The stranger stared away, towards the embers of sunlight. ‘Tell me, does Frau Brida Farber still live in Oberwil?’


      ‘She does. You know her?’


      ‘I knew a friend of hers. Tell me of her.’


      ‘A kind woman, though her life is sad. Her husband died two years ago, and her only grandchild died of cowpox this autumn. She visits the sick in the monastery hospice. You must excuse me: I have to say the blessings.’ He walked away, then paused to look back. The enigmatic swordsman was silhouetted against the reddening sky, unmoving, staring down the road towards Oberwil.


      There was something about him that unnerved Father Darius. He could not think of the last time he had spoken to a man who had used language like a sword and shield, his questions fast and sharp, all responses parried and knocked aside. Perhaps this was a man who had much to be defensive about.


      Blessing the corpses was slow and laborious. Darius had not performed the prayers to Morr, god of death and afterlife, for some time and the words came to mind only slowly. By the time he finished praying over the last corpse the other monks had finished a good-sized bonfire and were standing around it, silent, watching him. He straightened up slowly, looking at them.


      ‘Pile the bodies on the firewood,’ he instructed.


      Nobody moved, and he was not surprised. They might be priests of Sigmar but they were scared. There was something about the taint of Chaos that overruled knowledge, objectivity and the serenity of the gods’ grace, shaking loose a deep primaeval terror in the hearts and stomachs of all men. Even Father Darius felt it. His acolytes were young, initiates, and for most of them this was their first encounter with the world’s darkest power. Rumour said that to touch a body infected with Chaos was to risk contagion and damnation for one’s own flesh. Of course they were scared.


      Then the tall stranger was striding past him to the first of the bodies, picking it up. Part of it twitched and flinched as he carried it a few paces and half-flung, half-dropped it on the woodpile with a sound of cracking branches, and the gathered monks took a pace backwards, away from it. He lifted the second body and dropped that beside the first, then turned to fetch the third. Father Darius had reached it first, gripping it below the arms to drag it to the pyre. He had to show this stranger that his order was not weak, in body or in spirit.


      The corpse reared, twisting, its split face gaping wide. Teeth had formed along the edge of the wound. They clamped shut on his wrist. Father Darius jerked away in shock and pain, but the mutant’s new jaw gripped hard. He could feel the teeth grating against his bones.


      The stranger was beside him, sword drawn. A first stroke decapitated the savage corpse, a second smashed its skull and it fell away, leaving bones and teeth embedded in the priest’s arm. The stranger drew back his sword, looking down at Darius who had fallen to his knees. The priest looked up, into his eyes. There were no words, just a joint understanding of what had to be done.


      The bloodied sword slashed down, and Darius’ hand and wrist fell to the ground. He screamed. Blood pumped from the severed end of his arm. He stared for a second at the stump and went limp, unconscious from shock and pain.


      The other monks, taken by surprise, reacted with screams and shouts. One ran at the stranger, trying to knock his sword down. The swordsman swatted the monk away with his free hand.


      ‘Light the wood!’ he yelled. ‘Bring me fire to seal the wound!’ Then, quieter: ‘The rest of you pray to Sigmar that the creature’s blood didn’t mingle with the father’s before I acted.’ He pulled a cord from his pocket, looped it tight round the stump and pulled it tight.


      ‘Will he live?’ one asked.


      ‘He may. Pray that I was in time and his body is free of Chaos.’ He turned to stare at them, his eyes wild and red. ‘Pray, damn you! Pray!’


      Lokstedterweg, a prosperous street in the mercantile district of the city of Altdorf, was shadowed and quiet in the late afternoon light. A few people were coming out of their houses and walking slowly down it, out of the street, their pace deliberately slow, their faces apprehensive. At one end of the street a high-sided cart stood at rest in the cobbled gutter, the large horse in its traces standing with bowed head. Behind it, huddled in a small group, stood four men. Three wore the black tunics and silver buttons of witch hunters while the fourth, shorter, older and balder, had on a heavy golden robe embroidered with a strange symbol like a circle pierced by an arrow over his breast.


      The four men were watching a man wearing the leather apron of a carpenter further down the street. I le had emerged from the front door of a house, leading a group of women and children out after him. Now, rather too nonchalantly, he was ushering them towards a side street that led away at right angles. The children and the women, a mix of goodwives and servants from their clothes and scarves, looked straight ahead and walked quickly. The carpenter followed more slowly, and glanced over his shoulder at another house that stood slightly back from the street, its shutters closed, a few doors down from the one he had left.


      Erwin Rhinehart, a witch hunter for four years, with thirty-five successful prosecutions to his name, groaned. ‘Idiot,’ he said. ‘He knows they’re watching the street from in there.’


      ‘The city watch are amateurs. I told you we should have used our people for this,’ Theo Kratz said. Three years younger than Rhinehart, he had two inches in height, a year’s superiority and twelve more executions to his status, and it was obvious he knew it.


      ‘You know we don’t have the manpower in Altdorf right now,’ Rhinehart said without taking his eyes off the house.


      ‘He’s coming over,’ said Anders Holger. Youngest and quietest of the three, his blond curls and soft western accent led his colleagues in the Order of Sigmar to take him less seriously, and some felt that his reputation for plodding thought and the fact he did not assume everyone was guilty of something indicated that perhaps he took himself less seriously too.


      The last of the women had left the street, and the man in the carpenter’s apron was approaching the cart. A few feet away he stopped and saluted the group. ‘Rolf Aachen of the city watch–’ he started.


      Kratz grabbed his raised arm, pulling it down and yanking the man out of sight of the house. ‘You idiot,’ he growled. ‘If you’ve blown this operation…’


      Rhinehart put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Enough, Theo. He’s only doing his job, however badly. He doesn’t know what’s going on because we didn’t brief him on it. Do you?’ The watchman rubbed his shoulder and shook his head. Rhinehart stared at Kratz. ‘I’m in charge of this operation. I’m the one who followed these two all the way here from Talabheim. If there are reprimands to give, I’ll give them,’ he said. Then to the watchman: ‘Continue.’


      ‘All houses within fifty yards have been cleared, sir. Men with crossbows are out of sight down every street and alley. There’s no way out.’


      The man in the gold robes coughed gently. ‘Gentlemen,’ he said, ‘Time is creeping on. This operation would be a good deal easier if carried out before evening falls, and besides I have an audience with the Supreme Patriarch in under an hour. Could we proceed?’


      Rhinehart shook his head. ‘I apologise, my lord wizard, but we can’t start till the magus from the Jade College gets here.’


      The wizard pursed his lips. ‘My skills have been proved on the Empire’s battlefields many times. In a matter such as this–’


      ‘The matter,’ said Rhinehart, ‘my lord wizard, is that one of the renegade acolytes holed up in that house was from your college, and one is from the Jade College. Each has to have a representative at their arrest. That is the matter.’


      The wizard looked put out. ‘Yes, but merely a matter of protocol.’


      ‘Protocol and defence. If spells start flying, we need someone from each college to neutralise them.’


      ‘The spells?’


      ‘The casters.’


      ‘I thought you wanted these men alive?’


      ‘If possible, yes.’


      ‘But nobody will weep if they die,’ Kratz said. Rhinehart turned and glared at him, but before an argument could start Holger tapped him on the shoulder and pointed to the far end of the street. A gaunt man with shaven head, bare feet and green robes had rounded the corner and was standing, gazing around, looking lost. Then he spotted the group by the cart and began walking down the street towards them, his strides long and purposeful.


      ‘Is that him?’


      ‘Damn him, it is!’ Rhinehart waved frantically, gesturing him to move back down the road. The approaching wizard saw the movement and waved back, quickening his pace.


      ‘He’s in clear view! They must have seen him!’ Kratz exclaimed.


      ‘No movement from inside,’ Holger said, his eyes not moving from the house.


      ‘We can’t take the risk – we have to move now.’ Rhinehart drew his sword and pointed, the tone of command in his voice. ‘Kratz, you get the jade mage under cover. My lord Rudolphus, stay here and give fire if necessary. Anders, you with me.’


      Holger looked startled. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to wait for them to make a move?’


      ‘That would be your way, yes? More pragmatic, and safer. But this is Altdorf and I’m in charge, so we are doing this one by the letter of the law. And that says we have to try to arrest them and they have to resist before we can kill them. Come on.’ He ran across the street to the cover of the far side, then edged towards the heavy front door of the watched house. Holger followed, feeling hidden eyes watching him.


      They stood either side of the door. Holger looked on as Kratz pulled the jade wizard away down the street. Then Rhinehart drew a dagger with his left hand and used its pommel to bang three hard knocks on the impassive wood.


      ‘Harald Töpfer! Timotheus Jäger! We are witch hunters! In the name of Sigmar, we charge you with unauthorised casting of spells and dealing with dark powers! Surrender or–’


      The door blew out across the street in a concussion of fire and noise. The shutters shattered, exploding into splinters, flames gouting from the windows. Holger was knocked back and down, landing hard on the blunt cobbles. He dragged himself up. His ears and head were ringing. Rhinehart was still on his feet, clutching at his left arm. It hung oddly, where the fragments of the exploding door had hit it. Holger glanced at it. Possibly dislocated but not broken, he thought. Bloody painful all the same.


      There was a moment of silence, then a hiss as balls of fire sped down the street from the fingers of the wizard in gold robes. They flew through the now-open windows of the house to detonate inside with heavy reports. Holger caught Rhinehart’s attention.


      ‘We’ve got to go in,’ he shouted above the noise.


      ‘What!’


      ‘That explosion was a distraction. They know we’re out here. They’ll try to escape over the back wall.’


      Rhinehart’s eyes were full of pain but he nodded. Holger went in first.


      The interior of the house was gutted, full of smoke, dimly lit by burning furniture. It was hellish and hard to breathe. Holger ran through the rooms towards the rear. The wizards outside had stopped throwing fireballs, he noticed, and felt grateful.


      The main rooms led to the servants’ quarters, and from there into a scrubby herb-garden surrounded by a high brick wall. Two men stood by the doorway to the rear street one with his hand on the bolt. They were arguing. Holger took them in at a glance: their unstubbled faces, unlined brows and the intensity of their panic. Still in their teens, he thought, caught up in their studies, forgot to get the proper authority to practise their new-learned magic, and suddenly found themselves criminals, suspected of dealings with Chaos and pursued half-way across the Empire. No wonder they were panicked.


      He raised his gloved left hand. ‘Don’t open the gate!’ he shouted. ‘There are crossbowmen outside with orders to shoot you.’


      ‘We’re not here to kill you.’ Rhinehart called from behind him. ‘It’s not too late. Give yourselves up, cooperate and we’ll help you.’ It was a lie, Holger knew, but a lie in the service of the greater truth was an allowable sin for a witch hunter.


      The two sorcerers looked at each other, then one stepped forward with hands out and palms up, a gesture of supplication. ‘Please,’ he said, ‘don’t hurt us. We only–’


      Holger was trying to see the other man. The second wizard was hidden behind his partner, one hand raised in front of his mouth. Suddenly he knew what was happening. ‘Spellcasting!’ he shouted and lunged forward, sword high. But as he did he felt himself falling, his mind swirling away. He saw Rhinehart collapse ahead of him, and then his vision went black. He was not aware of hitting the ground.


      Someone slapped his face and he jerked awake. Rhinehart knelt over him. ‘Get up,’ he said through gritted teeth. Holger staggered upright.


      ‘What happened?’ he asked.


      ‘They hit us with a sleeping spell. I fell on my bad arm and woke up fast. They’ve gone back into the house. Come on.’


      Inside, the house was still burning. They ran through the flames, knowing that their quarry would not have paused either. The stairs were ablaze and impassable. There was only one way out: the front doorway. They went for it.


      Outside there was a commotion in the street. Men in city watch uniforms stood in doorways and windows, aiming crossbows. Kratz stood on top of the cart, his sword drawn and raised. In the centre of the street lay two figures, flailing weakly as if trapped under an invisible weight, unable to move or speak. They were surrounded by a lattice of glowing gold bars that pulsed with energy. Hofstadter’s Enchantment of the Gilded Cage, Holger thought. He’d heard of it but never seen it cast.


      Thank Sigmar they’d cleared the area: the citizens of Altdorf were better schooled and more sophisticated than the country peasants, but even they tended to panic at the sight of raw magic. At opposite ends of the street, the representatives of the Gold and Jade Colleges stood, gazes fixed in concentration to maintain their spells.


      ‘Neutralised,’ Rhinehart said. ‘Six bloody months it took, but now we can question–’


      ‘Fire!’ Kratz shouted from atop the cart, slashing his sword down.


      ‘No!’ Holger cried. Crossbow bolts filled the air, thudding into the prone and helpless figures of the two sorcerers, pincushioning their bodies. Rhinehart gave a strangled groan. The men’s blood seeped through their robes and flowed over the cobbles around them in a red pool, and they lay still.


      By the time the burning house had been extinguished and searched, the corpses had been removed, the wizards from the colleges of magic thanked, the watchmen dismissed, the locals allowed back into their houses and the blood cleaned from the street, some of Rhinehart’s fury and frustration had abated, but much remained. Holger watched him simmer over the next hour, impressed with the man’s ability to remain professional despite his obvious rage at Kratz.


      Finally they were sat around a table in The Fist and Glove tavern, surrounded by the dark atmosphere of the room where witch hunters had gathered for centuries to drink to forget the horrors they had seen. At last Rhine-hart could hold in his anger no longer, and he started in on Kratz before the pot-boy had brought their first beers.


      ‘You had no right to give that order.’


      ‘I had every right.’ Kratz sat back with the smug half-grin of a man convinced of his own supremacy. ‘I was the ranking officer and in my opinion the renegades presented a threat and had to be killed.’


      ‘Ranking officer? Anders and I were standing in front of you!’


      ‘You were compromised. You’d been in the same building as the sorcerers, so you could have been under their influence. I had no choice.’


      The beer arrived. ‘Of course you had a bloody choice,’ Rhinehart said, his pint in his hand. ‘But you saw a way to snatch the glory for six months of my work, and you couldn’t resist it. You son of a bitch.’


      Kratz put his tankard down carefully. ‘Two renegade spell-casters are dead. The Empire is safer than it was a few hours ago. I do Sigmar’s work.’


      ‘You do your own work, pleasing your high-born friends close to the Grand Theogonist. Maybe they told you to have the wizards killed?’


      ‘Magic channels the stuff of Chaos,’ Kratz growled, ‘and men who misuse it are as dangerous to Sigmar’s empire as the mad army that sacked Wolfenburg in the autumn. The law is clear: they must die.’


      ‘They were my prisoners!’


      ‘You were compromised!’


      ‘What I don’t understand,’ Holger interrupted before the argument went any further over old ground, ‘is why they came back to Altdorf.’ There was a momentary silence from the other two and he ploughed on: ‘They fled from here originally, I’m right? So why would they return, especially if they knew there was a witch hunter on their trail? All in all,’ he concluded, ‘it would have been useful to question them before they were killed.’


      The other two stared at him and he felt pleased that he had been able to defuse the argument, drawing its aim onto him, before his two colleagues tore each other apart. Rhinehart had every right to be angry, but there was something in Kratz’s defensiveness that was disturbing. He was about to continue his train of thought, hoping to distract the two from their argument, but someone was standing by the table. It was one of the novices from the Order of Sigmar. Holger had seen the boy before, in the hallways of the Altdorf chapter-house, their headquarters. He couldn’t have been more than twelve.


      ‘Brothers,’ the novice began, ‘I have a message…’ He paused and swallowed. Holger guessed he was intimidated by having to address two witch hunters whose hair and clothes were still scorched and smelling of smoke from the house-fire, and a third widely known to be among the more notoriously zealous members of their order.


      ‘Spit it out,’ Rhinehart said. ‘Who’s it for?’


      ‘All of you, brothers.’


      ‘All of us?’


      ‘Yes, brothers.’


      ‘Who’s it from?’


      ‘Brother Karin… wishes to speak with you in the upper library at ten bells.’


      The three exchanged a look of surprise. Rhinehart drank his beer. Kratz’s face was blank. It was left for Holger to smile at the boy. ‘Thank you for your message, brother,’ he said. ‘Tell Brother Karin that we will be there.’ The novice nodded and left them to their beers.


      ‘Ten bells,’ Holger said. ‘Late for a meeting.’


      Kratz spat in his half-empty tankard and rose to his feet. ‘Excuse me. I must scourge myself and pray.’ Holger and Rhinehart watched him leave.


      ‘We should finish our beers and go too,’ Holger said, ‘and wash the day’s filth away.’


      ‘Filth is right,’ Rhinehart said. ‘Ashes and bile. I hate him. Six months of my work destroyed for an ounce of his patron’s favour.’


      ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘He’s transparent,’ Rhinehart said. ‘His zeal and ambition have found favour with our new Lord Protector, Lord Bethe, and Bethe’s master Johann Esmer, the Grand Theogonist. He’s their creature now. Bethe’s as hard-line as Kratz is, and Esmer hates all wizards because he believes them a threat to his power.’


      Holger shook his head. ‘Theo is ambitious, I grant, but he’s not a political animal. Being political implies an ability to negotiate and compromise, and Sigmar knows he has neither of those. Besides, interrogating the two renegades might have brought us information that would embarrass the colleges of magic, weakening them that way.’ He supped his beer, thinking. ‘It’s possible that he was just following the law: it says renegades must be put to death, and his zeal is unmatched among our contemporaries. But…’


      Rhinehart drained his tankard and waved the pot-boy over for a refill. ‘What do you mean?’


      Holger shrugged. ‘I don’t know. A suspicion, nothing more. I pray I’m wrong.’


      A huge man strode towards the cathedral of Sigmar through the noonday crowds. Plated with armour, a heavy warhammer on a strap at his hip, muttering imprecations under his breath, he was an incongruous sight but nothing was so strange as the human form he carried in both arms. It was man-sized, stiff and gold. People moved out of his way fast.


      ‘Luthor Huss,’ people whispered to each other. ‘Huss the warrior-priest. Huss the outspoken. Huss the renegade. Huss the prophet.’ He heard them. Let them whisper. They would have more to whisper about by the end of the day.


      He mounted the steps that led up to the massive metal doors, closed for the service within, and turned to face the good citizens of Nuln in the square below. Not all of them were looking at him. Clutching the figure of the man with one hand, he unhooked his warhammer with the other and swung it, striking the doors with a crash that rang out across the city like a bell. Now he had their attention.


      He held the golden figure up for all to see, his bear-like hand around its neck. Its wooden limbs dangled loose and its head lolled.


      ‘Do you see this man?’ he demanded in a voice like a landslide. ‘This is Johann Esmer. This is the Grand Theogonist! The protector of our faith! The representative of Sigmar!’


      He struck the doors again, and again the sound reverberated across the square.


      ‘See how he is tarnished? See his lust for gold made visible on his flesh?’ He shook the effigy and its limbs rattled. The wood-carving had taken him all night. He had never actually met Johann Esmer, nor seen the man’s likeness, so he had no idea if the dummy’s gold-painted face resembled the Grand Theogonist at all. But the crowd didn’t know either. Esmer had never been to Nuln.


      ‘The hospice at Wartenberg. The blessed forge at Blauenthal. The brotherhood of the holy spring at Lüdenscheid. The monastery at Oberwil. For his first act, the leader of our church has ordered the closure of these holy places and more. Fourteen in all. Fourteen temples to Sigmar! And at this time of darkness, of famine and the encroachment of Chaos, he has done this – to save gold for his coffers in Altdorf!’


      The crowd was silent before him. From the corner of his eye he saw uniformed figures emerging from doorways and archways around the cathedral square, the colours of Templars bright on their armour. He knew these men: he had joked with them, eaten with them and prayed with them. Now they had their jobs to do. His time, he knew, was short.


      ‘How much longer must we endure this? How much longer will we be forced to swallow this diet of worms? Can you not see the darkness descending on our souls? How long before this downward spiral into devilry is the end of us all?’ he roared, shaking the wooden mannequin. Then he turned, held it up to the metal of the door and brought his hammer crashing down against it. There was a gasp from the masses behind him. He let go, and surveyed his work.


      The nail he had positioned at the figure’s heart had done its job. The effigy of Esmer was held in place, hanging limp like a corpse, the word ‘Esmer’ carved into its golden forehead.


      He turned back to the crowd. There were more Templars taking up positions, but they made no move towards him. What he had done was treason and sacrilege, defacing the cathedral and demeaning its highest priest. As holy knights the Templars should arrest him, but he knew that many of them secretly agreed with his views, and they would let him leave the square as long as he kept walking. With Chaos such a potent force in the land, no city could tolerate the presence of such a heretic within its walls – but with Chaos a potent force in the land, a city was no place for a warrior-priest like him. And besides, he had a new god to find.


      He walked away from the cathedral, towards the west gate of the city, knowing he was leaving the first part of his life behind him. He prayed to Sigmar that he was doing the right thing.


      The high windows of the upper library of the Order of Sigmar, the headquarters of the witch hunters, looked out over the sleeping city. The bright architecture and whitewashed walls of Altdorf lay dark and cold in the greenish moonlight. The sound of ten bells had rolled out across the quiet streets from the high tower of the cathedral of Sigmar a few minutes before, and now the gothic limestone bulk of the largest temple in the Empire stood silent, outlined against the night sky like a great gaunt tree, its high spiked branches reaching up towards the moon. Inside the library, the room was empty, the tables plain, the chairs simple, the bookshelves largely bare. There were few books that the witch hunters trusted.


      Brother Karin was waiting for them. Dressed in the austere black uniform common to all witch hunters, their brother officer in the Order of Sigmar stood silhouetted against the window, gazing out over the night streets below. Hearing their approach, the dark figure turned to face them.


      ‘Brothers,’ she said. ‘Thank you for coming.’


      Holger had heard about the transformation of Sister Karin Schiller, and the reasons for it. She had been a part of one of the armies that had travelled north last summer, alongside Lord Gamow, her mentor in the order and her unacknowledged lover. They had been ambushed by forces of Chaos and their troops slaughtered almost to the last man. Gamow had died in single combat against a traitorous mutant in the Empire’s army, and she had watched it happen. By the time she returned to Altdorf Karin had reinvented herself in Gamow’s image and memory. She abandoned her femininity, denying weakness of any kind, demanding to be treated like a man.


      The Order of Sigmar was overwhelmingly, relentlessly male-dominated. It had female members, but they were few, and inconspicuous. But Brother Karin’s mind was iron and her will was ruthless. Amidst the changes that had happened in the Order of Sigmar since the violent death of the Grand Theogonist Volk-mar the Grim and the troubled installation of his successor Johann Esmer, she – he – had proved herself and had advanced within its ranks to become the confidante and advisor of the order’s new Lord Protector, Lord Bethe, the man appointed by Esmer to the post her late lover had held.


      She was still a startlingly beautiful woman. The austere lines of the witch hunter’s uniform were not tailored for a female figure, and its contours were shaped and filled by hers, swelling at her breasts and hips, and tight around her waist. Her hair had been cut short in a manly style that served only to accentuate the length of her pale neck. No lack of kohl, rouge or powder could make her eyes, cheekbones and lips any less womanly. Despite herself, Brother Karin was very attractive. Even her voice, lowered an octave, had a huskiness to it that was half purr, half growl.


      ‘Karl Hoche,’ she said. ‘Find him.’


      ‘The renegade mutant? Why? Why now?’ Rhinehart asked.


      ‘And why us?’ Holger said.


      ‘There is something happening out there,’ Karin said, gesturing to the world beyond the window, ‘and Hoche is a catalyst. Where he goes, things happen.’ She moved from the window to the central table and leaned against it, her pose disquietingly masculine. ‘Often people die. Many people.’


      ‘Brother Karin.’ Kratz’s tone was conciliatory, diplomatic. ‘We are all aware of the death of your friend and mentor Lord Gamow at the hands of Karl Hoche last year, but–’


      ‘This has nothing to do with that. Hoche is a danger to us all. Maddened by his past and his taint, he is taking the law in his own hands, interpreting it according to the twisted rules taught him by the Untersuchung. His existence undermines our authority, and he intends to continue his perverted crusade against those he decides are agents of Chaos.’


      ‘How do you know that, brother?’ Rhinehart asked.


      ‘He writes me letters,’ she said. ‘He sends them by the coach-mail, routed through different towns so by the time they reach Altdorf their origin cannot be traced, liven if we could find where they were sent from, he would be long gone when we got there. You three will have authority to use whatever force necessary to find him and stop him.’


      ‘Dead or alive?’


      ‘Preferably dead.’


      ‘And why us?’ Holger prompted.


      ‘You have met him.’


      Holger blinked. Kratz gave a short, barking, ‘Ha!’ Rhinehart looked sceptical.


      ‘Fifteen months ago,’ Karin said, ‘the three of you spent an evening in The Fist and Glove drinking with a pious merchant from Carroburg called Herr Frei. A tall man, blind in one eye, with black curly hair. He questioned you about the arrest of the Untersuchung. That merchant was Karl Hoche. I was there; I saw you and him together. We captured him later that night, after he had killed one of our brothers.’


      ‘I remember him. He seemed nervous,’ Holger said.


      ‘Do you remember enough to recognise him again?’


      ‘His manner, his movements… yes. I would know him if I spoke to him.’


      ‘Good.’ Karin took a few steps to stand in front of them, the hard soles of her shoes rapping against the bare wood floor. ‘Brother Theo, the Lord Protector tells me you are already bound for Nuln to look into the Huss matter. Judging from his last few letters, Hoche seems to be travelling in that direction.’


      Kratz bowed.


      ‘Brother Erwin, his last known point was Averheim; see if you can pick up a trail from there.’ Rhinehart dipped his head in acknowledgement.


      ‘Brother Anders, you will stay in Altdorf.’


      ‘Altdorf?’ Holger said.


      ‘Altdorf. All reports of Hoche’s activity will come here, all sightings, all news. You will sort it and send word to our brothers in the field. And when Hoche comes here, you will know it, and you will be ready for him.’


      ‘Why would he come here?’ Rhinehart asked.


      ‘To kill me,’ she replied. ‘This is why he writes to me. Each letter is an accusation and a warning. I know he will come to Altdorf, sooner or later, but we will be ready for him.’


      ‘When do we begin?’


      ‘It has begun,’ she said. ‘You leave tomorrow morning. I will pray for your success.’


      ‘You cut off Father Darius’ hand?’ Frau Farber asked incredulously.


      ‘He could not risk corruption,’ the tall man said, and shifted in his chair. ‘Even if the Chaos-thing’s essence had not entered his body, he could never be certain that he was safe from the infection in its blood, that at any time his body might begin to mutate. My sword gave him that certainty. He is more whole with one hand than he would be with both.’


      ‘If he survives the wound,’ Frau Farber said. ‘But you speak like a man who has dealt with Chaos at first hand before.’


      He saw the suspicion in her eyes and smiled ruefully, but said nothing. So this was the woman he had travelled so far to find. She was not what he had expected: tall and slim, in a simple high-collared dress that accentuated her figure. The lamplight made her pale skin glow like porcelain. Her face seemed still, calm and ageless, but the wrinkles on the back of her hands could not be disguised as easily.


      The two of them sat in silence for a while. Firelight illuminated the parlour of the modest townhouse, a street away from the market-square of Oberwil. It was small and tidy, with tapestries on the walls and every shelf decorated with ornaments of china, porcelain and hone. Only one thing was out of place here, he thought, and that was him.


      ‘So, Frau Farber,’ he began. ‘I would ask…’


      ‘You would ask another roundabout question that wastes our time and gets us nowhere,’ she said. ‘Stop this. Tell me your name and why you have travelled so hard to find me, or leave me in peace.’


      ‘If I do,’ he said, ‘will you help me?’


      Her eyes were as cold as a statue’s. ‘I make no deals without hearing the terms first,’ she said, and then, ‘Tea?’


      He lifted a hand to scratch at the dirty bandage that encircled his neck. ‘Frau Farber,’ he said, ‘I will lay out all the cards I hold, though they are few and of little value. My name is Karl Hoche. I was a member of the same organisation of Chaos-hunters as you, the Untersuchung. We fought the good fight until a corrupt witch hunter realised we were a threat to his schemes, denounced us and had our order arrested and burnt. Few of us escaped, and most of them have changed their names and fled, or gone to ground. As you have.’


      She said nothing, but hung a tin kettle over the hearth to boil.


      ‘It has taken me a long time to find you,’ he said. ‘My tutor and friend Gottfried Braubach left hints to your identity in his diary.’


      She turned her back to him, busying herself with teacups.


      ‘I am contacting as many old agents as I can,’ he said. ‘Nobody is tracking down the Chaos cults that have infiltrated the Empire’s courts and councils. Even the witch hunters have been corrupted at their highest levels. The Untersuchung’s time is past and we cannot rebuild it, but we can make a new organisation to fight the schemes of Chaos. And that is why I sought you out. I need your help, Frau Farber.’


      She did not turn to face him. ‘How do I know I can trust you?’


      He smiled at her back. ‘I can give you no reassurance except my word. But a spy intent on trapping you would have forged a proof. My lack of evidence is the only bond I can offer.’


      ‘How do you know you can trust me?’


      ‘I don’t. But concealed within the carvings on your door is the Untersuchung code-symbol for a safe-house, so at least I was sure you were the right person.’


      ‘Who is the corrupt witch hunter you mentioned?’


      ‘Lord Gamow, their former Lord Protector. Dead.’


      ‘Braubach’s diary?’


      ‘Destroyed.’


      ‘And how many Untersuchung agents have you tracked down?’


      ‘You,’ Karl said, ‘are the fourth.’


      ‘How many have joined you?’


      He did not answer. He knew she knew.


      ‘One agent to save the Empire,’ she said, ‘and him a liar. You have kept one card hidden from me, and it is a trump.’


      ‘Yes,’ he said, and knew he had lost her too. ‘I bear the mark of damnation. Chaos flows in my blood, put there by a cultist’s cursed blade. I am a mutant like the ones I killed on the road. My body is changing, and though so far my mind remains clear, one day it too will succumb to this curse. Until then, I shall fight against the power and influence of Chaos wherever I find it, with every shred of my strength.’


      She said nothing, but passed him a cup of tea. He look it and their fingers brushed. She did not flinch away.


      ‘How did you know it?’ Karl asked. ‘Can you recognise us?’


      She sat down, holding her own cup. ‘Nothing so clever. There are handbills for your arrest, Karl Hoche. They describe you as a mutant, a traitor and an assassin. They say you betrayed an entire army to an ambush by Chaos knights. They promise two hundred gold crowns for your head.’


      ‘Signed by Brother Karin Schiffer,’ he said. ‘I have seen them. They are not true.’


      ‘Why are you really doing this?’ she asked. ‘You didn’t cross half the Empire to find an old woman, expecting her to join your foolhardy crusade.’


      He looked into her face and found nothing there to distrust. ‘I have nobody I can talk to,’ he said. ‘There is nobody to help me bear my pain. Even for a man such as I am, loneliness is a fearsome burden. Talking to somebody who understands… who does not hate or fear me… even for a few minutes…’ His words trailed away.


      There was a long pause, heavy with meaning. She looked at him, and her eyes were not unkind. ‘Agent Hoche – Karl – I cannot join you. I will tell you what I told the last Untersuchung agent who sought me out…’


      ‘Wait.’ Karl leaned forward, tea spilling unseen from his cup. ‘I’m not the first? There have been others?’


      ‘There was one other,’ said Frau Farber, ‘who sought me out here, two months ago.’


      ‘What was his name?’


      ‘He would not tell me. About your age, or slightly older. Three inches shorter than you, ten pounds heavier, hair brown and thinning, posing as a mendicant. He wore a silver hammer on a chain and had a strange wide scar on his neck.’


      Karl shook his head. ‘What did you tell him?’


      ‘What I have told you: that I cannot help you. But ten weeks before that, as the harvest was coming in, I received a letter. It was not signed, but its text was filled with our pass-phrases. It said that if I was interested in continuing the – what was the phrase? – “the great work of my former employer” then if I went to The Dog and Pony tavern in Nuln and asked for Herr Scharlach, I would learn something to my advantage. And then I sent him away.’


      ‘May I see the letter?’


      She shook her head. ‘Destroyed, like you destroyed Braubach’s diary. Too dangerous to keep.’


      Karl was silent for a long moment. ‘So what now?’ he asked.


      ‘Now I send you away, and clean up the mess you’ve made,’ she said.


      ‘Mess?’


      She pointed at the spilled tea, but he knew she meant more. In this small community there would be questions: why had the stranger who’d saved the monks in the forest wanted to see her? What had he said? Who was he? All these things would require falsehood, and a tapestry of good lies takes time to weave.


      ‘Is there nothing else you can do for me?’ he asked.


      She was already on her feet, fetching a cloth from a cupboard beside the fireplace, but stopped and looked at him.


      ‘I can read your fortune,’ she said.


      Karl stared at her. She smiled, and there was a lifetime in the smile.


      ‘My husband was a merchant captain,’ she said, ‘and knew a man from Araby, who claimed to have learned the skill from a man in Ind, who had had it from one of the fabled sorcerers of Cathay. I do it rarely these days, but I will do it for you. Choose six sticks from that box of kindling and pass them to me.’


      Karl dug among the rough twigs, sorting and selecting. ‘Does it work?’


      Frau Farber shrugged. ‘If you believe a thing will happen, does it become more or less likely? If you doubt it then don’t see it as prophecy, see it as advice.’ She took (lie sticks from him, closed her eyes and cast them onto the carpet in front of her. They fell in a scatter. She stared down at them, her lips pursed. In that long moment Karl realised that once she had been a very beautiful woman; the kind of beauty that only the upper classes have. How had she been lured into the Untersuchung?


      She looked up at him. ‘Opposition and change,’ she said. ‘On one side: you. You will grow stronger and weaker.’


      ‘The mutation,’ Karl said. ‘It strengthens my body even as it weakens my mind.’


      Frau Farber pointed at the sticks. ‘The other side. There are three against you. One will bend and two will break.’ She paused. ‘That’s all.’


      Karl considered her words, then stood and picked up his sword and cloak. ‘Thank you, Frau Farber,’ he said. ‘I have troubled you enough.’ At the door, he turned back to look at her and her little home, the contents of her long life spread out around her to keep her company, and for a second he felt again a sense of desperate solitude.


      ‘When you read the fortune of the other agent, what did you see?’ he asked.


      She looked him in the face, and he felt that he saw the same loneliness reflected there. ‘Nothing good,’ she said. ‘All I see these days is nothing good. It’s why I stopped casting the sticks.’


      He hesitated for a long moment. Then: ‘Pray for me,’ he said, opened the door and stepped out into the long night.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWO


      Weighed Down


      ‘I want to see Herr Scharlach,’ Karl said.


      It was a bright day, beyond the reach of winter but still too early in the year to be called spring. Nuln, the southernmost of the major cities in the Empire, was always first to feel the heat of the year’s new sun, bringing the townsfolk onto the streets like forest creatures coming out of hibernation to sniff cautiously at the street traders and market stalls. The river Reik flowed through the centre of the city, rolling and heavy with floodwaters from upstream, bringing the smells of upland topsoil, ice, grass and mud, and carrying away the must and mildew of winter.


      The Dog and Pony tavern was bright and cold, its windows thrown open to the pale sun. A couple of patrons huddled over drinks in shadowed booths, keeping pale complexions and tired faces out of the light. The walls were whitewashed, the sawdust on the floor freshly strewn. It felt curiously soulless. Outside in the street a ragged voice was crying doom for the Empire.


      Karl leaned on the bar and waited for the landlord to finish cleaning and checking the taps on the large beer-barrels and the smaller casks of wine racked behind the bar. Finally the man looked up and observed him with thick eyelids and half-closed eyes.


      ‘Herr Scharlach’s not here,’ he said. ‘If you sit and buy a drink I’ll send the boy with a message.’


      ‘Does he work far away?’ Karl asked.


      ‘There and back takes about a glass of wine,’ the bartender said, ‘if you have a large one and a meat pie with it.’


      Karl sat at a table half-way down the tavern and waited as the innkeeper brought his food and wine. He had not known such a sense of enthusiasm, of optimism, for years. Meeting Frau Farber had felt different: he knew he had been taking a risk, and the chances of her agreeing to join him had always been small. But now he had the name of someone who, like him, was trying to recruit former Untersuchung agents.


      The Untersuchung. Karl sipped his wine and grimaced at its bitter undertaste. He had only spent six months in the secretive branch of the Reiksguard. He had been tricked into joining in the first place, and his brief career as a member had not exactly been glistening. But in those short months he had made true friends – friends who had died when the witch hunters under the Chaos-worshipping Lord Gamow had falsely accused the Untersuchung of being infested with Chaos-worshippers – and he had seen first-hand the importance of the organisation’s role in seeking out and destroying the cults and schemes of those who followed the four dark gods.


      With the Untersuchung gone, there was nothing to fill its place. The witch hunters tried but were too bound by doctrine and fanaticism: they were rakes and sledgehammers compared to the subtle instruments that Karl and his colleagues had wielded. Since the order had been destroyed, since Karl had become a wanted criminal and a mutant, he had sworn vengeance against the forces that had ruined his life. But there was a limit to what a man could do alone. Even if Herr Scharlach had only recruited one other person, that still made three. And three was a powerful number.


      The meat pie was stodgy and filled with bits of gristle. Karl left it and waited for the boy to return. What had Frau Farber said? ‘One will bend and two will break.’ He had no idea what that meant, but eighteen months ago he had no idea what the wise fool and the two of hearts would represent. Fortune-telling, like many things, was always clearer when you looked back at it.


      The boy re-entered the tavern at a run and handed something to the landlord, who emerged from behind the bar, approached Karl’s table and held out a folded piece of parchment. There was no writing on its outside, and the seal that held it closed was just a blob of hard wax. Anonymous. Karl broke the seal, opened the letter and read it.


      The handwriting was neat and elegant, though the ink was slightly smudged. ‘I regret I am unable to meet you at present. I am detained by pressing business which will keep me busy until tonight.’ it read. ‘Come to the Oldenhaller quay on the docks at ten bells, where I will await you. Faithfully, Herr Scharlach.’


      Karl read it over twice, looking for hidden nuances or codes in the language. He could find none. The letter appeared entirely innocent and therefore would be safe if intercepted. The mysterious Herr Scharlach had given himself ten hours to prepare for the meeting and more besides: almost a day to observe his visitor, not just a few minutes. The whole operation was nicely planned. Without lifting his head, Karl studied the other drinkers in the tavern. Which one of them was watching him? Was one of them secretly the man he was here to meet? He knew he’d have to behave cautiously, but despite it all he was impressed. It felt good to be working with professionals again.


      Karl spent the day waiting for ten bells. In the meantime he hired a cheap room at a boarding-house called The Fallen Gryphon in the east end of the city, exchanged his filthy travelling clothes for new-bought ones and sent the old set to be laundered.


      He explored the streets and squares of Nuln to get a feel for the place, its layout, its thoroughfares, alleyways and hiding places. He had never been here before and wanted to get the measure of the city.


      He also wanted to hear the news and gossip. He had spent the winter trekking through the Empire’s forests, following leads and hunting down beastmen, until he had felt like a beast himself: isolated, insulated against the civilised world, able to lose himself in the chase and the fight. It was an easy existence, but it was not the path he had sworn to follow; and that path had brought him back to the bustle, crowds and inquisitive faces of the city. He was probably in more danger here than he was in the depths of the darkest forest.


      The mood of the city was sombre. On the streets the spring clothes and faces were bright enough but in the taverns and bars where the real business happened, conversation was subdued and gossip was quiet. Questions about Luthor Huss and his heretical declaration were answered with nervous glances. It seemed to Karl that other people had been asking the same questions, had not liked the answers they had heard, and even all this time later the bruises were still raw.


      He spent a while in a tavern at the docks, listening to gossip, then moved to another not far from the cathedral, sitting not far from a group of pilgrims talking about Esmer and the changes he had brought to the Church of Sigmar. He had been tempted to go into the cathedral itself, partly to pray and partly to view its famed high altar, but he had seen Imperial handbills fluttering on signboards in the square, each with the name and description of a wanted criminal on it, and being recognised was not a risk worth taking.


      Night fell hard and cold, and ten bells came round slowly. The river-wharfs and docks were deserted save for sporadic watchmen. At the southern end, the Oldenhaller warehouse stood unguarded and shadowed, its solitary quay stretching out into the dark waters of the River Reik. A wind blew off the water, cold and cutting. Karl walked out to the end of the jetty and waited.


      The city was a panorama of lights against the night sky. In front of the lights a silhouette walked down the docks towards him. Karl appraised it as it approached: male, human, short and stocky, short hair, thick clothes but no cloak and no armour. Sword on the right hip. Confident. The figure strode across the waterfront and along a parallel jetty separated by fifty feet of river-water, well out of range of sword or throwing-knife.


      Karl smiled to himself. The precautions they were taking were exemplary. He hoped that his own were as good. ‘Herr Scharlach,’ he said.


      ‘Herr Scharlach is indisposed,’ the man said, ‘but I speak for him.’ The two stared at each other across the gap. In the near-darkness Karl could see the details of the newcomer: the shine on his leather boots, the bone buttons on his wool coat, the streaks of grey hair at his temples, the way his waistcoat was stretched across the curve of his belly. He looked about forty and prosperous. Karl didn’t recognise him.


      The man slowly reached up with his right hand and scratched his left ear. There was a long cold pause. It seemed to be up to Karl to make the next move.


      ‘I wish to know more of you,’ he said. ‘You wish to know more of me. But how do we convince each other that we are trustworthy?’


      The man grimaced. ‘You go straight to the heart of it. We could each be any colour of villain. What is your name?’


      ‘A man who shouts his name to a stranger in public is not to be trusted with secrets.’ Karl said. ‘Passwords and code-phrases can be broken. Men can change sides. I need to know that I can trust you, and that your aims are my aims, and that you will not betray me to my enemies.’


      ‘You have enemies?’


      ‘A man who does not have at least one mortal foe by the time he is twenty has not been trying,’ Karl said.


      ‘So far,’ the man said, ‘this conversation tells me you have many aphorisms, but little else.’


      Karl rubbed his hands, wishing he had brought gloves. ‘Isn’t there somewhere warmer we can go?’


      The man stood, considering, then turned to point out across the river. ‘You see that black-sailed wherry, moored midstream? Her cabin has a warm stove and a bottle of ten-year-old brandy. Nobody will hear us there, or see signals if either of us should send them. You agree?’


      ‘I agree.’


      ‘Then join me and I will row us out.’ He began unfastening the mooring-ropes of a clinker-built rowing-boat tied up alongside the quay. Karl walked around to where the boat was rocking on the water and climbed in. He did not offer a handshake to the other man; he knew they had not reached even that little level of trust yet.


      The wherry’s cabin was snug and warm, the stove smoky, the brandy a little disappointing. Karl and the unnamed stranger sat across a table that was little more than a single plank. Being this close together made it somehow harder to talk. The little rituals of drinking spirits punctuated the silence.


      The man across the table lifted his glass to Karl. ‘Here’s blood in your eye,’ he said, swilled the brandy into his mouth and swallowed, pausing a second to savour the aftertaste. ‘Delightful. Sent by a friend in Parravon,’ he said. ‘For services rendered.’


      ‘You have an outpost in Bretonnia?’ Karl asked.


      ‘We have outposts all over the Old World. Agents in every city. Advisors close to the ears of some very powerful people.’


      ‘So this isn’t a new organisation?’


      The man’s brow furrowed. ‘New? Not at all. We’ve been around for decades. What made you think we were new?’


      ‘I was–’ Karl forced himself to pause and sip more brandy to give him time to think. ‘Let me start again. The person who gave me Herr Scharlach’s name told me that if I wanted to continue the work of my former employers, I should talk to you.’


      ‘What happened to your former employers?’


      ‘Witch hunters burnt them,’ Karl said.


      The man cocked an eyebrow and drank more brandy. ‘My first fear was that you were a witch hunter,’ he said. ‘You have the bearing of one. And the city is crowded with them at present.’


      ‘Who are they looking for? Luthor Huss?’


      ‘No, Huss is long gone, and the motley band of fanatics, doom-sayers, the too-credulous, the easily swayed and the terminally bored with him. Have you heard the stories?’


      ‘Some, but…’ Karl shook his head.


      ‘Well. After he nailed the effigy to the cathedral door, the organised church was thrown into uproar. While they’re arguing about responses, he has been leading his pack across the Empire, dealing his own kind of justice to those he sees as enemies of the faith. Corrupt priests, embezzlers of temple funds, those within the church accused of crimes against women – or children. There’s never enough evidence to convict him, and sometimes he’s miles away when the killings happen…’


      ‘He’s killing people?’


      ‘People are dying, let’s say that. Huss hasn’t returned to this city since he left it at Hexenstag, yet Brother Bernard Schneider, known as the Leech, was beaten to death a mile away a fortnight ago and Huss or his followers given the blame – or the credit, depending on your point of view. Schneider’s death is one reason why the witch hunters are so active. Otherwise, as I’m sure you’ve sensed, there is a mood of fear and melancholy settling down from the north of the land, where the great armies of Chaos are gathering, and the witch hunters of the Order of Sigmar believe they can prevent the invasion by arresting and burning a few old women and hedge-wizards.’


      Karl thought about telling his drinking companion that he had seen the Chaos armies for himself, the summer before, but restrained himself. Something told him this would be the wrong time. In this kind of transaction information was power, and the stout man had not even told him his name, much less given him a reason to confide in him. He seemed satisfied that Karl was not a witch hunter, but Karl could not say the same for him. No, not a witch hunter, but despite the other’s words and his acceptance of what Karl had told him, there was something about the situation that still didn’t feel right. Karl had learned to trust his instincts.


      The man refilled their glasses with the last of the brandy. ‘So why did the witch hunters burn your order?’ he asked.


      Karl raised his glass in a silent toast, and drank. ‘My new friend,’ he said, ‘we must each accept that neither of us will walk away from this meeting with the information we want. I want to trust you, but trust is a fragile thing and we both have too much to protect. So if we cannot prove ourselves with words, then let me prove myself with action. Give me a task, and I will show you that I can be useful, and loyal, and follow orders.’


      The man smiled and raised his glass in return. ‘I accept your offer,’ he said, and at that moment Karl knew he had ascended the first step towards the eventual goal. He leaned back as the other leaned forward.


      ‘We have a courier mission. A package needs to be handed to a messenger at a location a few miles outside the city tomorrow, and another brought back. This is how it works: a package of clothes will be left for you at your inn. The letter will be sewn inside the lining of the jerkin, along with enough money for you to hire a horse. Go to Preminger’s stables by the south gate; tell him that Herr Stahl recommended that you see him and he will give you a paper with directions to the meeting-point. The messenger will be there at noon. Do not let us down.’


      He paused and looked up at Karl.


      ‘Thank you for your trust, Herr Stahl,’ Karl said. ‘My name is Hans Frei.’


      The two men’s stares met, each recognising something in the other – a sense of duty to a higher calling, perhaps. They touched their glasses and drained them in a wordless toast. In months to come, Karl would remember the chink of glass, the sense of the impact, and wonder who or what it was that Herr Stahl had been drinking to.


      They rowed back to the quayside in silence, shook hands and walked away in different directions. Karl was half-tempted to follow his mysterious companion, but his mission had already begun and the soldier in him told him that to do such a thing would be a breach of loyalty, if not of trust. Besides, if the man was as professional as Karl suspected, he would take a false route designed to lose any pursuers.


      As he walked back towards his boarding-house, he felt the first hints of elation rising in his stomach and spreading through his body. He did not know yet what the unnamed organisation was, or what its aims and goals were, but somehow that didn’t seem as important as the simple sense of belonging to something again.


      The Fallen Gryphon was quiet and after a brief word with the landlord Karl took a candle straight up to his attic room. He bolted the door and fastened the shutters: although Herr Stahl and his unseen friends knew where he was staying, he didn’t want them to learn any more about him for the moment.


      He took a water-skin from his pack and poured the contents into the china bowl on the dresser. The water was dirty and discoloured: it had been several weeks since the monks at Oberwil had given him a fresh supply. If he could get to the cathedral he would obtain more. He muttered a prayer to Sigmar over the bowl, then positioned the polished silver of the room’s small mirror so he could see his face. He peered at himself. Were his eyes just bloodshot, or was the redness in them something more permanent? In this light it was hard to tell.


      Slowly he unbuttoned the high collar on his shirt and pulled it down and apart, then unknotted the bandage that encircled his neck. Under it, the contraption of wood and leather straps that served as a gag was still in place. He undid its clasp and pulled it away, staring at his reflection. On the left side of his neck, the chapped lips of his second mouth moved, parting, revealing fierce white teeth. A dark tongue flicked out, licking at the worn, calloused skin around the orifice. Karl watched the movement, unable to control it. The thing had a mind of its own.


      This thing, this foul addition to his body, was the outward sign of the contagion in his system: an unwanted gift from the gods of Chaos. He was changed in other ways too, he knew, and still changing: he healed faster now, and his senses were more acute. Sometimes he felt he was stronger too. He hated it. It had destroyed his life, and would destroy his mind, and until that day he would fight against it with every ounce of his spirit.


      He took a cloth, wetted it in the bowl of holy water, and began to clean the lips. The water stung on the mouth’s cracked lips, and he relished the fleeting pain. The tongue moved, giving a low moan, and Karl froze, ready to jam the washcloth between its teeth to silence it if need be. It had given him away once before, and he would never let it happen again. The moan subsided with a low burble that could have been a word, perhaps ‘blood’ or something else, and the mouth was silent. He relaxed. More than once he had thought about cutting out its tongue, and would have done it if he was not afraid that the blood would clog his own lungs and drown him. Or that the tongue would regrow, perhaps as something worse.


      The washing done, he rinsed the wooden gag and the bandage in the water and laid them out to dry. It was a nightly ritual. Then he rummaged in his pack for the leather satchel with his inkstand, quills and parchment. Dawn was a long way off, and it had been weeks since he had last slept. Writing would pass the time.


      When he left his room in the morning the bundle of clothes was outside his door, and the letter where Stahl had said it would be. Its cover was plain parchment, sealed with three hard wax impressions. Karl studied them. It would be a matter of moments to open them – he had a candle and a sharp knife in his room – and almost impossible to detect. But the purpose of the mission was to establish trust. There was unlikely to be anything of importance in the letter, and even if there were it would be in code. And if they noticed the seals had been removed and re-set, they would never trust him again. It was not worth the risk.


      As the piebald mare trotted southwards out of the city along the old Reman road, Karl could not resist taking the letter from his saddlebag and holding it up to the weak sun, hoping the light would penetrate it and reveal the words written inside. The parchment was too thick but his curiosity was piqued. Now that Herr Stahl’s organisation had begun the slow process of accepting him, he wanted to know more about them and about the role he could play in their work. He wondered if they would accept a mutant, and how long he could keep that fact about himself hidden from them.


      The sun rose in the sky, traffic on the road was light, and Karl counted the crossroads as he passed them. Shortly before noon he came to one marked by an old moss-covered shrine to some neglected saint or martyr, and took the left-hand turning, down a track that led between the twisted trunks of old, scattered woods. Two miles down the road forked beside a pond of dark water, half under the canopy of the trees’ empty branches. This, according to the instructions he had been given, was Dead Man’s Pond.


      A large chestnut horse, bridled and saddled, was snuffling around the weeds at the water’s edge. A man leaned against an old elm that stood near the road, picking at the mechanism of a pistol with the point of a knife. He was wearing the uniform of an Imperial messenger. Karl reined in his horse and swung himself down, unsure what to do next. He had not been expecting an officer of the Empire, and his instructions had not included any password or way of identifying himself, or checking that he was giving the letter to the right person.


      But as the man stepped towards him he lifted his right hand and gently touched his left ear. Karl recognised the gesture that Stahl had made the night before. It must be one of the group’s secret signs, which meant this must be the man. Perhaps there was something that he was meant to do in return, to signal that he was the other half of the connection. Stahl hadn’t mentioned anything.


      ‘I have the letter,’ he said, dug in the saddlebag and produced it. The parchment was slightly creased from the journey. The stranger took it, backed away a step or two and examined it closely. Evidently what he saw satisfied him, because he sniffed and turned away towards his horse.


      ‘I have a question,’ Karl said. He had many questions, ones that he couldn’t ask Herr Stahl, but this man didn’t know he was an outsider. On the other hand he hadn’t been able to reply to the hand-signal, so perhaps it was obvious. Still, it was worth a try.


      The man turned back and faced him. ‘Have we met before?’ he said.


      ‘No.’


      ‘Then you shouldn’t have spoken. If you’re caught and tortured, now you’ll be able to tell them what my voice sounds like. Discretion is everything.’ He made a clicking sound and his horse left the edge of the pond, walking over to him. He swung up into its saddle and prepared to move off. Then he stopped, twisted round and tossed a small package towards Karl.


      ‘For your contact,’ he said.


      The throw was high. Karl reached for it, but the leather-wrapped bundle glanced off the tips of his outstretched fingers and ricocheted away. He made a desperate grab at it, missed, and watched as it splashed down into the dark waters of the pond, bobbing on its ripples.


      The rider gave an amused snort, trotted to the road and rode off towards the main highway. Karl looked after him for a second, then cast his eyes around the area to find a branch long enough to retrieve the package from the water before it sank. There were none: evidently someone had gleaned the area for firewood recently. He sighed and waded into the cold water, feeling deep mud squashing beneath his boots.


      The water was very cold and surprisingly deep, and in a few steps he was already up to his thighs. Circles of waves spread from where he stood, upsetting the still waters and pushing the package further out towards the centre of the water. He kept going, moving more slowly till the parcel was almost within arm’s reach. Then something on the base of the pond shifted under his loot and he stumbled, lurching sideways, half-soaking himself. He swore loudly and with feeling.


      A few feet away from him, something brushed the underside of the water’s surface, and was gone, sinking hack into the murk. Something attached to the thing he had kicked, probably. Karl stared at the swirl of sediment where it had been. It had been white, branched and curled. Very like a hand.


      He grabbed the package, shook the water from it and threw it onto the bank, then walked slowly across the pond, feeling the bottom through the soles of his boots. The water was up above his waist. He kicked a stump of wood, but that wasn’t it.


      He knew, with awful inevitability, that he was looking for a body.


      His right foot struck something soft, moving it an inch or two out of the bottom silt. It was large and heavy, but he was able to push it slowly towards the hank. Then he felt it shift and roll in the water, and one arm swam up towards the surface. He grabbed it. The flesh was soft and clammy and he felt it slide off the arm-bones, but it was clad in a leather-sleeved jacket and when he grasped that it didn’t tear.


      He pulled the body to the shore and out of the water.


      It was a man with dark hair. He guessed it had been in the water a while, but the cold winter had slowed its decomposition and the tiny fish and insect larvae that would have feasted on its flesh had not had time to do much damage. All the same, it looked like hell. Its eyes were gone, and most of its nose. The skin was white-green and puffed, swollen inside its clothes, its belly distended by gases. Its pockets were stuffed with stones to weigh it down, and in the middle of its forehead was a ragged hole, roughly circular. The man had been killed by a musket-ball, too small for a rifle. It was the kind of wound a flintlock pistol would make.


      Karl stared down at the corpse, trying to read information from it. The man was slightly older than Karl and a little heavier, with short, thin hair. The skin of his neck was strangely textured, as if burned or scarred. Karl didn’t recognise him. Then he caught a glimpse of a silver pendant inside the man’s shirt and something brought Frau Farber’s voice and words to mind. Another agent, she had said, shorter and heavier than Karl, and she had mentioned a scar and a silver talisman. And he too had travelled to Nuln in search of the Untersuchung or its heirs.


      This could not be a coincidence.


      The corpse carried no other identification. Karl checked, then pulled the pendant out from inside its shirt and stared at the tiny hammer of Sigmar. Perhaps it bore a jeweller’s mark, and he could use that to trace who the man was, who he had been, to learn his story.


      No. This man’s past was irrelevant. His present had told Karl all it could, and his future was murky and held nothing good. Karl rolled the body back into the water and watched as it sunk from view, muttering a brief blessing over the place. He felt he knew rather more about the people he was dealing with now, and it didn’t make him comfortable.


      He picked up the leather-wrapped package from where it had landed on the bank. It was wrapped in a ribbon, fastened with a blob of sealing wax. He was tempted to open it, but he knew that whatever the implications of his accidental discovery, he was still being tested. Stahl would be waiting for him back in Nuln. It was time to return, and the journey would give him time to think.


      He retrieved his horse, climbed into its saddle and let it walk on. It seemed to know the way. The sun was behind him, casting his shadow onto the road ahead, as if he was following a part of himself that had already trod this path before. It felt like an omen. Under his high collar, the thing on his neck struggled against its gag, gnawing against the hard wood. Something had upset it. Karl ignored it, thinking.


      The man in the pond had been shot, probably by the Imperial messenger or one of his colleagues, but the key question was why, and on that Karl could only speculate. Perhaps he had not been what he seemed: an infiltrator from another sect, a rival group. Perhaps his curiosity had won over his sense and he had broken the seals on whatever he had been given. Perhaps he had been an informer, or had recognised his contact as an old adversary. Or perhaps he had revealed too much about himself or his past, and it had not been to his new friends’ liking.


      It was all food for thought.


      The ride back took as long as the ride out, though the road was busier: merchants, pilgrims and men of the cloth were scattered along the miles that led to Nuln’s walls, all of them heading away from the city. None looked cheerful. A couple were chanting ancient prayers, the rhythm and familiarity of them more comforting than the actual words. Karl stopped for a few slices of pork and some potatoes at an inn about eight miles from the city and listened to the gossip of the other travellers: apparently there had been raids that morning, heretics and religious extremists arrested. Many who sympathised with Luthor Huss were taking the chance to flee to safer towns, or even to seek out Huss and his rabble-band of crusaders on their Sigmar-inspired mission. Karl heard the stories and left in silence. He hoped that Stahl and his men were made of sterner stuff.


      The sky was darkening by the time he reached the city’s south gate, a half-moon already high in the sky, and the pinholes of a few bright stars. It was going to be a cold night and the streets were already clear. It was too late for traders, but still too early for the students from the university to be out looking for their evening’s entertainment. Even the stray cats and the flocks of pigeons that usually plagued the place seemed to be hiding, or to have left.


      Karl returned the horse to Preminger’s stables, reclaimed the coins he had left as a deposit and made his way on foot across the river to The Dog and Pony, close under the city’s western wall, on the edge of the university district. The place was more crowded than the last time he had been here but this seemed to be a different crowd and he recognised no faces, even among the staff.


      He had hoped that Stahl might be here, or that he might be contacted by someone else from the group, but after a few minutes of standing at the bar with a tankard of light beer, it was clear that wasn’t going to happen. He downed the last of the beer and pushed through the patrons to the door of the privy at the back, a small room just big enough for one occupant, with a plank above a stinking trough. Someone had hung some garlic on the wall, either to mute the smell or to ward off anything that might emerge from the filth below.


      Karl peered up at the ceiling, then stood on the plank and pressed upwards against the panelling. One of the pieces of wood shifted, revealing a gap. Following the instructions he had received that morning, he slipped the damp leather-wrapped bundle into the darkness, slid the panel back into place and climbed down. Presumably someone would collect it, but he wasn’t going to spend all night watching the privy door. He cast his eyes around the tavern one last time, and slipped out into the night.


      The walk to The Fallen Gryphon took him most of the way across the city, a walk of almost twenty minutes, the paving-stones of the street, laid in Reman times and probably not moved since then, felt strange to shoes used to the cobbles of more northern towns. Something about Nuln set his teeth on edge, something more than just the danger of dealing with people whose loyalty and affiliation were unknown. The city had been the capital of the Empire until just a hundred years ago, and it was as if it still held a silent grudge against anyone who held allegiance to the new Emperor in Altdorf, many miles north along the River Reik.


      The Fallen Gryphon was quiet, though the tavern across the street was doing good business; the smell of roasted mutton and spilled beer wafting across the street. Karl could hear its noisy patrons as he stood in the Gryphon’s empty front room, looking for the porter so he could ask if there had been any messages or packages for him, or to get a candle to navigate the dark stairs and light his room. There was no sign of anyone. He tapped his fingers on the countertop, felt in his pocket for his key, and started up.


      His room was on the top floor, under the slanted ceiling of the eaves. The corridor was whitewashed walls and bare wood floor, lit by a strip of faint night light from between the half-closed shutters over the window at the far end. He fumbled the key into the lock, turned it and pushed open the door.


      Light burst through the gap, and he knew something was wrong. There was a man in the room, standing, sword drawn. Witch hunter’s uniform. Lamp in one hand. Hat lying on the bed. Karl recognised him. ‘Karl Hoche, you are under arrest,’ Theo Kratz said.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THREE


      The Push


      Karl threw the door shut. He could already hear footsteps beating up the narrow stairs behind him, cutting off his escape, and there was movement from one of the other rooms. An ambush. He guessed they wanted him alive, but he suspected they wouldn’t be too upset by the alternative. He sprinted down the corridor.


      Kratz shouted, ‘Stop!’ Another room door opened, but Karl was already past it, shoulder lowered to charge the wooden shutters that bracketed the lead-paned window at the end. He collided with it, the impact bruising his entire forearm. The weak hinges gave and the panels swung outwards, crashing into the diamond-patterned glass. The frame broke part-way, sending bits of lead and glass shards cascading outwards, sliding away down the steep tiled roof.


      Karl grabbed the upper ledge of the window-frame and swung his legs up, kicking at the remainder of the window. It collapsed outwards and he was through, rolling through the smithereens of glass that covered the sloping tiles. He threw out his arms to stop his roll towards the edge and felt the fragments slice at his hands and clothes. He scrabbled, trying to gain a hold for his fingers or feet before he hit the gutter and then, a few seconds later, the street below. Tiles slid loose under him. A corner of his mind made a note to plan his escape routes in more detail next time.


      His foot hit the wooden end of one of the gables, slowing him enough to get his fingers round the edge of a tile and cling on. He felt himself slide to a stop. For a second everything was still and quiet. Then he could hear dislodged tiles shattering on the cobbles of the street below.


      ‘…under arrest for consorting with the forces of Chaos, conspiring against the Empire, sedition of the innocent–’ Kratz’s face was at the window, ten feet above, staring down at him with a look of amusement. Another witch hunter appeared beside him, carrying a crossbow. ‘You have no possible means of escape,’ Kratz said. ‘Don’t do anything rash.’


      A memory of a rooftop in Altdorf lit by moonlight, the figures of witch hunters bearing down on him, the threat of arrest, and those words. It felt like a hammer-blow. He would not let that happen again. He could not. He looked up at Kratz.


      ‘I cannot climb up on my own,’ he said. ‘Throw me a rope.’


      Kratz gave an order and the other witch hunter left the window. Karl lay there, hearing their voices, planning. A moment later the end of a length of rope began to slither down the roof towards him, stopping just by his left hand. Not quite ten feet. Not enough to get him over the edge of the roof, out of the crossbow’s arc of fire.


      ‘Tie it off there,’ Kratz told the other witch hunter.


      Karl waited a second, then reached for the rope, testing it. It felt solid. He took a solid grip, wrapping it around his wrist, then used it to pull himself up onto his feet, balancing on the steep incline. He looked around. Between him and the window the tiles were broken and dislodged, revealing the lathe and rafters beneath.


      Holding the rope, aware of the crossbow’s unwavering aim, he took two steps to the left, watching his footing as he traversed sideways across the slope, then turned to look at the roofs on either side.


      ‘Try anything and we’ll shoot you where you stand,’ Kratz said.


      Karl pulled on the rope, thinking about angles and arcs, and took another step to the left. Then he sprinted right, in a semicircle across the steeply slanted surface, using the rope to stop him from falling. Tiles cracked and broke under his feet. He heard the thud of the crossbow firing but felt nothing. Then the gap between the buildings opened up at his feet revealing the street below, and the gentle slope of the next building’s roof beyond. He dropped the rope and leaped.


      Four roofs further on he found an open skylight and climbed in, shutting it behind him. The empty servants’ attic room inside led to a passageway, and from there to a back staircase, and he was out in the alley behind the street in seconds, having gained a half-cloak and a hat along the way. There was activity further down the street, and he glanced back as a concerned citizen might, before heading out into the street.


      The fugitive Karl Hoche would obviously not head straight for the cathedral square. That was where he went, striding as quickly as possible without drawing attention to himself, trying to pluck coherence from the confused torrent of his thoughts.


      They had been waiting for him. They had known where he was staying. Either they had traced him there, which meant they must have been following him since yesterday, or someone in or near The Fallen Gryphon had recognised him and told the witch hunters, which was unlikely because he had never been to Nuln before and the handbills calling for his arrest did not give enough description to identify him; or this was down to Herr Stahl.


      He hated to admit it, but the last option seemed the most likely. He forced himself to quash his disappointment to ignore it, and to remember his Untersuchung training: work out all the options, weigh them up, apply Occam’s Broadsword to rule out the unlikely ones and make plans based on the others. Basic strategy. But it required objectivity and a clear head, not one already filled with a sense of regret and retribution, and a sense of panic at knowing witch hunters were so close behind.


      He took several deep breaths, forcing the other thoughts out of his mind. The Karl Hoche who panicked, who felt regret and pity, who was human – that part of him was dead. He had smothered it, coldly and deliberately, in the Reikwald forest a year ago. In becoming less, he had become more. Why, then, was he finding it so hard to regain that inner strength now? The hard part was done: he had escaped, buying himself time to breathe and think.


      The cold air stung his lungs and forced him to concentrate. Herr Stahl. Karl had identified himself as Hans Frei to the man, the same name he had used to the three witch hunters in Altdorf, all that time ago. Stahl might have guessed that he was really Karl Hoche, but Kratz had known it was him even while he was still opening the door. On the other hand, if Stahl had described him, Kratz might have recognised the description. But then Kratz had only ever seen him once before, eighteen months earlier, and in disguise.


      It might not be Stahl. There might be infiltrators or rogue agents in his organisation, possibly working for the witch hunters, or for a rival group, or a Chaos cult, or some opportunist. Many cultists would cheerfully frame an agent of another group if they could. And two hundred crowns was a lot of money.


      Who else had known where he was staying? The answer came to him immediately: whoever had followed him from The Dog and Pony yesterday and, if it was not the same person, whoever had left the package outside his door this morning. Both of these seemed more likely than Stahl. He had liked Stahl. He had wanted to trust him.


      The cathedral square was deserted, the doors of the great temple itself closed and barred for the night. He walked towards them, aware of the faint scent of resin and sawdust: the Arch-Lector of Nuln had demanded that the doors be replaced after Huss had desecrated them with his effigy of the Grand Theogonist. They were ghostly in the moonlight, their timber still pale and fresh, unbattered by storms. Like the Grand Theogonist himself, Karl thought.


      To one side, in a covered colonnade, one wall bore wooden boards covered with official signs and notices. Many were temple duties, orders of service, prayers to be said for the ill and the dying. He was looking for the other ones. The board wasn’t hard to find.


      Luthor Huss was at the top, of course, with a woodcut rendition of his face. The printing was strident, black ink on yellow paper, but no crime was stated and no reward offered. It was a notice of excommunication. Huss had fled the stable of his own accord, but the Church of Sigmar was determined to make its slamming of the empty stable door echo round the Empire.


      Karl found his handbill fifth, and ripped it down to study it. It was a revised printing with new information; evidently Brother Karin’s hatred for him was undimmed. There was no picture, but his name was in inch-high letters, and the reward on his head had increased by fifty crowns. He had noticed his description grow more hyperbolic with each new bill that Brother Karin issued: this time he was apparently ‘subtle, treacherous and vile’, his ‘limbs swollen with the power of his Chaotic lords’, his face ‘hawk-like, raptorial and vicious’. At the bottom was a list of aliases he was known to use. Hans Frei was among them.


      Karl crumpled the bill in his hand, and crossed that name off his mental list. He had enjoyed being Hans Frei, the jovial god-fearing merchant from Carroburg, with a wife and two sons at home. It had been relaxing to slip into that personality from time to time, to pretend to have even for a few minutes the things that Karl Hoche never would: a home, stability, happiness, peace.


      He could create another persona as soon as thinking about it, but Herr Frei had become almost a part of him. Just another thing that Chaos and its works had taken away. With a thought, the absence of a thought, he discarded Herr Frei, his history, his family and his contented life. Existence moved on. This would be a busy night, and there was no time to mourn imaginary friends.


      Unbidden and unwelcome, a parade of faces from his past pushed their way back into his memory. There was Gottfried Braubach, his mentor in the Untersuchung, burned by the witch hunters. Schultz, his orderly in his old regiment, killed by Chaos cultists. Sergeant Braun and Tobias Kurtz, good soldiers and comrades, who he had inadvertently led to their deaths. Erasmus Pronk, who he had tried to keep safe and failed. His parents, the dutiful priest and faithful wife in Grünburg, still alive but believing their son was a traitor to the Empire and their god, turned against them and everything they held precious, an Imperial criminal with a price on his head. And Marie, the girl he had loved and the woman he had dreamed of marrying. He hoped he was dead to her. He hoped she never thought of him. He wished she was happy in the arms of another man. Anything else was too painful to contemplate.


      He banished the thoughts. There would be time for them on his journeys, when he left the city. But there was much to do before then.


      He glanced up at the sky, taking his bearings from the Mars and the steeples and spires of the tall buildings he recognised. The docks were south-east from here. He walked away, keeping to the shadows.


      The wharfs were busy this evening. A chain of barges carrying doth, brassware and dried fruits from Estalia had docked and gangs of stevedores were sweating to earn their wages, lit by flaming baskets of bright-burning wood mounted on high poles, the air bearing smoke, shouted orders and oaths. The barges would be unloaded by dawn, the cargo sold by noon and reloaded into carts and other boats by nightfall. Whatever the direction, leadership and fate of the Empire, the trading never stopped.


      Karl made his way through the paths of men carrying crates, boxes, barrels, sacks and bales, dodging loads and oaths. The far end of the docks was quieter and darker, the shadows deep and long. He walked to the end of the quay and stared out across the dark water. The river was scattered with boats, the strong current pulling against the ropes that held them in place. The wherry with the black sails was not there.


      He scanned the length of the river, from the Altmarkt bridge upstream to the bend where the Reik turned away north outside the city, studying the silhouette of each moored boat. The wherry had a distinctive design, low and wide with a style and grace quite unlike the river-barges that plied the lengths of the Empire’s waterways. If it was on this stretch of the river, he should have been able to recognise it. He could not.


      What were the possibilities, he thought. What might have happened? Stahl and his men have sailed it away. The witch hunters have captured it and sailed it away. Someone else has taken it. It is here and I cannot see it. It has sunk. Possibly it was not Stahl’s at all; perhaps he knew it would be empty last night and would leave the next day, making it a perfect venue for a secret, untraceable meeting.


      He wondered if the dockmaster was around, and if so whether anyone had told him to be wary of people asking about the wherry.


      There was only one way to find out.


      A watchman was sitting on a folding stool not far from the door to the Oldenhaller warehouse, warming his hands on a pot of coals. A small white terrier lay beside him, one ear cocked. The two watched idly as Karl approached them.


      ‘A cold night for watching,’ Karl said.


      The man studied Karl’s face, dispassionate, and did not reply.


      ‘A man needs something to warm him through the long hours,’ Karl said, and held out a handful of silver shillings, enough for a bottle of cheap spirits. The man looked at him, and at the coins, and at him again.


      ‘And much warming they’ll do me tonight. Not able to leave my post till six bells,’ he said, but reached out his hand all the same. Karl dropped the coins into it.


      ‘Last night a black-sailed wherry was moored out there–’ he pointed. ‘Do you know who owns her, or where she is now?’


      The watchman looked up with slow scornful eyes. ‘The thing about boats at night,’ he said, ‘is that it’s dark. Sky’s dark, water’s dark, other boats dark, mooring ropes dark, shoals and sandbanks in the water dark. Easy to hit things, or run her aground, or sink. So if you move a boat you do it in the light, and when night comes you tie her up.’


      ‘Yes,’ Karl said, ‘and the wherry was there last night, but–’


      ‘And I seen her last night, as I would, being as I been night-watchman on these warehouses these twelve year. And when dawn come I went home, and when the sun go down I come back and she’s gone.’ He looked around and rubbed his hands in front of the fire. ‘And now it’s night again, another cold one, but if I want this job for another twelve year, to hand on to my son Bertold in his time, then I can’t leave my place for a bit of a warm.’


      Karl dug in his breast-pocket, pulled out a flat silver Mask and passed it over to the man, who unscrewed the cap and took a long swallow from it. Karl’s father had given him the flask when he joined the army five years ago. These days it didn’t remind him of his family much, and when it did he drank its contents and tried to forget again.


      The watchman handed back the flask, sucked his lips contemplatively for a second, then stood and turned in the direction of the dockers unloading the barges. ‘Heinrich!’ he bellowed. The Eider – when did she sail?’


      A man with shoulders as broad as the crate he was carrying turned, hefting the load into a more comfortable hold. ‘About three bells this afternoon,’ he shouted back. ‘Headed downstream, no cargo loaded. Who’s asking about it now?’


      The ‘now’ caught Karl’s attention. ‘Get him over here,’ he said. The watchman’s sardonic eyes turned to him, then back to the stevedore and he raised his hands to cup his mouth again. ‘Feller wants to talk to you,’ he shouted. ‘Got brandy.’


      Heinrich walked over bow-legged, carrying the crate on his right shoulder, steadying it one-handed. He spoke with a local accent but wore his moustache in the long Kislevite style. Karl sensed mixed blood in him. ‘What about the Eider?’ Heinrich asked.


      Karl passed him the silver flask. ‘Who owns it, who was on it when it left, where was it bound and who else has been asking about it?’ he said.


      Heinrich shook the flask. ‘Not much brandy in there for a lot of information.’ He unscrewed the cap and sniffed it. ‘But decent brandy, I’ll grant. A thirsty night this has been. The Eider, she’s an Oldenhaller boat, bit small and long in the tooth now, but nippy if speed’s what you want. They use her mostly for special cargoes, perishables and valuables.’


      ‘People?’ Karl asked.


      ‘On occasion. Her winter’s been quiet, she was moored on that station for the last two weeks. She’s got no regular crew.’


      ‘So who took her out today?’


      ‘Didn’t recognise them. But the Oldenhallers hire all sorts. Anyone who’ll work cheap. Anyhap, she was bound for Grissenwald, they said. And left in a hurry.’ He shifted the crate on his shoulder and swigged the last of the brandy from the flask.


      ‘The captain?’


      ‘Pieter Finkel.’ Not Stahl then. Perhaps the mysterious Herr Scharlach. After all, Karl reminded himself, he wasn’t the only man in the Empire with many names. ‘Do you know a man, short, smart, grey hair, in his forties?’ he asked.


      The watchman chuckled. ‘You mean that feller you met here last night?’


      Karl held himself. He hadn’t realised he’d been seen with Stahl, and was furious and terrified. He forced himself to stay calm. Surely Stahl would have known they’d be seen together? Perhaps that was the point. ‘Yes, that’s the man. Who is he? Have you seen him again?’


      The watchman shrugged. ‘Seen him once or twice before. Don’t know his name. Anyone like that on the Eider when she left, Heinrich?’ The big man grunted neutrally. Karl took it to mean he didn’t know.


      ‘Who else has been asking about her?’ Karl said. Heinrich shifted his feet, taking a more solid stance, bracing himself. ‘Ah, now,’ he said, ‘some information is dangerous to the teller. That’s worth more than brandy. And silence doesn’t come cheap either.’ He held up the empty flask, studying it in the light from the brazier. ‘Nice piece of silverwork, this.’


      ‘Knowing isn’t worth that much,’ Karl said, holding out his hand. Heinrich’s reaction had told him what he needed to know: the witch hunters had been here before him.


      Heinrich snatched his hand back, holding the flask out of reach. ‘Knowing goes two ways. What if I was to tell certain parties that a man had been asking after the Eider? They’d be interested to hear that. Is my silence worth this trinket?’


      Karl feinted a fast punch with his right fist, and as Heinrich dodged left, slowed by the crate on his shoulder, grabbed his long moustaches with his left and pulled down. The weight of the crate pulled Hein-rich forward and down. Karl brought his knee up, hard, and the two connected with a crunch of breaking nose. Heinrich yowled. The crate hit the ground and shattered, scattering straw and brass pots across the stone dock.


      Karl grabbed for Heinrich’s hand, prising his fingers open to free the brandy flask, bending them back and hearing the little bones crack. Heinrich was on his knees, making gagging cries of pain. Karl kicked him in the mouth and he shut up and fell over. Blood poured onto the stones. Beyond his body, the dockers had heard the commotion. Some had put down their loads and were coming over.


      The terrier was on its feet, yapping and snapping. Karl pulled the flask free of Heinrich’s ruined grasp, sidestepped his wildly swinging fist, stepped away and took a long kick at the dog. His boot connected solidly, hefting the animal into the air to fly across the dock in a howling, twisting trajectory. It hit the stones, bounced and dropped into the water.


      The dockers were running now but so was Karl, heading away into the darkness of the closest alley. He had got what he had come for, and had left with what he had brought. He glanced back over his shoulder, checking his pursuers, but they seemed to have dropped back. The last thing he saw was the watchman, still sitting beside the brazier, staring into the flames, as his sodden dog limped across the dockside towards him. He hadn’t moved. There was a man who knew the value of not getting involved.


      As he ran, he cursed himself. For an instant he had lowered his guard and the beast inside him had broken loose, rushing up to possess him, making him wild and dangerous. He had fought it down this time before anyone had been killed, but he should have been able to resolve the situation without bloodshed. As Heinrich’s nose had smashed against his knee, as the fingers had twisted and shattered, he had felt something in him rise and rejoice, and he hated himself for it. If there was any way he could take a knife and cut it out of him then he would, but the only way to do that was to cut his own throat – and even that might not be enough. The only sure way to end it was decapitation and burning, as he had done to the mutants outside Oberwil. Without hesitation. Without mercy.


      He knew that one day it would come to that.


      The window in the front of The Dog and Pony let loose a fan-shaped spread of light across the street. Karl passed by on the other side of the road three times before he was confident there were no witch hunters in the tavern. It was not unknown for witch hunters to wear ordinary clothes to make an arrest, but they never drank on duty, and Karl was sure that anyone under the command of Theo Kratz would be doing neither.


      The tavern was not crowded and not noisy. A couple of people glanced up at him with suspicious looks but nobody made a move, except to pull at their steins of beer. Karl approached the bar – another bartender he didn’t recognise – and handed the man his flask.


      ‘Put four shillings of Bretonnian brandy in there, and don’t short the measure. I’ll be using the jacks.’ He dropped silver coins on the bar and slipped through the grubby door beside it.


      The stinking room was just as he’d left it that afternoon. He stood on the plank and pushed the loose panel out of the way. Above was only empty space. The leather bundle he’d left there was gone.


      Damn, damn, damn. Either someone from Stahl’s organisation had collected it, or the witch hunters had learned of the drop-point and had got there first. Either way the information in the bundle was lost to him now, and he had been hoping he could learn more from it.


      Heinrich had said that the Eider had sailed at three bells. Karl hadn’t returned to the city until past four. So if Stahl or his agents had the package, then it didn’t leave the city on the boat. That didn’t mean it hadn’t left the city, but…. No, there were too many options for him to begin to work out what might have happened. He needed more solid information.


      He moved his head back and forward, trying to see if there was anything in the cavity between the ceiling and the floor above. He could see nothing except faint light through the cracks between the floorboards.


      Cracks in the floorboards.


      He reached up and pushed against the underside of the board, and it moved. So that was how they removed the packages: they didn’t even enter the privy in case it was being watched, but took them from above. But The Dog and Pony was a tavern, not an inn, so the room above wasn’t a bedroom or dormitory. He wondered what was in there, and knew he had to find out.


      Karl replaced both boards, stepped down and reentered the main room. His flask was standing on the end of the bar, and he picked it up and pocketed it, then turned to the barkeeper.


      ‘Do you have any rooms? Anywhere I could stay?’ he asked.


      The man looked up: long face, bored expression. ‘No,’ he said.


      ‘No space to rent upstairs? I can pay.’


      The man gave no answer and his expression didn’t change. Karl shrugged and left. He knew he’d get nothing else there.


      Outside, in the dark street, he looked back at the tavern. A narrow alley ran down one side of the building, with a small doorway set a little back from the thoroughfare. The door looked too solid for an easy break-in, and it would be too public, not to mention audible to anyone inside. That was no use.


      From down the street he heard the crack of hard leather boot-soles on stone, and knew the sound: soldiers’ boots, high and black, designed for cavalry but worn for authority. Witch hunters’ boots. He ducked into the narrow alley and listened.


      Three men walking in a group, then stopping. He heard a voice he recognised: Kratz. ‘Jan, wait here; Marcus round the back. If anyone tries to bolt, apprehend them. If you hear a fight, come and help me. If I’m not out in fifteen minutes, go for reinforcements.’


      His adversaries’ timing was unfortunate but, Karl reasoned, at least it meant he had reached the tavern before them. Karl ran down the alley, which opened into a small yard stacked with empty wooden casks. A narrow staircase ran up the rear wall of the tavern, turning sharp right to face a bare wood door. A winch projected from the wall above it, a loose rope harness dangling fifteen feet off the ground. There were no windows in this part of the building. Karl went up the stairs. He could hear the witch hunter Marcus entering the alley.


      He pushed the door, muttering a prayer to Sigmar about places too poor to afford locks, and it gave inwards on loose hinges. He slid through the gap and closed the door as slowly as he could, then pressed his ear to it. No sound came from outside: no indication that Marcus had seen him. He let out a breath he hadn’t realised he was holding.


      The room was lit by two thick candles on a table at the side of the room, the same soft light he’d seen filtering through between the floorboards. The place was furnished with racks of barrels and casks lying on their sides on rough wood frames. Evidently The Dog and Pony had no cellar to store its stock. The standard tools of the vintner’s job lay on the table: hammers, spare bungs, heavy iron rods for levering the heavy barrels into their places. One of them had been used to beat in the skull of the man who lay in the centre of the floor. The great puddle of his blood was cold but still wet. Killed here, then, and dead no more than a couple of hours.


      Another person who had missed the boat out of town. Had this corpse been sent to collect the package, or had he tried to take it from the rightful collector? He had dark hair flecked with grey and wore clothes that could have belonged to a trader, but they were worn, and last year’s cut. The palms of his hands were soft, no callouses from manual work, and yet he had the words ‘Karl Franz’ tattooed across his knuckles. Karl didn’t recognise him. He rummaged in the corpse’s damp pockets to see if he could learn any more, but they were empty.


      On the floor beside the dead man someone had left a mark: a hand-print in blood, fingers slightly apart, the print scarlet in the low light. A woman’s right hand had made it, and one unaccustomed to hard work: no callouses or blisters had left their trace. Whoever she was, she wore rings on her third and fourth fingers. The print was too clear, too precise to be an accident. It meant something, but he had no idea what.


      Karl studied it for a second more, then leaned over and pressed against the short floorboard next to it. It moved. He had been right about that, at least but why put a marker next to an empty safe-drop point? Was someone trying to tell someone else that their message had been intercepted, or to indicate that the right person had picked it up, or even that it wasn’t safe to use anymore? Karl felt dizzied by the details. Each new due only added more uncertainty, more possibilities to the already con-fused weave of information. He needed some sharp facts to help him unpick the threads. He needed information.


      He lifted the floorboard from its place and stared into the void between the floors. There was nothing there but he could see a little through the cracks in the wood panel ceiling of the privy below. He could tell that there was someone sitting in there. Someone in a black tunic and no trousers.


      He silently lifted the lower panel from its rest and stared down at the feared witch hunter Theo Kratz, his britches around his ankles, straining. He stared straight ahead, unaware of everything except his bowels.


      ‘Move and die,’ Karl said. ‘I have a crossbow aimed at your head.’


      Kratz froze. One hand moved instinctively to cover his groin. Karl didn’t stop him; he could see the man had no weapons there.


      ‘You will never leave Nuln,’ Kratz said, his gaze fixed on the closed door in front of him. ‘We know–’


      ‘Who told you where to find me?’ Karl asked.


      Kratz said nothing.


      ‘What brought you to this tavern?’


      Kratz’s stare was fixed straight ahead.


      ‘Who are the people–’ Karl stopped. Asking that would tell Kratz that he know almost nothing about Herr Stahl and his organisation, and besides it was clear that the witch hunter was not going to tell him anything. He tried a different tack.


      ‘Who set you on my trail? Brother Karin?’


      ‘Yes.’ Kratz’s reply came through gritted teeth.


      ‘She wants me dead because I know the truth about her and Lord Gamow. She follows the Blood God.’


      ‘Heretic filth,’ Kratz growled. ‘Mutant. I will not listen to your foul lies. I have men surrounding this building–’


      ‘Jan at the front and Marcus at the back, I know.’ The witch hunter’s obstinacy was tiring but Karl was beginning to enjoy the sense of control and the other’s obvious discomfort. ‘And if you don’t tell me what I want to know, I will kill you where you sit.’


      ‘Not an inch will you have from me. I will track you down and destroy you, in the name of Sigmar. No servant of Chaos shall be permitted to live.’


      ‘You may not believe it, but my creed is the same,’ Karl said. ‘You know enough about me to know that is true. And I will kill Brother Karin for the same reason: Chaos and its servants must be destroyed.’


      ‘Then kill yourself,’ Kratz said.


      Karl was still. ‘I think about it often,’ he said. ‘But I prefer to die struggling against my enemies.’


      ‘You are a ruthless man,’ Kratz said. ‘Such zeal would be admired among the godly, but you are an abomination. You are the cause I fight against.’


      ‘We are fighting for the same cause,’ Karl said, ‘but you don’t know it yet because you haven’t realised who your real enemies are. When you do–’


      Someone banged on the privy door, three hard thumps. Karl jerked, startled. Kratz dived forward, hitting the door with outstretched arms, pushing it open and rolling through, out of sight. The last thing Karl saw of him was his hairy backside, smeared with shit.


      Most men would stop to clean themselves after that. Karl knew it would take more than filth and stink to stop Kratz.


      He leaped to his feet, ran to the door and shouted, ‘Brother Marcus! Up here!’


      Heavy footsteps ran across the yard outside and came up the stairs two at a time. Witch hunters were renowned for their zeal and the swiftness of the justice they brought, but they were not great strategic thinkers. Like a faithful dog, Marcus was responding to his name, not to the voice that called it.


      As Brother Marcus’ footsteps reached the top of the stairs, Karl kicked the door as hard as he could. It flew open, hitting the witch hunter and sending him backwards off the edge of the platform, with a strangled cry and a crash of falling barrels. Karl followed him, grabbing the dangling ropes from the pulley above the doorway and swinging to the ground.


      Marcus lay half-buried in smashed barrels, not moving. Karl grabbed the man’s cloak, pulling it loose from under the barrels, and threw it round his shoulders, then picked up his tall hat, knocked the dents out of the felt and slipped it on.


      Kratz and the other witch hunter appeared at the entrance to the alley. Karl, stooping, pointed at the figure under the pile of barrels.


      ‘Good work, brother,’ Kratz said. He still smelled of shit.


      The two witch hunters approached the fallen figure. Karl slipped around behind them, and was away down the alley. It would be a few seconds before they discovered he had tricked them, but that was enough.


      He had to get out of town. It would leave many questions unanswered, but he preferred to be alive and wondering than informed and dead. He could have stayed and killed Kratz – he felt an alien part of his spirit rise with bloodlust at the thought – not least because after this evening the witch hunter would be an implacable and relentless foe, but when he had said that they were on the same side he had meant it. Allies were hard to come by. Perhaps Kratz could finally be made to realise that not all was as black and white as Brother Karin wanted him to think.


      The western gates of the city loomed ahead. For the next few hours, Karl thought, he would be a witch hunter. Then he’d find a coaching inn outside the city, borrow a horse from their stables and head downriver. The Eider had sailed towards Grissenwald, its crew and cargo unknown. It wasn’t much to go on, but he had nothing else and at least the journey would give him time to think.


      Brother Karin,


      Your dogs have chased me out of Nuln, though I am not sure there was anything left there for me. Theo Kratz is a changed man since I met him in Altdorf. Do not chastise him for losing my scent. His zeal and single-mindedness are impressive, but they are also his weakest points. In that way, he reminds me of myself as I was when I entered the Untersuchung. Give him time and he may gain understanding and become a true warrior against the forces of Chaos, as I did. And if he does, then you should live in fear.


      I have sensed there is a web that crosses the Empire, and it grows day by day. It is the outward sign of something that matures within our hearts: the Empire’s own resistance to the insults and infections thrust upon it by its enemies outside, like Archaon’s army in the north, and from those who burrow into its heart like worms or parasites, like you. I am a part of it. From what I hear of him,Luthor Huss is too. Theo Kratz may feel it, and if he does then he may join us.


      It increases not by planning or design, or by the subterfuges that the cults of Chaos use to spread their tendrils, but every time a man or woman realises that the only way to stop the destruction and corruption is to add their strength to the struggle. I feel it more strongly every day. You should fear it because one day it will rise up and strangle you and all your kind.


      If you think the lack of mercy that you showed the Untersuchung, or the bloodlust with which your warriors of Khorne cut down Duke Heller’s army last summer was a show of your might, then I tell you that when it is revealed our strength will show yours for the pitiful, scornful thing it is.


      I hope I am there to see you die.


      Karl Hoche


      Karin refolded the parchment and held it in the flame of a candle, letting it burn till it scorched her fingers. ‘He’s left Nuln,’ she said.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOUR


      The Contents of a Chamber Pot


      Grissenwald took a night and a day to reach. The night was cold, the day was filled with a miserable drizzle, and the horse he had borrowed from the coaching inn at Mattersheim had thrown a shoe barely a mile beyond the village and he had been forced to walk beside it until he found a blacksmith to nail it back on. Karl did not let these things distract him from his thoughts.


      How much of the information he had learned in Nuln could he trust, he asked himself, and answered his question almost immediately: only what he had seen, heard, smelled and touched for himself. He could not trust the word of any of the people he had spoken to; not Herr Stahl, who he had wanted to trust very much; not Theo Kratz who had told him almost nothing anyway; certainly not the men at the docks; not even Frau Farber back in Oberwil. People were unreliable. They could be corrupted too easily. He did not trust people.


      No, he corrected himself, there were two people in Nuln whose information he did trust: the dead man in the pond and the dead man in the attic. Corpses did not lie. Then he thought of the mutant’s new mouth biting down on Father Darius’ wrist and amended his own reply: not usually.


      The first corpse was almost certainly the man that Frau Farber had described to him, who had claimed to be an Untersuchung agent on the same trail as Karl: tracking down former members, wanting to restart the work. He had got himself shot in the head. If there had been an ambush at Dead Man’s Pond, or even if a meeting had been interrupted there, any clandestine group worth the name – and Karl knew from what he’d seen of them in action that Stahl’s organisation was tightly structured and intelligently run – would never have gone back there. So either they had no idea that the man was in the pond, or they put him there.


      The former wasn’t impossible. A third party might have intercepted the courier on his way back and killed him. But Karl thought of the Imperial messenger who had waited for him, and the look in his eyes, and he knew that these men had been behind the fate of the unnamed corpse.


      Which told him nothing, except that he was dealing with ruthless men who worked outside the law – which he had expected – and that Frau Farber’s skills as a fortune-teller were not to be underestimated. She had thrown the sticks for the dead man and seen nothing good in them, and she had been right.


      The second corpse, the one in the attic, was more perplexing. It could have been someone who was retrieving a message from the cache above the privy. But was he a part of Herr Stahl’s group, caught and killed by a member of another organisation as he checked the drop-point? Or an outsider who had found the drop-point and been killed for it? It was possible but not likely that this was a traitor agent, possibly even the agent who had betrayed the group to the witch hunters – killing him in this way would render the drop-point useless. Perhaps that was the point. The man had been killed while the group was fleeing the town; always a good time to settle old scores and end unfinished business.


      The thing that could answer the conundrum was the hand-print. The more he thought about it, the more he was convinced it was a deliberate mark, a symbol, not something left by a careless murderer. A scarlet hand. Did it refer to the dead man, or to the person who had killed him, or to the drop-point? What did it mean? Why leave a print of your own hand in the blood of a man you’ve just killed? And who was the murderess who had done it?


      Not for the first time, he wished there was someone he could ask, or some library to refer to. The Untersuchung had employed some of the Empire’s best experts on conspiracies and secret groups across the world, whether connected with Chaos or not. It was their speciality, the reason for their existence: to monitor these clandestine organisations, observe their movements, and if they became a threat to the Empire or infiltrated by followers of the dark powers, then destroy them. More often than not they would inform the local chapter-house of the witch hunters and let them do the dirty work and the burnings, as well as taking the credit. When the witch hunters had turned on them, the library had gone up in smoke along with the experts.


      So what had happened over the last two days? For some reason Kratz had decided to arrest him the same day that the witch hunters moved against Stahl’s organisation. Had somebody – an informant perhaps – made a connection between the two? Had Kratz just assumed that the two were linked? Had someone told Kratz that Karl was looking for a group like the Untersuchung, possibly containing former Untersuchung members?


      Karl reined in his horse abruptly and sat in the saddle, staring at the grey clouds on the horizon. There was another possibility he hadn’t considered, hadn’t even realised: he didn’t know if the witch hunters were going after Stahl’s group at all. They had appeared at the docks and at The Dog and Pony, but then Karl had been seen in both places – they could have been following his trail, nothing more. He had no evidence that Stahl and his associates had fled the city as soon as the witch hunter raids started; in fact he had nothing to tie Stahl to the Eider except that he had known its cabin would be empty that evening.


      It was even possible that Kratz wasn’t going into The Dog and Pony to search it or question its patrons, but just to use the privy. Stahl and his people could still be in Nuln, lying low till the witch hunters stopped hunting.


      All in all, it wasn’t much of a reason to chase a fast wherry downstream. But Nuln had become too hot for him, and it didn’t seem likely that Herr Stahl would be eager to employ someone who had a price on his head, and who had led the witch hunters to two of his group’s meeting-places.


      The drizzle was constant, cold and thin. How could something so relentless be so half-hearted at the same time? His horse cropped grass from the side of the road. He decided to let it loose outside Grissenwald and walk the last couple of miles into the market-town. Maybe its owner would find it and reclaim it. He hoped so.


      Over in the bare strip-fields to his left, a peasant shouted some greeting. No, the man wasn’t farming, he was running towards the road, shouting.


      As the man got closer, Karl could see his clothes were long and ragged, not what a peasant would wear for working in the fields on a day like this, and he was out of breath.


      The bedraggled man staggered closer, his feet heavy with dark mud. ‘Sir, we need help,’ he gasped. Longhaired, long-bearded, ragged cloak over dark clothes. Thin. No hat. Middle-aged. Scared.


      ‘How can I help you?’ Karl asked.


      ‘Ride and get help. The village is being attacked.’ He pointed back across the fields.


      ‘Attacked?’ Karl could see the village now, spirals of smoke rising beyond a line of trees, and the stone bell-tower of a temple standing square against the sky.


      ‘Attacked by a fiend of Chaos! Bring soldiers and witch hunters! Please, ride!’


      Karl grinned. He had needed something to bring him back out of his head, and this panicked rustic would suffice. ‘Lead on,’ he said. ‘I’ll do your dirty work.’


      They went to the village, Karl riding and his fetcher leading the way on foot turning back every few paces to check he was still there, or to explain a part of his story in greater detail. There was already too much detail to it, Karl thought, and too much of that biographical. The man’s name was Oswald Maurer and he described himself as a traveller in the service of Sigmar, which seemed to mean he went from place to place visiting shrines and sacred sites, preaching in villages and inns, living off the alms of the generous, and sleeping in temples or under hedges.


      He had been in Haldedorf, that being the name of the village, for less than a day when the Chaos creature had attacked. Oswald’s description became chattered and confused at this point the thing was ten feet tall, hairy all over, or with scales, with one or possibly three heads which might or might not have horns, or look like a goat, or a bear, or a dragon. Karl realised that Oswald had not actually seen the creature. From the man’s garble he was able to work out that the invader was most likely a beastman, a second- or third-generation creature of Chaos, its body roughly human, its head roughly animal, its intelligence and instincts somewhere between the two.


      It had come to the village first by night, breaking down a hut door, killing a man and making off with his body. An hour ago it had returned in daylight, killing three peasants and two cows, then dragging the body of one of the animals away into the woods.


      Anything that could drag a dead cow any distance was worthy of respect, but Karl had fought beastmen before: they were coarse, belligerent adversaries who believed in the strength of their own aggression. He could do this, and he needed to remind himself that there were things he was still good at.


      They arrived at Haldedorf. It was hardly worthy of the word village: just a few houses clustered around a temple in bad repair, and a building beside the stream that doubled as mill and smithy. Oswald wanted to introduce him to the priest of the temple, and the blacksmith, and the blacksmith’s wife, but Karl held up a hand and passed him the reins of his horse. ‘Stable him, rub him down and give him some water,’ he said and as Oswald started to protest, ‘Well, find someone who knows how. If I’m not back in a day, sell the horse and hire some mercenaries.’


      A few scared, puzzled villagers watched as he inspected the tom-up pasture where the cows had been kept, then followed the beastman’s cloven-hoofed tracks away, between outlying hovels, towards the woods. Karl’s hunting skills weren’t honed, but the trail left by a dragged cow wasn’t hard to follow.


      The woods were light, the spring leaves still small, pale-green and delicate. Rain dropped onto rotting loam with heavy plashes. Karl drew his heavy sword and stalked in, using the thicker trees as cover. He wanted to get close enough to take the beast by surprise.


      After twenty minutes he knew he had been right: it hadn’t been able to drag the carcass very far, and judging by the dead cow’s exposed bones and torn flesh, it was very hungry. It was what he had expected: lone beastmen did not attack human communities unless they were starving or mad. He could see the creature kneeling over the remains of the cow, ripping out organs and stuffing them into its mouth. He crept closer. What was this monster’s story? How did it come to be alone and starving so close to human settlements? Most beastmen lived in the depths of the Empire’s huge forests, or in the frozen north towards Kislev, where the armies of Chaos were gathering. Perhaps this one’s tribe had been wiped out, or had all died. Perhaps it was following some weird instinct of Chaos, travelling across the world to fulfil some strange destiny?


      But who understood the ways of beastmen, and who cared? Karl held its destiny in his right hand. He lifted it, feeling the perfect balance in the blade. Down the trail, the beastman lifted its snout into the air, sniffed and turned, and he saw it was a female, young, ribs exposed and dugs wrinkled from hunger. It looked at him and stood, snarling, its face and body covered with blood and hair. Its hands were huge things, its fingernails hooks, its teeth crags.


      Karl charged and swung.


      It sidestepped, ducking, swinging wild claws at him.


      Karl stepped back, let the blow go past and thrust his sword-point through its heart. It staggered. He withdrew the blade and, as it raised its hands to cover the wound and staunch the first gouts of fatal blood, beheaded it.


      That had been pathetically easy.


      It was too wet to burn the body. He picked up the head by one curled horn and carried it back down the trail, out of the woods, across the pasture and into the square of muddy earth outside the mill house. The villagers began to gather, hanging back from him and the ugly thing he carried, talking in hushed tones.


      Karl threw the head down on the ground. It rolled and came to rest, its sightless eyes red and bovine, its tongue lolling from between its elongated jaws. Mostly goat-like, Karl thought. There was a hush from the villagers, part sated, part expectant. Karl waited for the first words of thanks and praise.


      Opposite him, a big man in a rough smock pursed his lips, making a sucking sound. ‘No,’ he said, ‘that’s not the one. The one that took the cow was more like a bear. And bigger.’


      A bellow shook Haldedorf. At the edge of the woods, something was charging across the pasture, its arms as thick as the five-foot tree branch it carried as a club. Each step in its charge shook the earth. It was, Karl had to admit, more like a bear. And bigger.


      He suddenly became aware that he was standing alone, next to the lolling head of the beastwoman. The villagers had disappeared.


      About nine feet tall, he calculated. Its arms were long, probably a reach of five feet plus its weapon. That was a hell of a reach, too far for him to hit with his sword, too difficult to get in close. Time to think of some fresh tactics.


      He pulled his knife from his belt, balanced it in his hand and, as the beast thundered into range, flung it. He was aiming for its eye, or its mouth. He hit it in the right shoulder, the blade making an audible sound as it struck and stuck.


      The beast didn’t notice. It swung its rough club, the splintered end whistling through the air towards him. Karl danced back, but it struck him on the side, knocking him sideways and over. He hit the ground, rolled and was up on his feet – a move beyond most men but then he, like his monstrous opponent, was more than human. He guessed it had broken two of his ribs.


      Damn, but it was fast. The tree-branch crashed into the ground where he had been an instant before. It was as if the club had no momentum; it flicked and spun as easily as Karl’s sword did, recovering from a swing, twisting back into the air for another blow. All Karl’s energy and all his mind were taken up with dodging and defending: he knew that if he spared a moment to think about parry or attack, he would be dead. The club thrust at him and he jumped sideways to avoid it. The wood was too thick to hack through, too fresh to break.


      He stepped back and stood still for a second, daring the beastman to take its best swing at him, and it did, whirling the club around to bring it wheeling down in a great overhand stroke that shuddered the earth as it struck. Karl moved left and slightly forwards, closer in towards his enemy, and as the beast began to heft the branch out of the mud for another shot, he leaped in and thrust at its hand, sweeping the tip of his blade up to slice across its wrist. A slash of bright blood sliced through its furry skin and the beast howled in pain and increased rage. It dropped the club…


      …Karl jumped back, his heart leaping that his attack had succeeded, readying his sword for another blow…


      …and it charged him, head lowered, arms outstretched, its massive brawny legs powering across the village square with incredible speed and force.


      The creature struck Karl hard, hitting his sword out of his hand, knocking him flying backwards and down. One fist struck at his heart, and he felt more ribs break. The other grasped for his head, to squeeze it until his eyes burst and the blood ran from his ears. It was on top of him, pushing him down, smothering him with its weight.


      He pressed back against it with what strength he had left, feeling his broken ribs scythe against each other, tearing flesh inside him. His hands groped against the hard contours of its heavy flesh. One of them, the left, found something. Smooth and metallic. He grasped it. His dagger.


      The air was being crushed out of him. His skull felt like it was about to split. His heart was vibrating, his mind closing in with pain and lack of breath.


      He pulled at the dagger, feeling its short blade tug free from the muscle of the beast’s shoulder, twisting it to get it out and sensing the creature react to the pain, moving slightly, allowing his arm a little more space. He felt its hot breath, stinking of fresh blood and rotting meat, hot on his face, and knew where its throat was.


      He struck for it.


      A flood of hot liquid gushed over him. It was in his eyes and his mouth. The beast thrashed. Its weight was crushing him. He could not breathe or think any more.


      He passed out.


      He was lying on his back. Light was shining through his eyelids, but he couldn’t open them. He raised an arm – it felt heavy, and his broken ribs angrily reminded him of their presence. His face was covered in a crusty residue. Dried blood.


      He rubbed what he could from his face, becoming aware of the cold wetness where he lay. Then he opened his eyes and found himself still in the village square, where he had fallen. The beast’s blood discoloured the ground around him, making his clothes foul and stiff, but there was no sign of the carcass. The drizzle had stopped. From somewhere beyond the row of rough cottages, smoke rose into the grey sky.


      He staggered to his feet and looked around him at the churned mud of the village square. He could only see one person, hunkered down on his haunches beside the rough lumps of a ragged wall that formed a boundary around the temple yard. It was Oswald. The older man climbed upright slowly, as if weighed down and tired. Karl looked across the muddy, bloody space at him.


      ‘Is it dead?’ he asked.


      Oswald jerked his thumb towards the fields and the column of smoke. ‘They dragged the body out to the pasture and burnt it.’


      ‘Was I next?’


      ‘No. Well, perhaps.’ Oswald looked confused and embarrassed. ‘You were covered in its blood. Nobody wanted to touch you, even to see if you were alive. Some wanted to kill you before you mutated.’


      ‘Mutated?’ Karl said, startled at the word. Had his bandage come untied? Had they seen his hellish disfigurement?


      Oswald’s lips parted in a smile, but there was little humour and fewer teeth in it. ‘They seemed to think that you’d turn into a beastman like that. But if you wash it off they’ll see you’re fine.’ He gestured towards the stream that flowed past the mill.


      Karl waded into the knee-high flow of cold water, and kneeled to wash the blood out of his face and hair. Then he removed his jerkin and shirt, rubbing the fabric in the flow to release the dried blood, watching it stream away in thin lines of red. The cold numbed his legs, dulling the pain of his bruises and cuts. His ribs were still a sharp pain but, he reminded himself, as long as he took things easy they would be set and strong again in a week. One of the benefits of his curse. He didn’t remove the bandage around his neck.


      He wrung the water out of his clothes, stepped out of the stream and pulled the wet garments back on. It was uncomfortable but the warmth of his body would dry them soon enough. Oswald was watching him.


      ‘What?’ Karl asked.


      Oswald was silent, his eyes unwavering. ‘Why did you do it?’ he said.


      ‘It was the beast or me.’ Karl picked up his sword from where it had fallen, and began wiping the blood and earth from its blade. There was no sign of his throwing-knife. They’d probably burnt that too.


      ‘No, why did you come to our aid? Why go into the woods on your own?’


      Karl spotted the knife half buried in the earth, and retrieved it. ‘Someone had to. There was no time to fetch help.’


      ‘Why you?’


      ‘Because I have had enough.’ Karl sheathed his sword. ‘I have seen Chaos win too many battles, and destroy too many lives. There comes a time when a man has taken all he can. I have taken all I can, and I will take no more. You called for help. I was there. Thank Sigmar and think nothing more of it.’


      ‘We will thank Sigmar,’ a voice said from behind Karl. Oswald started. Karl didn’t look round.


      ‘You’re the priest,’ he said.


      ‘I am the priest,’ the speaker said, walking into his line of sight. Black robes, bald head, thin beard tinged with grey: Karl had seen a hundred men like him. ‘We will thank Sigmar tonight, and at the service on Festag, and whenever we meet to give praise to the gods. And we will show you our hospitality tonight. You have done us a great service.’


      ‘And you left me in the mud, bleeding to death for all you knew or cared,’ Karl said. ‘Your idea of gratitude puzzles me.’


      The priest smiled apologetically. They must teach them that, Karl thought. ‘It is the nature of Chaos. You were crushed by the beast, covered in its blood. Its poison may have been in you. We cannot be too careful.’


      Karl gestured at his wet shirt. ‘But a little water has cleared me of the deed, it seems,’ he said. ‘And now I am pure again, you would feast me and give thanks for my selflessness. Well, reverend father, let a priest’s son give you some advice. The next time a man risks his life for your village, you can stuff your salted meats and rum-pots filled with last summer’s fruit. They would be ash in my mouth, given from duty, not from true gratitude. Thank a man when he needs it when he’s lying half-dead with broken ribs. Next time you’ll have a dead hero.’


      The priest seemed sympathetic. Karl knew he wasn’t. ‘But you’ll stay tonight?’


      ‘No. I must be in Grissenwald by nightfall. I have a boat to catch.’


      Oswald stepped forward. ‘I am heading to Grissenwald. I can show you the way.’


      Karl pointed north. ‘I follow the road till it reaches the town. It’s not steam-tank science.’


      ‘But there may be other beastmen…’


      ‘If there are, I’m hardly in a state to fight them off.’ His ribs grated and Karl grimaced. ‘But there’s room on my horse for a bony old pilgrim, if that’s what you’re asking. Go and fetch it if you want to come with me.’


      Oswald went. The priest stayed, studying Karl, making small nervous movements. ‘I am sorry, truly,’ he said, ‘but I could not–’ He paused.


      ‘Could not what?’


      The priest took a breath. ‘If you had been infected,’ he said, speaking fast, ‘if the Chaos-beast’s blood had got into your veins and mingled with yours, would you have wanted to live? Wouldn’t you have wanted to bleed to death and die a man and a servant of Sigmar, rather than change and become some vile spawn, losing your soul…’


      Karl took three paces across the square until they were face to face. ‘Pray you never have to ask yourself that question, man of Sigmar,’ he said.


      There was an ugly silence until Oswald arrived with the horse. Karl helped the thin pilgrim into the saddle, climbed up in front of him, and geed the horse into motion, riding away. He did not look back.


      Random acts of spontaneous heroism, he thought. He had done a good deed, and though he hated the priest’s sanctimonious attitude, he knew the man had only been trying to protect his community. He had no doubt that he would be remembered in the village’s prayers many times over. And then when the witch hunters followed his trail here in a few days or weeks, and told the peasants that the man who risked his life to save them from two beastmen was Karl Hoche the traitor, mutant and servant of Chaos, how would that change the way they thought of him?


      He had no idea, and did not want to think of it. They were sheep, river-weed, letting themselves be swayed this way and that by the current of the times, never making a move to take their destiny into their own hands, and unable to even think of the possibility of doing it. They were too scared to even help someone who had saved their lives; too scared or too contemptuous. Too many people were like them, thinking inactivity was a form of protest or defence. It was not even denial. It was stupidity and fear, and he hated them for it.


      ‘So why are you going to Grissenwald?’ he asked Oswald and felt the pilgrim shift on the saddle behind him.


      ‘There’s a temple,’ he said. ‘They have a part of Sigmar’s cloak. I have never seen it.’


      ‘Sigmar’s cloak?’ Karl said. ‘My father once said that so many temples have a piece of it, if they were all stitched together the cloak would be as big as a physic garden, and as many-coloured.’


      Oswald sniffed. ‘Sigmar must have worn many cloaks in his life. I wish to see this one. I dreamed about it when I was in Ruhfort, and it called to me. I find it wise to follow my dreams. Do you?’


      ‘I do not dream,’ Karl said. ‘And I do not make a habit of lying to people, particularly if they have saved my life.’


      Oswald was still.


      ‘You’re a pilgrim and a preacher, and you must have passed up and down the Reik twenty or thirty times. Did you think I’d believe that you’d never seen the temple at Grissenwald? Every boat stops there.’


      Oswald was silent.


      ‘You don’t owe me the truth,’ Karl said, ‘but it would be polite. And we may be able to help each other.’


      Oswald shifted. ‘I have to meet some people.’


      ‘In Grissenwald?’ Karl’s heart jumped, reacting a second before his head. Then he realised it was not the men he wanted to find there. ‘It’s about Luthor Huss, isn’t it?’ he asked.


      ‘Yes. How did you know?’ The man behind him stiffened with tension. ‘Who are you? I don’t even know your name.’


      ‘Hans Fr–’ Karl stopped himself. ‘Leo Deistadt. A traveller, carrying news north from Nuln.’


      Out of his sight, Oswald said, ‘You don’t owe me the truth, but it would be polite.’


      Karl was silent. The horse plodded on. Behind the clouds, the sun sank towards the wooded horizon, a circle of light like a hole to another universe, a different place and time, a better existence. In an hour it would be gone.


      ‘I am Karl Hoche,’ Karl said. ‘The Empire has declared I am its enemy, but it is wrong.’


      ‘I too, and many who believe what I believe. Well met, Karl Hoche,’ Oswald said. ‘Why are you going to Grissenwald?’


      ‘Enough secrets for now,’ Karl said, and dug his heels into the horse’s flank to speed it on.


      The sun had gone and the last of the light was fading from the sky. Karl stood at the eastern end of the wooden wharfs projecting out into the river. Downstream, past the moored boats, the waters of the River Grissen flowed east into the waters of the Reik, which swallowed it and continued its uninterrupted path north. The rivers were black in the twilight, the lights of Grissenwald reflecting dully from the rippled surface.


      The wharfs were crowded but there was not much traffic on the dockside. Grissenwald was a popular stopping-point for river traffic but not a major port or trading centre. Outside of harvest-time it had few goods to offer, save what might have been brought down by traders from Dunkelberg and other communities further west towards the Grey Mountains, and many of those goods were destined for further afield, or for the dwarf shanty-town that butted up against the south wall of the town. The dwarfs kept themselves and their trade to themselves.


      There was no sign of the Eider. Rationally he hadn’t expected the wherry to be there, but a part of him had hoped it might be, that Herr Stahl might be in the town or on the ship, ready to answer his questions, to explain, to make it clear that it had all been a misunderstanding. But the boat wasn’t there. Now he stood facing the last of the warehouses, hoping it might have some answers.


      A couple of dockhands sat on rough-wrapped bales outside the wide doors, the red points of the tobacco in the clay pipes in their hands glowing and moving like the eyes of some sinuous river-monster as they gestured and gesticulated to emphasise their conversation. Karl walked up to them, his hand on the hilt of his sword.


      ‘Is this the Oldenhaller building?’ he asked.


      They stopped and looked at him, their eyes guarded by shadows.


      ‘I’m looking for a boat,’ he said. ‘A wherry, the Eider, up from Nuln. I have urgent news for her.’


      The man on the right scratched his balls. The other said, ‘You’ve missed her,’ and took a suck from his pipe, its embers glowing brighter.


      ‘When did she sail?’


      ‘Noon.’


      ‘Did anyone get off? Any passengers?’ The smoker shrugged. His friend said something low that Karl didn’t catch. He was about to say something else, to protest that he had to speak to the men on the Eider, but realised he would get no further here. Possibly a bribe would help. Or possibly something else.


      He took his right hand from the hilt of his sword and raised it slowly and deliberately across his chest, to scratch his left ear with his little finger, as both Stahl and the Imperial messenger had done. He felt self-conscious and a little foolish.


      The docker who had spoken got slowly to his feet and with the same deliberate movement that Karl had used ran his left hand through his hair. Karl watched the gesture, a knot of tension in his stomach. Was that the proper response? Had he just given himself away?


      Then the man cleared his throat and said, ‘Now you mention it, friend, I recall two men did leave the boat. If they’re still in town, they’re likely staying with the master.’


      ‘The master?’


      ‘Karsten Oldenhaller.’


      Karl digested this. ‘Thank you,’ he said, and walked back into town.


      Grissenwald reminded him of home. Grünburg, where he had grown up, was about the same size: it was closer to Altdorf but on the banks of the Teufel, a smaller and less important river than the Reik. The mix of docks, traders, shops and merchants, taverns and itinerants felt familiar: the blending of rich and poor, easterner and westerner, human, elf and dwarf; and in the background the ever-present rushing of the river, the world coming to and flowing away from the town.


      Everybody he asked knew where the Oldenhaller house was: towards the western edge of the town, two streets away from the main market square. It stood within its own ornate garden, almost arrogant in its isolation and modernity. We, it said, are a breed apart.


      Karl strode up the flagstoned path to the front door and rapped hard on it. After a few moments it opened at the hands of a footman in red and black livery who studied Karl with the same look of arrogance that the house possessed. Behind him lay a hallway decorated with Arabyan silks hung on the walls, contrasting incongruously with the dark wood beams of the ceiling. New money, Karl thought, and not enough to spend it on. Or possibly they got stuck with a cargo of fabrics they couldn’t sell, and decided to make the most of it.


      ‘Yes?’ the footman said.


      ‘I have urgent news from Nuln for a man I believe is staying here,’ Karl said. ‘He arrived on the wherry Eider yesterday.’


      There was an imperceptible pause. ‘What is the name of the person?’ the footman asked.


      Karl hesitated. He had no idea if the names he had been given were real. But if not then at least there was a good chance they were code-names and would be recognised, and judging from the response of the man at the warehouse, the Oldenhallers were somehow involved in the organisation as well. ‘Herr Stahl,’ he said, ‘or, if he’s here, Herr Scharlach.’


      ‘Wait here.’ The footman turned on his heel, and kicked back against the door as he walked away. It slammed in Karl’s face. He muttered an oath about overweening house-staff, then leaned forward and pressed his ear to the damp elmwood, to see if he could hear anything.


      The sound was muffled, but he could make out the footman’s steps across the stone floor, and the change in sound as he reached the end of the hallway and onto wood boards. After a moment there were voices. He couldn’t identify words, but recognised the sound of the footman’s local accent, followed by a more well-bred, mannered voice, rising in the inflection of a question. The footman again, then manners, then the footman, and a third voice. It sounded agonisingly familiar. Was it Herr Stahl? Without words, it was impossible to tell for sure. Manners, the footman, and then the footsteps coming back. He pulled away. The door swung open.


      ‘Herr Scharlach is not here at present,’ the footman said, ‘though he is expected back this evening. If the message is a package or a letter then I will pass it on…’


      ‘It is for his ears,’ Karl said, ‘and his alone.’ trying to sound assured. He thought he detected a momentary moue at the corner of the man’s mouth, a tiny gesture of real irritation. Good.


      ‘We will send a messenger for you on Herr Scharlach’s return,’ the footman said. ‘Where will he find you?’


      Karl kept his face calm and still as he tried to remember the names of any of the inns he had passed on his way into town. What was the place where Oswald Maurer was staying? ‘The Lost Preacher,’ he said.


      The Lost Preacher’s beer was weak, the company in its front room subdued, and the conversation low. Karl held off eating in hopes of an invitation to dinner with the Oldenhallers but eventually his hunger got the better of him and he ordered a chop. When it was served he realised he should have specified the animal: it could have been pork or mutton, but he had a suspicion it was something unidentifiable the innkeeper had found floating in the river.


      Oswald was sullen and withdrawn. Karl tried to start conversations about his history, the sights he had seen, and about Luthor Huss and his crusade, but with each opening the man raised tired eyes and slowly shook his head, or responded in monosyllables until Karl grew dispirited and stopped trying. Across the room another group of men in priests’ robes sat in silence. Were these the men that Oswald was here to meet, and if so why didn’t they retire to a private room to discuss their business? Or was it important that they were seen in public behaving as if they didn’t know each other? Karl had only been in the service of the Untersuchung for a few months but in that time had seen people do stranger things – people paranoid about security, safety, and terrified that there were listeners and spies everywhere. Sometimes they had been right.


      Slowly the others retired to their rooms upstairs, to sleep. Karl sat up until midnight, as the serving-boy swept the floor under his feet. Nobody was coming for him. He had no need to go to bed, but went anyway: the silence and stillness would give him a chance to think, and he still needed to clean the bandage over his gag, over his mutation.


      He did not sleep, but lay on his bed, allowing his broken ribs to rest, and let his mind wander. It had been a strange two years since his first encounter with the followers of the Chaos gods, and the path of his life had twisted and turned so many times since then that if he tried to retrace the route in his mind he ended up feeling lost and confused. There was no point in looking back. The past was as dead as most of the people he had known there. Focusing on the future kept his mind clear, his sense of self unsullied, and his hatred sharp.


      If only he knew what direction he should take. There were many ways he could set himself against Chaos. Herr Stahl’s organisation was only one option, and it seemed to be raising more questions than it answered at the moment. Killing the beastmen this afternoon had felt good, almost purifying. He was still a soldier at heart, enjoying the tactics and chase of conflict. The intrigue and confusion that seemed to begin every time he entered a town or city was a distraction from his true task. Chaos lived here too, but it was harder to root out.


      ‘It is hard to pull weeds in hard soil, and easy for them to regrow there,’ he quoted to himself. That was from the Testaments of Sigmar, and originally about greenskins in the World’s Edge Mountains, but it seemed to fit here.


      A faint noise in the corridor outside his room distracted him. A mouse, probably, or the inn cat after one. He stared at the door. It was little more than a black rectangle against the room’s white walls, but then something moved in the darkness and he saw the motion of the latch rising. It made no sound.


      Karl lay still, watching through half-closed eyes, his hands around the knife he kept under his pillow. The shape of the door’s outline changed as someone pushed it open from the other side. The hinges did not creak or scrape. For a long moment nothing moved, and then a head appeared through the gap, cocked to one side, listening. Karl breathed slowly, reassuringly. The rest of the silent figure slipped into the room, moving like a shadow.


      Who was it Karl wondered? The figure was nothing more than a silhouette. Not Oswald: this man was too short. Could it be Herr Stahl? The angle was tricky; if he pulled the pillow away and threw his knife the other man would have time to dodge or draw a weapon. Karl’s instincts told him the man was a threat, his mind said he might not be. Best to wait.


      The figure moved across the room, becoming a blur at the edge of Karl’s vision. He was standing by the wooden dresser, moving. Putting something on it? It was hard to tell. But if he moved, he would give away the fact he wasn’t asleep.


      There was a flick of movement, a gesture of some kind. Something light landed in a scatter-pattern across the bed. What the hell? He did it again. The smell of it hit Karl a moment later. Lamp-oil.


      Karl threw himself off the bed as a third shower of droplets flew from the man’s hand. He was grasping for a box – a tinderbox. Karl lunged towards him with the knife but it was dark and he was able to dodge along the wall towards the door. Karl jumped onto and over the bed, trying to block his exit.


      He wasn’t sure what happened next. There was a sound, the room was lit by flames, and he was on fire. His clothes were ablaze. An instant later he felt the heat begin to sear his skin.


      In the sudden light he saw the face of the intruder, and recognised him. Not Herr Stahl, but the dock-worker from the Oldenhaller warehouse, the one who had responded to his gesture. What had caused this? What had he done now? He lunged wildly for the man but missed him. The brightness of the burning oil on his sleeve distracted him. There was a ewer of water on the dresser. He went for it, grabbing it with both hands and splashing it over his front, soaking his clothes, trying to beat the remaining flames out. There was too much. His hands were burning: there must be oil on them. He was spreading the blaze over himself.


      The door slammed open and there was a shout: ‘Karl!’ He turned. Water hit him in the face, and then more liquid splattered his chest. In the door, Oswald was chanting, his hands held at a strange angle, the silver hammer he wore around his neck clutched in his fingers. Another attack? He launched himself at the pilgrim, and the room was plunged into darkness. All the flames had gone out. He stumbled in the sudden darkness and crashed to the floor. Oswald was there, picking him up.


      ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘They’ll be back. We’ve got to get out of here.’


      Karl looked up. ‘What happened to the other man?’


      ‘He went out of the window.’


      Karl glanced over, to the open window-shutters and the area of flat roof beyond. There was no sign of his would-be assassin. He slowly climbed upright, trying not to let his shattered ribs move, slowly becoming aware of an acrid smell in the air. ‘What did you throw at me?’


      ‘My chamber-pot,’ Oswald said with a certain cheer in his voice. ‘Human urine is surprisingly efficacious as an emergency component in certain spells.’


      The pilgrim, a spell-caster? Some priests had a little magical ability, but Oswald didn’t seem the type. ‘Who are you?’ Karl asked.


      ‘Later. You need to get out of town, and I know how.’


      ‘How?’


      ‘Trust me.’


      ‘Trust is scarce and valuable in these parts,’ Karl said.


      ‘You trusted me with your name. I can repay that trust now.’


      Karl looked into his eyes and saw something he recognised, something familiar. He picked up his pack and sword. ‘Lead on.’


      The inn was quiet as they crept downstairs: either nobody had heard the commotion or nobody had thought anything of it. Outside the town was dark but watch-patrols were moving through the streets and there were guards at the gates and on the wall. They were looking for someone. It was not hard to guess who.


      Oswald led Karl through the town’s back-streets and alleys, heading towards the shadow of the wall. The old preacher seemed to know what he was doing, or at least where he was going, and Karl held his peace.


      They stopped beside a small house, timber-built that backed onto the wall itself a hundred yards west of the gate. Karl kept watch as Oswald rapped on its door. The door opened a crack. Oswald said something in old Reman, and it opened further. The two men slipped inside, to where a single candle lit a single room filled with old furniture. Worn hangings decorated the walls. An old man with rheumy sleep-filled eyes fastened the door behind them, his night-shirt blowing briefly in the breeze from outside.


      ‘Go back to bed, father,’ Oswald said. ‘We’ll not trouble you for long.’


      ‘Tell me what’s going on,’ Karl said. ‘You were here to meet people. Yet now you’re helping me escape.’


      Oswald sighed. ‘We don’t have time.’


      ‘There’s an assassin on my tail. Convince me this isn’t a trap.’


      ‘The short version, then. I have the information I came for. The people I met this afternoon will help us escape. I don’t know who tried to kill you, I just heard the commotion from your room. I don’t know if we are on the same side, but your enemies are mine.’


      ‘Who did you meet? Who will help us?’ Karl demanded.


      Oswald lifted a corner of the wall-hanging, revealing a wooden door four feet high set into the stone of the town wall. ‘The people who tunnelled this. Dwarfs.’


      They crawled through and emerged in a rough hut on the other side of the wall, stone-dust on their hands and knees. Greetings were exchanged with the woken sleepers on the other side, hands shaken, filled water-bottles and bundles of provisions thrust into their pouches. A boatman was woken to ferry them across the river a few hundred yards upstream of the town, and they were away, walking northwards along the bare earth road, the moon Mannslieb sinking towards the horizon to illuminate their path.


      ‘I’m sorry we couldn’t bring your horse,’ Oswald said.


      Karl shrugged. ‘No matter. It wasn’t my horse.’


      ‘No, I meant we could have ridden it.’ They trudged on.


      ‘Will they follow us?’


      ‘They might. You are an Imperial criminal, after all, and they’re bound to claim you tried to burn down the inn last night. Did you know the man who tried to kill you?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Local?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Then they’ll take his side over yours. And I’m guessing he has powerful friends. So your business did not go well?’


      Karl was silent. He had travelled to Grissenwald to look for answers, and instead had been given more questions. He had been lured into a trap. Did that mean it had been Herr Stahl who had given him up to the witch hunters in Nuln? If so, whether Stahl knew who he was or not, it meant that Karl’s entry to his organisation was closed forever. But if they were the kind of people who sent assassins to bum people to death in their beds, it was possible they were not the kind of organisation Karl had anticipated.


      Arson. An interesting style of assassination. Easy to make it look like an accident; no inconvenient crossbow bolts or stab-wounds in the corpse, and almost silent until the moment of ignition. But why hadn’t the man stabbed him and then burnt his body? And why not just give him over to the authorities and collect the reward?


      Because he was a mutant, and mutants should be burnt. But how much did Stahl, Scharlach and the dock-worker know about him?


      Grissenwald and the rivers had disappeared behind them into the night. ‘Where are we going?’ he asked Oswald.


      ‘West.’


      ‘To where?’


      ‘To wherever Luthor Huss has led his crusade. I have information for him from our allies among the dwarfs.’


      ‘Can you tell me?’


      Oswald looked over at him. ‘I suppose. It makes few odds now. It’s bad news. About the fulfilment of a prophecy.’


      ‘What prophecy?’


      Oswald took a deep breath. ‘I don’t know what you’ve heard but Huss isn’t prowling the Empire looking for corrupt priests, and he isn’t building a crusade to put the fear of the gods into the Grand Theogonist. He believes that the times foretold in the Testaments of Sigmar have come, and that we are facing a threat worse than any the Empire has faced before.’


      Karl stared at the moon. ‘And that at such a time Sigmar would come again to his people and save them.’


      ‘A priest’s son you truly are. Yes. And the twin-tailed comet has been seen in the sky, the sign of Sigmar. You knew that?’


      Karl was silent. He had seen a two-tailed star himself, a little over a year ago, on the hardest day of his life. He had set the course of his life by it. He knew what it meant.


      ‘Huss is searching for the reborn Sigmar,’ Oswald said. ‘If the comet signalled his birth, he comes of age this year. We heard a story from the World’s Edge Mountains, of a young dwarf born to a lineage of great history, having extraordinary powers. There was a thought it might be him. We asked our allies among the dwarfs to find out more.’


      ‘Sigmar was reborn as a dwarf?’ It was an extraordinary thought.


      ‘He wasn’t. At least not that dwarf. The hold’s high priest of Grungni examined him. A fearsome warrior, a future leader of armies, possibly a retaker of lost holds and a fulfiller of prophecies in his own right, but not Sigmar.’


      ‘Where does that leave Luthor Huss?’ Karl asked.


      ‘I don’t know.’ Oswald closed his eyes, walking blind down the road ahead. ‘I don’t know.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIVE


      In Stereo


      They travelled west, and saw evidence of the crusade long before they saw the crusade itself: flattened fields, rough-built shrines beside the roads, shallow-dug latrine ditches beside pastures used as overnight camps, villages where children ran screaming at the sight of a man in priest’s robes. Since leaving Grissenwald – in fact since leaving Nuln, or Oberwil, or Schoppendorf the previous autumn – Karl had noticed a growing number of wandering preachers, pilgrims, monks, ranters, fanatics and flagellants on the roads of the Empire, but as he and Oswald walked across the Empire they met more and more, heading to join Huss, to hear him preach or receive his instructions.


      Some of them claimed Huss was a messiah, some the forerunner and prophet of a messiah. Some claimed he was Volkmar the former Grand Theogonist, deposed by the usurper Johann Esmer who claimed he was dead; others claimed that Volkmar was dead, had been resurrected by dark magic, and Luthor Huss had been sent to oppose him. Several said they had been told to join him in a dream. One man claimed that Huss was himself Sigmar reborn, but he bore the scabs and rotted nose of a second-generation syphilitic and drooled as he spoke. Of those they questioned, none had news and none knew where Huss was.


      The villagers were more helpful. Yes, the crusade had passed through a month ago, or a handful of weeks, or a week, or two or three days. They had seen Luthor Huss at its head astride a great warhorse, his warhammer on his shoulder. He had spoken to the headman, or stood in the centre of the village and preached a message of change and destruction for the unwary and the unreformed. Many had prayed, or sung, or wailed, or spoken in tongues. Some of his followers had bought food, others had begged for it, or for alms. Some had preached. One or two had stolen things. The temple had been crowded, the local priest terrified. The villagers had been left fearful of the powers of Chaos, fearful of the corruption of the church in Altdorf, fearful that the crusade might return.


      In a couple of towns the story was different. Two weeks earlier the crusade had arrived at Kemperbad, pitching its camp outside the walls. It was a fierce, cold day. Huss had entered the town, seeking a meeting with Brother Florian Eggers, well known in the area for demanding high tithes and tariffs from local merchants, and selling indulgences and other documents of dubious religious provenance.


      They had met in private for two hours. Then Huss had come out onto the temple steps, proclaiming that Brother Eggers had seen the error of his ways and was praying for forgiveness, but would appear shortly. He then began to preach a sermon of damnation and brimstone on those who used the holy church to profit themselves. As he reached the climax Brother Eggers appeared at the top of the temple’s spire, and leaped to his death. Some said that he was aiming for Huss, who had to step back to avoid the impact of the suicide. Others said he was thrown from the spire by Huss’ followers. Nothing could be proved. The crusade left the next morning, heading north along the Reik, towards Altdorf.


      The stories told too of the crusade’s followers. Anything from a few minutes to several hours later came the camp-followers: local farmers and priests bringing donations of grain, oats and sometimes meat and beer; traders with carts of food to sell; the priests of other sects and gods hoping to spread their gospels to the disenchanted; the sad relatives of crusaders hoping to persuade their loved ones to come home; and always, always mentioned, one lone figure wearing the garb of a witch hunter, riding a black horse, who said nothing to anyone.


      Karl had marched with armies in the past. He recognised the signs of one on the march, could tell how long ago it had passed, and knew that it would only move as fast as its slowest member. From the signs it left, that wasn’t very fast. Two fit men on foot should have been able to follow this crusade’s trail, catch up with it and rejoin it in just a few days. Once or twice they saw the smoke of campfires on the horizon, or met stragglers who had dropped behind, ill or injured, who told them of Huss’ progress. But the crusade remained out of their reach.


      ‘Do you know a man named Herr Stahl?’ Karl asked on the fifth day. Oswald looked pensive.


      ‘I knew a fat priest in Weissbruck called Father Josef Stahl. Is that the man?’


      Karl shook his head. ‘To be honest,’ he said, ‘I don’t even know if Stahl is his name. He leads a group of agents with similar aims to my old employers the Untersuchung – and, it seems, the same enemies.’


      ‘Tell me.’


      Karl told him, from the description Frau Farber had given him, to his arrival in Nuln, the body in the pond, the trap set for him by the witch hunters, his escape and his search through the city. When he reached the description of the corpse in the beer-attic, and the handprint beside it, Oswald stopped him.


      ‘A hand in blood? Like this?’ He held up his right hand, fingers slightly splayed.


      Karl nodded. ‘A woman’s hand. She wore rings.’


      Oswald dropped his hand and looked away, shaking his head. ‘Whoever Stahl and his crew are, they have powerful enemies. The Purple Hand.’


      ‘Who?’


      ‘A cult of Chaos worshippers. Followers of Tzeentch, the Lord of Change. They’re said to span the Empire and beyond. They don’t have ties to the crime-gangs, or to bands of mutants and beastmen like many cults, nor a desire to crush the Empire by force of arms. Instead they infiltrate and corrupt, getting their people into positions of responsibility in – well, anywhere. Temples, trade guilds, regiments. Even the witch hunters, it’s said.’


      Karl barked a laugh. ‘I don’t think so.’


      ‘You don’t?’


      ‘It’s Khorne’s followers who have infiltrated the witch hunters.’


      ‘You have a strange sense of humour.’ Oswald looked at him. ‘You’ve never heard of these people? Not when you were in the Untersuchung? They’re an old cult.’


      ‘No, never.’ Karl was caught in thoughts of Nuln. ‘So the hand-print by the corpse could have meant that the dead man was a member of the Purple Hand, or that the person who killed him was.’


      ‘That’s if the murderer would leave a mark to show their allegiance.’ Oswald chewed his lip thoughtfully. ‘The sign could have been placed there before the killing. Or afterwards, to show the cult was aware of the death, or to show the drop-point was not safe anymore.’


      ‘Possible,’ Karl said, ‘but let’s apply Occam’s broadsword to this and eliminate the unlikely.’


      ‘Have you ever read Occam’s writings?’ Oswald asked. Karl shook his head. ‘An interesting man. One of the first warrior-priests of Sigmar. He wanted to preach at the temple in Altdorf but the bishops, afraid of what he might say, tied the doors shut with a knot of great complexity. If Occam could undo it, they said, he would be allowed entry. Occam studied the knot, then drew his sword, sliced the tie in two, pushed the doors open and went in. Hence the principle: the direct route to a solution is most likely the best. Otherwise you spend your life picking at threads.’


      Karl nodded absently. His father had told him the story many times and here, in the midst of this wildness and uncertainly, hearing it again gave him comfort. He touched the hilt of his own sword. Occam’s solution seemed simple, but Occam had been shown where the knot was. He was still trying to find the ends of the cords that led to his own.


      On the morning of the eighteenth day they found the crusade’s camp, spread around a crossroads on the Altdorf road a few miles north of a shrine to Sigmar. There were few tents or carts visible, no structure to the camp, just a maze of tents, bedrolls and campfires, makeshift altars, banners planted in the hard ground, occasional tethered horses or donkeys, and huddles of men and women chanting, singing hymns, preaching, ranting, talking quietly, praying silently, cooking, eating, meditating. Wide fields of arable land stretched away on either side, and the Reik flowed clear and dark in its course half a mile off.


      Karl estimated there were seven or eight hundred people in this huddle of humanity, many of them old, infirm or weak with hunger. Enough to scare villagers, but hardly an army to face down the hordes of Chaos or the Templar-knights of the Church of Sigmar, should they come head to head.


      They threaded their way through the honeycomb maze of camps, tents and groups, the sounds of conversation and prayer, the smells of boiled cuts of cheap meat, stale bread, unwashed bodies, urine and filth. A slow parade of people made their way down to the stream at the bottom of the field to drink, wash and relieve themselves. Karl’s eyes searched the crowds for a face he recognised, or who recognised him, among the muddy robes, filthy hair, shaven heads and grubby faces, but there was nobody.


      Having been brought up in the church, spending so much of his life surrounded by the things of Sigmar, he found it strange to be made so deeply uncomfortable. But this wasn’t the church. These people were Sigmarites but they were from the far edge of the faith: extremists, heretics, fanatics, zealots who lived for their beliefs and were prepared to die for them if necessary. He knew that if any of these people knew who he was, if a single one was to shout his name or declare him to be a mutant, the crusade would rip him to shreds in seconds.


      Oswald abruptly elbowed Karl in the ribs. A few days before the poke would have doubled him over in pain but now he merely winced and glared at the man. Oswald didn’t seem to notice.


      ‘Shh!’ he said.


      Karl, who had not said anything in minutes, took a second to register that this was more than an affectation or a call for reverence. At the heart of the hubbub, under the blue-grey spring sky, it was as if they had walked into the stillness and silence of a marble vault. The noise of the crowd was still there, but behind them and somehow muted.


      Ahead of them, in front of an altar made of piled logs with a heavy warhammer placed on top of it, a man knelt, his bald scarred head bowed in prayer. A heavy robe, coarse with wear and weather, covered his shoulders and back, hanging strangely over the plates of his armour. He wore a metal band around his head, studded, half-way between a crown and a manacle. His great hands, each big enough to crush a dog’s head, were clasped before him in a pose of peace and power as he made supplication to his god. Two armoured men knelt either side of him, their poses of prayer echoing his, a sense of structured calm spreading out around him to touch everyone in the camp.


      This was not a man, Karl thought. This was a force of nature, an elemental power, a storm, a flood given human form. His strength was that of boulders: immovable at rest, unstoppable in motion. This man could reshape the world.


      Then the kneeling figure unclasped his hands, stood up and turned around, and the moment was broken. Luthor Huss was just a man. A tall man – Karl had a few inches on most men but he had to look up to Huss – and not a handsome one, but undeniably human, and familiar. Karl had met him before.


      ‘Brother Oswald,’ he said. ‘I am glad to see you safe. You know my lieutenants, Dominic and Martinus?’ He indicated the two armoured men who flanked him. Dominic was muscular and shaven-headed, his blue eyes unmoving and intense below his strangely scarred scalp. Martinus was slim and bony, his eyes dark pits in his sallow complexion, with bushy eyebrows and a shrubbery of thick hair on the back of his hands.


      Oswald acknowledged them with nods. ‘Brother Luthor, I bring the news from the World’s Edge Mountains. There is much–’


      ‘There is one word.’ Huss’ voice was the rumble of a landslide. ‘Give me that word.’


      ‘It is no. I am sorry.’


      Karl detected a moment’s pause, not for thought but for sorrow. ‘I am sorry too,’ Huss said, ‘But part of me exalts. For if Sigmar has not been reborn, then perhaps the Empire’s peril can not be as grave as we fear.’ He clapped his hands to rub them together and the slap rang out across the camp. ‘Have you eaten?’


      ‘No, brother.’


      ‘Then breakfast with me and tell me news from east of the Reik.’ He paused, gazing down at Karl. ‘This is your companion? He looks like he has seen a ghost.’


      Karl realised he was staring, lost in memories. Luthor Huss was a ghost, a resonance from a past that Karl thought he had left behind and that he tried not to remember. Ten years ago, when he was in his early teens, a travelling warrior-priest had passed through Grünburg. His father Magnus, the senior priest of the town’s temple of Sigmar, had invited the man to stay at their house and to preach at the temple. Karl remembered nothing of the sermon, but he recalled the dinner afterwards, his father and this tall man in fierce argument about man’s will versus Sigmar’s will that had lasted long into the night. The visitor’s intensity and the strength of his emotions and his faith were vivid in his memories, though the young Karl had been more interested in the priest’s warhammer. Now the same weapon lay on the altar a few feet away.


      The connection was unexpected, vivid, and painful. Grünburg and his family were both a long way behind him. The old Karl Hoche would have reminded Luthor of the history that connected them, and Luthor would have asked him how his father was, and Karl could not answer that question anymore. How had his father received the news that his son was a traitor, a heretic, a mutant and a servant of Chaos? He did not want to know that himself.


      ‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered, pulling his eyes away from Huss, and turning with an effort to Oswald. ‘I’m not hungry. I will talk with you later,’ he said, and walked away.


      Karl was sitting beside a fire, staring into its depths when Oswald came to find him an hour later. He looked up as the older man approached and sat down beside him. His mind was full of confusion and distress. He had not expected to have his past thrust in his face, and had not been prepared for it. He could defend himself against cultists and creatures of Chaos, but memories were another matter. Once again, he had become his own enemy.


      Oswald dug in his pocket and brought out a piece of black bread wrapped around some hard cheese. Karl took it and gnawed it absently. He was too wrapped up in thoughts to be hungry.


      ‘Excuse me for saying so,’ Oswald said, ‘but you seemed a little overwhelmed by Brother Luthor.’


      Karl stared into the stony sky, following the track of a lone raven as it coasted from wind to wind on wide black wings. He could not look at Oswald, or meet his gaze. ‘I wasn’t overwhelmed,’ he said. ‘I was… he reminded me of someone.’


      ‘There aren’t many that say that,’ Oswald said. ‘One of a kind he is.’


      ‘You made your report?’ Karl asked and took a mouthful of bread so he couldn’t talk for a while, making Oswald do the work. Oswald, it seemed, was happy to.


      ‘He has my news now and I have his, and neither is good. He says that word is spreading and the crusade grows daily, but that makes it harder to move and feed – and to control too. He fears there are infiltrators and agents from other sects and schisms here, spreading their own doctrine and risking a split. The news from Altdorf is gloomy: Huss is excommunicated, declared an enemy of the church, barred from entering any temple of Sigmar, and there are rumours of Templars, holy knights, on the road, and a reward for the man who brings Huss down.’


      He sighed and shifted his seat. ‘And there is no word of the risen Sigmar, only false reports. Huss’ greatest fear is someone else should reach him first, and guide him away from the path he is meant to follow. Or worse.’


      ‘So he believes Sigmar has been reborn?’


      ‘He knows it. He does not speak of it, but he has had a vision. Sigmar is here, in the Empire.’ Oswald looked sideways at Karl, as if expecting a response. Karl took another bite. Oswald nodded at some silent inner thought.


      ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘I came to get you. He wants to talk to you.’


      Half-chewed bread and cheese shot from Karl’s mouth, propelled by shock.


      ‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘I can’t meet him.’


      ‘He wants to meet you.’


      ‘Did you tell him who I am?’


      ‘No, but I told him what you did, and now he wants to meet you.’


      ‘Oswald.’ Karl dropped the bread, its purpose forgotten, its taste ash in his mouth. ‘You know who I am. You know what I am. How can I meet Luthor Huss? I am a thing of… of…’


      ‘The other side? No, Karl. You look at yourself and you see your tragedy and your dishonour. I look at you and I see a man who went to fight two beastmen, single-handed, and saved a village because a stranger begged for his aid. I have been all over this Empire, and men who would do that are scarce, even for glory or money. You didn’t do it for either of those, you did it because it was right.’


      Karl wanted to deny it, to explain his complex reasons for the choice he had made, but found he had no voice. How could he describe the depths of his hatred for the things of Chaos, and its roots in the hatred of the thing that Chaos had made him, his sense of isolation, his frustration at the way things had gone in Nuln?


      Could he explain the strange moods he felt, and his confusion as he found it harder to tell which were his thoughts and feelings, and which ones inspired by the seeds of Chaos in his blood? Could he admit that the reason he had accepted the old preacher’s plea was that he had felt a desperate urge to kill anything – to rid himself of a little of the pain and suffering by making another being feel the same way?


      He looked over at Oswald, confusion on his face. ‘I didn’t do it because it was right,’ he said.


      ‘Then why did you do it?’


      ‘I can’t say.’


      ‘Well, if you have forgotten, then Luthor Huss is the man to help you remember.’ Oswald stood up. ‘He’s waiting for you at the crossroads.’


      Karl went to him.


      One of the few things Karl remembered about Huss’ visit to his house was how big to him, a boy of thirteen years, the warrior-priest had seemed. He had been a giant. The rest of the world had shrunk, but Luthor Huss was still a giant. The hand he held out to Karl was the size of a gauntlet. After a second Karl took it and shook it. It was like gripping a wrought-iron ring that has been warmed by the sun, and its size made him feel like a child again, shaking hands with an adult. How long was it, Karl thought, since he had last touched another human being? His fear of transferring his infection to another person was too strong. Huss’ skin was old leather against his own. It reminded Karl of many things he thought he had forgotten.


      Huss’ eyes were dark and sharp. ‘Oswald has told me much about you,’ he said. ‘A priest’s son, a soldier, a warrior and a saviour. But he would not tell me your name.’


      Karl looked around. The crossroads was away from the main camp, out of earshot but not bow-range. The four roads stretched away from the two of them, coming together over the flat land. Four cords meeting in a knot here, at this time. What skeins would-be tied together in this place, Karl wondered, and whose broadsword would part them?


      ‘My name is dangerous,’ he said. ‘The witch hunters claim I am a criminal, and worse. If they knew you had spoken to me, knowing who I am, it would give them the excuse they need to arrest you. My presence puts you in danger.’


      Huss grunted. ‘There are plenty who would see me dead with no excuse at all. I am capable of seeing off my dangers, though whether my crusaders are is another matter. But first, if I may not use your name, what shall I call you?’


      Karl thought of all the names he had used and discarded along with their disguises, mannerisms, mind-sets. None of them were him. ‘For now, Magnus-son will suffice,’ he said. ‘When I know the rest, I will tell you.’


      ‘Magnusson,’ Huss said. ‘Well, Magnusson, I wanted to speak to you of armies. Oswald says you were a soldier once, an officer. Tell me, what do you think of my crusade?’


      Karl looked at the disordered camp and the dishevelled marchers, smelled the woodsmoke and the filth, heard the chants and arguments. He felt nothing but despair. ‘Their faith is strong,’ he said.


      ‘Magnusson, you say much with few words. A rare skill in this world of talkers and time-wasters. Yes, their faith is strong. They believe in their cause with such intensity that they’re willing to die for it. And if the Templars come for us, or we meet one of Archaon’s armies, die is all they’ll do.’


      Karl nodded. Huss put the butt-end of his warhammer on the ground and leaned his rear against the head, like an impromptu stool. ‘I never wanted this,’ he said. ‘I did not plan it. I left Nuln to follow in the steps of Sigmar, roaming the Empire, spreading the word of the true testaments. When two or three asked to walk with me, I did not say no. When more asked, I could not turn them away, having accepted the first. A few followers here, a few there, and I learn that I am leading a crusade to tear down the orthodox church and hang the Grand Theogonist from the high spire of the cathedral in Altdorf.’ He sighed. ‘It is not a burden I wanted, but I feel I must carry it. But I need men to help me.’


      ‘I am less than a man,’ Karl said bitterly.


      Huss’ dark eyes fixed him in their gaze. ‘I remember,’ he said. ‘Oswald told me that you have lived through hell, and that you believe you have lost your soul.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘The part of you that makes you human. You believe you have lost it, I know not how.’ Huss placed a heavy hand on Karl’s shoulder. ‘Magnusson, we stand at the crossroads and I wish with all my heart I could give you back your soul. I cannot. But if you pledge to walk with me on this crusade, I will give you power over men, and the power to save their souls.’


      ‘What are you saying?’ Karl asked.


      Huss raised an arm to point at the field of men. ‘Whatever Altdorf may say, this is not a crusade. It is a pilgrimage without a destination, led by a man who may be on a fool’s errand to find the risen Sigmar. But we have powerful enemies and the Empire has powerful enemies, and the holy faith needs all the soldiers it can muster. I want you to train them.’


      ‘Train them?’


      ‘Not every one. Find the ones among them who have the strength and will to handle a weapon. Show them how to fight in battle, to defend their comrades and to trust them to do the same. I’m not expecting Templars from you,’ he said, ‘but if they want a crusade, then we’ll give them a crusade.’


      Karl hesitated. The offer was enticing. He found himself believing and trusting Huss: the man had a simple honesty that complemented his faith. But against that there was the discomfort he felt about being here, among these zealots, and the fact he knew his presence was putting them in danger. And he had trusted men of the gods before, and regretted it. But to be able to put together a force of men to fight Chaos and the ungodly… Huss had greatly tempted him.


      ‘I need time to think,’ he said.


      ‘No, you don’t,’ Huss said. ‘Stop listening to your head. What does your gut tell you to do?’


      ‘It tells me to listen to my head,’ Karl said.


      ‘Then what does your heart tell you?’


      ‘My heart…’ Karl paused, considering the question. ‘My heart wants to be at peace.’


      ‘So do we all.’ Huss stood and picked up his warhammer, brushing the mud of the road from its handle, then swung it up on to his shoulder. ‘But when life gives you war, it’s best to make warriors.’


      For a moment there was no sound but the cawing of crows. Karl said nothing, staring away down the north road at a black shape on the horizon. A man on a horse. Huss followed his gaze.


      ‘He’s still there,’ he said.


      ‘Who?’


      ‘The witch hunter. He’s been following us for a month, watching where we go and what we do. We’ve sent emissaries telling him to ride with us and join us in the camp, guaranteeing he will come to no harm, but he will not even speak to them.’


      Karl narrowed his eyes, bringing the silhouette into focus against the grey sky. ‘Lend me a horse,’ he said. ‘He’ll speak to me.’


      While a horse was found and saddled, Karl went back to Oswald, retrieved his pack and took what he needed from it: hat, cloak and shaving-knife. He walked down to the stream that flowed at the bottom of the field and several hundred yards up its banks, beyond a tangle of willows and brambles, so he would not be seen. He wanted some privacy for this.


      The stream flowed fast and weedless over a bed of gravel and sand, about ten feet wide. The water was cold and clear, and sky was bright enough to show him a clear reflection of himself in the ripples. His hair had grown long and unkempt, his stubble almost to the length of a beard, the dirt of the journey still on his skin. He washed himself and shaved, checking the results. His face felt raw but clean.


      Then he wetted his hair, slicked it down and studied its reflection. Its shape reminded him of the wings of some dark bird, too long and too wild for a figure of authority. He cocked his head, working out how it should look, gripped a handful of it in his hand, and carefully took the knife to it, slicing it off with a single movement.


      It took a moment to register a curious pain he had never felt before, dull and abstract. Moisture dripped over his fingers. He lowered the knife, puzzled, and saw blood on it. Perhaps I nicked my scalp, he thought. No, this was a different pain. And there was quite a lot of blood.


      He looked down into the stream and saw little swirls of red forming in the water, whipped away by the current.


      He looked at his left hand, still holding the shank of hair he had severed. There was blood there too. It was on the hair. No, it was the hair. His hair was bleeding. He could see the blood flowing out of the cut ends, like sap from spring twigs, running over his hands.


      That feeling of pain, he thought. Like when you slice a finger in cold water, it’s numbed till you realise what’s happened. He reached up and touched the area of hair he had cut. His fingers touched the severed ends and involuntarily he jerked his head away. It was like touching a raw wound. His hand came away covered in blood.


      Chaos continues to change me, he thought. Random, purposeless and pointless, but each new alteration driving my despair, reminding me that my body and my life are not mine, not under my control. Even in this holy place, surrounded by the faithful, it will not leave me.


      Alone, I am in hell. With a bad haircut.


      He pressed his sword-cloth to the side of his head, waiting for the flow of blood to cease, so he could wash the dried crust from his hair and continue with his plan. The first time he had discovered the marks of damnation on his body it had sent him mad for weeks. With each new change he had become inured to the horror of the mutation, but that lack of fear did not lessen the hatred he felt towards the forces that were changing him, or towards himself.


      He rode out along the south road. A dim sun was high in a heavy grey sky. When he was away from the camp, at a dip in the road, he put on the witch hunter’s hat and cloak that he had stolen in Nuln. The hat was creased from where he had folded it to fit in his pack, but there was nothing he could do about that. He took care to tuck his hair up under his crown, so the lopsided coif and the scabs forming on the cut ends were not visible. The dark figure and his horse stood in the road and did not move as Karl rode up. The witch hunter was of medium height, wrapped in a winter cloak that hid his uniform and reached up to cover the bottom half of his face. His head turned slowly to watch Karl’s approach. Karl raised a gloved hand in greeting.


      ‘Hail brother, well met,’ he said. ‘They told me I would find you here.’


      The witch hunter lifted his hand slowly and pulled down the edge of his cloak to reveal his mouth and chin. His skin was pale and his face was familiar.


      ‘Hail brother,’ he said. ‘Do you have any brandy or strong wine?’


      ‘I have a little kvas,’ Karl said, digging out his hipflask. The witch hunter reached over for it and took a long slug. He handed the silver flask back, and was convulsed by coughing.


      ‘You are ill, brother,’ Karl said.


      ‘I have been sick for three days,’ he said. ‘My head aches, my body sweats and my limbs are weak. But while the crusade does not move, I cannot move.’


      ‘Go back to Alfwald and rest at the inn. I will take your place till you are well.’


      The witch hunter shook his head. ‘Your offer is kind but my orders come from Brother Karin of the Council, and I must obey: I watch the crusade. Besides, I believe I felt the infection begin to shift this morning. Why have you come?’


      Karl straightened his shoulders. ‘I am Brother Adolphus Schrader from the chapter-house at Kemperbad. Have you any news?’


      ‘You’re from Kemperbad? I sent you a letter as I passed through Diesdorf. Did you not receive it?’


      ‘I must have left before it had arrived.’


      ‘From Diesdorf? It’s only a day’s ride.’


      ‘I ran into some trouble on the way.’ Karl indicated his battered hat.


      A silence, each waiting for the other to say something. The witch hunter narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. ‘Do I know you?’ he asked.


      ‘Your face is familiar.’ Karl said. ‘Perhaps our paths crossed in Altdorf. Or some other time in Kemperbad?’


      ‘I have been there only once before, on my way between Talabheim and Altdorf,’ Rhinehart said, ‘and I did not stop.’


      ‘Do you have news for me to take back? Or orders?’


      ‘No news. When I have some, I will communicate it to you in the usual way.’


      What was that? Karl wondered. There were many similar questions that he wanted to ask, but if he did his pretense would be revealed.


      Rhinehart looked up, and Karl followed his eyes. A dark shape was circling in the sky: the raven he had seen earlier, or possibly a different one. Rhinehart made a movement under his cloak and suddenly he had a full-size crossbow, drawn and nocked, aimed at it. He sighted down the quarrel.


      ‘Out of range,’ he said. ‘Always just too far away. But one day it will grow incautious, or curious, or brave, and I will have a bolt through its head.’ He lowered the weapon. His horse made a sound with its nose and moved sideways, uneasy.


      Karl felt stymied. If he asked too much then he risked revealing his identity; if he asked too little there was no point in him being here. Common sense told him the latter was a better course of action than the former, but he had little respect for common sense these days.


      ‘What of your special orders from Brother Karin?’ he asked.


      ‘What do you know of that?’ Rhinehart demanded.


      ‘Have you learned anything?’ Karl asked again.


      Rhinehart cocked his head on one side. ‘I know who you are,’ he said and raised his crossbow. Karl’s hand went to his sword but knew it was a futile gesture: Rhinehart would fire before the blade cleared the scabbard, and the witch hunter was out of sword range. He let the weapon slide back, watching Rhine-hart helplessly.


      Rhinehart moved his horse forward a few steps, turning, so he could support his crossbow on the arm that was holding the reins. The weapon did not waver from Karl’s heart.


      This is it, Karl thought. I have reached my end. Is he going to arrest me or kill me here? He is ill; if we were to ride to the nearest town with a chapter-house I could easily surprise him and overpower him along the way. If I was him, I would kill me now.


      ‘You bastards,’ Rhinehart said, and coughed hard. There was a split-second where Karl could have leaped from his horse and maybe overpowered him, but there was something about Rhinehart’s use of the plural that made him hesitate. He said nothing.


      ‘You’ll get nothing from me,’ Rhinehart said. ‘I’ve lost too many good brothers to your wiles and deceptions. I won’t listen to you and I won’t tell you another word.’


      ‘I have no idea what you’re–’ Karl said.


      ‘Shut up!’ Rhinehart waved the crossbow. ‘You’re a travesty of that uniform. The man you once were would be ashamed of what you’ve become. Sneaking, skulking, listening and observing, without pride or purpose. I told Altdorf you were here, among the crusaders, and I suppose it was inevitable you’d try to recruit me too.’ His horse was agitated, and he struggled to keep it under control. ‘Go on, go back to your cloaked brothers. Tell them you got nothing from me. If I see you again I’ll shoot you.’


      ‘I’m going,’ Karl said, turned his horse and rode away. Rhinehart’s tirade had given him the information he needed – not about Brother Karin’s plans and schemes, but about who the witch hunter had thought he was.


      ‘Go back to your cloaked brothers,’ he had said. Karl had met one of the Cloaked Brothers before, Andreas Reisefertig, a man of deception and infiltration, a ruthless, self-serving and amoral being. The Cloaked Brothers, Reisefertig had told him, were a clandestine sect of former witch hunters who had grown disaffected and frustrated with their order’s hidebound and dogmatic adherence to outmoded rules and standards. They were not a criminal organisation or a Chaos cult, but the Empire’s forces did not recognise them, and that gave them the ability to infiltrate other groups, probing them for signs of corruption or sources of hidden knowledge. They were information-gatherers, putting the pieces together, working out the big picture. As far as Karl knew they did not make arrests, pass information to other groups or use their information to eliminate agents of the dark powers or block their plans. He did now know what game they were playing but it was a long one, and he did not like it.


      Rhinehart had said there were Cloaked Brothers in the crusade. He had not considered that there might be, but it matched the way they would work. They would probably be close to Huss, maybe even his advisors: that was the Brothers’ usual pattern. He should be warned.


      Could Herr Stahl and his men have been Cloaked Brothers?


      There was something else that Rhinehart had said. ‘The man you once were would be ashamed of what you’ve become.’ He had thought Karl was someone else, a former witch hunter, but the words had still rung true. The old Karl Hoche would be dismayed by the thing of Chaos that he had become. Or would he be? Oswald’s words came back to him: ‘You didn’t do it for glory or money, you did it because it was right.’ How many servants of Chaos had he killed in the last year? How many innocents had he saved? He had spurned their thanks, thinking himself not worthy of it. Perhaps he was wrong. Perhaps there was a sense of honour and pride to be found in what he was doing. Perhaps Oswald and Huss were right. He should try to find it, and this was as good a place as any.


      Besides, he had always enjoyed the army life.


      The crusade’s camp rose out of the landscape before him, and he hastily took off his hat and cloak, stowing them in his pack. There was no telling what the sight of a witch hunter riding into sight would do.


      It was mid-afternoon. No urgency to speak with Huss yet, and still much to do. He entered the camp, the horse picking its way carefully between piles of packs and blankets, campfires, exhausted flagellants, puddles, altars, dogs. ‘Anyone who can use a weapon,’ he shouted, ‘anyone with military service or Watch training, anyone who’s served as a temple guard or Templar, anyone who can handle themselves in a fight, gather in the field towards the stream, on the far side of the crossroads.’ Out of sight of Rhinehart, he added mentally. He rode on through the bedraggled crusaders. Heads turned curious looks towards him. A few people began to clamber to their feet. ‘Anyone who can use a weapon, anyone with military service…’


      The field lay wide and open, stretching down to the stream at the bottom of the valley, covered in low, verdant spring grass, dotted with occasional trees. He guessed there were two hundred people here, standing in loose groups, looking at him. Maybe half of them had brought weapons. He rode across the field twice, studying them, then halted his horse, stood in the stirrups and gave his first orders.


      He made them form ranks and squares, watching to see who moved smartly and who dawdled or seemed confused. Then he dismounted and walked along the lines of men, women and children, looking at them in turn, tapping some on the shoulder. Then he told the people he’d tapped that they should go; they were not ready. That left a hundred and thirty.


      He borrowed a two-handed warhammer from one of the priests and showed them how to hold it, how to swing it, how to use it to defend and parry. He charged a solid old oak tree twenty yards away, swinging the hammer as he ran, striking the trunk smartly three times so that the wood rang with the impacts.


      He passed the hammer to the first man. ‘Do the same, then give the hammer to the next person,’ he said, and watched.


      Anyone who dropped the hammer, or hit themselves with it, or didn’t run at full tilt, or missed the tree, or tried a fancy move, or didn’t follow his orders exactly, Karl shouted, ‘Three!’ If the person looked unsure of themselves, or struck the tree but Karl couldn’t hear all three impacts from where he stood, or looked uncomfortable, he shouted ‘Two!’ The others he shouted, ‘One!’ Then he told the Threes to go away. That left just under ninety.


      He asked if anyone was unwilling to die for their faith. Nobody left. He asked if anyone was not willing to die, gutted like a pig, staring as their slashed intestines poured from their belly, drowning as their lungs filled with their own blood, their limbs smashed and broken, in unimaginable pain, possibly for hours or days, hearing the screams of their comrades, dying alone and unblessed. That left fewer than eighty.


      Finally he told anyone who had disobeyed an order to leave earlier that they should go. Nobody did. He went up to a boy of barely fifteen, standing in the ranks. ‘You were tapped,’ he said, and to the men either side of him, ‘and you saw him tapped. None of you did anything. All three of you, go. There’s no place for you here.’


      Five other people left then.


      He did a head-count. Seventy-one. The Grünburg town-guard was larger.


      ‘Form two groups,’ he said. ‘All the people I counted as Ones, you are the first platoon, fighting with warhammers. Can any of you ride?’ Eight hands went up. ‘Commandeer horses from the other crusaders. Recruit their owners as your grooms and squires. You’re the cavalry section. The rest of you, the Twos, you’ll be the second platoon, fighting with pikes.’ Because any idiot can learn to use a pike as long as they can think like a soldier, he thought, and if we’re defending ourselves against mounted men we’ll need something with a bit of range. Bowmen would be nice, or crossbows, but they need money to buy, or time and skill to make and more of it to learn.


      ‘Anyone here worked as a carpenter or an armourer, or ever used a pike before?’ A few hands went up. ‘First business, take the men to that copse over there. I spotted some pollarded ash trees there earlier. Get the wood for a pike for everyone. The rest of you, fall in.’


      He drilled them till the sun set. When the pikemen came back from the wood, bearing long branches, he drilled them too. They were all very bad.


      Karl picked his way between the campfires, speaking to a man here and there, congratulating them for good work, encouraging them, giving words of advice. He was looking for two men in particular: young, strong and silent, one with short-cropped blond hair, the other with shaggy curls like a spaniel’s ears and a moustache that didn’t suit him. He found them together.


      ‘Brothers,’ he said.


      They looked up at him from their bowls of soup. ‘A seat, brother?’ the curl-headed one asked.


      ‘No,’ Karl said. ‘I only have only a question or two. You came this afternoon and did well, though I fancy you are more familiar with blades than with warhammers. When I made it clear that I was forming a defence force you both left, but you stayed at the edge of the pasture and watched the training.’


      ‘What of it?’ the blond asked.


      ‘It’s an idle thought,’ Karl said, ‘but were either of you witch hunters once?’


      ‘What of it?’ the other repeated.


      ‘Who do you report to now?’ Karl said. ‘Where does the information you gather end up? Why shouldn’t I tell Luthor Huss to expel you from this crusade tonight?’


      ‘Four questions in all,’ the blond one said. ‘A man with a healthy curiosity.’


      ‘But he’s not a man, is he?’ the other said. ‘Yes, we are the people you think we are. And as to the question you don’t want to ask, we know who you are too.’


      ‘Leave us be,’ blond said, ‘and we’ll leave you be. We might even be able to help each other.’


      Karl stared down, feeling his face turn red. He felt overwhelmed. They reminded him of the only other Cloaked Brother he had met, Andreas Reisefertig, and he remembered how much he had disliked him. ‘I doubt it,’ he said, and walked away.


      ‘The crusade is full of spies,’ Huss said, ‘but I’ve never heard of these Cloaked Brothers. Are you sure they’re a threat?’


      More to me than to you, Karl thought, but he did not say it. ‘I thought you should know,’ he said. ‘It seems that at the moment you may have more to fear from enemies within than enemies outside.’


      Huss shrugged and pulled his cloak closer around himself. The night had turned cold. ‘We need to be prepared to defend against both,’ he said. ‘How fares our army?’


      ‘Badly,’ Karl said, ‘but give me some time and I believe I can make soldiers out of them. Tomorrow I want to start them on weapon practice.’


      ‘That can’t be done,’ Huss said. ‘We’re moving out tomorrow morning.’


      ‘Moving? Where?’


      ‘Stimmigen,’ Huss said. ‘There are stories I hear from one of its villages, Lachenbad. They ring true. I want to hear more of them.’


      ‘You think his words are worth moving almost a thousand men over a hundred miles?’ Karl asked. Huss nodded.


      ‘The crusade is my protection, and besides they believe as fervently in the cause as I do. It’s a fortnight’s journey, probably more. You can train them in the evenings once we’ve made camp.’


      ‘It could be a trap to lure you away from Altdorf,’ Karl said.


      Huss regarded him with granite eyes. ‘Then train your men well.’


      ‘Stimmigen.’ In his head Karl drew the route-map between their present position and the trading-town. A hundred and forty miles as the crow flew, probably closer to two hundred looking for ambush-sites, possible battlegrounds along the way. What he found did not comfort him. ‘We go south through the forest?’


      ‘There’s no way south through the forest. We’ll follow the river up a few miles to Worlitz, then take the Carroberg road west through the forest till we reach the River Teufel. Then we follow that south.’


      ‘That route will take us close to Grünburg.’


      ‘It’ll take us through Grünburg,’ Huss said. ‘Why do you look worried?’


      Karl tried to calm his expression. ‘It’s nothing. I have some history there.’


      Huss cocked an eyebrow. ‘Recent history?’


      ‘A lifetime ago.’


      ‘“The past is a foreign country,”’ Huss quoted, ‘“filled with liars, traitors and things we have exiled.”’


      Karl nodded. I am the exile, he thought, but could not say it.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SIX


      The Gate


      Karl roused his recruits at dawn and put them through an hour of weapon-handling practice before they broke to breakfast, pack and pray. The crusade moved off around mid-morning amid chants and hymns, a shuffling mass of humanity, weighed down by the weight of their packs and their troubles. Karl guessed that many of them were undernourished, badly in need of a decent meal, or suffering from dysentery or St Anthony’s fire. Every army he had ever marched with had had a proper support system: a baggage-train, cooks, regular supplies and the funds to buy more food if it ran scarce. But this was not an army.


      He was glad to see his men were behaving like soldiers, marching with weapons ready, watching the road ahead and behind, keeping dawdlers moving. He watched them carefully, reprimanding two who were abusing an old priest who was clearly lame, and when he saw a pikeman throw an insult at one of his cavalry and the horseman swing at the footsoldier he took both their weapons and told them they were not fit to fight for Sigmar. Some people’s first reaction to authority was to abuse it. He put the old priest on the now-spare horse and let him ride.


      The crusade made camp that night at the edge of woodland. Karl called his force together and asked if any of them were tired. A few raised their hands and he let them rest while the others practised combat in twos and threes. Karl walked among them, giving advice, demonstrating grips, thrusts, stances and defences. He noted which of them showed natural aptitude, which of them were showing their comrades how to strike, feint and parry, rising naturally to places of leadership. He’d talk to them later and give them positions as officers, and their first orders.


      Then he went to the men who had asked to rest, and told them to set guard-rotas for the night.


      ‘The crusade doesn’t need guards. Sigmar guards us,’ one said.


      ‘I saw an army wiped out because they didn’t post guards,’ Karl said. ‘If we find Sigmar, he can take his turn on the guard-roster. Until then, you do it.’


      After sunset, after meals had been eaten and prayers had been said, he sneaked away down the darkening road and made a wide circle around the camp into the woods. He sat among the dark branches, watching the slow traverse of the moons across the star-filled sky and listening to the scuffling of the nocturnal wildlife and the low sounds from the camp. At intervals he approached the camp from different directions, not taking any particular care to be silent.


      All night only three of the guards challenged him. One was either oblivious or too scared to move, and the others were asleep at their posts. Karl crept up to each in turn and tapped them on the forehead, so that as they woke the first thing they saw was his face, mud-smeared, teeth bared, a foot from their own. Two of them screamed, one wet himself, and none of them fell asleep again. It was a poor start but at least none of them had fled in terror. Once they reached Worlitz he would begin them on basic fortifications, the sort that a travelling army could throw up in an hour or two.


      The rest of the night, he closed his eyes and thought about Grünburg. It was the small town where he had grown up; the place that for his early years had been his whole world. For the last few years it had seemed very small and very distant, and now suddenly it loomed huge on his horizon.


      It would be much changed, he thought. The docks had probably grown again. His friends and contemporaries would be older, they’d have wives, husbands, children; have started businesses, maybe moved away. Who was the mayor now? Who was on the council? Who ran the town guard? Some people would have died too.


      What of his family? Were his parents still alive? Was his father still the senior priest of the temple, or had he retired? He would be getting old. Perhaps he had been disgraced, forced out by the shame of his son who had become a mutant and a traitor whose name was reviled across the Empire. His mother too, how had she taken the news? And Marie, the woman he had loved and still in a corner of his heart loved now. What had happened to her? How was she? Did she still think of him, and if so then how? With fondness, sorrow, hatred? And would he find the answer to these questions, and did he want to?


      It was not the first time Karl had wondered about such things, but when such thoughts came to him he preferred to push them away. He did so again, preferring to remember his old friends, playing in the market square, fishing from the docks, drinking in the town’s taverns, celebrating birthdays and feast-days, good humour and happy memories.


      He suspected that his homecoming would not find any of that.


      When dawn rose he returned to the camp and lost himself again in the job of training men to fight. It might not be rebuilding the Untersuchung, or training agents for Herr Stahl’s organisation, but he was creating a force of men opposed to Chaos and its works, and that was enough for him for now. And it was a distraction.


      The next day followed the same pattern, and the one after that. In the evening, after the training session had finished, the sun had set, and the camp had raised its voice together in prayer, Karl made sure the guards were at their posts, and then sought out Luthor Huss. He found him at the heart of the camp, sat at the fire with Oswald and two others beside him. They greeted him and he sat down. Conversation was intermittent and inconsequential.


      ‘What do you plan to do in Grünburg?’ Karl asked Huss.


      ‘Whatever Sigmar tells me,’ Huss said, then laughed. ‘Don’t look concerned, Magnusson. I’m not planning to throw any priests out of windows here. We’re passing through, that’s all. I’ll preach in the marketplace about the iniquity of the church, get donations, maybe meet the local priests and hear the news. We’ll be gone by mid-afternoon.’


      ‘We could have reached Grünburg this evening,’ Karl said. ‘Why didn’t we?’


      Huss reached forward and stoked the fire with the head of his warhammer, sending flames and sparks cavorting into the sky. ‘To give them time,’ he said. ‘They know we’re coming. We should let them prepare.’


      ‘Prepare what?’


      ‘Donations, I hope. We have no rich patrons, no coffers of gold to fund us and feed us. We depend on the charity of the citizens of each town we pass through. Farmers, millers, butchers, bakers, sometimes the temples too: they know we will ask them all to give us food, and often they do. The fact that we are nine hundred reputed madmen may help, but I fear our pickings in Grünburg may be slim.’


      ‘Why? Aren’t they generous people?’


      ‘They are, but they have no gripe with the church. Their priests serve them well and keep them happy.’


      ‘I am glad to hear it,’ Karl said.


      Huss regarded him carefully, as if to say: are you? Oswald watched them both but held his peace. Conversation lulled. The fire ebbed back to embers.


      ‘I was thinking,’ Karl said. ‘There’s a common to the north of the town. While you’re preaching and gathering donations, my men could spend several hours training there. It would do them good.’


      ‘No,’ Huss said. ‘We need you and the armed men with us as we enter the town.’


      ‘Why?’


      ‘Because it may not be donations that they are preparing for us. As I said, they have no argument with the orthodox church here. A crew of renegades, heretics, doom-sayers and preachers of a new faith may get a cold reception.’


      You didn’t last time, Karl thought. There was another silence. Huss regarded him, his eyes reflecting firelight, full of leaping light and darkness.


      ‘You must face your fear, Magnusson,’ he said. ‘There is no other way to beat it. I can’t force you to come into Grünburg, but I think you should. What is it that you’re afraid of here?’


      Everything, Karl thought. Myself. Old wounds, the type that Chaos does not heal but opens wider. Instead he said, ‘I’m worried that you don’t know what awaits us in the town. Haven’t you sent scouts ahead?’


      Huss laughed. ‘Scouts? No, we leave those to the armies. Whatever will be there tomorrow, we will deal with tomorrow.’


      ‘No scouts?’


      ‘None.’


      Karl sat very still. The words of the guard the day before came back to him: Sigmar guards us, he had said, and might have gone to his death believing it. ‘Brother Huss,’ he said, ‘you told me that if Altdorf expected a crusade, you would give it a crusade. I am giving you crusaders; soldiers of Sigmar, to defend the faithful and fight for their beliefs. But soldiers need more than faith to support them: they need proper training, proper equipment and they need intelligence about who they will be fighting, the enemy’s strength, the layout of the field of battle and more. Without these, you have crippled your army before it has struck a single blow.’


      ‘You’re right, of course.’ Huss stretched. ‘But we are an army that still has to beg for food from every town and village it passes through. Arms, armour, scouts and the rest will come with time. For now, all I ask is that you give me men who can fight.’


      A log turned over, sending a final tirade of sparks into the night sky. ‘Of course,’ Karl said, and stood up. ‘Brothers, if you will excuse me, I need to sleep. There is much to do tomorrow.’ The others nodded their farewells and he walked away into the camp.


      * * *


      It was an hour’s walk to Grünburg but there was bright moonlight on the road and even if it had been pitch dark he would still have known the route: he knew this countryside better than anywhere in the world. It felt familiar and frightening, the strip-fields and sheep-folds of his youth still here, the ruined estate-house of the Amsels, abandoned seventy years ago after plague took its owners, now a little more crumbled and overgrown but the same shape it had been for all his childhood, when he and the other Grünburg boys had dared each other to enter.


      The walls of Grünburg rose up in front of him, the ditch and earth ramparts topped with a low stone wall and guard towers. The ramparts dipped to ground level in two places, for the town’s two gates, but he knew their earth slopes too well to be fooled: that was where the watchmen were, warming around braziers and gossiping about local girls. There were other ways into the town, ways he had used many times as a teenager, sneaking out late at night to join friends in the hayricks of late summer, drinking, talking, spending time with farmers’ daughters.


      He clambered down into the ditch, wading through the ankle-deep mud at its bottom, and climbed diagonally up the steep bank on the other side. Under the grass, the old footholds were still there, and at the base of the wall were the projecting stones and gaps in the mortar beside one of the towers that served as grips and rests for agile young climbers. He was not so young anymore, but the path was as old as the wall, as sturdy and as familiar. A second to recollect it, and he was over the parapet, onto the wooden walkway on the other side, ducking, peering around to see if he was seen. Beyond, the familiar shapes of the roofs and streets of Grünburg stretched away down to the river.


      He crept down the stone stairs, to street level, then pulled the folded witch hunter’s hat from inside his cloak, straightened it and put it on once more. The alleyway was dark and cramped. A hundred yards north was the school where he had learned to read and write, and played knights and ladies in the lunch-period. Fifty yards west, the parents of his childhood friend Fritz. South-west, the temple, and beyond it his parents’ house. South, as near as a sigh, Marie.


      It had all loomed so large in his mind for so long that now he saw it again, it felt curiously diminished, made smaller by reality. He walked down the alleyway, careful to keep his guard up: nowhere in the Empire were people more likely to recognise him, and nowhere would they be more aware of his story and the price on his head.


      He took a cross-street, turned left towards the centre of town. Here was where Franz Beyer had been kicked by a horse, flying twenty feet, not a bone broken. That corner, the bakery of Frau Sommer, mistress of the Altdorfer pastry. Two years since he had been here: long enough for the details to have changed, but not enough for him to remember everything. The lamps were lit but the streets seemed empty, the house windows shuttered. Where were the people?


      Footsteps behind him, and a voice: ‘Brother!’ He kept walking. The voice came again: ‘Brother witch hunter!’ He was seen. He had no choice now. He turned, tilting his head forward so the shadow of his hat’s brim covered his face.


      Two watchmen. He recognised them, but did not know their names. One carried a lantern, both had cudgels and whistles. ‘Yes?’ he said gruffly.


      ‘Are you lost?’ one of them asked.


      Admit nothing; give away no facts. ‘Where is everyone?’ he asked.


      ‘At the temple. Your colleague is there too.’ One of them pointed south-west. ‘The next street leads there.’


      ‘Thank you,’ he said, turning his back to them and walking away. Witch hunters in town were bound to attract attention; Grünburg, though large, was not large enough for a chapter-house of its own. What had the man meant by ‘your colleague’? Another witch hunter? Why would a witch hunter come to Grünburg?


      The temple had not changed, the white outline of its limestone structure ghostly in the moonlight, every window lit from within. The doors were open, though this was too late for a religious service. But it was the largest space in town, bigger than the chamber of the town council. They were holding a town meeting. Everyone would be there. That meant two things: he had to know what they were discussing, and he could not go in.


      There would be men waiting by the door. He could see them as he approached: those who preferred to stand, or preferred the chill of the night air, or had arrived late. The rear entrance would be locked, as usual. But there was another way in, less secret than the path over the wall, but just as inobvious to the locals. On the far side of the building, the priests’ entrance, the way his father always used. He took a side-street, walking the long, concealed way to the small wooden door.


      It was shut, snug in its alcove. Everyone always assumed it was locked, but Karl knew that while anyone was in the temple, it wasn’t. He checked the street in both directions, saw nobody and darted across into the deep shadows at the base of the white wall. The worn bronze of the door’s handle was as familiar as the hilt of his sword, and it turned as easily in his hand. The corridor within was bright and empty. He went in, dosing the door behind him.


      Beyond the doors to the store-room, the sacristy and the stairs down to the crypt, the interior of the temple blazed with light. Someone was standing by the high altar, speaking in a rich accented voice that echoed effortlessly through the vaulted chamber. Karl recognised it, and crept to the foot of the short stairway that led up to the passage’s exit into the nave, behind the pulpit, out of sight of the congregation.


      He peered over the top of the stairs. Four chairs were set in front of the altar. In one was Barthold Meyer, the mayor, exactly as Karl remembered him. Next to him was Odo Rothstein, captain of the town guard. In the third chair sat a man Karl did not want to recognise.


      In the two years since Karl had left, his father had grown old, bent, tired and white-haired. He looked like a man who had lost everything, and was now lost himself. Karl forced himself to look away.


      The fourth chair was empty, its occupant on his feet, speaking. Evidently Brother Erwin Rhinehart had recovered from his illness, and unlike Luthor Huss he had not waited until the morning to enter Grünburg.


      ‘…each day they become more fanatical, as every crank and doom-sayer in the Empire flocks to join them. I have seen with my own eyes that they are training with weapons and becoming an army. The point is no longer whether Luthor Huss is a man of peace, it is whether he can control his followers, and I fear he cannot. Your most prudent course is to shut the gates to these men. There is little harm in asking them to go around your town, and much good may come of it…’


      Karl had heard enough. He crept away down the corridor, back into the silent town, trying to ignore the many memories that brushed past him as he made his way to the wall, through the countryside and back to the camp. The guards were asleep, and he slapped each one awake with hard blows born of frustration. How could Huss have been so unprepared?


      At dawn he woke his three officers and called them to council over a breakfast of porridge and herbs.


      ‘Huss doesn’t know this?’ asked Gottschalk. A former local priest from a village just south of Nuln, he was tall, lugubrious and dogmatic, wanting to assimilate each piece of information before making a decision, unlikely to leap to conclusions or come up with inspired tactical schemes on the spur of the moment. That was why Karl had put him in charge of the pike-men, whose purpose was to take orders and react to things. He also had a body muscled like a statue of Sig-mar; he looked like a leader of men even though he didn’t always think or act like one. Gottschalk brushed his long unwashed hair from in front of his eyes. ‘You will tell him about it?’


      ‘Yes,’ Karl said with patience. ‘Though I don’t know if he’ll listen, and if he does I don’t know if he’ll accept it. He’s strong-headed.’


      ‘So what do we do?’ Lars Kuster asked, pushing forward. He had been a Templar once, in the Order of the Fiery Heart, but had left for reasons he would not discuss with anyone. Karl suspected there might be a price on his head too. Kuster seemed restless, though not nervous. He was probably eager for a fight. Tall, rangy, scarred, at home in the saddle; Karl had wondered at first why Huss had not put this experienced warrior and servant of Sigmar in charge of training the troops, but had realised quickly that the man needed a superior to rein him in.


      ‘We wait to see what happens,’ Karl said. ‘Our role is to defend the crusade, and Huss in particular. Under no circumstances do we attack. Even if we’re attacked and fight them off, we regroup and dig in. At the moment we exist on the edge of the law. If we give them any excuse, the witch hunters or the militia will have us declared enemies of the Empire and call in the nearest army to put us down.’


      ‘What if Huss directs us to attack?’ Otto Pabst asked, stroking the handle of his warhammer. Of the three officers, Karl had to admit that Pabst was the mistake: a good soldier, a strong leader and a reasonable tactician, but an aggressive fanatic and a follower of the Malleun Heresy, believing that Sigmar should be remembered only as the bearer of the mystic hammer Ghal-maraz that contained the true spirit of god-hood. Malleun heretics believed the true Ghal-Maraz had never been recovered after Sigmar’s death, and the one now carried by the Emperor was a replica. Of course Pabst would be a superb hammer-bearer. Of course, too, he would be quietly, zealously insane.


      ‘Huss will not give such an order,’ Karl said. ‘He is not a fool, nor suicidal, nor wishes for martyrdom. The men are simply not ready for combat against a force that has training or experience; they’d be cut down like wheat at harvest. If attacked we defend, nothing more. And you take your orders from me, not from Luthor Huss.’


      Pabst and Kuster exchanged a look. Karl caught it, and felt a sinking feeling. As a lieutenant in the Empire’s army he had been used to leading men who were used to being led. This was a different type of command, and much more difficult. The only people these men respected were priests, visionaries or Sigmar himself, or dead heroes. If they were to obey him in the heat of battle – he stopped his thoughts. Pray to all the gods he would never have to lead this rabble into battle.


      * * *


      Huss had received Karl’s news with a grunt, and had not asked where he had learned it or whether it was trustworthy. Now as the crusade shuffled towards the distant shape of Grünburg, Karl and his men following on foot a few yards behind Huss and his advisors at the head of the column, he hoped he was wrong. At this distance the gates appeared to be open, a gap in the line of the walls, though he could see no travellers on the road.


      The road widened as they drew closer. Karl studied the walls. There were people there, too many for an ordinary guard patrol. Many of them were in uniform. He thought about walking forward and mentioning it to Huss but it would only have drawn strange looks from the others; his eyesight was more acute than most mens, and they would only have questioned his report or asked how he knew.


      He calculated bow-range and crossbow-range from the walls, and wondered if they were walking into a trap. The crusade moved slowly on towards the gates.


      At about two hundred yards, the limit of crossbow fire, a figure dressed in black stepped through the opening and the heavy oak barriers swung closed behind him. Karl heard the thunk of heavy wooden bars being slid into their grooves behind it. The town was sealed to them. Huss raised his hand and the crusade came to a slow stop and an uncomfortable, expectant silence.


      ‘Magnusson!’ he shouted.


      Karl came forward. ‘Sir?’


      Huss didn’t turn to look at him. ‘Analysis?’


      ‘The man in black is Erwin Rhinehart,’ Karl said, ‘the witch hunter who has been following us. No sign of troops, other than defenders on the walls.’ He shaded his eyes with one hand. ‘The Grünburg militia is handy with crossbows but we’re out of range. They’re not going to attack us, they just want us to go round the town.’ As I told you two hours ago, he added under his breath.


      ‘No chance they’re forming up troops behind the gate?’


      ‘Very unlikely. They don’t have the force of arms. But if you disagree I can order the pikemen forward to resist a charge?’ He suspected that if faced by thundering horses and riders bearing lances, the pikemen would break and run until their lungs gave out, and he suspected Huss knew it too.


      Huss shook his head. ‘No. But we’re going through the town. You’re the strategist. How do we do it?’


      Karl felt rage rising in his throat. An insignificant force of men, with a handful of days’ training and weapons they’d made themselves, and Huss was asking him to storm his home town’s gate? He opened his mouth to reply, to tell Huss some of the realities of warfare, but before he could speak he heard a voice, distant but assertive and commanding, from the figure outside the gate.


      ‘Luthor Huss!’ Rhinehart proclaimed. ‘Grünburg is closed to you. Take your retinue and go around the town.’


      Retinue. A nice touch: accurate, yet belittling.


      Huss took a step forward. ‘You do not speak for Grünburg,’ he declared, and his voice rang across the fields, echoing off the distant walls. ‘You are a lackey, the lap-dog of a lapdog of an idolatrous Grand Theogonist who grows fat in Altdorf. If Grünburg is closed to me and my brothers, then let the mayor of Grünburg tell me so. Or its high priest, Magnus Hoche.’


      ‘I speak for them.’ Rhinehart’s voice was strong and calm, with a hint of nobility in its accent. ‘I speak for the town. Your business does not lie here. Pass around.’


      Huss drew breath. ‘No man controls the temples of Sigmar: not you, not the high priest, not the Grand Theogonist. We are men of Sigmar and we wish to give thanks and praise in this town’s holy place, and to bear witness to its sacred relics.’ He hesitated, then sotto voce: ‘What relics does the temple have, Magnusson?’


      ‘Sigmar’s ring, the jawbone of Saint Florian and the head of the gryphon killed by Saint Karl the Unbowed.’ His name-saint.


      ‘Sigmar’s ring, the jawbone of Saint Florian and the gryphon’s head of Karl the Unbowed,’ Huss declared. Karl smiled at the man’s perfect timing; it was as if he had paused in reverence to the objects he was about to name.


      ‘Go around the town. You may not enter.’


      ‘You cannot deny entry to a priest of Sigmar. That is the law.’


      ‘You are an excommunicant, not a priest. Go around the town.’


      ‘You are no lawgiver, you are the mouthpiece for a false leader. If I hear it from the mayor or the high priest, I will go round. But not from you.’


      ‘I speak for them.’


      ‘And when the taxes rise, will you speak for them?’ Huss boomed. ‘When the relics move to greater cathedrals, and the village shrines are closed, will you still speak for them? When the temple lies unrepaired because the gold has gone to Altdorf, will you still speak for them? And when your leader is exposed as the idolatrous sham he is, will they let you speak for them then? Stand aside, Erwin Rhinehart. Open the gates. The keepers of the true faith would enter.’


      The words were a slow explosion, a wave spreading outwards, leaving a strange shocked, fragile calm behind it. Karl felt their power, recognising the potency he had felt the first time he had met Huss, beside the makeshift altar at the camp south of Worlitz. He could sense the strength the crusaders took from their leader’s words, and could guess at the reaction on the other side of the wall: uncertainty, intimidation and fear.


      ‘Stay here,’ Huss whispered. ‘When the gates open, bring the men forward at a walk.’ He strode deliberately away towards the town, his warhammer held in both hands, each stride paced like a slow heartbeat.


      There was a flicker of movement from the wall. Karl could never say what drew his attention to it, but then what draws an owl’s eye to the scuttling fieldmouse amid a field of waving grass, or a pike to the shaded scales of a stickleback as it hides in the gravel at the bottom of a stream? He did not know, and it did not matter. But he saw it. Someone on the wall had moved. Someone had fired a crossbow.


      Karl flung himself forward, sensing the path of the quarrel through the air, knowing its target. No time for analysis, nor even thought or instinct: just the certainly of what he had to do. Huss was ahead. The bolt was in flight. He threw himself at the warrior-priest, knocking him forward and sideways, out of its path.


      Huss fell. Karl didn’t.


      The bolt took him just below the heart. In a split second he felt it strike the metal of the silver flask he carried there in his breast pocket, the engraved metal absorbing and cushioning the blow, and then he felt the shock as the steel penetrated through, and into his body.


      He dropped. The ground was cold and hard, and the impact twisted the bolt in the wound. He lay, shocked, unable to move. Somewhere there was shouting. Had Pabst or Kuster given the command to charge?


      A second later he felt strong arms around him, cradling him, lifting him up into the air. ‘An interesting strategy,’ Huss said in his ear, ‘but I believe it has done the trick. Come on, Magnus’ son. It’s time you saw your father.’


      Karl let himself be carried, feeling the strength in the warrior-priest’s arms and the beating of his heart through his plated armour. Or was that his own heart? Was the warmth he felt his blood? Against him, Huss’ chest swelled.


      ‘Open the gates!’ the priest shouted. ‘I carry a son of Grünburg! Open the gates and let him in!’


      He carried Karl down the road towards the town. Ahead of them, the wide oak gates swung open.


      There was a cart just inside the gates. Its boards were rough under Karl’s back as it jolted through the streets, Huss sitting beside him. From time to time he caught sight of the edge of a building, a facade looming over the street, and he guessed they were taking him to the temple of Shallya. It made sense: he needed healing. The Shallyan temple was small, with only one priest. Perhaps nobody would recognise him there. Perhaps his father need never know he was here. Huss had hinted that he knew who Karl was, but did he understand what danger Karl was in here?


      Huss’ hand was reassuring on his shoulder, the morning sun warm on his eyes, his blood warm across his chest, seeping down across his ribs, soaking through his clothes. He was dimly aware of Huss leaning forward to the driver, saying something, but the rattle of iron-rimmed wheels on cobbles drowned the words. A moment later the cart veered, changing direction.


      Huss bent down to him. ‘They were taking you to the Shallyan shrine,’ he said, ‘but I told them that as a servant of Sigmar, your fate was in his hands. You strive to be a true warrior, but there is too much in your heart. Cleanse yourself at the temple.’


      Karl closed his eyes and lay back, accepting his fate.


      Priests and town guards carried him into the body of the temple, to the curtained-off area of marble benches at the back where the sick and the wounded would come to receive the priests’ care and the god’s blessings. Some of the priests were murmuring chants and prayers in low voices.


      Karl felt light-headed and weak. His arms and legs were growing heavy, and his fingers were cold and numb. He could barely move, and did not want to.


      Hands stripped away his clothes, cutting through straps, ties and buttons to expose his bare chest and its scars. He felt a knife at the bandage he wore around his neck, over his mutation, and thought: yes, cut it, witness my shame and finish my life, here in this holy place of my father. This is how it should be.


      ‘No,’ Huss’ voice said. ‘Leave that. It is a symbol of his devotion.’ The knife went away. Karl felt he should care, but did not know which way.


      Someone moved the bolt in the wound, testing its depth, and he felt fresh blood gout from the wound. Someone said, ‘Ready?’ and someone else said, ‘Yes.’ The prayers grew louder, Huss’ voice among them. Someone pulled, hard. The bolt resisted. Someone else took hold of it. Huss said, ‘On “Sigmar”: in excebis gloria Sigmar.’


      The bolt was torn free with fiery agony. Karl tried to double up in pain but hands on his shoulders and legs prevented him. The prayers reached a crescendo. Karl squeezed his eyes tight shut, inhaled hard, filling his lungs to keep from screaming. He felt weak, exhausted, but he knew that he would live.


      Someone pressed a bandage down over the wound. Someone said, ‘Don’t move.’


      Someone said, ‘That silver flask saved his life.’


      Someone said, ‘The spirits in it must have helped to keep the wound clean.’


      Someone said, ‘It’s as if the wound’s healing already. Praise Sigmar.’


      Someone stood beside him and said nothing at all.


      Karl opened his eyes. His father was staring down at him with a gaze full of love and horror.


      Someone held a cup of something sweet and salty to his lips. ‘Drink this,’ Huss said, ‘to replace the blood you lost. Everyone else, leave him with Father Hoche. And I must speak with the mayor and the captain of the guard.’ He held back the curtains and the priests left one by one. Karl was alone with his father.


      Neither of them spoke. Karl tried to move, feeling the cool temple air on his chest and the cloth dressing there, held down by the weight of blood it had absorbed. The priests’ chants and Sigmar’s power would have healed much of the damage; his body and its mutation would do the rest. Strange how two such opposed forces could work together in this way.


      His father made a noise. Karl turned his head with an effort to look at him, grown so old since they had last seen each other. There were tears in his eyes.


      ‘You recognised the flask you gave me?’ Karl asked.


      ‘I recognised you. How could I not?’


      ‘I am not so changed, then?’


      His father made no reply, but Karl knew the answer.


      ‘I have changed. Body and soul, and against my will. What they say of me is not true, but I am a different man to the son you raised. I travel with Luthor Huss, I fight against Chaos, but… Forget me, father. Your Karl lies dead in the Reikwald Forest. I merely bear his body.’


      ‘You know it is not true.’ His father’s voice was a whisper. ‘I see it in your face. You are still my son.’


      ‘And you are still my father. But for both our sakes, you should forget me. Tell mother to forget me as well. Think of me as one dead.’


      The old priest’s eyes filled with tears and he turned away.


      ‘Mother?’ Karl asked.


      ‘She died,’ he said. ‘She died of grief within a fortnight of the first handbill being posted. She could not understand why you did not return, did not write or send word. And then she learned, and it killed her.’


      Karl was numb. The blood he had lost made him feel weak and distant, and there was an unreality to this conversation that made it hard to believe. His mother dead? She had been dead to him for months. Her physical death seemed to make no difference. This was not the time to consider her death or mourn for her. There would be time for such thoughts tomorrow.


      ‘And Marie?’ Karl did not want to know, but he had to ask. ‘What of Marie?’


      ‘She left two days after your mother’s funeral. There was nothing for her here, the jilted fiancée of a traitor and a… a…’


      ‘Where did she go?’


      ‘She did not say. Nobody knows.’


      He hated to think of this woman he loved, because it hurt too much. She had fled out into the Empire, alone, terrified, her reputation destroyed, fearing that she might be infected too. She had been caught in the slipstream of his own fall, and had fallen too. And now she was out there somewhere.


      Would their paths cross? He hoped never. He could not bear it.


      ‘Karl,’ his father said, ‘is it true? What the handbills say?’


      The question he had dreaded, and feared for so long. Now it was here, the answer seemed simple: the truth. ‘I was a member of the Untersuchung, that’s true. We were not Chaos worshippers, but those who ordered our destruction were. Now I hunt them and their kind, but they have powerful friends. Even among the witch hunters.’ He looked at his father’s face, fearing disbelief but finding only trust.


      ‘Are you – mutated?’ Magnus asked.


      Karl dropped his gaze, unable to meet his father’s gaze, the white hair, the waxy skin and frail features that he had brought about. ‘I am. It infests my body like weeds in a cornfield. Chaos has given me strength, but I use that power to fight against it. One day it will overwhelm me. Father, I–’ He could barely admit it to himself, but this was his father. ‘I fear I am weakening.’


      ‘My son.’ Magnus reached towards him. Karl tried to move away.


      ‘No! Don’t touch me! Please!’


      His father recoiled, his expression shocked.


      ‘You must not touch me,’ Karl said. ‘I am a thing of Chaos, and I hate myself for it.’ He paused. ‘Forget me, father. I am outside the law, but I am not beyond justice, I know. One day I will answer to it. But I pray not till my work is done. Father, you won’t give me away?’


      ‘He already has,’ said a voice. The heavy velvet curtains ripped back and Erwin Rhinehart stood framed by their brocade edges, his sword drawn but held low. ‘Despite your scars, there is quite a family resemblance. I had only to see your father to realise who you were. Karl Hoche, you are under arrest. Don’t move.’ He laughed. ‘And now we can take Huss for harbouring a known follower of Chaos. I should thank you for this.’


      Magnus made as if to stand aside, and Rhinehart gestured at him with his sword. ‘You too, Magnus. I heard you consorting with this abomination. Prove your loyalty to the father-church and I may not order you burned.’ He tossed over a length of cord. ‘Tie his hands.’


      Karl looked up into his father’s pleading eyes. The old man did not know what to do; had probably not known since the witch hunters knocked on his door eighteen months ago asking where his son was. Like Karl, he must have played out this encounter in his head a thousand times and, like Karl, now that he was in the middle of its reality he still had no idea how to react.


      Karl lay on the marble slab, and watched as his father picked up the cord from the floor. He was weak, naked apart from a pair of breeches and a bandage, and weaponless. His sword and throwing-daggers lay in a pile of clothes on a side-bench yards away. His hands moved over the cold slab, seeking anything he could use.


      His fingers touched something. A little knife with a Hide blade, used for cutting clothes and opening veins, left tucked beside his thigh. He grasped it and with a titanic effort wrenched his body upright into a sitting position.


      Rhinehart laughed. Karl flung the knife – it wasn’t balanced for throwing and twisted awkwardly. Rhinehart swung his sword, striking it out of the air, and it clattered across the floor. But it had distracted him for a second, and in that second Karl was on his feet, grasping the blood-soaked cloth on his chest, unfurling it and twisting it. He felt dizzy and unstable. Sigmar help me, he prayed. All the gods. All the powers of the universe. Everything in me, help me. Help me save my father.


      From such good intentions are tragedies born.


      ‘Pathetic,’ Rhinehart said.


      Karl whipped the end of the cloth at him. A flick of droplets sprayed across the room, landing red and wet across the white marble slabs.


      ‘Tainted blood,’ Karl said. ‘Cursed blood. Chaos blood.’ He whipped it again. Rhinehart looked shocked, turning to protect his face from the splatter.


      There was enough strength in Karl’s legs to run a few steps and he used it, launching himself across the room. Rhinehart raised his sword defensively and backed away. Karl charged him, flicking the cloth at his sword-hand. Rhinehart flinched his wrist and the blade away, and Karl was on top of him, pushing him back into the heavy curtain. Fabric ripped away and they plunged to the hard stone of the floor.


      Karl pressed the blood wet cloth into Rhinehart’s face, rubbing wide red smears across his skin. Rhinehart was scrabbling against him, lashing his head from side to side, trying to avoid the contamination, kicking and bucking. Karl’s weight held him down.


      The cloth was unfurling. Karl grabbed both ends of it, pulling it tight across Rhinehart’s face, so the witch hunter’s features pressed through it like a shrouded corpse. The man was breathing fast, making whimpering sounds, his movements panicked and desperate. It was easy to overpower him.


      Karl pressed his face against the sodden cloth so his mouth was next to Rhinehart’s ear. ‘My blood is on you,’ he said. ‘My infectious blood. What would your colleagues do to you if they heard of this? Quarantine you? Purge you? Burn you? Stop wriggling.’ He moved his legs so he sat astride the terrified witch hunter, his knees pinning the man’s arms to the floor. You are not a man like Theo Kratz, who would accept his fate as a servant of Sigmar and sing as they lit the bone-fire under him. ‘You are a pragmatist. You believe in the greater good, as I do, and you do not want to die yet.’


      Rhinehart struggled. Karl kneeled more heavily on his arms. ‘Stop it,’ he said. ‘I am not going to kill you. I would not kill an innocent man, and I will not kill in the temple of Sigmar.


      ‘So I will let you live. Tell them what you want about me, but if you say even one word against my father I will write to Brother Karin and tell her exactly what happened here. She may hate me but she knows I am a truthful man.’


      Karl pulled the cloth tighter. It was pressing into the man’s throat. ‘Do you understand?’


      Rhinehart nodded, fast and frightened.


      ‘I will bind you and gag you. When you are found, claim the blood is your own. Let the crusade leave town safely. After that, your course is your own again. But never forget this.’


      Rhinehart nodded again. Karl removed the blood-soaked cloth. Under it Rhinehart’s eyes were screaming white holes in the vivid crimson of his skin.


      ‘Father, throw me the cord,’ Karl said without looking back. It landed beside him. He cut it in half and bound Rhinehart’s hands at the wrist and tight across the fingers.


      A gag. He looked around the room. His father stood back against the far wall, bewildered and helpless. There were his clothes, but he needed something better. Then he remembered he already carried a gag.


      He undid the bandage around his neck, took it off, and unfastened the leather ties on the wooden gag that kept his second mouth silent and still. Rhinehart’s eyes pressed further out of his head. The second mouth moved, flexing in its freedom, licking its lips.


      ‘You’re not going to put that in my–’ he said, and Karl did. The wood was slimy with saliva, pock-marked with teeth-marks in the hard piece of beech Karl had used to fashion it. Rhinehart resisted it. Karl forced. It slipped between his teeth, and Karl tied the cords behind the witch hunter’s neck. Rhinehart closed his eyes tight. A tear, born of rage or fear, slipped from below his eyelid and slid across his skin, drawing a clear path through the drying blood.


      The witch hunters had infected him, Karl thought. This was only justice: an eye for an eye or a mouth for a mouth. He left Rhinehart helpless and squirming on the floor, stood up and turned to face his father.


      The old priest was staring at him, his mouth frantic with the syllables of subvocalised prayers and wardings. His father had looked scared before, but now he was terrified. Karl wanted so much to run to this man and hold him, reassure him that he was still his son, that whatever had changed it would always be true. But it wasn’t true. He was Karl Hoche the traitor-criminal, the Chaos thing, also known as Hans Frei, Leo Deistadt, Magnusson and many others, a man with so many identities that even he could not remember them all. The one identity he desperately wanted more than any other, his father’s son, was closed to him forever.


      ‘Father, we must leave,’ he said. Magnus Hoche shook his head.


      ‘This is my temple. My place is here.’


      ‘Father, come with me. It’s not safe for you to be here when they find the witch hunter. There will be questions.’


      ‘I cannot come with you.’ The old man sat down heavily on one of the bare wood benches. ‘I had learned how to live with the memories, and the fears, and the stories. And now I know they are all true.’


      ‘They are not all true.’


      ‘The worst is. I did not believe it before, but you are… You have that…’ He pointed at Karl’s neck. ‘I have borne so much. I cannot bear any more. Go. Please, Karl. Go.’ Karl looked down at his body. ‘I am naked, father.’ Silently his father took off his priest’s robes of office, the dark fabric loose and thin in his hands, and passed it to him. Karl pulled it on. It was not a good fit: too tight and short. He fastened its belt and turned its collar up high, buttoning it to hide the disfigurement on his neck. He needed another gag for it, and another high-necked jacket. ‘Go,’ Magnus said. ‘I can do no more for you.’


      ‘You can pray for me,’ Karl said, rooting through the pile of blood-soaked clothes for his possessions. His father made no reply and when Karl looked up the old man was turned away from him. He wanted to go to him, to comfort him, to touch him one last time, but he knew he could not.


      He left, stepping over the tied figure of Rhinehart, pulled the torn curtains closed behind him and went to find Luthor Huss.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SEVEN


      Morning Sun


      Huss was outside the chambers of the town council, in the sunlight of the street, talking to the mayor and two of the council. As he approached, Karl could hear the discussion was intense but not unfriendly. The dosing of the gates had been meant as a show of peaceful resistance. No order to fire had been given. The matter was being investigated. The mayor sounded almost apologetic.


      Huss saw Karl coming and turned to introduce him to the mayor. ‘By Sigmar’s grace and the skill of your high priest, the wound was not serious and my arms-master is already recovering. Brother Magnusson, this is Herr Meyer, the mayor…’


      Karl turned away so the mayor could not see his face. ‘Brother Luthor, we must leave.’


      Huss looked across at him, surprised. ‘Magnusson, there is much to do here. The people of Grünburg have opened their gates to us, we should not run off so soon.’


      ‘We have urgent business in Lachenbad.’


      ‘Nothing is more urgent than spreading Sigmar’s word to the faithful.’


      Karl pulled Huss aside by the arm. ‘You trusted me to make an army for you,’ he hissed, ‘now trust me in this smaller thing. We must leave. Immediately.’


      Huss looked him in the eye. ‘Very well. You can explain as we go.’


      It was not that simple or that fast, but the core of the crusade left within half an hour, and stragglers were still rejoining them until late into the night. There was no sign of Rhinehart, no pursuit from the town guard, so if the alarm had been raised it had not happened until long after they had marched out of the south gate. Perhaps his father had helped to keep the bound and gagged witch hunter concealed.


      Karl walked at the head of the crusade with Huss, the two men silent and contemplative, revisiting every moment of the time he had spent with his father. It left him feeling drained and miserable. His father had seemed such a fraction of the man he remembered, and he knew he was the cause. Did Magnus still love him, or hate him, or both? How was it possible to have so many different feelings about one person?


      The familiar countryside flowed past and away one step at a time. Huss kept his silence for the first mile or two, then hefted his hammer onto his shoulder and sighed. ‘Can you tell me now why we left in such a hurry?’ he asked.


      Karl was silent, thinking how to explain. ‘I should tell you who I am,’ he said.


      ‘I know who you are,’ Huss said.


      ‘You do? Since when?’


      ‘Yesterday. When I realised why you had called yourself Magnusson.’


      ‘Oswald did not tell you?’


      ‘Oswald did not and I did not ask. I judge a man by his actions, not by his name or his rank – or by the number of handbills that offer rewards for his head.’ Huss paused. ‘So that’s why we had to leave. You were recognised?’


      ‘Yes.’ Karl said. ‘But not by the townsfolk. The last time I was in Grünburg I looked very different. No, someone else. Erwin Rhinehart overheard my conversation with my father and tried to arrest me.’


      Huss looked shocked. ‘Did you kill him?’


      ‘No, but I delayed him. He’ll be after us – after me in particular, but my presence in the crusade makes you all targets.’


      ‘What about your father?’


      Karl thought of Rhinehart’s blood-smeared face. Now the heat of the fight was out of him, he wondered if the punishment he had given the witch hunter had been fair or honourable. The man was scared of the effects of Chaos, he knew that, but the chances of him becoming a mutant himself were slim. And it was necessary to give him a hold over the witch hunter, to stop him from harming Magnus.


      ‘He’ll be fine,’ he said.


      Huss stared ahead, down the long straight road. Sheep were grazing on the grassy hillocks of the common-land, their winter fleeces heavy and ready for shearing. ‘You may endanger us,’ he said, ‘but you should stay with us, at least until Lachenbad. We will see what happens there.’ He sighed, and looked up at the sky. ‘A strange time, when mutants work to fight Chaos and the Grand Theogonist undermines his own church. The world is turned upside-down,’ he said. ‘We do what we can. It is all we can do.’


      ‘Can we really change it?’ Karl asked. ‘Can we do anything to change the world’s course?’


      ‘We will see,’ Huss said. ‘At Lachenbad, we will see.’


      When Karl gave the order for his recruits to form into their sections that evening, there were gaps in the ranks and a lack of enthusiasm. Perhaps the encounter outside the town had made some of the men realise that their training was not just for show, that they would almost certainly be required to fight soon. A few of the men who turned up were enthusiastic and eager to practise more, ready for their first battle; the others, Karl felt, were mostly there to see if it was true he was walking and talking half a day after being shot in the heart.


      The meal that night was of better quality than usual: evidently the merchants of Grünburg had been generous with their supplies. He devoured his portion speedily: his body’s supernatural healing always made him ravenously hungry – not just with his own mouth but with the second, possessed orifice in his neck. Its pangs were hard to endure but he had learned to resist them. On occasional nights they would become unbearable and he would have to feed the ghastly thing or be crippled by pain, but this was not one of those times.


      Something else gnawed at him. The crossbow shot from the ramparts of Grünburg – that had not been an accident, a chance misfire or a case of nerves. The bolt had been aimed to kill Luthor Huss and, given the range, by someone with great ability. But who in Grünburg would want to do that? Even Erwin Rhinehart had only argued to close the gates against the crusade. And why would anyone want Huss dead? To make him into a martyr, perhaps, and provoke a greater uprising? It wasn’t an outlandish idea.


      But, he thought, it’s just another of those questions that will have no answer; another one for the heap. And then he thought: no. There are Cloaked Brothers in the camp, the gatherers of information, compiling truth, report and rumour in equal measure as they try to compile their great theory of the nature of Chaos. They might know, and if they did know, they might tell him. Perhaps.


      First he had something he needed to do. There was a copse of trees near the campsite, and though many had already been felled for firewood – the smell of their burning sap filled the evening air – he would find what he required there. He sneaked away.


      In the undergrowth someone was scourging himself, whipping his flesh raw with brambles, and against a tree an older priest was receiving succour from a younger disciple. Karl moved silently past them and they did not see him.


      Why was it always about the flesh? Its sins, its pleasures, its mortification, in an unending cycle. These were supposed to be men of faith, filled with the spirit of Sigmar, concerned only with holy thoughts. The reality of the flesh dragged them all down to levels of corporeality and earth, just as it dragged Karl down. The flesh always won over the spirit or the will: the philosophers said that an ideal could not be killed with a sword, but you could just as easily kill all the men who believed in that ideal. And now he was training godly men, people of words, creeds and soul, all the things of the head and the heart, to fight.


      He found an ash tree and broke off a section of branch thicker than his thumb, slicing the bark off it and whittling the ends to a taper, then used the point of his knife to make holes through the wood to attach a leather thong or a cord so he could tie it on. He didn’t have any. When they reached Auerswald he’d find a cobbler, tailor or chandler and buy some there. Until then, if he kept a bandage around his neck, the wooden gag would be held in place.


      He reached up to the left side of his neck and pulled the lips of his second mouth apart. The teeth were clenched and a faint growling sound came from its throat – from his throat. With one hand he prised the teeth open, and with the other he pushed the wooden plug into place. It was a struggle, but it slipped in. He moved to clamp a hand over the mouth, but the mouth had spat the plug out first. It fell to the ground, amidst shadows. The mouth made a susurrating noise between its clenched teeth.


      ‘S-s-s-s-sigmar,’ it said.


      Karl froze. It had said many things in the past, its whispered obscenities filling his ears and mind during long dark sleepless nights, but it had never said the name of a god before, not even one of the awful quartet of Chaos Lords. Part of him wanted to silence it, in case someone heard its muttered babble, but he knew that if it had chosen this moment to speak such a word of importance, there must be a reason.


      He crouched among the low bushes, the fresh-cut piece of ash damp against his hand, its scent like unripe pears sharp in his senses, and listened.


      ‘S-s-sigmar,’ it said again. ‘Sigmarrr… isss here.’


      Here? In the crusade? Did it mean Sigmar himself, the gods’ agents, or was this random babbling?


      Huss had said the same words a few days before, he remembered. In the past it had repeated things that he had said, or that people had said to him.


      ‘Taaake word to Allltdorf,’ it said.


      Had anyone said that to him? He didn’t think so. It had never spoken coherently before, or prophesied, or had dialogues with him, as the multiple mouths of Chaos-beasts in stories did. Mostly it spoke gibberish, streams of filth and obscenity, vile but incoherent. If it could think at all, it was a pitiful, idiot thing. He prayed it never infected his own mind.


      ‘What word?’ he said out loud.


      ‘Njaivrr’thakh ‘Lzimbarr Tzeentch!’ it spat. Gibberish and the name of its foul god. But it had answered him. Or was he going insane? Was it driving him mad?


      He waited, sat on his haunches, for it to say something else. He could feel the tip of its tongue moving over its lips, an alien sensation that still unsettled him. It seemed to be settling. Perhaps it was safe for him to replace the gag and return to the camp. He stood up and raised the wooden plug to his neck.


      ‘Onnne will bennnd and two will brrreakkk,’ it said with sudden finality and bit down on the wood. He forced it into place, damped his hand down over it, and walked back across the fields, the night air full of the smell of spring grass, dew and unwashed holy men.


      One of the sentries stopped him, rising from the darkness with a warhammer held ready. ‘Identify yourself,’ he said.


      Exactly as he’d taught them. Karl smiled. ‘Magnusson,’ he said.


      ‘Enter, brother,’ the guard said, and then, ‘Have you hurt your neck?’


      ‘A squirrel bit me,’ Karl said.


      ‘A squirrel?’ The man sounded puzzled. ‘Why would it do that?’


      ‘It must have thought I was nuts,’ Karl said, and walked past him into the camp.


      The last prayers of the evening had faded away and most of the crusade had settled down to sleep. A few fires were still alight with small groups of men clustered around them, talking about the usual things that men discuss in such places and times – points of doctrine in the writings of the Grand Theogonist Yorri VII, the greatest martyrdoms of history, which saint they fancied most, whether Sigmar had truly been reborn, and how soon they would be arrested and executed as heretics. Karl picked his way among them, scanning each group for the faces he wanted. Something told him they would not be asleep; they would be moving between groups, blending in, listening and absorbing information. It was what they did.


      He found them in a group near the last large fire, in a discussing crusades and heresies. He tapped the nearer of the two on the shoulder, and the man turned his shaggy dog-haired head to look up at him. ‘I need a word,’ Karl said.


      ‘Speak it,’ the man said.


      ‘Not here.’ He led them away to an edge of the camp where no guards were posted, where they would not be overheard. There was a dead fireplace here, its ashes and branch-ends still glowing red in the occasional breeze. They sat around it on the trod-down ground.


      ‘I need information,’ Karl said. ‘I’m prepared to pay.’


      ‘We don’t need your money,’ the blond said. ‘Besides, you couldn’t afford us.’ His companion gave a barking laugh.


      ‘A word can be worth a thousand crowns, they say,’ he said, ‘if it’s the right word. And you said you only needed one.’


      ‘For a start I’d like to know your names,’ Karl said.


      ‘Aw,’ the curl-headed man said, ‘don’t begin by asking us to lie to you.’


      ‘Surely your dealings with Andreas Reisefertig taught you that?’ blond asked.


      ‘True.’ Karl smiled ruefully. These two reminded him of Reisefertig, the Cloaked Brother he had met last year: their conversational tricks, twisting words and language, playing games with trust, always working to keep the upper hand, showing a hint of something and then whisking it away. It was an art that Karl found difficult to keep up with and these two, with the way they spoke lines alternately, were clearly practised at it. The trick was to absorb the flow of everything and then filter it later, to work out what was substance and what was as clear and empty as water.


      ‘What do your travelling companions call you?’ he asked.


      ‘Better,’ blond said. ‘My friends call me Lutz, and him Dagobert.’


      ‘Well, Lutz,’ Karl said, ‘can you tell me who fired at Luthor Huss from the walls of Grünburg?’


      ‘Can I tell you?’ Lutz said and Karl immediately regretted his choice of words. ‘Of course I can tell you. The question is whether what I told you would be true. It’s possible that I know the answer, but would lie to you for some reason of my own, or possible that I don’t know but would make something up.’


      ‘He might even make something up and be accidentally correct,’ Dagobert said, ‘which would be very amusing with hindsight should any of us live long enough to have any.’


      ‘More to the point,’ Lutz said, ‘why should we tell you? When we last met I suggested we might work together, and you spurned the idea. Now you’re back. What’s in this for us?’


      Karl sat back, arms folded, knowing what was coming. ‘You wouldn’t ask that question if you didn’t already have an answer for it.’


      Lutz laughed out loud. ‘Ah, now this is the game as it should be played,’ he said. ‘Yes. We have questions too. Answer for answer, then, and no deceits or dissembling. Agreed?’


      ‘Agreed,’ Karl said. ‘Who shot at Luthor Huss?’


      Dagobert glanced at Lutz. ‘You could have asked Huss himself that. He knows.’


      ‘Huss may know his name, but you would know the reason.’


      ‘What do you suspect?’


      Karl chose his words carefully. ‘There are sects who believe that with Huss dead this crusade would disappear. Others believe that Huss martyred would be more powerful and less fallible than Huss alive. Some want to prevent Huss from finding the reborn Sigmar, if such a man exists. All I know is that whoever fired at Huss aimed to kill him.’


      Lutz nodded. ‘It was a man named Friedo Baum. He claimed his crossbow misfired, and the Grünburg guard captain took him at his word.’


      ‘But you know better,’ Karl said.


      ‘We do. Baum’s brother lives in Kemperbad, where he is employed by the Oldenhaller trading family–’


      ‘Oldenhaller!’ Karl said. ‘Tell me about the Oldenhallers.’


      ‘An answer for an answer was the deal,’ Dagobert said. ‘Our turn to ask.’


      Karl grimaced. ‘Very well,’ he said.


      ‘Tell us why you want to know about the Oldenhallers,’ Lutz said.


      Karl told them about what had happened in Grissenwald, careful to keep the details obscure, with no mention of Oswald, dwarfs, the Eider or Herr Stahl.


      ‘These certain gestures you made and observed,’ Dagobert said, ‘what were they?’


      ‘An answer for an answer,’ Karl said. ‘Oldenhallers first.’


      ‘Ah, the Oldenhallers,’ said Lutz. ‘An old trading family, with outposts and cousins up and down the Reik. They are – what’s the best word? – unscrupulous. They are not Chaos worshippers themselves, so far as we can tell, nor do they have direct ties to any of the major cults. On the other hand they are happy to do any bits of business that come their way, particularly if it’ll curry favour with important and powerful people. Sometimes that means dirty business for the Empire, sometimes it means foreigners, sometimes it’s people with muddier intentions. They keep their bread buttered both sides, the Oldenhallers.’


      Karl had no idea what that meant, but wasn’t going to interrupt. Lutz paused, exchanging a look with Dagobert.


      ‘About a fortnight ago,’ Dagobert said, ‘word came through the Oldenhaller network upriver, probably from Altdorf, that influential people felt Luthor Huss was making a nuisance of himself. The implication was clear enough. We assume Baum received word of this from his brother.’


      ‘So it was an ordered assassination,’ Karl said, ‘but you can’t tell me either the client or the motive.’


      ‘We didn’t say that,’ Dagobert said.


      ‘But we will,’ Lutz said. ‘A free answer: we don’t know. Not something we admit often. Now our turn to ask: show us the hand-gestures you mentioned.’


      Karl lifted his right hand to touch his left ear with the little finger. Then he raised his left hand to stroke his hair back. It felt coarse and oily against his skin. Lutz watched him, then looked at Dagobert and raised his eyebrows. Dagobert gave an almost imperceptible nod in response.


      ‘What?’ Karl said.


      ‘Is that a question?’ Lutz asked.


      ‘Yes. No,’ Karl said. He felt frustrated: he wanted straight answers, but felt he was revealing more than he was learning, and despite their promises of truth he still wasn’t sure he could trust these Cloaked Brothers. They seemed so smug and assured, as if they already knew the answers to the questions they asked, whereas he was still lost in the dark. In their world information was the only currency that mattered: if he gave away too much with his questions, he would have nothing left to use for answers. But he needed to know, and soon.


      ‘I’m looking for a man called Herr Stahl,’ he said. ‘I met him in Nuln, where he led a secretive sect. I was told he left the city on an Oldenhaller boat called the Eider. He was the man I was seeking in Grissenwald. He may be travelling with a man called Herr Scharlach. Do you know who they are, and where they are?’


      Lutz and Dagobert stared at him, their faces still, eyes unmoving. Karl guessed they were working hard to appear so calm, and desperately wanted to know why.


      ‘Herr Stahl or Herr Scharlach?’ Dagobert asked.


      ‘Either of them.’


      ‘Herr Stahl is in Altdorf, and that is not his real name,’ Lutz said.


      ‘Herr Scharlach does not exist,’ Dagobert said.


      ‘How can you know these things?’ Karl asked.


      ‘You’re asking out of turn,’ Lutz said, ‘and it is a question I cannot answer for you, not here and now. But I know that last year Andreas Reisefertig asked you to consider joining the Cloaked Brotherhood. The invitation remains open. There is a place for you among us, Karl. You are a good man, and you risk being led astray. Join forces with us, and you will understand how we know what we know.’


      ‘I thank you for the invitation but we do not think alike,’ Karl said, ‘and we do not work alike. Andreas was a twisted man who would have let a whole army be massacred if it helped his research. I could not do that.’


      ‘And we all know how that turned out,’ Dagobert said. There was a pause while he swigged from a water-flask. ‘Karl, has it occurred to you that most people in the Empire believe what’s printed on the handbills, that the Untersuchung were followers of the Chaos-gods?’


      ‘I know that. Of course.’ Karl thought hard. Why had they mentioned that, and why now? Were they trying to distract him from getting to a greater truth? He tried to work through the strands of ideas, weaving the new information into the woof and warp of what he already knew, but Lutz interrupted him.


      ‘Our question. When you were in Nuln, did you come across a corpse?’


      ‘Two,’ Karl said. There was silence, and Dagobert and Lutz looked at him reproachfully. He relented. ‘One was the body of a former Untersuchung agent, shot and dumped in a pond. The other was a man I didn’t recognise, his head beaten in.’


      ‘Medium height, flecks of grey hair, “Karl Franz” across his knuckles?’


      Karl nodded.


      ‘Damn!’ Lutz said. ‘Damn and damnation!’


      ‘One of yours?’ Karl asked. Dagobert shot him a look.


      ‘Is that a question?’


      ‘Only a rhetorical one.’ He could guess the answer. ‘My turn. How do you know Stahl is in Altdorf?’


      ‘Because you told us he sailed down the Reik.’


      Karl scowled. ‘Try harder.’


      ‘Very well.’ Dagobert shifted his posture, flexing his legs. ‘You said Stahl was the leader of an organisation in Nuln. You may not have heard that the Emperor called a great meeting in Altdorf. It is known as the Convocation of Light. All his generals, all the elector counts, the heads of all the colleges of magic, leaders from other countries, even kings from the dwarfs and the elves are there. They are discussing the threat from Archaon and the armies of Chaos forming in the north.’


      ‘It seems unlikely Stahl would be on the guest list.’


      ‘Hear me out. At the same time, many other groups have called similar convocations. Our own brotherhood, for example, is also meeting in Altdorf at the same time to discuss and work out how we should react to the Convocation’s decision.’


      ‘And,’ Lutz cut in, ‘there is movement among the Chaos cults too. A truce has been called. Factions and sects that have been at each others’ throats for centuries – Slaanesh worshippers and disciples of Nurgle, Tzeentch’s followers and Khorne’s fanatics – have agreed to meet under the greater banner of Chaos. Their representatives, their high priests and leaders are moving towards Altdorf. We do not know what they are planning. We assume it’s a meeting, a Convocation of Darkness to rival the Emperor’s, but details are scarce.’ He paused, wetting his lips with his tongue. Karl read the signs of nervousness on his face or body, and they did not seem to be false. ‘With Archaon to the north and the cults like a canker at the heart of the capital, this is the biggest threat the Empire has faced since the last Incursion of Chaos. Possibly bigger.’


      ‘So you’re saying Herr Stahl has gone to Altdorf for a meeting of his organisation, or to infiltrate this second convocation?’ Karl asked.


      ‘Something like that,’ Dagobert said. There was a note in his tone that Karl did not like. He stored it away for further examination. ‘Karl,’ Dagobert said, and Karl looked up. The man’s tone of voice had changed again, as if the self-aware, supercilious tone of his questions and answers had dropped away like a scab, revealing new pink flesh below. ‘Karl, this is important, vitally important, to our cause and to yours too. If you hear anything about this Convocation of Darkness, if you learn anything that sounds like it’s related to this in any way – please bring it to us.’


      ‘Only if you promise to share your information equally with me,’ Karl said, ‘and I feel you will not make that promise.’


      There was a silence. Karl took it for agreement.


      ‘Are you a worshipper of Chaos?’ Lutz asked suddenly.


      ‘No,’ Karl said. ‘Has Sigmar been reborn?’


      ‘We don’t know,’ Dagobert said, ‘but a number of groups including ones aligned with Chaos believe that he has, and are looking for him. This crusade is the most visible, but far from the only one.’


      There was another silence.


      ‘I feel we are almost done,’ Lutz said. ‘We have one more question, and that will bring us square and fair and finished.’


      ‘Were you responsible for the death of Andreas Reisefertig?’ Dagobert asked.


      Karl stared at him. The night was dark and moonless, even the stars blocked by cloud and there was no firelight, but he could see every detail of the man’s face: its tense expression, eyes focused and intent, mouth taut with anticipation. Reisefertig’s death was history to Karl, but clearly it still mattered to his listeners. ‘He brought it on himself,’ he said.


      ‘That’s not an answer.’


      ‘It’s all the answer I’ll give. One last question, if you’ll permit it?’


      Lutz grunted. ‘We’ll hear the question. Whether we answer is another matter.’


      ‘How many lies have you told me this evening?’ Karl asked.


      Dagobert grinned. ‘One, if you count this answer.’


      A lie and a paradox. Karl hated them. ‘I counted three,’ he said.


      ‘What about you?’ Lutz asked.


      Karl smiled. ‘Goodnight, gentlemen. You go away clockwise. I will go anti-clockwise.’


      He turned and walked away around the camp’s perimeter, thinking about the evening’s conversation. The news about the two great convocations in Altdorf was disturbing, but something else worried harder against his mind.


      Why had they mentioned that the Untersuchung were seen as Chaos-worshippers? Abruptly it came to him: Frau Farber had said that the letter she had received from Nuln had asked if she wanted to continue the work of her old organisation. Perhaps the writer had not meant hunting down and exterminating cults, heretics and traitors, but something more sinister. Perhaps the writer had believed the witch hunters’ propaganda. Perhaps it had been an invitation to join a cult.


      On the other hand, Dagobert and Lutz had as good as admitted to him that they had lied all through the exchange. Some of what they had said had fitted in with what he had known, but much of it had been filled with holes and deliberate omissions. There was one point they had been definite about, even though he could not understand their logic in reaching it: Stahl was in Altdorf. Karl was no longer sure that he wanted to join the man’s organisation, at least not until he knew more about it, but he had questions that he wanted Herr Stahl to answer.


      A figure rose up in front of him, out of the night. Karl’s sword was drawn and thrusting faster than his conscious thought. The figure leaped backwards, tripped and staggered, and Karl recognised the ungainly gait.


      ‘Oswald!’ he said.


      Oswald failed to regain his balance and collapsed, landing on his arse. Karl stood over him, sword pointing at him.


      ‘How much did you overhear?’ he said.


      Oswald stared at the tip of the sword hovering near his face, and Karl saw his adam’s apple move as he swallowed. He didn’t say anything.


      ‘Come on. I can tell if you’re lying,’ Karl said. ‘I was in the Untersuchung, remember.’ Though the Cloaked Brothers had been good at masking the outward signs of their inner duplicities, he thought. He had only caught them in two direct lies, but they dealt in half-truths, elision and avoidance. He glared down at Oswald. The last thing he needed was another faction in the camp, with unknown allegiances and loyalties.


      ‘Why were you listening?’ he demanded.


      Oswald tried to creep backwards away from the sword. ‘Brother Huss,’ he whispered.


      Karl lowered his weapon. It made sense: even though he had saved Huss’ life earlier that day, the man still wanted to be sure of him. If their roles were reversed, he would have done the same thing. ‘So you heard it all?’ he asked. Oswald nodded.


      ‘Walk with me a while,’ Karl said, sheathing his sword. Oswald scrambled to his feet, brushing wet earth off his robes. ‘So have you heard of this Convocation of Light?’


      ‘I heard that it had been called, and convened. More than that, nothing. Slow down, please.’ Oswald was falling behind, picking his steps carefully and deliberately, as if unable to see clearly. Karl stopped and looked back at him, then at the ground. There was plenty of light, and he could see every footprint and tussock. He had not noticed the older priest was so close-sighted.


      ‘Do you believe what the brothers said about the Convocation of Darkness?’


      Oswald shrugged. ‘I don’t know much of the ways of Chaos. But it seems to me that if the Cloaked Brothers wanted you to leave the crusade, telling you that Herr Stahl was in Altdorf would be a good start.’


      ‘True. But they also asked me to join them. Either one could have been a bluff. They’re difficult people to fathom.’


      ‘Perhaps they have another reason for asking you to go to Altdorf?’ Oswald suggested. Karl stopped, the words his damned mouth had spoken in the woods in his mind. ‘Take word to Altdorf,’ it had said. But what word? And where or who in Altdorf? Was it urging him to join the second Convocation? He dreaded the thought of returning to Altdorf. It was a place that held nothing but bad memories and associations for him: dead friends, smashed dreams, imprisonment, betrayal and pain.


      ‘Leave me. I need to think this through,’ he said and Oswald nodded. ‘And don’t spy on me again. I understand Huss’ reasons, but I tend to over-react when surprised.’ He tapped the hilt of his sword and was going to say more, but stopped. Oswald was peering into his face, his expression puzzled and fearful.


      ‘Karl,’ he said. ‘Is there something wrong with your eyes?’


      Karl shook his head. ‘Nothing. My sight is clear. Why?’


      ‘It’s just–’ Oswald looked away. ‘There is something in your eyes.’


      ‘What? Blood?’


      ‘Fire,’ Oswald said. ‘A faint glow, like embers or the shine of an animal’s eyes reflecting firelight. The first time I saw it I thought that’s what it was, but now I see you here I know it’s more. You should be careful at night, Karl. This is a camp full of superstitious men and zealots. I can live with your secrets because I know what kind of man you are in your heart, but others…’


      Karl was silent. Hair that bled was one thing, but this was another, and much more dangerous. He knew his senses had been growing more acute, and cursed himself for not realising that no gift of Chaos came without its price.


      ‘Tell nobody. We will talk again soon,’ he said. Oswald bobbed a nod and walked away, treading his careful path through the darkness between extinguished fires and sleeping crusaders, towards the bivouac where Luthor Huss and his lieutenants slept. Karl watched him go, then crept through the camp, squinting through half-closed eyes to find his way, to his bedroll. He lay down on his back, staring up into the night sky. Below the still clouds, the silhouette of some dark bird swept above the camp on wide silent wings. He put his hands over his eyes, and a red radiance filled his sight, as if he was staring at the morning sun through closed eyes.


      Thoughts raced through his mind: too many for rational consideration. He had seen and heard too much today, and had had too many old memories awakened. He wished he could sleep: a few hours of escape into safe oblivion would do much to restore the equilibrium of his troubled senses. But he could not.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER EIGHT


      Mantra


      They had marched for three more days and the weather had become steadily worse: wetter and colder. Spring flowers dotted the dark edges of the old road with splashes of white, yellow and purple, and the thick white blossom of the may-trees disguised their long thorns. Now and then a tall chestnut stood beside the road, its candle-like pillars of blossom beginning to emerge. The Empire ought to have been beautiful at this time of year but the rain darkened and dampened everything, including the spirits of the marchers. It slowed their progress and made their nights sleepless and miserable.


      After the first day, when one of Huss’ lieutenants cast an augury and declared that the weather was not going to break for the rest of the week, word went out from the leadership that each night they would stop at a village, finding accommodation and sleeping space in temples, halls, barns, cottages and anywhere with a roof and amenable occupants. Anything was better than sleeping outdoors.


      Despite the conditions, the crusade continued to grow: a handful of bedraggled men and women every day; some fanatical, some desperate, some clearly insane. Nobody was turned away. Karl reckoned their numbers were over a thousand now. His defence force had also grown, though it was still less than eighty men, badly equipped and ill-prepared for fighting. The rest of the crusaders had grown used to seeing them and no longer treated them with hostility or fear. Sigmar was a martial god, after all, and it was right for his followers to come bearing not peace but warhammers.


      On the third night after Grünburg they stopped at the village of Rottfurt, at a point where the road forded the River Rott, a minor tributary of the Teufel. The village’s fields and farms spread out across the valley and the community seemed prosperous, contented and reasonably welcoming. The thousand tired crusaders had entered through the gate in the wooden stockade, and while Huss negotiated with the local landowner and the priest, the others were left to find their own places to eat and sleep among the close-packed houses within. Karl called Kuster over to him and instructed him to commandeer the outbuildings of a farm he had seen on the other side of the narrow river at the bottom of the valley, a few hundred yards outside the village. It would give the guard force somewhere to graze their horses and to practise their weapons drill till nightfall and evening prayers.


      Kuster accepted his orders and rode off with the other horsemen, splashing through the river towards the farmhouse. Karl watched him go. The man was a good officer, and of the three divisions the cavalry were shaping up the fastest. The pikemen too were coming along nicely, working as a unit, understanding that unless they fought together they were nothing. They were beginning to look like soldiers too, if you ignored their lack of uniforms and their habit of breaking into plainchant in the middle of drills.


      The only people who worried him were Pabst’s brigade. He had watched them drill night after night and his sense of unease had grown. Their morale was high and they had taken to calling themselves the Hammers of Sigmar. Their zeal and their appetite for combat were both strong, but their coherence as a unit was not growing as it should in a young unit. Karl had spoken to Pabst about it twice, but there had been little change. On top of that, Pabst seemed to be relishing his position as an officer too much.


      Belatedly Karl had realised that when he was selecting the troops, he should have asked if any of them wanted to die as martyrs in the service of Sigmar, and weeded those men out too. Prospective suicides and people with a death-wish were often fanatical fighters, but they made very bad soldiers. Pabst wasn’t just a bad officer, he was a dangerous one. An army’s strength lay in its ability to work together. Without that, with Pabst in charge, they were nothing.


      And me, Karl thought, am I part of this army too? He didn’t feel it. Though he enjoyed the role Huss had given him, the training of men and the ordering of their lives, he knew it was a vestige of his past, the army officer he had once been, comfortable in its old familiarity. It was not part of who he was now, and had nothing to do with the task he had sworn for himself. Fighting for Sigmar, being around men who believed passionately in their cause and in the corruption of the Empire that he knew existed – it was energising, but their calling was not what called to him.


      Following the crusade any further was not a part of his fate. He had a death-wish of his own, and he knew it was a death he would have to seek alone. Magnusson, the commander of Luthor Huss’ soldiers, was as much a false role as Hans Frei had been. He had to be true to himself. And that meant leaving the crusade.


      Besides, he knew that staying with Huss was dangerous. People here knew who he was, and Erwin Rhinehart knew too. Though perhaps Rhinehart would assume he was intelligent enough to realise that and therefore he would have already left the crusade… Karl caught himself, and shook his head. That was a game of bluff and double-bluff worthy of the Cloaked Brothers, and he had more important things to think about. Like Brother Pabst.


      Once they had settled into the farm buildings, the cavalry in the main barn with their bedrolls close to their horses, the rest of the men dispersed among cow-stalls, sheep-pens, empty grain stores and dilapidated sheds, he called the three officers together. They sat in the wide doorway of the barn, watching the men practising their drills in the rain.


      ‘What happens when we reach Lachenbad?’ Gottschalk asked.


      ‘Lachenbad?’ Karl asked. Gottschalk shook his head, dislodging raindrops. ‘Everyone knows. Huss is leading us there. He believes Sigmar’s there.’


      ‘If that’s what he believes,’ Karl said, ‘then he hasn’t told me.’


      ‘What if Sigmar is there? Will he lead the crusade? Will he lead us into battle against the Grand Theogonist’s forces? Or the armies of Chaos?’


      ‘Brother Huss does not believe that Sigmar is at Lachenbad,’ Karl said. ‘And he is a leader wise enough not to make plans on the basis of supposition and rumour. The reborn Sigmar could still be a baby. If he even exists.’


      Kuster made a ‘hmph’ sound in the back of his throat. It might have been a cough.


      ‘That’s not why I called you together,’ Karl said. ‘Brother Pabst, I’m asking you to step down as leader of the Hammers of Sigmar. Brother Kuster will take over. He has the military experience and understanding that we need to bring the men together.’


      There was a startled silence broken only by the patter of the rain.


      ‘You cannot do this,’ Pabst said.


      ‘I will order you if necessary.’


      ‘Listen to me, whelp,’ Pabst said through his teeth. ‘You have no authority. I am a warrior and a priest of Sigmar, eleven years in his service, since my sixteenth birthday. Who are you? Nothing. You don’t even wear his symbol, and you carry a sword not a hammer. You are no servant of Sigmar, and I do not follow you.’


      ‘My authority comes from Luthor Huss,’ Karl said. Pabst spat onto the barn floor. ‘I swore no oath to Huss,’ he said. ‘The men serve me because they share my faith and my fire. Try taking command of them. We will see who they follow, you or me.’


      Karl looked across at Kuster, seeing quiet apprehension in the cavalry leader’s face. He knew he had an ally there. Gottschalk was waiting to see which way this argument blew before saying anything.


      ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘We will see. Call them.’


      Pabst stood and slung his warhammer over his shoulder. The movement reminded Karl of Luthor Huss, and he wondered if that was deliberate. Without waiting, Pabst stepped out into the rain. ‘Hammers of Sigmar!’ he shouted. ‘Fall in!’


      The thirty warhammer-bearers left their training bouts and practice swings and walked forward to form a square. They looked cocky, sure of themselves, but the square was ragged. Karl stood behind Pabst, and drew his throwing-knife from his belt.


      ‘Hammers of Sigmar!’ Pabst began. Karl jabbed him in the small of the back with the point of the knife, hard but not deep. The pain stopped him and he began to turn, angry. Karl was ready.


      ‘Hammers, who do you serve?’ he shouted. ‘Pabst or Sigmar?’


      ‘Sigmar!’ the cry went up. Three or four brandished their weapons in the air.


      ‘Then Kuster is your new commander. He will teach you to fight like true warriors of Sigmar. That is all.’ Karl glanced at Kuster. ‘Take over.’


      Pabst glared at him furiously. ‘You’re scum, Magnus-son,’ he said. ‘You’re some vile thing. Sigmar does not know you.’


      Karl ignored that. ‘You have a choice,’ he said. ‘Join the Hammers of Sigmar as an ordinary soldier, rejoin the crusade, or go away.’


      Pabst’s eyes were ferocious, his face drawn tight, his knuckles white and drawn on the shaft of his hammer. For a moment Karl thought he might attack him.


      ‘I will fight,’ he said. ‘By Sigmar, I will fight.’ He stalked away onto the field to join his comrades, where Kuster was already putting them through some basic drills. Karl watched him go. Gottschalk came over from where he had been observing in the barn, out of the rain.


      ‘Was that wise?’ he asked. ‘He’ll try to spread dissent.’


      ‘We need every fighter we can get,’ Karl said. ‘It wasn’t wise, but it’s safer than the alternatives. He’s a loose boulder. We need to make sure he can’t roll too far, or people will get crushed.’


      Karl lay in the barn’s hay-loft, listening to the horses breathe and the men snore, and watching the sky lighten through cracks in the plank walls. The rain seemed to have eased during the night. He had spent most of it thinking of Marie, her face, her voice, her laugh, the pain and confusion he had inadvertently put her through, wondering what had become of her, where she might be, and what might have been. He had reached no answers and it had not eased his mind, but it had passed the time.


      He heard hoofbeats. Very faint, just audible over the rain on the roof and the sound of the swollen river, but definite.


      Several horses on the road, approaching at a trot. More than several.


      It was still dark inside the barn and he was careful to keep a hand over his eyes as he crawled between the bodies of his sleeping comrades towards the wall, to peer through one of the larger cracks. The sight chilled his bones.


      He recognised the column of figures on horseback, their armour and their bearing, and he recognised the banner that their standard-bearer carried, and the symbol on their shields. It was a great golden cat poised to spring, jaws and talons exposed.


      Thirty members of the Knights Panther were riding down the road towards Rottfurt, the steel of their half-plate armour and weapons gleaming in the dawn light, their horses and their faces magnificent in splendour. The Knights Panther: one of the Empire’s oldest and most elite Templar regiments, its allegiance sworn equally to the Empire and the Church of Sigmar. It had been members of the Knights Panther that Karl had exposed as worshippers of the blood-god Khorne two years ago, bringing the regiment’s centuries-old reputation into opprobrium. The Knights Panther had reason to hate Karl Hoche.


      Karl crawled back across the hay-loft, took Kuster by the shoulder and shook him. The big man was awake in a second, eyes scared, hand grasping for a weapon. ‘What?’ he said.


      ‘Wake your men, and get them armed. The ones who have armour should put it on. Get someone to rouse the ones in the other building. Tell them to stay low, out of sight and listen for orders.’


      ‘What’s about?’


      ‘What we’ve been training for,’ Karl said.


      Karl stood inside the half-open barn door, watching through the rain as the Templars rode the last hundred yards towards the closed gates of Rottfurt. There had not been room for all the crusade’s numbers inside the village and many were sleeping under makeshift shelters outside the rough wooden walls, but the mounted knights paid them no attention. Some of Huss’ followers had woken and noticed Kuster stood next to Karl. Behind them, the men were dressing and preparing their horses with apprehensive care.


      ‘What are they doing here?’ Gottschalk whispered.


      Karl made no response, watching as two of the knights dismounted and approached the stockade gate. He leaned forward, straining to hear over the sounds of the men behind him, and the three hundred yards of river and rain-soaked pasture that separated the farm from the village. They seemed to be asking for the head man. After a while he came. From the way he moved and stood Karl could tell he was tired and on the edge of panic.


      One of the Knights Panther said something, but his face was turned away and Karl couldn’t catch it. The head man nodded. The second knight replied, and though the words were faint, the movements of his mouth distant, Karl could understand it.


      ‘Open your gates. We are here to arrest Luthor Huss and two of his cohorts. Give them to us and we will leave you and the rest of the crusade in peace.’


      ‘Luthor Huss is his own master,’ the head man replied, and Karl thought him brave or possibly foolish. ‘I will speak to him and send a reply.’ He stepped back through the gates and unseen hands closed them to the knights.


      ‘Look,’ said Kuster. ‘At the back.’ The voice jolted Karl from his concentration and for a second he was confused. Then he saw what the old Templar had meant. At the back of the column of Knights Panther were two figures that looked out of place. Their mounts were not heavy warhorses, and they wore sombre black uniforms and tall black hats.


      Erwin Rhinehart, and Theo Kratz.


      ‘Where did they come from?’ Kuster asked.


      ‘Auerswald, probably,’ Gottschalk said, joining them. ‘It’s a couple of hours by road but they probably set off before dawn.’


      ‘No, they came from the north.’ Kuster paused, thinking. ‘How did they know we were here?’


      ‘Rhinehart knew our course. There are spies in the crusade,’ Karl said, ‘and renegades among us. I know of one man here who has a price of two hundred and fifty crowns on his head.’


      ‘Who would that be?’ Gottschalk asked. Karl gave him a sideways look and a scowl, and he shut up.


      ‘What are they doing here?’ Kuster asked again.


      More importantly, Karl thought, what are we doing here? We should be in the village, inside the stockade, protecting the heart of the crusade, not out here. Instead I let my guard drop and now we’re as useless as defenders. There’s only one place to cross the river, and the Knights Panther can block it with just a handful of their men.


      He cursed himself for a fool.


      Behind them men were beginning to enter the barn through the rear entrance, bringing their weapons. Karl turned to them. ‘Horsemen, mount up in the yard at the back,’ he said. ‘The rest of you, form into your groups here. We don’t know what’s going to happen, so we must be ready for anything. Don’t let them see you and don’t make any movement until I give an order.’ He turned back to stare through the rain.


      ‘How will you know what’s going on?’ Kuster asked.


      ‘When it happens, we’ll all know,’ Karl said.


      He watched as the knights waited. If they were impatient, if the cold rain trickling inside their armour made them restless, they gave no sign of it. After a few minutes the stockade gate opened again and a priest appeared, wearing full robes and carrying a warhammer. Karl recognised him as one of Huss’ lieutenants, Brother Martinus. He spoke to the two knights who still stood there.


      ‘Brother Luthor sends his greetings, and wishes to know on whose orders and what charges he is arrested,’ he said. The knight paused for a second, then walked slowly back to his horse, undid a saddlebag and produced a document. He carried it back and passed it to the lieutenant, who disappeared inside. The gate shut, and the waiting started again.


      ‘How can you tell what they’re doing?’ Gottschalk said.


      ‘I have the eyes and ears of a–’ Karl started. He was going to say, ‘hawk’, but then his eye caught a familiar black shape wheeling in the sky above the village, and he recognised it. ‘A raven,’ he finished.


      The village gate reopened. The lieutenant emerged. ‘Brother Luthor does not recognise the truth of the charges laid against him, nor the authority of the man that lays them,’ he said. ‘He desires an hour to discuss his position with his council.’


      ‘What of the others named in the warrant?’


      ‘They are not here to answer. One hour?’


      ‘Luthor Huss must surrender himself.’


      ‘He desires an hour.’


      ‘Now.’


      The lieutenant stepped inside and the gate closed. The two knights returned to their horses and climbed back into the saddle. The gate did not move. Evidently Huss was taking his hour whether it was granted or not.


      Rhinehart and Kratz rode up to the front of the column, and there was a brief discussion. The rain grew heavier, drowning out their voices. The first of the knights rode a few paces forward, facing the bare face of the village’s stockade and drew his sword, holding it aloft like a man ready to charge.


      ‘Hear me, people of Rottfurt and honest crusaders!’ he declared, and his voice carried clearly across the river to the farm. ‘We seek only three men among you. Give them to us and we will leave you. Deny us, and we will take them by force.’ He paused, to let the words sink in.


      ‘We seek Luthor Huss,’ he said, ‘on charges of heresy, consorting with the allies of Chaos, and protecting an enemy of the Empire.


      ‘We seek Lars Kuster on charges of foul murder and desecrating a sacred place.


      ‘We seek Karl Hoche, the mutant, traitor and servant of Chaos, whom Huss has knowingly sheltered in this crusade, bringing danger of damnation to you all.’


      The three names hung in the air like shrouds. Nobody moved in the barn. Karl listened for sounds of horses in the yard behind the barn, to detect Kuster’s reaction to the declaration of his crimes, but nothing came. There was no outcry, no response at all. The crusade did not give up its own.


      Outside the stockade, Erwin Rhinehart stood up in his stirrups. ‘You know Karl Hoche by another name,’ he shouted. ‘You know him as Brother Magnusson.’


      ‘Here!’ Pabst was pelting down across the pasture towards the river, his robes swirling around him. ‘Magnusson is here! In the barn! Kuster too!’ He stopped and pointed back.


      Karl swore aloud. The man must have been standing outside, watching and hoping for something like this. Gottschalk had been right, and now the loose boulder had rolled too far to be pulled back.


      The lead knight turned his horse and gave an abrupt order. Fifteen of the mounted Templars broke away from the column, riding two abreast down to the ford in the river. The front four carried lances. Karl watched them, feeling sick. Now the moment had arrived, the thing he had trained these troops for, he had been betrayed. Suddenly he was in as much danger as the crusaders. He could not think abstractly about their fates. He was too involved. He was the target, not them.


      The crucial thing was to get himself and the soldiers to the village. The village was defensible; there were stocks of food there, it could withstand a siege. But how? He needed a strategy, and the advice of Huss and Kuster.


      The first of the knights was half-way across the river.


      ‘Attack!’ Kuster yelled from outside, and horses thundered past the barn. Karl ran to the doorway, watching as the small pack of horsemen galloped down the pasture, their riders already whirling their warhammers. He swore again. So that was how Kuster had reacted. So much for coherence and fighting as a unit. It was undisciplined, unplanned, suicidal, disastrous – but he had to admit it was glorious to witness.


      For a moment he thought that Kuster might pull it off. The Templars were at a disadvantage, hampered by the narrow ford and slowed by the water and the mud of the riverbank, facing a slope, unable to form up or charge. Some lowered lances, others tried to back off or wheel their horses round.


      The crusaders were at full pelt, the damp air resounding to their shouts, their robes and their horses’ manes and tails flying. Pabst, in their path, threw himself to one side to avoid the assault. He did not make it. One of the riders caught his head a blow with a hammer that lifted him off his feet, sending a spray of blood into the air. He tumbled and lay still.


      The two forces closed on each other.


      It was an insane strategy. It might work.


      He had reckoned without the horses. They were priests’ horses, accustomed to pulling carts or carrying men of Sigmar from town to town. They were not used to facing walls of armoured riders holding lances at their throats. They did not know how to respond.


      Two turned aside. Two pulled up short; one tried to and fell, throwing its rider down in a cartwheel of limbs in front of the line of knights. One reared, tossing the man on its back to the ground. Two charged on. One of them was Kuster.


      His horse staggered, tossed its head and died, collapsing, a lance through its chest, its life-blood pouring out. Kuster leaped from its saddle, his hammer spinning in his hands, striking the man who had killed his mount before he touched the ground. The knight fell sideways, landing hard. Kuster spread his feet and whirled his hammer around his head, catching another knight in the back with a clang of steel. The other Templars backed away, dropping their lances, drawing swords, circling, blocking Kuster from Karl’s view.


      Kuster’s companion screamed, half crushed under the body of his dying horse. The other horsemen backed away, reforming, riding back into the attack with hammers ready. They had never done this before, and it showed. The Templars’ blades flashed, fast and assured, and men and horses fell.


      Karl saw Kuster reappear. He had scrambled across the river and up the far bank to give himself an advantage in height. Two Templars came at him, their horses’ hoofs spraying water around them. Kuster swung early at the first one, striking his horse just above the eye. The animal dropped, throwing its rider forwards, and Kuster brought his hammer back, taking the knight off into the river with a great splash. He sprang back up the bank, ready for the second knight, staggered, and fell face-first into the water. He did not move.


      Karl looked up. Half-way between the village and the river, Erwin Rhinehart raised his crossbow and pulled back its suing to prepare another shot.


      On the near side of the ford, the last of the crusade’s cavalry had fallen. Four riderless horses moved across the muddied pasture, and a fifth galloped away trailing loose reins. By Karl’s count five of the Knights Panther had been unseated, three of them permanently. Two of those had been Kuster’s victories. The knights reformed and began to ride back up the slope towards the farm buildings.


      ‘Form up!’ Karl shouted and his voice sounded hoarse. ‘Pikemen first! Arrowhead formation! Hammers of Sigmar, fill in behind them!’


      ‘In here?’ someone asked.


      ‘Outside!’ Karl ordered.


      ‘Are we going to fight?’ Gottschalk asked.


      ‘No. We’re going to the village, to rejoin the body of the crusade. But they won’t attack us. You’re a defensive force, that’s what you’ve been trained for. Kuster forgot that. And we’re going to work together this time, damn it!’


      ‘Are you–’ someone started.


      ‘No!’ Karl lied. ‘Would Huss have let me near the crusade if I was? Would he have let me train you? Who do you believe, Luthor Huss or–’ what had Huss’ phrase been? ‘–the mouthpiece for a false leader?’


      There was a general hesitation among the men.


      ‘Go on, move!’ Karl roared. It might not have been the same charismatic tone of command that Luthor Huss used, but they moved. Outside, the rain grew harder. The raven he had seen earlier swooped low over the village and landed on the gate, furling its wide wings and giving a mocking caw. At the back of the column Erwin Rhinehart raised his crossbow, sighted along it, and shot the bird dead.


      Anyone watching from the Rottfurt stockade would have seen the body of men taking up position outside the farm on the opposite side of the river. The forty pikemen were arranged in a V-formation, their long pikes raised, the arrowhead shape pointed down the hill. Behind them, rows of hammer-bearers brought up the rear. They would not have seen Karl Hoche.


      Karl crouched low among the hammer-bearers, a borrowed leather cap pulled down over his mane of hair. He peered out through the massed bodies. The Templars at the bottom of the slope had not moved, but were observing.


      ‘March,’ he said to Gottschalk beside him.


      ‘March!’ Gottschalk instructed. The band of tightly packed men began to move forward. There was silence apart from the slow squelching of feet and the pelting of rain.


      ‘Get them to sing something,’ Karl said.


      ‘What?’


      ‘Something off-putting.’ Karl racked his memory. He had heard so many hymns and prayers in the last few days but none of them seemed appropriate. Then it came to him. ‘The Hymn to the Glorious Dead,’ he said.


      Gottschalk did not give the order; but began the ancient chant, and the men picked it up. The soldiers and priests among them knew the old Reman words, the others recognised the rhythm of the cantillation and followed the tune. The alien syllables and the curious formation of the notes coming from deep in the singers’ chests soared out across the meadow. It was strange and yet familiar, and curiously peaceful. Rest now, it told the fallen. Your sacrifice is acknowledged, your valour praised. We honour our dead and our enemies’ dead. We thank you for your bravery. As long as we live we will not forget you, and when we die we hope to lie beside you.


      Karl kept low among his soldiers as they moved towards the river, hating himself for this subterfuge, and tried to peer out. He could not see the Templars. Had they moved aside? If they blocked the ford, all was lost: he would be found and tried, the village would fall, Huss would be arrested, the crusade would falter, the reborn Sigmar–


      Stop being so self-obsessed, something told him. Think of the glorious dead. Think of Kuster, lying facedown in the stream. Think of the other dead defenders who fell for their faith, doing what you taught them to do – to follow orders. Think of Schulze. Think of Pabst, who may have tried to give him away but did not deserve to die for it. Think of Braubach.


      He stopped and let the mantra of the chant fill his mind. As he did, over the voices of his men, he heard another chorus complement theirs, swelling the sound. The Knights Panther had joined the chant, mourning their own dead, commending their spirits to Morr, speeding their souls to the afterlife. Two groups of men, divided by doctrine but united by their devotion to the same god and the same cause, gave thanks for the lives of their comrades together.


      As they reached the river, the Templars moved aside to let them pass. Karl briefly wondered why, then guessed that the knights were probably letting them retrieve the bodies of their cavalry. The arrowhead formation broke briefly as the men moved across the ford: overnight the rain had raised its level and the current broke hard against their legs. Karl was careful to keep his face turned away from the Empire’s soldiers. On the muddy shallows of the far bank he saw Kuster’s body, the crossbow bolt in the back of his head and trickles of blood still flowing from it, swirled away by the stream. They could not leave him here.


      ‘Give me a hand,’ Karl said to the man next to him. They lifted the corpse by its hands and feet and hefted it up the bank. His body was heavy and limp, and streams of water ran from his clothes to soak the ground.


      Karl glanced up. The knights behind them were still chanting, but were beginning to follow the last of the pikemen at a respectful distance. In front of the group, outside the gate, the rest of the column sat where it was, watching them approach. Their voices were raised in the chant for the dead. They had not moved yet.


      The group of crusaders began to walk slowly up the slope towards the stockade, still chanting the Reman words of the hymn. Karl pulled his head down and concentrated on carrying Kuster’s dead weight. Above them, on the road, he heard hoofbeats, and Kratz’s voice raised in a shout: ‘Charge them, damn you! Charge them!’


      ‘They are priests and peasants,’ someone replied. Karl risked a glance: an older man with a dark, pointed beard, riding in the second rank of the column. The Templars’ leader, he guessed.


      ‘They are protecting criminals!’ Kratz insisted.


      ‘They are carrying pikes,’ the calm voice said. ‘I will not risk men and horses against them.’


      ‘They’re going to reach the village.’


      ‘Then we will have them trapped. And I remind you, we have warrants for only three of them. It is not our job to attack the innocent.’


      ‘What are they saying?’ Gottschalk said in Karl’s ear. Karl shook his head and kept his head down. The village was close now. From inside its walls Karl could hear a new sound. The crusaders too had taken up the hymn to the glorious dead. And it was glorious.


      Kratz shouted something, lost in the rising sound of the chant, and there were more hoofbeats, moving along the road.


      Karl peered forward through the pikemen. Kratz and Rhinehart had ridden forward and stood outside the village gate, weapons drawn. The arrowhead formation was only thirty yards away now.


      ‘What do we do?’ Gottschalk asked.


      ‘You’re in charge. If I speak they’ll hear me,’ Karl said in a low voice. Gottschalk looked alarmed, then resolute. The body of men drew nearer to the two witch hunters.


      ‘Lower pikes!’ Gottschalk commanded and the front two rows brought their long weapons to bear, the long shafts and sharpened points projecting outwards like the spikes of a chestnut shell. The arrowhead had developed barbs. They continued forward at the same inexorable pace.


      Kratz and Rhinehart did not move. Karl could feel their eyes scanning the soldiers, looking for a face they recognised, a familiar broken nose, anything that might tell them where he was.


      ‘Karl Hoche! Show yourself and we will let your comrades enter!’ he heard Kratz shout above the sound of the chant.


      Would any of his men crack? Surely some of them must have doubts about him, or some of the Hammers of Sigmar resent his treatment of Pabst? Was their loyalty and their trust as strong as their faith?


      ‘Where are you, you Chaos-loving bastard?’ Rhinehart yelled.


      The wall of pike-tips pressed against the witch hunters’ horses. ‘Hoche!’ Rhinehart shouted as the pressure of the weapons forced his mount away from the gate, pushing him and Kratz out of the way. It was slow and peaceful, as if the men of Sigmar and the chant had formed a giant hand that was carefully moving the witch hunters aside.


      ‘Wheel!’ Karl shouted. ‘Hammers to the gate, pike-men outwards!’


      ‘I hear your voice, Hoche!’ Rhinehart shouted. His voice sounded hoarse, ragged and stressed. He lifted his crossbow and fired into the mass of men. Two places from Karl, a dark-haired hammer-bearer gasped and dropped, the bolt protruding from his eye. The chant faltered for a moment. Rhinehart was reloading. The Templars sat on their horses, watching. Then he heard the scraping of a wooden crossbar being drawn back and the village gate swung open. The Hammers of Sig-mar began to push inside.


      ‘I’ll carry him, brother,’ one of them said, taking Kuster’s arms from Karl.


      ‘Thank you,’ Karl said. He watched the last of the hammers enter, and the pikemen follow. The outer row of pikemen held steady, like a shield around the entrance, preventing Rhinehart and Kratz from getting close. Rhinehart had finished reloading and had his crossbow raised.


      ‘Fall back!’ Karl shouted. Rhinehart heard him, saw him and aimed at him. There was hatred in his eyes. Karl threw himself backwards and sideways, through the gate, rolling across the road. A bolt buried itself in the mud beside him. As the last pikeman slipped through the gate Rhinehart spurred his horse into a charge, hurtling towards it, but powerful hands slammed the wooden barrier closed and slammed the crossbar home. Only Rhinehart’s oaths penetrated the heavy elm planks.


      Karl looked up to see who his saviour was. Oswald stood over him.


      ‘You need to speak to Huss,’ he said.


      Karl staggered to his feet, trying to shake the stress of the last few minutes out of his head. ‘You mean Huss needs to speak to me.’


      Oswald shook his head. He looked grave.


      The small building was dilapidated, little better than a shed. It stood against the palisade, about fifteen yards from the gate. Outside the hut members of the crusade huddled, talked in low voices and waited for word. Brother Dominic stood on one side of the door, Brother Martinus the other, both silent. There were holes in the ceiling and a loose canvas curtain over the doorway. It looked inhospitable, uncomfortable, dark and gloomy.


      ‘He’s been here since he saw Kuster killed,’ Oswald said quietly. ‘He wanted me to open the gate and let the Templars in. I told him to wait until you had spoken to him.’


      ‘Is that all you can tell me?’ Karl asked.


      ‘I’ve tried talking to him,’ Oswald said. ‘He won’t answer me. Nor his lieutenants.’ He indicated Dominic and Martinus. They did not acknowledge it. Oswald looked at Karl, shrugged, and pulled aside the canvas mesh. They went in.


      Inside, the air was damp, earthy and still. Luthor Huss sat huddled in one corner, his warhammer in his lap. His head was lowered and his eyes closed. He said nothing. Karl sat down on the bare earth floor in front of him.


      ‘Luthor, it’s me,’ he said. ‘I brought the pikemen and the Hammers of Sigmar to the village.’


      Huss did not look up. ‘How many more dead?’ he asked in a voice heavy with sorrow.


      ‘One.’


      ‘One too many.’


      ‘We can defend ourselves now. They can hold us to siege.’


      Oswald touched his arm. ‘The village has no water-source except the river,’ he said, ‘and very little food. We could resist a siege for perhaps a day, maybe a day and a half.’


      ‘I will give myself up,’ Huss said. He did not move. ‘Karl, give yourself up too. Brother Oswald, Brother Dominic and Brother Martinus can lead the crusade from here.’


      ‘We can fight them.’


      ‘I cannot fight them.’ He was still staring at the floor. ‘No longer. I did not ask for this. I did not want a crusade. I did not ask these men to die to protect me. I cannot carry this burden anymore.’


      ‘Luthor,’ Karl said, leaning towards him, ‘you must. You cannot stop now. You are too close to finding Sigmar.’


      ‘I will find him in the afterlife.’ Huss raised his eyes and they were full of hopelessness.


      ‘He exists, Luthor. Many people believe it, and not just the–’ he gestured to the doorway ‘–the cranks and fanatics who follow you. Chaos worshippers believe it, and are looking for him too. Luthor, imagine what will happen if they find him first!’


      ‘Brave words,’ Huss said, ‘from the man who has brought down the witch hunters on me. I am declared excommunicant, heretic, protector of criminals and a partner with the forces of Chaos. I have never wished for a martyr’s death, but it seems one has found me.’


      ‘Claim you didn’t know about me,’ Karl said. ‘Blame–’


      ‘Blame me,’ Oswald said quietly. ‘I brought him to you. The fault and the crime is mine.’


      ‘But I did know. And even if I can convince them that I didn’t, heresy is still a capital offence,’ Huss said. He held out a piece of folded parchment with a broken seal on it. Karl opened it and squinted at the words in the faint light. It was the warrant for arrest which the Templars had given to Brother Martinus. Its sentences included Huss, Kuster and himself. He stuffed it in his pocket.


      ‘Ignore it. This is too important,’ he said. ‘You must go on and find Sigmar.’


      ‘How? In a place surrounded by Templars?’


      ‘I don’t know. Give me ten minutes to scout the place. I’ll make a plan.’ He nodded to Oswald and together the two men left the hut.


      ‘What do you have in mind?’ Oswald asked.


      ‘Just keep him talking,’ Karl said. ‘Talk about Sigmar, or about Dominic and Martinus. You heard what the Cloaked Brothers said. Huss has to find the reborn Sigmar. I’ll be back soon.’


      Oswald disappeared back into the hut. Karl walked away, then dug the arrest warrant out of his pocket and looked at it again, then pulled his pack off his shoulder and rummaged through it till he found a square of folded parchment at the bottom, where it had been since Nuln. He unfolded it and reread the familiar words: ‘Come to the Oldenhaller quay on the docks at ten bells, where I will await you. Faithfully, Herr Scharlach.’


      His first impressions in the hut had been correct. In the light of day there was no doubt: the signature on the warrant was unfamiliar and illegible, but the handwriting was identical to the note.


      ‘No such person as Herr Scharlach, my arse,’ he said under his voice. He had questions for the Cloaked Brothers.


      It took Karl less than four minutes to walk around the stockade, examining the defences, and the signs were not good. Rottfurt was not large, and its few lanes and alleys were stuffed with scared crusaders. The villagers had retreated into their houses and barricaded the doors, frightened of what was happening to them and their community. The walls looked solid from the outside but would not withstand a single attack with a battering-ram. He would have to trust that the Templars’ leader would keep his word about not attacking innocents.


      He went in search of Lutz and Dagobert. He found their travelling companions in the village shrine, but they had not seen the two men since the previous night. Neither had the people who had been sitting around the fire with them four nights before. The men of the Hammers of Sigmar had not seen them, nor had Brother Dominic. Karl walked through the village, his eyes scanning the crowds of dark-robed travellers for a familiar head with short-cropped blond hair or a man with spaniel-like curls. There was no sign of them.


      He climbed onto the base of the stone monument in the centre of the village, commemorating those who had fallen during the Great Incursion of Chaos, and shouted, ‘Brother Dagobert! Brother Lutz!’ There was no response from anywhere in the village.


      They had gone. Nobody could say where, but they were no longer with the crusade. For a second Karl wondered if they had found accommodation somewhere outside the village, but there was none apart from the farm.


      What had they known? And where had they gone?


      He pushed the canvas to one side and re-entered the dark hut. Huss had not moved. Oswald squatted beside the leader, and looked up as he came in.


      ‘Here is the plan,’ he said. ‘The village has two gates. All through the day we’ll sound an advance, open the gate, move out a few yards, wait for the Templars to ride round, then retreat. A quarter-hour later we do it again with the other gate. By nightfall they’ll be tired out and frustrated.’ He paused. Huss had not reacted. Talk as if it’s already decided, he thought. Don’t give him a choice or a way to back out. I’m not asking his permission, I’m telling him how it will be.


      ‘At dawn, Brothers Martinus and Dominic will open the village gates and invite the Templars in, explaining that you and I have fled in the night. They will lead the crusade slowly westwards, spreading Sigmar’s word. They’re strong enough, and they have learned well from you.’


      Huss raised his head and looked at him with bleary eyes. ‘Meanwhile we hide in a fruit-cellar until the Templars leave? We become fugitives, wasting our lives fleeing from justice?’


      ‘No, we leave in the night.’


      He sighed. ‘The Templars may be tired but that won’t make them stupid. They’ll be watching both gates.’


      ‘There’s a third way out, a crawl-through under the fence into a thicket of bushes. The local boys use it to get out at night.’ He’d known there had to be one. A thin coin to a small boy had been all it took to learn where it was. ‘You take fifteen of the Hammers of Sigmar and make all speed to Lachenbad. Go cross-country, as the crow flies. Make it hard for horsemen to follow you. You can be there before tomorrow evening, without the crusade to slow you.’


      Huss gave him a despairing look. Karl kneeled in front of him, grasped him by the shoulders and shook him. The man felt limp. ‘Find Sigmar!’ Karl said. ‘The gods sent the vision to you, nobody else! If Sigmar has returned then it is for a purpose, and you are part of that purpose. And you sit here in the dark, feeling sorry for yourself. Be a man. Be a leader. Be your god’s right hand. Right now you’re just pathetic.’


      Huss was silent but he shifted his warhammer in his lap, gripping its handle. It was a small movement, but in the right direction. ‘What then?’


      ‘Find Sigmar. Rejoin the crusade; they’ll wait for you at Auerswald. Lead them to Altdorf, to the Convocation of Light, the Emperor himself. And put the fear of Sigmar into the Grand Theogonist.’


      ‘The Templars will catch us. They’ll send armies to stop us.’


      ‘If Sigmar’s will is that you do this thing, then they won’t.’ Karl stared across at Huss, not believing his own words, hoping that Huss would.


      Huss shifted his seat. He seemed suddenly restless. Then he looked up.


      ‘What aren’t you saying?’ he asked.


      ‘I’m not coming with you,’ Karl said. ‘My fate calls me in a different direction. And this way the Templars must split their force to follow us both. I have to go to Altdorf and, Sigmar willing, I will see you there.’


      Huss looked at him. ‘Very well,’ he said slowly. ‘Give the orders. We have much to prepare.’ He pulled himself to his feet and looked across the darkened room. ‘Karl, is there something wrong with your eyes? It seems–’


      ‘Only a reflection of the fire in my soul,’ Karl said, making a joke of it, wishing it was a joke.


      Huss cocked an eyebrow at him.


      ‘Your soul, you say?’ he asked. ‘You found it again?’


      Karl shook his head. ‘No. But like you and Sigmar, I now know where it lies.’


      The night was dark, the crescent moon hidden behind scudding clouds. Men in dark clothes crept out of the crawl-through below the stockade and gathered in the shadow of the stockade, staying low. To the east and west, the Templars’ fires burned on the road and shadowy figures moved in the night.


      Whispered directions were given, a line of poplar trees on the horizon given as a rendezvous, and Huss and his guards set off in twos and threes. Karl stood in the shadows and watched them go. He’d give them a few minutes, then set off north.


      There was a scuffling from the tunnel, and a muttered oath. Karl recognised the voice. It was Oswald. The old pilgrim crawled out and clambered to his feet. He was carrying a pack.


      ‘Huss has gone,’ Karl whispered. ‘You’re too late.’


      ‘I’m coming with you,’ Oswald said. ‘Huss’ orders.’


      ‘I don’t follow Huss’ orders,’ Karl said.


      ‘I do.’ Oswald shouldered his pack. ‘Are you going to get going, or stand here till the Templars hear us?’


      Karl grimaced, ducked into a drainage ditch that ran between the fields, and began the long walk to Altdorf.


      Brother Karin,


      While it is true that I have thrown Erwin Rhinehart out of my path twice, you should not hold it against him. It was not his fault: I am simply the better man. I have much respect for him. He is a diligent servant of Sigmar and a fine member of your Order, true to his god and his vows. He lacks the zealous single-mindedness of Theo Kratz, but that gives him adaptability, and an ability to see a way through obstacles that many would miss. How he has changed in the last year and a half. How have we all.


      I envy the simplicity of your perspective. As a witch hunter, you see the world in black and white, just as Kratz and Rhinehart do: everyone is either innocent, or a servant of Chaos. As a follower of Khorne you see things in red and black: the strong and the weak, the conquerors and the doomed. Neither viewpoint allows for anything in between.


      For those of us whose understanding of life is more complex, it seems that the course of the world is set with obstacles, and there are many trying to steer its course between them – or onto them.


      Black and white, red and black. What then is the white and the red, the perspective you cannot see, the path you cannot acknowledge? I remind you that white and red are the colours of the Reikland, my home and my former regiment. Perhaps it is my fate to show you that the path of the world is not set in absolutes, that sometimes alliances and compromise can be valuable things. Though I admit I would sooner see you dead.


      You proved last year that you would give your life for Khorne. Would you still?


      Karl Hoche


      Brother Karin looked up. The bright sunlight from the open window spilled across her skin, making it look unusually pale. ‘Did you read this?’ she asked.


      ‘No, brother.’


      ‘Did anyone else?’


      ‘No, brother.’


      ‘Good.’ She stood up, crumpling the parchment in her hand. ‘Bring a flame.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER NINE


      Pray For You


      Altdorf was full of memories. Karl knew each street from the people he had been with the first time he had walked down it, what they had talked about, what he had learned. Now all his companions were dead, and he had no friends left in Altdorf.


      Oswald seemed caught up in private reminiscence of the city too, responding to questions with grunts or shakes of the head. Twice he caught Karl’s arm and steered him wordlessly away from entering a particular street or a certain square. Karl did not ask why.


      The huge city felt busy, and there was a tension in the air. The streets, markets and taverns were crowded with servants in the liveries of the Empire’s great households, and prices were higher than he remembered. The Convocation of Light had left its mark on the city.


      There was always a fuss in Altdorf even if one or two of the Empire’s elector counts were within its walls. For all fifteen to be there at once, together with royalty from Bretonnia, Estalia, Tilea, Norsca and Kislev, was a rare event, and they had all brought their retinues. It was a grand affair, and the capital of the greatest empire the world had ever seen was determined to make the most of it.


      The Convocation of Light had broken up several weeks before, the various electors, kings and assorted leaders returning to their respective territories to raise armies for the forthcoming war against the hordes of Chaos gathering in the north of the world. Most of them had left their wives and families behind in the capital, to continue enjoying what many people were describing as the greatest social event the city had hosted since the Emperor’s coronation twenty years ago. Every minor noble, disenfranchised duke, or lordling with aspirations had flocked to the capital, dragging their wives and eligible offspring, hoping to make the most of it.


      Here too were mercenary captains touting for business, representatives of trading families offering to supply troops and armies in the field, dwarf armourers looking for deals to equip new troops with the finest in modern weaponry, and opportunists looking to buy, sell, beg, barter or swindle whatever they could. Bishops and priests were here too: it seemed that every wandering mendicant, friar, visionary and flagellant who had not joined Luthor Huss’ crusade had come to Altdorf to sleep in the gutter and cry their various messages of doom and salvation from any empty street corner, of which there were very few. The roads in every direction were crowded for miles.


      Karl and Oswald were able to find a small room on the top floor of a whitewashed boarding-house on Bremerdamm, on the edge of the docks. It was half the size they expected, for twice the usual rent, and its few sticks of furniture appeared to have been dredged out of the Reik, or some cellar where woodworm and worse had feasted on it for years. At least it was in the east end of the city, near the fish-market and far from the palace, the cathedral and the teahouses clogged with nobles and gossip. In the slums life continued more or less as normal, and men did not peer curiously at strangers’ faces in the street, hoping to find a nobleman, a potential bit of business, a mark or a gull.


      ‘So what are your plans?’ Oswald asked, sitting cross-legged on his bed. The cheap straw mattress crackled and rustled as he moved, and had a strange odour of horses.


      Karl lay back and gazed at the bare beams and lathe of the ceiling. Late afternoon sun struggled to make its way through the filthy glass in the one tiny window.


      ‘Gather information,’ he said.


      ‘How?’


      ‘I need to find Herr Stahl, or whatever his true name is. He’s connected to the Church of Sigmar, probably close to their links with the Templars and witch hunters.’


      ‘Has it occurred to you that he might be a witch hunter? A new division, perhaps? That would explain how Theo Kratz found you so fast in Nuln.’


      Karl considered it. ‘It hadn’t occurred to me. But would he have been recruiting new members?’


      ‘That could have been a lie to draw you out.’ Oswald tugged a protruding piece of straw from the mattress and used it to pick his yellowed teeth. ‘You don’t still want to join his organisation, do you?’


      ‘No.’ Karl sat up and swung around, his feet on the floor, digging in his pocket for the scrap of whetstone he carried, spat on it and began to sharpen the blade of his throwing-knife. ‘I want to find out who he is, what he’s doing and what his goals are. I want to find out what really happened in Nuln, and Grissenwald. And in Rottfurt.’


      Oswald shrugged. ‘Isn’t it time you let these things go, and looked ahead? A great drama is unfolding before us. Fate will find a role for you if you knock at the stage door.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘An over-stretched analogy. I apologise.’


      ‘I take your analogy,’ Karl said, ‘but I will use it to refute it. There’s a pattern running through things. I can feel it but I can’t describe it nor how it all fits together. Stahl is a part of it, and I think Huss and Sigmar are too. And the witch hunters who have been following me. It’s as if I am playing a role in a script that has already been written and the outcome decided. I have free will to do what I want, except to declare that the play is over and it is time for another to begin.’


      ‘As if you are simply a pawn in a game of chess that has been going on for centuries?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘And we go round in circles,’ Oswald said, ‘back to the plots of Tzeentch, the schemer and the changer of ways, and his followers the Purple Hand. Be careful, Karl. Take no action rashly, and watch your back.’


      Karl stretched. ‘And what are you going to do?’


      ‘A little shopping, some tea and tittle-tattle with some people I know, a few prayers in the cathedral, try to avoid being arrested and burnt by witch hunters…’


      ‘If that’s all,’ Karl said, standing, ‘you can help me with a couple of errands.’


      They had bought fresh clothes, hats and shoes, a cloak, and lengths of plain cloth. Karl had chosen two thick neck-scarves and acquired some leather boot-laces. Now they stood in the Königplatz, near to the rubble and broken bases where the huge statues of the emperors had stood until the gunpowder treason on Hexensnacht a few months before. Karl looked across the cobbles to the front of The Black Goat inn, swathed in scaffolding, and remembered earlier times, other incidents, back in the days when he was a junior officer in the Reiklanders and the Goat was his regiment’s unofficial base in the capital.


      He jingled his purse in one hand. It was too light for his comfort.


      ‘Living with you is proving expensive,’ he said. ‘It took me a year to build up that purse, and at this rate it’ll be empty by the end of the week. Unless you feel like covering your share of food and rent?’


      Oswald looked apologetic. ‘I depend on the kindness of strangers. There’s not much money in the travelling priest business.’


      Karl looked askance, but decided not to mention Oswald’s room and large supper in The Lost Prophet in Grissenwald. If the old pilgrim preferred to keep his secrets and his funds to himself, that was his business. He glanced up at the sky. ‘We’re losing the light,’ he said. ‘I should head back to the room before people can see my – you know.’ He gestured at his eyes. ‘I hate this,’ he said. ‘I hate the loss of control, the loss of my sense of who I am. How can you know who you are if you are always changing?’


      Oswald pursed his thin lips. ‘How much money do you have left?’


      ‘Less than I did this morning. Less than eighty crowns.’


      ‘Follow me.’ Oswald set off towards the university district to the west. Karl followed reluctantly.


      ‘We can’t just spend the money, we’ll need it to pay expenses, bribes…’ he said.


      ‘Sigmar will provide.’ Oswald said, and then was silent as they passed through streets that became less and less crowded, and less and less wide, until finally he stopped and said, ‘Here we are.’ He pushed open a narrow door made of some heavy stained wood, decorated with an inlaid pattern of lumps of coloured glass in a circle, and walked down three steps into the small room below.


      Karl’s first thought was that they had stepped into an apothecary’s shop, or a spice dealer. Shelves lined two of the walls up to the high ceiling, each one filled with glass jars, and a chest stacked with small drawers filled a third. At a table in the centre, a bald man sat hunched with an eyeglass, tweezers and a pair of scales, putting carefully measured pinches of blue crystals into individual silk bags. He looked up, removed the eyeglass, and put down the tweezers. The hunch, it seemed, was permanent.


      ‘Praeparus,’ Oswald said, and it sounded like a tide, not a name. ‘I am in need of silvered glass lenses that protect the eyes when burning potassica and magnesia.’


      The man regarded him for a long moment. ‘Are you a student at the Imperial College of Gold Magic?’ he asked. ‘You don’t look to me like an alchemist. Or a student.’


      ‘I am not, Praeparus. At the temple I tend the undying flame, and its brightness hurts my eyes. A friend recommended…’


      ‘How is it that you call me Praeparus, then?’ the man said sharply.


      ‘My friend told me to address you so,’ Oswald said simply. For another long moment the man said nothing, only looking at him, then called, ‘Sigismund! Silvered lenses!’ An apprentice appeared from the inner room, used a footstool to reach a high drawer, and produced a silk bag. He passed it down to his master, who handed it to Oswald.


      ‘Seventy crowns,’ he said. Oswald nudged Karl.


      ‘Pay,’ he said.


      ‘Seventy crowns! I could buy a horse for that! Aren’t you going to haggle?’ Karl asked.


      ‘No,’ Oswald said. ‘Pay.’


      Karl paid. The few remaining silver and gold coins glinted at him from the bottom of the purse. Oswald led him outside. The bald shopkeeper did not move from the table, but Karl felt his eyes on them until the door with its strange pattern had swung closed behind them and they were back on the street.


      ‘This had better be worthwhile,’ Karl said.


      Oswald opened the silk bag and a frame of wire and glass slid onto his palm. Karl had seen scholars and the infirm wear similar things across their eyes to help their sight, but the round crystal lenses in these frames were coated with a film of silver, like a mirror.


      ‘Try them,’ Oswald said and Karl did, fitting them with difficulty over his broken nose, adjusting the arms of the frame around his ears. Through the silvered lenses the street and the old pilgrim appeared darker but no less sharp.


      ‘Can you see?’ asked Oswald. Karl nodded: he saw.


      ‘You’ve heard that eyes are the mirrors of the soul?’ Oswald said. ‘With these, your eyes become mirrors of the world. I guessed that with the sharp senses you boast of, you would be able to see clearly through the silvering.’


      ‘I can. Thank you,’ Karl said.


      ‘Wear them after dark and they’ll hide your eyes,’ Oswald said. ‘In the day, they’re almost as conspicuous as your eyes are at night.’ He looked around at the emptying street. ‘So do you start your work tonight?’ he asked.


      ‘No,’ Karl said. ‘You do.’


      ‘I do?’


      ‘We need to find Herr Stahl. To do that we need to learn who issued the arrest warrant, and on whose authority. That will lead us to our man.’


      Oswald looked reluctant. ‘You can’t do this?’


      Karl laughed. The sound was cruel, even to his own ears. ‘Oswald, can I stroll into the Grand Theogonist’s palace, the Templars’ barracks or the chapter-house of the witch hunters and ask if they recognise a seal? My face is too well known, my reputation spread too wide in this city. It must be you.’


      ‘I’ve never done this,’ Oswald said. His face was a mix of worry and dread.


      ‘Gone disguised? Worked undercover?’


      ‘Lied.’


      ‘I’m not asking you to lie,’ Karl said. ‘Just don’t tell them the truth.’


      He reached into his jerkin pocket, produced the creased warrant of arrest that Huss had given him back in Rottfurt, and tore off the bottom part of it. ‘Show them this, with the signature and the seal on it. Ask them if they recognise it, and if they do then ask if they can vouch for the authenticity of signature and seal. If they ask where it came from, tell them your master would only tell you that the matter is confidential.’


      ‘What if they ask who is my master?’


      ‘Tell them that you serve Sigmar. If they press you,’ Karl thought for a moment, and smiled, ‘tell them Brother Karin Schiffer requires the information for an investigation. Go first to the office of the Grand Theogonist, and if they don’t know then to the Templars, and lastly to the witch hunters. I will wait for you in The Hog’s Head tavern on Marienstrasse.’


      ‘Why the Grand Theogonist first?’ Oswald asked.


      ‘Because his people are the least likely to arrest you on the spot,’ Karl said. ‘The day is dying. Come on.’


      Oswald gave a last unhappy look over his shoulder and stepped into the shadow of the doorway that led to the west wing of the Grand Theogonist’s palace, where the head of the Church of Sigmar and his staff had their residences and offices. Karl, standing further down the street on the other side, watched him disappear and waited a minute to see if he would emerge. A skinny priest came out with an acolyte on either side, his hand on one of the youth’s shoulders, but there was no sign of Oswald. Karl glanced at the darkening sky, turned and walked eastwards, keeping his eyes narrowed. It would soon be dark, and he would have to stay somewhere well lit, wear the lenses, or return to their room.


      Damn my eyes, he thought. My eyes, my hair, even my voice is no longer under my control. What do I have left that I can call my own? What is left for me to trust? And if I cannot trust myself, how can I trust other people, or ask them to trust me? Even Oswald. He seems like a good man, and he is willing to risk his life to help find the information I need. But he has lied to me, and not a lie I asked for. He is trying to appear a good, honest follower of Sigmar. Who is he really? Is he this moment betraying me?


      He did not go to The Hog’s Head. Instead he walked past the pool of lamplight from the tavern’s door and waited at the far end of Marienstrasse under a lock-maker’s sign. The last light of day ebbed from the western sky, and the last traders closed their shutters. Karl closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, letting his other senses and instincts take over, to tell him about the city’s energy this evening.


      The clack of people’s heels on the cobbles grew fewer, either hurrying away to get home before one of the city’s famous fogs blew up the river, or heading more slowly to the temples, guild houses, taverns and banqueting halls that made up the city’s nightlife. For those who disliked the bustle, brassiness and prices of the Street of a Hundred Taverns, The Hog’s Head was a cheaper alternative that offered the same watered beer and the same chance of getting knifed or having your purse cut, but without the crowds. It attracted a clientele who knew what they liked, and mostly they liked discretion. Its booths were deep and dark, and sound travelled badly through the thick pine partitions.


      Karl could smell the dark beer and pork-and-cabbage stew, the occasional note of tobacco, the low hum of conversation. He ignored it, stretching his senses to take in the buildings around. What of them? Tanned leather from the saddlemaker in the next street, oil and metal from the knife-sharpener, the smoke of coal fires, the aroma of twenty different suppers: potatoes, mutton, a pottage of roots. Not many spices used in this part of town.


      There was something sharper on the wind. It smelled like lime and tasted like metal. The very air felt coarse. Karl breathed slow and careful, not moving, letting it fill him. Colours flickered behind his eyelids: reds, oranges and blacks. His ears sensed conversations from every direction, unable to make out words but gleaning the tone that underlay every one. Expectation. Anxiety. Tension. The city was waiting for something to happen, something explosive. He did not know what, and he felt that nobody else did either. No, someone in the city must know, must even be planning it. It was his job to find them.


      He opened his eyes and Oswald was there at the far end of the street, walking towards the door of The Hog’s Head. Karl slipped the lenses out of his pocket and put them on, then stepped out of the shadows. Oswald noticed the movement and changed his direction. Karl tipped his head towards the tavern entrance, but Oswald kept coming. Idiot. It would be better if they entered separately, less dangerous for both of them. They were twenty yards apart.


      ‘I found him,’ Oswald said. Anyone could have heard him.


      ‘Well met,’ Karl said loudly, quickening his step. ‘To the tavern.’


      ‘You’ll never guess,’ Oswald said. Karl grabbed his arm, pulling him around. He didn’t think anyone was watching but this was Altdorf and you could never tell.


      ‘Shh,’ he said, but Oswald’s news would not wait.


      ‘Your Herr Stahl’s a bloody witch hunter,’ he said.


      They were in the tavern. Oswald had a cup of cheap sweet wine, and Karl had a pint of dark beer. Its taste reminded him of the Untersuchung.


      ‘Keep your voice down,’ he said for the third time.


      Oswald nodded an absent-minded acknowledgement. ‘So the three of them are glowering down at me, their eyes demanding everything they’re not saying, and it’s all I can do not to bolt…’


      ‘You didn’t recognise any of them?’ Karl asked. The lenses were pinching his nose, and he raised a hand to adjust them. They had drawn a couple of odd looks from the tavern’s patrons, but nobody had mentioned anything. The Hog’s Head was the kind of place where people who asked questions could end up with a new frown three inches below their usual one, cut through their windpipe. Besides, he didn’t want Oswald to see his eyes.


      ‘No, no,’ Oswald said. ‘But you know witch hunters, the uniform is enough to put the fear of Sigmar in you. But they take one look and identify it and suddenly they can’t do enough for me, do I have any more questions, is there anything else I need, do I want to make an appointment for my master to see Lord Bethe himself.’


      ‘Who’s Lord Bethe?’ Karl asked.


      Oswald swirled the wine in the cup and swigged. ‘You don’t know? He’s the Lord Protector. One of Johann Esmer’s appointees after the death of Volkmar. One of the senior council of the Order of Sigmar. Your man Stahl is his secretary and advisor, except here they call him Brother Heilemann.’ He paused. ‘Is Lord Bethe involved as well, you think? If he is, you have some serious enemies.’


      Karl drank, savouring the dark taste. ‘I don’t think he is,’ he said. ‘Stahl always acted as if he was in charge of something, not like a secretary. He may have superiors, but he’s used to giving commands and making strategy. Not the actions of a lackey.’


      ‘So how are you going to find Herr Stahl? Walk into the chapter-house and ask for an appointment?’ Oswald gestured to the pot-boy to bring the wine-jug for a refill. ‘That’d be hazardous.’


      ‘I’ll do what I was taught to do,’ Karl said. ‘I’ll wait.’


      ‘You haven’t struck me as the waiting kind,’ Oswald said.


      ‘And you, Brother Oswald, haven’t struck me as the priestly kind,’ Karl said.


      Oswald’s reaction was minute. A man who wasn’t looking for it would have missed it. Karl was looking, and saw the tensing of the muscles around the eyes, and the way a natural hand-movement suddenly became deliberate and conscious.


      ‘What do you mean?’ the older man said. The nonchalance in his voice was, Karl thought, just a little too careful. This was a man who is practiced in deception, perhaps even trained. He waited until the pot-boy had recharged his friend’s cup and gone back to the bar before speaking again.


      ‘I mean many things,’ he said. ‘Secret missions to the World’s Edge Mountains, knowing secret escape routes through town walls, these are hardly the business of an ordinary priest of Sigmar. And then this afternoon, the shop with no sign was no apothecary, was it? It deals with the students at the colleges of magic, selling them the ingredients and components for spells and research. These–’ he patted his pocket ‘–are alchemist’s glasses, aren’t they? Yet you knew it was there, entered it without fear and addressed the owner as “praeparus”. Even he found that remarkable, coming from a priest.’


      ‘What of it?’ Oswald said. He hadn’t touched his wine.


      ‘Only that there’s little love lost between the priesthood and the wielders of magic, since the elf Teclis revealed to men that the power of spells was derived from the winds of Chaos that blow across the world.’


      Oswald tried a smile. It didn’t work very well. ‘Can we discuss this somewhere else?’


      Karl shook his head. ‘We’re safe enough here. Very few words ever leave The Hog’s Head.’


      ‘But you know that priests cast spells.’


      ‘Some spells, yes,’ Karl said. ‘But they do it through incantation and faith. I’m a priest’s son, I know the magic of Sigmar and the other gods doesn’t use component ingredients, so I’m curious that you’re so familiar with magic shops. And that reminded me of the inn in Grissenwald, where you doused me with your own piss–’


      ‘I’m sorry about that.’


      ‘Don’t be. You saved my life. But although I’ve seen my father use the same spell, you didn’t cast it as a priest would.’ He paused to let his eyes wander the room, checking for observers or listeners, but found none. He said, ‘Brother Oswald, I believe I am not the only man at this table under a sentence of death.’


      Oswald said nothing. The noise of the rest of the tavern was like a curtain around them, isolating them and granting them anonymity.


      ‘I would hazard that Oswald isn’t your real name, and you were never ordained,’ Karl prompted. ‘You’ve done a remarkable job of disappearing. I congratulate you. Which magical college were you apprenticed to?’


      Oswald lowered his head, and his thin hair drooped around his face. Karl sat unmoving, watching, sensing he had said enough for now. Something fell to the table: a drop of moisture, then a second dropped into his ignored cup with the faintest of splashes. The excitement of entering the witch hunters’ building had gone and Karl’s words had pushed the old man one step too far the other way. Silently, Oswald was crying into his wine.


      Karl waited for him to finish. It took a while. Finally Oswald dug a rag out of one of his sleeves and wiped his face dry and clean with it.


      ‘I am sorry,’ he said. The words sounded choked, and he took a mouthful of wine to clear his throat. ‘I had – I mean, it’s been… I had almost forgotten that Oswald was not the name my parents gave me. I have grown so accustomed to being a priest that I had almost forgotten I had been anything else.’


      ‘Which college?’ Karl asked again.


      ‘Gold,’ Oswald said. ‘The lore of metal.’


      ‘Hence your knowledge of alchemy,’ Karl said.


      ‘Yes. Well, no,’ Oswald said. ‘I was apprenticed to the University College of Nuln and studied battle-magic there until I was sixteen. My tutors thought enough of me to recommend me for a place here in Altdorf. They wanted me to specialise in theories of metallurgic magic, and it’s true I had some skill in that area, but it didn’t interest me.’ He paused. Karl didn’t say anything but watched and listened, letting the man tell his own story, looking for breaks, holes or things concealed. So far he hadn’t spotted any.


      ‘People – well, people who know of these things – think of golden magic as you do, the science of metals and alchemics, and it’s true that dominates the college. But there is another side to it. Just as gold dominates the minds, desires, wills and fates of mankind, so gold magic can do the same, if it is properly channelled. This was what interested me. My tutors indulged me. I learned much. My power grew.


      ‘But as it grew, I found myself falling victim to the same human failings I was studying – greed, arrogance, a desire for more power and more knowledge. None of these things are rare among wizards, and so they went unremarked. But before long I felt the other side of such things.


      ‘I was serving with the army, as all acolytes of the Gold College are required to do. We were around Erlach, engaged against a force of Chaos warriors that had emerged from somewhere in the Wasteland, nobody knew where. They had a sorcerer with them, and as the battle raged he and I fought a private war, his magic against mine. It was my first encounter with Chaos in any form. As we pushed incantation and invocation at each other, I suddenly realised that we were using the same forces. And while my understanding of them had more breadth and depth, his was simply clearer. Magical ability came naturally to him, because magic is inherently a thing of Chaos.


      ‘I had been taught this, of course, but I had only understood it rationally, not with my heart. This time, the first time I had seen Chaos magic used, it hit me like a club in the gut. Afterwards I lay in my tent to regain my strength and I was shaking with terror. I realised I had spent the last few years unknowingly embracing Chaos. Its patterns and its knowledge were in me, through the golden magic I had learned. I am not,’ Oswald spread his hands wide, ‘a strong man. I do not have the powers of self-possession that you do. It was not a question of whether I would fall the first time I felt the temptation of power, ego or gold. I had been tempted and I had fallen, and I was falling still. There was only one thing I could do to save myself from it. I fled that evening.’


      ‘How long ago was that?’ Karl asked.


      ‘Twenty-five years. Twenty-six this summer,’ Oswald said. ‘But the warrants for renegade magicians never lapse.’


      ‘Memories fade faster than papers,’ Karl said. ‘There will be few who remember you, and fewer who would recognise you now.’


      Oswald shook his head. ‘These are wizards. Their minds are trained to remember. But you are right: I felt safe entering the Grand Theogonist’s palace and the witch hunters’ chapter-house because I knew there would be none there who remembered me. You were right about one thing though,’ he said, and signalled the pot-boy to bring more wine. ‘I never was ordained. I follow Sigmar and praise him in my heart, but I am not his priest. Not in the eyes of the church.’


      ‘Neither is Luthor Huss,’ Karl said, ‘and he’s about to meet Sigmar.’


      Oswald snored all night. As dawn light crept through the window of their attic room, Karl picked up a bundle of loose clothes he had laid out the night before, glanced at his sword but left it where it lay, and noiselessly left the room, heading out into the still-empty streets of the Empire’s capital. He needed to find a place to observe the entrance to the witch hunters’ chapterhouse where he could wait a while – all day if necessary – without being seen.


      The Altdorf chapter-house stood to one side of the cathedral square at the centre of the city, the simplicity and cleanliness of its stark white architecture in contrast to the spiked granite grandeur of the cathedral of Sigmar that it overlooked. From the front it did not appear much larger than some of the courts, Imperial offices and regimental headquarters that shared the frontage of the square, but it stretched far back, its rear stretching into two wings in a T-shape like the warhammer of the god whose name it bore.


      Its main entrance gave onto Hauptstrasse, one of the streets that radiated away from the square to span the city like the spokes of a wheel. At one side a much smaller doorway was set in the wall of a narrower street to one side, and an alleyway around the back of the building led, via a brick passage, to the servants’ entrance. The trick, Karl thought, would be to find a place where he could observe the comings and goings through the main entrance, and ideally the end of the side-street too, and yet not be spotted doing so.


      He ran through options: hire a room in a house overlooking the entrance; buy a street-trader or costermonger’s barrow and make his pitch nearby; organise a system of shifts between himself and Oswald, each using the time they were not on duty to don a new disguise; pay street-urchins to do the watching for him. He rejected them all for taking too long, costing too much, being unreliable or too risky. It was an old truism, but the best place to hide was often in plain sight.


      He slipped down the side-street and into the deserted alley of the servants’ entrance, where he slipped off his jerkin and exchanged it for one he had bought for a few coppers yesterday, ragged and dirty. His trousers were still muddy from the road. A leather cap kept his unruly hair under control. His boots were military, but there was no time to do anything about that.


      He bundled the clothes into his pack and limped out of the alley a changed man: older, hunched, weaker and more nervous, wearing the silvered glasses that he had bought yesterday. One of his throwing-knives was tucked unobtrusively in the sleeve of his left arm. He made his way slowly down the street, to a place about twenty yards beyond its entrance. From here he could see the street and the doorway. He laid down his pack, sat on it, and spread a red handkerchief on the ground.


      ‘Alms!’ he cried to the few passers-by. His voice was cracked, with the trace of a western accent. ‘Alms for a soldier blinded fighting for the Empire!’


      He sat there all day, and made eight shillings. The first hour was quite interesting, watching Altdorf as the city woke up and stretched, coming alive for the new day. The next two were boring. After that the waiting became contemplative, meditative, and the interruptions – insults from citizens, threats from other beggars claiming he was on their pitch, the rare tinkle of coppers dropped onto his kerchief – as regular, temporary and ignorable as waves breaking over rocks. He sat and thought.


      His night had not been restful. Oswald’s snoring had distracted his thoughts, and under its bandage his damned mouth had gnashed and gnawed against its gag, as if it had something urgent to say. The ash was almost bitten through and he would need to find a replacement soon. Perhaps iron. It could try gnawing its way through that. Perhaps it would break its teeth. He had no interest in anything it might have to tell him.


      So Oswald was a former wizard of the Golden College, afraid of his own powers, and a wanted criminal. Coming to Altdorf made him a doubly brave man, or possibly foolhardy. Karl thought back to his days on the crusade, and his worries about letting his safety depend on anyone with a death-wish or on a quest for martyrdom. More importantly, were his motives as clear as he made them out? Was it possible he was working for anyone apart from himself or Luthor Huss? Perhaps even the Purple Hand. He had seemed to be well informed about them, and a former wizard had no business knowing the workings of Chaos cults.


      Witch hunters came and went. A few of them looked familiar. At around ten in the morning he saw Brother Karin come down Hauptstrasse and enter the building, the silver buckles on her uniform glittering with the clay’s clear sunlight. The last time he had seen her, the fires of a burning army camp had been reflected in her eyes. She did not even notice him, but went straight in. He could sense she had changed, but her strength of character was not just undimmed, but unleashed. No more reflected glory for her. If he was to survive and bring her to justice – whether Imperial or Sigmar’s own – it was crucial that he always stayed one jump ahead of her and her witch hunters.


      Morning slipped into midday, and midday stretched into afternoon. A sausage-vendor came past and Karl sacrificed two of the shillings on his cloth in exchange for a schnitzel wrapped in a piece of thick bread. Every so often he took a bite at it and chewed thoughtfully. Passers-by seemed to object to seeing a beggar eat, and for a while the coppers stopped dropping.


      The question, he asked himself, was what Huss was going to do if he located Sigmar. A lot depended on whether the reborn god was a child or a man. Would Huss want to use him as a weapon against the organised church, or against the forces of Chaos in the north? If the latter, how could he convince the Emperor and the Grand Theogonist to take him seriously?


      In fact, Karl thought, it would be enough if Huss announced that he had found Sigmar. The nature of godhood was unprovable, and Huss’ word would be enough to convince most people. Not that Huss would knowingly commit a fraud of that kind against the people of the Empire and the Church of Sigmar… would he? No, surely not. But for the first time Karl understood why Huss had led the crusade on his peripatetic route across the Empire: the people of the villages, market-towns and river-ports had seen him, heard him preach, felt they knew him. If it was a choice between his word and that of the remote, distant and disliked Grand Theogonist, who never left his palace in Altdorf and who had already raised the tithes this year, Huss would find the support and believers he needed.


      While the Convocation of Light went on, the logical thing to do would be to bring Sigmar to Altdorf and present him to the Emperor. But Huss was an excommunicant and a criminal, and his associates were damned by association: the appearance of thirty Templars was evidence that the Empire wanted to erase Huss and the threat he posed. The chances of the church and the army letting Huss and his putative Sigmar within five miles of Altdorf were low, let alone granting him an audience with the Emperor. And if those weren’t enemies enough, Karl feared the attention of the witch hunters and the corruption he knew lay at their heart. I le did not trust the Cloaked Brothers. And the mention of the Purple Hand worried him. He had not seen much trace of their work, but they were like cockroaches: if you see one, his mother used to tell him, you know there are twenty more.


      Afternoon dissolved into early evening. Perhaps, Karl thought his logic had been wrong or Oswald had been misled, and Herr Stahl was not associated with the person who signed and sealed the warrant of arrest after all. I low close had the handwriting been? He would wait until seven bells, and then admit the day had been wasted. He was hungry: one sausage all day had not been enough, and his stomach was growling. His legs hurt and his throat was sore from the repetition of his beseechings. Begging was surprisingly hard work.


      Then Herr Stahl stepped out of the chapter-house, wearing the robes of a priest of Sigmar. Karl almost started forward. With one eye he noted the insignia sewed over the man’s breast, denoting that he was attached to the Order of Sigmar as a cleric and official. So not actually a witch hunter, then. Oswald had been wrong. On the other hand Brother Karin had been in the same role when Karl had first met her; Stahl could still be senior within the order, or have considerable influence with what appeared to be a minor rank. With another part of his brain Karl registered that he had not seen the man enter the building, only leave. Either he had spent the night in there or there was another, hidden entrance. Neither boded well. But mostly it was a sweep of emotion, too many to analyse, that Stahl was actually here.


      Stahl looked both ways down the street. For a second he stared at Karl but looked away without blinking, the effortless gaze of a man assured in his superiority. He turned and walked into the cathedral square, moving north towards the river. Karl scooped up his handkerchief, threw the remains of his sausage to a stray dog that had been hanging about the street since mid-afternoon, swung his pack onto his shoulder and followed.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TEN


      Something Going On


      Karl followed the man he knew as Herr Stahl through the twilight streets. Storekeepers were shuttering their shop-fronts, merchants made their way home from the north of the city, socialites left their houses or lodgings to head out to parties, dinners, the city’s social round. Beggars mostly stayed where they were, slumped in doorways and alleys.


      They crossed the Reik over the Altbrug. Traffic on the river was light but the water seemed sluggish and heavy, roiling and choking downstream towards the sea, cluttered with silt and flotsam. Karl cast an eye upstream, wondering if he might see the Eider moored somewhere, but it was an idle chance. He had thought about searching the waterfront for the vessel but Altdorf’s docks were simply too large to make the job feasible. Ahead of him, Stahl did not look right or left, but kept on down the wide street, heading towards the north gate. As he walked he pulled a thin cloak from under his robes and unfurled it around his shoulders. The priest of Sigmar disappeared into anonymity, becoming just another figure on the street.


      They were headed for the Königplatz, Karl realised. By this time the daily market would be packed up, the barrows and trestles stacked in neat piles and the traders and pedlars long gone, but the square’s other function would still be in full effect: the place where the coach-lines from all over the northern Empire dropped their passengers and picked up new ones. So was Stahl leaving or was someone arriving?


      Karl hung back, keeping Stahl in view but not so close that the man would be able to guess he was being followed. He glanced around the street on the offchance that someone else was tailing Stahl, or possibly tailing him, but the evening crowds gave nobody away. He felt reasonably confident.


      Stahl entered the square and walked quickly across towards the north side. Karl watched him with a sinking heart as he headed towards the scaffolded front of The Black Goat inn. Twice earlier in the day he had noted men in the white and red colours of his old regiment walk past. If soldiers from the Reikland Pikes were in the city then their officers would be too: officers who would be staying at The Black Goat and who would recognise Karl on sight, disguise or no disguise. He dropped a few more yards further behind his quarry.


      Stahl didn’t go into the inn, but walked a few yards beyond it, to where one of the coaches of the Wolf Runner line was parked. It had fresh horses in the traces and looked ready to leave. A crowd of people stood around, carrying luggage and trunks, saying goodbyes, taking their places on board, leaning on the wall, watching. Stahl turned to face the throng and with a slow, deliberate movement raised his right hand to tug on his left ear.


      A tall man who Karl had not noticed detached himself from the throng, walking towards Stahl as he ran his left hand backwards through his hair, pulling its dark strands out of shape. He looked nondescript: there was nothing in his dress or appearance to draw attention to himself. A very professional job. Karl was reminded why he had been impressed with Stahl’s organisation in the first place.


      Stahl and the stranger shook hands and exchanged greetings and pleasantries. The new man’s accent was curiously nondescript: he could have been from anywhere in the Empire, as long as the upper classes were there. They walked away to the east, into the mercantile district.


      Karl kept an eye on them as he walked swiftly over to the boy holding the reins of the lead horse. ‘Where’s this coach going?’ he asked.


      ‘Middenheim.’


      ‘Is that where it’s come from?’ The boy nodded.


      Middenheim, the fortress city on the rock, the place that the northern god Ulric chose for his followers to build their stronghold. More than four hundred miles north of Altdorf, Middenheim was said to be impregnable, proof against any siege – and right in the path of Archaon’s route south. Karl made a note in the margin of his memory, tipped the boy a few coppers and walked on after Stahl.


      The two men seemed deep in a discreet conversation, their voices low and dropping lower whenever they passed someone. Karl strained his senses, focusing his hearing on them, blanking out all distractions. They were talking about people, he realised. Probably catching up on news and acquaintances, though he could hear there was a note of seriousness, almost anxiety, to their tone.


      Deep in the mercantile district the two men turned into a cul-de-sac in between the high houses. At the end of the narrow street was a dilapidated temple, its white frontage peeling and discoloured by green and black lichens. The wooden doors were weather-beaten and iron bars had been fastened across. Long streaks of rust ran down from them like stalactites. Distinguishing marks had been removed, along with much of the lead from the roof, but from the wavelike crests across the door-pillars and the scallop-shell patterns Karl guessed it had been dedicated to Manaan, god of the sea and sailors. A strange thing to find in the middle of Altdorf. Perhaps the cult had thought there would be purpose and profit in building a temple to a god much invoked by the traders of the Reik in a prosperous merchant area like this. If so, they had been wrong. Altdorf had never been a comfortable home to foreigners, or their gods.


      Stahl and his companion walked up the short flight of steps to the door, and knocked. Karl hung back at the entrance to the street: another man entering the road now could only be heading to the same place and would be hailed, even if Stahl did not recognise him at once. But he watched and listened, focusing all his attention on the end of the street.


      The door opened a crack. Stahl paused a second and said something. Karl closed his eyes, trying to give their strength to his ears, to catch the password. He failed. It had sounded foreign, with too many syllables. He watched, frustrated, as the door opened, the two men entered and it closed firmly behind them.


      Perhaps he could knock on the door and stab the guard in the eye before he could raise the alarm, the man’s blood spilling…. Karl fought the thought down. He could recognise its source; it felt as though it had been tinged in red. It had not come from his own mind. Beneath its bandage, under its gag, his second mouth writhed, possibly in pain or in joy. He remembered that he had received the wound it had grown from in a place not unlike this, in the port-city of Marienburg, and he had almost drowned. Manaan was no friend of his.


      What kind of people would choose such an abandoned temple as a meeting-place?


      The mouth gnashed.


      ‘Take word to Altdorf,’ it had said, back in the woods after Grünburg.


      With a feeling like nausea, like physical sickness, Karl realised he knew what it had meant, who Herr Stahl was working for, and how to give the password.


      He walked down the cul-de-sac his feet echoing on damp flagstones. The steps were loose, the limestone pitted by years of rain and the piss of vagrants. He knocked hard, thumping his hand into the iron bars across the door. Each blow hurt, and he took satisfaction in the pain.


      The door opened, and in the slow instants as the dark crack widened Karl knew he was damned, utterly and irrevocably. His mind was still his own but his soul belonged to Chaos. The fact he was prepared to do this proved it.


      A figure stood inside the door, unmoving. It said nothing.


      Karl untied the bandage around his neck, and snapped the leather thongs of the gag with his hands, dragging it away from him. He stood still and silent, filled with sorrow and the agony of his unholiness, waiting.


      ‘Njawrr’thakh ‘Lzimbarr Tzeentch!’ the mouth said.


      ‘Enter, friend,’ the doorman said.


      * * *


      The interior of the temple was dark, lit by a few small oil-lamps set in small alcoves on the walls. There were around forty people inside, standing in between the double row of dust-covered pews, facing the steps up to the apse where the altar had once been. They were either silent or talking in low, cautious whispers, their feet making hollow shuffling sounds on the tiled floor. Many wore hoods, but there was not enough light to show their faces. Karl sensed no trace that he knew any of them. Fabric had been hung over the windows to hide the light from eyes outside.


      By the altar-place, in front of a rough cloth-covered table with a wide, shallow golden bowl and two candles on it, Stahl and his visitor stood, looking back at the crowd. Karl was reminded not of priests but of politicians before a council meeting, or officers about to brief their troops. He stepped back, into the shadows of the rear wall, slipping the gag back into his second mouth, and ducked his head so he was less visible.


      Someone was there already. He sensed them rather than saw them. The other person nodded their head, and Karl acknowledged the gesture, hoping they wouldn’t speak to him.


      ‘Have you come far?’ they asked and Karl was surprised to hear a woman’s voice. Her Reikland accent was soft and familiar, and for a moment he thought: Marie. It wasn’t her. Pretty enough, almost attractive, dark hair in soft curls falling down to her shoulders, but not Marie. He looked away, watching the room, and said nothing. He could feel her eyes still on him. The silence between them was awkward. Karl began to think about how he was going to get out of here. If only he had not left his sword behind in his room.


      Up at the table, Stahl raised a small bell and rang it with a high, tinkling sound that cut through the conversations. Silence fell. He stood for a moment, his gaze sweeping the room.


      ‘Brothers and sisters,’ he said. ‘I thank you in the name of all the rites and transmutations for your pains in coming here. I am sure your journeys have been dangerous, and there is greater danger in having so many of the primarchs of our organisation in one place at one time. This will be the first and last meeting of this kind. From now on, you know your meeting-places and contacts, and you must not breach them.’


      The gathering murmured its agreement. Stahl stepped back and the newcomer from Middenheim took his place. For the first time Karl was able to get a good look at him. He was in his mid-forties, just shy of six feet with brown curly hair tending to silver at the temples. He was watching the people in front of him with an expression that Karl could not place, but looked uncomfortably like appetite. Without a word he reached down to the table in front of him, picked up a knife and, holding up his other hand, slowly sliced a line across its palm.


      He clenched his fist for a long second and opened the hand again, raising it, fingers slightly splayed. Blood covered it.


      A blood-purple hand, like the one Karl had seen beside the corpse in Nuln. Fresh blood ran freely from the cut and trickled from his wrist into the golden bowl in front of him.


      ‘At the appointed time we shall rise from our secret places,’ he said.


      ‘At the appointed time we shall rise from our secret places,’ the cultists responded. The words were unfamiliar but had the rhythm and cadence of a creed. Karl heard the voice of the woman beside him, intoning the words as if she was breathing them, as if they were as vital to her life as breath. He didn’t know them and so he kept quiet.


      ‘Chaos will cover the land and we, the chosen servants of Chaos, shall be exalted in His eyes.’


      ‘Chaos will cover the land and we, the chosen servants of Chaos, shall be exalted in His eyes.’ The woman glanced up at Karl, her eyes questioning his silence. He thought for a moment about removing the gag from his second mouth but it had given him away to the forces of Chaos once before, and he would not make that mistake again. Instead he pointed to his mouth, which could have meant anything, but the woman seemed to take it as an excuse and turned away, focusing her attention to the man leading the – the chant… the prayer… the oath…the spell?


      ‘Hail to Tzeentch, Changer of the Ways.’


      ‘Hail to Tzeentch, Changer of the Ways.’


      ‘Njawrr’thakh ’Lzimbarr Tzeentch!’


      ‘Njaurrr’thakh ’Lzimbarr Tzeentch!’


      ‘Brothers,’ he said, ‘and sisters. It is a great day, but greater ones are at hand. We are here with two purposes: to do what we can to affect the outcome of the Convocation of Light, and to arrange our own, a meeting that our enemies are calling the Convocation of the Dark.’


      His hand was still outstretched. Blood continued to fall from his wrist into the bowl.


      ‘Despite what you all may think, the first purpose is subservient to the second. The alliance we are here to forge must be strong enough to survive the year ahead, though it will be pulled in other directions by the other powers of Chaos.


      ‘I know that dealing with our Chaotic kin is an unpleasant prospect, but we must bond with these people because together the clans of Chaos are stronger. Also because we know that in matters of treaties, negotiations, alliances and planning we are stronger than they are, and therefore we will lead them, whether they know they are led or not.


      ‘The same truth holds for our brethren in Tzeentch. I know that in tavern rooms and cellars, hidden chapels and dark alleys across this city, every cult leader is saying these same words to a roomful of the faithful, but in our case I know it to be true. We are the Purple Hand.’ He thrust his outstretched hand forward, and droplets of blood splashed across the bare wood floor. ‘We are the Purple Hand, and we have already infiltrated their numbers. We know their plans and we have already thwarted them.


      ‘There is one hornet in the ointment, and it still has its sting. I learned on my journey that the followers of Khorne are not with us. It is not because they do not believe the reborn Sigmar is a threat. They do. They believe him to be the finest warrior the Empire has produced in two millennia, and they wish to see his forces clash against Archaon’s. Blood–’ he paused and looked around the room, ‘–for the Blood God, and hell for the rest of us.


      ‘This is why some of our number are not here. I have charged them with a greater task, to thwart those whose heads would be best used as part of their lord’s skull throne. Luthor Huss has found the one he calls the reborn Sigmar, and is leading him to Altdorf. We know our lord Tzeentch has planned these times for millennia, and though his plans are not made clear to us, we know that history must take a certain course, and we must steer it along that course. And we will do it as we do best: by persuasion, deviation and assignation. We know our target, and we will convince him that our path is the one he must follow.


      ‘So we will do this. The history of the Purple Hand is long and hidden in shadow, but we know it and we take strength from it. The followers of Tzeentch shall lead the Convocation of the Dark, and the Purple Hand shall lead the Tzeentchians, and when the last warrior of Archaon and the last warrior of Sigmar have choked their life-blood out on each other’s swords, our master has foretold that we are the ones who shall rise to glory and control this Empire in the name of the Lord of Change.


      ‘Go now, my children. There is much to do, and little time. You know your roles, your duties, and the will of our Lord. Our day is coming. Hail to Tzeentch, Changer of the Ways!’


      ‘Hail to Tzeentch!’ the congregated answered. The speaker stepped back. Stahl passed him a cloth, and he wrapped it around his hand. There was a sense of something being completed, a change of mood and a transition between two stages. Karl knew he was at risk. The only people who might recognise him here would know him for an enemy, but he needed information. Karl turned to the woman beside him.


      ‘Who is that?’ he asked.


      She turned, looking puzzled. ‘What, Herr Heilemann?’


      Karl affected amusement. ‘No, beside him.’


      ‘That’s Herr Doktor Kunstler,’ she said, and there was reverence in her voice.


      Kunstler. The name meant nothing to him, but he knew people who would recognise it. ‘So that’s what he looks like,’ Karl said and looked away, up towards the front of the temple. People were beginning to move forward, down the aisle towards the table, the two men who stood there, and the blood-filled bowl before them. Karl watched.


      ‘I thought you couldn’t speak,’ she said.


      ‘The gifts of Tzeentch work in ways puzzling to us who are only mortal,’ he said, and felt the mouth on his neck twist in a leer. She smiled.


      ‘Can you speak now?’


      ‘When the gift allows me. I am Karl.’


      ‘Emilie Trautmann.’ Her smile widened, and it was pleasant to be smiled at in that way. ‘We should move forward,’ she said, and did, and he followed hesitantly. Others were lining up before the table. If he got too close Stahl would recognise him. Maybe if he kept his hood up, he would not be recognised. A prudent man would leave now, he thought, but there was more he needed to know, and he felt Emilie could tell him. Besides, he was enjoying her company. And if the trap was sprung then he would go down fighting.


      ‘Where are you from?’ Emilie asked.


      ‘Nuln.’


      ‘You travelled with Herr Heilemann?’


      ‘No, I came overland.’ So Heilemann was Stahl’s real name, or at least his name within the cult. Karl paused, looking at her attractive face, deciding to try a long-shot. ‘I had information for our agents in Luthor Huss’ crusade,’ he said.


      She laughed out loud, and the sound was joyful. Karl smiled. So the Purple Hand did have agents in the crusade. He wondered who they were.


      ‘I heard Huss preach once,’ she said. ‘So perfect for our needs. Why are the men who think themselves their own masters the ones who are most easy to manipulate?’


      ‘I don’t know,’ Karl said.


      ‘Are you a negotiator or part of the greater plan?’ she asked.


      Karl shook his head. ‘I prefer not to say.’


      ‘The gift again, or are you afraid of infiltrators?’ She smiled, and it was a beguiling smile. ‘You are among friends here.’


      He could feel it. He had expected to feel on a blade-edge of tension, ready to spring into combat or flight. Instead he felt a sense of empathy with these people and with this woman. They were, in a strange way, his kin, twisted by the same forces that had deformed his body and wrecked his life. There was a common bond-but he recognised a red tinge to the thought and tensed his muscles, pushing it physically away. That way lay a deeper damnation. He was the outsider here, and still in danger.


      He looked up, ahead, down the aisle. Without realising it they had drawn close to the table, and he suddenly saw what was going on. As each person reached the front they bent to the golden bowl that had caught Kunstler’s blood, put their lips into the dark liquid, and drank.


      He was filled with horror and revulsion, and fought not to show it. Once before Chaos cultists had forced him to drink human blood against his will, but then he had not known what it was. This time the thought terrified him.


      The mouth on his neck thrashed violently, and he grabbed it with his hand to subdue it, to make it less obvious. It occurred to him that Tzeentchians, who worshipped the Lord of Changes, would not be concerned by mutations among their members, but he still fought to hide his deformity. Then he felt a wrenching pain in the pit of his stomach, and recognised it. The mouth had sensed the blood, and was demanding to be fed.


      ‘Are you all right?’ Emilie asked.


      He tried to nod, but a second wave of pain hit him and he flinched with his whole body. Space in the line opened in front of him and he took a hesitant step forward. There were only a few people between him and the place at the bowl. Stahl – no, Heilemann – was looking at him strangely.


      A fresh surge of pain swept from his stomach. He gasped and grabbed Emilie’s shoulder for support. The man in front of him in the line noticed what was happening and stepped aside, making way for him. The person at the bowl stood up and moved away. There was nothing between him and it.


      Beyond the table, Heilemann and Kunstler were staring at him. He raised his head and met the eyes of the man he had followed from Nuln. Heilemann’s hand went to the hilt of a knife at his belt, but stopped. He cocked his head an inch sideways as if to say: you came this far. Now prove yourself.


      Karl stepped forward, and as another agony cramped his stomach, slumped to his knees in front of the golden bowl. He had a terrible urge to hurl the thing and its vile contents to the far wall of the temple. He resisted.


      He bowed his head and lowered his lips to the surface of the thick blood. It smelled like death, the warm odour cloying in his nostrils. His lips touched it, and he paused a moment, then dipped his tongue into the blood.


      It tasted salt-sweet and rich. It was the most disgusting thing he’d ever tasted.


      He raised his head, and more pain staggered him, almost knocking him sideways. Heilemann was still watching him. What now? He’d drunk the foul stuff, wasn’t that enough?


      His second mouth gnashed against its gag again, and he knew what he had missed. He wrenched the cloth and wood from it, put his fingers into the bowl, and thrust them into the mutated orifice. It sucked on them greedily, like a baby at the nipple, and he felt the pain ebb away. Slowly his body filled with a strange warmth; a sense of power, mental acuity, sensory acuteness, energy and virility. He felt revitalised, fitter than he had done in months. He felt complete, but it was a wrong completeness, a feeling of possession. It was tempting. Part of him wanted more of it. A lot more.


      He rose to his feet and stepped away from the table, aware of Heilemann’s eyes on him. Behind him, Emilie dipped her face into the bowl and drank.


      She joined him a few moments later. He had not turned to look back at Heilemann.


      ‘Are you all right now?’ she asked.


      ‘Better than all right,’ he said. ‘Emilie, a moment ago you asked me a question. I would like a chance to answer it, but at greater length. Not here.’


      ‘I would like to hear your answer,’ she said, and paused. ‘I admire your discretion. Perhaps our parts in the scheme are complementary, and perhaps we can work together. More closely.’


      He had to admit, it was an attractive offer and she was an attractive woman. He glanced over her shoulder, to see the last of the cultists rise from the table. Someone stepped in from the side to remove the bowl and cloth. Heilemann was still observing him, but as Karl watched he turned and spoke to Kunstler. Karl could guess what the topic of conversation was.


      ‘I would welcome the chance to talk further,’ he said, ‘and to learn how you do things in Middenheim. I have some business to attend to in the next hour, but later…?’


      Heilemann was coming over, making his way through the cultists around the table, stopping here and there for a word but unmistakably heading for where they stood.


      Emilie smiled up at him. ‘It is a dark night, and I am a girl from the north, unfamiliar with these dangerous city streets. A gentleman would walk me to my inn before he set out on his other affairs.’


      Heilemann was drawing closer. ‘Then we should go,’ Karl said, ‘and if we meet a gentleman on the way, I will pass you over to him.’


      She gave a chuckle like wine gurgling from a bottle and took his arm. Karl walked her briskly towards the exit and the bearded fellow who guarded it. He swung the door open and they stepped into the cold of the night, leaving Heilemann and the cultists behind them.


      Immediately Karl could feel something. It wasn’t that he could sense movement, or see a presence among the shadows of the cul-de-sac. It was a combination of his heightened senses, like smelling or tasting at a distance. It set his teeth on edge. He could not describe it or explain it, but he recognised it. Someone he knew was nearby, watching him.


      He wanted to do something about it, but now was not the time. He walked on, Emilie at his side, out onto the main street.


      ‘Which inn are you staying at?’ he asked. She looked up at him. It was a deliberately artificial move, done to accentuate the way her dark hair framed her face, the darkness of her eyes, the curve of her neck and the swell of her décolletage.


      ‘The Black Goat,’ she said, and Karl’s heart, which had risen a few moments before, sank.


      ‘It is not far,’ she said, ‘and their wines are excellent. Perhaps you can step in for a few minutes before your business?’


      ‘It will not wait,’ he said, ‘but I hope that you will.’


      She looked disappointed her lips in a half-moue, half-pout. ‘A girl needs her sleep,’ she said, ‘but you may call on me up till eleven bells.’


      ‘If my business overruns,’ he said, ‘then I will make my apologies and reparations on the morrow.’


      ‘Do better than that,’ she said. ‘Make sure it does not overrun.’ The walk back to The Black Goat passed easily, peppered with small-talk and coquettish hints of what might come later. When they arrived outside the building, she squeezed his hand for a second before heading slowly to the inn door. She pushed it open and turned to look back at him, her face catching the lamplight from inside, the reflection in her eyes promising much.


      Karl watched the door close behind her, shook his head and walked away from the inn, heading back into the merchants’ quarter and breaking into a jog as soon as he was out of sight of The Black Goat’s windows. He had no intention of returning there that evening.


      As he approached the cul-de-sac he slipped his silvered lenses into a pocket, took a cloth cap from his bundle of clothes and pulled it down low over his eyes. Then, choosing a doorway from which he could see the entrance to the narrow street, he slumped down over his bundle of clothes, looking like a sleeping vagrant. He watched the street through half-closed eyes, and waited.


      People came out in small groups, walking away unobtrusively and disappearing into the Altdorf night. He guessed that none had brought a carriage, though a few had probably left one at a nearby inn. Faces were carefully hidden, and nobody carried a torch. He hoped the night-watch did not come past and move him along.


      After twenty minutes the occasional flow trickled off and ceased, and he guessed the last had gone. He had not recognised Herr Heilemann or Herr Doktor Kunstler as they left, but had not expected to: if they had not been masters of concealment and disguise, they and their cult would have perished years ago. But there was still one person to come out. He lay quiet and waited.


      It took almost half an hour before a lithe figure dressed in black slipped out of the shadows of the alley and began to walk towards the south, its strides short and slow, like a man who has been in a cramped position for several hours. Karl rose noiselessly to his feet and set off after him. The figure turned suddenly, a shortsword drawn, his mop of long curls whirling around his head.


      ‘Good evening, Brother Dagobert,’ Karl said. ‘Did you learn much?’


      The Cloaked Brother did not drop his guard. ‘Magnusson,’ he said, ‘I recognised you as you came out.’


      ‘And I you.’


      ‘Have you spent an amusing evening with your new friends in the Purple Hand?’


      ‘Old friends, some of them,’ Karl said, ‘but it has been instructive. I did not lie to you when I told you I was not a follower of Chaos, and that is still true. Do not fear me because I dared to go where you wouldn’t.’


      ‘Fools rush in,’ Dagobert said, ‘where sane men fear to tread.’


      ‘Fools,’ Karl said, ‘or those with nothing to lose. You missed the excitement at the crusade.’


      ‘Forewarned is forearmed,’ Dagobert said. Karl sighed theatrically.


      ‘Do you speak in nothing but poor aphorisms to hide information from me, or because without the other half of your double-act you cannot form sentences of your own?’ he asked. Dagobert grinned, and lowered his sword.


      ‘You missed the excitement too,’ he said.


      ‘What?’


      ‘Shall we trade answers again?’ Dagobert asked. Karl scowled and nodded, and the man’s smile grew wider.


      ‘Then I give you this for free: at Lachenbad Luthor Huss found a blacksmith’s son named Valten and proclaimed that he is Sigmar reborn. They are now reunited with the main crusade and are making their way to Altdorf, where Huss intends to present his discovery to the Emperor.’


      ‘And I give you this: the Purple Hand wishes him to succeed,’ Karl said.


      ‘They do?’


      ‘They do. Their target is Sigmar’s mind, not his life.’ That much he had worked out from Kunstler’s speech.


      Dagobert hesitated. Then he said, ‘Who did you recognise at the meeting?’


      ‘Two people. The man I met in Nuln is known here as a witch hunter called Brother Heilemann. And Herr Doktor Kunstler is here from Middenheim.’


      ‘Kunsder’s here?’ Dagobert seemed genuinely startled. Karl filed that information for future use. ‘You’ve met him before?’


      ‘No, my companion told me who he was.’


      Dagobert stared at Karl. ‘I must cut this game of questions short,’ he said, and began to turn away. Karl caught his shoulder.


      ‘One more,’ he said. ‘Tell me who in the Order of Sigmar is leading the search for me in Altdorf.’


      ‘Brother Anders Holger,’ Dagobert said. ‘He reports to Brother Karin. A little too flexible in his thinking, Brother Holger. He blotted his copybook badly on a mission to Priesdicheim last year and has been kept in Altdorf ever since. But he’s conscientious and diligent nonetheless. Do not underestimate him. Now I must go.’


      ‘How can I contact you?’ Karl asked. Dagobert turned back to face him, knocking his hand off his shoulder. There was anger in his face.


      ‘Don’t,’ he said. ‘You are in far over your head. Swim away now, or drown. It’s taken you this long to work out your precious Herr Stahl was a Chaos cultist. We could have told you that outside Grünburg.’


      ‘Why didn’t you?’


      ‘You didn’t ask.’


      Karl almost punched him. He almost felt Dagobert’s nose disintegrate under his fist, almost slammed a second blow into his throat, almost knocked his sword-hand away while grasping for his belt-knife, almost plunged it between the third and fourth ribs, almost watched the heart-blood jet from the wound as the man choked his life out on the ground. But he didn’t. He didn’t move.


      Dagobert sighed. ‘Karl, I know you think the Cloaked Brothers are a group of do-nothing information gatherers as close to Chaos as they are to the forces of good. I tell you now: we gather information for a reason, and the coming crisis is just such a reason. We have amassed considerable forces, favours and abilities, and now we will use them. This has been building for decades, and will last for decades more. You can’t begin to understand its complexities. Do not interfere, or it will go ill for you and your friends, and possibly for the Empire too.’


      Karl said nothing, startled by the man’s arrogance, yet accepting that there was truth in what he said. This was a struggle between power-blocks, fought on dozens of different fronts between hundreds of agents. But in such a war between entrenched forces, there had to be a role for a man who could travel between the different camps. He didn’t know what that role was, but he intended to find it. He had come so far, he would not stand by while his enemies threatened the Empire.


      ‘And,’ Dagobert said, ‘do not be fooled into thinking that the enemy of your enemy is your friend.’


      ‘Sometimes,’ Karl said, ‘they’re the only friends you have. And you would do well to remember that the friends of your friends may turn out to be enemies too.’


      The Cloaked Brother smiled. ‘I never forget it.’


      ‘Good,’ Karl said. ‘Goodnight.’ He turned and walked away towards the docks. Oswald would be waiting, and might have more information. He had learned too much this evening and another head would help him work it out.


      He saw the world differently now. Before it had been like ants’ nests or swarms of bees, each organisation or power-bloc unique, built of individuals with a common cause, discrete and identifiable. Now he realised that there were strands and connections between them, overlaps and intersections, areas of grey, areas of common interest, agents who could work for opposed factions at the same time, people whose goals changed with time, or who worked for other, even more shadowy causes. The deeper he looked, the more groups he found and the more interwoven and tangled the links between them became.


      Even two streets away from Bremerdamm he could tell that something was wrong. The air felt heavy and still, as if it was pregnant with waiting and expectation. Something had happened, and the world was watching for something more. The sounds from the taverns were muted and people did not look at each other on the street or looked too much.


      He turned the corner and looked towards the street-door of the tenement house where he and Oswald had their room. On the other side of the street, someone leaned against the wall. He looked like a dock-worker. No, he looked too much like a dock-worker, more like a parody of a stevedore than a real one. Like someone who had been told to disguise themselves as a docker and stand watch. Stevedores didn’t wear sabres on their belts either. Karl took three quiet steps backwards, turned and walked away.


      Two corners away he found a tavern where he wasn’t known, and bought a pint of dark beer and one for the barkeeper. He drank the first half and made small-talk: nobles, the Emperor, the state of business. Then he asked for a pickled cucumber, bit into it, and absent-mindedly asked what the disturbance in Bremerdamm had been about.


      The bartender raised his eyebrows. ‘Witch hunters,’ he said.


      ‘Catch anyone?’ Karl asked.


      ‘Not the one they wanted.’


      ‘Who would that be?’


      ‘Karl Hoche. The mutant soldier that killed the Lord Protector last year.’


      He’d expected to hear his own name, but it still chilled him.


      ‘Who?’ he said.


      The bar-tender reached under the counter and pulled out a piece of yellow paper, with bold blackface type on it. He passed it over. Karl nodded thanks that he didn’t feel.


      ‘So they didn’t catch him?’ he asked.


      ‘No, but they got a wizard.’


      Karl grunted an inquisitive response.


      ‘Renegade from the colleges. Been with Luthor Huss, they said.’


      Karl chewed the pickled vegetable and vinegar filled his mouth. So they had come for him, and had found Oswald. A subterfuge and a betrayal, or had some local been observant? He had known that Altdorf was dangerous for both of them but he’d still decided to play the bravo, swaggering into the face of danger, and now he’d lost the room, his sword, his equipment and money, and his advisor and friend. Back on the crusade he’d dismissed Pabst because he had a death-wish, and now his own foolishness had condemned Oswald to a quick trial and the bone-fires.


      The piece of paper was fresh-printed, one corner discoloured by a beer stain. It had his name on it, and a reward of three hundred crowns. Normally Karl would feel flattered by the increase in his value; now it just made him tired. The list of aliases had gained three names, including Magnusson, and the words ‘Called by some the Chaos Hunter’. That was new, and he had no idea what it meant ‘Horse-thief’ had been appended to the list of crimes. At the bottom, in large type, a new line had been added: ‘At night his eyes are seen to glow red like a daemon.’


      How had they known that?


      He swilled the rest of the beer around his mouth, thinking. He had too many enemies here, many of them powerful. Dagobert’s advice from a few minutes earlier came back to him. He was fairly sure where that enemy of his enemy lay in terms of friendship, but at this moment he felt very lonely, very stupid, and very much in need of someone who would take away some of the ache he felt in his body and his mind, or at least help him forget them for a while.


      He dropped the cucumber into the empty tankard, walked through the open door onto the street outside, checked a moment to see if he was being watched or followed, and walked away, northwards, back towards The Black Goat.


      * * *


      She was waiting for him in the back bar, alone at a table, a jug of wine and two cups in front of her. The place was half-full but dark, lit by candles, and the others were obscured by the gloom and low conversation. Karl found himself reminded of the atmosphere in the abandoned temple of Manaan, and wondered how many of the people in the room had been at that meeting too. He glimpsed one Reikland dress uniform and carefully kept his back to the wearer as he moved across the room towards her. She smiled as he drew near.


      ‘You came,’ she said. ‘How was your business?’


      ‘Dirty and dishonourable,’ he said, ‘but done.’


      ‘Profitable?’ she asked. ‘They say profits are without honour.’


      ‘Informative.’


      ‘But it’s concluded for tonight?’ she said and her eyes glinted, full of hope.


      ‘For tonight,’ he said. ‘Now we should eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow is our diet of worms.’


      She laughed and lifted the bottle to pour. He put a finger on its lip and pushed it back upright. ‘Not here,’ he said. ‘Somewhere private, where we can talk.’


      Her eyes caught his. They were not Marie’s eyes. Marie’s had been sloe-dark and deep enough to drown in; Emilie’s were bright and alive with light; Marie’s had been wide while Emilie’s were rounder, long-lashed and heavy-lidded. They were not Marie’s eyes, but he was no longer the man who had loved Marie. Emilie was not Marie, but she would do for tonight.


      They went to her room, she leading up the inn’s narrow staircase and down its long corridors, and he following, carrying the bottle and cups. She would pause and look back and they would exchange long glances, enjoying the slow burn of anticipation. They both knew where the evening would lead, Karl thought, and saw no point in rushing to the destination when the trip still had many pleasures to offer.


      She took a candle from a sconce on the wall and pushed open a door. The room inside was warm and dark, the embers of a fire glowing in the grate. He put down the wine on a side-table just inside the door. The bed was a four-poster, the bolsters and mattress embroidered and rich, a mirror glinting on a dresser on the other side of the room. Then she was on him, her arms around him, and he held her and bent to meet her frantic kisses. It was meaningless, pointless, fruitless. It was wonderful. It reminded him of being human.


      ‘Show me,’ she whispered. ‘Show me your gift.’


      He tried not to freeze. He had already crossed boundaries to get to this point; what were one or two more? He needed information. He needed to unwind. She was a very beautiful woman. He reached up and unfastened his collar, untying the thongs of the gag and pulling it free. The mouth did not move or burble; it lay still. She gazed at it, dark eyes and red lips wide, then lifted herself on tiptoe and kissed it with hard passion.


      He could feel her lips and tongue caress his mutation, and he wanted to be sick because it felt so good, so sensuous, so organic and so unnatural. He felt the thing’s set of sharp teeth part and her tongue flick inside, darting against the tip of its tongue, feeling it respond of its own volition and instinct, pressing back against her mouth, its movements growing more urgent. Emilie moaned, deep in her throat. This vile perversion was not what he wanted. Revulsion overcame him and he pushed her away from him. She fell onto the bed and stared up at him, wiping her mouth. She did not look displeased.


      ‘Easy there,’ she said.


      ‘My thoughts too. We have all night. Why hurry?’ He crossed to the table with the wine and filled the cups. ‘I want to get to know you,’ he said.


      ‘And I want to know you,’ she said. ‘What else has Tzeentch given to you? Tell me. Or show me.’ There was a coquettish note to her voice. ‘I want to see. I want to taste.’


      ‘I have surprises,’ passing her a cup of wine, ‘but a conjuror saves his best tricks for last.’


      Her eyes glittered. ‘Oh good,’ she said and drank deeply.


      ‘So tell me,’ he said. ‘You came from Middenheim, but not with Herr Doktor Kunstler?’


      She nodded. ‘Not from Middenheim. The city’s still too dangerous for him to go back even ten years on. He lives outside Jagerhausen these days. I’ve been working with him for the last year, making preparations for this.’


      A year? Huss’ mission to find the reborn Sigmar was less than four months old. How had the cults of Chaos known about the rebirth of the god for so long? But asking the question would expose his ignorance, and there were more important things he needed to learn. He sat in a chair in the shadows on the far side of the room and looked at the girl on the bed. She moved a hand over her cleavage suggestively.


      ‘So you’re here to advise him?’ he asked.


      ‘Too many questions,’ she said.


      ‘We could trade answers.’


      She sighed. ‘Are you afraid I’m an infiltrator for the Slaaneshi or one of the other cults? We can talk when we’re too tired to do anything else.’


      ‘For every answer I will show you a gift,’ he said slowly. It was all he could think of, short of tying her up and beating information out of her, but he did not want to burn his cover yet, and there were too many unknowns: she might have magic, and there were almost certainly other cultists in the inn. They had all night, and she was a very attractive woman.


      ‘Then I am not Kunstler’s advisor,’ she said. ‘I’m not going to be in Altdorf for long. My place is with the crusade.’


      ‘The crusade? Huss’ crusade?’


      She leered at him, licking her lips in a movement that was frankly lascivious, and he realised she was part of the group that Kunstler had described in the temple, whose purpose was to twist the mind of the man Huss had proclaimed as Sigmar, bringing him round to the ways of Chaos. He had assumed they would use drugs or sorcerous rituals to do it. Now he understood: they were using a man-trap of a different sort.


      ‘Now show me,’ she said.


      He took off his silvered glasses, and to him the room was as bright as daylight. Her face was filled with awe and delight.


      ‘What can you see with them?’ she said. ‘Wonders? Horrors?’


      ‘I see everything,’ he said, ‘but slowly. When do you leave the city?’


      ‘Tomorrow,’ she said. ‘So you see, there is little time to waste.’


      ‘And Kunstler? He’s staying here?’


      ‘Are you always like this? Don’t you ever relax?’ she asked. ‘Very well: he’s not staying here, but he’s in the city, with his friends at the College of Gold Magic. Now what do I get for that?’


      He unbuttoned his shirt and pointed to the scar on his chest. ‘I was shot here, a mortal wound, and did not die,’ he said.


      She leaned forward. ‘I can’t see it,’ she said. ‘Come here and let me see.’


      Karl stood and crossed the room to stand beside the bed.


      ‘Closer,’ she said, and he sat beside her.


      ‘Closer still,’ she said, and he lay down. She reached out and touched the pucker of skin that marked where the crossbow bolt had hit him, caressing it with a fingertip, as if it was a nipple.


      ‘And the power of Tzeentch saved you?’ she asked.


      ‘What do I get for my answer?’ he asked.


      She said nothing, but ran her finger up the lacing of her corset to the ribboned bow at the top, and slowly pulled its end. The knot slipped undone, and she began to unlace.


      I lie here, Karl thought. I tell her a lie: that Tzeentch saved me. It is easy enough, and what she wants to hear. He watched her nimble fingers, remembering the temple in Grünburg, remembering the prayers of his father that had healed his wound. To lie about such a thing, denying a holy truth, struck as deep at his soul as the bolt had at his heart.


      He lay back, thinking of his father, of Rhinehart’s sudden entrance, of the way he had regained his strength, thrown the knife and leaped across the room, of what had followed. Of his father’s face, witnessing his son’s brutality. And suddenly, with a sensation like a punch in the stomach, he remembered what he had spoken in his thoughts. The action of a moment, a desperate man’s willingness to do anything to protect his father. Almost a prayer. Too close to a prayer.


      All the gods. All the powers. That was what he had called on, back there in the vestry of his father’s temple. Everything in me, help me. Help me save my father.


      Emilie had paused, her fingers still, the laces lying in long twists on the counterpane, the sides of her corset held closed by two remaining loops and its own weight against the pale skin of her curvaceous breasts beneath. She looked up at him, and in her eyes he saw the reflection of his curse glowing back at him like a predator, a great cat, a vile beast that does not know its own nature.


      ‘Yes, the power of Tzeentch saved me,’ he said.


      She smiled. The laces slipped through the last eyelets, the corset fell away, and she stretched out her arms around him and led him to her gifts.


      The room was still. They lay together, enjoying the pleasure of touch. How long had it been since he had been this close to another person, Karl wondered. There had been the beastman that had almost crushed him to death. Before that it had been months, maybe even years. No. Luthor Huss had held him, had carried him into Grünburg in his arms. But even that lacked the simplicity and pure pleasure of this moment.


      He could not relax. His thoughts would not let him.


      Was Chaos his master? Must he finally acknowledge that? Had he come so far, fighting off the mutation-inspired rages and fits, now to find the truth about himself in the arms of a woman? This, he thought, was not the time or the place for revelations or personal journeys of self-discovery. He would think about it later. For now, all that was important was Emilie.


      It occurred to him that all she had needed to do to make him accept that he was a pawn of Chaos was to smile and unfasten her garments. Him, who had fought Chaos in his own mind for almost two years. Faced with that kind of persuasive power, Sigmar didn’t stand a chance.


      Something occurred to him. He leaned over Emilie’s body to retrieve a cup of wine from the nightstand, and took a swig.


      ‘Emilie?’ he said. ‘A question.’


      ‘Another?’ she asked. ‘You think too much. What is it?’


      ‘Was Herr Scharlach at the meeting last night?’


      ‘Who?’ She shifted her body under him.


      ‘Herr Scharlach. From Nuln.’


      ‘That’s what I thought you said.’ She stretched, reaching her arms around him, holding him tightly to her. No, only one arm was holding him. The other one had a knife at his throat. Her eyes were wild with anger, with the fury of a woman who realises she has been fooled. Too late he remembered that the Cloaked Brothers had told him Herr Scharlach did not exist.


      ‘Who are you?’ she hissed.


      ‘Ask Herr Heilemann,’ Karl said.


      ‘I’m asking the questions this time, arsehole,’ she said, and dug the knife in. ‘Who are you?’


      ‘Karl Hoche.’


      ‘What are you doing here?’


      He punched her in the side of the head. The knife skidded across his throat in a shallow cut. He clutched at it with one hand to staunch the blood, using the other to push her away as he rolled sideways, off the bed, falling to the floor in a squat. She launched herself after him but he was out of her range, springing to his feet. No weapon to hand.


      He glanced at Emilie as she crouched, poised to jump on the mattress of the bed where they had been lying a few seconds ago, and then he kicked hard at the nearest post supporting the bed’s heavy fabric canopy. Cheap pine splintered, the post broke and the top of the bed collapsed on her in a whomp of fabric and a cloud of dust. Karl threw himself on top of it, holding it down. She was not struggling underneath. After several moments he got up, brushing dust and plaster off himself. She still wasn’t moving.


      He shifted the wooden frame off her. It had knocked her out and she would have terrible bruises for the next few day, but apart from that he guessed none of the damage would be permanent. Muttering a grateful thanks to the builders who had made these old inns with such thick sound-deadening walls, he used her clothes and strips of sheets to tie her up and gag her, strapping her wrists to the remaining poles of the four-poster bed. He watched her as he dressed, but she did not come round. Then he made a cursory search of the room but found only a few clothes.


      Part of him wanted to kill her. She was an agent of Chaos and she had seduced him, proved that she was stronger than he was. He had sworn to destroy all such things. But he did not kill her.


      Part of him wanted to let her go. Intimacy, feelings, the comfort of being with someone who did not recoil with revulsion at his touch, these were rare things for him now. He did not know if he would ever feel them again. But he did not let her go. She was more useful alive than dead. She could be of help. If he could work out how.


      His situation felt more desperate than it had in months. He was in great danger, at the heart of the capital, surrounded by Chaos cultists who knew his identity and wanted him dead, warrants for his arrest posted all over the city, playing cat-and-mouse games with witch hunters… His companion had been arrested a few hours ago and his first reaction had been to fall into bed with one of his enemies. He must be mad.


      And he was endangering others too. Oswald was as good as dead. Huss and Sigmar were in peril, about to be assailed by the Purple Hand – and, if he guessed right, the forces of other cults as well, all trying to divert the flow of events in their favour, to shape the stream of history. His father – he could only guess as to his fate.


      He could not do it all himself. He needed allies and friends. Or if not friends then at least enemies of his enemies.


      At least now he knew where he stood and had some pieces of the puzzle he could barter with others. The ritual he had witnessed this evening, plus the information he had learned from her, Hen Doktor Kunstler and Dagobert of the Cloaked Brothers, the true identity of Herr Stahl: this was all information he could barter and trade, or use himself. He glanced down at the unconscious woman tied to the bed. And Emilie as well. She had a role in all this, but he did not know what.


      For that matter, he did not know what his own role in this was to be.


      He could not stay here. He would leave her here and find somewhere else to spend the night. He did not need to sleep, but he needed to think, to work through the next few days, to listen to drunken gossip and remind himself that he preferred the company of ordinary men, even if they would turn him over to the watch or the witch hunters if they knew who he was. He needed their presence, that edge of danger, to keep his mind sharp and focused. He had plans to make, and letters to write.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER ELEVEN


      Contact


      Brother Karin,


      For the last year I have done your job for you, hunting down the enemies of the Empire and bringing Sigmar’s swift justice to them. You, it seems, have done little but pursue your vendetta against me. That was stupid. Understandable, given your hatred for me and your allegiance to Khorne, but stupid.


      I have warned you about the forces of Chaos. I have warned you of the gathering clouds and the linking of things that should not be joined. I have warned you of the Convocation of Darkness. You have done nothing. That was particularly stupid.


      I learn that the supporters of Khorne have withdrawn from the Convocation. I do not know if you had any part of that decision, but it was the wrong choice. You would have learned that your enemies in the cults of Tzeentch are planning something bigger than the Empire-ending battle you and your foul god foresee. They are the schemers, the designers and the architects, and if you do not act now then you will let them win.


      I, a lone crusader, have stood against you for a year and I am still here to taunt you. What chance do you have against the Cult of the Purple Hand, whose members have infiltrated the Order of Sigmar even more successfully than you?


      I do not expect you to heed my words, or to change the course of your misbegotten manhunt against me. But when your doom comes, at least you will know who is behind it, and that you were warned. I pray that there are men among the witch hunters with more sense and foresight than to stand idle against this threat.


      Karl Hoche


      Brother Karin reread the letter, then carefully refolded it. ‘A trick,’ she said. ‘Another contemptible diversion, trying to conceal his own villainy and schemes through misdirection. A classic conjuror’s trick, like those of the fellow we arrested last night. The letter was delivered by hand?’


      ‘Shortly after three bells,’ Holger said. While she had read through the letter in silence he had stood on the other side of the library table, looking down at her and trying unsuccessfully to read upside-down what had been written in it. She had summoned him early and he had not yet broken his fast, or even had a cup of water.


      ‘He means us to think he is still in the city,’ she said, ‘and so he has left. Probably to rejoin his heretic friends in Huss’ crusade.’ She gave a short, barking laugh. ‘They call it Sigmar’s Crusade, you know. The peasants and the street-folk.’


      ‘A few priests too.’


      ‘Idiots,’ she said. ‘Gullible fools. That village yokel Valten is no more Sigmar than I am.’


      Holger coughed. He had heard Brother Karin discourse on this subject before. It never took less than ten minutes, and he was hungry. ‘So, brother,’ he said, ‘what should we do? Send the Templars back out to have him arrested?’


      ‘No,’ she said. ‘The Grand Theogonist won’t stand for another failure, and you know we can’t touch the crusade now. With Hoche gone we couldn’t arrest Huss because we had no evidence he knew his true identity. Now they’re so close to the capital, the Emperor would disapprove of sending troops to massacre holy men at Altdorf’s doorstep, particularly now with the need to form alliances and appear reasonable. Besides, the Grand Theogonist has no stomach for blood. He’s weak. A man of compromise. Pathetic.’


      ‘What then? A hit squad? I know some men, adept with bows and knives…’


      Brother Karin spat eloquently. ‘We do not do that,’ she said. ‘We leave sneaking and the subterfuge to our enemies. Those are not our ways, and never will be.’ She placed her chin on her hand, in thought. It was a strangely masculine gesture. ‘No word from the magician?’ she asked.


      ‘Not yet.’


      ‘I suppose not. The first day of questioning is always slow, particularly with wizards. Go now. I have a meeting with the Lord Protector and the delegation from Talabheim, trying to raise a regiment from our numbers.’ She sighed. ‘Yet more of the repercussions of that bloody Convocation.’


      Holger nodded a bow and left the room, striding down the corridor and the wide stone staircase at the end of it. She had not asked to destroy the letter, but surely that was just an oversight. She seemed distracted a lot of the time now. She had never shared any of the letters’ contents with him, which seemed strange since he was supposed to be coordinating the search for Karl Hoche.


      He thought, not for the first time, that she was taking this whole business far too personally. That was not the witch hunters’ way. It was important to remain detached, uninvolved, impersonal. Many men broke down the first time they had to extract answers from an old woman, or burn a six-year-old, or arrest a relative or a friend. You learned quickly that personal feelings were a bad thing for a member of the Order of Sigmar. Personal feelings of any kind.


      He turned left at the bottom of the stairs, heading towards the refectory, then paused and headed back across the hallway to the porter’s desk. Perhaps there was word from Theo or Erwin, some update about Hoche or the crusade. He needed something to go on, or today would be another day of kicking his heels. Oswald Maurer was in the hands of the inquisitors now, and all he could do was wait to see if the man gave up any answers before he died, went mad or lost the ability to communicate.


      Old Max, the porter, saw him coming and raised a hand in salute. Holger quickened his pace towards the man’s table.


      ‘A letter for me, Max?’


      ‘Aye, sir. Brought by a boy in a cleft stick.’ Max held out a folded piece of parchment, held dosed with a blob of pale wax. Holger took it.


      ‘A boy? What boy?’ There was no mark in the wax. He tested it with his thumb and it gave slightly: candle-tallow, not sealing wax.


      ‘I don’t know him, sir. I know many of the messenger-hoys from the inns, but in a city this size…’ Max raised a hand, palm up, in a gesture of hopelessness.


      Holger looked at the firm handwriting that formed his name on the front of the message, then turned it over, broke the seal and unfolded the sheet of cheap parchment.


      Brother Anders,


      In room 29 of The Black Goat Inn on the Königplatz, you will find a woman gagged and hound. Treat her with care. Her name is Emilie Trautmann. She is a member of the Purple Hand cult of Tzeentch worshippers, and has been working with Hen Doktor Kunstler, who under another name caused a fuss in Middenheim some ten years ago. With the right persuasion she will tell you why she and her comrades are in Altdorf, and the devilry they are plotting.


      In the old temple of Manaan off Kantsweg you will find evidence of a Tzeentchian rite performed last night, by Kunstler and others. At least one member of your order was present. If you have contacts in the Cloaked Brothers, they will verify this.


      I do not tell you this to earn your trust or to seek your favour, forgiveness or understanding. It is because you are better placed and equipped to deal with this threat than I am.


      There was no signature.


      Holger stared around the hallway, recognising two junior brothers of the order. ‘Siegfried! Amadeus! Come with me, now!’ He ran from the chapter-house into the cathedral square, heading north towards the Königplatz. Breakfast would wait.


      The rain dripped from the brim of his hat as Holger stared across the gloomy square at the temple of Manaan. Its doors were dosed and the heavy iron chains that secured them were still rusted in place. Anything of value had been stripped away years ago. Only the city’s drunks, lovers and vagrants came here now, and even they had stopped trying to get through the doors, preferring the steps and porch for their secretive activities. Yet something felt wrong.


      The inn room had been a wreck. There had been a woman staying there, and clearly there had been a fight. Blood had been spilled. Someone had been tied up, and their bonds had been cut with a knife. According to Frau Kolner who owned The Black Goat, the girl, and two companions had left early that morning. She had been wearing a veil and limping. One bird had flown. So far he did not know whether the writer of the mysterious letter was telling the truth, spreading gossip against his enemies, or just another crank.


      He moved closer, towards the steps. On the greyed stone he could see a scratch, the kind a boot-nail would leave. It meant nothing. The ground to either side of the steps was littered with the smashed remains of cheap earthenware bottles. Any drunk could have made this mark. Any drunk with a nail and an idle hand. Or wearing a good pair of shoes.


      He climbed the steps and studied the doors. The heavy chain was crusted with years of rust, seemingly one circle of links, presumably sealed by a blacksmith when the temple was closed. The doors opened inward, assuming their hinges had not rusted shut completely. The old priests had certainly built the temple in the right place: the only wetter spot in Altdorf was in the Reik itself.


      He touched the chain with his gloved hand and it moved a little. That was odd: the links looked like they were rusted together, and should not move like that. He grabbed hold of them, pulling them tight, inspecting them closely. Rust flaked off the metal. No, not rust: a dark red clay that dissolved into the rainwater on his gloves. Underneath the metal was still rusted, but glints of fresh wear showed through in places.


      In a few seconds he had located the false link. Not broken, as he had guessed, but ingeniously crafted to spring open when twisted the right way. He pulled the chain free of the black iron handles, dropped it to the ground and stepped inside.


      The interior was dark, smelling of dust, woodworm, rot and long-dead pigeons. His eyes swept the cavernous room, ignoring what was ordinary, seeking out the unusual, as he had been trained. There were no footprints in the dust on the floor, because there was no dust, though it lay thick on the pews and benches. It had been swept clean, presumably to hide footprints, and possibly more. There was a faint, lingering trace of lamp-oil in the air. Across the stone tiles, at the far end of the aisle, was a spray of dark liquid. He knelt beside it. Blood, and recent.


      Something under a nearby pew caught his eye. The dust had been swept away here too, and a symbol drawn onto the floor. For something in chalk, it was intricate and detailed: a variant of a Tzeentchian symbol that he recognised: he had last seen it carved into a nun’s forehead in the carnage of Priestlicheim. If it was here, there should be others. He looked around. Yes, a second hidden under another bench. And a third. In five minutes he had uncovered twelve in all, in a circle around the point where the bloodstain had fallen.


      So the letter had told at least part of the truth. A group of people had met here, had done something involving blood, and had taken pains to conceal their entrance and exit. At least one of them had been a Tzeentchian. But that was not enough. What mattered was not that they had been there, but who they had been, why they had met, and where they could be found.


      He would put Siegfried and Amadeus on duty, questioning the local inhabitants about who they had seen the night before. It seemed unlikely that it would do any good, but it would get them off his hands for a while.


      He wondered who had written the letter, and why it had been sent to him in particular. He was not well known among the Order of Sigmar, and since the bad business in Priestlicheim he had been stuck in Altdorf on the Karl Hoche investigation.


      He needed more information.


      He turned to leave, and found it.


      A piece of parchment was fixed to the inside of the temple’s door, folded and unsealed. His name was not on it, but he knew it was for him. He took it down and recognised the handwriting.


      Brother Anders,


      Thank you for trusting me this far. For that trust, I give you the body of the man who told the cultists at Priestlicheim that they were discovered and you were on your way to arrest them. He was not present at the massacre, but his hands are drenched in its blood.


      You will find him in your own chapter-house, in Brother Heilemann’s room. His identity will open more questions than it closes. Do not ask your colleagues, or you mil never learn the answers: truth and loyalty have many enemies within the Order of Sigmar.


      Again, there was no signature. Holger stuffed the note into his pocket and sprinted out of the temple, down the alley and east towards the chapter-house, through the thin cloying rain.


      A few hours earlier, as the sound of four bells had echoed from the great tower of the cathedral outside, a lone figure had walked down the empty Hauptstrasse and up the worn stone steps to the double-doors of the chapter-house of the Order of Sigmar, and had rapped gloved knuckles against them. As he waited for an answer he adjusted his tall hat, pulling it round so the silver buckle stood at the front like a badge of office or a shield. If anyone had been watching they would have said he looked nervous or ill at ease, but there was nobody to see him.


      After a minute the door opened a crack, and then further as the night-porter recognised the uniform of the man outside. ‘Good morrow, brother,’ he said. ‘How can I help you at this late hour?’


      ‘Good morrow,’ the man on the step said. ‘I am just come from Nuln, with an urgent letter for Brother Heilemann. Can you tell me where he lodges, or where he is to be found?’


      ‘Why brother, he lodges here,’ the porter replied. ‘Give me your letter and I will pass it to him.’ The door swung open and light of the double moons shone through, illuminating the stark hallway inside and the porter who stood in the doorway. He too wore the tunic and black leggings of a witch hunter, though one side of his trousers hung loose and terminated in a blunt wooden stump. On his breast, medals and ribbons glinted in the cold light: half of them pilgrims’ badges, the rest medals.


      The man on the step paused. ‘Here?’ he said, and then, ‘I cannot give it to you. It must be delivered only by my hand and I must see him read it.’


      The porter’s brow furrowed. ‘Brother, I can do those things for you.’


      ‘I assure you, brother, that it is my wish to discharge my duty, be free of this burden and find rest, as soon as possible,’ the traveller said. ‘But this is a matter of honour, and loyalty.’


      ‘I understand.’ The porter shuffled to one side, making room for the other man to pass by. ‘His chamber is on the fourth floor, in the east wing, on the left, marked by his name. Though I tell you he will not be pleased to be woken. His tongue is sharp and his accusations and imprecations will rouse the brothers around you.’


      ‘It won’t be the first time. Thank you, brother.’


      The man stepped inside and the door swung closed behind him. The hallway was illuminated by tall candles on iron stands, the light flickering and faint. At the far end a wide staircase stretched upwards, curving away. He walked towards it, aware of how his worn boots made the tiled floor echo, and hearing the mistimed rhythm of the old porter’s steps returning to his desk.


      He took the stairs slowly, trying to be as quiet as possible. It felt like he was climbing a mountain. What if he met someone, or was challenged? But there was nobody else awake, or if there was then he did not meet them.


      The fourth floor began with a wide landing and three corridors stretching off it. He paused for a moment to get his bearings, then took the candle that stood on the table at the head of the stairs and chose the corridor to the left, raising the light to study the names painted in blackletter on each door as he passed them. Some doors, he noted, were more ornate than others, and some were clearly more solid.


      The corridor was long and branched twice, but he found the room. The door was dark with age and one of the panels was cracked where a knot in the wood had warped as it dried over the decades. He studied it for a long moment, then leaned forward and peered through the oval where the knot had once been. He could see nothing. A curtain, he guessed, or a robe hung on the back of the door.


      He put down the candle, drew his dagger and used its pommel to give three solid taps to the wood. After a few seconds he did it again and then concentrated, straining to catch any sound from the other side of the door. He could hear the pulse in his temple, feel his heart beating faster. The corridor was cold, but he could feel prickles of sweat on his back.


      There was a sound of shuffling movement and a voice: ‘What is it at this god-begotten hour?’ He recognised it, but did not reply. Instead he rapped again, three more beats, and kept the dagger raised.


      ‘By Sigmar, if this is some fool’s errand then I’ll see you suffer,’ the voice came again. Bare feet approached the door. Fabric swished and rings rattled on a curtain-rod. Then something moved on the other side of the knot-hole. An eye. He recognised it, and thrust the knife forward, through the knot, with all his strength.


      There was a faint, strangled cry that cut off suddenly, and the sound of a skull hitting a stone floor hard. He pulled the dagger back, and three inches of the blade were bloody. Straight through the eye and into the brain, he thought. Bull’s eye. If he had been given time to think he might have planned something more elegant, but at the crucial moment the fastest and most effective answer had been to cut through the knot. He felt Occam would have approved.


      He picked up the candle and made his way back to the stairs. Going down seemed to take longer than going up, the sound of his footfalls more resonant in the wide stairwell, the atmosphere closer and more oppressive. At the bottom, the hallway stretched into darkness. He headed towards the doors at the far end.


      ‘Sleeping the sleep of the dead?’ The voice startled him and he jumped, whirling, groping for his dagger.


      ‘Sleeping hard, was he?’ The porter shuffled forward. The assassin fumbled his knife back into its sheath.


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Not pleased to see you, I’ll be bound.’


      ‘No, I don’t think he was. Best not to wake him in the morning, I think.’ He forced himself to relax, pushing his shoulders back. ‘One more thing: I have a letter for Sister Karin.’


      The porter coughed. ‘Brother Karin, you mean.’


      ‘Brother Karin, of course.’ He pulled it out of his pocket. ‘This one will wait till morning.’


      ‘I will give it to her myself. With my own hand, brother.’ The porter smiled. It was lop-sided; there was something wrong with the muscles of his face, and as he opened the door to let the assassin out, moonlight shaded the thin groove of an old scar that ran from his temple to his chin. ‘And I will see you tomorrow?’


      ‘You may. Though I fear it will be a busy day for us both. Goodnight, brother.’ He turned and walked away, hearing the other man’s goodnight and the closing of the door behind him.


      It wasn’t until the chapter-house was hundreds of yards behind him, lost to view amidst the Altdorf skyline, that he finally felt able to relax. Herr Heilemann – Herr Stahl – was dead. The Purple Hand would be thrown into confusion, or at least their plans put back a step. The Empire might still teeter on the edge of disaster, but it was a quarter-inch closer to safety now. More importantly, he felt cleansed. He would never know if Heilemann had set the witch hunters on him in Nuln, but it was certain that the man had sent an assassin after him in Grissenwald. Revenge was a black emotion, a petty personal one that put him one step closer to the dark urges of the Chaos followers he despised. He should try to resist such urges for as long as he could. But tonight it felt very good indeed.


      The corpse lay on the wooden floor. It appeared to have fallen straight backwards from the door. A lot of blood had pumped from the single wound, running into the gaps between the thick planks, like red grain patterns. A bolted door, and on the other side a corpse stabbed straight through the eye. It was like a mystery-story from one of the penny chapbooks peddled on the city streets.


      ‘Damn,’ Holger said. ‘Damn and damnation.’


      ‘Sorcery!’ said Brother Amadeus, who had had a fireball shot at him on his first case six months previously, and was still jumpy about it. ‘A daemon summoned to appear within the room, a serpent with a daggered tongue sent down the chimney–’


      ‘Don’t be an ass,’ Holger said. ‘He was stabbed through the door. You can see the stain where his blood hit the woodwork, and the scratches of the knife through the knot.’


      ‘He was ensorcelled against his will to press his head against the door, so that his vile murderer–’


      ‘He was looking to see who was outside.’ Holger sighed. He had been saddled with Brother Amadeus to help with his investigations in the Hoche case. Amadeus had not been much help, and much of Holger’s energy was taken up in giving the man errands and diversions to keep him out of his hair. ‘Brother, the Lord Provost must be informed that his secretary is dead. Take word to him. Tell nobody else.’ That would be good for twenty minutes of peace, at least.


      Amadeus disappeared. Holger squared his shoulders, turned away from the body and left the room, closing the door behind him. He headed for the stairs.


      A murder inside the chapter-house was bad enough, but if what the mysterious note had said was true, that this was the man who had deliberately tipped off the Tzeentch-worshippers in Priestlicheim, causing them to butcher the inmates of the nunnery and flee, then that made things impossibly worse.


      Brother Heilemann was a relative newcomer to the halls of the chapter-house and the order: he had been brought in as part of the new administrative team after the new Grand Theogonist Johann Esmer had appointed his own officers to the head of the order. He was not formally a member of the Order of Sigmar, but in his few months as the secretary and right-hand man of Lord Lang, the Lord Provost of the Order of Sigmar, he had impressed the witch hunters who had grown to know him. Holger had heard tavern stories of how his insights and advice had brought breakthroughs and arrests in a number of long-running open cases – something badly needed since the demise of the Untersuchung.


      Assuming that the accusation was true – and Holger noted grimly that the word of an unnamed stranger, an empty inn room and a temple with a few occult symbols chalked on the floor was hardly evidence – then why had Brother Heilemann done it? Politics was one possibility: there were conflicts between the Order of Sigmar and members of the Grand Theogonist’s court, and even between the factions within the order itself, the supporters of Lord Bethe, the new Lord Protector who had replaced the late Lord Gamow, as well as the Lord Provost and the Lord Supplicator, against the hardliners and old-timers who still followed the ways of Volkmar. But the matter of the massacre at Priesdicheim was not one on which the factions within the order were divided, its failure had brought shame on the entire order, and Holger was not a visible or vocal member of either side.


      That left two options. Either he had been on the side of a third party, one that wanted to see the order disgraced, the nunnery destroyed and the cultists get away. Or he was on the side of the cultists, or had important friends who were, or was one of them himself.


      Unthinkable.


      Holger reached the bottom of the stairs and strode down the hallway to the porter’s desk. Old Max was sitting there, his eyes dark and heavy with sleeplessness. The midnight to noon shift on the front desk was usually regarded as punishment. Max took pride in it.


      ‘Brother Anders,’ he said. ‘There’s a message–’


      Holger cut him off. ‘Did Brother Heilemann have any visitors last night?’


      ‘Visitors? Yes, a messenger from Nuln, around three bells. I made a note of it.’ The man opened the daybook on the table, leafing through pages of hand-written entries.


      ‘What kind of visitor?’


      ‘A witch hunter. I didn’t take his name. He said he had urgent news.’ Max looked up, realising that this was not a routine enquiry. ‘I do hope Brother Heilemann isn’t angry,’ he said.


      ‘No,’ said Holger. ‘He’s not angry. Describe the witch hunter.’


      ‘Tall,’ Max said, ‘and dark, and in a hurry. A broken nose. Strange hair. Carried a pack. His clothes looked shabby, but then he’d just ridden from Nuln. He had another letter, but he left that one with me.’


      ‘He did? Who was it for?’ Holger demanded.


      ‘For Brother Karin. She took it when she went into the chapel for Matins this morning.’


      Holger stared at him hard. ‘Brother Karin?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Did she have any other messages this morning?’


      ‘Just that one.’


      Holger’s gaze did not move from Max’s old, scarred face, but his mind was suddenly somewhere else, somewhere very focused and intense, and cold. He had watched Brother Karin read that message, and he knew who the mysterious letter-writer and the murderer of Brother Heilemann was.


      Max was holding out another piece of parchment to him.


      ‘What’s this?’


      ‘The other message.’ Max looked faintly exasperated. ‘The one I told you of. Came while you were out.’


      ‘Where from?’


      Max shrugged. ‘Another boy, another stick.’


      Holger took the parchment and cracked the thin wax seal. The handwriting was familiar by now.


      If you want to know more then come to Corum’s Fields, by the Templar Oak. Come alone. Arrest me now and you will never know the truth.


      He read it over and over, and each time more questions flooded through his brain, each demanding an answer. And there was the death of Brother Heilemann to be investigated too – questions would be asked and answers would need to be found. He was aware that Max was looking at him strangely. Standing here, in the hallway of the Altdorf chapter-house, these surroundings that had become his home and that embodied and exemplified all he knew and all he aspired to be, he felt the foundations of his world shift a little.


      ‘Still carrying the troubles of the Empire on your shoulders, Anders?’ The voice startled him out of his thoughts and he turned. Erwin Rhinehart was standing behind him, smiling.


      ‘Erwin! When did you arrive?’ The two men embraced like brothers.


      ‘Late last night, and we slept late too.’


      ‘We?’


      ‘Theo and I travelled together. We scoured the countryside after we lost Hoche at Rottfurt but there was no sign of him. Then we followed the crusade north.’


      ‘How close are they?’


      ‘We left them at Weissbruck. They’ll be at the city gates in a day or so.’ Rhinehart scratched the back of his head absentmindedly. ‘Theo’s breakfasting, if you want to see him.’


      ‘How is he?’


      ‘He’s well. A bit funny. You know how zealously he respects the Protector, the Provost and the Esmerite policies they follow, but at the same time he grows more fanatical and more hard-line. He almost had an old woman up against a stake two days ago for saying this weather would break by the end of the week – claimed it was prophecy, and prophecy was witchcraft. And he won’t stop talking about how he almost had Hoche in Nuln. Like it was a personal injury, a personal insult, as if Hoche damaged him somehow. But that’s nothing compared to…’


      Holger nodded. ‘You ran into Hoche in Grünburg, didn’t you? How did that go?’


      ‘That’s… a story for another time. Over a pint.’ Rhine-hart ducked slightly as if embarrassed. ‘Any new reports of Hoche?’


      It was Holger’s turn to feel self-conscious. ‘He’s been here,’ he said slowly, thinking how best to lay his words. ‘We arrested his companion, a wizard called Oswald Maurer, last night but there was no sign of Hoche himself. Brother Karin had another letter this morning.’


      ‘What did it say?’


      ‘She never says. But she did say that he claimed to be in Altdorf, and she took that as an indication he wasn’t.’ Holger thought about mentioning it had been delivered by hand, but decided that some things were better kept to himself. Other things, however… ‘Erwin, I need your help,’ he said. ‘You and Theo. Did you know Brother Heilemann at all?’


      ‘Lord Bethe’s secretary, from Nuln? I knew him to nod at him.’ Erwin pursed his lips. ‘I take it your use of the past tense is significant.’


      Holger took his friend by the shoulder and led him away from the porter’s desk, to a quiet corner. ‘Dead. Murdered last night in his room, stabbed through the door.’


      It wasn’t easy to startle a witch hunter but Erwin’s eyes were wide. ‘What? Here? Who was it? One of our own?’


      ‘I don’t think so.’


      ‘Who then? Hoche?’


      Holger paused. ‘Possibly.’


      ‘Audacious! The man has no fear. Do you know, when I was following the crusade he rode out to meet me, disguised as a witch hunter? I took him for a Cloaked Brother at first. He just asked questions. Quite unlike the mad hawk Brother Karin paints him to be. Though when I met him the second time…’ His voice tailed off again.


      Holger nodded. He wanted to hear more of Rhine-hart’s meeting with Hoche in Grünburg. His brother officer’s written report had been brief and to the point, but there had been a tension in his sentences that had hinted at painful things unsaid. But this was not the time for that.


      ‘The death’s not been reported yet,’ he said. ‘I was tipped off, and found the corpse a few minutes ago. I have to go out. Can you and Theo take it from here? I can give you two assistants to help.’


      Erwin looked sceptical. ‘You have to go out, for something more important than the murder of the Lord Provost’s secretary?’


      Holger gave him a look. ‘The man who told me about the murder. I need to see him. Something big is brewing, Erwin, something big and dangerous. I’ll explain later, in The Fist and Glove. The first round’s mine. And you can tell me about Grünburg.’


      Erwin opened his mouth to speak. Holger said, ‘Thanks, friend,’ put a hand on his wrist for a second and then turned, striding away down the hall, pulling on his gloves.


      Three letters from Karl Hoche and already he was lying to his brother witch hunters. He hoped he was doing the right thing. His gut told him that he was but then his gut had not had any breakfast yet.


      Altdorf is not a city noted for its parks or open spaces. When it became the capital of the Empire upon the crowning of Wilhelm II eighty years ago its high walls were already in place, and nobody saw the need to knock them down to make more room. Land became valuable and crowded. If the inhabitants wanted green spaces, the smell of flowers and an escape from the city’s bustle into the tranquility of nature they either had to be rich enough to afford a garden, brave enough to walk outside the city walls, beyond the shanty-towns of rough-built houses that had grown up outside, or desperate enough to head for Corum’s Fields.


      South of the river, west of the docks, sandwiched between the Altbrug and the westernmost edges of the docks district, with the Circle Theatre at its eastern end, Corum’s Fields sat, a dark brown-green splodge of patchy grass and muddy earth, beaten flat by the feet of a hundred thousand citizens in a hurry to get from one side to another but rarely stopping. A few scrubby trees, pollarded and with their lower limbs broken off by climbing apprentices and vagrants after firewood or dubs, dotted the space. Twice a year fairs were held here, occasional travelling players or performers would pitch their stand here, and once a month the Reiksguard used the space to practise its offensive and defensive manoeuvres. Apart from that, it had no purpose. Nobody owned it so nobody could buy it to build on it, and nobody had built on it because nobody liked it.


      Templar’s Oak stood at the crossroads of the two most used footpaths. Legend, for the few who cared, said that traitors had been hung from its branches at the start of the Age of Three Emperors, a thousand years ago. Now it was a battered old thing, barely thirty feet high, its trunk split and rotting from within. On one side a canker had formed in the wood, a rounded bulge four feet across that made the tree look pregnant and weary. In the drizzle its old bark was as grey and worn as weathered stone.


      Holger approached it cautiously. It didn’t feel like a trap, but he was aware how out of place, how noteworthy a witch hunter was in this place. Hoche had clearly chosen it because it would be easy to tell if he had come alone: anyone loitering on the field would be easily spotted.


      The only people who normally dallied in the park were drunkards, itinerants and beggars. In the thin rain they were dark blobs huddled under the trees, cloaks drawn around them, occasionally moving to swig at a wineskin or try to find a more comfortable position on the wet ground.


      There was only one cloak-covered lump under Templars’ Oak. Holger studied it from a distance. It did not appear to be studying him back. Was this the man who he had been hunting since the start of the year, who had betrayed his regiment and his friends, condemned three thousand soldiers of the Empire to death and killed Lord Gamow, the Lord Protector of the Order of Sig-mar? It looked like a damp tramp.


      He walked forward, drew his sword and lifted the cloak off with its tip. A grizzled figure leered up at him, surprised, drunk and belligerent. It was a tramp. He let the cloak fall, muffling the derelict’s incoherent curses. Perhaps he was too late: perhaps Hoche had already gone. Or perhaps this was a diversion, to get him out of the way while the heretic was elsewhere in the city, doing Sigmar knew what.


      Something caught his eye: a piece of yellow paper stuffed between the ridges of the oak’s bark. He pulled it out and unfolded it. It was the latest handbill, the ones that had gone out on the streets the night before and that had led them to the scruffy room and the wizard, Hoche’s companion. He turned it over. There was nothing written on the back.


      A voice said, ‘Don’t turn around.’ Holger froze. A hand reached from behind him and took his sword from its scabbard. The voice said, ‘You came alone.’ It was a statement, not a question.


      ‘Would you believe my answer?’ Holger said, trying to keep any hint of nerves out of his voice, to stay calm and cool. He recognised the voice. Its pitch had changed, grown rougher, but the intensity in it was the same.


      ‘I would,’ the speaker said. ‘I know about you, Brother Holger. I have heard much of you since we met the year before last, in The Fist and Glove tavern–’


      ‘I remember the evening.’ Holger said. ‘You claimed to be a merchant, bought three pitchers of beer and asked about the Untersuchung. Your voice was different then.’


      ‘Much was different then.’ The man behind him hesitated for a moment. Then: ‘Did you get Emilie?’


      ‘No,’ Holger said. ‘She had gone, and two others with her.’


      ‘But you found the traitor.’


      ‘We found a body. You have not convinced me that he was a follower of Chaos.’


      ‘I have no proof except what I have seen. Do you trust me? Would you believe my words?’


      Holger found himself smiling at the echo of his answer. ‘Your letter said that you were not trying to earn my trust. Tell me your answers and I’ll tell you if I believe them.’


      He turned around. Hoche stood in front of him, holding his sword, and for a moment he was disappointed. So much had been made of Karl Hoche’s reputation, his deeds and his capacity for evil that this man, scarcely an inch taller than himself, dressed in worn and creased clothes, his hair askew under a large ill-shaped hat and his eyes dark and tired, was an anticlimax. Hoche looked much as he had looked that night in The Fist and Glove, though his face was more worn and his nose had been badly broken.


      So Hoche was only human after all, Holger thought for a second, then pulled himself up tight. However normal his appearance, Hoche was far from human. He noted the way the man’s eyes never stopped moving, studying for threats, and the tightness of his fingers on the hilt of the sword.


      ‘Tell me your evidence, Herr Hoche,’ he said.


      ‘Call me Karl,’ the speaker said. ‘My evidence is Brother Heilemann, known to me as Herr Stahl. I met him in Nuln. He had contacted a few former Untersuchung agents – how he had discovered their identities I do not know – asking if they wished to continue the Untersuchung’s work.


      ‘Heilemann, I think, had believed the story told by your former Lord Protector, Lord Gamow, that the Untersuchung was a cover for idolators, heretics and worshippers of the dark gods. He was trying to recruit skilled operators for his cult, the Purple Hand.’


      Holger lifted a hand to scratch his nose. It itched. ‘We know the Purple Hand. Not as much a thorn in our sides as a dagger at our throats. But Brother Heilemann–’


      Hoche dismissed the words with a left-handed gesture. ‘I don’t know how many of us responded to his letters – you did a thorough job, there are few of us left – but I know I wasn’t the first. Another agent had answered his letters before me. Heilemann had taken him under his wing, and then discovered he had made a mistake. So he got rid of him.’


      ‘As a priest,’ Holger said, ‘and a member by proxy of the Order of Sigmar, naturally Brother Heilemann would do such a thing if he discovered someone was a member of a banned organisation like the Untersuchung.’


      ‘A priest or a witch hunter would have the agent arrested and tried,’ Hoche said. ‘It would bring them respect within their order and glory to Sigmar. That wasn’t what happened.’


      ‘What did happen?’


      ‘The agent was shot through the head and his body sunk in a remote pond. Would a high-ranking priest working for the Order of Sigmar do that?’


      ‘Sometimes the end justifies the means,’ Holger said.


      ‘Sometimes,’ Hoche said. ‘Does this sound like one of them?’


      Holger was silent. Arguing here would divert the discussion, and he did not want to do that. But he digested the information.


      Hoche’s stare, fixed on his face, didn’t waver. ‘Someone tipped off the witch hunters about my presence, and I had to flee the city. I followed Stahl – Heilemann – to Grissenwald, where he was staying with the Oldenhaller family. He could have had me arrested. Instead he sent a man who tried to bum me to death in my inn. Not the act of a man of Sigmar, but the act of a man with something to hide, and a fear that someone has discovered it.’


      ‘Is that all?’


      ‘I’ve seen him using cult signs, and of course he was at the ritual last night. Though you only have my word for that.’


      ‘I don’t care about that.’ Holger heard an unintentional anger in his voice. ‘Was Brother Heilemann the man who caused the massacre at Priesdicheim before I and my team could arrive there? Tell me.’


      ‘A senior Tzeentch cultist installed within the Order of Sigmar, privy to its secret missions and the movements of its agents? What do you think?’


      ‘You haven’t answered my question.’


      ‘No. You’re perceptive. A lesser man would have only heard what he wanted to.’ Hoche paused, turning to study the field. Nobody was within thirty yards of them. ‘He was involved.’


      ‘Was he responsible?’


      ‘There were others.’


      ‘You’re sounding like one of the Cloaked Brothers,’ Holger said. ‘What others?’


      ‘This is not the time.’


      Holger had had enough. ‘Yes, it bloody is,’ he said. ‘Tell me what you brought me here to hear, or–’


      ‘Or you’ll arrest me? I have your sword, and I’d put it through my throat before I let you or your brothers take me alive. You can’t threaten me. Tell me what I need to know, help me out, and I’ll give you the information you desire. But this business is more important, and more pressing. Do you understand?’


      Holger said nothing, glaring at Hoche. He felt impotent, unable to act, aware that he was being used. He felt a fierce desire to have this meeting done with and the status quo, of hunter and hunted, returned. But for the moment, he could do nothing. And in the last few months he had read and heard much about Karl Hoche and his reputation, enough to make him question the convictions of Brother Karin and his colleagues, and know that their image of this man as a murderer, cultist and heretic was little more than propaganda. Karl Hoche was a complex man with a complex history, and much of it pitted him against the cults of Chaos, not alongside them.


      Hoche was studying him. ‘Let me ask, do you know the name Herr Scharlach?’ he said.


      ‘Of course. It’s a low-level code-name that the Purple Hand use.’ Holger met Hoche’s stare and returned it. ‘If someone asks to see Herr Scharlach, it means they have been sent by a member of the cult to meet another member, but they themselves are not in the cult and they don’t know what is going on.’


      Hoche’s sudden laughter rattled across the field like a barrage of musket-fire. People in the distance turned to look, and a group of startled crows took to raucous flight.


      ‘What’s so funny?’ Holger asked.


      ‘Nothing,’ Hoche said. ‘Nothing.’


      ‘There’s another name you mentioned,’ Holger said. ‘You said that in Nuln Brother Heilemann called himself Herr Stahl.’


      ‘He did.’


      ‘You’ve not heard of Heinrich Stahl?’


      Hoche shook his head.


      ‘You should have. He was an Untersuchung agent in Nuln. Deep-cover.’


      Hoche started forward an inch, staring at him, saying nothing. Holger smiled with a grim satisfaction: for a second he’d made Hoche think he’d killed one of his own. At last he was winning back some ground against this man who said little, hinted much and revealed only what suited him. It was tempting to leave him in suspense, but Holger’s regard for the whole truth was too strong.


      ‘We tracked him down last summer and burnt him, as part of the purge of your order,’ he said. Hoche was silent, his face puzzled, staring into the distance across the river as he filtered the information. ‘Heilemann would have known that. So if what you say is true, Heilemann was using Stahl’s name to lure in other Untersuchung agents, assuming that none of them would have met the real Stahl, since he worked deep undercover.’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Or alternatively you invented that as something I’d spot, to convince me your story was real.’


      Hoche raised his eyes. ‘Do you believe that?’


      ‘I don’t know if I believe anything you’ve told me.’


      ‘I don’t think that’s true,’ Hoche said. ‘You wouldn’t have come here unaccompanied if you didn’t have at least a little trust in me, if your gut didn’t tell you that this was the right thing to do. You know the situation, the Convocation of Darkness, the threat to the Empire–’


      ‘No?’


      ‘Brother Karin didn’t show you the letters?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘No, of course she wouldn’t.’ Hoche dipped his head for a moment in thought, then lifted it to study the sky. The sun was invisible behind the monotone cloud. ‘Well, she has the information. The forces of Chaos are working together to disrupt the results of the Convocation of Light, and one of their plans is to intercept the man that Luthor Huss has proclaimed to be Sigmar, and either taint or destroy him.’


      Holger felt nonplussed. Huss was a danger, certainly, but his discovery of Sigmar… ‘Why is this important? Nobody believes this man is Sigmar. Brother Karin called him a village yokel. He’s a–’


      ‘If the heads of all the Chaos cults in the Empire think he’s a threat, then he’s a threat,’ Hoche said. ‘You have to acknowledge that.’


      Holger nodded.


      ‘I need you need to carry a message to Sister Karin.’


      ‘Brother Karin.’


      ‘Yes. Tell her that the agents of the Purple Hand aim to poison the mind of the new Sigmar. Tell her that if Sigmar is to lead the Empire’s armies into battle against the forces of Archaon in the north, then they must be stopped and Sigmar protected. Huss wants him to meet the Emperor. That meeting must happen, but it will only happen with Brother Karin’s aid, and the protection of the witch hunters.’


      Holger gave Hoche a hard stare from under furrowed brows. ‘What?’


      ‘She will understand. Use those words, just as I gave them to you. Don’t say it came from me. Say it came from an informant.’


      Holger shook his head. ‘I think I believe you, but I still don’t know why I should do this for you. What do I gain?’


      ‘The safety of the Empire. The respect of your superiors. Satisfaction in a job well done.’


      Holger snorted with amusement. Karl glanced at him, his face similarly amused. ‘All right, I’ll tell you who was really responsible for the massacre at Priestlicheim. And secondly – no, before there’s a secondly, you must agree to do two other things for me.’


      Holger, already knowing he was getting the worst part of the deal, said, ‘What?’


      ‘I need to know how your colleague Theo Kratz learned where I was staying in Nuln. I think Heilemann told him, because he had realised who I was and he knew I was a threat to his organisation, but I want to be sure.’


      ‘I can do that.’


      ‘The second is harder.’ Hoche paused and scanned the field again. The rain had grown in intensity and its tattoo-rhythms on the leaves of Templar’s Oak had become a steady rolling hiss, as omnipresent and as grey as the overcast sky. ‘I need Oswald Maurer.’


      ‘Don’t be ridiculous. He’s an Imperial criminal, under interrogation.’


      ‘If you want your brother witch hunter who betrayed you at Priestlicheim, you’ll find a way. I don’t care how.


      ‘Stage a breakout, bribe a guard, forge a pardon, claim he needs to be taken to the colleges of magic. Whatever it takes.’


      ‘No.’


      Hoche sighed and moved his feet. For the first time Holger realised that much of his attitude and the casual air of control he projected was a front. Did this dangerous man really have all the answers? If not, how much did he really know? How many lies had he already told? Was this all a deception, a scheme, even a manipulation by the Purple Hand themselves, sacrificing a pawn to capture a more valuable piece?


      ‘Give me Oswald,’ Hoche said, ‘and I’ll give you Herr Doktor Kunstler of the Purple Hand.’


      Holger felt a shiver go over him. Every witch hunter knew the name of Kunstler, and the foul reputation behind it. ‘Can you do that?’


      ‘He’s in the city. Is it a fair exchange?’


      Holger paused a second, then nodded. ‘Yes.’


      ‘Then bring Oswald to the village temple in Gluckshalt, tomorrow at nightfall, and I’ll tell you where Kunstler is.’


      ‘How can I contact you if something goes wrong?’


      ‘You can’t.’ Hoche glanced at the sky, stepped a few paces forward under the tree’s canopy, took off his hat, shook the rainwater from it, replaced it, and handed Holger back his sword, hilt-first. ‘Thanks for the loan. It’s a nice blade.’


      Holger took it, not saying anything, thinking, running his tongue over the smooth enamel of his teeth, feeling the crevices and gouges between them.


      ‘Why do your handbills call me the Chaos Hunter?’ Karl asked.


      ‘Because it’s what the people call you,’ Holger said. ‘You didn’t know? You’re a man with a reputation. Out in the villages, the word is that you come in and hunt down mutants and cultists, kill them, and leave. We’ve tried to suppress the stories, but the word still spreads.’


      ‘Truth has a way of getting out,’ Karl said. His voice was muffled. Holger looked at him, wondering whether he could trust this strange figure at all. The villagers had stories of Karl’s heroism and personal risk, but the witch hunters told different ones, of subterfuge, treachery and ruthless butchery. Yet that did not seem like the man before him. It was hard to know what to believe.


      ‘Why do you want Oswald?’ he asked. ‘What use is he to you?’


      Hoche looked at him from under the brow of the hat. Holger felt he was being judged, that Hoche was deciding in turn whether he could be trusted. So far he had only been trusted with information. Trusting someone with personal facts was a different matter.


      ‘He is my friend,’ Hoche said.


      ‘And you are loyal to your friends?’


      ‘I am.’ Hoche raised his head.


      Holger locked gaze with him, and stared into the eyes of the man he had been fearing, studying and hunting since the new year. He did not find any deception there. ‘Then give me your word that things are as you say, Karl Hoche, and that you will not trick me or play me false in this.’


      Hoche returned the gaze, his eyes as unflinching as Holger’s. ‘I give you my word. Give me your hand.’


      ‘No. Not till this is over. Maybe not then. We can never be friends.’ Holger slid his sword into its sheath. ‘You realise that it is still my job to track you down and kill you.’


      ‘But not yet?’ Hoche grinned. The smile was unexpected and unexplained.


      ‘But not yet.’ Holger turned, looking away to the west. ‘I am going this way, and I will not look back to see which way you leave.’ He paused and, hearing no reply, walked away across the rain-softened ground. At the edge of Corum’s Field, turning into the alley beside the playhouse, he glanced behind him across the bleak meadow. Karl Hoche had already gone.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWELVE


      How Much Is Enough


      Karl didn’t enjoy stealing horses. For a start, almost under the walls of Altdorf, people tended to put better locks on their stables; secondly horses were large and often noisy creatures and it was difficult to be discreet. As he lifted the latch on the ostler’s gate and walked the bay mare slowly out onto the soft turf edge of the road, sheened with moonlit, he promised himself that this was the last time: he would never steal a horse again. Unless it was really necessary.


      The crusade, he had learned, was camped somewhere along the Weissbruck canal, perhaps twenty or thirty miles from Altdorf, ready to arrive at the city’s gates in a couple of days. Emilie had a head start of at least twelve hours, probably more, but if she was travelling with two companions as Holger had said, that might hold her back. And it would take her a while to infiltrate the crusade and gain access to Sigmar. Unless the cult already had agents within the crusade who had prepared the way for her. Which, of course, they would have done.


      So if Emilie had left around dawn and made good time, she could have reached the crusade before nightfall. He remembered how easily, how casually, how naturally she had lured him into her bed the night before, and shuddered. She was a very persuasive woman. And if Sigmar was as much of a farmboy as people said, he would be clay in her expert hands.


      The conversation with Anders Holger had given him much food for thought. Emilie’s analysis had been proven largely correct: the man was no fool and didn’t jump to conclusions, but was flexible enough to accept new ideas, even when they changed the shape of what he already knew or thought he knew. Most importantly, he didn’t leap to trust people, but only accepted their word when he had time to appraise it. Karl guessed that the man was probably a good detector of liars, and wondered briefly if witch hunters went through the same training in that area as the Untersuchung had given its agents. He doubted it, and gave Holger further credit. He would have to be careful around him. The man’s pledge to track him down and kill him in the future had not been made in idleness.


      He led the horse along the grass verge, away from the ostler’s yard and the cluster of houses and businesses around it, and south-west towards Gluckshalt and the canal. If the crusade was coming this way to the city, he could bring the animal back to its rightful owner. That was, if it survived the night’s gallop without its heart bursting. He suspected it would not.


      Though he had found a bridle in the stables, there had been no sign of a saddle. He folded his cloak, arranged it on the animal’s back and swung himself up into the makeshift seat. It was not too uncomfortable. He steadied his pack across his shoulders, then urged the animal into motion and set off through the night-lit countryside. The final act had begun, but he was still not sure what his role in it was to be.


      He almost rode past the crusade’s encampment, but it was only the horse’s weariness that slowed him enough to see the trails of smoke from overnight fires, rising in the pre-dawn sky above the line of scrubby trees that hid the low tents and bivouacs from the road. He climbed off the horse, feeling stiff and pained, and walked it through the tall grass towards the camp. Fifty yards out, a figure rose from behind a bush, raising a pike to point at his throat.


      ‘Identify yourself,’ the man said.


      ‘Magnusson,’ Karl said, ‘returned from Altdorf. How stands the crusade?’ He recognised the man. He had trained him.


      The pike did not waver. ‘Magnusson is not your name,’ the man said. ‘You’re that mutant. The heretic.’


      Karl raised his arms to encompass the whole camp. ‘We are all heretics. The Grand Theogonist has denounced us. I have urgent news for Luthor Huss.’


      The guard shook his head. ‘I cannot let you pass,’ he said. ‘The Templars went away when they found Brother Huss and you had left us at Rottfurt, but if you come back, they will come back too.’


      He had trained the man too well, Karl thought. ‘Then bring Luthor Huss here,’ he said. ‘I have information he needs to hear. Sigmar is in danger.’


      The man didn’t move or lower his weapon, but his eyes curved with worry. He hesitated, then said, ‘Not here. Go back to the road. I will tell Brother Huss you want to speak to him. If he doesn’t come, then go back to Altdorf.’


      Karl went. In the dawn light and the calm of the day the canal’s surface was still, flowing neither north nor south, patterned only by the ripples of roach and carp rising to snap at early insects. He let the horse loose, and it walked to the edge of the water and drank, then looked up at him as if to say: what now? He had no answer. It ambled away, cropping the daisy-strewn grass. Karl watched it feeling empty.


      In a few minutes, a figure emerged through the screen of trees at a fast walk, its dark Sigmarite robes dragging on the long grass, the early light gleaming on his shaved and oiled scalp. Karl studied the man as he approached. He knew Luthor Huss’ silhouette and gait, and this wasn’t Huss.


      He stood on the road and let the other man come to him. As the figure drew closer he recognised him: Brother Martinus, one of Huss’ lieutenants. They had spoken only a few times while Karl had been on the crusade, usually just pleasantries or enquiries, nothing serious. He did not feel he knew the man, and he did not know why Huss would send him rather than come himself.


      Brother Martinus climbed up the shallow embankment onto the road, to stand about twenty feet from Karl. For a while he did not say anything, but looked at him as a dog-catcher might study a particularly streetwise mongrel. His eyes were dark pits of shadow in his skull-like face. Karl did not feel encouraged.


      ‘Well,’ Martinus said after his long pause, ‘you came back.’


      ‘You noticed.’


      ‘You are not welcome here. We know your name and your true nature.’


      ‘I have to see Luthor Huss,’ Karl said. ‘I have to speak to him.’


      ‘I can’t let you do that,’ Martinus said. ‘It’s too dangerous.’


      ‘You don’t understand,’ Karl said. ‘I know my presence here puts you in danger, but not in the way you think it does. The crusade has been infiltrated by Chaos cults who are trying to pollute Sigmar’s mind, to infect his thoughts with their poison.’


      ‘Do you think a few cultists would be able to harm our champion Valten?’ Martinus demanded. ‘He is Sig-mar! The greatness of history and the strength of the Umpire is in him. Besides,’ he continued in a less strident voice, ‘no follower of the dark gods can change our course now. The final act has begun, and in a day and a night we will enter Altdorf in triumph.’


      Karl tried not to stare at him. ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘Did you not hear while you were skulking in the back streets of Altdorf? The Grand Theogonist has sent emissaries to examine Sigmar, to vouch for his godhood, and when they find that Luthor Huss was correct then their leader will have no choice but to proclaim that Valten is Sigmar reborn. The time of second Empire is at hand.’


      Karl could not believe what he was hearing. He had listened to gossip, rumours and stories in taverns, temples and street-corners across the capital, and there had been no word of this. Holger would have mentioned it. There would have been some hint. Then he realised.


      ‘These emissaries,’ he said. ‘They arrived last night. A dark-haired woman and two men.’


      Martinus smiled. ‘So you have heard of them. They have been in council all night and any minute now we expect–’


      Karl twisted his neck, trying to get the soreness of the long night’s ride out of it. ‘I know them. They are not from the Grand Theogonist. They are the cultists I spoke of, devious and cunning–’


      ‘It is you who are devious and cunning, Karl Hoche,’ Martinus said. ‘They brought letters from the Grand Theogonist and the witch hunters, signed and sealed. I saw them myself. You are a mutant and a servant of Chaos, the man who destroyed Duke Heller and the Lord Protector of the Order of Sigmar, as well as their army. Huss may have been taken in by you, but I am not. I will let you go now, in thanks for the service you gave the crusade, but never come back.’


      ‘I’m sorry,’ Karl said.


      ‘For what?’


      ‘This,’ he said and flung his throwing-knife at the priest. Martinus ducked it, as he’d thought he would, but it gave him the time to cover the twenty feet between them. He had no weapon. Martinus had a one-handed hammer on his belt, but made the mistake of scrabbling to free it, and Karl was on him before he could loose its thong.


      Martinus hit him, a solid punch that impacted on his cheekbone and jarred his skull. That was unexpected. Warrior-priest, he thought, trained to fight as well as to pray. A second punch shook his jaw, rocking him backwards. He put all his force behind a blow to Martinus’ shoulder and as the taller man swung back from it, threw himself forward, knocking the man to the ground, landing atop him and groping for his throat. Martinus’ hands were already there, breaking his grip and pushing his arms of the way.


      Karl spat in his face. Martinus’ hands jerked up to cover his eyes, the urge to protect himself from Chaos stronger than the instinct to defend himself. Karl lunged down with both hands, slamming them against Martinus’, forcing the priest’s head back to impact against the stones of the road with a solid thud. Martinus twitched and lay still.


      Karl rolled off him and paused a second, waiting to see if it was a feint. Apparently not. The priest was breathing shallowly, unconscious, a little blood seeping from the back of his head. Good, Karl thought. Martinus was at heart a good man, and there was no point in unnecessary killing. And this way there were no bloodstains on the priest’s robes.


      He began stripping Martinus’ still body.


      The crusade was at prayer. Rows and rows of the devout and faithful, priests, monks, pilgrims, Templars, penitents, flagellants, disciples, zealots, ranters, speakers of tongues, the newly converted and the lifelong believers, all stood facing the wooden platform where Luthor Huss stood, chanting the familiar prayers of the matins service, their massed responses breaking the silence of the new day like the roar of a great waterfall.


      The crusade had grown, Karl thought. He had heard that Sigmar had been leading a militia of local villagers when Huss found him, but there must be almost two thousand people here now. He wondered if his militia was still training, and who was leading them now, and then thought: Sigmar would be. And they would probably be a force to be reckoned with, the strength of their zeal making up for any deficiency in their training. If his military life had taught Karl anything, it was to avoid battles with fanatics, whichever side they were on.


      With the hood of the robes up, and the unfamiliar weight of the hammer at his belt, he moved slowly through the crowd, trying to avoid faces he recognised. The closer he got to the front, the harder it became. Finally he stopped: there was no sense in moving further forward now. He would wait until the prayers had ended, then seek out Huss.


      He peered through the ranks of worshippers. At the foot of the wooden dais were four people. Three wore ornate yellow and green robes, the colours of the Grand Theogonist. He recognised one of them, though her long dark curls were tied back in an austere plait, like one of the Sisters of Sigmar. Beside them stood a young man, fresh-faced, with long blond hair and skin tanned golden from a life outdoors. Though he mouthed the responses to the prayers of the high priest behind him, he seemed unconcerned with the service or its importance, or the fact that every eye in the crowd was on him, not Huss.


      So this was Valten. He didn’t look like a god, though Karl could see a certain resemblance to the face of Sigmar as it was portrayed on temple statues or wall-paintings, or stamped on the backs of medallions. He looked young, handsome in an untidy way, a little nervous, a little tired. He looked distracted, disinterested, perhaps a little stupid. Under the loose white peasant shirt he wore his arms and torso were well muscled. Karl did not know what to make of the man, but he was not convinced. He wondered how many of the people around him were not convinced either.


      The prayer ended. Huss stared out over the heads of his congregation for a moment, then clapped his hands and shouted something. Karl did not catch the words but he understood the tone: the crusade was preparing to move.


      Karl pushed his way through the worshippers as they broke ranks, becoming travellers and followers again, unpitching tents, dismantling shelter, and generally decamping. He needed to talk to Huss, to explain what was going on. He could not think what else to do. Tackling the three cultists would be disastrous: if he had more time and less crowded surroundings then he could have taken them out one by one, but his time had already run out. Whatever he did, he would have to do soon.


      His hand moved instinctively to touch his sword-hilt, but of course it was not there. The witch hunters had taken it when they arrested Oswald. And he had thrown his last dagger at Brother Martinus, and had neglected to pick it up. He was weaponless apart from the small hammer at his belt, and it had been years since he had last used one of those. He felt naked, surrounded by people he had once known but who were now all potential enemies.


      Someone tugged at his elbow and he started, turning, almost reaching for his non-existent sword. At his right hand was a tall, lugubrious fellow with blond hair and a familiar face: Gottschalk, leader of the pikemen. He was smiling.


      ‘Magnusson?’ he said in a broad whisper.


      Karl’s first instinct was to run, but he didn’t. Running would do nobody any good, not Huss, not Valten, not himself. He didn’t say anything.


      ‘I thought it was you,’ Gottschalk continued. ‘Why did you come back? There was a huge fuss after Rottfurt, Dominic and Martinus denouncing you as a criminal, but I stuck up for you. I saw what you did for us there, and I remember how you built us into an army, and I thought a servant of Chaos wouldn’t have done those things. And then Stockhausen – he took over the Hammers of Sigmar after Kuster died – told me how you’d got Brother Huss back on his feet after he lost his nerve, and I knew you were one of us, not one of them. But why did you come back?’


      ‘I had to,’ Karl said. His voice sounded rough, even to him.


      ‘It’s too dangerous for you here.’


      ‘Is there somewhere we can talk without being heard? Or seen?’


      Gottschalk thought for a second. ‘There’s a ruined cottage a quarter-mile off.’ He pointed.


      ‘I’ll see you there in ten minutes.’


      ‘The crusade’s moving off in half an hour.’


      ‘It won’t take long.’


      Gottschalk looked hesitant. ‘Magnusson – if what they said about you is true, how do I know this isn’t a trap?’


      Karl smiled. ‘You can’t know. You can either trust me, or bring some of your trusted men.’ He paused. ‘Come to think of it, bring them anyway. And a spare sword.’


      The one-room cottage was a stone skeleton in open countryside, a shadow of a living-place. Its bleached stones were wrapped in thin ropes of bindweed, the white bell-flowers reaching out like hungry mouths sucking at the sunlight in its morning glory. Inside, the floor was grasses and dandelions. The caked droppings of roosting birds smeared the inside walls.


      When Gottschalk arrived Karl had unwrapped his pack and shaken out the few clothes he had brought with him. Gottschalk was a tall man and well-built with heavy muscles, good qualities in a pikeman but not the same size as Karl. Perhaps one of his soldiers would be a better fit. But the pike-unit’s leader would be better for the part: he had the right demeanour, the right sense of faith and dedication.


      He glanced over, beyond the figures of Gottschalk and the four pikemen advancing across the field with him. The crusade was beginning to form up, moving towards the road. At any moment someone would discover Brother Martinus, Karl thought, and alarms would be raised. They only had a few minutes to make this work.


      ‘I’ve brought some fellows,’ Gottschalk said. The four pikemen stood at the empty doorway, looking in with curiosity. Karl recognised them.


      ‘Four? You distrust me that much?’


      Gottschalk shrugged. ‘Take the enemy by surprise. You taught us that.’ He looked down at the clothes that Karl had unpacked. ‘What are those?’


      Karl ignored the question. ‘The three who arrived from Altdorf yesterday,’ he said, ‘have you spoken to them? Been close to them?’


      ‘The ones from the Grand Theogonist? No.’


      ‘They’re not from the Grand Theogonist. They’re from a Chaos cult, a very well connected one, and they aim to win Valten over to their side.’


      Gottschalk’s mouth hung open. After a while he shut it. ‘That’s not possible,’ he said.


      ‘It is possible, and I will prove it to you with a simple deception. Put these clothes on and follow me. I’ll tell you what to say.’


      It was in Lachenbad that Luthor Huss had found Valten, working in his father’s smithy. Recognising him as the spirit of Sigmar reborn, Luthor had convinced the young man to come with the crusaders. An over-excitable driver for the Four Seasons coach-line named Ezzo Schumacher had witnessed the proclamation of the reborn god. Overcome by the religious fervour of the moment, he had abandoned his job and joined the crusade on the spot, donating all he owned to the coffers, to pay for food for the multitude.


      The coach had not technically been his property but nobody except his passengers had wanted to argue the toss, and Huss’ men had put the vehicle to good use carrying the old and the lame who otherwise would have slowed the crusade’s progress. The two passengers were last seen retiring to the Two Moons inn, one to write a strong letter of complaint to the owners of the Four Seasons line, the other to open the contents of the mail-sack, to see if anyone had been unwise enough to send any material that was sellable, blackmailable or pornographic.


      Now the coach stood at the centre of the crusade’s campsite, while men and women busied themselves around it, getting ready to move. Someone had retrieved the two black horses from the improvised paddock where the crusade’s mounts had overnighted, and was preparing to harness them to the traces. Around the outside of the vehicle itself, four of the Hammers of Sigmar stood guard. Its doors were closed and its windows curtained. The new god was inside, talking with the representatives of the Grand Theogonist, and was not to be disturbed.


      Through the throng of dark-robed worshippers and devotees strode a tall man, and the masses parted to let him through, like a tear splitting fabric. The black clothes he wore should have blended in with the mass, but the silver buttons on his tunic and the buckle on his high hat marked him out as something different from the people around him: he had come from somewhere else, and his thoughts could not be their thoughts. The last time the witch hunters had met the crusaders, they had brought Templars and death with them. The effect of the uniform was abrupt. People stopped what they were doing and watched, talking in low voices.


      Flanked by pikemen, the tall man walked to the closed door of the carriage and rapped on it with a gloved hand. ‘Open!’ he commanded. ‘In the name of Sigmar!’


      The door swung open slowly, framing a woman in green and yellow robes, the bruises on her face almost as dark as her long hair.


      ‘We are not to be–’ she said. ‘Oh. How can I help, brother?’


      ‘I bring news from Altdorf,’ the witch hunter said. ‘Brother Heilemann of the Order of Sigmar is dead.’


      She said nothing but the flush faded from her face, leaving only the bruises. A male voice behind her said, ‘That is sad news, but–’


      ‘Your face is familiar,’ she said. ‘I have seen it recently.’


      ‘Perhaps in Altdorf,’ he said. There was a note of nervousness in his voice.


      ‘Perhaps,’ she said. ‘Why have you brought us this news?’


      ‘Because he died in our custody. And before he died, he talked.’


      ‘He what?’


      ‘He told us everything.’ From the dark interior of the carriage someone moved and said something quietly. The woman made an impatient gesture, waving them back, without moving her eyes from the witch hunter’s face.


      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she said. ‘We are here on the orders of the Grand Theogonist–’


      ‘You are here on the orders of Herr Doktor Kunstler, to twist the mind of the reborn Sigmar to your foul scheme,’ the witch hunter said. ‘Aren’t you, Emilie Trautmann?’


      A man’s voice shouted something inside the coach, and the priestess’ head twisted to the sound. ‘No!’ she shouted. ‘No, this is Hoche, this is his doing–’ but got no further.


      The door on the far side of the carriage slammed open and a man with short-cropped hair leaped out, grabbing for a knife at his belt, preparing to sprint for freedom. There were no pikemen on that side of the coach. Only Karl Hoche and his new sword.


      The sword was a standard straight-edge design, forged by a local swordmaker or an apprentice at one of the larger firms. There was some skill in its manufacture but no real craft: it was the kind of cheap blade that was made and sold in bulk to market-town militias across the Empire. It had been maintained in a cursory way, occasionally polished and ineptly sharpened until any balance that the maker had given it had gone. It swung heavily in the hand, not helped by the crude grip and guard that had been fixed to it to replace the originals, probably by a blacksmith more used to forging horseshoes. It was a crude weapon, more for show than for wielding, and best suited for blunt, basic practice.


      Karl took the man’s head off with a single stroke. It spun away, blood spewing, to bounce on the hard ground. People around the coach, who had been stopping to watch the commotion, froze.


      Emilie saw her colleague fall, the spray of arterial blood bright in the morning sun, saw Hoche beyond him. ‘Bastard,’ she spat. ‘Betrayer.’


      Karl’s face was expressionless. The blood had dewed his skin. He held the sword out, like a diagonal slash between them. ‘Get out of the coach, Emilie,’ he said. ‘Slowly.’


      She did not move. ‘Come and get me,’ she said. Next to her, the shape of Valten did not appear to have reacted to what was going on. That seemed odd to Karl.


      ‘It’s over,’ he said. ‘You can’t win.’


      ‘Can’t we?’ she asked. ‘It depends what you mean by winning. We can still remove your king from the board.’


      She was talking about killing Valten, Karl realised. The blacksmith’s son would not understand her analogy to a game of chess, but he should still have realised that something was wrong. Karl had been counting on Valten being an ally in the carriage, helping them overcome the cultists. Instead something was wrong, and he didn’t know what it was. Then he thought about Val-ten’s posture and expression during the service that morning, and understood. They had drugged him, to make him suggestible. To make him bendable.


      ‘But you, Karl Hoche,’ Emilie said, breaking his thoughts, ‘whether I live or die, you will still be a mutant.’


      The crowd around him moved at the word, heads turning, like river-rushes in a sudden wind.


      ‘A vile cursed outcast thing, you are,’ she said. ‘Why did you come back? Did you think that a touch from Sigmar would heal you? I have to tell you that his touch is just a man’s. More of a man’s than yours, though.’


      The wide ring of watchers murmured in low dissenting voices. Karl shook his head: she had insulted him, and at the same time cast doubt into the crusaders’ minds about Valten’s claim to godhood. He reminded himself he must not underestimate Emilie: her wits were stunning.


      ‘This ends now,’ he said.


      She murmured something that he didn’t catch.


      ‘What?’ he said.


      Something like a wave hit him in the mind, and in a second he was filled with an awesome terror that pushed him backwards, away from the coach. Something of unutterable dreadfulness was in there, something he had to flee from. His eyes pressed tight shut and he was unable to open them. He felt his knees buckle, his legs moving of their own volition, all the most primitive parts of his mind screaming to get away from this place. Dimly, he heard cries and screams, heard the unmistakable tumult of a panicking crowd, and realised that whatever he had sensed, the crusaders around him had sensed too.


      He fought it. He had sworn his life to destroying darkness, not running from it. He had spent a night in a forest staring at bleaker horrors than this sense of nameless dread, and had survived, and had emerged stronger. This was terrible, awful fear but it was not a real fear, not compared to what he had already faced and beaten.


      He willed himself to stand still, not to run, not to join the terrified crusaders in their flight. Instinct fought will; head fought heart. Muscle strained against muscle.


      It would not beat him.


      It was not real. He focused on that, forcing the fear out of his mind, giving himself a corner of space to think.


      Not real. Magical. A spell, a daemonologist’s spell, he had read about in the old days of the Untersuchung. And as he realised, the sense of terror dropped away and he could open his eyes.


      He was kneeling on the ground. He hadn’t realised he had dropped to his knees. He was soaked in sweat and every muscle in his body felt weak. His sword lay three feet away: he had dropped it. Someone was standing by him, towering over him: another person who had been able to resist the effects of Emilie’s magic.


      The space around the coach was clear. Emilie and her unnamed comrade were climbing out. He was heading for the horses, to check their traces; she was climbing up to the driver’s seat at the front.


      They were going to kidnap Valten.


      He looked up at the man who stood beside him and it was Luthor Huss, awful in his full robes, his face fierce and stern, his warhammer clasped in both hands. Karl was about to point to the cultists, to get Huss to intervene, but Huss was not looking at the coach. He was staring down at Karl, his eyes unyielding. A sense of very real dread and danger, quite different from the magically induced one of a moment ago, swept over Karl.


      In the back of his mind he thought: if he was here, watching, then he heard Emilie name me and denounce me as a mutant to the whole crusade. If he did not hear that, then he has no idea that Emilie and the other man are cultists. Either way, he thinks I am the danger here. Either way, his duty is to protect Valten and the crusade. Either way, I am a dead man.


      Huss was still staring down. Without taking his eyes off Karl, he let the head of his warhammer drop from his left hand, sweeping it down, inches above the ground, inches from Karl’s head. He whipped it up, flexing his wrist to whirl it once around his head, gathering momentum, building velocity.


      Karl tore his eyes from it. Emilie was seated on top of the coach, the reins in her hand. The other cultist leaped back, jumping for the running board, ready to clamber on board.


      Huss spun the hammer around once more, both hands on the shaft now, its head humming through the air, the weight and force of the weapon moving his whole body with it.


      Karl flinched down, waiting for the hammer to whirl down and crush him.


      Emilie flicked the reins. ‘Go!’ she shouted. The coach door slammed, the other cultist inside.


      With a grunt Huss released the hammer. It sped through the air, some dark-winged angel of death, and smashed into Emilie, shattering her right arm, crushing ribs, knocking her sideways out of the seat and off the far side of the coach. Karl heard a crunch as she landed, and a single moan of pain. Emilie wasn’t a screamer, he remembered.


      Huss looked back down at him impassively, then raised a single eyebrow. It was a quizzical gesture, yet it answered every question Karl had. He scrambled for the rough sword on the ground. Huss was already moving towards the closed coach door.


      There was a heavy crack and the door crashed outwards. The cultist hurtled backwards through it, his face a mass of blood, and fell heavily onto the trampled earth. He tried to roll over, noticed Karl’s sword, and went for it. Karl got to it first, kicked it away left-footed, then used his right boot to kick the cultist in the mouth. The man jerked back and didn’t move.


      Valten appeared at the smashed coach door, shaking his fist. It was bloody.


      ‘Are you all right?’ Huss asked. There was a tone in the warrior-priest’s voice that Karl had heard once before: outside the gates of Grünburg, after he had been shot. He could only describe it as paternal.


      Valten nodded slowly. ‘What was that about?’ he asked. His accent was southern, rural: slow and low.


      ‘What did they do to you?’ Karl asked.


      Valten smiled slowly. ‘Mostly they talked to me. Dull stuff, it was, about whether I knew who I was and where I was going, and how I should question that.’


      ‘What did you tell them?’


      ‘I told them I was Valten of Lachenbad, and I was going to Altdorf, and then I was going north to fight Archaon as Brother Huss has asked me to. They talked all night.’


      ‘Do you remember much of it?’


      He shrugged. ‘Scholar-talk. Priest talk. Dull stuff. Meant nothing to me, most of it. Who are you anyway?’


      ‘I think he’s all right,’ Huss said.


      ‘You know Valten best,’ Karl said. ‘But she had magic, and she has been well tutored. You should do everything you can to cleanse him.’


      Huss smiled. ‘Back with us ten minutes and already giving orders, Karl.’ His expression changed. Some of the crusaders were coming back, their blind panic ended, and this time they had weapons with them.


      Huss spoke quickly. ‘You have to leave, Karl. They know who you are.’


      Karl shook his head. ‘We have much to talk about.’


      ‘We’ll meet again in Altdorf.’


      ‘No. It has to be sooner.’ He thought quickly. ‘Take the crusade as far as you can tonight, then ride on to Gluckshalt. I’ll meet you in the temple there. And apologise to Brother Martinus for me.’


      ‘What for?’ Huss asked, but Karl was already running, past the coach, through the bewildered ranks of the pilgrims, and on towards the road where he had left the horse.


      Karl had known there would be a temple at Gluckshalt, but he had never been to it. Now that he stood in front of it, he realised it was completely unsuited for a clandestine meeting. It was large, built in the opulent style popular a couple of centuries before, the style of the architects who had fled north from the inquisitions in Tilea, who had brought their wide aisles and open colonnades with them. Sound carried in these buildings, the faintest footfall audible from one end of the aisle to the other, and there were no side-chapels for covert discussions or liaisons – the Tilean merchant-princes who had paid for such buildings in their homelands were as protective of their wives’ fidelity as they were devout to their gods.


      Also it was locked.


      As the day had lengthened the rain had returned, and the horse’s pace had grown slower until a couple of miles beyond the village of Hartsklein it had stopped and refused to go on. He had turned it loose on an area of common land there, leaving its bridle attached. It was only a few miles from home, and probably knew this road well. He had walked the last five miles.


      It was evening. Holger was not here yet. Neither was Luthor Huss. Karl slumped down against the wall beside the temple’s main door and pulled his hat down over his face. His stomach growled, hungry, but he had spent his last coins preparing to leave Altdorf, and besides he dared not enter the local tavern or the coaching-inn just outside the village, not this late at night. Either his eyes would give him away, or his silvered glasses. Such things could be worn in Altdorf without remark, but not outside. He licked his lips, trying to remember the last thing he had eaten. All he could taste was the blood from the golden bowl in the temple of Manaan.


      Would Huss come? The plan he had formulated along the road would not work without the warrior-priest’s cooperation, and there were things Huss had to know before he tried to enter Altdorf. But there were many reasons the leader of the crusade might decide not to meet him again – politics, clemency, revulsion – and Karl could not make the plan work without him. And the plan had to work.


      It was not just about Huss, nor about Valten, nor even about helping to save the Empire from the threat of Archaon and his armies. Those were worlds away, spinning in different orbits that sometimes crossed his, intersecting, becoming bright points in his constellation, but they were not his world and not his path. Even the Purple Hand and their schemes and machinations were more Holger’s concern than his. He wanted Brother Karin, and wanted her dead and damned. For all the hells he had suffered, and suffered still, he wanted her dead.


      And yet, as he sat here in the rain, it occurred to him for the first time that when he had disguised himself and lied his way into the Altdorf chapter-house, he could have gone past Heilemann’s room, found hers, and killed her instead. Because she was so much a fixture in his life, such a landmark and a focus for his hatred in his mental map of who he was, that he could not imagine her gone? Or that it was not the moment? Some things must play out to their end, he knew. And if he had killed her then, he would not have been able to ask Holger to get her unwitting assistance for this scheme.


      When the time came, would he be able to kill her? When would the time come? Would it come at all?


      ‘Karl?’


      He looked up. For the second time that day, Luthor Huss towered over him and for a second Karl was again afraid for his life. The moment passed. Things could not be the same between them, not after what had happened at Rottfurt and beside the carriage that morning, but at least the man had come.


      ‘The temple’s closed,’ Karl said.


      Huss considered. ‘It could be opened. It’s the law.’


      ‘No. No point in drawing attention to ourselves.’


      ‘The tavern then.’


      ‘I can’t.’


      ‘Why not?’


      Karl took off his hat and raised his eyes, looking Huss full in the face. ‘When I told you at Rottfurt that what you saw was the fire in my soul,’ he said, ‘I was lying.’


      Huss said nothing for a long moment of contemplation. Then: ‘I recall you saying you didn’t lie.’


      ‘So what are we waiting for?’ Huss asked.


      Karl was about to answer, and stopped. For the first time it occurred to him that Holger might not come. Not because the witch hunter could have been detected and arrested – Karl had considered that possibility and worked it into his plan – but because he had decided not to. Perhaps he would send his brother officers, Rhinehart and Kratz, to arrest him. Or perhaps Holger would simply lie low and hold his peace. Perhaps he had underestimated the man’s desire to know who had set him up at Priesdicheim the year before.


      Karl remembered Priesdicheim. Someone had left a trail of corpses leading to the nunnery like a reaper through a field of wheat and Karl had followed it just as Holger had, except Karl had arrived two days after the witch hunters had left. He had walked through the desecrated buildings, talked to men who had seen the carnage, seen the graves, considered the evidence It had looked like a Chaos ritual out of control, a frenzy of killing first as sacrifices and then to remove any witnesses. It had appeared to be the work of Tzeentch worshippers. That was how its executors had intended it to appear.


      Huss hadn’t moved.


      ‘We’re waiting for someone,’ Karl said.


      ‘Who?’


      ‘Me,’ Holger said, appearing from round the corner of the colonnade.


      Huss took a step back with an oath, fumbling for the strap of his warhammer. Karl thrust himself between the two men before anything could happen. ‘Don’t! He’s a friend.’ he said. ‘Luthor Huss, meet Anders Holger.’


      The men shook hands warily. Karl’s heart was still pounding, and he felt angry with himself. That corner was only place from which he could have been taken by surprise, and he had let it happen. His guard was down, further than he realised. The exertions of the last few days had drained him, sapping his strength. He needed to find more if he was to survive what was to come.


      ‘Did you bring Oswald?’ he asked Holger.


      ‘Oswald?’ Huss asked. ‘He’s here? How is he?’


      ‘In the inn,’ Holger said. ‘But he’s in a bad way.’


      ‘Why? What happened to him?’ Huss’ face was impassive, his voice still with no sound of concern. He hid it well, Karl thought.


      ‘He was arrested,’ he said.


      ‘And tortured. Extensively,’ Holger said.


      ‘And you made him travel?’ A mix of astonishment and anger in Huss’ voice.


      ‘You would rather I had left him where he was?’ Holger’s tone was carefully controlled sardonicism. All witch hunters had it, this bone-dry wit. Holger had it to perfection. There could be no friendship, not even trust between him and Huss, Karl could sense. And neither man knew why he was here. He had to take control of the situation.


      ‘Take us to him,’ he said. ‘Brother Huss is a priest; he may be able to heal him.’


      The lines were parallel, horizontal, a foot long and about an inch apart, like furrows on a shove-groat board. On some of the fresher ones the crusted lines of dried blood had cracked and clear ichor oozed out. Others were beginning to heal, their scab discoloured.


      ‘Sussman’s work,’ Holger said. ‘His trademark. Cut the line, rub in salt, or vinegar, or acid. Feels like you’re being cut in half. So a survivor told me.’


      ‘Did he talk?’ Karl asked.


      ‘If Sussman had him for two days?’ Holger nodded solemnly. ‘Yes, he talked.’


      Luthor Huss raised his head from his clasped hands, then rose from where he had been kneeling and praying beside the bed. Oswald’s breathing was shallower now and more stable; he was sleeping, and would heal.


      ‘Do you know what he said?’ Huss asked.


      ‘No.’


      ‘Do you know what the questions were?’


      Holger made a fist, jerked his thumb at Karl. ‘About him.’


      Karl exhaled, relieved. ‘Even if he talked, he didn’t know what I know.’


      There was silence in the room, its seconds measured by the slow pace of Oswald’s breaths. Karl waited, his eyes on the old priest on the bed – no, not a priest, he reminded himself – but his other senses were on Huss and Holger, monitoring the two men and the space between them. Huss was tense, Holger anxious. Both seemed uncomfortable, uncertain of what was expected of them.


      Karl looked down at Oswald’s unconscious body. The man on the bed seemed diminished by his nakedness, pale and drawn, the skin on his face loose and dark with bruises, lack of sleep, lack of food and pain. Huss’ healing rite and his prayers had started the process of recovery, but it would be a long time before he was healthy again. And there was no way of telling how the torture had affected his mind.


      ‘What is the mood in Altdorf towards my crusade?’ Huss asked. Karl turned to reply but the warrior-priest was not facing him; he had broken the tension and addressed the question to Holger.


      ‘It ranges,’ Holger said, ‘between seeing you as harmless and seeing you as a threat.’


      ‘We are not seen as saviours?’


      ‘Only by a few.’


      ‘Are you among them?’


      Holger shook his head.


      ‘I am a witch hunter. If the Grand Theogonist says that you are a heretic, then the Order of Sigmar sees you as a heretic.’


      ‘And you are a loyal witch hunter?’


      Karl watched Holger. The younger man was about to nod, and then his eyes flicked down to the form of Oswald on the inn’s narrow bed, and he was still. Loyal witch hunters didn’t free renegade wizards from their torture-cells, or ride out to meet heretics and mutants. He wondered what was going through Holger’s mind right now.


      ‘My loyalties do not begin and end with my order,’ Holger said. ‘But you would put this reborn Sigmar of yours above the stability of the Empire?’


      ‘I want this reborn Sigmar to aid the stability of the Empire,’ Huss said. ‘That is why I sought him out, that is why I fostered the crusade, and that is why I am taking him to Altdorf, to meet with the Emperor and add his strength to the forces of the Convocation of Light.’


      ‘Yes. Meeting the Emperor,’ Holger said. ‘There has been a lot of politics around that matter in the last day. Brother Karin took her case to Lord Bethe, and Bethe took it to the Lord Chamberlain who has the Emperor’s ear, and the Grand Theogonist caught wind of it and said that only he could judge whether Valten was truly Sigmar reborn or not. So the upshot is that you will have your meeting, on the steps of the cathedral, at noon the day after tomorrow.’


      ‘And the Grand Theogonist will proclaim that Valten is nothing but a blacksmith, and I am a heretic, and we will be arrested,’ Huss said.


      ‘Unlikely,’ Karl said. ‘To arrest you in such a public place would risk a riot. They will take you somewhere private for the appraisal, and announce a day later that you are arrested. I’m more worried about the meeting itself.’


      ‘Why?’


      ‘Because the city is full of Chaos cultists. Of all creeds and denominations. The ones who came for Valten were from the Purple Hand, which heads the faction that wants to subvert the Empire’s saviour and turn him to their ways. Others want him dead. And what better time to kill him than very publicly, on the steps of the cathedral of Sigmar, while the question of whether he is truly Sigmar reborn is still unanswered?’


      ‘I take your point,’ Huss said. ‘But what are our options?’


      ‘And who are our allies?’ Holger said.


      ‘I’ve thought about this all night and all day,’ Karl said. ‘We have the crusaders, obviously, and from what I saw this morning they are beginning to live up to their name.’


      Huss nodded. ‘Valten has a gift for strategy and he is a natural leader of men.’


      Holger snorted. ‘A natural leader of men who believe he’s their god, you mean.’


      ‘Let it pass,’ Karl said. ‘We have the witch hunters, I believe. We have the Khorne cults, who wish to see Valten lead the Empire’s armies into a battle to end all battles with Archaon and his forces, and will protect him. And we have the Emperor and those loyal to him.’


      ‘The Emperor?’ Huss said. Karl had expected him to question the mention of Khorne cultists, or at least ask how they were to be brought into the struggle, but he knew that the warrior priest had learned how to balance idealism with pragmatism.


      ‘Yes,’ Holger said, ‘the Emperor. He and the Grand Theogonist have been at loggerheads in the last weeks. It came to a head in the Convocation of Light, and there is now a division between church and state, each pulling – discreetly – in a different direction.’ He paused. ‘They say the Emperor pines for the days when Volkmar the Grim was his Grand Theogonist.’


      ‘Really?’ Huss cocked an eyebrow. ‘And you? Are your loyalties to the high priest of your order, or to your Emperor?’


      ‘As I have said,’ Holger said with a trace of impatience in his voice, ‘my loyalty follows my conscience.’


      Huss smiled broadly and looked across the bed to Karl. Karl looked back and did not smile, at least not outwardly.


      ‘Now that we all know where we all stand,’ Karl said, ‘we should begin to organise what needs to be done. Tomorrow will be a busy day for all of us.’


      ‘Wait,’ Holger said. ‘You promised me names. The leader of the Purple Hand, and the person who ordered the massacre at Priesdicheim.’


      ‘When this is done, you shall have them. But not till this is done,’ Karl said, and hesitated. Holger’s shoulders were drawn up, tense with frustration.


      ‘What if you are killed? Or rendered speechless?’


      ‘Take pains to ensure that does not happen,’ Karl said.


      ‘At least,’ Holger said, ‘tell me if they are one and the same man.’


      ‘They are not,’ Karl said, ‘and you will meet one of them soon enough.’


      ‘The other?’


      ‘You have already met the other.’


      The plan was simple enough. The crusade would enter Altdorf in two days’ time. Most of the men would process to the cathedral steps, where the Grand Theogonist would be waiting. Luthor Huss and Valten, in disguise and with a small retinue of trusted guards, would secretly make their way to a second destination where the Emperor would be waiting for them.


      That was the theory. In practice, Karl knew, a lot more would happen first. There would be cults trying to stop them, possibly the forces of the Grand Theogonist, and even fanatical elements in the crusade who could do anything so close to the place and the man they regarded as the heart of evil within their church.


      Really, anything could happen, Karl knew, but it was better to have some plan than none at all. But he didn’t say that.


      He finished his outline, and there was no sound. Huss sat on the edge of the bed, staring into the middle distance in thought. Holger leaned against the mantel of the slate fireplace, eyeing him. It wasn’t hard to read the expression on the witch hunter’s face: stark incredulity.


      Huss straightened up. ‘There are a few things I need to hear clarified before I agree,’ he said.


      ‘A few things,’ Holger said, mimicking his tone.


      ‘I think there may be holes in your strategy.’


      ‘“There may be holes”?’ Holger said. ‘There’s one hole right at its middle, larger than the bowl of Talabheim, for Sigmar’s sake.’


      ‘Let Brother Huss speak first,’ Karl said.


      ‘I am sure that you have considered this,’ Huss said, ‘but if Sigmar and I divert to meet the Emperor, who goes to meet the Grand Theogonist? There will be crowds on the street, curious to see Valten, whether they believe him to be Sigmar reborn or not–’


      ‘They don’t,’ Holger said.


      ‘–and they must not be disappointed.’


      ‘But they have never seen Valten before,’ Karl said, ‘and few of them have seen you. We send substitutes, people who can fight and defend themselves in case the crusade is attacked.’


      ‘You had someone in mind?’


      ‘Brother Gottschalk. He is tall, his hair is blond and he has muscles. I don’t know how he carries a warhammer, but he has the tone of command in his voice when he wants to use it. If he can change his expressions so he doesn’t look like a melancholic bullock for fifteen minutes, he will pass.’


      ‘And for me?’


      ‘Friedrich Olsen. One of the Hammers of Sigmar. He has your build, and he is bald.’


      Huss shook his head. ‘No.’


      ‘No?’


      ‘It must be someone I know well. Someone I can trust to represent me. To be me before the people of Altdorf.’


      Karl thought for a second. ‘Brother Dominic might be able to carry it off.’


      ‘I want you to do it, Karl.’


      He was taken aback. ‘Me?’


      ‘You. You have the bearing. I trust you. And if it turns out my trust is misplaced, at least I know where you will be.’


      ‘The Untersuchung trained its members in disguise and mimicry,’ Holger added. He was grinning.


      ‘But…’ Karl had not anticipated this, and was not ready for it. He had expected to be able to run through the city, monitoring the enemy’s movements and reactions, relaying information, coordinating the plan. He could not do that from the head of the crusade. Without his liberty, he wasn’t sure the plan would work.


      ‘But people will know it’s not you,’ he said. ‘I’m shorter than you, and ten years younger.’


      ‘I haven’t been in Altdorf for five years,’ Huss said. ‘Your position at the head of the crusade will give you stature. And it is hard to judge your age from your face.’


      ‘I don’t know the doctrine of Sigmar. I don’t know what to say.’


      ‘A priest’s son like you? You know the doctrine; it’s written through you like the rings of a tree or the pattern of a bird’s plumage. You’ll remember it when it’s needed. Besides, it’s Valten they’ll be interested in, not you.’


      ‘But…’ He felt himself grasping for straws. ‘But I’m not bald.’


      ‘Shave your head,’ Holger said. Karl turned horrified eyes to him, to blurt the reason why that was not possible, but stopped himself with the words half-formed and sour in his mouth. This was not the moment to remind these two men of Sigmar that the man in whose trust they were putting their futures was continuing to mutate under the power of Chaos. He swallowed. They could return to this subject later.


      ‘Very well,’ he said.


      ‘Good,’ Holger said. ‘So what is my role in this drama?’


      ‘Return to Altdorf tonight,’ Karl said. ‘You have to change the place for the Emperor to meet with Valten and Brother Huss.’


      Holger’s laughter was prolonged. It tailed away into coughing and a silence that pervaded the room. He broke it. ‘So I, a witch hunter known mostly for one spectacular failure, stride into the Imperial palace, present your regards to His Imperial Majesty and request that he alter his plans?’


      ‘You use influence,’ Karl said.


      ‘I already persuaded Brother Karin to use her influence to set up this meeting,’ Holger said. ‘Why would she do it again?’


      ‘She won’t,’ Karl said. ‘Besides, her influence lies within the Order of Sigmar and the church. You need to speak to someone who has influence with the Emperor.’


      ‘Who?’


      ‘Herr Doktor Kunstler.’


      He had expected more laughter. The silence was dead and deafening.


      ‘Who?’ Huss said, breaking the void.


      ‘Are you saying that the Purple Hand has the Emperor’s ear?’ Holger demanded.


      ‘No,’ Karl said. ‘The Purple Hand never get that close to actual power; it makes them too easy to discover. But Kunstler has the ear of someone who can speak to the Emperor. And that someone is Balthasar Gelt, the Supreme Patriarch of the Colleges of Magic.’


      ‘How?’ Holger demanded.


      ‘Because, like Balthasar Gelt, Kunstler is a member of the Golden College. That’s where he’s staying. I don’t know what name he uses there but ask the porter for the wizard recently arrived from the north.’


      ‘In Sigmar’s name,’ Holger said. ‘The leader of the Chaos cult is one of the Empire’s battle-wizards?’


      Karl nodded. ‘Think about it. If a young wizard goes renegade from the colleges, he’s tracked down and executed. The best thing for a cultist to do is to stay a member and work from the inside.’


      ‘It makes sense,’ Holger said. ‘But how do I-?’


      ‘You pretend to be a Purple Hand cultist, recruited by the late Brother Heilemann. Tell Kunstler that Heileman was assassinated by members of another Tzeentch cult who had discovered the plan. Tell him the plan must be changed. Suggest a new venue. And tell him that once the Emperor has agreed, he is to give word to you, and you will send messengers to Emilie Trautmann, and she will tell the cultists within the crusade.’


      ‘What if it doesn’t go according to plan?’ Holger asked. ‘What if he doesn’t believe me?’


      ‘Make him believe you,’ Karl said. ‘All of this depends on it.’


      ‘What then?’


      ‘Send word if you can. No, don’t.’ He thought for a moment, reconsidering. ‘Tell nobody else. Meet us at the city gate and tell us where the new location is.’


      Holger nodded. ‘And then we’ll arrest Herr Doktor Kunstler.’


      ‘No. Not till the meeting is over. As soon as the Purple Hand realise they’ve been deceived and betrayed then they’ll throw their weight behind the rest of the Convocation of Darkness and will try to destroy Valten. He needs to be under the Emperor’s protection before that happens. Hold off as long as you can. But I promised you a bigger prize in exchange for Oswald, and he is it.’


      ‘No,’ Holger said. ‘The prize you promised me was the witch hunter who betrayed me and betrayed the Order of Sigmar. The witch hunter from Priesdicheim.’


      ‘I did,’ Karl said. ‘I will give you your brother’s name when Kunstler is taken or killed.’


      Holger nodded. Huss grunted. ‘There’s a lot that could go wrong,’ he said. ‘What if the Purple Hand smells a trap? They have a high-ranking Gold College wizard.’


      ‘So do we.’ Karl indicated Oswald’s unconscious form on the bed. ‘Now, I have detained you both too long. I’ll stay here with Oswald. Bring the crusade here to Gluckshalt tomorrow evening. We’ll meet here and make the final plans.’


      ‘What else can we do?’ Holger asked.


      ‘Make your preparations. Tell only those who need to know. And pray for our success.’


      When they had gone, Karl sat on the bed and looked down at Oswald. The old man seemed to be sleeping, but the lines carved across his bare chest were horribly raw and vivid. The scars would be deep and would last as long as he lived, and the wounds in his mind would be the same. Karl had been tortured by the witch hunters himself and it had destroyed the man he used to be. Would Oswald be up to the task of defending Huss and Valten from the cultists and forces of the Grand Theogonist who might assail them? Would he even be conscious in time?


      Only time would say. Meanwhile, he had some healing of his own to do, and before that he needed to harm himself.


      He lifted the candlestick from beside Oswald’s bed and carried it to the pine table against the far wall of the room. He covered the scrubbed pine surface with a double-folded sheet adjusted the small mirror – polished metal, he noted, not mercury under glass – and poured water from the jug into the white pottery bowl.


      He took his last throwing knife from his belt, the one he had hurled at Brother Martinus that morning, and tested its edge against his thumb. He had sharpened it in Altdorf before Oswald was arrested, and the flat steel had kept its edge. A thin line of blood began to ooze from the hair-slit in his skin. He watched it intensely. Was it closing up? Was it healing? How long did it take?


      How much blood was he about to lose?


      He stared at his reflection in the mirror, remembering another inn room a year and a half ago, sitting with a bowl of water, unwrapping the cloth around his neck for the first time. He had been expecting to see scar tissue, a healed knife-wound. Instead, the sight of the mouth had driven him mad for a while. Mad, and then it had killed him, shredding the man that Karl Hoche had been before, wiping the slate bare and giving him a new life and a new purpose to fill it with. The memories that still haunted him were just that: memories, ghosts in the mind of a dead man, and he ignored them when he could.


      He tried to ignore the memory of his father’s face, his horrified expression looking down at his son, watching what should have been a mortal wound heal itself. Was there strength in such memories, a strength he could tap and use? Maybe there was, maybe at some time. But not now.


      He held up his hand, holding the knife at an angle, ready to take the first slice. The cut on his thumb had healed. He studied the thin scar, and for a second found his concentration drowned in a flash-flood of self-doubts. Who was he, to march into Altdorf at the head of the largest crusade seen in the Empire for centuries? To stand before the Grand Theogonist? To stand beside Valten, who might be the bearer of the spirit of Sigmar? Even to plan these things. He was nobody. He was a low soldier, the son of Magnus Hoche, a small-town priest. He had some expertise on the battlefield, and a little knowledge of the ways of Chaos. He was not worthy. He was not able.


      No. He pushed the thoughts down, into the depths from where they had sprung. They were Karl Hoche’s thoughts, and though he still used Karl Hoche’s name and face and memories, he was a new man. He had to be. Hoche had been weak. He had to be strong.


      Strength was one of the few things he had left.


      He gripped the haft of the knife in his right hand, pulled a wad of hair tight with his left, and sliced through it close to the root. A shower of blood-drops fell into the water bowl, forming spirals and twists like red smoke in air, and he grimaced. There would be a lot more of that before he was finished.


      There was. He had to stop twice, to let the pain of the cuts ebb away, and let the bleeding roots on his scalp begin to heal, so the steady streams of blood that ran over his ears, down his face and over his chin and neck could ease to a trickle and dry. Then he would wash it off slowly, regaining his strength, and would resume the process of cutting and shaving.


      By the end the candle had burned down two inches, the knife was blunt and his whole head was red with crusted blood, the bowl filled with clumps of hair matted together with blood, the sheet he had used to protect the table stiff with his blood. He was exhausted. But as he washed himself for a final time and examined his smooth scalp in the mirror, he had to admit that Huss had a good eye. Their skulls were roughly the same shape. He might be able to pass for the warrior-priest.


      Once again, for a second, the scheme felt like madness and he wanted to flee, to have nothing more to do with it. But he was so far in now that it was easier to go on than turn back: the far bank was closer than the one he had left. And he knew he could never go back. The person who was Karl Hoche was lost to him, swept away by the current of history. There was nowhere to go but onwards, into the future, one hour at a time.


      He would dispose of the hair and the bloodied sheet in the morning. He could not simply pour it out of the window or into a drain in the courtyard outside. Some stable dog might lick up his tainted blood and become infected with the same plague that had touched him. He had learned to live with his fate but he would not wish it on another living thing, not even a dog.


      There were still hours till dawn. Oswald’s slow, shallow breaths were like a pulse, strangely comforting. Karl looked at the old priest feeling sorrow and sympathy for him, then blew out the candle, and lay down on the floor, and lay still, and did not sleep.


      ‘Where am I?’


      Karl was on his feet in a second, leaning over the bed. The voice was Oswald’s, faint but unmistakable. He had feared he would never hear it again.


      The room was dark, no light creeping in through gaps in the shutters. It must still be night. He could see nothing at all.


      ‘Rest, Oswald. Don’t move. You’re badly hurt,’ he said.


      ‘Karl?’


      ‘Yes, it’s me. You’re outside Altdorf, safe, back with the crusade. Sleep.’


      The voice was weak, almost plaintive. ‘Karl?’


      ‘Yes, Oswald?’


      ‘I’m sorry I let them take me alive. I tried to cut my throat but they took the knife away too fast. You must have worried.’


      ‘Don’t worry, old friend,’ Karl said.


      ‘But you must have worried.’


      ‘I did,’ Karl said, ‘I did,’ and he found tears pricking from the corners of his eyes. For a moment he did not recognise the feeling, it had been so long since he had last cried. He only cried a little now.


      ‘You must rest,’ he said, and there was no more sound from the bed except the low sighs of the old man’s breathing. Karl settled back down on the floor.


      ‘Karl?’


      ‘Yes, Oswald?’


      ‘Why did you save me?’


      Because you’re my friend, he thought. Because you were under my protection. Because in saving you, Holger proved himself trustworthy. Because it’ll annoy Brother Karin.


      Because I could not save my father from the anguish I caused him.


      ‘Because we’re going to need a spell-caster,’ he said. ‘Now sleep.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTEEN


      Cry Wolf


      Oswald woke around noon, weak and in pain. Karl calmed him and called down to the inn’s kitchens for some soup or gruel to feed him, but by the time it arrived the old wizard had fallen back to sleep. Karl sat at the end of the bed and watched him, wishing there was something more he could do.


      At least the cuts on his scalp had healed.


      The crusade arrived at Gluckshalt an hour before sunset, the village filling up and overflowing with bodies, the temple crowded with men eager to see the glories of the stained glass above the high altar and its rood-screen carved by Hawkslay. Karl wanted to go out to meet them, to speak to old friends and discuss the strategy for the morrow, but he was afraid of being recognised and denounced, and afraid of leaving Oswald alone. He listened to the voices outside the window and waited for Huss to come to him.


      When the door opened it was not Huss who came in, but a man Karl remembered from the crusade, a portly greybeard who had said few words but whose facial expressions as he had watched Huss’ conversations had spoken volumes. Now he glanced in Karl’s direction, acknowledging him with the scantest of nods, then looked at Oswald’s crumpled shape on the bed, pulled his Sigmarite talisman from around his neck and a jar of salve from one pocket, and began incantations in a soft western accent.


      By the time Huss arrived Oswald was awake, his wounds semi-healed under a glistening layer of salve that smelled of tree-sap and lamp-oil. The old man had not said a word, but winced every so often as the portly priest’s hands crossed a spot that was still sensitive. When he had woken at the first touch of the priest’s fingers, he had met Karl’s eyes with such a look of sadness and tiredness that Karl had felt compelled to look away. It had been less than a week since they had seen each other, but Oswald looked ten years older.


      Huss smelled of fresh sweat and the mud of the road. ‘Come outside, Karl,’ he said. ‘Leave the healer to his work. The ale they serve downstairs is good, and tastes better in the fresh air.’


      ‘No,’ Karl said. ‘I should stay here. It will be dark soon and my eyes would give me away. Besides, I have too many enemies among the crusaders, people who would unmask me, or try to arrest me, or spread word that I was here. We cannot give our enemies any reason to attack us, or to prevent us from entering the city. And this close to the capital, there will be agents from every branch of the army and the Church among your men, watching and reporting back to Altdorf.’


      ‘You know the ways that these people operate better than I do,’ Huss said. ‘When I feel I shouldn’t be trusting you, I remember that.’


      ‘Do you not trust me often?’ Karl asked.


      ‘I trust few men often,’ Huss said, ‘and nobody all the time. Priests of Sigmar put their faith in Sigmar, and nobody else.’


      ‘Even Sigmar has let you down from time to time,’ Karl said.


      Huss cocked a dark eyebrow. Karl noticed for the first time that there were grey hairs in it alongside the black.


      ‘You think so?’ Huss said. ‘You do not believe that all that has happened in the last few months is part of a grand scheme, a road that leads us onwards into history and glory, to restore Sigmar to the throne of the Empire? You do not feel the hand of destiny tugging at your collar, leading you to your role within this drama?’


      ‘I do,’ Karl said, ‘but I am less sure than you about who is pulling on my reins.’


      ‘And you question me when I say I don’t trust you,’ Huss said. ‘But you’re right, you don’t need to go anywhere. All the preparations are in place. You and Gottschalk will lead the crusade through the city, and the pikemen will follow immediately after the two of you, blocking their view, so the rest of the crusaders won’t guess it’s not my bald pate they’re following.’ He tapped the top of Karl’s head. ‘You look good, bald. Though a tip: rub two drops of oil over your scalp in the morning. Makes it glisten and helps sweat run off it. And don’t stand in the sun too long.’


      ‘Will we have sun?’


      ‘Brother Dominic says we will, and he should know.’


      A silence. The rotund priest’s chanting rose to fill it.


      ‘What word from the city?’ Karl asked.


      ‘None.’


      ‘None? No reports of troops outside the gates, or of preparations for our arrival? No word from Holger, the witch hunter?’


      ‘No reports. We’ve spoken to a few travellers, but…’


      ‘Did you not send any men ahead to see if we’re walking into a trap? No scouts? No advance guard?’ Karl felt the rising note in his own voice, but did not try to still it. Hadn’t they had this discussion once before?


      ‘No.’ Huss’ voice was calm. ‘We are the Crusade of the Risen Sigmar. We have come too far to turn around now. Whether there are traps or troops waiting for us, tomorrow we enter Altdorf.’ Karl was about to speak, to interject, to protest, but Huss held up a finger to silence him. ‘And,’ he said, ‘it is not what Sigmar would do.’


      ‘Sigmar?’


      ‘Yes. Sigmar the warrior-king would not scout ahead. He would march into battle and take the foe as he found them.’


      ‘Are you sure that’s what Sigmar would do?’ Karl said. ‘Have you asked him?’


      ‘What?’


      ‘Have you asked Valten what he thinks?’


      ‘I… No.’


      Karl leaned in towards the priest. ‘I thought you found him so he could lead the forces of righteousness against the Empire’s enemies,’ he said, and his voice was cold and hard. ‘When did you plan to let him start?’


      Huss went. In a few minutes he came back to the room and indicated that Karl should come downstairs. Karl did, entering the wide front parlour of the inn with its tables and stools. The crusade’s presence seemed to have frightened off the inn’s regular trade but had not replaced it with fresh bodies to fill the rooms: the crusaders had either joined Huss’ procession penniless, or the savings they had brought had been reduced to nothing over the past months.


      Huss sat at a window-seat, angled so he could watch the comings and goings on the street outside through the lead-diamond panes. On one side of him Valten sat, sprawled, one leg up on a stool and the other stretched out in front of him, a large tankard half-filled with ale lolling in his hand. A pretty serving-girl watched him from the other side of the room, ready to dart across with her ale-jug and a comment, a joke or a sly smile.


      On the other side of Huss sat Brother Martinus. For a few seconds he did not recognise Karl. When he did his body tensed, poised to get up, but he did not move from his seat. Nor did he acknowledge Karl’s arrival with a nod or a greeting. Valten, on the other hand, came awkwardly to his feet, extending a hand. Karl took it and shook it. The young man had a powerful grip and a smile that would have been winning if his teeth had been a better colour.


      ‘Valten, this is Magnusson, otherwise known as Karl Hoche,’ Huss said. ‘He’s the man who unmasked the servants of Chaos at the camp the other day.’


      Valten nodded. ‘Grateful,’ he said. ‘I don’t remember much of it, though that dark-haired one, she promised a good deal, I do recall. I’m sorry the one I punched died.’


      ‘He did, did he?’ Karl looked at Huss.


      ‘He had a little help. Trying to get answers out of a man with a broken jaw takes skills we didn’t have,’ the priest said.


      Karl paused. Huss was able to torture a prisoner for information without qualms, but baulked at sending scouts ahead? There was much he did not know about the man, he realised, and at this stage of the plan that worried him. ‘Did you ask him yet?’ he said.


      ‘You do it,’ Huss said.


      Karl turned to face the young man before him. ‘Valten,’ he said, ‘I need your advice. Do you think we should send men forward, to the walls of Altdorf, to see what preparations the city has made for our arrival tomorrow?’


      Valten considered, swigged ale and considered some more. ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘They know we’re coming so we don’t risk being discovered. They may capture our men so make sure to send men who don’t know anything. Eyes, not brains. But aye, send someone. Two would be better.’


      Karl nodded. Huss looked uncomfortable. Martinus was suddenly on his feet. ‘I’ll go,’ he said.


      ‘Martinus, no,’ Huss said.


      ‘Yes. I know what to look for, I know how to appraise troop numbers and judge defences. I was six years a knight for the Elector of Stirland, remember. I was at the Battle of Wissendorf.’ Karl hadn’t known that, and the news took him aback. Martinus did not seem like a soldier. He hid his past well.


      ‘It’s too dangerous. You know the plan for tomorrow,’ Huss said.


      ‘Yes,’ Martinus said, glaring at his leader, ‘but I am a warrior-priest of Sigmar and I would rather die than see my enemies succeed.’


      ‘Let him go,’ Valten said.


      Huss glanced at Karl, a trace of blame in the shape of his eyes, and exhaled. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Take two men, people you can trust. No weapons or horses. It’s five miles, a straight road and there’ll be a moon tonight. If you leave now, you should be back by midnight.’


      Valten nodded an agreement, and a moment later Karl followed suit, slowly, regretting his idea of asking Valten’s opinion. Neither he nor Huss had got the answer they had wanted, and something at the base of his spine made him sense that the answer they had got was not the best solution either.


      Martinus did not return by midnight, nor by dawn. As the preparations were made for the crusade to leave Gluckshalt, Karl watched Huss as he spoke to his followers and his assistants, giving instruction, advice and words of comfort where they were needed. He had tried to open the subject of Martinus over breakfast but Huss had waved it away without a word, and had stood and left the table, his food untouched.


      Had Martinus been intercepted, arrested, even killed? Had he, who had been with the crusade since its earliest days, deserted just as it was about to achieve its goal? Many had deserted, Karl knew: the faithful who had expected more from Sigmar reborn than a blacksmith’s son with a Reikland burr in his voice when he chose to speak, which wasn’t often. But it wasn’t that. It wasn’t any of those things.


      Huss was afraid that Martinus had turned traitor, had arrived at Altdorf and gone to the authorities to report every detail of their plans. And when Karl realised it, he was afraid too. Partly for the implications for what lay ahead that day, and partly because the thought was obviously distracting Huss from the job of leadership. He had a lot to do before the crusade got underway, and he was not dealing well with the idea that he might have been betrayed.


      All this Karl deduced, watching Huss from under the loose hood of a priest’s cloak, following a discreet distance behind the leader as he made his way from tent to tent and campfire to campfire. Off in the huddle of houses and buildings that made up Gluckshalt, a hundred yards away, the locals were beginning to come out into the fields. A few hung back, wanting to bring their livestock back onto the common land where the crusade had camped. Although the day was warm and the early sun was burning off the shreds of clouds overhead to reveal a pale blue sky, the damp ground had been churned up overnight by hundreds of feet. There would be little grazing here for the rest of the season.


      Huss had located Gottschalk and was speaking to him. Gottschalk nodded and shouted an order, and the pikemen began to walk towards the road, forming into ranks as they did. The other crusaders slowly stowed the last of their gear, shouldered their packs and followed suit. Huss stood and watched. It was safe to approach him: there was nobody around to overhear the conversation, so Karl approached him.


      ‘Aren’t you going to speak to them?’ he said.


      ‘What for?’ Huss said without turning. ‘We’ve already had morning prayers, and we need to be moving.’


      ‘Rouse their spirits, steel them for what lies ahead. The city’s only five miles and we’re not due there till noon. You can spare a few minutes. You must speak to them.’


      ‘Three things,’ Huss said. ‘First, the city guard are expecting us around noon. We will be there an hour early, so that if they have any surprises waiting, we get there first. Second, these are not soldiers, they’re priests, monks, holy men. They’re not disciplined, they’re apprehensive enough about entering Altdorf, and the one thing I’m not going to do is give them a reason to be more nervous and liable to panic. And third, while I am grateful for the services you have rendered, and the planning you have put into this, remember always that I am in charge of this crusade and this day’s work, I escort the man who is Sigmar, and you are here only on my sufferance. Never tell me what I should or should not do. Never.’


      He turned to look at Karl and Karl looked away, unable to meet the tall man’s eyes. He had presumed too much. But it was clear that if Huss was worried that his forces might be apprehensive about entering Altdorf, the man himself was weighed down with pressure. The months on the road had taken their toll. Karl had seen the first signs of the stress Huss was feeling in that darkened hut in Rottfurt, and this matter with Martinus had been the last in a long sequence of heavy blows. Karl hoped he would not crack with the strain. Without him, the crusade would disintegrate.


      The walls of Altdorf were higher and more forbidding than Karl remembered. No forces were arrayed outside to meet the crusaders, but they were somewhere: nobody brought a force of two thousand men to the gates of the Empire’s capital without some kind of reception being prepared. Huss had thought to take the city by surprise, but Altdorf had had two and a half thousand years to prepare for that sort of thing.


      The city gates, however, were open: both inner and outer sets. The usual armed guards were standing outside them. The road ahead seemed clear, though a few people were leaving the city, on horseback or on foot, and then immediately turning off the main road to give the crusaders a wide berth. Karl scanned the crenellation of the city walls, looking for bowmen or assassins, but there was no sign of any unusual movement. He knew they were being observed, but their watchers were keeping a low profile.


      The day was hot, and under the heavy wool of his hooded cloak Karl felt sweat trickling down over his naked scalp. The metal armour he wore under his robes was heavy after a five-mile march, and he let it weigh him down, making him stoop a little: at this moment the less recognisable he was the better. Beside him, Huss grunted and shouldered his warhammer. Next to him walked Brother Dominic, Valten and Gottschalk, who was wearing wore a hood similar to Karl’s. From behind them came the steady beat of the marching feet of the pikemen: slightly irregular, not up to the standard of real soldiers, but better than they had been when Karl had trained them. Behind the pikemen came the body of the crusade, then the coach in which Oswald, sat, still weak from his wounds. The Hammers of Sigmar brought up the rear.


      Conversation had been slow when they started out, and had dropped quickly. Now they walked, five men, followed by thousands with every step and thought, and Karl was pressed with the increasing worry that they did not know what they were doing. They knew where they were going, but they did not know what they would do when they got there.


      Huss was silent, tense, his eyes firmly ahead, a figure of solid determination in his distinctive suit of armour, the metal band he wore around his bald head glinting with sunlight and sweat. Dominic’s eyes were on Huss, and occasionally on Karl, and he seemed to want to say something but never did. Gottschalk’s face was covered by his hood but from the way he mopped his brow and the tension in his pose, Karl could tell he was not enjoying the moment and not looking forward to the rest of the morning.


      The only person who seemed to be comfortable, or at least at peace, was Valten. He strode ahead, glancing around him with curiosity and interest but not fear, carrying his warhammer one-handed. He could have been a woodsman setting out into the forest for a day’s work, not approaching the gates of the capital city of the Empire. They had exchanged few words along the way, but Karl already felt himself in quiet awe of this man, still in his teens, who exuded such quiet confidence and self-assurance; not arrogance, just faith in his own abilities. Was he truly Sigmar? Perhaps or perhaps not, but he was born to be a leader of men, and that was what the crusade needed now. To say nothing of the Empire.


      They were less than a hundred yards from the gate now. Perhaps Huss’ tactic of arriving early had worked. Karl stared ahead, trying to make out if there was a crowd or an army waiting for them on the other side. There were figures, but he couldn’t tell how many or whether they were in uniform. The inner gates were part closed. That could be hiding anything, but it could also work for them.


      They walked into the shadow of the wall, towards the darkness of the archway through the fifteen feet of stonework that separated Altdorf from the world it governed. The four guards moved into the road, crossing their halberds to block their way. Huss glanced at Gottschalk, who turned to face his men, held up a hand and barked an order. Karl could hear the pikemen come to a halt behind them.


      The guards did not move or speak. Beneath their helmets, their eyes were guarded and wary.


      ‘Let us pass,’ Huss said. ‘We have an audience with the Emperor.’


      There was no movement. The barrier they presented looked to be only symbolic, but Karl knew that if the crusaders made a single hostile move, Altdorf’s defences would be alerted and they would be lucky to get twenty feet beyond the gate. Breaking through was not an option. And Huss, for all his skill at arguing theological topics and points of doctrine, was not a great negotiator.


      Then a figure slipped through the gap between the inner doors and walked up behind the guards. Karl recognised the uniform before he recognised the man.


      ‘Let them pass,’ said Anders Holger.


      The guard sergeant turned. ‘Sorry sir, I have orders.’


      ‘Overruled by this.’ Holger handed him a letter. ‘They are to pass. Orders of the Grand Theogonist.’


      The guard glanced at the words, and at the heavy seal, then motioned to his men and they withdrew. Karl and the other four stepped forward into the archway. Karl pulled back the hood of his cloak, undid its ties and pulled it off, exposing the battered armour he wore underneath. He passed the cloak to Huss, who passed him the breastplate he had been wearing, with its distinctive insignia and markings. He began to strap it on.


      ‘Anders,’ he said. ‘What news?’


      ‘Good for the crusade,’ Holger said, ‘but bad for you.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘The meeting is rearranged. The Emperor and the Grand Theogonist will be waiting in the Grand Theogonist’s palace. Do you know the way?’


      Valten shook his head. Huss looked up, his fingers still busy with the fastenings of Karl’s robe.


      ‘No,’ he said.


      ‘Then I’ll come with you. Now, Karl.’ Holger turned to him. ‘A man came to the chapter-house last night, asking to see Brother Karin. He claimed to be one of Huss’ lieutenants.’


      ‘Slim, pale, bushy eyebrows and hairy hands, named Martinus Delberz?’ Huss asked.


      ‘The same. He told us that you would be taking Huss’ place for the march through the city, and if the witch hunters wished to capture you and discredit the crusade in one move, that would be the moment. The forces are already in place. You will be taken in Gendarmenmarkt.’


      The world around him froze and crumbled. Karl stood alone at its centre, unable to move, unable to digest the words. He stared into Holger’s solemn face and saw his own death, imminent and inevitable, written there. Dimly he was aware of Huss’ voice saying, ‘Martinus? Martinus gave up the plan?’ and Dominic saying, ‘Can we rearrange it? Can someone else go?’ and Valten, with a voice like the click of a door locking, saying, ‘No, there is no time and nobody else. Each man has his part. Without Karl we are all lost.’ But he didn’t move. Something burned in his brain.


      ‘What time did Martinus come to you?’ he asked Holger.


      ‘Around midnight. A few minutes before. I remember the bells ringing as he spoke to Brother Karin.’


      ‘But he left Gluckshalt in mid-evening. He would have been in Altdorf at least an hour before midnight.’ Huss said.


      ‘The witch hunters were his second destination. He went to see someone else first,’ Karl said. ‘Anders, did he mention anyone else? His old regiment?’


      ‘No,’ Holger said. ‘He said he had just arrived.’


      ‘Then who?’ Huss asked.


      Karl turned to him. ‘Luthor, when Emilie and her colleagues came to the crusade, did you speak to them first? Or did Martinus bring them into the camp?’


      ‘Martinus met them on the road, and…’ The warrior-priest’s normally strident voice tailed off into a croak. ‘You think that…?’ he asked.


      ‘I don’t know,’ Karl said. ‘I don’t know.’ It was hard to believe the Martinus had been an agent for the Purple Hand, though it was how the cult would work – place a person close to the leader, in a position that would give him some responsibility and a lot of influence. But Brother Martinus? He had seemed so trustworthy. Perhaps that was the point.


      ‘I’m not saying that he was a cultist,’ he said, ‘but we should assume that the Purple Hand know our plans, and also that Emilie and her scheme failed. They know they won’t get a second chance at converting Valten to their side. And they have a wizard trained by the Golden College with them.’ Karl reached over and removed the metal circlet from Huss’ head, placing it over his own. It was warm.


      Huss glanced at him, then pulled the hood of the robe up over his head, becoming just another priest.


      ‘Witch hunters after you,’ Gottschalk said, ‘followers of Chaos after me – how much worse can the Purple Hand make things?’


      ‘They have at least one powerful wizard. A member of the Golden College.’


      Karl looked at Huss, and caught sight of the man’s eyes under the hood of his cloak. There was a haunted, hunted look in them that he had not seen since Rottfurt, and if there was any spare space in his heart not already filled with apprehension and terror, it was now filled with dread. He would have to be Luthor Huss in more than appearance; Martinus’ betrayal had plunged the true Huss back into his world of self-doubt and it was down to him, the pretender, to take the lead now. His mind churned, thoughts spilling one on top of the other, solidifying, becoming coherent.


      ‘Don’t get in the coach,’ he said. ‘It’ll be the obvious target for any cultists. Get Oswald out as it passes. Get him to cast all the protective spells he has, and keep them running. Blend with the crusaders as far as you can, then make your own way to the Theogonist’s palace. Take a roundabout route. You know the way?’


      ‘I’ll take them,’ Holger said.


      ‘Shouldn’t you be in Gendarmenmarkt,’ Karl said, ‘arresting me?’


      Holger smiled humourlessly. ‘Shouldn’t you be on your way there?’ He swept back his cloak, as if about to draw a sword, and Karl noticed he had two scabbards strapped to his belt. He untied one of them and held it out.


      ‘Your sword,’ he said. ‘The one we took when we captured Oswald Maurer. I thought you might need it. It’s a fine blade, fit for a general.’


      ‘It ought to be,’ Karl said. ‘I stole it from one.’ He took it in both hands, feeling its familiar weight, then passed it back. ‘Thank you, but no. Luthor Huss does not carry a sword, and today I must be Huss. Keep it for when you keep your promise.’


      ‘My promise?’


      ‘You said you would kill me one day. I expect you to keep your word.’


      Holger, brow furrowed, took back the sword. Huss passed Karl his warhammer and the transformation was complete: a bald, heavily armoured warrior-priest of Sigmar and a blond-haired man with bulky muscles, wearing the clothes of a rural blacksmith. Next to them, two anonymous priests in black, hooded robes.


      ‘We have to move,’ Huss said from under his hood. ‘To wait any longer will invite suspicion.’


      Karl nodded. Huss raised his head so his eyes were visible, staring at his lookalike.


      ‘You don’t have to do this, you know,’ he said. ‘Gottschalk can go alone. Or we can march in unafraid, with Sigmar and I at the head of the crusade. This way means death for you.’


      ‘Look at me,’ Karl said. ‘I am an abomination. With every day, Chaos takes a little more of my body, and a little more of my mind. I will see you safe to the Emperor’s door, and then I trust that Brother Anders will use that sword to do his duty. I will welcome death, if it comes with honour.’


      Huss held his gaze for a moment more, then pulled his hood down over his face. ‘As you say,’ he said.


      ‘I have to go,’ Holger said. ‘Questions will be asked if I am away from Gendarmenmarkt too long. Karl, I hope you can come up with a new plan.’


      ‘I have a new plan,’ Karl said. ‘I’m going to stay the hell away from Gendarmenmarkt.’


      They walked out from the shadow of the gate-arch, two men followed by two thousand. The streets of Altdorf were waiting for them, lined with people two or three deep, watching, expectant. Karl had expected noise, cheers or shouts or taunts, but there was little of that. What noise should you make when you see a man who may be your god? Nobody seemed to know. There were murmurs, whispered conversations, and sometimes the sound of chanted prayers, just audible above four thousand marching feet on cobblestones.


      Karl felt the crowd’s eyes on him and Gottschalk. What did Altdorf make of them? He tried to mimic the way that Huss would walk: the long, confident stride, the slight sway of the shoulders, the relaxed grip on the warhammer, the head held up, the eyes fearless, the mind calm. It did not come easily to him. He walked on.


      There is no street that runs directly between the south-west gate and the cathedral square. Uhlandstrasse runs north-east from the gate meeting Hermannstrasse beside the forbidding granite walls of the Emperor’s palace. Hermannstrasse runs for several hundred yards through some of the most prosperous areas of Altdorf, then turns a sharp left beside the barracks of the Knights Panther, and heads north. It is wide and lined with the sort of properties that can afford to be on such a street: inns and hostelries, guild halls, regimental headquarters, the bases of religious orders and the offices of the Empire’s major trading families who want their clients to forbear the squalor of the docks. The houses present frontages like their owners: tall, fashionable, well appointed, yet with a solidity and demeanour that shows a superiority borne of money, class and the great weight of history.


      Along its route the street passes through two road-junctions wide enough to be termed squares: Fischmarkt and Kirchplatz, as well as two crossroads with other major streets and a miscellany of side-streets and alleys, cut-throughs and mews. Each one was blocked off by groups of soldiers, weapons drawn, and crowds behind them. Their faces were impassive and implacable, their eyes fixed on him. They knew something; they had been warned. Karl’s first thoughts after he had heard Holger’s news had been to turn aside along the route, slipping away down an alleyway, but he saw this was impossible, and his heart sank.


      They passed along Hermannstrasse. Karl watched the crowd. Everyone, it seemed, was there: young and old; Imperial and foreigner; human, dwarf, elf and halfling. After the Convocation of Light had broken up and its members spread across the Empire to raise their armies, there must have been few parades, little for the citizens to look at. They blocked possible escape-routes as surely as if they had been soldiers, or piles of corpses. Karl would do nothing that might lead the innocent to harm. He hoped the witch hunters would have the same forbearance.


      They entered Hermannstrasse. Karl paused a second, staring at the left-hand branch of the wide mouth of Uhlandstrasse leading away to the north-west. That was the route that Valten and Huss needed to go, but the soldiers had dragged wagons and barrows to block the way. He caught Gottschalk’s eye, and they turned to the right, the south-east, hearing the rattle of raised pikes clashing in the air as their small army behind them changed direction abruptly.


      Karl knew this area. Ahead, he could see the high stone walls of the Knights Panther barracks, and hoped that none of its soldiers would be stationed along the route. Obviously the plan was to lure him into Gendarmenmarkt, and ambush him there, but the Knights Panthers’ dislike for him was strong enough that they might try something. Karl’s discoveries had placed an indelible stain on the reputation of their order, and while killing him would not wipe it clean, it would go a little way to helping them feel better.


      Staring ahead, to the point where the Hermannstrasse turned left to Gendarmenmarkt, he could not see any of the Panthers’ distinctive uniforms or banners. The narrower road that led straight ahead was blocked by men in Reiksguard colours. Beyond them, the angular steeple of the temple of Saint Botolphus soared above the jagged rooftops.


      Karl stared at it, and knew his next move.


      The lack of noise was unnerving. Once, shortly after the Battle of Wissendorf when Karl had been promoted to lieutenant, he had marched with his regiment through Altdorf. They had been cheered until the sound rang from the city walls; citizens had thrown flowers and waved flags, and when he had come back to the city a month later he had not needed to pay for a single drink for the length of his stay. This time, he felt he was not being celebrated but scrutinised. Not a glorious victor, but a fanatic, a possible heretic, a man who might be the saviour of the Empire, or burnt at a stake before the week was out. Perhaps there were some in the crowd who might have spoken out, or cheered, if they had not feared the scorn of their neighbours and the justice of the witch hunters. But, he reminded himself, perhaps there were cultists too, aiming crossbows at him even at this moment.


      The ranks of Reiksguard soldiers stood like fence-posts, static and impassive in their dark chainmail vests, only their eyes moving under their helmets as Karl and Gottschalk approached them. Clearly the troops expected the two men, their phalanx of pikemen and the throng of crusaders following them to turn left and proceed up Hermannstrasse and into Gendarmenmarkt. They did not.


      ‘Stand aside!’ Karl demanded, raising a hand. His voice was a little high for Huss, and a little strained. He tried again. ‘In the name of Sigmar, stand aside!’


      The soldiers stood firm, but a couple of them looked less certain of themselves and their solidity. From twenty yards down the street, a young officer left the ranks and came towards them.


      ‘Proceed on to the cathedral square,’ he said. The tone of command was strong, but underlaid with a layer of nerves.


      Karl squared his shoulders. No, not his shoulders; Luthor Huss’ shoulders. ‘We have been in the wilderness a hundred days and nights. We have endured attacks from the ungodly and the Chaos-driven. We have seen our comrades cut down beside us. We have found this man, reborn. And now–’ he let his voice, Huss’ voice, grow in his chest, following the natural stresses of the words ‘–before we present ourselves before the grace of the Emperor, we must clean ourselves of the dirt of the road, and we must pray.’


      He raised the warhammer as Huss would have, single-handed, at arm’s length, to point over the heads of the assembled soldiers, to the steeple of Saint Botolphus’ beyond.


      ‘Stand aside!’


      He never knew if Gottschalk had given a signal or if it was purely his voice that did it, but behind him a hundred pikes swept down into the horizontal position to repel an attack – or to make one. In front of him a few of the Reiksguard raised their swords, though their faces said they knew it was a futile gesture. Karl kept his glare on the face of the young officer, focusing calm power on him.


      The officer held on for a moment, then his eyes dropped and he took a pace backwards. ‘Stand aside,’ he ordered, and the soldiers moved back, and the crowds moved with them. The road opened, and Karl and Gottschalk walked on towards Saint Botolphus’ as if they had been waiting for a farmer’s cart to move out of their way.


      Saint Botolphus’ was not a large temple, but it was built solidly enough to repel a siege. Karl hoped it would not come to that, but there was no question that word would have reached the witch hunters in Gendarmenmarkt that their plan had been diverted, and they would be on their way to the temple. He might have exchanged one hopeless situation for another, but at least this time he would not be walking into a trap, and every second that the forces of Empire spent converging around this building was another second for Huss and Valten to make their way to the Grand Theogonist’s palace, and the Emperor.


      He splashed water from the font on his face and looked around. Gottschalk was up by the high altar, praying with two of the temple’s resident priests. A few other men from the crusade had entered, but the pike-men were still outside, guarding the entrance. He didn’t know what the other crusaders had done or where they had gone, but the crush of their crowd would make it harder for the witch hunters to manoeuvre through the streets. All in all, this was a good position to be in, for now, strategically speaking. All he had to do was work out how he was going to get out of it alive.


      ‘Karl!’


      The shout startled him from his thoughts, and not just because it was his name. It was a voice he had hoped to not hear again that day. It was Luthor Huss, running down the central aisle towards him, pulling back the hood of his cloak. Valten was hard behind him. Further back, leaning on a pillar by the temple’s entrance, was Oswald. He looked out of breath and pale.


      Karl struggled to find words. ‘What are you doing here?’ He could see the note of panic in Huss’ eyes again.


      ‘It was hopeless,’ the warrior-priest said. ‘They were waiting. All the roads were blocked off by soldiers; they wouldn’t let us past for any reason. And we knew the cultists were there. They attacked the carriage first–’


      ‘What happened?’


      ‘One wheel collapsed. Very cunning, but too convenient to be an accident. Then we saw people joining the crusaders from the side of the road, dressed like us. They were going from man to man, pulling back hoods and checking faces. So we ran forward.’ He looked around. ‘This was a good plan.’


      ‘It was meant to buy you time, not give you sanctuary,’ Karl said. Possibilities flashed through his mind: witch hunters assaulting the temple or cutting them off inside until they surrendered; cultists somehow destroying the building; he and Gottschalk going back outside to distract the witch hunters while Huss and Valten made another attempt to reach the Emperor; Huss taking the pikemen and leaving him defenceless. None of them contained more than a shred of a chance of success.


      He turned to Huss. ‘Any ideas?’


      Huss was silent, lost in thought. Karl observed him for a moment more then, realising that no answer would be coming for a while, left him and walked down the aisle to the back of the temple, where Oswald had slumped onto a wooden bench. He looked drained and exhausted.


      ‘Enjoying the walking tour of Altdorf?’ he asked.


      Oswald looked up. ‘Leave me here,’ he said. ‘I will only hold you back. Leave me.’


      ‘And let the witch hunters carry on where they left off?’ Karl asked. ‘You’re coming with us if I have to carry you.’ He paused. ‘Oswald, I know you’re tired and still recovering from your wounds. If it’s needed, can you perform your magic? Cast spells?’


      ‘A little,’ Oswald said. ‘I think. Nothing highly charged. Some wards and protections, perhaps.’


      Karl nodded, about to say more, but as he was preparing his words he heard the sound of the crowd around the temple change. He stopped, moving in shadow towards the opened door, gesturing to the others to come and see.


      The witch hunters were there. He hadn’t realised there were so many of them in Altdorf. Beyond the phalanx of pikemen, the wide street outside the temple was corrugated with rows of men in black tunics and silver buttons, high hats and implacable faces, like the darkest night, studded with cold gleaming stars. Their numbers stretched away down the roads on both sides of the temple, surrounding it. They were silent. Behind them, the muddled numbers of the crusaders stretched away into the distance, stilled and neutered.


      In the centre of the road was a plinth with a statue of the saint, bare-headed, his features drawn smooth by centuries of rain on his soft stone complexion. One witch hunter had climbed the plinth and stood next to Saint Botolphus, a head and shoulders shorter than the martyr. He stared above the forest of pikes to the temple door, and Karl recognised him.


      ‘Karl Hoche!’ Theo Kratz’s voice boomed. ‘Mutant, heretic and enemy of the Empire, hear my voice! We know you have disguised yourself as Luthor Huss. We know the man with you is not Valten, the man you claim to be Sigmar risen. Leave the temple and surrender yourself to us, or we shall show no mercy to you or your comrades. You have a count of five.’


      Karl met Gottschalk’s startled gaze. Behind him, Huss and Valten were moving forward towards the door.


      ‘Five.’


      Oswald stood up shakily, opened his mouth, didn’t say anything. Karl looked from face to face: Gottschalk shocked, Oswald Maurer, Valten unreadable, Huss thoughtful and confident.


      ‘Four.’


      ‘I’m going out,’ Huss said.


      ‘What? You can’t!’ Karl said. ‘What about the cultists?’


      ‘Three.’


      ‘Let them take their chances,’ Huss said, striding towards the door. Karl grabbed Oswald by the shoulders, turning him to face the sunlight. ‘Protective spells, now,’ he said. Oswald nodded.


      ‘Two!’


      Gottschalk and Valten ran across the marble floor to the door, hard on Huss’ heels. Karl almost set off after them, but stopped himself. If he showed his face now, it would all be over.


      Outside, Huss’ voice was like a landslide.


      ‘I am Luthor Huss,’ and the words echoed back from the high buildings in the street, above the silent crowd. ‘I have brought a man to meet the Emperor, a man who the prophecies tell will save the Empire in its darkest hour.’


      Karl moved around, staying back so he could not be seen from outside, but able to observe Huss and the others. Valten was on one side of him, Gottschalk the other. Valten had given Gottschalk his cloak and the latter wore it, hood over his face.


      Behind them, partially obscured by Huss’ frame, was Oswald. He was weaving a spell, his hands making patterns in the air. Karl could not see if Theo Kratz or the other witch hunters could see him. It reminded him of the moment outside the walls of Grünburg, where Huss had faced off against Erwin Rhinehart.


      ‘And you will let us through,’ Huss proclaimed. There was quiet, and tension, and a sense of expectation. Then Karl’s senses jumped, flaring and he knew, suddenly knew, just as he had known at Grünburg, that someone had fired a crossbow.


      He wanted to dive forward, to protect Huss or Valten. But if he was seen the witch hunters would signal an attack, and they would all be taken. He must not move. He could not. He did not.


      It was a moment that stretched into a thin line running from one of the open windows in the tall tenement building opposite, to its target on the temple steps. With a spray of blood time snapped back into focus. Oswald lurched, his moving hands fell, and he dropped to the ground, a crossbow bolt buried in his throat. Blood sprang from the wound in torrents, cascading down the steps. Karl watched as Huss and Valten stepped back, looking down at Oswald’s twitching body. The pikemen stared at the body. Everybody stared as Oswald gasped the last of his life away and died. Then all hell broke loose.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOURTEEN


      Tilt


      The pike is not a glamorous weapon, nor one that is easy to use, but its simplicity and functionality has earned it the respect of generals and philosophers alike – the latter praising it for its honesty and lack of guile and claiming that it and the short sword are the only weapons fit for a gentleman’s use; the former understanding its strategic potential and the fact that a row of pikemen can hold their own against almost any other force on the battlefield.


      For such a simple weapon, its development and history are long. It originates in Tilea, where the armies of the city-states have been using spears and pole-weapons as their primary weapons since the days of the Remans. But it was the mercenaries of the Border Princes who recognised the true potential of the pike, adopted it and made it feared across the Old World. This was several hundred years ago, at a time when heavily-armoured cavalry were the most powerful and respected part of any army’s force, and the undisputed rulers of any battlefield. After the mercenaries showed that a square of pikemen could not only withstand a charge by a full force of mounted knights, but could actually break it, the shape of the Empire’s armies and the face of its wars were changed forever.


      The pike’s simplicity of design is deceptive. It is a pole of ash, between fifteen and twenty feet long and less than two inches thick. One end is blunt, the other is finished with steel – the ‘pike’ itself, shaped like a dagger-blade and as much as eighteen inches long: sharp-tipped and with honed sides, so it can be used to slash as well as to stab.


      It is a cumbersome weapon, and not just in combat. If carried horizontally it vibrates uncomfortably in the hand in time with its bearer’s steps and whacks the thighs of anyone walking nearby; if carried vertically it snags on the branches of trees. It is too long to be thrown with any accuracy, or to be used as a quarterstaff or close-fighting weapon by anyone except an expert – though they do exist.


      The pike is the great leveller. It makes a peasant the equal of his mounted and armoured lord. The key to its use is discipline: a lone pikeman with some skill and some luck may be able to bring down a horseman, but when formed into a square with several hundred of his fellows, four ranks deep, their pikes lowered to form a forest of steel-tipped shafts, protecting ranks of archers or artillery behind him, and he can stand almost anything. The length of the pike means that several ranks of men can lower their weapons at once, butting the blunt end into the earth, the front ranks kneeling, supporting the haft of their pikes at an angle of around twenty degrees, presenting the enemy with an impenetrable mass of fierce steel blades, all pointed at their throats.


      It is worse than madness to charge a square of pike-men, either on foot or on horseback, it is suicide. Two-handed swords and heavy blunt weapons like warhammers may be able to smash some of the shafts, but not enough of them, and most pikemen carry short swords to hack at the few who penetrate the wall of stakes. Any attacker weighed down by enough armour to be protected from the blades is slow enough to be an easy target for longbows, crossbows or the handgunners who often protect the ends of ranks of pikemen.


      Moreover, the pike is not an entirely defensive weapon. With training, discipline and officers who know what they are doing, a well organised force of pikemen can launch charges of their own against slower-moving groups of troops. Even with the recent advances in warfare that the Empire has seen: steam tanks; the machines of the dwarfs; the elves’ magic and the weird devices of the skaven, one truth remains: about the only thing that can match a square of pikemen on the battlefield is another square of pikemen.


      There are disadvantages to using a pike. Its wielders need space to manoeuvre and time to form up their ranks. Something as minor as uneven terrain can throw off the formation of a rank of pikemen and make them vulnerable; and if their flanks are not properly defended then they are vulnerable to attack from the side. If ambushed, surprised, or taken in small groups, they are useless. Pikes depend on quantity and density for their effectiveness, and they are not quick to respond to the changing flow of battle, or attacks from a different direction. While pikes can break a charge, they are in trouble if they come under concerted attack; once the square is breached, it falls apart, collapsing outwards around the breach like a cliff collapsing from the onslaught of the inrushing sea.


      Altdorf is an old city, swollen over two thousand years from the town of Reikdorf where Sigmar was first crowned. Its buildings have grown, pushing closer to the thoroughfares and streets, the upper storeys overhanging the cobbles below and blocking out the sunlight. It is an urgent, bustling place, hard enough to get a cart through the crowded streets, let alone two thousand crusaders and priests. There is little room to manoeuvre, the small square outside the temple of Saint Botolphus crowded with Reiksguard soldiers and witch hunters as well as the pikemen of the crusade.


      The pikemen have not had an easy day. Their twenty-foot weapons had to be tilted to bring them through the city’s south-west gate, and though the soldiers are used to carrying the poles so they do not catch on branches overhanging the road, it is a different matter where the street itself is more like a tunnel, and less wide than their weapon is long. They have kept good discipline in difficult circumstances. They have done their best.


      But they have no room to manoeuvre, or to form up. There is a statue in the middle of the square that blocks their pikes and breaks up their formation. Their commander is on the temple steps, too far away for his orders to be heard above the chaos and carnage. The space is so crowded that they cannot even lower their pikes far enough to defend themselves.


      History does not record who started it. History, in fact, erases all records of this massacre; this brutal and unnecessary destruction in Saint Botolphus’ Square. In the shadow of the other events of this day, this one is just an awkward detail, to be briefly noted and forgotten. In a year nobody will refer to it; in twenty years nobody will remember it; in a century not a single record will show that it ever happened. The crusade’s pikemen are being slaughtered.


      Karl watched men he knew, men he had trained, cut down like wheat by the blades of the Order of Sigmar. There were fewer of the black-hatted witch hunters but they were trained for street-fighting, and their wits and weapons were better suited for this kind of battle. The two black-clad forces merged, spilling over each other, one pack slicing through the other like wolves into sheep, or lions into dogs.


      Beyond them, crusaders milled frantically down the packed length of Hermannstrasse. In the distance, bringing up the rear of the line, the Hammers of Sigmar fought their way forward through the panicked crowd.


      On the steps, Huss seemed transfixed by the unfolding chaos. A warrior-priest he might be, but one not used to this kind of carnage. Yards away, above the heads of the fighters, Theo Kratz clutched the stone arm of Saint Botolphus and screamed orders, pointing with his sword at the group at the door of the temple.


      Karl reached to his hip for a sword that wasn’t there. He cursed his decision to give the blade to Holger with a monosyllable, then turned back into the lamp-lit interior of the temple. There had to be something he could use as a weapon.


      There was. Above the altar, a great warhammer – a real one, not a painting or a carving. And suddenly the legend of Saint Botolphus snapped into his mind and he knew what it was: the saint’s hammer itself, rescued from where it had been embedded in the skull of the dragon he had killed with his dying blow, his scorched corpse still clutching its handle. A holy relic, an object of veneration, but a weapon all the same.


      Dare he use it? That would surely be heresy. But he was already guilty of that, and worse.


      He ran down the aisle, leaping from the ground onto the top of the altar, and reached up to lift it clear of the brackets that held it in place. The weight of the great square head pulled it down into his hands, and he grasped the leather-wrapped shaft with both hands to steady it, swinging it down. It was perfectly balanced, a master’s weapon. It was also about a foot too long and twenty pounds too heavy for him. He could carry it, but he could not wield it.


      But he knew a man who could.


      He jumped down from the altar and ran down the aisle, through the doorway and into the daylight beyond. It did not matter if the witch hunters saw him now: getting Huss and Valten to safety or to their destination was more important than protecting himself. The three men were where he had left them. Gottschalk had knelt by Oswald’s corpse, and was praying over it. The roar of the battle ripped his words away like petals dropped in a torrent.


      ‘Luthor!’ Karl shouted. ‘Give me your hammer! I have a new weapon for you.’


      Huss turned and Karl thrust the hammer at him. He stared down at it uncomprehendingly for a moment, then looked back up.


      ‘Is this what I think it is?’ he asked.


      Karl nodded. Huss reached over and wrapped one hand around the shaft, lifting its weight, feeling its balance.


      ‘I cannot carry this,’ Huss said. ‘This hammer is blessed. Sacred.’ He paused for a second, then turned round to face Valten, reversing the weapon and presenting him with the handle. Valten hesitated for a second, then put down the hammer he had taken from Gottschalk a few minutes before and received the new one. He studied it, then swung it experimentally. Its great granite head whistled through the air.


      ‘This is a better hammer,’ he said, and raised it up above his head, one-handed, in an unmistakable rallying-sign. A second later he was charging down the steps into the throng of battle before him. Karl caught Valten’s old hammer before it hit the ground and followed a step behind him, Luthor Huss and Gottschalk at his side. They threw themselves at the forces of the Empire, weapons first.


      To his right Gottschalk was shouting, ‘Rally! Rally! Draw swords!’ and to his left Huss was whirling his hammer around his head, two-handed, clearing space and acting like a battle-standard, a focus for the remaining pikemen. A Reiksguard soldier turned and swung a sword at him but Karl was already raising his hammer, knocking the blow back and smashing the man’s upper arm with the wet crack of breaking bones. Ahead of him–


      Ahead of him was an elemental force of battle. Valten strode through the fight like a god. The huge warhammer of Saint Botolphus swung ceaselessly in his hands, now left, now right, switching and spinning, and with every blow a Reiksguard or a witch hunter dropped, stunned, bloodied or dead.


      If Karl had not been fighting for his life, he would have stood and watched. Around Valten the soldiers began to fall back. Theo Kratz was still on the statue’s plinth, yelling orders that were inaudible over the tumult of warfare. Then another Reiksguard thrust at him and Karl was duelling again, hammer against sword, using the thick wooden handle to parry, the butt of the weapon to thrust, and the iron head with its dull point to swing, to make space. The warhammer was not a weapon for close-in fighting but at least it was more use here than a pike.


      The Reiksguard soldier blocked his swing and brought his own sword in for a thrust but it was clumsy. Karl grabbed his wrist with his left hand and yanked it down, bringing the handle of the warhammer up to meet it. Knuckles cracked across woodwork and the man dropped the sword. Karl let go of the wrist and caught it in a single move, then as the man was looking up, hit him with the warhammer. He went sideways, his shattered jaw spilling blood.


      Killing the Emperor’s own soldiers. Nobody in the Empire would ever trust him after this. But at least he had two weapons now. He shifted the sword in his left hand. It was a nice blade – not as nice as the one that Holger had now, Duke Heller’s one, but good enough. A part of his mind wondered how he could get the duke’s sword back from the witch hunter.


      He almost slipped over. The cobbles were slippery, awash with blood.


      A few steps away a pikeman was using the shattered stump of his weapon to fend off a witch hunter’s blade, and not doing it well. Karl took two fast steps towards him but as he did the man jerked, twisted and fell forwards. The witch hunter tried to sidestep the falling corpse but was blocked behind. The body knocked him over and carried him down to the ground. A crossbow bolt protruded from the pikeman’s upper back, blood beginning to soak the cloth around it.


      ‘Crossbows!’ Karl shouted. ‘Crossbows above!’ Of course they had crossbows. He had been carried away by the heat of the battle, had forgotten how Oswald had died. Where was the cool-thinking officer of yesteryear? Had the rages of Chaos devoured him so completely that he had lost all his sense of tactics? He glanced up, calculating which of the high windows the crossbow-men must be in, and headed for the side of the street, the shadow of the wall, the only cover there was.


      Someone grabbed his shoulder and spun him around. He raised his sword to strike but it was Gottschalk. He looked panicked and his face and forehead were badly cut. The warhammer, Karl recalled, was not his weapon of choice. He started to say something. Karl cut him off.


      ‘How many men do you have left?’


      ‘Sixty maybe, but the pikes–’


      Karl pointed back towards the street that led to Hermannstrasse. ‘Get them in there. It’s narrow enough.’ Gottschalk nodded, understanding. If they could get enough space to lower their weapons, the remaining pikemen could form an effective blockade against the Reiksguard and witch hunters while the Hammers of Sigmar caught up. And they’d be out of the arc of fire of the crossbowmen.


      If they had the space to lower their pikes.


      Close to him, another crusader whirled and dropped, a crossbow bolt in his skull, the long shaft of his pike dropping from his hands. Karl caught it up before it hit the ground, scanning the windows. The sniper would not be showing himself in the window but would be a few steps back in the room, out of plain sight. But if he could–


      A flash of movement from the window above and Karl hurled the wooden pikeshaft up at it with all his strength, feeling the fibres of his muscles wrench and tear with the effort, and not caring. It flew straight, like a missile from a ballista, in through the window, hit something and stuck, half its length still out of the window. The angle of the shaft changed, the blunt end of the weapon moving upwards as whatever the iron spike was in slumped to the room’s floor.


      He swung his hammer to break the sword-arm of a Reiksguard soldier approaching from his right then thrust backhand under the defence of another who had tried to take him unawares. Gottschalk was bellowing orders, and Karl could hear them repeated at the same volume by the crusaders who had heard them. He glanced around, his eyes finding Huss and Valten, back to back, at the centre of a knot of soldiers. Their hammers swung, clashing against swords and armour, the head-blocks spraying trails of blood as they whirled through the air. Above the clamour he could hear Huss’ voice. The man was singing a hymn.


      There was a crack, a shot of pain and his hammer went crashing to the ground. His arm felt numb, his shoulder as if someone had hit it with a dub. He spun on the balls of his feet but there was nobody there. Just a crossbow bolt buried deep in his shoulder, too deep for him to pull it out.


      One weapon left, and that in his wrong hand. He’d faced worse problems. It bloody hurt, but pain was the least of his problems right now. By taking out the first crossbowman, he’d made himself their primary target.


      He ducked for the cover of the closest wall.


      The pikemen were moving, falling back. The Reiksguard did not seem to be following them, but were holding position – blocking their advance but not pursuing them. Karl wondered what their orders were. Had the pitched battle been an error – the city’s forces taking Oswald’s death as sign of a threat among the crusaders, and the crusaders taking it as the first shot of an attack?


      With a rattle and clatter of wood against wood, the ranks of the crusaders’ pikes came down. The men Huss and Valten had been fighting began to retreat towards the north side of the square, swords raised in defence. Huss turned, caught Karl’s eye and gesture, and let them go, stepping away from them over the fallen bodies of comrades and foes to move into the cover of the house walls, out of range of the unseen crossbows. Valten joined them a moment later.


      ‘What now?’ he said.


      ‘Get back into Hermannstrasse,’ Karl said. ‘We need to find the Hammers of Sigmar, to get to the Theogonist’s palace. The pikes will buy us some time to get clear.’


      Valten nodded. They began to back slowly towards the rows of lowered pikes. The men behind the fierce wall of weapons were nervous, he could see, tired and splattered with blood that might have been their own or their comrades’, but they were holding their position. In the square, in the shadow of Saint Botolphus, wounded men on the cobbles moved, crawling, groaning, pleading, praying. The smell of blood and sweat was everywhere. Karl’s skin felt clammy with it. Somewhere a temple clock rang the half-hour, a hollow metallic sound that echoed weirdly through the narrow streets.


      Why was only one bell ringing?


      Karl felt the hackles on the back of his neck rise, sensed the iron taste of adrenaline in his mouth. There was a scent on the air, of smoke and oil and hot metal. The ringing was growing louder, closer. The Reiksguard had moved right back, out of sight. Something was coming.


      It turned the corner, steering its way south into the street that led directly into the square, and for a moment Karl was lost in wonder. Fifteen feet long, eight feet high, the metal plates that banded it embossed with the Imperial crest, its upper edge bristling with viewing slits. Its front was crested, like a ship, and from it projected the muzzle of a three-inch cannon, wisps of steam emerging from its barrel. Above it, a smaller cannon on a turret. Below it, the thing’s name: Conqueror.


      A steam tank. One of the eight remaining machines built by Leonardo da Miragliano, now kept and lovingly maintained by the Imperial Engineering School. Karl had only heard of them, he had never seen one: they were too important to see action in most of the Empire’s battles. They were symbols of the Empire’s power, its superiority, the sheer hopelessness of trying to stand against it. They were terrifying.


      It approached down the street at the speed of a trotting horse, the great wheels under its iron skirt rumbling over the cobbles. Clouds of smoke and steam emanated from the furnace and boiler at its rear. Its cannon was pointed directly at them.


      Someone in Altdorf wanted to make sure the crusaders weren’t just killed, they were to be crushed and destroyed.


      Karl began to back away from it, towards the ranks of pikemen. Huss, Valten and Gottschalk followed. The square was quiet; even the wounded were silenced by their awe.


      ‘Raise the pikes,’ Gottschalk instructed.


      No movement from the ranks, though the iron tips of the weapons were wavering like twigs in wind. The Conqueror rolled implacably onwards. It was almost into the square.


      ‘Raise your pikes, for Sigmar’s sake!’ There was an edge of panic to his voice.


      ‘Let us through!’ Huss roared above the hissing and rumbling of the advancing steam tank. A few men raised their pikes then, uncertain, lowered them again. There was no way through. As Karl had planned, the pikemen had formed a solid wall of defence – altogether too solid, and the men behind it were too scared to move aside to let them through to safety.


      The steam tank eased into the square, its unseen driver steering carefully through the narrow street entrance from the north. At marching speed it rolled across the cobblestones and across the bodies of the fallen: soldier and crusader, living and dead alike. Those who lay in front of it scrabbled to pull their shattered bodies out of its path. Some of them were successful. There were crunches, screams, spurts of blood.


      It stopped with a sharp hiss and a jet of steam, around thirty feet from the wall of pikes, the steam cannon at its front pointing at the barricade, and at Karl, Huss, Val-ten and Gottschalk. They were trapped: if they ventured out from where they stood the crossbowmen would be able to pick them off; if they stayed here the tank’s hidden crew would blow them to smithereens, or crush them under its wheels.


      The tank moved slightly, half a foot forward on one wheel, turning. Aiming the cannon, Karl guessed, and he stepped sideways. The steel tips of the pikes behind him were shaking, but the men stayed where they were, firm in defence. For the only time in his life Karl regretted having trained them so well.


      With a roar Valten sprang across the square at the machine, the hammer of Saint Botolphus whirling in his hands. It was an act of desperate bravery. A useless one.


      The tank’s cannon crashed, gouting steam in scalding, blinding clouds, ripping a path through the pike-wall as its missile smashed men backwards and apart. A moment later Karl heard its wheels begin to clank across the cobbles again, towards him.


      The clouds of steam dissipated, divided by the approaching nose of the tank as it moved towards the shattered remains of the pike-wall. Some of the crusaders moved in to fill the breach but it was too late: their brothers were dropping their weapons and running back down the street towards Hermannstrasse. The shot had killed maybe seven or eight of the tight-packed ranks; another thirty or forty had fled. At least they had an escape route now.


      Except they would have the Conqueror at their backs.


      Running was not the way to win this. Running had almost ended the crusade at Rottfurt. Running had caused the death of the Fifth Reiklanders at Castle Lossnitz. There was another way, and suddenly he knew what it was.


      ‘Raise pikes!’ Karl yelled, and again: ‘Raise pikes! To me!’


      Startled faces raised to look at him. Two men seemed to recognise him and moved to his side of the street, holding their weapons vertical. They looked panicked, but glad of any kind of authority.


      ‘Yes! Faster! All of you!’ The tank was approaching. Men pressed themselves back against the walls of the street to avoid it. More joined Karl, looking at him expectantly.


      ‘Pikes down!’ he ordered. They lowered them to the usual fifteen-degree position, as if to repel a charge.


      ‘No! Down! Weapons on the ground! Lay them flat!’ They obeyed.


      The Conqueror rattled closer, steam around its wheels, its pace that of a slow walk. If it stopped and fired again they were dead men, or if it drove straight at them. But he hoped they would seem defenceless, weaponless, and it would pass them by. Its crew were not monsters. They would not kill innocent men.


      He hoped.


      The shadow of the tank’s shields passed over the first of the abandoned pikes. There was a sound of splintering wood as the front wheels crushed the ash shaft to splinters. It was almost at them.


      It began to turn in their direction. To crush them against the wall.


      ‘Grab your pikes and lift!’ Karl yelled as he bent to grab a pikeshaft that lay at his feet, raising it up, the far end of the long weapon still under the tank. The others followed. Did he have enough men? Enough leverage? Would the wooden poles take the weight?


      Together he and the remains of the defenders forced their pikes further under the Conqueror, straining to lift the shafts and lever the steam tank up with it. From the side of his eye he saw other pikemen, realising what was happening, come to join them. He saw Huss and Valten grab up dropped weapons to lend their strength, taking positions along the tank’s right flank, and using the pikes as levers to lift the huge bulk of the tank.


      Twenty crusaders, men of Sigmar, strove to overturn the symbol of the Empire’s might.


      For a long moment it seemed they had no hope. Then Karl heard a scraping noise, like a knife-grinder’s spinning whetstone against metal, and realised the tank’s wheel was spinning wildly against the cobbles, a fraction of an inch above them. He redoubled his efforts. The shoulder where he had taken the crossbow bolt ached like fire, and he could feel the blood running down his back; he took the strain with his left arm and felt the muscles under his skin bulge and tighten like rope-cord.


      The metal skirt of the tank rose slowly off the ground, sliding sideways against the wood poles as it tried to reverse away, but other pikes had wedged the wheels in position. The tank’s right wheel spun uselessly. The turret on top swivelled, trying to bring itself to bear on the force of crusaders, but it was already pointing over their heads and could not adjust. Faintly, above the rattling of the Conqueror’s machinery, he could hear somebody inside its metal body screaming orders.


      The right side was a foot off the ground. Two feet. Clouds of steam jetted from broken pipes. Three feet. The higher it rose, the harder it was to bring it higher. Some men pushed their pikes further under the body, getting extra leverage that way; others moved their hands down the shaft of their weapons, shortening the lever.


      Huss’ pike cracked in two. He dropped it, looking around for a second, finding nothing. Then he moved right in, up to the body of the tank, took the lower rim of its armour in his hands and began lifting it bodily. His muscles bulged with the strain so hard that their outlines were visible pressed against the sleeves of his robes.


      Valten joined him; then a crusader, then another, and more. With a final heave the metal carcass of the Conqueror lifted, balanced for a second on the rim of its left wheels, and toppled over onto its left side with a ringing crash and the screech of plate-metal bending and shearing. The Empire’s pride lay beaten and broken.


      Karl gazed at Huss with silent eyes, the enormity of what they had done too great for words. The moment stretched. In the distance, shouts of astonishment and cries of horror began to fill the air. Valten straightened up, rubbing oil and soot from his hands, and picked up his hammer from where he had dropped it.


      ‘Better get out of here,’ he said.


      ‘We better had,’ Karl said. ‘You’ve got an appointment.’ He flexed his aching right arm, feeling the bolt in his shoulder rip into his tissue with every movement, and stared down the street, toward the bulk of the crusaders, who had retreated at the first sign of trouble in the temple square. It looked to him as if they were being herded or corralled, probably by the remaining Reiksguard. And there were agents from the Chaos cults mingling with them. It would be difficult to go that way and remain safe, or even to know that their passage would not be blocked again.


      The grinding, wheezing and hissing of the steam tank was punctuated with a heavy clang as the turret-hatch opened. Two pikemen reached in and hauled the tank’s commander out. His face was as red as his jacket, the white bar of his wide moustache quivering. He raised his hands in the universal gesture of surrender.


      ‘Beaten by a bunch of priests,’ Karl heard him mutter. ‘Might as well shoot meself now.’


      ‘We would not wish that,’ Huss said. ‘We came in peace.’


      ‘But war came with you,’ the officer said. ‘Look at all this. Just look at it.’


      Karl looked at it. It lay, steaming and leaking on the cobbles like a harpooned whale, the paint and gilt on its armoured plates scratched by the many pikes that had turned it over. ‘How many crew do you have on board?’ he asked.


      The commander stiffened. ‘Name, rank and Imperial lineage only,’ he said.


      ‘We can find out easily enough,’ Karl said. ‘Close the hatch, let them steam to death, then count the bodies.’


      ‘Some priests you are. There are two others,’ the officer said. ‘A driver and a gunner, though I think his hip broke when you pushed us over.’


      Karl studied the tank. ‘You and you,’ he said, pointing to pikemen, ‘get the other crew out. You four, persuade the crusaders to form up around us, a circle, so people can’t see what we’re doing. The rest of you, let’s get this thing back on its wheels.’


      * * *


      The interior of the Conqueror was very cramped. Hot pipes and sharp edges pressed against legs and torsos. The steel wheels, built for traversing battlefields, juddered over the cobbles of the streets and the metal floor transmitted every vibration into the bones of the four occupants. Steam jetted from fractured joints in the copper pipes, making the place unbearably hot. The only light came from the rows of high horizontal slits that ringed the front of the cabin in a semi-circle, and at the rear a brass lantern swung from a hook just in front of the bulk of the combined furnace and boiler that powered the vehicle. Apart from the vibration, there was little sensation of forward movement.


      Karl leaned towards the driver, crouched over the wide spokes of the tank’s helm, his Imperial engineer’s uniform dark with soot and grease. ‘How fast are we going?’ he shouted.


      ‘About twelve miles an hour,’ the man shouted back.


      It seemed incredible: to be capable of such speeds without a horse. Karl pushed his way past Valten, bent and peered through one of the observation slits. They were already half-way down Hermannstrasse, with crusaders, soldiers and citizens alike pressing themselves to the walls on either side to get out of the path of the iron behemoth. If there were cultists, renegade wizards, or mutant creatures of Chaos concealed among their numbers, they did not make their presence felt.


      They had righted the steam tank without too much difficulty, and despite the protestations of the commander they had commandeered it, taking the driver with them. Karl, Huss and Valten had clambered in through the turret into the tiny cabin and had found places alongside the man. Gottschalk had been left with orders to reform what was left of the pikemen, rendezvous with the Hammers of Sigmar and make their way slowly west towards the Grand Theogonist’s palace. They were the diversion, while the tank drove straight for the palace.


      The unspoken part of the plan, acknowledged only in glances between the three men squeezed together next to the driver, was that with luck the forces of Altdorf would not suspect that their steam tank had been hijacked, and that the Conqueror would move faster through the streets than the news would.


      Karl glanced at Valten in the half-light, and once again wondered if this man truly was Sigmar reborn. He could fight with the fury of his namesake, that much Karl had witnessed, but there was much more to being a god-emperor than that. The men respected him and he took easily to command, but he had not been able to rally the pikemen in the square outside Saint Botolphus’, and he was no diplomat.


      But he had recognised the hammer of Saint Botolphus as a holy item, a sacred and blessed relic of the Sigmarite faith. Surely that was evidence? Or maybe he had simply recognised it as a better weapon than the one he was carrying.


      Well, Karl thought, the final decision lay with the Emperor, and the Grand Theogonist. His opinion did not matter, one way or the other. But it worried him that he did not know how he felt about the man beside him.


      ‘How far to the palace gates?’ Huss shouted above the clanking of the gears and the incessant rumbling of the wheels.


      The driver took a hand off the helm and pointed ahead. ‘We turn into Ragansweg where you can see, then two hundred yards down.’ The steam tank lurched and he grabbed the helm back, twisting it to get them back on course.


      ‘A problem?’ Karl yelled.


      ‘The front bearings are loose,’ the driver shouted back. ‘She’s tricky to steer.’


      ‘Will we make it?’


      ‘She’s weathered worse.’


      It hadn’t occurred to Karl that a juggernaut of steel and steam like this could be female. There was something too cold, too implacable and relentless about its nature for the feminine. Then he thought of Brother Karin and reconsidered. She had taken on the outer trappings of a man, had hardened her heart and cut off all her emotions save for hate, but she was still a woman. Physically at least.


      Where was she today?


      The tank lurched again as the driver nursed it around a corner. ‘Theogonist’s palace, straight ahead,’ he announced. On the other side of the cabin Huss bent to look out of an observation slit, banging his forehead on a bulkhead with a muttered oath.


      ‘There are people there,’ he said. ‘In uniform.’


      ‘Guards?’ Valten asked. ‘The Emperor is there. He would have guards.’


      ‘More Reiksguard,’ Karl said, peering through the slit closest to him. ‘From their uniforms, they’re veterans.’


      ‘Pray they have orders to let us through,’ Huss said.


      ‘How do they know it’s us?’ Karl said. ‘We’re in a tank.’


      ‘Yes,’ Huss said. ‘Wait. They’re moving aside.’


      They were, moving back to either side of the wide gate they had been guarding, their swords drawn. One man was left standing in the middle of the gateway. Short, stocky, balding. His robes were golden, embroidered with eldrich patterns, and his hands and mouth were moving in unmistakable movements. He was casting a spell.


      The driver didn’t veer. The steam tank kept straight on, towards the wizard a hundred yards in front of them.


      ‘Stop!’ Karl’s mind whirled. What spell would the wizard be likely to cast? Which Gold College spells had the longest range? He didn’t know. He’d only been with the Untersuchung a few months; was going to complete his training when he returned from Marienburg. And when he came back from Marienburg they had all been dead.


      The driver wasn’t stopping. Maybe he didn’t realise what lay ahead. Maybe he thought the best strategy was to get closer. The Imperial armies often worked closely with the Empire’s wizards. He probably knew what he was doing.


      Karl peered through the slit. Was the figure ahead Kunstler? He was a magician in the Gold College, though it didn’t look like him. Thoughts raced through his mind. Why would a gold wizard be here? Routine procedure, guarding the Emperor – not outside the Grand Theogonist’s palace, surely, given the long-standing antipathy between religion and magic in the Empire. Then why? Had Kunstler, having learned of the change of plan from Martinus, sent one of his comrades here?


      Something struck him. What if Holger had been lying? What if Martinus had been loyal and had been betrayed, or if he had intended to betray them but only to the witch hunters? What if someone else had taken the message to the Purple Hand cultists?


      What if Anders Holger was a member of the Purple Hand?


      The thought froze in his mind as through the observation slit he watched the figure at the gates shimmer momentarily with an aura of golden energy, and a gleaming arrow shot upwards from his outstretched hands, into the late morning air, out of sight. It reminded Karl for a second of the pike he had thrown to kill the crossbowman in Saint Botolphus’ Square. Then something struck the steam tank, knocking it sideways. The air thickened and metal plates screamed as they twisted against each other. The driver was screaming too.


      The steam tank rocked, regained its wheels and veered across the street. The driver had one hand up over his eyes. His hair was on fire. For a second Karl couldn’t work out how; then he realised the lamp had shattered and burning oil had been flung across the cabin. Spatters burned across the floor. Huss and Valten were braced against the bulkheads, trying not to be thrown around by the impact and the wild course of the vehicle.


      Something hit it again. The plating split, letting beams of daylight into the smoky interior. Something under the tank crunched hard, and an instant later everyone was flung forward as the tank came to a sudden jarring halt in a crash of masonry and chaos. The cabin began to fill with scalding steam, gushing in from a broken pipe, making it hard to breathe or see.


      ‘Out! Out!’ Huss yelled, his hands scrabbling to release the turret. It came open in a squeal of bent hinges and Karl watched as he hauled his bulk out of the Conqueror, then dropped a hand back to help the next man out. Valten gestured to Karl.


      ‘No,’ Karl said, shouting to be heard above the roaring steam. ‘I like it hot.’


      Valten went. Karl bent to the driver, who lay still in his seat. The fire in his hair was out but there was an ugly gash on his forehead where he had cracked it in the collision. Was he dead or just unconscious? The steam was suffocating and sweltering, but the man’s life was important. Valten was reaching down through the hatch: Karl manhandled the driver from his chair over to the hatch. Valten grasped him by the shoulders and hauled him out. The moment the circle of sky was clear, Karl pulled himself up through it, gulping in the cool morning air, feeling it on his skin, watching the steam billow around him, from his clothes.


      ‘Get clear!’ he instructed. ‘The boiler could explode.’ They climbed down from the tank. It had simply run into a building at the side of the street, and lay crumpled against the corner of the wide stone stairs leading up to the door. Some guildhall, he guessed; a prominent one to be so close to the Grand Theogonist’s gate. They were scarcely twenty yards away now. The soldiers had reformed at the gate, the wizard in their midst, all drawn weapons and anxious faces. They would attack at any sign of hostility, he knew.


      The tank’s plating was buckled, its wheels uneven. Pale smoke still billowed from the chimney at its rear end, now joined by clouds of steam from the open hatch, sending their beacons up into the windless air.


      Huss was crouched over the driver, examining the man’s wounds. Valten was–


      Valten was walking down the street towards the guards. Saint Botolphus’ hammer was cradled in his hands, looking more like a birthright than a weapon. His pace was utterly steady; he did not hesitate or turn away.


      The Reiksguard soldiers stood in perfect ranks, their uniforms and armour immaculate, weapons shining, identical, held at the perfect angle of readiness for attack. They were the finest the Empire had trained, the best soldiers it could offer. They stood ready to defend their Emperor against any threat.


      There was a complete hush over the street. Scattered pedestrians stood in groups, watching. Karl touched Huss’ shoulder and the warrior-priest looked up, his expression unreadable, then rose to his feet and walked after the young blond man. Karl followed him. If it ended here, if Valten and Huss were to die in a final confrontation, so close to their goal, then suddenly he knew he wanted to be part of it.


      Valten stopped. Less than ten feet separated him from the first row of the guards. He turned the hammer in his hands, then rested it on the ground, butt first, his hand grasped around the huge stone head, as if it was a walking-stick.


      ‘My name is Valten,’ he said, and his voice was not his but something greater, stronger, more powerful. ‘My name is Valten,’ he said, and the words were simple but each one felt like it had the weight of history behind it or as if it were spoken now for the first time. ‘My name is Valten,’ he said, and Karl knew he would remember this moment for the rest of his life, though he would never be able to describe it, or how it made his knees weaken and his heart swell in his chest.


      ‘My name is Valten,’ he said, ‘and I have come to meet the Emperor.’ That was all he said.


      The words spread out like reverberations, like ripples, like shock waves, like tidal waves, like circles growing and growing across the surface of history.


      Without a word, without an order, without a thought, the ranks of the Reiksguard broke and moved aside to let him pass between them.


      Huss turned to Karl with a wild, exultant look in his eyes. ‘You see?’ he said. ‘You see it now?’


      Karl nodded. He recognised the look: it had been on the faces of many fanatics in the last few months. For the first time he understood it. He did see it now.


      He watched as Valten and Huss passed through the ranks of the guards, through the gate and into the palace of the Grand Theogonist. The gates swung closed behind them and the Reiksguard moved back into their ordered positions as if nothing had happened. Behind him, the wreck of the steam tank hissed and guttered. People started walking. Far down the street, crusaders and Empire soldiers came at a run to see what had happened. Karl didn’t know what he could tell them.


      A ragged figure staggered towards him; some tramp or beggar. Karl began to move away; he had nothing he could give this man, not even money, and his work here was over. To stay was dangerous.


      ‘Spare a moment for a poor man, Herr Hoche?’ the figure wheezed. Karl stopped at the sound of his name, studying the face under the rags and dirt. It was not one he recognised.


      ‘Who are you?’ he said, quietly. ‘How do you know my name?’


      The figure gestured to himself. ‘They say all men are brothers,’ he said, ‘and I wear a cloak, so a man of your intelligence…’


      Karl grimaced. The Cloaked Brothers. He was growing to hate them.


      ‘How did you know to be here?’ he said. ‘Only the witch hunters and a few cultists knew of the changed plans.’


      ‘Trade knowledge?’ the man said.


      Karl wanted to hit him. ‘Very well,’ he said.


      ‘What just happened at the gate?’


      Karl paused, and thought. ‘I have no idea,’ he said. ‘Not much of an answer, but a truthful one.’


      The man nodded. ‘It is enough.’


      ‘And my question?’


      ‘A new recruit to our numbers told us. A man I believe you know.’


      Karl inhaled. Things became clearer. ‘Brother Martinus,’ he said.


      The beggar shook his head. ‘No. A witch hunter. Erwin Rhinehart.’ He scratched his grimy nose. ‘And that, Karl Hoche, is the last information you obtain from the Cloaked Brothers. From now on, if you want our assistance you must join us.’


      ‘I won’t do that,’ Karl said, but something had alarmed the beggar and he pulled his rags down over his face and hobbled away, crying, ‘Alms! Alms!’ Karl was about to grab his arm and pull him back, but he heard the sound of well-booted footsteps approaching from behind him, and turned to meet the newcomer, suddenly aware he had left his warhammer in the steam tank, and of the crossbow-bolt still in his shoulder.


      ‘We have unfinished business, Karl,’ said Anders Holger.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIFTEEN


      Scram


      Part of him thought about running. It was tempting, even with a group of soldiers a few yards away ready to give chase. They were armoured, he was not. He could do it. He could get away. But he did not do that. Anders was right: there was unfinished business. He looked the witch hunter in the face.


      ‘How can I help you, Brother Anders?’ he asked.


      Holger was in full uniform, his hat set straight and tall, his silver buckles shining, the leather of his belt and boots gleaming with rubbed dubbin. There were pistols at his belt and a familiar sword at his hip. There was nothing of the old casual, informal, rule-breaking Holger in this figure of authority.


      ‘The matter of the Purple Hand,’ Holger said. ‘Kunstler is still in the city, and we know where. I need your help in dealing with him.’


      ‘Just the two of us?’ Karl asked.


      ‘There will be others,’ Holger said. ‘If they arrive in time. But you know him, and you know the ways of Chaos. We need you.’


      ‘Where?’ Karl asked.


      ‘Where you found them before: the old temple of Manaan. They are preparing something.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘I don’t know.’


      A terrible sense of dread suffused Karl’s thoughts. ‘Can you run in that uniform?’ he asked.


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Then let’s run.’


      As they crossed the Altbrug, Karl thought he should have asked for a weapon of some kind. He had nothing except his throwing-knife, tucked inside the priest’s robes he wore: better than nothing but no match for a sword, a bow or any kind of spell. Perhaps Anders overestimated the nature and power of his mutations. Maybe, if he played the situation right, he could get his sword back.


      Kantsweg was busy but not crowded. The sight of a witch hunter and a priest running at full pelt down the middle of the road turned a few heads, but the good citizens of the district turned back soon enough to their business or their conversations. There was plenty enough to talk about today already.


      The alley down to the temple was as dank as Karl remembered it, and the small courtyard in front of the ancient building as deserted. The temple door was dosed, but the chain that had held it shut was lying in a heap on the ground. There was no sign of a guard. Karl came to a halt at the entrance to the courtyard, Holger a few paces behind him. They paused to catch their breath, waiting until their lungs quieted.


      ‘How many in there?’ Karl asked. Holger shook his head.


      ‘I have no idea.’


      ‘How did you find out about this?’


      ‘We had Kunstler followed.’


      ‘But you didn’t post look-outs?’


      ‘There wasn’t time,’ Holger said, ‘and there still isn’t. They could be doing anything in there. Come on.’


      They crossed the flagstones of the courtyard, walking slowly to soften their footfalls, and climbed the shallow steps in front of the door. Karl strained to listen but he couldn’t hear anything from inside the dark building. It seemed as deserted as ever.


      Holger gestured to him. Karl mouthed ‘What?’ The witch hunter moved closer, to whisper to him: ‘Look inside.’


      ‘How?’


      ‘Open the door. The hinges are oiled.’ Karl’s face must have looked quizzical or uncertain, because he added, ‘Your eyes are better in the dark.’


      It was hard to argue with that. Karl moved silently to the door, Holger a step behind him, and grasped the handle. The bronze was cold in his hand. He gripped it tightly, and winced noiselessly from the pain that shot through his arm from the shoulder-wound. Taking care, listening for the slightest noise, he turned it slowly until he felt the latch slide free, then pushed the door inward a half-inch at a time, until there was enough of a gap between it and the wide jamb for him to press one eye to the dark crack.


      There were people in there. One, at least. But the angle was wrong and he could not see them clearly. He pushed the door another half-inch, hoping it would not let daylight spill into the dark interior of the temple, that they would not be noticed. A drop of sweat from the hot run trickled off his bare scalp towards his eyes and he reached up to wipe it away.


      Then Holger’s boot hit him hard on the arse, shoving him forward. His head hit the door with a thud and it flew open. He lost his balance, staggering and falling into the shadows inside the temple.


      He twisted as he was falling so he didn’t land flat. His wounded arm took the main shock of the impact, ramming arcs of pain through his upper body, but he was able to transfer his weight to his other arm, pushing himself away from a boot aimed at his head, and regaining his footing.


      Behind him, he heard bolts slam home on the door.


      He kicked off, forward, his body still almost horizontal, diving out of reach of his attackers so he could get his feet under him and sprint the remaining distance down the aisle, up towards the apse of the old temple, where its altar used to stand. He reached the top step, groped in his robes for his knife and spun round, raising it, prepared to throw it.


      They were there, behind him: not chasing, just waiting, knowing he had nowhere to go, sombre and sinister in their dark uniforms. Brother Theo Kratz, his sword drawn and raised; Brother Erwin Rhinehart holding a large crossbow aimed at his heart; behind them Brother Anders Holger, with the sword that Karl had told him to keep earlier that day. Had told him to use it to keep his word, to kill him.


      And a fourth figure on the other side of the church, in the full uniform and decorations of a member of the Senior Council of the Order of Sigmar, a man of high standing and honour among the witch hunters. Karl recognised the figure and knew this was not a man of honour. This was not a man at all.


      ‘Karl Hoche,’ said Brother Karin Schiffer, and nothing more. There was no room for any more, so full of satisfaction was her voice.


      Karl looked at them, breathing heavily. Be calm, he thought. Be ready for their move. His shoulder ached. The knife felt small in his hand, insufficient for his needs. He had no idea what he was going to do, how he was going to survive. On his side, he had one weapon. Against him were his poor strategic position; his injured right arm; a woman filled with hatred and vengeance; and three witch hunters, all armed. They knew who he was, and what he could do. But he knew them too.


      ‘You’re going to kill me,’ he said.


      Brother Karin laughed, and her laughter was low and sensuous, not cruel. She was enjoying herself. ‘Of course we are,’ she said. ‘But not for a long time.’


      What can I do here, Karl asked himself, and knew the answer: whatever I can. What was more important: escape; justice; living to fight another day; information; or the mission to which he had sworn himself? And here too he knew the reply even as he thought the question. His first priority was to kill Brother Karin, or die trying. His second was to escape, or die trying. They would never take him alive. Never again.


      ‘Surrender, Karl,’ Erwin said softly.


      Karl surveyed them, taking in their stances, the unspoken things revealed by their posture and their expressions. ‘I would surrender,’ he said, ‘but not to you. One of you is as bad as I am. And one other is worse by far.’


      ‘More of your madness,’ Brother Karin said, not moving from where she stood. ‘The infection of Chaos has reached your brain and turned your thoughts to darkness. You see conspiracy, treachery and subterfuge circling all around. The reason it orbits you, centering on your movements, Karl, is that it is all in your head?’


      ‘Maybe so,’ Karl said. He let his hands hang loosely by his side, the throwing-knife palmed, concealed by sleeve and bent fingers. ‘Maybe. But why did you wait to take me until after Huss and Valten had been delivered to their appointment with the Emperor? So that Valten could lead the Empire’s armies north, to the greatest bloodletting in the history–’


      ‘Politics,’ Karin said, and this time she did take a step forward. ‘Not conspiracies, at least not the kind your twisted mind sees everywhere. The military could not take you; you defeated the Reiksguard; the scheme to trap you in the Gendarmenmarkt failed, but we have you. The word will spread: the witch hunters did with four men what the others could not do with an army. We gain reputation; they lose face. The Senior Council will increase its power at court and in Altdorf. It may take us months but,’ as she glanced over at the three witch hunters arrayed across the floor of the temple, blocking any hope of escape Karl might have, ‘but we always get our man.’


      ‘Or our mutant,’ Theo Kratz said.


      Karl watched him, his eyes half-lidded. Karin had cut off one of his lines of attack and it had been deftly done: if he accused her now of being a follower of Chaos it would sound like the ravings of a fanatic or a paranoid fool. He could not turn her troops against her so easily.


      All he needed, he thought, was a clear shot at Brother Karin. No. He had to be sure; he would have to get in close and finish the job, to be certain she died. But Rhinehart and Kratz would block him if he made a run for her, and then Holger could come in behind him, and–


      He needed a distraction, but there was nothing he could use. If he wanted to move someone, he would have to move them with his mind.


      ‘Anders,’ he said. ‘You listened to me before. Because I told you he was necessary to our success and the defeat of the cultists, you helped Oswald Maurer escape. Listen to me now, that woman is–’


      ‘You helped a renegade escape?’ Kratz exclaimed. ‘You? Our brother?’


      Brother Karin cut across him: ‘Leave it, Theo. A procedural matter only. We will deal with it later.’ Kratz subsided into silence and turned his glare back to Karl. So did Karin, but for a second her eyes flickered over to Anders Holger and her expression was pure hatred. She did not take betrayal well, Karl understood.


      Kratz raised his sword, the tip pointing at Karl’s throat. The thin light filtering through the dirty windows gleamed on the steel, making it a line of blue-grey hovering in the semi-darkness.


      ‘Submit or die,’ he said.


      ‘You weren’t so formal when I trapped you in that privy in Nuln,’ Karl said, ‘with your arse bare and smeared with your own shit.’


      Kratz’s lip curled. ‘Submit,’ he said again. To his left, Rhinehart shifted his weight from one foot to the other, nervous, and Karl’s planned follow-up died on his lips. The man was nervous, and probably because he had guessed his turn would be next. Karl had thought he might be able to use Rhinehart’s new-learned allegiance to work for him. Perhaps it would be better to use it against the others instead. They would not trust a Cloaked Brother in their midst. They would turn on him. It might give him enough time.


      ‘Rhinehart,’ he said, and stopped. Something was telling him he was doing the wrong thing. Some voice in his head.


      He reached up, within the robes he wore, to the bandage around his neck, and untied it. Under the sweat-soaked fabric was the gag, and he pulled that free too. He could feel his second mouth moving under his fingers, flexing at its unaccustomed freedom. It made a mewling sound, but no more.


      Then he looked up at Brother Karin, and his eyes met her stare, but she was gazing at his mark. She had put it there, or at least her lover Lord Gamow had. He wanted her to see it, to remind her of the reason he had sworn to kill her, and to remind her of Gamow, and what he had been, and how he had died on Karl’s sword a year before. He wanted to raise her blood and make her passionate; make her angry.


      Angry people make bad decisions.


      After a second she acknowledged his look with a contemptuous glare, and her lips pulled back from her teeth in a half-snarl. ‘He shows us his mark of Chaos,’ she said, ‘and acknowledges his own damnation. There is nothing more to say. Take him down.’


      Kratz and Holger began to move forward, swords raised defensively, moving warily with the poise of experienced close-quarter fighters. Rhinehart held back, his crossbow aimed at Karl.


      ‘For the last time, drop your weapon,’ Holger said.


      ‘I promised you a name, Anders,’ Karl said. ‘You won’t get it from me this way.’


      ‘We’ll torture it from you,’ Rhinehart said, ‘like we tortured that wizard.’


      ‘I’d kill myself first,’ Karl said, and knew it was true. He had been tortured by witch hunters before.


      ‘Or like that old woman,’ Kratz said, pausing about ten feet away. ‘The one from Oberwil who told us you’d gone to Nuln.’


      Frau Farber. So they’d found her. So she was dead, then. Such a trail of death he left behind him. If he died here, would there be anyone left alive who remembered him, to mourn him? Part of him desperately wanted to ask Rhinehart about his father; whether the witch hunter had done as he had been instructed and had left the man alone, or if the old man had died too. But this was not the place, and there was no time.


      Rhinehart raised the crossbow, and Holger took a step forward, sweeping his sword up. Karl turned, aware an instant too late that the gesture was a feint and that a great dark shape – Kratz – was rushing at him from the right. He turned back, trying to step away, raising his right arm instinctively to protect himself from the blow and his left with the knife in it, to throw it. But Kratz was on him.


      The sword swung, a sharp sweep aimed at the left arm. Karl’s injured right arm interrupted the flat of the blade just below the elbow. He heard the bones snap with a clean, clear crack like pieces of kindling snapping underfoot. Like frost-dried twigs in the forest. Like a pattern of sticks on the carpeted floor of a cottage in Oberwil.


      One will bend and two will break, he thought in the moment of pure clarity afforded him by adrenaline and pain. Then Kratz’s body slammed into him, wrenching the broken arm sideways with excruciating pain, knocking him down towards the floor.


      As he fell he slashed out with his left hand in panic, and connected. The tip of the dagger scribed a line across Kratz’s face, from his jawbone across his cheek to his nose, missing the socket of his eye and carving a line across his brow. It was a shallow cut, almost a graze, a white line across the skin.


      An instant later Karl’s back hit the stone floor, knocking wind from his lungs. Above him Kratz dropped his sword, grabbing with each hand for Karl’s wrists, forcing the left one back to slam it against the stone. His fingers cracked and the dagger skidded away, out of reach.


      Kratz’s other hand found Karl’s right wrist, bending it back to the floor. The ends of snapped bone grated hard against each other. The pain was unbearable. Karl was held fast, pinned down like an insect.


      Then the blood began to pour from the cut across Kratz’s forehead, running down his brow, through his blond eyebrows, and into his eyes.


      There was a lot of blood.


      Kratz blinked frantically and swore. It must be blinding him, Karl thought.


      The blood ran down Kratz’s face in vivid red smears. It ran across his cheeks and down his chin. Karl stared up at the man above him, hoping he would raise a hand to wipe his face clean. It was his only hope. Kratz did not.


      The blood was dripping down onto Karl’s face. Kratz shook his head, trying to get the thick liquid out of his eyes, covering Karl in a viscous spray, but he did not release his grip on Karl’s arms. The pain was filling his mind with awful dark shapes that writhed.


      On the side of Karl’s throat, his damned mouth thrashed, its teeth snapping and grinding against each other. It had done that once before, a year ago, in the presence of human blood. Karl had sworn then that it would never taste such stuff again.


      What was better? That he die here and now, or that he demean himself further, but lives long enough to kill Brother Karin?


      There was only one choice.


      He twisted his head to the side, so that the foul mouth was uppermost on his neck, directly under Kratz’s bleeding face and his tight-shut eyes. The red-trails were drying at the edges but the air continued to ooze and the blood continued to flow, and to drip.


      He felt it drip, felt the mouth stretch wide, exposing its sharp teeth and its pointed tongue. He felt the droplets land on it with tiny splashes. And an instant later he felt energy surge through him – a dreadful, unholy, unearthly energy that drew his muscles together into tight knots of power and lifted him to his feet, pushing Kratz above him.


      In a single movement, one-armed, left-handed, he hurled Kratz away from him, down the steps of the apse and into the aisle between the temple’s pews. Kratz crashed into them, knocking them askew.


      Rhinehart raised his crossbow and fired. The bolt took Karl in the left breast, slightly below the point where he had been shot at Grünburg, just where he carried the silver flask his father had given him. But he had left that on a slab in Grünburg, with what else remained of his family’s love and protection.


      The bolt passed straight through him, ripping through flesh, glancing off ribs, tearing an exit-wound below his left shoulder-blade, leaving him in a spurt of fluids and shattering with a report like a musket-shot against the wall above the altar.


      Karl staggered. His hellish strength was gone from him, as if it had never been. Bright blood pulsed into the thick cloth of his robes.


      For luck, he thought. For luck’s sake.


      ‘No,’ he said, and felt blood from the punctured lung rise in his throat. ‘Not like… no.’ He was aware of the witch hunters staring at him. Even Kratz was moving his head, his eyes open, to watch him die. Good. A good man, Kratz. At heart.


      He could not let this happen. He could not die here.


      He reached into his mind, pushing away the red mists of pain, the dark blues and greens of shock and the utter darkness of blood-loss. He knew what he must find: the strength he had felt once before, at midnight, at year-end, in a frozen forest, that had enabled him to get up and walk away from death once before.


      He could not find it. It was not there anymore. The man he had been then, he was not anymore.


      He found the face of Luthor Huss, calm and serene in the certainty of his faith, and tried to draw strength from it, but he saw it change into the man who had sat in the corner of a filthy hut in Rottfurt and whimpered with fear. He found his father’s face and saw only the man he had left in the temple at Grünburg, telling him to go, denying him as his son. He found Oswald’s face, the old man’s good nature, and watched him fall on the steps of Saint Botolphus again, unable to help him.


      There was nothing there to help him. He was alone. Bleeding to death from a heart-wound.


      On his neck, his second mouth stretched wide in a movement that could have been a scream or a shout. Something, the voice in his head, told him to look back, to think again. Part of him wanted to ignore it but it was a part of him that became drowned in pain and weakness, and was silenced.


      Grünburg. The temple, on the slab, after the last time he was shot. He had been weak then, Rhinehart facing him. And he had uttered a silent prayer, to help him save his father.


      All the gods, that was who he made his plea to. All the powers of the universe, and everything in him. And something had answered. He had never asked himself what. After all, he had been in a temple of Sigmar. What power would come to his aid in a temple of Sigmar?


      He knew now it had not been Sigmar.


      ‘Surrender, Karl,’ Brother Karin said from where she stood at the side of the steps, ‘and we’ll save your life.’


      He made no reply. He could not; he did not have the strength. His body wavered on its feet, unstable and weakening.


      He was going to die. Regardless of what he did now, he was going to die anyway. And his soul was already damned.


      He only needed a little strength.


      His blood soaked the front of his robes and dripped to the floor.


      He had always used Chaos’ powers to fight Chaos. This was not a surrender. This was just – more of the same.


      All the gods, he thought. Sigmar, Manaan, anyone who’s listening. All the powers of the universe. Everything within me and everything without: I need just a little strength to finish this.


      ‘No surrender then?’ Karin said. ‘Very well. Anders, Erwin, finish the job.’


      Karl lifted his head slowly. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No.’


      Under his robes, where the sodden fabric touched his skin, he had felt the wound close. He felt strength ebb back into him; felt the clouds of numbness recede, to be replaced by the agony that was his right arm. He felt wretched. He had given in to darkness. Twice damned.


      ‘Brother Holger,’ he said, and there was blood on his words. ‘You wanted the name of the traitor in the witch hunters. Brother Rhinehart already knows it.’


      Holger, advancing, stopped. ‘He does?’ he said.


      Rhinehart looked up from where he was using a goats-foot lever to reset the string of his crossbow, paused and looked up. ‘I do?’ he said.


      Karl smiled, and felt the mouth on his neck smile too. The denial by question was unconvincing, a poor way to lie.


      ‘You do,’ he said. ‘Your new friends in the Cloaked Brothers told you.’


      ‘The Cloaked Brothers?’ Rhinehart said, and that too was unconvincing, and that was enough to convince Karl. He had guessed that Rhinehart would have been told Karin’s true allegiance, and the lie was confirmation.


      ‘Do not listen to him!’ Karin said, a touch too loud. ‘His mind is touched, he sees conspiracies everywhere. Do not hesitate. Kill him now.’


      Holger, his sword extended, turned slowly. ‘Brother Rhinehart,’ he said. ‘Suppose, hypothetically, a Cloaked Brother had told you of a Chaos worshipper in our order. Who would that be?’


      ‘Kill him!’ Karin shouted.


      ‘He’s going to die anyway,’ Rhinehart said quietly, ‘and I would prefer my brother not to be distracted at this moment. Yes, Anders, I know who the heretic means, and they are very close. This vile thing before us made me unclean, and polluted me with his blood. I am not fit to remain in our order. I have joined the Cloaked Brothers, but there are far worse evils, and they–’


      He choked and staggered. The crossbow, unstrung, clattered to the tiles.


      ‘Bastard,’ said Theo Kratz from the floor behind Rhinehart. He pulled his blood-slicked sword down and out, from where he had thrust it up through the small of Rhinehart’s back, inside his ribcage and deep into his vital organs.


      Rhinehart sank, collapsing to his knees, his body folding down. His hands twitched. One leg jerked in spasm, sending his body sideways, lurching into the end of a pew. His head hit the woodwork with a crack. There was blood at his mouth, and his nose. His eyes were open, staring uselessly. He did not move.


      Holger, just a few feet from them, was watching in slack-jawed disbelief. In the shadows on the other side of the steps, Karin had not moved or said a word. Karl, feeling strength slowly seeping back into his body, stood to see how the drama would unfold. His knife was a few steps away, but if he went to it he would break the spell.


      Kratz turned slowly away from the corpse of his brother witch hunter and tried to sit up. From his awkward, pained movements it looked like his hip might be broken, or the upper part of his leg. ‘Erwin, a Cloaked Brother,’ he said. ‘I trusted him. I can’t believe…’


      ‘It was you,’ Holger said.


      Kratz seemed to take a second to understand, then raised his left hand. ‘No!’ he said. ‘You heard him, he admitted it, he was a Cloaked Brother…’


      ‘He was about to give you away,’ Holger said, and swept across the floor like a charging bull. His sword – Karl’s sword – swept low.


      ‘No!’ Karl shouted.


      At the last second Holger snatched the sword up out of its course. It cut the air above Kratz’s head and whistled round as its bearer turned to face Karl. The tip of the sword pointed at his throat.


      ‘It’s time for you to tell me everything,’ he said. ‘If not Theo then who? You?’


      ‘Kill him,’ Karin said, and stepped from the shadows towards the fallen Kratz. ‘That’s an order. Kill the mutant and we can get this finished.’


      ‘No,’ Holger said. ‘He knows something I have to know.’


      ‘Kill him!’ Karin said. There was an icy control in her voice. Karl did not take his eyes off her, but moved a step to the side, towards his throwing-dagger. Holger gestured threateningly with the sword and he stopped.


      ‘Who?’ Holger asked.


      Karl made a small shrug; his right shoulder still hurt too much for more. ‘You’d believe me if I told you? I don’t think so.’


      ‘Anders,’ Kratz said, ‘I swear I am no traitor. Erwin was trying to warn you. So–’


      Karl’s view of Kratz was blocked by Holger, so he could not see exactly what happened next. Brother Karin seemed to move unnaturally swiftly across the stone floor, her strides almost inhumanly long, and there was a crack and a thick wet sound that was awful and familiar. Karl had heard too many men die in the last two years, and he hated to hear it again. Clearly Holger recognised the sound as well: he turned fast, his sword still out.


      ‘What?’ he said.


      ‘It’s her,’ Karl said.


      ‘Her?’ His eyes were wide.


      ‘The Chaos-traitor.’


      Karin was bent over Kratz’s slumped form, but as the two men watched she straightened up. She seemed to have one hand on Kratz’s head. Then she lifted it, spattered with blood, grey matter and flecks of white bone, and there was a sucking sound as it came free of the cavity she had punched through the top of his skull and down into his brain. She raised the bloody fist to her lips and licked it. Behind her, blood poured from Kratz’s nose and mouth as if from a fountain, making a wide pool and running along the cracks between the tiles, spreading out.


      ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘me. You’ve done well bringing me the mutant Hoche, Brother Holger. But I can’t let you tell anyone what happened here, and the Blood God must have blood.’


      She took a step forward, and Holger moved in to meet her, his face set in a tight mask of fierce intention. Behind her, Kratz’s corpse slumped to the floor, his brains oozing from the hole in his head. She punched through his skull, Karl thought. She punched through his skull.


      Holger took a pace forward, blocking her path with his sword in a classic guard pose. Karl felt the pain in his chest recede, sensing his strength return to his limbs, though his right arm still hurt like a daemon had it in a vice. He could, he thought, fight. It was possible that the newly reknitted tissues would rip apart, the wound would reopen and he would bleed to death. But that was less important. All he needed was a few seconds.


      Brother Karin paused in front of Holger’s blade. Her right hand rested on the hilt of her sword, but it stayed in its scabbard and she made no effort to draw it.


      ‘Lay on,’ she said. ‘The gods enjoy a good fight.’


      Karl looked desperately for a weapon. He knew something bad was about to happen, something awful. He had no idea what it would be, but he needed a weapon.


      The throwing knife was still lying where Kratz had knocked it. Karl went to it and scooped it up, left-handed. Behind him, fabric tore.


      He spun round, in time to see Brother Karin’s arms unfold, tearing through the sleeves of her uniform, thin white points slicing through the dark leather and cloth. Each arm looked like the blade of a clasp-knife was twisting out from its handle, hinged at her wrists, forcing her hands back, making them quillons of flesh.


      Twin blades of bone, slick with her blood, each one as long as her forearm – no, longer, because these had no need to obey laws of physics or anatomy; they were gifts from her daemonic lords and followed no earthly rules. Each one was two feet long, two inches wide at the base, rising to a vicious point, sharp along both sides. The sleeves of her uniform jacket draped uselessly at her elbow, like a fool’s long cuffs.


      She smiled, and her smile was terrible to behold.


      She was truly a warrior of the Blood God.


      How could he have not realised that she was a mutant? How could he have been so stupid?


      Karl took a pace back, and an instant later she dived at Holger, her blades slashing, keening through the temple’s still air. The witch hunter staggered back, parrying each one frantically. His swordsmanship was excellent, Duke Heller’s blade moving in his hand like liquid metal or a strip of ribbon, but it was no more than a tool, an extension. Karin’s blades were a part of her, and she used them as deftly and as swiftly as a gesture, a flick, a glance, her movements organic and as fast as thought. There was no question: Holger was outclassed and outfought. The bones rattled against the steel of his sword as he parried and parried again, fending blows from left and right, high strokes and low thrusts. Each blow forced him back a little further, towards the steps to the apse.


      Karl stepped sideways, away from the duellists, looking for an opening. Karin’s concentration was on the fight, her eyes fixed on Holger’s face. Karl knew he could not get in close enough to attack her, not with just a dagger, but he didn’t need to. He twisted the knife in his left hand: it felt strange there but this was a simple shot. In a single movement he raised the blade and flung it at Karin’s head, aiming for her temple.


      Without shifting her eyes from Holger’s face she flicked her right arm at it, and swept it away from her. It tumbled across the nave and clattered against the far wall.


      Holger took the chance to launch a rare attack though her momentarily distracted defences. She parried it expertly, wrenching his sword down in an unnatural angle, and Karl saw Holger’s wrist bent too far, the muscles strained, the pain evident on the witch hunter’s face. Her other blade was ready for attack, for a sweep that would finish her opponent.


      Instead she lowered the twin blades of her arms and turned to look at Karl. Her eyes were deep brown, the same eyes he had first seen in the face of a young priestess so long ago. The bone-structure of her face looked the same, but something in it had changed, something undefinable and indescribable, that had ripped the humanity from it and left it a smiling mask, hiding something vile.


      Holger leaped back, recovering his grip on the hilt of his sword, using his spare hand to massage his hurt wrist for a second. ‘Flee, Karl!’ he shouted. ‘Get help!’


      ‘No,’ Karl said, staring deep at Karin, not breaking that exchange of views. He had thought he was damned, but he saw now that hers was a soul so utterly damned and lost that not even she began to understand how deep she had fallen. There was depth in her eyes, but it was a depth empty of anything that might still be human. He wondered how she had managed to survive like this for so long, and then realised she had found the perfect place to hide: among the witch hunters, the only people in the Empire as fanatical, unswerving and vicious as she was.


      He almost felt pity for her.


      Almost.


      ‘Then what do we do?’ Holger demanded.


      ‘We fight until she is dead.’


      ‘But she’s too powerful! She’ll kill us both!’


      ‘Only if we let her,’ Karl said.


      Her eyes did not blink. He felt like he was an insect, a beetle being contemplated by a bored cat. She could squash him at any moment, but she chose not to. Instead she stood and studied him. The two foes, united in the power of their mutual hatred, stared at each other.


      What was she waiting for?


      From her flank Holger charged in, his sword held to thrust at her breast. She twisted on the spot to face him, crossed her arms in front of him, and leaped towards him, uncrossing them in a vicious scissor motion. Twin gouges opened on either side of his ribcage and bright blood appeared through the leather of his jacket and waistcoat. The point of his sword dipped, the energy of his charge gone in a second, and she sidestepped him with ease.


      Karl ran the other way, down the steps and towards the aisle and the disordered pews where Kratz’s body lay. The tall witch hunter’s sword had been on a wrist-loop and had flown with him as Karl had thrown him. Now it lay in the pool of blood and gore that surrounded his corpse. And Karl needed a weapon.


      Karin swirled away from Holger and swept after him, her cloak streaming out. The unnatural speed that Karl had noticed as she moved through the shadows earlier was manifest again. It was only eight yards from the steps to Kratz’s corpse, and Karl had a head-start of three paces.


      They arrived simultaneously. Karl tried to stop. Karin didn’t, slamming into him. His feet slipped in the fresh blood and he fell, landing on his broken arm. He screamed, but even as he did he knew it was a luxury. The sword was more important than acknowledging his pain.


      He twisted on the ground, kicking with his legs to propel himself towards the bloody sword, reaching forward left-handed for it. The mouth on his neck thrashed, making bitter, guttural sounds. Above and beyond him, Karin smiled her awful dead smile and brought the sharp heel of her leather boot down hard on the flat of the blade by the haft. The metallic crack as the steel snapped echoed through the shadows of the temple, and was swallowed by the darkness. Karl felt a little of his hope follow it.


      Karin took three paces across the aisle to where Rhinehart lay, alongside the crossbow he had been restringing when Kratz killed him. She studied his corpse for a moment, and stamped hard on the scabbard that held Rhinehart’s sword to his belt. Karl heard it break. The last spare weapon. It was a worse sound than the bones of his arm had made.


      A voice said, ‘Broken.’ Karl took a moment to realise it was him, his second mouth.


      With her grotesque blood-streaked bone-blades hanging by her sides, reaching below her knees to mid-way down her calves where her black leather boots began, Karin surveyed her work.


      ‘Come on,’ Karl said. ‘Kill me. Blood for your lord Khorne.’ Behind her he could see Holger approaching slowly, step by careful step, sword raised. The witch hunter was trying not to move his upper body so his leather armour did not creak or flex and give away his approach. The trails of blood running from the wounds on his flank were all too obvious.


      ‘Later,’ Karin said. ‘I will tell them how you brutally killed the three witch hunters, and how I was able to subdue you. You will be taken alive, and you will remain alive for longer than you imagine possible.’ She raised her head, shook her dark hair and sniffed the air. ‘Your old cell has been prepared for you.’


      ‘I don’t think so,’ Karl said. He slapped his left hand down into the pool of Kratz’s blood, splashing the thick liquid, then lifted his dripping palm to the mouth on his neck, forcing the bloody fingers down into the mouth. He felt the sharp teeth rake his fingers, and he didn’t care. One drop had been enough to throw Kratz ten yards. A mouthful would give him the strength to break Karin’s bone-swords off at the wrist, wrench her head off and leave her corpse to rot.


      Nothing happened. He pulled his hand from his mutation and stared at it in horror and disbelief. Part of him could not believe it had not worked; that there had been no effect. Part of him could not believe he had just done what he did.


      Karin’s smile spread wide across her face, almost unnaturally wide. ‘Karl, Karl,’ she said. ‘For all that you claim to be this great hunter of Chaos, you know so little of our ways. Blood from a dead man is no use to anyone.’ She paused. ‘And we can hear everything.’


      In the blink of an eye she swivelled on the heel of one boot and thrust forward with both her blades. Holger dodged but not fast enough; one caught him in the thigh and he staggered backwards, his attempted assassination lost and forgotten. She stalked after him. Karl lay in the pool of Kratz’s blood, despairing. The swords were broken. He could not gain more strength; even the dark forces of Chaos would not hear his prayers anymore. They were lost. They had lost. Everything was lost.


      Bone impacted against steel as Karin swung and Holger parried desperately, retreating from each blow. The sounds rang out across the empty pews of the temple. Karl was not watching; from where he lay he searched the building with his eyes. There was nothing here he could use as a weapon. Even if Manaan had been a warrior-god, every fitting small enough to carry had already been stripped bare long ago. There wasn’t even a torch in a wall-sconce he could use as a club.


      Rhinehart’s empty crossbow taunted him. He knew the man would have had more ammunition but the witch hunter had not worn or carried a quiver for the bolts. They must be somewhere in the temple, but he had no idea where. Even if he could find a bolt, the goats-foot lever had been broken; the string could not be reset for another shot. And crossbows were useless as clubs, their bow-arms making them ungainly and awkward.


      Holger was now retreating a foot at a time, the only way he could stay out of range of Karin’s whirling blades. Abruptly his back heel caught on the lowest step of the flight up to the apse and he fell backwards, reaching out to break his fall, his guard completely dropped. Karin leaped forward, eight feet through the air, her cloak spreading like the wings of some nightmare butterfly, and landed with one boot either side of his head. Her blades were poised to strike.


      Karl flinched for the witch hunter, sending a jolt of agony though his right arm. In the pain he suddenly remembered he had one crossbow bolt. He had carried it from Saint Botolphus’ Square, embedded in his shoulder.


      He reached up with his left hand and grasped its shaft.


      On the steps, Brother Karin used the point of one blade to hook the counterguard of Holger’s sword and flick it away, out of his reach. Holger gave a tiny groan.


      Karl pulled on the bolt. A single jerk might break it. He pulled slowly and evenly. Every inch was agony, but it came out. The wooden shaft was soaked in his blood but the steel tip was still sharp.


      In the light from the windows above the apse, Karin stood and raised the blades at the end of her arms above her head. She crossed the long bones and drew them across each other with a long rasping sound. It reminded Karl of a blade on a whetstone.


      Karl leaned across the pool of blood for Rhinehart’s crossbow, and pulled it to him. It was a heavy arbalest, the upper end of what a single man could carry and use alone. The twisted cord of its string could only be reset into the firing position by a lever. Or a desperate man.


      Karin scraped her bone-weapons against each other again.


      He lifted the weapon, placing his feet just inside the bow, grasped the string with both hands, and pulled. It was harder than he could have imagined, and the cord cut deep into the palms of his hands.


      Karin grated her two mutated arms across each other one more time, and lowered them slowly to her side. It occurred to Karl that he had probably just witnessed a Khornate ritual. Not big on complex ritual, Khorne worshippers.


      He bent to the string. This was it, he told himself. Their last chance; their only chance. If he could not string the crossbow, both he and Holger were dead and Karin would emerge not only alive but a hero, with more reputation, more influence and more ability to spread her foul faith. And that must not happen.


      He pulled on the string with all his might. It was not enough.


      On the stairs, with the shadows of the twin blades across him: ‘Why?’ Holger asked. The question seemed to puzzle Brother Karin. She made no reply, but she made no movement either.


      Karl thought of Huss and Valten and their reserves of strength, and knew he could not tap the same energies as those men; he lacked their faith. He thought of Sig-mar, and knew he lacked the god’s sense of purpose. He thought of Braubach, his old tutor, and knew that Braubach would not have been able to string this crossbow either. He thought of Anders Holger, who would die if he did not succeed, and that was not enough.


      He thought of his father, and could only summon the same image that had come to him as Kratz had held him down on the apse: his father’s distraught face in the temple at Grünburg, filled with disappointment and horror at what his son had become. The image of the old man’s face had filled his waking dreams since then. He knew he would never be able to make his father proud of him; with what he had become, it lay beyond his nature.


      But he could do what his father would have wanted.


      ‘Why Priestlicheim?’ Holger said.


      ‘Enough questions,’ she said, and bent to kill him.


      Karl wrenched back on the string, straining every muscle in the length of his good arm, his shoulder, across his back, down his spine, straightening his hips and knees. It was agony for an eternity, and there was the tiniest of clicks as the bowstring slipped over the lock and into place.


      Karin whirled at the sound, Holger forgotten.


      Karl slammed the bolt into the groove along the top of the weapon.


      She sprang into the air towards him, and her cloak spread out above like dark clouds of night descending, slashed by the lightning-bolts of her bone arms, poised to slam through his chest and kill him.


      He raised the weapon.


      ‘Oswald Maurer sends his regards,’ he said, and fired.


      It was like a dream. Karin above him, descending. The bowstring propelling the bolt forward, the shock of firing almost jerking the crossbow from his grasp. The bolt in the air, aimed for her head, the spot between her eyes. Karin’s right arm sweeping through the air. Intersecting trajectories. She was going to parry the bolt.


      Nobody can parry a crossbow bolt. And yet, she was going to.


      Karl heard the keening sound of the bone-blade as it spun through the air, and felt the hiss of the bolt speeding on its way. He watched as the two moved closer.


      The bolt flew straight, but the blade was there first, blocking, as Karin’s leap carried her towards Karl. The bolt struck it flat on.


      An organic weapon forged from a Chaotic mutation. A crossbow bolt that had been soaked in the blood of a mutant.


      The bolt fragmented on impact, shattering into fragments of steel and splinters of wood.


      The bone-blade exploded.


      Karin’s grace vanished; the dream snapped into reality. She crashed to the stone floor, staggering as she landed. One boot-heel broke and she fell, screaming, between two pews. Flecks of bone peppered Karl, sharp edges slashing his skin, bouncing off the wooden seats and the floor like hail or shrapnel.


      Karl jumped to his feet, running towards her, swinging the crossbow. It might be ungainly as a club but it could still crush her skull. On the steps, Holger had regained his footing and was coming too, a dagger drawn.


      Between them, Karin stood up, her face jerking from side to side as she tried to keep them both in sight. An instant later Karl realised why. The blade had been in front of her face when it exploded, and the fragments had ripped her beauty to shreds. Her skin was torn away in places. Pieces of bone were embedded in her flesh. One eye was a ruined, blind mass, leaking vitreous fluid. Her field of vision was halved.


      She shrieked, a dreadful unearthly scream. Karl dropped the crossbow and raised his hands to cover his ears, to protect his hearing and his sanity. He felt the mouth on his neck stretch wide, and realised it was screaming too, adding to the cacophony. Holger, too, had dropped his weapon. The witch hunter was on his hands and knees, curling up to protect himself. It was a sound too vile for any human to stand.


      Just feet away, Karin stood, staring at him, then at Holger, then at him, then at Holger; her face a study in hatred, violence and frustration as she screamed the scream that put all her emotions and pain into sound. If he had a weapon, he could have struck her down, but he had no weapon. He could have reached out and touched her. He did not.


      She had become everything he hated and feared: a thing of Chaos in human flesh, a puppet of Khorne at the heart of the Empire, and more powerful than him. He had loathed and lived in terror of his own mutations and what he was becoming; now he saw what a weak, feeble thing his contagion was compared to the true might of an agent of the Dark Powers.


      He took a step towards her.


      She took a step back. Her scream rose in pitch and she crouched down.


      Karl bent and wrapped his good hand, his left hand, around the carving at the end of one of the pews.


      Bending his knees, he raised it, hauling it up to shoulder height, high enough to pivot on the far end. Then with all his might and rage and frustration he flung it at her.


      The length of dark wood tumbled towards Karin.


      She bounded away. Her legs seemed to be four feet long, and she leaped away, up to the top of the steps, next to Holger, her remaining blade raised to strike.


      Holger, on his hands and knees where he had crouched, saw her coming. She landed next to him. There was a dagger in his hand. He rammed it into her stomach, twisting it.


      With one arm she swiped him away but the blow was mis-aimed and mis-timed; she hit him with the flat of her blade and he rolled away, bruised but not cut.


      Blood was pouring down her legs to the floor.


      She crouched, paused, and sprang. The movement was cat-like, the legs too. She leaped not forwards to Holger, nor down into the temple to where Karl stood, but upwards, backwards, over the altar, ten, fifteen feet in the air, towards the main window that shed faint light into the building through the leaded lattice of its dirt-encrusted panes.


      She hit the main window, exploding through it. Glass shattered and fell, lead tracing twisting and falling.


      For a second she stood on the bottom of the window-frame, looking back at the two men with her ruined face, her blood trickling down the white stone of the wall above the altar. Then she leaped again, away, and was gone into the city.


      Karl and Holger faced each other across the open space of the temple: the toppled pews, the broken glass, the corpses, the scattered weapons, the blood. The echoes of her ghastly scream still reverberated around the rafters high above, fading.


      Holger’s face was white with shock, yet he seemed strangely in control of himself. ‘She was the cultist, you said,’ he said, ‘and she was certainly a warrior of the Chaos gods. But you said she was pledged to the service of Khorne. The Priestlicheim massacre was caused by Tzeentch worshippers. Purple Hand. Brother Heilemann. You told me so yourself.’


      ‘It’s complicated,’ Karl said. ‘I can tell you later.’


      ‘Tell me now.’


      Karl sighed. ‘The nunnery at Priestlicheim was a Purple Hand stronghold. It had been for months. Karin learned this and sent you, but she also sent word to members of her cult,’ Karl said. ‘It looked like a Tzeentchian massacre of innocents. In fact it was a massacre of Tzeentch worshippers by their enemies in the cult of Khorne. Partly a blood-sacrifice, partly to shift attention away from themselves in the aftermath of last spring’s bloodbath at Castle Lossnitz, which they had also caused.’


      ‘And Heilemann?’


      ‘He sent a warning to his brothers in the cult, telling them to kill everyone and flee.’


      ‘How do you know all this?’ Anders asked.


      ‘I recognised the signs,’ Karl said.


      ‘What signs?’


      ‘The same signs that tell me if we stay here another minute we will be surrounded, arrested, tried and burnt at the stake before nightfall. We have to get out of here. Do you have horses?’


      Anders was silent as he walked to where his sword lay, and picked it up, flexing it to see if it was damaged. Then he turned to Karl and shook his head. ‘You’re going nowhere, Karl Hoche. I arrest you–’


      ‘Don’t be an idiot!’ Karl shouted.


      ‘I’m a witch hunter! I have a duty! I arrest you–’


      ‘Duty to what? To an organisation riddled with cultists, guided by people who manipulate you and your investigations for their own ends, to keep you out of their business?’


      Anders was walking out of the shadows towards Karl, through the pool of light that flooded the temple through the hole in the broken window. ‘A duty to a higher power!’ he said. ‘A duty to my oaths! I am sworn to the service of Sigmar, to protect the Empire from the foul works of Chaos! Karl Hoche, I arrest you–’


      ‘How will your death serve that higher power? Or your oaths?’


      Holger stopped. ‘My death?’


      ‘You think Karin will let you live now you’ve seen her for what she is? She needs you dead. She’ll be back at the chapter-house in ten minutes, telling how you and I worked together to kill Kratz and Rhinehart and almost kill her.’


      ‘We have to get there first! To tell them the truth!’


      ‘And who would they believe? You or her?’


      Holger was silent.


      ‘This,’ Karl said, ‘this is my life. This is what I do: I seek out the spoor of Chaos, I track it to its lair, and I wait for the right time to strike at it. I have waited over a year for a chance to kill Brother Karin, and it almost came today. Now I go back to waiting. But I will kill her.’


      Holger made no reply.


      ‘You, Holger, alone among your colleagues you see the bigger picture. Kratz was too fanatical, and Rhinehart was too willing to compromise. I’ve seen you work, I know you could keep your vows and oaths, and follow the spirit of the laws of the Order of Sigmar, if not their exact words.’ He looked down at the bodies of Kratz and Rhinehart, bathed in blood. ‘It is the hardest trials that test us the furthest. They were tested and they broke. You bent and sprang back.’


      ‘What are you saying?’ Holger asked.


      ‘I’m saying you’re a man much like me. In the great war against Chaos we are on the same side, and for the same reason: we have seen the corruption at the heart of the Empire, and we know it must be cut out.’


      ‘It betrayed us both,’ Holger said.


      ‘This is not about revenge,’ Karl said. ‘But we are also both fugitives. So, Brother Holger, I have three questions. Do you trust me? Will you come with me? And do you have two horses that can get us to the city gates before Brother Karin raises the alarm and has them closed?’


      Holger, standing in the light, stared at him. From the shadows Karl stared back. He knew that Holger knew that if his answers were no, if the witch hunter persisted in trying to arrest him, then they would both be arrested as criminals, heretics and Chaos-worshippers.


      But Holger was a still a witch hunter. It was possible that he might believe the importance of taking down the noted criminal Karl Hoche, the Chaos Hunter, was more important than his own safety. It was also possible that he might want to be arrested. A man who has just learned that the organisation to which he has sworn his life, and the person to whom he has sworn his loyalty are both on the side of his enemies – such a man is liable to make unpredictable decisions.


      This could go either way.


      Holger made a clicking sound at the back of his throat. ‘You should not call me “Brother Holger”,’ he said, ‘as it seems I am no longer a witch hunter. Call me Anders.’ He lowered his sword and sheathed it.


      ‘We must hurry, Anders,’ Karl said.


      The former witch hunter stepped off the apse of the ruined temple, and followed Karl into the shadows.


      The horses were tethered to a rail by a water-trough two streets away. The two men unfastened them and checked their tack and saddles. Both tried to avoid looking the other in the face, not wanting to meet the other’s eyes, lest they decide they had made the wrong choice.


      Karin had got away, Karl thought bitterly. He had been given an opportunity to kill her and he had failed. If he had done more research, better research, he could have learned that she was mutated and had special gifts from her god. Now she had escaped, her rage and desire for vengeance more vicious than ever. She would not rest until he was dead.


      But the day was not wasted. Huss and Valten were even now meeting with the Emperor and the Grand Theogonist, and in a few days would lead the armies of the Empire northwards to battle the threat of Archaon and his vile forces. That was good work, and he had made many allies there.


      He had discovered how the Cloaked Brothers operated; how they recruited new members from the desperate and the dispossessed, and how they manipulated forces and units into doing their work for them – and how ruthless they could be, since they must have certainly known that they were sending Rhinehart to his death. And Anders had believed his lie about Brother Heilemann, the lie he had needed to tell to set the whole scheme in motion. Karin had been involved in the mess at Priesdicheim, he knew that from senses he could not even name much less describe, but if Heilemann had been involved, then that was purely coincidence. But if a thing ends well, that justifies the means.


      And he had a companion now. For a while, at least.


      But Brother Karin still lived. And now she would be a ferocious and desperate adversary, even more than before. Still, if his continued existence and her desire for vengeance distracted her from other schemes of her Chaotic lord, then simply by staying alive he was fighting against her. That thought cheered him a little, but not much.


      ‘Where are we riding?’ Anders asked. ‘Which gate?’


      Karl considered the question. ‘What really happened to Kunstler?’ he asked.


      ‘He left the city this morning, in the first Middenheim coach.’


      ‘Middenheim.’ The great fortress-city of the north, built on a pinnacle of rock that reached high above the forest. Karl had never been there, and he knew little of it. ‘Do you think he has business there?’


      ‘It seems unlikely. They say it is besieged,’ Anders said.


      ‘Besieged? Who does?’


      ‘Messengers, arrived today. The word is all over the city: the Chaos forces have ringed it.’


      ‘Then I think we should see what business Herr Doktor Kunstler has in that area,’ Karl said, ‘and put an end to it.’


      ‘The north gate, then,’ Anders said.


      They rode swiftly, and passed through the gate without incident. The guards were unlikely to stop a man in the uniform of a witch hunter and a man in the robes of a Sigmar priest, even if there had not been something set, something dangerous about their expressions. All the word on the streets was about the massacre at Saint Botolphus’ Square and the theft of the steam tank Conqueror. Nobody seemed to have heard anything from the Grand Theogonist’s palace yet, nor from an obscure abandoned temple in the mercantile district.


      They rode away, leaving the Empire’s capital behind them. The road seemed empty, the horizon a long way away. They rode as fast as they could without tiring the horses, since it seemed likely that chase would be given. None was forthcoming, and after three miles they slowed to a trot. A mile further there was a stream and they stopped to water their mounts and fill the skins in their saddlebags.


      ‘Back in the temple,’ Anders said, ‘there was something you said. About one of us being as bad as you, and one being worse.’


      ‘Erwin and Karin, of course.’


      ‘You didn’t include me as one of them.’


      Karl looked puzzled. ‘Why should I? Erwin feared he was becoming a mutant, abandoned his oaths, betrayed his brotherhood and went over to the Cloaked Brothers, who he hated, to save his selfish soul. And Karin is a worshipper of Khorne – and a mutant too. Bad and worse, as I said.’


      ‘So you don’t think I’m as bad as you?’ Anders asked.


      Karl’s eyes, as he looked at him, were full of darkness. ‘If I thought you were as bad as me, I’d kill you on the spot,’ he said.


      Anders let his eyes stray over the figure of the inhuman man next to him. Karl’s body-language gave away nothing that suggested he wasn’t entirely serious.


      ‘I think I’m reassured by that,’ Anders said, remounting his horse, ‘but I’m not sure.’


      Karl looked up at him. ‘And that in turn reassures me,’ he said, ‘because when you are sure about me, when you finally know what it is I am, then Brother Anders, that will be the time you must complete the oath you swore to me.’ He swung himself up into his saddle.


      Anders looked puzzled. ‘I swore you no oath.’


      ‘You swore to kill me,’ Karl said, ‘but not yet. And I will hold you to that. Because one day, when Chaos grips me too hard for me to resist anymore, then I must die.’


      Anders’ stare was long and considered, but it had an edge of steel. ‘Then those are the terms on which I will ride with you,’ he said. ‘Not your follower, your partner or your friend. Your guardian.’


      ‘My assassin,’ Karl said, and held his gloved right hand out across the gap between the two horses. Anders leaned across and grasped it. Leather creaked from the strength of their grip. Their eyes met.


      ‘But not yet,’ Anders said.


      They broke their grasp, spurred their horses and rode away to the north, into the gathering darkness.
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