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			The Mortal Realms have been despoiled. Ravaged by the followers of the Chaos Gods, they stand on the brink of utter destruction.

			The fortress-cities of Sigmar are islands of light in a sea of darkness. Constantly besieged, their walls are assailed by maniacal hordes and monstrous beasts. The bones of good men are littered thick outside the gates. These bulwarks of Order are embattled within as well as without, for the lure of Chaos beguiles the citizens with promises of power.

			Still the champions of Order fight on. At the break of dawn, the Crusader’s Bell rings and a new expedition departs. Storm-forged knights march shoulder to shoulder with resolute militia, stoic duardin and slender aelves. Bedecked in the splendour of war, the Dawnbringer Crusades venture out to found civilisations anew. These grim pioneers take with them the fires of hope. Yet they go forth into a hellish wasteland.

			Out in the wilds, hardy colonists restore order to a crumbling world. Haunted eyes scan the horizon for tyrannical reavers as they build upon the bones of ancient empires, eking out a meagre existence from cursed soil and ice-cold seas. By their valour, the fate of the Mortal Realms will be decided.

			The ravening terrors that prey upon these settlers take a thousand forms. Cannibal barbarians and deranged murderers crawl from hidden lairs. Martial hosts clad in black steel march from skull-strewn castles. The savage hordes of Destruction batter the frontier towns until no stone stands atop another. In the dead of night come howling throngs of the undead, hungry to feast upon the living.

			Against such foes, courage is the truest defence and the most effective weapon. It is something that Sigmar’s chosen do not lack. But they are not always strong enough to prevail, and even in victory, each new battle saps their souls a little more.

			This is the time of turmoil. This is the era of war.

			This is the Age of Sigmar
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Following my victory in Candip, the epiphany struck me that my existence had become worthless. I had gained complete control over the Pale of Bodshe, eradicating or dominating all rivals. I had revenged myself against the Azyrites, dethroned Lellen Se Roye. I had remade the city Candip into Carnd-Ep, the ancient heart of the Yrdun. But I had also despoiled Cardand, the land of my father’s fathers and his mothers. I had unleashed upon the realm the hidden hell-warriors of Bharat, a blood-drenched canker that sat restlessly upon the roots of creation.

			Life held no meaning. This bitter truth amounted to more than the gheists haunting me in the dead of night, whispering my name. More than the blood of the vanquished following wherever I went, trickling in shivering maggots up the haft of my blade. I had gained everything, I had lost everything.

			I felt regret. Shame at what I had done, disgust at what I had become. A red god’s hand clutched the thread of my existence. I clung to it without fathom or purpose, killing for no reason than to maintain my own power.

			In this changeless state of utter triumph, I craved annihilation. More than the air in my lungs, more than the red on my sword – more than power itself. But I would have settled for a reason to live.

			In the wastes of the near rimlands, Horf’s Hill jutted from the dark horizon like a black tooth. The old fortress of sandstone sat angrily upon a mesa, red coal wounds smouldering in its rugged walls. From the foot of the mesa echoed a song of steel and the frailty of flesh. Screams, battle cries. Curses and pleas to the red god, the god of war, the god of blood.

			Behind me, a woman cried out a hoarse command. Gears ratcheted, rope snapped, wood slammed. A volley of flaming catapult projectiles traced trails of fire across the night sky, dragging their flickering glow over the fortress. Below, two thousand Yrdun house warriors smashed into a Vvelk line. The fallen were numberless, a long berm of broken steel and lifeless flesh.

			Beyond, the dark mouth of a tunnel loomed, beckoning. That was where we must break through.

			I turned, bringing my ghastly steed Micaw through the siege lines that wormed their way through the hard soil. Loose dirt churned beneath her claws, smoking with each step. The siege lines enveloped each other, layered and intersecting. On either side of our defensive web, stake ditches were filled with corpses that glistened by starlight. Twice our prey on Horf’s Hill had sallied out of their keep, and twice their own allies had sought to relieve them from without. Each time they had come, we had beaten back wave after wave of mounted Vvelk raiders wearing chainmail masks and banded armour, casting javelins from our primitive stake walls and carving apart the barbarian knights who scaled them.

			As I continued to the heart of my siege camp, thralls staggered to the catapults, their thin arms laden with shot and casks of fuel. Chest-deep bellows echoed from the siege engines, where engineers and Beltoller warriors cranked the weapons’ arms, heaved payloads onto the bucket, then ignited them. The catapults thrashed and jolted, spitting another wave of fire across the night.

			In a small clearing between huddles of hardened Yrdun warriors, thirty knights with golden masks and black armour sat on horseback in mythic silence, cleaning their blades with stained cloth. The restless thud of hooves and the chinkle of warplate and barding lent devastating weight to their presence.

			These were the Ash Knights, the blood of my blood, sworn to me and no other. 

			‘Liege,’ Muure growled at my arrival.

			‘It is time,’ I said. ‘Are you ready?’

			Muure crossed an arm over his chest, stowing his cloth. ‘We live and die at your beckon.’

			I grunted, appeased, then dismounted, crashing to the sand. ‘I would prefer you kill,’ I said. ‘Come, closer, all of you.’

			One by one, the Ash Knights joined me, descending from their black horses. Muure, and stinking Garza. Quiet Jezur, and all the others. They watched me as the soul-sworn do, every ounce of their being bound to my spite. 

			‘These lands hold our hearts,’ I spoke. ‘Because they are ours. All of you have spilt foeblood with me. All of you have had your blood spilt.’

			Murmurs and chuckles emanated from the shifting mass of dark armour. Behind his golden mask, Muure’s glimmering eyes affixed me.

			I raised a hand to the dark mesa, the flames crawling on its stone skin. ‘Harbinger, he calls himself,’ I said. ‘As if he is herald for his grandfather god, his god of despair. Well, let him be herald, I say. He has brought his god’s message. Now we will send ours with him, when he crosses from burning Aqshy to the Realm of the Dead. What say you?’

			The Ash Knights stamped and pounded fists against their chests.

			My lips curled bitterly beneath my death mask, its metal pulling at the fused flesh beneath. Satisfied, I turned. ‘Muure.’

			‘Blades!’ the Ash Knight barked. 

			As one, the Ash Knights raised their perilous steel and unslung their shields. Starlight glinted off the dark swords and shield bosses, glimmering on the knights’ leering golden masks.

			I marched at the head of this column, my recurved falx drawn, leaving our mounts for our thralls, ignoring the gurgling scream of the mortal whom Micaw mauled. I gazed at the crimson crags of stone in the twilight. Behind the mesa, the glow of Aqshy flickered on the horizon, its heat forever simmering beneath the realm. Crows circled over the fortress, awaiting their feast of flesh. Gears clanked as catapults were made ready to fire.

			Tonight we would assail Horf’s Hill and end this war. Tonight we would punch through the Vvelk defences and fight to the top of their fortress. I would slay Harbinger and his heirs, the cruellest opponents I had ever known. My finest foe, my greatest nemesis. The closest friend I had ever had.

			Four months ago, the embers of Vvelkwar had set the Burning Valley aflame. Its genesis was long before that, beginning when one of my unnumbered champions, the thoughtless fool Yesurga, had ridden beyond the Ashwilds with his heirs. Each of them were warriors in their own right, scouring those flower steppes and bonelands for plunder.

			In doing so, Yesurga and his Vvelk ravagers had defied my will, burning nomads’ villages and slaying wilding chieftains beyond the Pale of Bodshe. They had enthralled their enemies, pillaging precious stones and the waters that could be had.

			This string of vicious raids had ended at blade’s edge. A union of lesser enemies had driven Yesurga and his warriors into the wastes. Without water or steed, many of the raiders choked to death on the ashes. Others were afflicted by starvation and disease, seeking refuge in a mysterious cave grotto, where their wounds turned sour. Only a handful of the savages survived the journey back to Cardand.

			Prostrated at my feet in dark halls of barren stone, the snivelling cretins who had survived Yesurga’s foolish escapade mewled of their defeat. Of how close they had come to victory – and still were, if only I sent provender and warriors and healers to tend to their illness. The Vvelks who had begged all this on Yesurga’s behalf craved succour. Moreover, they demanded vengeance for Yesurga’s defeat at the hand of lesser foes. The cretins even cited – and the gall of this still makes me tremble with rage – the pillars of Yrdoval, the ancient code of my people, the Yrdun. As if Yesurga and I had ever been anything but rivals.

			I had listened patiently, lips curling with amusement as the warriors wailed of Yesurga’s suffering. Then I had cut out the Vvelks’ tongues and put out their eyes and left them to the dogs, an example for the rest of their tribes. I exiled the Vvelks from Cardand as punishment for Yesurga’s recalcitrance.

			Whatever disease had afflicted Yesurga had not destroyed him. Instead, it gave birth to Harbinger. Where Yesurga and his warrior-heirs had entered the cave glade, Harbinger emerged in grey armour, his progeny walking his same path of corruption. When Harbinger finally came back to Cardand, he came to make war.

			The Vvelks returned. First one host, then seven, each numbering four thousand fighters and thrice the steeds. The barbaric tide washed across the Pale into the heart of my dominion, the Burning Valley of Cardand. They found allies among exiles whose hatred of me had endured the winter of my domination. The rootless warriors swelled the Vvelk hosts’ numbers, polluting Cardand with their god’s despair. Where Harbinger rode, walls fell.

			Four months of Vvelkwar had seen Cardand burn. Four months had seen our grazing plains stripped bare, and the River Losh dammed with the bloated bodies of the diseased dead. The Vvelks were barbarians and lords, savages and kings, who believed the afflictions they spread throughout the Pale were a blessed enlightenment, who sought to rule a kingdom of broken things.

			I called my banners to war. My war council, the Circle, agreed Harbinger must be cast down. The Vvelks were ghastly foes, but they had never fought the Yrdun – and Harbinger had never fought me.

			For four months my horde hunted his Vvelks in the bones of Cardand, excising his corruptions where we found them. I chased him from one battle to the next, carving emaciated horses out from beneath his retainers’ saddles, driving him from the sanctuary of shattered ziggurats and crumbling stepwells into blazing deserts. I let the freed victims of Harbinger seek their vengeance on Vvelk captives, and together we extracted Harbinger’s true name, scorching our prisoners’ eyes shut with brands.

			When I learned Harbinger was Yesurga, I had chuckled. The stubborn war chief had become an enemy I could respect, an enemy I wished to defeat, if only for the chance to slay a twisted mirror of myself.

			Our war had been a good war, a hard war – and for Yesurga, a lost war. And good we had finally cornered him, for I longed to meet the man again. I longed to cast Yesurga down and bury his name, that all who dwelt in the shadow of my power would know: I ruled these lands, and I would suffer no rivals.

			In an armoured phalanx, we marched: thirty Ash Knights and I, shields raised, swords drawn. Horf’s Hill towered ahead, flames dancing on its red bluffs from the courtyard at its crest. Above the mesa, dark clouds crushed the realm.

			Arrows flitted from the gaping tunnel leading into Horf’s Hill, a black maw. They stabbed into sand and thunked against shields. We advanced through a field of broken flesh to the red bluffs, ignoring the moans of the dying, heeding the silence of the dead.

			Soon the arched stone entrance yawned overhead, its blessed darkness beckoning. Vvelk warriors in masks of chainmail lined the entrance, batting maces into mailed hands, their falchions still belted. They were prepared for an armour-fight. Good.

			We closed, then battled as the wicked do, every swipe of our blades inelegant and ruthless, every step made in concert. The Vvelks stood little chance, even holding the bottleneck of the passage. We cut their throats and slit their tendons. Where we cleaved flesh, dark sludge ran like stagnant pond water from opened veins, gelling the sandstone floor.

			We broke this guard and pushed up the passage, fighting for every inch. In the huffing melee, in the clash, the air was cool and damp. The breath of it reminded me of kindness. One clanking step after the other, we ascended the stone bowels of Horf’s Hill. Only the sickly aroma of rotten blood guided us forward. 

			An Ash Knight fell, his golden mask pounded into his skull by the strike of a mace. The hot stench of liquid garnet drenched my throat, unforgiving like the smoke of my life, bitter like the travails of this war. I cut down the warrior who had felled him. We moved on, as inevitable as doom itself.

			We reached the mesa’s crest, emerging from old walls into a sweeping courtyard. Flames billowed from the Vvelk stores. On the broken walls, horsetail banners swayed in the wind. The Vvelks loomed in chainmail lamellar and spiked helms, weapons drawn. They encircled us. Among them, Yesurga stood out, hunched and monstrous, a mask covering his face. Panels in his shoulder pauldrons depicted a city’s death, and his vambraces culminated in half-gloves of snake leather. His thumbs were gone, replaced by jointed snakes’ heads, hissing and venomous.

			Black despair radiated from the warlord, its gut-churning touch bleeding across the mesa top. I bared my teeth behind the death mask fused to my face. 

			‘Yesurga.’

			The gurgle of Yesurga’s breath echoed from the rotted cage of his ribs. ‘Godeater’s Son,’ he spoke, each syllable like gnawed gristle. ‘You’re a fool if you think you can claim this victory yourself.’

			My falx flickered in my hand. I gestured encompassingly. ‘I love this, Yesurga. I love everything you brought to Cardand. This war – this has been my reason to live.’

			‘Then you’re simply a fool,’ Yesurga drawled, raising his falchion. ‘My name is Harbinger. The grandfather god has given it to me. You will speak it before this night has ended.’

			A Vvelk loosed an arrow. I swiped with my falx, snapping the dart from the air. As I clanked forward, three more arrows flitted from the others, then cracked into raised shields.

			‘Ash Knights!’ Muure roared. ‘Forward!’

			We closed, one wall against another, blades crashing into shields. A lucky archer’s arrow outpaced my defence, punching through the gauntlet on my hand. I groaned as my smoking blood dribbled to the stone, then squeezed my fingers into a fist, snapping the arrow shaft. I ripped my blade through the air, carving open the archer who had loosed it.

			Then Yesurga came, slashing with his falchion. I parried and countered. Chips of crystallised blood flew from the contact, and black veins spread across my falx. Yesurga’s blade had poisoned mine.

			I turned his weapon aside and transformed my counter into a riposte, dragging red steel across a gap in his warplate. The blade bit deep but drew no blood, only an oily gruel of black sludge.

			Chuckling moistly, Yesurga pivoted and smashed his elbow into my face, staggering me. Blood dribbled from my nose, smoking at my feet. I swivelled and hammered my falx through the air. Even deformed by his grandfather god’s curses, Yesurga was nimble, dancing aside with an aelf’s elegance.

			As the melee painted the courtyard red and black, we gathered ourselves, searching for openings. Dark clouds churned in the sky. ‘Everything is broken,’ Yesurga drawled, as if about to weep. ‘Only Grandfather keeps us safe.’

			I circled cautiously, calming and turning my dark eye to a profane power within. Reaching for the red god’s curse felt like activating a profound muscle in my spine. As its power swelled, the blood at my feet ran in smoking rivulets along the stone, up the seams of my armour. Maggots of red wax fused themselves into my warplate, filling the chips of my falx, restoring its blade.

			A red veil tinted my world, brass light twinkling in all the places things might be severed. The gaping maw in my midriff chittered and growled, drooling viscous saliva.

			Yesurga lurched forward. He attacked; I countered. His wicked steel scarred the metal of my father’s death mask. I slashed hard at his hilt.

			The crossguard broke, its pieces clinking on the ground. Yesurga’s severed fingers and two squirming snake heads pattered down with them.

			Harbinger toppled to his knees, groaning damply behind his veil. Jet sludge glistened in the shards of his knuckles, the bone black and rotten within. I reached out and gripped the realm’s red fabric, pulling his gore to me. A mist of red crystals crawled from Yesurga’s rotted hand marrow into the air, a deep bass of unsacred magic humming in my head.

			Then I stepped forward, ignoring the melee around us. I ripped the veil from Yesurga’s face. There was nothing beneath – only a mouldering crater of bad flesh and shattered skull-bone peering from necrotic muscle and seeping pustules.

			I winced in disgust behind my mask. ‘Give me your heirs,’ I said. ‘I will make their ends quick.’

			The warlord seemed to gaze upon me through the place where his eyes had been. ‘I always wondered why they bothered with their futile resistance,’ he gurgled. ‘Why they ever did anything at all.’

			I narrowed my eyes, a sinking feeling in my stomach. ‘What have you done with them?’ I asked.

			He chortled damply. ‘It’s meaningless. All meaningless.’

			An infernal glow illuminated the courtyard of Horf’s Hill, drawing my gaze up. Flaring in the night, a wall of flaming shot hurtled closer. The burning meteors grew larger, tumbling through the air. My eyes widened. The catapults.

			Casks of burning oil exploded across the courtyard. Heat washed across me as molten gore exploded across the fort at Horf’s Hill. The closest blast staggered me. I smashed into a broken stone bulwark, clapping to the ground in a clangour of scorched steel.

			Smoking and charred, I swayed to my feet, spitting crumbs of burnt blood from my lips. I shambled around, batting tongues of fire from my pauldron and vambrace, searching for enemies and allies in the flames.

			The Ash Knights had slain most of the Vvelks; those who remained shambled across the stone courtyard, consumed by the realm’s fire. Muure led my sworn souls to the cover of the tunnel entrance. Good, I needed them alive.

			My gaze wandered, and then I saw them. Yesurga’s children formed a ragged line in the courtyard. They stood as he had, hunched and vicious, armed with mace and sword. Flame devoured their raiment, revealing the same cratered flesh, the pestilence and despair.

			Whatever the grandfather god had offered Yesurga in that glade, his children had accepted the same blessings. Shambling like the dead, the plague warriors advanced.

			Beside me, boots scraped over charred stone. Muure, and Garza, and Jezur. All the Ash Knights, forming into another line. 

			‘We live and we die,’ Muure said.

			‘Preferably the first one,’ Garza said, breath stinking.

			‘Shut up and fight,’ I said.

			We drew our blades, then closed with the enemy.

			When the killing was done, silence reigned over Horf’s Hill. The Ash Knights picked through the dead, finishing them with sword thrusts and knife slices, tossing the horsetail banners of the Vvelks from the fort’s heights. The catapults ceased their barrage, faint cheers echoing over our siege lines. The sense of victory made the hairs on my neck stand on end.

			I circled through the killing grounds, searching for Yesurga. I found the burnt lump of him on the stone, the curses in his black blood exhausted. His living corpse lay in the cratered court, blackened by heavenfire. Blazing oil had sealed the man’s open sores. Burnt breath rasped from his lipless jaws. He had crawled to one of his warped progeny. The vicious warlord gripped the dead creature’s lifeless, pestilent hands as if he had lost something. As if that thing was still his child.

			I stared at the stomach-turning sight, mastering the bidden rage in my blood. Time and hatred had defiled me, but this still hurt. To gaze upon Yesurga and his dead heir – to look upon them and their corruption and the tragedy of their existence and feel…

			Nothing. I looked upon them and felt nothing. No satisfaction, no exultation. No sympathy, no pity, no wrath. I was a broken chalice; all I wanted was to be full again. When I looked on them, I was hollow.

			The warlord’s cratered flesh emitted a sad gargle. I crouched beside him and recalled our war with bitter satisfaction. It was the closest conversation I had ever had. Four months of war with this man – four months staring down his battle lines at dusk, then battering them to bloody stumps by dawn. Four months of raiding his encampments, crucifying his diseased warriors on low roads and unterways. He had done much the same. We knew each other well, this man and I. War with Yesurga had bestowed meaning to my existence. Now it was over.

			The dying warlord’s repulsive focus drifted to me. For the time it takes to ask a question, or the time it takes to answer it, I glimpsed beauty in the man’s shattered defiance, and horror. But it was a beauty unspoken, a horror unspoken, witnessed in a man I had come to admire.

			Fraying lines of heat danced across his burnt flesh. The warlord wheezed, trying to speak. I gripped his skull to pull him closer. What remained of his scalp came away in a crunch of frangible flesh. Heat-warped features leered through swollen eyes beneath the stained ivory of his rotting skull.

			My lips formed into a line underneath the slit of my tarnished mask. My war steel creaked as I lowered my ear to his mouth, filthy coils of burnt hair hanging from my head. 

			‘Speak,’ I whispered. ‘I am listening.’

			The treble breath of the living dead rattled from Yesurga’s charred lungs. ‘Who am I?’ he asked deliriously, the last light of sanity gleaming through his dying corruption.

			I straightened, considering the answer. In the end, Yesurga had fought well. Let him die well, I thought. Let his grandfather god be proud of him. ‘You are Harbinger,’ I said. ‘The last lord of the Vvelks.’

			The mutated vocal organs at the back of Yesurga’s cratered face twitched with relief. Then a guttural whisper crawled from his open gorge, infecting my ears. ‘And who are you?’ he croaked wetly.

			I pondered the question, the immortal query of daemons and men. Then, I answered him.

			I am the man my people’s prophecies warned of. The blade that split asunder our lands, the hammer that broke our chains.

			I am the warlord who freed the Pale of Bodshe, who expelled the parasites that had stolen what was ours.

			I am the slayer, who dogged the heels of the storm god’s Dawn­bringers as they dragged their mountains and chains back to Hammerhal.

			I am the liberator, who strode with his war tribes and allies into the Beltoller villages afterwards, driving off Darkoath raiders and their patron wilderfiends.

			I am the kingbreaker. After my victory in Candip, I smashed through the barred doors of the fallen Yrdun great houses, whose lords had lapped at the drippings of the Azyrites’ feast on our lands. Their bellies, fat from good times, piled beneath them as they prostrated themselves and wept. When I hung those lords from the walls of their keeps, blubber and entrails unspooled from those same, emptied bellies.

			I am the kingmaker, too – and I am the king.

			I am the champion, who scattered the pieces of his foes across Cardand’s low roads, feeding the flames and Bodshe’s crows.

			I am the patron, who raised the Cardandish small houses to glory, to rebuild a kingdom worthy of a name, of remembrance.

			I am the warleader, who accepted the fealty of champions and warlords, who let them sup from his chalice in halls of barren stone.

			I am the executioner, who claimed the skulls of those who would not bend their necks, the peacemaker who made alliance with the Khul to defend these cursed lands from Parcher incursions.

			I am the doubter, who ached to stop his warriors as they carried his screaming foes down the temple stairs of Bharat to cleave skulls from necks and toss them into the blood-streaked void.

			I am the questioner, who loathes his devotion to the red god.

			I am the waker, who cannot sleep while the tears of his enemies etch their liquid lines in his dreams.

			I am the ruler, who cannot surrender his grip on power, lest an evil greater than his supplants him.

			I am weak. I have always known what I must do, but never whether I possess the will to do it. Tell me, what requires more courage? To do what must be done to cling to life, or to do what must be done to let it go?

			I am Heldanarr Fall, Godeater’s Son, warlord of a thousand tribes. I am master to the hunting houses of Cardand and the war clans and abattoir-temples of Bharat. I am father to slaughter. I am child to doom. I set my people free, and I can no longer sleep at night for it.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWO

			We had not slain all of Yesurga’s children. I knew this, for I heard the last two wailing in the scorched ruins of Horf’s Hill.

			Their cries drew my gaze from Yesurga’s ashen corpse. My ponderous warplate creaked as I scanned the old fort. The ghastly shrieks haunted the cursed air, drifting from somewhere on the mesa, ignored by the Ash Knights. The irritating noise awoke a feeling I couldn’t fathom, a confusion I wished to end.

			I summoned the power, and heat-scabbed blood in the crater liquefied into crimson runnels. The cursed ichor remade my falx. When the blade and I were whole, I thumped across the stone ruins in search of the source of the screams.

			I found them, hidden in a covered basket beneath broken stairs in the fort’s collapsed tower. I pinched a scrim of rotting threads and lifted it from a basket. It was no basket at all, but a bassinet. Two tiny whelps fussed within, infants, newborns.

			Wisps of dark hair graced the children’s soft skulls. It seemed Yesurga had spawned two more children – mere babes. Red impulse thudded in my eyes, urging me to end their existence. I had sworn to end Yesurga and his children. Killing these would be nothing at all.

			For a breath, I wondered at their helplessness. I thought of what was right and what was wrong, and if the span between them meant anything at all. Skulking in the base of my skull, instinct whispered to me. This is not the world you crave.

			Stone shrieked as I plunged my falx into the ground. I lifted the children, one in each mailed hand. One screamed louder – a girl. The other quietened, cracking his dark eyes – a boy.

			I lifted them by their napes, watching the one bawl, admiring the other’s silence. Such small, putrid things, defenceless, useless. Such lovely, pathetic beings, who deserved more than the lives they had lived.

			I laid them on the broken stone beside my falx. I had to kill them. I obviously had to kill them. Even if the sight of them stretched a sad smile across the warped flesh of my mouth, tugging at my mask. Even if I wished to cherish them, these helpless secrets I had found and craved to keep.

			I gazed at my blade, a mast of red steel. The crimson edge glared at me, seductive and perilous. The reflection in the blade was unrecognisable. The bronzed rictus of my father’s death mask, greasy hair hanging like knotted rope. The hulking armour, the hidden hatred. The empty, self-righteous wrath.

			The man in the warped mirror was a parody of the boy I had been. A boy who had held onto his sister for dear life, then let her go. A boy who had wished for his mother, then slain her. The blade’s allure was impossible to deny. There was mercy in the blade’s edge.

			I knew what my duty to the red god demanded. I knew, and still I did nothing. I took the children in my arms, rocking them. Breath by breath, my god’s curse receded. Earthly senses bled back from the corners of my mind, and clanking footsteps broke my trance.

			Muure loomed at the entrance to the broken tower. ‘Liege,’ he said. ‘The fort is ours.’

			I grunted. Garza shoved past Muure and pointed. ‘Children,’ he sneered, each word escorted by the stinking wind of his breath. ‘Knew I heard something.’

			Muure pulled Garza back and looked at me. ‘Vvelks?’ he asked cautiously.

			I nodded. The children fussed, then cooed, then fell silent. I rocked them a long time before I realised what I was doing, as if stirring from a dream. Beyond a rift in the tower’s walls, the dawn of Aqshy smouldered on the horizon.

			Then the boy cracked his eyes, gazing at the dawn and me. Ten thousand miles of sky filled those precious gems. I saw myself in them. I was fascinated.

			I swallowed bile, then wrenched my falx from the stone. ‘Come,’ I told my knights of ash. ‘We return to Carnd-Ep.’

			What do I do with them?

			For days this thought echoed in my mind, accompanied by rootless visions of the future and plans of how it might be made. I had slain Yesurga and all but two of his children. Something in me craved to use them, if I could. Something deeper urged to protect them, if I dared. With Yesurga’s demise, the fate of the Vvelks was irrelevant. But I had to save the whelps from the red god. I had to save them from the realm.

			I considered how to protect them. Each time I thought I found a solution, an ambush of facts swept away all my careful consideration, butchering my designs. The problem was that I could do nothing for the children. The world I had made was cruel, and Harbinger had been a foe like few others. Every lord who served me was a rival who would have slain the whelps and used their existence as pretext to cast me down. Even the most loyal of my oathsworn had no reason to love these children.

			Tominer said it plainest herself. Tominer was the greatest of Bharat’s red priesthood, the Maals. What felt like a lifetime ago, she had taught me the meaning of glory. 

			‘You have to kill them,’ she warned in her lilting tone. ‘Look at them. They are broken, helpless things. It would be a mercy, after what Harbinger did to them.’

			‘How can mere whelps be so broken?’ I asked, staring at a brazier’s fire.

			Tominer lifted her eyes. We were in her butchery, where her apprentices worked halved carcasses of meat. The whole place reeked of offal. ‘You are joking. You saw what Harbinger did to the others. He had already started with them.’

			I firmed my jaw. ‘They will learn to protect themselves. I will protect them.’

			Tominer bared her black teeth into a sick scowl. ‘Even if you could, Bharat is no place for children. Neither is Cardand. And if they live long enough, they will seek to kill you. It is the way of things.’

			I sighed. I wanted a way to make her understand. Tominer gazed at me, as always, as if through a prism. Assaying the quality of my intentions, the merits of my will. I was sick of glory, sick of blood. Tominer could never understand. Every word woven by her tongue carried the dignity of a woman who had spent her life preaching the red way. A woman never once told she was wrong, who had never once begged. 

			‘I will not kill them,’ I finally said, lifting the wailing whelps from a chopping table, rocking them in my arms. ‘They will live.’

			Tominer stared. ‘And what kind of lives will they live?’

			‘The one I forge for them,’ I said, stamping through blood puddles to the doors.

			In our many disagreements, Tominer had learned to trust me. Before I departed, she shouted, ‘Does the Seeker know?’

			‘No,’ I shouted back. ‘And do not tell her.’

			If no one else did, Kaddarar the Seeker would slay these children. She was the slayer of all things: a berserker and prophet who had hunted nations to extinction and conquered my own heart. When she came, I would have one choice. Either let her kill the children – or kill her myself.

			I could not kill Kaddarar. I needed her in my life. And yet each time this grim conundrum drew its battle lines, I gazed at the whelps, mewling and sucking their own hands in the basket wickered from river reeds for them, and grew determined to resist it. Neither could I let the children die.

			They must live, instinct whispered, in the dead of night. Find a way.

			‘How?’ I hissed back to the darkness, sleep hunger thudding in my brain. ‘How do I protect them from the realm? From myself?’

			On this, instinct remained silent.

			Eight days I fought this second war in the ashes of the first. It was the only time since my elevation in Candip that I felt anything close to true purpose. I admitted none to the halls of my keep. I said nothing when I emerged from my lair, leaving the children to the vigil of my trusted Ash Knight, Jezur.

			Kaddarar was waiting, towering in the darkness of the corridor beyond my chamber. She wore a crested helm and bolted black cuirass, her black hands bare. Her question was as lethal as her gaze. ‘Have you slain them?’

			‘No,’ I said. ‘And I will not.’

			Beneath her jet hair, the Seeker’s eyes began to smoke. She turned to leave, her boots thudding on stone. ‘I am coming back.’

			After Kaddarar departed, I was alone in the threshold. The mythic silence was broken only by the wailing of the babes, the crackle of torch fire. ‘Jezur,’ I said.

			The babes’ cries quietened. The Ash Knight advanced from the shadows, pushing the hem of her cloak away from her sheathed blade. ‘Liege?’ she murmured.

			I gripped my falx, rustling blood-hardened steel from its wide scabbard. ‘Call the ash-clad. Bar the door.’

			Kaddarar’s assaults began, day and night. When she came, she was clever enough to bring frothing-mad cultists with her, throwing them at Jezur and I as she tried to ram past us.

			We held her off and reddened our blades until Cardandish house warriors and Muure’s cohort of Ash Knights arrived, then battled the blood-hungry warriors away. When her frothing cultists’ lives were spent, Kaddarar growled and stomped away in a tantrum. This petty slaughter bought us time. But even I was not invulnerable.

			On the eighth night of my vigil, exhaustion enfeebled my red god’s blessings. I drifted into sleep’s deathly embrace, dreaming of hoarded amethysts in shallow graves. I dreamt of the liche of Shyish, his depthless greed, the black orbs of his eyes. I dreamt of the red god staving the liche king away, the eternal caul of the Blood God’s endless shadow. I dreamt of eight witches chanting, throwing the bloody mulch of my fallen foes into a boiling cauldron. I dreamt of my own falx growing legs of blood, scuttling into the dark.

			I dreamt of finding two old children on Horf’s Hill instead of two babes, too. They were silent and staring, their eyes black, their minds shattered by the horrors Harbinger and his grandfather god had unleashed on them. And then they were grown warriors, proud, with warpaint streaking their faces. They stood in the halls of Bharat, surrounded by our warriors, a king and queen in their own right, ready to vanquish any enemy.

			The gentle closing of a stone door awakened me. Not Jezur – I had sent her back to her own household and family to rest. Blinking the blear from my eyes, I glanced at the Sur-Sur-Seri spearwife I had enlisted from an encampment in Carnd-Ep’s barrens to watch the children. She stared at the dark doors, petrified.

			At the entrance to my hall, Kaddarar loomed. A chill ran up my spine. I remained still, fearing the Seeker would sense my dread and attack. Strange, that this calmness, too, was born of fear. The children must live. The Seeker’s maul-axes clanked to the floor, their heavy chains uncoiling atop the flails. Kaddarar stalked closer, each step resounding, the flanges of her dual mauls nicking seams in the stone. 

			‘Greetings, Heldanarr Fall,’ she said, an unholy baritone under­lining her voice. ‘Your falx crawled to my shrine. Hung itself on the wall.’

			I glanced around. My weapon was gone. That, it seemed, had not been a dream. I raised a hand. ‘Stop.’

			Kaddarar shook her head, her lips curling into a pernicious smile. ‘Those are Harbinger’s heirs. Sworn by him to his Plague God. And they are a plague, on your house – on all of us. Let me spare you the sickness they will bring.’

			I stood. ‘Run,’ I told the spearwife. But there was nowhere to run, and so she clutched her spear shaft and stood between the children and the Seeker, growling and shaking like a cold dog. I put myself between the Seeker and the mortals, baring my teeth behind my mask. ‘Step closer, I will kill you.’

			The Seeker’s eyes smoked behind the eyeslits of her helm, flaring like coals. ‘I highly doubt that.’

			‘Then I will leave you,’ I said. ‘I will leave this place and never speak to you again.’

			Kaddarar froze. ‘You wouldn’t dare.’

			‘I would,’ I said, hoping it was true, and that I needn’t prove it. ‘I will never return.’

			The Seeker flinched beneath her crested helm. ‘These are your lands. Your people, your home. They are all you have. So am I. You would not leave us. You can’t.’

			A kernel of truth anchored those words, one I ached to bury, so deep it could not bloom. I needed Cardand and Bharat. I needed this place in the realm and the life I could not let go, the power that protected me. But I had to keep the children safe. I would do whatever was required. ‘Do not try me,’ I said, crushing the tremor in my voice. ‘I’ll do what I must.’

			Evil blossomed on Kaddarar’s smiling lips. She resumed her advance, mauls bumping over stone, eyes glowing like furnaces. ‘I don’t believe you.’

			One of the babes fussed. The spearwife hushed the boy.

			The Seeker halted. After a breath of hesitation, she dropped her lengths of chain, the fire flickering in her eyes. She slid her crested helm from her skull with her curse-hands, each of their coal-black fingers wrighted by the skill of our lost friend, Cillus. The man’s mind had been simple, but the gods had blessed him with a mad genius in forgecraft. I had adored Cillus’ naivety and honesty, before Kaddarar had killed him. Kaddarar had killed many things.

			Kaddarar blinked smoke from her eyes, gazing at the helpless children. ‘Is that them?’

			The young spearwife nodded, her neck tense.

			Entranced, Kaddarar came forward, letting her helm clang on the floor. Instinct whispered incoherently in the base of my skull. For reasons I could not fathom, I let her pass. Towering over the wet nurse, Kaddarar pushed jet hair behind her ear. 

			‘Can I see them?’

			I looked to the spearwife for her wisdom. The warrioress, younger than bold Yron had been when we first fought the Little War against House Se Roye, nodded. She passed the cooing girl to Kaddarar, who nestled the child in the crook of her elbow, against the meat of her bicep. Compared to the babes, she was titanic. We all were.

			Kaddarar looked at me. ‘Can they speak?’

			I shook my head. ‘They can’t.’

			She blinked. ‘How do they defend themselves?’ she asked, from a morbid pit of naive curiosity.

			‘They depend on us,’ I said.

			Contemplation filled the Seeker’s eyes. ‘I see.’

			‘What did you expect?’

			She shrugged helplessly. ‘I did not know what to expect. It has been a long time since I saw children. What will you do with them?’

			It was a question I had not been able to answer myself. I had never been a father. Fates willing, I never would be. I refused to inflict the life I had lived on my worst enemy, let alone my progeny. ‘Keep them safe,’ I said. ‘Make them strong. Strong enough to fight. To protect themselves.’

			Kaddarar glanced up. ‘Do they have names?’

			I did not know what Yesurga had called them – only the names I had given them. ‘The girl is Velekkah,’ I said. ‘The boy, Plako.’

			‘Fascinating,’ Kaddarar breathed in wonder. ‘Did you intentionally select such cruel names?’

			I narrowed my eyes. ‘What do you mean?’

			Kaddarar rocked the girl in her arms. ‘They are terrible. Obviously terrible. Is it an insult to Harbinger?’

			A fresh smile pulled at the cold metal of my mask. The sensation had grown increasingly common these past days. ‘No,’ I said. ‘Plako and Velekkah were brother and sister. They escaped the void at the beginning of time, from the old spider that weaves oblivion. On Aqshy, the lavamanders of Bodshe found them and taught them the ways of the realm. How to fight the fire with ice. How to keep control.’

			Formless yearning filled Kaddarar’s dark eyes, as she perhaps recalled the warped mythology of her own extinct nation. ‘Plako and Velekkah were father and mother to your people?’

			‘No. They were foundlings, and they themselves found the Yrdun. They taught the fathers and mothers of our people what they had learned. Together these strangers formed the Yrdun clans and tamed the Burning Valley. They joined it under the code of Yrdoval, carved Carnd-Ep into the hard soil of Cardand. Their descendants raised Bharat soon after.’

			Kaddarar prodded Velekkah with a blackened finger. The child grasped at it greedily, squealing like a piglet, grinning with toothless gums. Then the Seeker returned the child to the wet nurse. ‘I do not understand,’ Kaddarar said. ‘Why name them if you knew I was going to kill them?’

			Heat welled behind my eyes, as I thought of the whelps how I had found them. Defenceless, cursed with life by Harbinger’s malice. ‘Because,’ I answered, ‘I wanted them to live.’

			Kaddarar stared. I could tell she had not considered this. ‘Do not threaten to leave again,’ she whispered.

			I met her eyes. ‘And do not kill them. Help me protect them.’

			Kaddarar nodded. She went to collect her weapons, the scrape of steel on stone polluting the uneasy quiet of our new truce. Before she departed, she glared. ‘The names,’ she said. ‘Why did you choose them?’

			My eyes crinkled in thought, behind the slits of my mask. I did not know. Truthfully, they were the first names I had thought of.

			Then sudden epiphany peeled back the murk of my own ignorance, a virgin ember of certainty smouldering into flame within my belly. ‘Because I will do for them what the lavamanders did for the ancients. I will safeguard them. I will teach them what I have learned of the realm, the ways of the Yrdun. I will teach them to use the strength of the gods. To defy them.’

			New fire blazed in Kaddarar’s gaze, like love at last sight. ‘Why?’ she asked, entranced by my words. ‘Go on.’

			‘So they can do what their namesakes did. So they can do for the realm what the Yrdun did for Cardand. Conquer their foes, and rule their subjects. Live better lives than we did, Kaddarar, in the world we leave behind – a world better than we found it.’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER THREE

			Make the world better.

			It was an ambition that exceeded my grasp. On any day before my meeting with Kaddarar, I would have known better than to try. Now I had no choice. I must make the world better, for the whelps. I must do whatever it took.

			One day passed after my revelation with Kaddarar, casting bones with the fates of Plako and Velekkah. In the dark halls of Carnd-Ep, I gathered the champions and warlords in my service. By flickering torchlight, suffocated by the lung-deep burn of brazier smoke, I told them of my new vision. A grand dominion, free of foes. An empire ruled by the worthy and the true. A prosperity born of warlessness, a warlessness forged through grand tribute of blood. To make this dominion and its peace, we must conquer.

			The hope in these words came upon my audience like rain on harrowed fields, watering buried ambitions. Like the Yrdun of yore, Bhavesh Eljo wanted his tribe to become a great house. Rama-Andaa, who had joined her people to the Keylun by marriage, wished for the same. So did all the new Cardandish houses: Ruenerr, Korriash, Torr, Orrun and Norr. The Beltollers also wanted it: the free Ushara warborn and the Sleeps-First prophets. The foreigners in my service, too: the shining Rottii, the armoured Dospekhes, the Smiling Swords. Capilarian mercenaries serving one-eyed Jonnes Despire had adopted our ways after our alliance with the Khul. They were first to raise their arms and cheer, and the chorus they started did not stop.

			The time for majesty had come. As those in my dark halls roared and stamped their feet, I glanced at Muure and the Ash Knights, who gazed across the dim chamber in silent wonder. Beneath their golden masks and the sacred burden of their oaths, I sensed the changing winds. All of us craved a better world. Though only Kaddarar and I knew it, the children had finally given us reason to make it.

			One week passed, and the duardin masters of the Holmon delvers swore their engineers to my service. Plans were laid to carve out a passage between Carnd-Ep and Bharat from the surface of the realm to its underside. Not merely another unterway that linked the surface settlements, but a Greatway to connect the ancient capitals of my people, a vast tunnel we would bore through the realm. The sand duardin lacked the manpower to execute this grand design; I tithed one hundred thousand thralls from the lesser Cardandish households to make it so.

			Within days, tithed labourers broke ground on the Greatway’s gates in Carnd-Ep. Three hundred souls were lost for each gruelling mile of realm-crust we conquered. No matter, for new wars would come. With victory we could replace them. With empire.

			One month passed, and the masters of the Bharati war clans and abattoir-temples gathered in my lair in Carnd-Ep. We drew up plans for new conquests, dreaming of war’s spoils. Among the Bharati faithful, some fought for their red patron’s favour, others for the sake of their kin. Still more – many more – for their own passing glory, their worship of Bloodfather little more than vicious ambition cloaked in martial rite. Those who would not fight in my wars were banished to the Gaol, a dark tower hanging lowest from the city beneath the realm. We left them there to rot, with no food and water, to live on blood spilt from their fellow prisoners.

			As the Gaol’s doors shut, the captives disappeared behind sliding stone. Their leader, a woman, cried out that power had maddened me. ‘He has lost the Red Path!’ she screamed. ‘He damns us all!’

			The great door slammed like a realm-hammer, lifting dust from the surrounding walkways. I stared for a long time, wondering if she was right. But in the end, I did not care. All I did was for the whelps and the dominion they would inherit. All this, to make the world better.

			One year, and I found the first of the eight witches whom I sought to protect the whelps. Two years, and I found the last of them, and we struck our bargain: magic for blood.

			Time rotted onwards, each year bleeding into the next. Tidings of victorious war returned from one hundred fronts beyond the Pale. On the coast of Aspiria, we captured the port city of let’Eide, allying ourselves with the mannish pirates prowling those waters to protect them from aelvish corsairs. I rewarded the loyalty of House Norr and their clan father, the Master of Tides, with dominion over the port. I spared the Alliot trade company, provided their remaining merchants swore themselves to my god and corrupted their ledgers in the service of our wicked commerce.

			And before I knew it, twenty years had passed. Twenty years spent riding from one war to the next, from one enemy to another, dragging racks of vanquished skulls by brass chariots across the burning face of Aqshy. Twenty years spent between my throne cities of Bharat and Carnd-Ep, transiting the monumental Greatway delved in my name. Twenty years of falx in hand, forever red with unwilling blood. Twenty years of fangs gnashing in my belly, feasting on foeflesh, defying the warp of time.

			Twenty years of triumph, twenty years of pain. Twenty years and the waxed scrolls of aelf-leather sent by heralds of the Everchosen ignored, his emissaries immolated in my fires or pressed into my service. The grand architect of my life’s damnation remained unpunished. But even if I could find the Three-Eyed King – or knew how to slay him – the children were more important. Twenty years and my sourceless affection for the whelps had dulled my hunger for vengeance.

			Twenty years, and the day came that Plako and Velekkah were ready to take their place by my side. I had sequestered the children in the dark halls of my keep, letting them out into training paddocks under careful guard. I had watched them grow over the years, learning to fight and slay in my name. I had taught them to speak and lead, to shout so they were heard over the thrilling anarchy of battle. I had trained them to manoeuvre, to strategise, to punish their enemies with hatchet and sword – to ride like vengeance itself and raise citadels from the dust of deserts.

			I had taught them to live. I had taught them to hate. Only one lesson remained: I must teach them to rule.

			I called a meeting of the Circle, my war council, which consisted of the most trusted lords in my service. Fathers and mothers of the new Cardandish houses, the Beltoller tribes, the war clans of Bharat. Tominer must be there, as ever, to reconsecrate old oaths. Kaddarar would be, too, if she deigned to come. Laklien of the Rottii, Sertorix of the Dospekhes. All who carried the black banners of House Fall, slaying in my name. All who had unleashed our infernal conquest into greater Aspiria over the twenty years of our crusade.

			I had arranged for Plako and Velekkah to be with me when I met the Circle. It would be their first appearance at my side before my cutthroat rivals and vassals. Before the whelps came, I wanted them to understand the nature of my dominion. Thus, a week ago I had brought Plako to the vaults of Carnd-Ep to explain. Today came Velekkah’s turn.

			The girl and I had made good progress through the vast basins beneath Carnd-Ep, where I showed her the wealth of Aqua Ghyranis I had seized from the Azyrites ten years prior. Our journey in the deep was only interrupted when Velekkah disappeared, wandering off.

			Annoyed, I retraced my steps in search of the girl. Water dripped in the dark, soon underlining the scuffle of moccasins over damp stone. The girl’s whimpers carried through the caves. Glimpsing her shape in the shadows, I gripped her arm.

			Velekkah yelped and swivelled. Steel sliced through air.

			I ducked, and her hatchet clanged off stone. She swung again. I caught the haft of her hatchet and tore it away.

			I released her, pushing the axe back into her palm. ‘You’re wasting my time.’

			‘Master,’ Vel said, whimpering in the dark. ‘I was–’

			‘Lost, I know,’ I snapped. ‘Precious hours fill each day. Each filled with precious minutes. All for a precious endeavour that will only succeed if I sink these fleeting moments into its achievement. I seek to make the world better for you and your brother, girl. And you wander off in the dark?’

			The Blood God’s curse heightened my senses. Panic pounded in Velek­kah’s heart, roaring in my ears. ‘I am sorry,’ she said.

			I sighed. ‘No more than me, for raising a fool. And you strike predictably. Learn to do what the enemy does not expect. We shall reiterate that lesson another day. Come.’

			Vel’s hatchet rustled into her belt. She grasped in the darkness, feeling her way to my cloak of lavamander hide. ‘Yes, master.’

			I stormed through the black tunnels, letting Vel grip my cloak so she would not lose her way again. My thoughts paced around the girl’s inadequacies. I clenched my fists. Vel was hardly twenty years to this realm, but I had done all I could to make her strong. With these hard lessons had come mettle and courage and cunning. Yet no intellect, evidently. I scoffed. Lost, she had said. As if she had not made the decision to stray. But few remember their mistakes, when they wish to forget them. Perhaps she was no different from any of us.

			Mud squelched underheel where bricks in the path had come loose, sinking into soaked earth. Darkness starved our eyes until a dim glow haunted the corridor’s end.

			We emerged in a great chamber, its vaulted ceilings soaring above. Carved sandstone walkways gridded the smooth-walled cavern. Vast pillars anchored the chamber, each guarded by the Chosen of Bharat. Obsidian armour mantled the curse-warriors, who were destined to stand sentinel here until the realm’s doom.

			Briefly, my irritation melted away, overtaken by dark pride at all I had built. Channels of earthblood ran in the walls, casting their heat across the chamber. From below, blades of glittering light carved from gaps between the gridded walkways, as though the sun shone from windows below the vaults. The knives of light illuminated thralls working with nullstone tongs and crucibles, dyed-linen bands protecting their eyes.

			Velekkah marvelled at the expansive chamber, brushing sweat from her brow. Absorbing the chamber’s magnitude, she gazed at the thralls. She looked like them: slim, with narrow hips, strong arms, hair clipped to the scalp. Save for her jerkin, hatchet and sword – save the war paint on her chin and brow – she resembled a thrall herself. In many ways, she was one. 

			‘What are they doing?’ she asked.

			I grunted approvingly. ‘Look, in the gaps between the walkways. What do you see?’

			Vel tottered to the edge of the sandstone, wincing. ‘It’s too bright.’

			I nodded. ‘Brightstone is brighter than high Hysh in these concentrations.’

			‘Brightstone? Is that emberstone, from when the Azyrites ruled the Pale?’

			I scowled. ‘Yes. Harvested by the toil of our people, to be dispensed to our sworn swords. But yes. Prizes for the year’s conquests. For loyalty.’

			Velekkah ran her hand through her soft, clipped hair. We gazed at the Chosen in the chamber, who did not budge. The years had warped their appearance, but the cursed heat in their black hearts still made me sweat. Most of the Chosen guarded this place, and a handful more cursed the Blood God’s temple at Asharashra in Bharat. I had not called the Chosen to battle since the legendary butchery in Candip that had heralded my rise.

			This was Vel’s first time seeing the immortals. I wondered if they were as she had imagined, like the stories she had heard. Curiosity blazed in her dark eyes. She faced me. 

			‘Why must we see this before the Circle convenes?’

			I blinked, surprised. When I had brought Plako here, the boy had not enquired about anything. He had merely digested what I told him in stoic calm, like a warrior studying the secret names of annihilation. For cautious Plako, the facts had been enough. For Vel, facts were merely a foundation for deeper investigation. She was always inquisitive, adventurous. Always seeking trouble. Always finding it.

			‘Jezur,’ I told Velekkah. ‘Do you know where I found her?’

			‘The Ash Knight? The quiet one?’ She shook her head.

			‘In a hamlet,’ I said. ‘Toiling for crumbs, beaten for failures. Before her ascent to the ash-clad, Jezur woke at dusk to eat thin porridge and bread or old sausage before planting bones in a lime farm through the night. A village of such crofts as hers sustained itself with a cask of Aqua Ghyranis a year. To them, a flake of brightstone was a great treasure.’

			Silent calculations flittered behind Vel’s glittering Vvelk eyes. ‘And in the akwag basins… and these brightstone vaults…’

			‘We possess enough Aqua Ghyranis to sustain one hundred thousand such villages,’ I said. ‘We possess enough aqthracite – brightstone – to armour them with fine Azgorhi devilry or hire one hundred retinues of Capilarian cutthroats for each of them. Provided Alliot merchants can subvert the captains, secure their charters. It is a great wealth.’

			Vel gazed at the vaults, drinking in their significance. ‘This is how you do it. How you keep power.’

			I nodded. No matter my frustrations with the girl, I couldn’t deny my pride at her insight. I had always favoured Plako for his caution, but the girl had her merits. ‘This wealth is the first of three pillars of power which allow me to rule the Pale,’ I said.

			‘And the second?’

			‘My legions, my horde. Our own clan, and these Chosen. The three hundred Ash Knights in my service. The thousand-strong Unsworn amongst whom you ride, orphans of my wars. You fight in my name, all of you. None who carry my banners will ever defy me, knowing my house and the ash-clad will come for them. Even Darkoath savages and rebel Ashstalkers run for the wilds when the warriors of Clan Fall are bidden to march.’ 

			Velekkah nodded forcefully. ‘Then the third pillar. Is it Yrdoval? The laws of New Cardand?’

			A bitter smile tainted my lips, pulling at the metal fused to my face. As soon as the whelps could speak, I had taught them Yrdoval and its three rules: sanctuary, hospitality, and vengeance. In my head, I knew the ancient code of the Yrdun was meaningless. But in my heart, I could not simply toss it aside. The old laws had become a souvenir of the soul, one that reminded me of all I had come from. I could not simply abandon them.

			I knelt before the girl, my greaves clanging mutely on sandstone. ‘Now I share a secret with you, girl. One I could not share in your youth.’

			Vel nodded intently, her ears perking. ‘Master.’

			‘Yrdoval is meaningless,’ I said. ‘I yoked Bodshe and our new kingdom in this ancient code to see our territories kept in order, but the code means nothing. My ability to keep Bodshe safe and maintain the faith of our vassals comes only from the favour of the red god. That is my third pillar of power, girl. The Blood God’s blessings, the Blood God’s greed.’

			Her brow smoothed. ‘But you claim to surpass Kh–’

			I slammed my fist on the floor, the thunk echoing through the vaults. ‘Do not utter its name to me,’ I growled, basso rumbling in my lungs. ‘What I claim makes no difference, so long as the blood flows. I have no royal heritage, no heavenly mandate. Only the Blood God’s favour gives me… legitimacy. And it comes at a cost you cannot comprehend.’

			She blinked, pondering the matter. ‘His favour, or the legitimacy?’

			‘Both,’ I said. ‘I do as the Maal Tominer says to secure its blessings. And as long as I have these blessings, I have the faith and fear of the Bharati and Cardandish factions. It is a wicked cycle. The reason we reconsecrate their oaths.’

			Anticipation rippled across Vel. ‘Then will we swear ourselves to him, too? To become your heirs? Like the faithful? Like Maal Tominer?’

			The ritual grimace of my father’s death mask concealed my disappointment at this question. A deep roar filled my ears – the sound of my beating heart and pounding blood and the red god who reigned over it all. ‘No. I am building a Bodshe where you will not need to. You now know the foundation that my dominion stands upon. When your time comes, your power will be secure. Without the red god’s favour.’

			Vel scrunched her eyes, peering at my belly, at the mastercrafted platemail embellishing my cursed maw. ‘Master,’ she said, hesitant. ‘Will we ever be like you?’

			I cocked my head at her. Every soul who had ever looked upon me since my rise to power had shrunk in dread. But gazing upon me, Velekkah beamed with childish admiration, for one whose approval she craved.

			Gripping my falx, I rose. ‘You will be better. Now come, cease these nagging questions. You’ll soon see the sense in my words. The Circle awaits.’

			Vel padded ahead, dancing along the sandstone walks to the arched doors leading to the Greatway. I strode quietly after her, each step echoing in halls of stone.

			In Carnd-Ep, the entrance to the Greatway lay in Ulcarver Plaza, named after an old Azyrite district demolished to make room for the passage. Holmon delvers and legion thralls had bored the great tunnel through a union of eternal leylines. Carving the Greatway into the realm was only feasible at this magical junction. From any other place, carving through the burning earth of Aqshy to Bharat might have taken centuries. From Ulcarver, the feat had required eight months.

			The Greatway’s completion had paid vast dividends. Transit from Carnd-Ep to Bharat cost a fully armoured warrior little more than a day of her time. Its maintenance was essentially free: Holmon duardin handled repairs in return for the right to regulate trade and collect tolls within their sokes. Despite the penchant of the sand duardin for fraud, they were reliable in this task, interrogating the Greatway’s integrity, refreshing its runic protections. The Greatway had united us all.

			That was not to say the corridor did not give me its share of problems. Lords in Carnd-Ep vied with the priestly Maals of Bharat for influence in bloody tunnel conflicts that drained my legions’ strength. And during a recent incursion to clear an infestation of fungal grots, Bharat’s lodge of Juggernaut riders had uncovered nauseating geodes of sick emerald that radiated carrion remnants of ghastly power. The gems and their cancers killed mortals who strayed too close, corrupting entire settlements, heralding infestations of vermin.

			Still – we had practically fashioned a realmgate. Bharat and Carnd-Ep were the bloodstained twins of distant Hammerhal Aqsha and Ghyra, that mythical green mirror shimmering on the far side of Hammerhal Aqsha’s legendary Stormrift gate.

			Velekkah and I emerged from an arched doorway into Ulcarver Plaza. The Greatway’s entrance soared at the bottom of Carnd-Ep’s canyon, a stone maw in the base of the world. The city yawned through the canyon, a stone and steel quilt of ziggurats, keeps, and sandstone ruins blanketed in timber-and-wattle tenements. The entire city seemed to flow into the Greatway’s jaws.

			The glorious sight never failed to take my breath away. The Greatway’s monumental entrance boasted multiple tiers, each level floored in iron, each deck suspended by chains with links as thick as a gargant’s toes, all connected to Ulcarver by ramps and stairs. Even from the plaza, corridors and stairways could be seen branching from the central tunnel into oubliettes that the Greatway kith called home. The motley kith belonged to a thousand clans, refugees and former thralls who had salvaged a life in the subterranean darkness. Night and day, their households operated markets, or ran trade posts and dog fights, or grew stinking mushrooms that the greedy merchants of the Holmon delves bought and savoured. When the blood-sick zealots of Bharat or glory-hungry lords of Cardand ran afoul of the kith, they extracted justice on their own terms, hunting down interlopers, staking their corpses to tunnel walls. Murder was no crime in the Bodshe I had built. Neither was vengeance.

			The Greatway was an ungovernable city, one that lay beyond the dominion of any single house or tribe. It existed under the lie and law of Yrdoval, a picture of the world I wished to forge. Balance could be found in those tunnels – balance on a knife’s edge.

			Vel and I approached the Greatway’s yawning entrance, where warriors and their warlords milled. Around us, thralls pushed carts to a wooden lift leading to the funiculars, the trams which conveyed cargo to Bharat.

			Vel sauntered to a cart of provender, turning over a head of cabbage. ‘I don’t understand. Weren’t we to meet the Circle?’

			‘Where did you think we’d meet?’ I asked impatiently. ‘Come. Quit wasting your breath.’

			The thronging warriors parted for us, adorned in the raiment of many tribes, many warbands, many ways. A raider in a leather harness bared her painted teeth at Vel. A war-caravaneer in harem pants and a hood raised his chin at us, avoiding our eyes. Two dancing flamespitters sheathed scimitars on their backs, swilling firewine from clay jars and spitting ceremoniously at our feet. Effete aristocrats in austere iron platemail and foeskin pelts bowed ten degrees or exposed their throats in submission. The evolving etiquette of New Cardand was a useful novelty, a strange social device whose evolution I had witnessed over the past two decades. Among my violent vassals, such mannerly displays prevented bloodshed – or in the manners’ absence, justified it.

			Muure and his Ash Knights loitered in the crowd, fingers in their sword belts, heads on a swivel. The armour-clad knight-brethren bent their necks. ‘Liege,’ Muure said. ‘Vel.’

			Vel grinned at Muure. I glowered. ‘Are they here?’ I asked.

			Muure tossed his head to the arching Greatway. ‘Tominer’s overdue. But you know how it is, liege.’

			I did. Time flowed like treacle in Bharat, where minutes of delay could manifest as hours here on the surface of Cardand. ‘Kaddarar?’ I asked.

			Muure jerked his head to the crowd. ‘Somewhere here.’

			My heart danced at the prospect of Kaddarar’s presence. Tominer I required to act as proof of my divine mandate, for she ruled the red priesthood of Bharat, but Kaddarar I merely wanted. I always wanted her.

			I scanned the crowd, seeking the Seeker. Kaddarar had grown unreliable over the years, a truth she never seemed willing to acknowledge. But we were partners, even friends. At least, we were supposed to be. ‘Send a runner for Tominer,’ I told Muure absently. ‘She must come before evening, to reconsecrate the Circle’s vows.’

			‘Already done,’ Muure said.

			I gripped and patted his shoulder, then faced the girl. ‘Stay close, Vel.’

			The girl glanced around, naive excitement glimmering in her eyes. ‘Where’s Plako? He said the Seeker was training him.’

			‘And I was,’ Kaddarar answered, prowling from the crowd. ‘But not anything you don’t already know, you bloody girl.’

			The girl’s brother accompanied the Seeker. Vel beamed and raced to him, embracing him. Plako was cold and silent. A hatchet hung from his belt, a sword stuffed into his sheath. His dark hair, like Vel’s, was clipped to the scalp. Their similarities ended there, with Vel’s youthful vim like fire against the dour ice in Plako’s heart.

			As Plako and Vel clasped, I examined Kaddarar. Ennui brooded in her gaze. She was clad in a snug surplice, a length of sinew securing her jet hair. She smelled of desert flowers. 

			‘Kaddarar,’ I said. ‘Good of you to show up.’

			She folded her arms. ‘What difference would it make if I hadn’t? I am here. So I am here.’

			I scowled. No words would pacify the Seeker’s intemperance. In the two decades of my domination, Kaddarar had done little and less to see our vision of the world achieved. Kaddarar had killed for me, but everyone killed for me. And like the Mad Earl Boskin, her hands felled as many allies as friends. Boskin could hardly be blamed for that – he was utterly insane. The Seeker should have known better. She cared only for her blood quest.

			I gritted my jaw as Kaddarar took her place. Our silence was deafening. We trained occasionally but rarely conversed, forever avenging unspoken wrongs during our bouts, burying our discontent in the desert of dying friendship. Kaddarar was a wandering prophet, and her eyes had once caught flame in my heart. But she clung to worthless hungers, questing for pointless bloodshed and satisfaction she could not find, for whatever it was I could not give. Once, Kaddarar’s visions had driven her across the face of Aqshy in search of me. I had never loved the gods nor their visions, but I had loved her, in the ways I could. Even if I was not enough.

			Plako and Vel parted, speaking in hushed tones. A rare smile graced the boy’s dry lips. The vision of Yesurga’s heirs together felt anachronistic. They were Vvelk in cut and carriage, but the black warpaint of my Unsworn streaked their brows and chins.

			Plako sensed my gaze and tensed. The smile evaporated from his lips. ‘Master.’

			I grunted, appeased. Then I nodded to his sister and him. ‘Remember what I showed you, both of you. Say nothing, listen well. The Circle convenes.’

			I walked to the centre of the thronging masses. Horns sounded, a deep wail that tickled my toes. Where I passed, warriors and champions paid homage. Dim Sertorix, with his mossy teeth and chugging ferromantic armour. Laklien, with her lionpelt cloak and gleaming pyrite spear-bearers. These and others in my service had accumulated fiefs and glory, and their trappings of power showcased the prizes of my favour, the promise of the world we would build. That was the whole point of this assembly: a demonstration of majesty, a reforging of old oaths before our wars began anew.

			In the shadow of the Greatway, the Circle assembled. I knew the lords of the Cardandish houses and Bharati war clans by the piercings on their faces, the ritual scars and perturbing patterns of bone-deep ink. Here, a presider of the Doomsteed Riders, kill-coins stitched into his riding leathers. There, a masked arrow-tongue of the lizard-skinned Telantr, who fought with poison spit and short spear. Nodding to me was Warbringer Errok, of the free Ushara warborn, and behind him, Umpar, of the Smiling Swords. A menacing grin gleamed from behind Umpar’s lipless jaws, his rheumy eyes affixing me. He was a skilled blade and ardent fool and I loathed him. But I need not love heathens to wield them.

			Taking my place, I saw all had gathered. Vedjai of House Unamat, and Bhavesh of House Eljo. The Sacred Knight Husibarat of the damned Juggernaut riders of Bharat. The Raz-Mechati of the Sleeps-First clans, and the triumvirate lords of shadow, Daivati Xid. Dozens of lords and warmakers arrayed themselves in a wide circle, breathing truth into our council’s name. Behind them, their retainers raised the banners of their tribes and kin. Thousands of onlookers piled themselves upon the iron tiers of the Greatway, freed thralls and warriors both.

			For one fateless breath, a dead breeze haunted the plaza, nudging hanging flags, carrying the hot breath of untold thousands. Elders and war chiefs of unnamed Yrdun clans unfolded fabric stools in the crowd. Warbringer Errok glanced to his night-skinned Ushara companions, grimacing and demanding his own chair.

			I raised my hand. The murmurs ceased. The kith weighing down the Greatway fell still. From the Circle’s edge, Plako’s dead eyes pinned me. Beside him, Vel beamed at this spectacle, drinking in the glory of what she beheld.

			‘The season of war ends,’ I said, my voice echoing through the plaza and the Greatway. ‘Our enemies are broken. The armies of Halleburg, sworn to Steel Spike. The hunters and knights of Sacre’s Rest, too, for Lumnos. Their holds are plundered, their fields pillaged, their storm god’s slaves enthralled.’

			I fell silent for the cheers that followed, the earth-shaking noise. For three breaths, I let them roar. For the time it takes to conquer – for the time it takes to rule.

			I raised my hands again. ‘Now,’ I continued, ‘the season of flame is upon us. We have made our wars, and your year’s oaths are fulfilled. The time has come, my brothers and sisters in war, to stow our banners and blades. To fatten our waterskins and feed our low folk. To do sacrifice to the red god and fill our war chests with plunder!’

			The audience stamped a powerful chorus, the pulse of the world. Bhavesh of House Eljo and Vedjai Unamat traded arrogant glances, thumping gloved fists against their chests in forceless acknowledgement.

			As the noise settled, faint shouts echoed from the Greatway. The throngs on the shelves of that great tunnel shifted, heads craning in search of the source of the disturbance.

			Irritated, I glanced at Muure. He nodded and his hand drifted to his blade. Garza and Jezur peeled from my cohort of Ash Knights, searching for threats from within the Circle. This would not be the first time one of my vassals had sought to kill me during an assembly. Assassins in Bodshe were far from rare. But neither were assassins’ corpses.

			‘The flames of tomorrow’s wars kindle,’ I said. ‘When our bellies are full, our wounds healed by the sacred waters, we will ignite them again. Now comes rest. Now, smoke and sleep. The pumpmasters of Orrun stand to dispense your waters. And for the heroes who reddened their blades this year with foeblood, your prizes of brightstone have been collected from the vaults and matched twice against the war ledgers.’

			The crowds roared. But in the yawning Greatway, on a middling tier, the thronging audience parted. A gaunt figure pushed his way from the masses, clad in the ragged raiment of the Maals. One of Tominer’s adherents, a red priest, his grimacing black teeth like a pinprick of ink through the city’s haze. He flailed his pencil arms through the air, red daggers in each hand, waving for my attention.

			My gaze settled on the priest, gooseflesh prickling my skin. The Maal was worn to the bone, half-starved and bloodstained – but they all looked that way. Perhaps Tominer was late. Perhaps she had sent this Maal in her place.

			I looked to Muure. He shook his head. No threats in the Circle or the crush of warriors beyond, then.

			I raised my hands for a final time. Quiet bemusement conquered the plaza. Hushed questions, cowards’ murmurs. This was usually when Tominer emerged to proclaim her red homily. When she shed the blood of her temples’ chained prisoners – when we daubed our brows in their spilt vigour.

			I took a chance. The Maal in the Greatway had to be present in Tominer’s name. He had come in her place, I figured, to handle the reconsecration of oaths. I would make it work.

			I gestured. With the effortless authority of one who has extinguished nations, I quelled the crowd’s noise into silence. ‘Red Maal of Bharat, from the city beneath the realm!’ I roared to the Maal on the far iron tier. ‘What says the Maal Tominer, master of the faith? Do these proud warriors fight with the red god’s favour? Have they earned his boons?’

			Through the haze, through the smoke, the Bharati priest’s ragged words echoed like screams from a wayfarer in blazing deserts. 

			‘They captured her!’ his cry echoed. ‘Prisoners escaped the Gaol! They captured Maal Tominer!’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER FOUR

			To understand the significance of what had occurred, one must first understand that escape from the Gaol was impossible.

			True, a wayfarer who understood the magic of the realm and made proper anointment could simply leap from Bharat’s edge to the abyss that lay beneath it to escape to Aqshy’s surface. But only the Maals knew the rites of Bharat’s flying paths. For the Gaol’s prisoners to escape to the surface of Cardand via the flying paths would have required the complicity of Bharat’s priesthood – a complicity Tominer and her adherents would never have provided.

			Even if they had, the Gaol was quite literally inescapable. I had seen the vast tower hanging from the bottom of the realm – had imprisoned souls there myself. Its solitary entrance was blocked by two vast slabs of stone, barred from without. Not a single accessible window lined that great stone spear. The spire was built from near-seamless ashlar blocks. Imprisonment in the Gaol was a death sentence; captives killed each other in the bloodstricken darkness, then died of starvation when they had exhausted their companions’ meat. No one had ever escaped.

			Together we marched, my ash-clad and I, from Ulcarver Plaza to the Greatway. Kaddarar prowled in our wake, wrapping her mauls’ chains around her chest. Onlookers parted where we passed. 

			‘How is this possible?’ I hissed to Muure. ‘Did Tominer release them?’

			‘She wouldn’t have,’ Muure said, keeping pace. ‘Nor would she have anointed them. If these prisoners leapt from Bharat, they’re dead. This Maal is mistaken. Has to be.’

			Muure’s words festered in my ears. He was half-right. Anointment for the flying paths was a formality. In the end, only the red god determined who lived or died in the abyss beneath the realm, vomited up on Aqshy’s surface or ravaged into nonexistence by the rampant magicks at realm’s end.

			As we emerged onto the next level of the Greatway, fearful murmurs haunted the packed steel deck. Embers of daylight gleamed on the sweaty skin of the Greatway kith, who had gathered around the Maal. Above, funicular cars chugged on black-iron rails into the tunnel, another reappearing for every tram that disappeared. Pilgrim blades from the Circle had followed me up the stairs into the corridor. In the plaza beyond, the banners of their households and warbands hung heavy and still.

			The Maal knelt panting on the deck, his tongue parched, his lips cracked. ‘I ran from Bharat with all haste,’ he rasped. ‘To warn you.’

			‘You picked a fine time,’ I said. I nodded to Muure. ‘Water him.’

			My sworn soul barked an order. A barrel was dragged over the iron deck. I waited as an Ash Knight stooped to ladle clean water into the war-priest’s mouth. As the priest gulped, Kaddarar’s nostrils flared. 

			‘Do you smell it?’ she asked.

			‘Blood.’ I gestured. ‘Not that I needed to. He’s covered in it.’

			The Seeker glared, her eyes sparkling like quartz. ‘That is no mere blood. That is holy blood.’

			I frowned at her. ‘That is spilt blood, an opponent’s blood. No more.’

			‘Much more,’ Kaddarar said. ‘There is a soul who guides the Bloodking of the Khul, Lakshar. I have smelled his blood. It is the same.’

			‘The same how?’ I hissed, aggravated.

			Kaddarar gestured impatiently. ‘Holy.’

			Before I could challenge the significance of the distinction between forms of spilt blood, the ladle clattered. ‘Red King,’ gasped the road-ragged Maal. ‘Tominer is captured. The prisoners–’

			‘Escaped, yes, we heard,’ I said through clenched teeth. ‘Everyone heard. Breathe, slowly. Calm and tell me everything.’

			‘They were everywhere, opened the doors, fought like–’

			Stinking Garza gripped the Maal’s shoulder and growled, the fish-foul reek of his breath polluting the air. ‘Calmly,’ he reiterated.

			The Maal gulped, his brown eyes flitting between the stinking man and his war steel. The priest of Bloodfather calmed. ‘There was a disturbance, in the Gaol, as we embarked for Carnd-Ep. We knew it was an escape. The temple warriors told us.’

			‘Why not the war clans?’ Muure asked. ‘Bharat’s war clans guard the tower.’

			‘Because the prisoners killed them,’ the Maal said. ‘It was their clash that drew our warriors’ eyes.’

			I glowered. Bharat’s clan warriors were no mere rabble. They were skilled fighters, disciplined and furious, a match for any Beltoller or Cardandish house fighter.

			‘Those prisoners were simple mortals,’ Kaddarar said. ‘How could they open the Gaol’s doors?’

			The Maal sneered, baring his painted teeth. The red priesthood of Bharat had no love for the Seeker. ‘They battered them open, you fool. From within.’

			Kaddarar scoffed. ‘Impossible.’

			‘She’s right,’ I said, cutting short their bickering. ‘Those were doors of stone.’

			The Maal’s brow smoothed. ‘I swear this. I saw, saw the ruins myself. Blasted stone, scattered across the tower bridge. They did it with their hands.’

			‘Why didn’t you stop them?’ I asked.

			‘Nothing stopped them!’ the Maal said, angered by his own impotence. ‘Not the war clans. Not Tominer and I and twelve clan warriors, with dagger and maul.’

			‘That should be enough for any unarmed rabble,’ Muure said.

			The Maal swivelled. ‘They were not rabble. They were like blood warriors. They moved faster than us – snatched our weapons from our own hands, killing with bare fists, striking with Bloodfather’s own wrath. And… him. Their leader. His beard black, his eyes yellow, sick. He took Tominer with them. Grinned and leapt into the abyss below Bharat and escaped.’

			‘Who?’ I asked.

			‘I don’t know, my king. But the way he laughed… the way he stepped from the precipice.’ The Maal shivered. ‘I saw the red storm. They flew the flying paths. I know it.’

			Beneath my mask, my lips twitched. I did not doubt the Maal – or at least, what he thought he knew. But I had no reason to think anything different. With this single act, these prisoners and their leader had thrown the entire architecture of my power into disarray. Tominer was gone, my vassals’ oaths unrenewed. Even worse, everyone knew Tominer was gone. Her capture amounted to more than mere inconvenience. I depended on the Maal for the loyalty of Bodshe’s red faithful. Her absence deprived me of a divine mandate, or at least the appearance of it. It disrupted a very necessary ceremony.

			In the eyes of the red god’s faithful, Tominer’s capture meant she, too, had lost Bloodfather’s favour. For the ambitious, an opportunity had arisen – one I must quash.

			There was only one path out. I must find Tominer immediately. I must save her and slay these mysterious prisoners. I must do it myself.

			I adjourned the assembly of the Circle, ordering my banners remain in the city. As confusion overtook the headless mob, I marched to an archway leading into the greater canyon of Carnd-Ep, accompanied by my sworn Ash Knights.

			We entered a narrow street, stopping beside a sandstone bulwark over cobble roads. ‘Muure,’ I spoke. ‘What are the chances Tominer helped the prisoners escape?’

			He glared at me through his golden mask. ‘It’s the only way it could have happened. But I’d say it’s unlike her. She’s loyal. To a fault.’

			I grunted in agreement. ‘Take the ash-clad. Go to the gates, saddle your steeds. Await me.’

			Muure nodded and swivelled. The Ash Knights followed him into a side street. Soon the city swallowed the pounding clank of their march.

			Kaddarar lingered by the arches of Ulcarver Plaza, crouched before the whelps, offering them some meaningless assurance. Vel wrung her hands, bounced on her heels. Plako stood silently beside them.

			‘Kaddarar,’ I called.

			The Seeker looked up. ‘I know,’ she snapped. ‘I am preparing to depart to find her. Give me a moment with the–’

			‘You will go nowhere,’ I said. ‘Tominer is sworn to me. It must be me who finds her. I need our legions intact. I cannot afford in-fighting. Stay here. Kill any who gather without your approval.’

			Kaddarar paused, surprised. She nodded.

			Vel beamed. ‘What about us?’ she asked.

			‘Quiet, Vel,’ Plako murmured.

			Vel shoved her brother. ‘We can ride with you,’ Vel insisted to me. ‘We can show your vassals your strength is our strength. It will help. I know it!’

			I considered that. The girl was right. More importantly, she was ­cunning, to manipulate me so. She was daring to even attempt it. I nodded, ignoring Kaddarar’s irate scowl. 

			‘Gather the Unsworn,’ I told the whelps. ‘Meet me at the gates. We ride.’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER FIVE

			The hammering gallop of Micaw’s warped claws pounded the stone roads of Carnd-Ep. We rode hard, the lizard lids of her eyes peeled back around two orbs of burning midnight. She panted, her lungs whistl­ing from effort and blood hunger, pounding up the switchback roads leading to the barbican gates.

			Muure and the Ash Knights waited before the gates of Carnd-Ep above the city’s canyon, reins loose in their hands. The great barbican had been built in the old defensive barrens years ago. In the defensive square between the barbican walls, Plako and Velekkah rallied the Unsworn. The mounted raiders oiled and stowed their weapons, dragging fingerfuls of paint across their brows and their horses’ rumps. If the Chosen were my shield and the Ash Knights my hammer, then the orphan riders of the Unsworn were my thousand daggers, and I wielded them recklessly. The Unsworn marauded through Bodshe when the sun fell, excising infections of disloyalty wherever they found it. They purged rivals who had displeased me, hunting down their allies and progeny throughout the Burning Valley. Like the whelps, the Unsworn were loyal. And like Velekkah they were desperate to ride ash-clad, to earn the curses of gods.

			Vel and Plako had met the Unsworn many times. Tonight they would lead them.

			As Micaw raced into the barbican courtyard, a dread horn blew. Foot by foot, the brass gates of Carnd-Ep creaked open on oiled hinges. My hell-steed thundered through the gap, screaming into the burning barrens. The wasteland horizon yawned before me, mountains crawling as I rode. Whispering flames stitched the claw prints Micaw carved into the unforgiving soil. ‘Faster, Micaw,’ I breathed into her ear. ‘To Tominer. To death.’

			Micaw grunted and screamed, and another horn blew. Galloping in my flaming trail, the Ash Knights pounded from the gates in a tight wedge. The Unsworn, too, ululating and yipping, axes drawn. Bucking in his saddle, Plako rode with all the darkness of Ulgu in his gaze. Vel leapt to her feet, standing precariously on her saddle as she gripped her reins. She swung her hatchet in wild arcs, screaming with her Unsworn horde for war.

			We rode. For hours, carving our way along the low roads of Cardand. In wayward hamlets, headmen rushed with torches to their granaries and storehouses, ringing bells, shouting to raise tribute. We thundered past them, leaving the bleary-eyed villagers clueless in our hot dust.

			We rode, and the ruins of yesterday weighed down the horizon, ziggurats crumbling from age. The tents and horse corrals of nomadic tribes filled the wastes. Watching fearfully from the hills, itinerant shepherds dragged dull blades over parched skin, praying their spilt blood would ward off our approach.

			We rode, fording the River Losh, conquering its foaming silt-red currents, then drifted towards the rimlands. We rode, and the highlands bordering the Burning Valley leered down at us, haloed by crimson clouds. We rode, and the crush of midnight fell, and with it, cool relief. The latent heat of night simmered in the lambent skies, and still we rode. Still we rode.

			By the time we reached the bones of Gomurtha, the omen of night’s death glowed below the horizon. Steam plumed from Micaw’s nostrils as I circled around the dead gargant’s ribs. Her sun-bleached bones stabbed into the sky, a barbaric palisade. Her vast skull was gone, dragged to the longhouse of some rural lord, the yurt of some wasteland champion, who no doubt claimed credit for reaping the giant’s life – but it had been me.

			Years ago, my sad, heartbroken friend Yron had awoken the Hullet gargant for my butchery in Candip. But after the gargant’s awakening, her hungers had never abated. Years Gomurtha had feasted upon the lands, until the day finally came that I had tired of her. I had hunted and killed her myself, in a seven-hour clash beneath the scorch of high Hysh. Now here her bleached bones lay, in the place I had cut out her heels beneath her and watched the ten tons of her crash into the burnt earth.

			I still remembered the earthquake, the force. I still remembered standing before her worldwide eyes, watching myself in their twisted reflection. At death’s threshold, a strange clarity had filled the monster’s gaze as last life rattled from her lungs. Viscous tears had oozed from the wretched gargant’s eyes – tears at a life and hungers beyond her control. And so her existence had ended, the same as everything else inflicted upon the realm: beyond control.

			Muure and his Ash Knights trotted around me, shoulders heaving with each breath. Rider by rider, the Unsworn straggled through the ridge, nursing blistered hands and shifting in their saddles. Muure shouted for them to continue to the next clearing, where the shadow of a broken hillfort weighed down the rise. The lands smelled blue and green. Forest, and not far now.

			Plako cantered in from the dark, followed by Vel. Sweat had clawed streaks of war paint to their chins. Muure tipped his head towards the boy and his sister. 

			‘Where’s that yipping and screaming?’

			‘We’ve lost three dozen riders in this haste,’ Plako snarled, his blank eyes fixed on Micaw. ‘We need to rest.’

			Muure and Garza laughed. Even Jezur’s shoulders bucked from her silent amusement. I only stared dumbly. ‘Are you a fool or are you weak?’ I said. ‘We cannot wait.’

			‘They could be lost,’ Plako countered. ‘And we don’t even know the prisoners came this way.’

			Vel swilled from her waterskin and secured the leather bag. ‘We do!’ she said, gulping down the water. ‘The flying paths only lead to the places of power. The right one is this way.’

			Plako glared murder at his sister. Then he looked to Muure, his bleak eyes pleading. ‘Please. Help me talk sense to them.’

			Muure shook his head. ‘You wish to wear the ash plate, boy. You ride.’

			Plako’s jaw tensed, his eyes wandering the dark clearing for a solution. Oblivious to his despair, Vel checked her weapons. She slid her riveted tomahawk back into her saddle and pumped her sword into its sheath. 

			‘I can ride!’ she steamed. ‘I’ll ride until dawn, then dusk again, then war!’

			Plako clucked. ‘This isn’t how he taught us to war. The Unsworn need rest.’

			I pumped my heels into my stirrups, spurring Micaw forward. Plako’s painted horse whickered, nostrils flaring at the brimstone reek of my monster’s sweat. ‘What is this spineless doubt?’ I hissed. ‘I taught you control. Use it. Keep your riders together, make time.’

			Plako avoided my gaze. His voice was smooth with the belly-deep honey of manhood. ‘You taught us control. Restraint. This path we are riding – we are reacting. This is not control.’

			Velekkah watched us with eyes wide and dark, almost worshipfully. She was wild and fervent but only sought to please. Plako’s wilful defiance was both pleasing and vexing in its sensibility. The boy was not wrong. He had learned the right lessons but could not understand the dilemma. Time was of the essence. Kaddarar would not scare the lords of Cardand into submission forever. Soon one would sense their opening; others would join them. Kaddarar could not kill them all. And if she did, it would destroy everything we had built.

			I glanced behind Plako, at the passing Unsworn riders. A terror short of reverence marked each young rider, a respect short of envy. 

			‘What would you have me do?’ I growled at Plako. ‘Lay an ambush? Stalk the prisoners like the old Yrdun? Our ways have changed. One cannot ambush their way into ruling an empire.’

			For a breath, Plako’s eyes flittered up, to Micaw’s breast. ‘Encamp,’ he said. ‘Send scouts. And a messenger, to Pasheter. Boskin’s man-eaters ride faster and harder than any of us. Send them to hunt the escaped prisoners. The message would be even more powerful than defeat at our hands.’

			I straightened. The boy’s intuition was impressive, his argument sound. The Mad Earl Boskin was once a treacherous captain among the foreign vultures pillaging Cardand, now the most faithful of my banners. His demesnes included Pasheter and the hunted wastes surrounding it, not far. The Mad Earl and his dark riders were a breed apart, possessed of vicious hungers, vitalised by them. Like the errant packs of mordants that sometimes scoured our lands, Boskin and his monsters roamed the broken frontiers of Cardand in the dead of night. Those waylaid by him – those who travelled without my seal, those who resisted my rule – suffered fates worse than death. Unleashing the Mad Earl would have been a powerful message indeed.

			And yet I could only trust Boskin to a certain extent. He would not distinguish Tominer from these escaped prisoners. The beastly man could hardly distinguish reality from delusion. Right now, Tominer’s life meant everything. More than that, I wanted her safe. This feeling was deeper than intuition, more powerful than the instinct whispering in my skull.

			I cared for her, deeply. She was my friend.

			‘You are right,’ I finally told Plako.

			Crestfallen, Vel glanced between Muure and me. ‘We won’t ride?’

			Plako exhaled relief, resting a hand on his leather leggings. ‘Then we encamp. I’ll dispatch scouts, from the rimlands to the river. I’ll–’

			‘Those who cannot keep pace we leave behind,’ I interrupted. ‘The same for you, Plako. The same for your riders.’

			For the first time in years, his dark eyes lifted to mine. Hardship had eradicated his humanity, but the ghost of it remained. The dour boy was a warrior in my own image. A hateful fury, his belly filled from the chalice of tribulation. ‘You said I’m right,’ he said.

			‘You are,’ I acknowledged.

			He glowered. ‘This isn’t what you taught us.’

			I nodded. ‘Yes. And I have no time to justify why we must still do it. Muure, bring the Ash Knights to the van. Vel, get the Unsworn in line.’

			Muure trotted away. So did Vel, her shoulders stiff, glancing back at us as she went.

			Plako clenched his teeth. ‘You want to save Tominer.’

			‘I don’t want to save her,’ I sneered. ‘I need to save her. Boskin can’t be trusted for that.’

			Plako shook his head. ‘This isn’t about power. This… it’s something else.’

			‘Yes,’ I said.

			He bared his teeth. ‘You taught us friendship was weakness. Love, weakness. You told us to be strong.’

			I drew up Micaw’s reins, determined to leave before the boy had chipped away what remained of my patience. A red veil bled over the world. Rage thudded in my skull, pent and tested. I did not remember teaching them this. But that did not make him wrong. 

			‘Then let this be another lesson,’ I said. ‘The one with power decides what is weakness and what is strength. Forget what you think I taught you, boy. Do as I say.’

			Brimstone rains assailed the earth by the time we found the corpses. The killing grounds covered a ridged hill in a forest of charred pine. The aroma of tree sap and extinct campfires wafted through the burnt woods. Bodies carpeted the brush, still stiff, yet to bloat.

			The sight of the dead sank into my stomach. Judging from the tracks, the prisoners had been here. So had dozens of Freeguilders in service to the storm god’s slave cities. By all rights, enough to win a battle against the escaped prisoners in the span of minutes – and yet most of the fallen were armoured Freeguilders.

			Amongst the dozens of dead, I glimpsed a single corpse from Bharat. Shaved scalp, broad chest, dark scars, pale skin. Eyes closed, too. And smiling – still smiling. I stared at the dead prisoner for a long time, wondering what his happiness had felt like. Rain pinged on my pauldrons as Muure trudged through damp dirt, kicking a heater shield over. 

			‘Goldjackets,’ he said. ‘Two regiments, if I understand this heraldry. Hammerhal Aqsha.’

			I grunted acknowledgement. I stroked a ball of lead buried in a splintered tree trunk, recoiling at its touch. The sting of its dying enchantment zipped through my bones. An ugly sigil was carved into the soft metal. A hammer, inset within a twin-tailed comet.

			Muure lifted his mask, revealing sleepless red eyes and a lean face. ‘Fusil shot. God’s gate, that’s as big as my hand.’

			I glanced through the forest’s mists, scrying for signs of our quarry. Steam jetted from Micaw’s whickering nostrils.

			The reek of fish wafted to me. Garza, black steed chuffing, rode up the wooded knoll with a corsair’s swagger. ‘Liege. Muure. Trail, yonder.’

			We joined the Ash Knight, followed closely by Plako and Velekkah. We advanced in a ragged line through the wooded hills, screened by the Unsworn. Garza was sharp. A trail led from the charred pines: a rampage of footprints scattered with corpses of Freeguilders who had been pursued and hacked down with dull blades.

			A mile from the battleground, the woods ended at a scorched plain. Thick smoke rose from the grasses, noxious and throat-deep. I passed off Micaw’s reins and stepped from the trees. On a far rise, a line of men and women stood, arms extended, gazing into the ashwilds beyond. Black thunderheads weighed down the horizon. Burning tornadoes twisted through the wastes, devouring the distant rains.

			‘Stab me through the eye,’ Garza growled, scratching his chin beneath his mask. ‘They come from the flying paths to valley’s end and they just stand there.’

			A horse down our skirmish line whickered and neighed. The prisoners on the rise were eerily still. Jezur glanced at this all, taciturn, then tugged the chin of her golden mask at the line of loitering prisoners. 

			‘Well, go on then, Garza,’ she murmured. ‘Your reek ought to scare them away.’

			Other Ash Knights chuckled. Under his stinking breath, Garza cursed Jezur. I raised a mailed fist and they quietened. 

			‘Vel, Plako, with me,’ I said, trudging from piny humus into smoking field. ‘The rest of you cordon them from the flanks.’

			Vel drew hatchet and blade, her face sketched with doubt. ‘The three of us? Against all them?’

			I grunted, recalling the tomes I had written – the pages of atrocious history I had inked in foeblood. ‘The three of us, against all of them,’ I growled. ‘Good odds on any day.’

			Plako and Velekkah dispatched their Unsworn to hold the near hills. Plako worked with quiet efficiency. Vel wasted her breath, offering one of her new warriors water from her skin. The warrior smiled; so did Vel. Of all things, her pathetic display reminded me of my dead sister. 

			‘Vel,’ I hissed.

			She nodded and hurried to me. ‘Ready,’ she peeped.

			The rain fell hard, suppressing the heavy smoke in the field. The ground was treacherous, reddened into straw-strewn clay where the prisoners had passed. As we approached, they remained still, observing the burning twisters in the Ashwilds. The mutated maw in my midriff cracked into drooling lips, relishing the sourceless aura of the red god in the air. Tominer, I supposed, was near.

			We came within a javelin’s throw of the enemy and stopped. The prisoners remained motionless, shoulders shivering occasionally in the rain. Knitted scales of scar tissue laced their veined arms. Their scalps were plucked bare, their backs rippling with lean muscle. They wore linen skirts, bleached bone-white in the acid rain. They were starving, their bellies emaciated from hunger.

			I looked to the whelps. Velekkah shuddered in the pattering rain, gripping her hatchet and sword. ‘Ready, master,’ she said.

			Plako drummed his fingers against his sheathed blade, then slid the steel from its leather. He nodded to me.

			For the time it takes to doubt, or be certain, I hesitated. Then, I advanced to the prisoners, gripping my falx.

			I froze when a voice hit the wind, a singsong cadence I didn’t recognise. ‘Do you know what it’s like,’ the man asked, one of the prisoners, ‘to wait for the end of the world?’

			I glanced between the prisoners, who still faced the Ashwilds and twisters and storm. One had spoken. None had moved.

			Vel stomped and snarled. ‘Who dares speak to the Godeater’s Son?’ she screamed.

			A man at the top of the rise turned. A metal plate covered his eyes, over the black bush of his beard. He was well-muscled, large – Kaddarar’s size, my size. Acid rain ran from his bald scalp to his broad chest, down to his sunken belly. His hands were empty, save for hard calluses and nicks and cuts. His head hung from his hunched shoulders like that of a wolf on the prowl. 

			‘Do you know,’ he asked softly, ‘what it’s like to want the end of the world?’

			A chill ran through my immortal flesh, the maw in my midriff growling. Something was wrong. The red god’s power haunted this place, but not for Tominer. This prisoner stank of it. I could taste his bloody aura – the red thirst.

			Someone moaned. Glancing down, I glimpsed Tominer in a ragged pile at the man’s feet. Her breathing was shallow. Bruises painted her neck black. A slug of blood oozed from her brow.

			Vel and Plako glanced at me. I trudged up the rise, until I stood a pike’s thrust from the man. ‘Who are you?’ I asked.

			Behind his metal eyeband, the massive man’s eyes seemed to follow me. ‘The name my mother gave this flesh is meaningless,’ he said. ‘Call me Talman. It is the name bequeathed to me when I was born anew in blood.’

			‘How did you escape the Gaol?’ I asked. ‘How did you slay those Freeguilders, in the woods?’

			Talman raised his arms, showing his ten fingers, his bloodied knuckles, as if that were any answer to either question. Even with the plate on his eyes, his attention penetrated me, as if he could see me. Slowly, he removed the metal plate, letting it hang from his neck. A sick pair of yellow eyes leered at the whelps and me. 

			‘You don’t remember me, do you? You don’t remember any of us.’

			I cast my gaze down the long line of Talman’s fellow prisoners. The eerie sight of them at the top of the hill summoned roaches in my belly. I looked beyond Talman, into the wastes. They resembled cult worshippers, truly awaiting the end of times. 

			‘No,’ I said.

			Talman smirked. ‘Perhaps that is fair. We were naive and blind when you threw us in there, months ago. But what we have learned… Do you remember? How my Maal would not fight in your wars of folly, to forge your perfect little world?’

			Epiphany washed over me. Not only the memory of who Talman was, but the revelation that a Maal had been imprisoned with him. Whoever they were, they would have understood the anointment for the flying paths. It was how they had escaped.

			Talman cocked his head. ‘Well?’

			‘I remember,’ I said. ‘That was twenty years ago, Talman. Before the wars began. Before the conquests.’

			Talman smirked maliciously. ‘He really thinks it, the mad fool,’ he whispered. He nudged Tominer with his bare, muddy foot. She groaned in pain. ‘Did you come to save her? Then take her, be gone. We await a higher calling.’

			The red curse smouldered in my belly. Crimson bled over the world, brass light glittering like perforations. I nodded to Plako and Vel. The girl rushed forward, but the boy snatched her back and hissed at her. Together they approached more cautiously, with Vel covering as Plako dragged Tominer from Talman’s feet, down the berm.

			Huffing, Plako stopped beside me. Dark bullets of blood ran from the corners of the Maal’s mouth. ‘I think her insides are bleeding,’ Plako said. ‘She needs help.’

			‘Get her to our line,’ I said without moving my eyes, drawing my falx with the scrape of metal against leather. ‘I will deal with them.’

			Plako hauled the Maal down the rise, back towards the charred pines. Velekkah remained beside me, bouncing from heel to heel, axe and sword drawn.

			I glared at her. ‘What do you think you are going to do here?’

			Her eyes flickered between Talman and me. ‘Gonna fight with you. Gonna make war.’

			I tsked and shoved the girl after Plako, snapping the sword from her hands. These prisoners were more dangerous than I’d thought; I wouldn’t risk Vel or Plako against Talman. But I could give the man a good death. I could end his life on noble terms, before I claimed his skull.

			I threw the sword. With a wet schlick, the short blade stuck into the grass between Talman and me. I nodded to the weapon. ‘Take it.’

			Talman gazed at the buried sword. ‘What would I do with it?’ he asked. He shook his closed fists. ‘Hands are the surest blades. Skin, the surest shield.’

			Blood drained from the surface of my warplate, running like wax into my blade, a dormant slaughter. ‘Spoken like one of Tominer’s red homilies,’ I said. ‘I will make this quick.’

			Talman stood calmly, still hunched like a wolf. I advanced, my red platemail clanking with each step. I reached for his neck, to hold him in place and hack him in twain. With a swipe, he batted my arm aside.

			Hot pain stabbed up my arm, sweet and stinging. Teeth bared, I staggered and sneered. Talman’s blow had dented my vambrace. He had cracked the bone in my arm.

			I glared up through my heavy mask’s eyeslits. Talman stood as before. So did his adherents, admiring the burning horizon.

			I gritted my teeth and advanced again, this time gripping the falx in both hands and levering the blade towards Talman’s waist. Its wicked edge scythed through the air, too fast to follow. Talman stepped back, a movement filled with more elegance and grace than all the realm’s dances in all the realm’s feasts. In the heartbeat that followed, he swept a foot beneath me. The catastrophic force of the blow sent my heels flying.

			I crashed into the mud, landing on my side. I brushed straws from my mask. The maw in my midriff had fallen silent, like a wounded hunter cowering from an apex predator. Along the rise, the prisoners still stared into the blazing horizon.

			I ached back to my feet, groaning and angry. Red hatred pulsed in the corner of my eyes. 

			‘Enough,’ I said through clenched jaws, speaking over the rain. I raised my falx into a high guard. ‘This ends. Now.’

			Talman watched calmly, his sick eyes gleaming. ‘If only. But you must live. I must abide the will of–’

			Khorne. 

			The red god’s name plunged through me. Filling my mouth, the taste of iron. Filling my eyes, a thousand miles of battle and flowing gore.

			I shook off the madness pounding in my skull. Go, instinct whispered, in the dark coils of my brain. You are not ready for this.

			I roared and launched forward, swinging in measured attacks, careful not to overextend myself. Talman simply walked backwards, ducking and tossing his shoulders, weaving between each strike. 

			‘Curious,’ he grunted after a missed blow. ‘I suppose that explains the mask. His name wounds you. You’re hiding, from yourself and him. But he is your god. He is–’

			Khorne. 

			A thousand memories, in the span of a breath. Skulls taken by my hand, falling from the sky. And a brass throne, and the growling greed of the beast upon it. And two children I had found on Horf’s Hill, their throats mute, their eyes dead, staring and pleading for mercy.

			Vaguely, I heard Muure’s shouts from the pine woods as the Ash Knights formed up to advance. Talman glanced over my shoulder and chuckled. I howled and swung; he ducked and swept forward. He planted his arms within my guard, his hand wrapped around the jaw of my mask. He punched once, into the teeth of the mutated maw in my gut.

			The strike screamed through my spine. The force sent me sliding, boots carving through mud. I whimpered. From pain – I had whimpered.

			‘Liege!’ Muure called, his voice underlined by the clanking march of a formation.

			My hand shot back to the approaching Ash Knights. ‘Stop!’ I roared, panting for air. ‘He’s mine!’

			Talman cocked his head. He wiped rainwater from his metal band, securing it over his eyes again. ‘I’m not yours,’ he said, in his lilting tone. ‘None of us are. We belong to–’

			Khorne. 

			My mother’s head, flying from her shoulders. My sister’s corpse drifting behind a red moon, to hells where I could not follow. All the lives I had taken. And drifting at the heart of them all, my own.

			In the silent wake of the red god’s uttered name, sanity bled back into my mind. Long moments passed before I calmed the rage in my veins. The time it took to remember what I had done, and who I was. What I must do still, for my better world, and Plako, and Velekkah.

			I gazed up. Talman gestured me forward, now blinded by his metal plate. Glaring through the red veil, I bared my teeth and swung for the glittering line in his neck. He raised an arm to block, the fool. Finally – a clean strike…

			The falx clanged. It bit into Talman’s flesh, lodging into his bone. A flesh wound and no more – simply another scar for his arm. Bright blood trickled from the light gash, hypnotic. It was a red I knew well, a red I had lived by.

			Talman grinned behind his black beard. Glancing down, I found his other hand shaped into a flat knife of fingers, pinned like a dagger against my throat. 

			‘What are you doing?’ I asked breathlessly.

			‘Unfortunately, not killing you.’ With a powerful shrug of shoulders and arms, Talman shoved. I staggered four steps. ‘A man of such frailty does not deserve to be Red King,’ Talman said. ‘Shame, that our god has need of you.’

			I gaped at my falx. Talman’s arm had fractured its blade. New blood trickled up its length, to fill in the cracks. ‘Who are you?’ I asked, still breathing hard.

			Talman tossed his hands. ‘I am Talman, born in blood. I am Talman, priest of slaughter. I am Talman, awaiting the end. I am Talman, servant of–’

			Khorne. 

			This time, no vision accompanied the red god’s name. Only proud Talman and his companions, gazing into the wastes. The burning twisters, the hated rains. In the Ashwilds and beyond, I felt all the vast emptiness of the realm. The world I had made, the life I had bled dry of meaning. It was all so… empty.

			Swords sang. Ash Knights barked behind me, from a hard phalanx. Suddenly Muure was gripping my shoulder. ‘Liege. The Maal. She’s dying.’

			Talman chuckled at us, not the least perturbed. He sensed the blowing of the wind and turned, facing the Ashwilds again, rejoining his silent adherents. 

			‘It’s like the moment before the fall,’ he said. ‘Take your girl’s sword back, Godeater’s Son. She’ll have need of it, when the end is here.’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER SIX

			We rode hard for Pasheter, as if for our lives. Trees blurred past, the whiff of rotted wood, moist soil. Tominer, insensate, bounced on Plako’s painted horse, secured to his saddle. Her jaw was agape, her face pale, her eyes closed. She was dying.

			We forded the Losh, crossing in twos. 

			‘Master!’ Vel shouted. I could hear her horse coming closer.

			‘Not now, girl,’ I said as we splashed through the waters. I could not move my eyes from Tominer. I would not lose her.

			Vel shook water from her reins. ‘But why didn’t you kill them?’ she asked. ‘Are you scheming something?’

			I gave her an evil glare, then spurred Micaw ahead. Following my defeat at Talman’s hands, the unquestioning empathy of my sworn Ash Knights was humiliating enough. I did not need Vel’s inane questions to make things worse.

			We rode onward, following the reek of death to Pasheter. Bucking in my saddle, I thought of Talman and his adherents on the rise. I remembered them well. In the months after Vvelkwar, when I had declared the beginnings of my new conquests, a certain Maal and her apostates had broken with Tominer’s teachings. This Maal and her fanatical ascetics had believed the mortal planes to be inherently corrupt. Nothing they could do in this life, the Maal had taught, was wrong – nothing sacred. They had sought enlightenment in the havoc of pure war and refused my call to the red crusade. And so I had them imprisoned in the Gaol, that the Yrdun of Cardand and Bharat would remain united.

			Obviously, Talman was not that Maal. But he and his horizon-gazing fanatics had shared her boast: Hands are the truest blades. For the ones I had imprisoned, that had only been a proverb. They had still fought with pillaged weapons, after all, armoured in mail coifs and hoods and boiled leather. Talman and his companions had taken the proverb and made truth of it.

			I did not know who Talman was, or what the Gaol had made him into. I could not fathom how he had survived his imprisonment, even with Bharat’s warp of time. I did not understand how he had escaped or killed so many Freeguilders, or where the Freeguilders had even come from. There were so many things I did not know, but I knew Tominer must live. Everything else must wait.

			The Mad Earl brewed a potent tonic in the haunted halls of Motte Pasheter. I did not know if the brew could save the Maal, but it was my only option. Eight witches served me and could have helped, but their assistance would require a bargain. Even if I was prepared to pay that sorceror’s ransom, Tominer wouldn’t have lasted the hard ride back to Carnd-Ep. We needed Boskin, his cursed brew. We needed his help, now.

			We reached the crumbling gatehouses leading into the Pasheter grant within the hour. As Muure reorganised our column, Plako hoisted Tominer from his saddle over to Micaw’s scaled back. Coming under the shadow of my power, the Maal groaned in delirious rapture.

			Vel sauntered up, lovingly stroking Tominer’s brow, her hair. I swatted the girl away and pointed. ‘See to the riders,’ I told her. ‘Listen to Muure and your brother. I will be quick.’

			Blinking, the girl nodded. Garza was watching me, and others of the ash-clad. I spurred Micaw down the winding sand road to lonely Motte Pasheter.

			The doors to Pasheter swung open, slamming walls of decrepit stone. Crumbs of rock trickled from the lichened ceiling. The stink of rotting onions filled the shadows. With Tominer slung over my shoulder, I stamped inside, searching for Boskin.

			I strode through the ancient halls, passing old wooden vats filled with dead things. Wandering inhuman eyes gleamed after me in the dark. I passed through a decaying corridor until I found a rift in the stone hall. An oily torch crackled in a rusted bracket; I tore it free, bringing it with me.

			Heaving myself into the cavern beneath the motte, sulphurous sludge squelched underheel. I ducked beneath bulging boulders, hauling Tominer down slick stone, searching for Boskin. Soon darkness vibrated in my eyes, gnawing at the ring of torchlight. The wet breathing of a hungering tyrant, the odour of carrion, the moist echo of gnawed gristle and bone.

			Boskin was near, and his riders. A benevolent fraction of me hoped Tominer would pass before I found him. The dignity of death on her own terms was surely better than any possible demise at Boskin’s hands. Every time I encountered him, he had fallen deeper into the grip of madness than before.

			Boskin. The merest memory of him was both warming and chilling. Sometimes, when I could not sleep, I lamented what I could have been. A knight among men, a father, a son. I could have been many things, if only life had been different. Among the Yrdun, old veterans have told me of phantom senses in their severed limbs, or the pain of scars that haven’t bled in years. So did I feel the crushing absence of something cleft from me.

			I thought I deserved better. I thought I deserved more. Boskin was like this: corrupt. He had lost his sanity because a sane man could not do what he had done and still think his heart good, or his soul kind. And yet those delusions sustained Boskin.

			Power takes root in all our souls, I think. Eradicating that which does not sustain it. Something was missing in the Mad Earl and me – something we had given away. Good men did not think of themselves and what they deserved.

			Tominer moaned on my shoulder, piteous. My lips sealed into a hard line and I continued into the cave depths. No matter who I was and what I had become, I could save her. I could save my friend.

			Emerging into a larger cavern, I lowered Tominer to the cold, damp stone. A fly buzzed to my neck, crawling on the flesh. ‘Boskin,’ I said, voice echoing alongside the drip-drop of water and something red.

			A wolf’s growl filled the darkness, rumbling with the heat of the realm. ‘Held?’ someone said, his voice a moist, mellow baritone. ‘Is that you?’

			‘It is. Can you come out where I can see you?’

			Boskin’s warriors emerged from the dark, barely visible by crackling torchlight. Wet cloaks covered their dull cuirasses and segmented shoulder spaulders, their nasal helms and sheathed sabers. They were still warriors, still men. At least, so my eyes told me.

			The fly buzzed to my ear, beneath my hair. My flesh tickled as it came to my ear. Lies lies lies, the carrion fly whispered. Lies in your head.

			I blinked, striving to maintain clarity of thought in the leering darkness. Boskin shuffled into view, and I saw what I thought he must see. A man, older but hale, flesh hanging blearily beneath his eyes. His lop-sided moustache shifted with a toothy, tired grin. 

			‘Held Fall, I’ll be damned. How long, now? Six years? When we crushed the Pali? Who’ve you brought?’

			‘Maal Tominer,’ I said. ‘I need her alive. She needs your tonic.’

			Boskin blinked senselessly at the moaning mound of the woman. ‘Alive?’ he asked, as if he didn’t know the word.

			I glanced behind him. My flickering torch faintly illuminated another crouched warrior turning a squeaking iron spit over damp stone. A decaying boar carcass was skewered on the pitted iron, uncooked, uncleaned.

			‘Alive,’ I said. ‘I need her alive and released to me. We will await her beyond the Pasheter grant.’

			Boskin stared at my feet, then lifted his sad eyes. Something bestial flashed across his visage, gone as quickly as it came. ‘Is this a command from my king? Or a request? From my friend?’

			Lies lies lies. Lies in your head.

			‘A request,’ I said. ‘Can you help?’

			Boskin shuffled forward, heels scuffing damp stone. A cloak covered his lurking bulk. He had grown since the Little War – and never stopped growing. A cloud of flies buzzed around his mountainous shoulders. As he approached, so did more flies and the whispers of gods. 

			Lies lies lies. Lies in your head.

			Boskin nodded. ‘Of course. But, Held, between us, you should’ve commanded it. You’re king, yeah? King’s a king.’

			Even knowing what I knew of Boskin, I found a smile on my lips, tugging at my mask. A halo of thudding shadow coagulated in my skull, my fever in the dark. For all his delusions, Boskin had an idea of himself. Above all, he was loyal to this idea. Instinct told me he would obey me. This time.

			Boskin waved to his soldiers. The cloaked warriors shuffled forward, dragging the Maal away. ‘Held,’ Boskin growled. ‘Have a bite before you go?’

			I glanced at the boar carcass, its bristles matted and dirty. As the nether magic of Boskin’s lair pounded in my brain, the thought struck me that pigs and men are no distant breeds.

			Lies lies lies. Lies in your head.

			‘No,’ I said.

			Boskin’s eyes narrowed. ‘Never known my friend to turn down meat after a hard ride. Something wrong?’

			I stared. Then I tossed a hand and sighed. ‘A foe bested me. A mortal. I don’t know what it means.’

			Boskin chuckled moistly. ‘Knew it. Could smell it on you.’

			‘What?’ I asked, smiling bitterly.

			‘Defeat.’ Boskin shuffled to his boar carcass, picking up a broken femur, picked clean of meat. He poked at the damp stone as if stirring a flame. ‘I can go kill ’em if you want.’

			I gazed at him, searching for the sobriety of reason. Boskin and his mad monsters were cooking a rotted pig carcass over cold stones. I could smell the raw offal on their breath from here. 

			‘You don’t even know where they are,’ I said.

			He tossed a hand, his long nails flashing. ‘Yes I do. Been up that way a lot these past months, on account of the scouts. They come up from Hammerhal, between the ruins in the rimlands, keeping their distance from great Uor. Bastards, sneaks. Your enemy took care of ’em this time. We watched ’em through the woods, tearing heads from necks, blocking axes like they were nothing. I was impressed.’

			I frowned, both at the idea of enemy scouts and that Talman had so handily slain them. ‘Freeguilders?’ I asked. ‘How often do they come? From which cities?’ 

			‘Brightspear, Lumnos, Steel Spike. A hundred lesser holds, knightly orders. Hammerhal. But there’s always Hammerhal.’

			‘And you never thought to tell me this?’

			He shrugged. ‘Would have. You booted me from the Circle, near five years ago. Or did you forget?’

			Consternation tensed my fists. I did remember, but that had been almost twenty years ago. Boskin had lost track of time. ‘You could have sent a message,’ I said.

			Boskin shrugged. As he poked at his imaginary bonfire, I pondered his tidings. The last time Hammerhal had come to the Pale, I had driven their Dawnbringers into the wastes. The wastes where Talman and his adherents had been waiting, for the end of the world. 

			‘When did this all begin?’ I asked.

			The Mad Earl gave a tired shrug, a clicking groan in his throat. ‘Honest to gods, every month for the last five years. And they get bolder. A week back we captured one. Kept talking about her commander, Valique. Coming for us, she said. Unstoppable, she said.’

			I raised a brow. ‘Unstoppable?’

			Boskin grunted. ‘I thought the same thing. He’s got to be a bit stoppable, yeah? No one ever stopped us before our first defeat, either.’ He chortled.

			An unwelcome chill ran through my skin. First, Talman. Now, these Hammerhalians. Something was happening – something I couldn’t fathom. The red god, in its cruel, malicious way, meant to warn me.

			I peered around the damp darkness. ‘Is this prisoner still alive?’ I asked. ‘I would speak to her myself.’

			Boskin was quiet a long time, prodding his boar carcass with the broken femur. The dead boar’s glaucous eyes leaked grey ooze. 

			Lies lies lies. Lies in your head.

			‘She didn’t make it,’ the Mad Earl finally said.

			That was unsurprising. I accepted the reality of what Boskin had become and rolled the name of this new nemesis off my tongue, letting its whisper fill the cannibal cave. Valique. A new mystery, a new foe. As if this Talman hadn’t created enough problems. 

			‘I must leave,’ I said, turning. ‘Remember–’

			‘Yeah, help Tominer. I know.’

			I nodded. A swarm of flies lifted as Boskin extended his hand. My eyes fell to his thick-knuckled fingers, his pitted claws. I raised my torch. For a breath, his bestial visage flashed across my eyes. His lop-sided moustache, decayed into coarse whiskers. Sharpened spurs of buttermilk ivory, protruding from a wolf’s lipless maw. Corpse debris hanging in the gaps between the fangs. The stench of bile was choking.

			I blinked. Then I gripped Boskin’s hand: a hairless spider of slick muscle and cold sinew. ‘Thank you, friend,’ I said. ‘Lay a watch on the near rimlands, if you can.’

			Boskin canted his head, intrigued. ‘Oh? Why?’

			I whiffled a wry chuckle, then turned and left. No point in answering what even the Mad Earl would know. War was coming. It never left.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER SEVEN

			We rode out, applauded by the gallop of our mounts’ hooves. As road dust clogged our eyes and fatigue gnawed at our skulls from within, burning twisters carved across the forsaken horizon. As we went, the mountainous edge of the Burning Valley crawled over the ziggurats, a rocky snake of broken hills haloed by simmering cloud walls and flying mountains. Soon we were lost in the night-maze of Cardand’s desolation, every direction filled with crumbling cityscape.

			We encamped in a broken temple, near a poisoned well. The Ash Knights and Unsworn scoured the arid ruins until they found an oasis. They watered their horses in the craggy spring, resting as they could.

			For hours, the Unsworn straggled into camp on horseback. Vel counted them off in the murk, rushing to help a weakling who tumbled from his saddle. The others collapsed in piles of limbs and sheathed weapons, vomiting frothing bile into the cool sands.

			Within the oasis, amidst a jade rebellion of desert ferns, I watched. Plako crunched closer through the crust of soil with a tin cup in hand. 

			‘Look at your sister,’ I told the boy. ‘Nursing them like babes.’

			Plako stopped, glancing at Vel. ‘They’re her warriors,’ he said. ‘Or should we not do what you taught us for them, either?’

			I scowled behind my mask. ‘They will not die from a hard ride.’

			Plako sneered. ‘I don’t think a sip of water will hurt them, either.’

			I frowned at the boy’s defiance. Plako was the quiet one, the obedient one, the gratifying one. Ever since I had found his sister and him, he had never made mistakes. His lack of respect displeased me.

			I snatched his cup, tossing it to the sand. ‘Your sister and you ride at dawn,’ I said. ‘To the rimlands, with the Unsworn. Use the unterways to avoid the scorch.’

			The boy’s dour eyes flickered. ‘To scout?’

			I nodded. ‘Boskin’s cannibals will lay a watch on the rimlands. Stay far from there, move down valley. The Ash Knights and I will await Tominer.’

			Plako nodded thoughtfully. ‘Do you expect more of those Free­guilders?’ he asked, his tone almost hopeful.

			‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘Freeguilders are putrid foes. Talman is something else. If his force divides itself, isolate and pursue them. String them up where you kill them.’

			Plako stared at me. ‘What of the man himself?’

			I said nothing. I did not understand who Talman was, nor what he wanted. He had let Tominer live – had let me live. ‘I don’t know,’ I answered honestly. ‘Go. And do not pamper the Unsworn with your sister on the morrow. Cruelty has its justifications. You of all people should know.’

			Glowering and cold, Plako turned to leave, then halted. ‘You’re unkind, you know.’

			I narrowed my eyes. ‘Unkind?’

			Plako gritted his lean jaw. ‘Vel’s more capable than you think. So am I.’

			I wanted to throttle the boy. Instead, I chuckled in mockery and tossed a hand, wincing at the sting of my cracked arm. ‘Tell me, boy. What has kindness earned any of us?’

			Plako’s eyes fell. ‘You were kind once,’ he said. ‘I don’t think I’m supposed to remember. I was just a babe. But when I close my eyes and sleep, the dreams come to me. You were afraid to hurt us. It was perfect. Now…’

			My lip trembled in rage, in pity. ‘Now what?’ I said. ‘Spit it out.’

			He gazed at me, all the want in the world gleaming in his dark eyes. The want for something better, for something more. Then he left.

			The boy’s parting words gnawed at me. Plako didn’t know the meaning of kindness. He was twenty years to this wretched realm. He had not washed the ashes of his kin from his hands – had not starved in the reign of his enemy. My cruelty was kindness. And when the day came our enemies rose against the boy and his sister, they would be ready. For my kindness.

			Muttering to myself and mad, I tended to Micaw in the oasis, the whining bass of her breath filling my ears. Dark mountains drifted across the simmering horizon. Nearby, mortal steeds guzzled crystal waters from the spring. I tasted the waters, too, cupping them to the mouth of my mask. Their damp coolness brought no relief, nor satisfaction.

			I kicked a rider’s saddle and howled. Then I exhaled and closed my eyes, thinking of all the things that had gone wrong in this pursuit, in the reconsecrations, in my life. I thought of Vel and Plako and the day of reckoning awaiting them, the day they would become all they loathed. When they no longer knew the difference between what was missing in them and what had replaced it. Their childhood had been perfect, after I found them. Instinct told me I lacked the power to replicate that miracle for their future.

			I opened my eyes, patting Micaw’s muzzle, relishing the deep rumble of her breath. The longer I gazed at the stars, the redder they glowed. Beyond this sinking red veil, the arrogance of the Hammerhalians twinkled in the God-King’s stars, heraldic with scorn. Perhaps the Hammerhalians would be like the Vvelks, if they came. Fifty thousand soldiers at most, I guessed, in a season. Another war, then. Another war.

			As I stared, the awareness of a presence bubbled from the back of my mind. Around me, sound faded. The murmurs of warriors, the babble of water, the songs of desert crickets. Instinct’s whispers replaced them, hissing in my skull. A vision of an unknown enemy danced beneath the surface of me: a soul-echo from the worthless wastes beyond the Pale.

			I felt it in my heart: he was coming. Valique, the Unstoppable.

			The lips of the maw in my belly cracked, a god’s power awakening. Through that rift, I sensed glimmers of the foreign general. His helmet, like a tall bolt of steel sitting on his shoulders.

			The knotted curse in my belly unwound like a midnight blossom, and the red god’s power unfolded. Mote by mote, Valique appeared to me. His shining platemail, his crested nasal helm. A tabard in bright Hammerhalian livery, adorned with the badge of a foreign house I’d never seen. A bejewelled scabbard – a finely wrought broadsword within. A heartbeat in that living steel, too, where the blade met the grip. A delusion of the red veil, perhaps. Or an enchantment.

			For a breath, the thudding magic in my skull quietened, supplanted by the pounding rush of blood. An eerie chill prickled my skin, tingling in me. This omen of Valique the red god now showed me was precisely what I might have expected the Hammerhalians to send against me.

			Even so, I felt him in me, myself in him. I felt all the parts of us that were different, and all the parts that were the same. I felt hatred.

			By dawn, Vel and Plako were gone. Their absence awakened a galling regret. Time withered in my grasp like old flowers. Only when the whelps were gone could I see my time with them would end. I had to help them. To make the world better. To do it now.

			I stirred and donned my war gear. An Ash Knight informed me Boskin’s revenant riders had left Tominer in the outskirts of our camp before dawn, unconscious but bandaged and ruddy.

			As the others of my sworn souls saw to her, I commanded a survey of the local ground. By the time Hysh had unleashed its shining blaze over the far hills, our bearings were obvious. We were bivouacked in the roughlands between Pasheter and Hof-Sallan, where acid fogs and time’s malice had worn Cardand’s ancient temples into snaking stumps of walls and crumbling foundations.

			Satisfied, I trudged through the camp to the Ash Knights’ bivouac. Garza hunched by his sleeping roll, splashing water from his upturned helm onto his neck, rinsing off dust and sweat.

			He looked up. ‘What?’

			‘Nothing,’ I said, staring. ‘I didn’t know you bathed.’

			Garza grunted in displeasure. ‘Muure’s gone.’

			I nodded. ‘Send him when he’s back,’ I said. ‘And scrub that rancid smell from you.’

			Garza stared sourly, tossing his rag and huffing.

			Returning, I dumped water from the oasis beneath Micaw’s claws. She whickered appreciatively. The season of flame was near, the morning already sweltering, so I sought refuge myself within an old home, kicking open its doors.

			The dry-rotted wood flew off rusted hinges, its splinters dusting the floor. Within, brittle chicken bones and waxed paper littered the ancient tile, the rubbish of vagrants and wayfarers. I removed my armour, letting the morning’s scorch grace my gnarled chest and back. A dead breeze rustled in the merciful shade. Then I slid my recurved falx from its wide scabbard, breaking down the blade.

			The sword’s curse was weak, its scabbed red obsidian dusty and crumbling. One by one, I removed the falx’s original shards from the crystal blood, laying them out in a disquieting puzzle. The leather-wrapped hilt, the shivers of dark steel. The memories we had carved through flesh and time. Jujjar – an old friend, a dead traitor – had gifted this blade to my sister. It had cost him six months’ wages of Aqua Ghyranis. By a commoner’s means, the blade’s shards were priceless. By a warlord’s, worthless. All the same, I could not let them go.

			I lifted a shard, turning it in my hands. Unrusted, and unsullied beyond the breaks in the blade. In battle against Stormcast, the cold-forged metal had shattered before it bent. This blade, nevertheless, had once severed a demigod’s head.

			I tossed the shiver of steel with a clink. Even blessed by the red god, my falx had done nothing to Talman’s bare arm. Perhaps he had been right. Perhaps hands were the truest–

			‘Liege,’ Muure said from the doorway. ‘You wanted me.’

			I turned and grunted. ‘Teach Garza to actually bathe, when you can.’

			Muure sauntered across the threshold. ‘Jezur has undertaken that particular quest. Though he doesn’t like we talk about it so often. What is it, liege?’

			‘The Maal,’ I said. ‘How is she?’

			‘Improving. Even coming to, a bit. Shall I bring her?’

			I shook my head. ‘Can she ride?’

			Muure vacillated. ‘Impossible to tell. Perhaps by nightfall. Why?’

			‘Rest today. You ride at dusk, all of you. To gather my far banners, the warbands still afield. The Thul lodges, the pirates of let’Eide. Every mercenary vulture haunting these lands. Every soul that can fight.’

			‘The horde,’ Muure said grimly. ‘You expect rebellion? From that prisoner? In the season of flame?’

			I recalled my defeat at Talman’s hands and suppressed my errant shame. ‘That prisoner was a Slaughterpriest, Muure. For all intents and purposes, deadlier than a Maal. I will learn whence he came and deal with him. All you must do is bring Tominer to rally the banners, then return to Carnd-Ep to reconsecrate the old vows.’

			Muure nodded. ‘What about you?’

			‘I ride for Carnd-Ep now,’ I said. ‘I will seek the truth of this Talman. Learn who he is.’

			Muure tossed his hands. ‘Why not ask Tominer?’

			‘I doubt she knows anything,’ I said. ‘Ask her, if you think it will do me good. But I ride for Carnd-Ep.’

			Muure hesitated. Then he removed his blade-belt, sitting on his knees. He rolled the belt’s worn leather around his scabbard, setting it down. ‘We aren’t Darkoath savages, liege,’ he grumbled. ‘Bleeding every thought that crosses our minds onto old stones, hauling the oaths around like they mean something.’

			‘I know,’ I said.

			‘We ride ash-clad, sworn to your house. I am sworn to you. Those oaths, they mean something. Let us ride with you.’

			I groaned. ‘This token defiance tires me, Muure. Just do as I say.’

			Muure propped an arm on his leg. ‘Your defeat yesterday shames you, doesn’t it?’

			I gestured to the steel bones of my falx. ‘If I was shamed, Muure, you and every soul who had witnessed it would already be dead. I am not ashamed. I am angry.’

			Muure raised both hands, too wise to argue. A hidden lizard squeaked, skittering through the shadows in the croft. ‘Last night you mentioned Hammerhalians came up in your meeting with Boskin,’ Muure said. ‘Why would the storm god send his slaves here? Other enemies are closer to Hammerhal.’

			I shrugged. ‘The same reason the God-King’s slaves always come.’

			Muure grunted. His eyes drifted behind his golden mask. ‘I would speak of my service, if you will listen. To your enemies, before my capture.’

			I gestured encouragingly. We spoke little of our pasts, the Ash Knights and I. I knew Muure had come from a limitless expanse of waters locked into cold crystal, in a realm of hunger and hunts without end. I knew I had captured him at Teller’s Ravine, and that he would die before he failed me. I knew little else.

			‘I fought among the suollagat,’ Muure said. ‘Life-thieves, in your tongue – or maybe takers. We fought for coin purses and cold akwag. None paid better than the God-King’s slave cities. But before we warred with you, our travels brought us against orruks from Tithamat. The cruel ones – the vicious breed.’

			Never had I heard so measured and sombre a tone from my man. Muure had lived a wilding life yet spoke with an academic precision I had come to recognise among hunters of men. He was a clever man, a thinking man. A killing man.

			The Ash Knight gathered fresh words on his tongue. ‘At Tithamat, I saw the Azyrites fight. We screened them, but they called us back when the orruks prowled. They moved in… formations.’

			‘I know this.’

			He shook his head. ‘This was new. The houses and clans teach your battle tactics from the Little War, but those tactics are obsolete. When I fought with them, the Hammerhalians moved like walking castles, the soft parts of the army in the centre. They stayed put when they needed to, never overextending themselves. Their officers called the formation Castelite. They slew the orruks of Tithamat like this, without losing a single soul.’

			I raised my chin. ‘You fought in one campaign, against one adversary. Who’s to say the next Hammerhalians to come hither will fight like those you served?’

			Muure’s gaze drifted to a window. Across the battered horizon, ashen clouds spewed black rain over distant hills. The past gestated in his eyes: all the what-ifs and maybes and the nothing they amounted to now. ‘It is not an inability to learn that has made Azyrites into the lords of Capilaria,’ Muure said. ‘You’ve broken enemies far and wide, liege. But fate’s ever been your ally. Hammerhal is more powerful than Yesurga and the Vvelks were. When their Freeguilds commit to war, you’ll find a more devoted enemy in them than most. You’ll see. Then you’ll know.’

			The old song in those words found their mark. I had heard them before. Few spoke to me so candidly. Kaddarar, perhaps, and Tominer. Talman – though he should have died for it. Muure and the Ash Knights were like family. Men and women of my own household, who had suffered my scars and tasted the bitter wine of my animus. I trusted them: Muure and reeking Garza and Jezur. Three hundred more, and their families dwelling in my holds.

			‘You have my gratitude,’ I spoke, sincerely. ‘Have the others said anything? Of my encounter, with…’

			Muure blinked. ‘Come to think of it, yes, liege. We’ve all decided to get rid of our swords.’

			I stared at him. He stared back. I chopped an arm through the air. ‘Hands!’

			Muure laughed. ‘The surest blades!’

			We chuckled until our lungs burned, until the darkness of our lives once more eclipsed the joy. Muure sighed, rose, bowed. Sensing my own nakedness before my sworn man, I gathered the shards of my falx, sliding them into my sheath for war’s next feast.

			Before Muure left, he hovered by the broken door. ‘What in Carnd-Ep could possibly help you with this Talman?’

			I considered answering honestly, then thought better of it. The Eight Ring were not a force to be trifled with. I did not wish to bring Muure into this coming bargain with them, even in this most minor of ways.

			The witches’ price would be steep, as it ever was. I would pay it however I could.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER EIGHT

			The embers of day died as Micaw trudged through the barrens. The glow of Carnd-Ep swelled on the dusk horizon, polluting the twilight. From the murky wastes, the forsaken skeletons of Azyrite cogforts rose like headstones from titans’ graves. Micaw had galloped for twelve hours. Mutant power stewed in her blood, steaming from her leather skin, stinking of sulphur and char. My mouth was dry from the choking taste of her in the air.

			Ever since I had first assembled the Eight Ring, the witches had dwelt where the light could not shine. Summoning them was never simple, even if they always awaited me at the same place. The dilemma was not in where to find them – but in what I must sacrifice to access their power. The first time we had dealt, to protect Plako and Vel, I had offered the witches countless souls. That tribute had depopulated greater Cardand, and the butchery in the temple-ziggurats of Bharat had seen skulls falling into the abyss beneath the realm like rain. What the witches would ask from me now, I did not know. I was afraid to.

			Rocking with Micaw’s movement, I passed the barbican’s curtain wall and eight towers, where soldiers of the new Yrdun checked sealed wine casks and toll passes from low folk hauling provender from the outlands. I descended into the canyon, along a stone path that jack-knifed into the city’s deep cut. Above, Carnd-Ep’s barbican redoubts soared. Below, the piled city glistered in newborn night.

			In the city, coals of industry blazed, heralding war without end. The clamour was sickening: the endless assault of hammers on anvils, the screams of quenched newborn steel. From the city centre, an overseer roared. Block by gargantuan block, indentured thralls raised a ziggurat from the canyon floor, heaving the carved stone up ramps of dirt and logs. Mules strained alongside the thralls, neither whinnying nor braying but whimpering, caught between what they wished to be and what they were.

			At the base of the growing temple-palace, stone walls and battlements cleft the city into an assortment of territories, each crowded with old bastions and new tenements. The Pale of Bodshe was a patchwork of warring states, married by the fiat of my blade, the force of my will. In Carnd-Ep, this restless unity was most potent – most ruthless. Worlds-thick chains bound flying mountains to my vassals’ keeps, sturdier now than during the rule of the Azyrites. Long ago, the old Se Roye Company had contrived to channel the metaliths’ ceaseless motion into Ironweld arcana, where reactions conjured snapping aetheric energy in globular dynamos and brass armillaries.

			We, too, had enslaved this energy, funnelling it into the Greatway’s funiculars. The chained power fuelled Carnd-Ep’s forges and bloomeries, just as the heat of Bharat’s earthfire fuelled the Hell-Mills beneath the realm. We were no better than the Azyrites, in the end. But that truth no longer troubled me.

			In the city’s dark heart, I rode along packed dirt paths whose teeth of cobblestone had shaken loose. Children kicked hide balls through unlit streets, scrambling at the syncopated thump of Micaw’s claws. Where I passed, the walls of lesser lords loomed over narrow streets stained with cooking oils and urine. Above, black banners hung heavily from the battlements of ascendant Yrdun houses and mercenary lords. Oathsworn soldiers patrolled those ramparts to ward off rivals and knaves, or guarded the keeps’ postern entrances, accepting shipments of wool and nails.

			Micaw conveyed me through the city up steep bluffs, until the creaking towers of an Azyrite fane loomed. Three of the cathedral’s ransacked spires had collapsed into ruin. A graffiti of ancient gore and recent faeces defaced rows of chipped granite idols.

			I dismounted, then threw open the doors. Broken colonnades lined the shadows of the nave, shattered pews leaning like drunken ranks in a timber army. I stalked inside, crushing shards of stained glass beneath my heels. Through a rift above, the corrupt moon of the Orb Infernia roared through distant, roiling clouds. A pair of yellow eyes glimmered from the rafters.

			I stopped before the cathedral’s broken altar. Red rust on my armour melted into runnels of blood, trickling to my blade.

			My falx shinked from its scabbard, and I set it on the cracked altar, between mounds of melted candles and vermin bones encased in tallow, tribute to wilderness gods. ‘Come out, Ratgirl,’ I said. ‘I saw you in the rafters with your pets.’

			The scuttle of bare feet graced the darkness, followed by the squeal of vermin. ‘They are not pet-things!’ a child screeched, her nasal utterances flying through the slain cathedral. ‘They are friends! Close family!’

			I waited patiently, time ebbing from my grasp. Even if I was unsure what to sacrifice, the promise of an offering would tempt Ratgirl to me. She was an impulsive thing, older than she seemed. Lethal, potent, certainly – but not nearly as circumspect as her sisters of the Eight Ring. It was them I wanted most. It was them I feared.

			Foul breath rustled in my ear. ‘Heldanarr Fall, come to beg,’ a voice croaked. ‘Do the flies no longer answer your prayers?’

			I swivelled. No one was there. Only the stink of halitosis, the echo of an old woman’s lies. ‘The flies speak riddles,’ I said, peering into darkness. ‘They raise more questions than they answer.’

			Two silhouettes glided closer through the colonnades. The shadow-draped women drifted lower, until their bare feet rustled over dusty stone. Varicose veins spidered across their ugly heels.

			The first witch was hunched and ancient, well past the vespers of mortal life. The muscles and scarred flesh in her eyeless sockets grasped at eyeballs that were no longer there. A milky cloud blanketed the second witch’s eyes, until she blinked away the membrane. Her true eyes – one blue, one green – were too young for the body she wore. I vaguely recalled those eyes staring back at me from the masses of bloodied victims I had offered as sacrifice.

			Together, these crones were the witches Ulthma. Long ago, they and their third sister had sent me on a quest to a roaming mountain to slay a monster without equal. After finding Plako and Vel, I had hunted for them far and wide. By the time I found them, the aethereal blade of a wraith had claimed the third sister’s life. The Ulthma who lived had agreed to help – for a price, always the price.

			If the witches Ulthma had answered my summons, the others of the Eight Ring would come. The bargain would be difficult, as it had been before. The witches asked for more than decent men would give. And always, always, I gave it.

			The younger Ulthma curled her thin lips, her stolen eyes gleaming. ‘You brought nothing.’

			‘Your tribute will come,’ I said. ‘A mathematician in my captivity, if it pleases you. One of many secrets, who knows the stars.’

			‘Mortal flesh?’ the eyeless elder Ulthma croaked. ‘I tire of that taste.’

			‘Then let us bargain,’ I said, gesturing with courage I did not feel. ‘But I seek more than the wisdom of Ulthma. I require the Eight Ring. Ratgirl, the Alchemist. The Herbalist, Bloodgazer, and Blacktooth. Skinner, if she can be found.’

			‘I am always here for you.’ Skinner slunk lithely to the altar, prowling like a fox. Seams in her young flesh resembled scars, but a closer look betrayed stitches and the discolouration of mismatched aelf leather. ‘Always wanting that fresh, fresh hide.’

			I kept my distance and the altar between us. One by one, the Eight Ring emerged. The Herbalist shuffled from shadows, grey lichens bursting from her ears and mouth. The squeal of metal drew my eye to the Alchemist, coated in living scales of metal, an iron spike rammed through her jaws. Bloodgazer and Blacktooth teetered up the aisle. Red vigour dripped from Bloodgazer’s eyes, which were veiled by a headdress of thorns. Pus drained from crevices in the gums of Blacktooth’s festering maw.

			Ratgirl finally pranced around a column, twitching and scratching at her peeling scalp. Rodents chittered at her dirty feet. ‘Fine, I’ll come!’ she screeched. ‘Maybe I wanna hear! Maybe this just-once!’

			I backed away as the Eight Ring encircled me. They were perfidy given flesh, their favour more dangerous than their ire. Their inclination towards treachery, fortunately, made them predictable. The witches were like flame itself. To use them, one must merely understand they sought to kill all they touched and warp all that remained.

			Gagging on the stake stabbed through her skull, the Alchemist clenched her armoured fingers. I will deal, she gestured in ancient trail-sign.

			‘And I,’ Bloodgazer growled, baring a mouthful of filed teeth. ‘What is the mathematician’s worth?’

			‘An astronomer, a traveling scholar. Overtaken in the rimlands six years ago. He claims to have counted the stars. He served until he tried to kill me with a comet.’

			Ratgirl cocked her head. ‘A-star-nomer? Does it scream?’

			Bloodgazer sneered. ‘Lies. Only frogmen count the stars.’

			‘He has calculations,’ I countered. ‘I have seen him map them on the walls. Predict the motions of the cosmos.’

			‘He knows the paths to Azyr?’ the elder Ulthma croaked.

			The witches glanced at one another. I raised a hand, conceding the possibility.

			Blacktooth scowled. Tar dribbled from the roots of her loose teeth, molars one and all. ‘I refuse,’ she drawled, each syllable oozing from her mucus throat.

			The Herbalist gasped in agreement, a plague breeze in a dark forest. ‘Insufficient.’

			‘Let us hear his request, first, sisters,’ the younger Ulthma crooned, feigning agreeability. ‘Perhaps it is sufficient. The Godeater’s Son has always been good to our bargains, as we have. Whether or not he remembers the truth.’

			I narrowed my eyes. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’

			She tossed one of her disgusting hands. ‘Only that what you want is in your reach, and that we ever desire to help you. Your perfect past, your perfect future, your perfect world. Whatever else you desire may be too, pay you the price. Tell us your wish, Godeater’s Son, and let us tell you its cost.’

			These bargains always required a certain economy. I had come to learn of Talman. The prisoner’s escape had been more than mere coincidence. The Hammerhalians were coming, and the red god had blessed the Slaughterpriest. I needed to know what it all meant, and why now. 

			‘I chased a foe to the ends of Cardand,’ I said. ‘There he defeated me. He claimed to await the end of the world. I want to know what he spoke of.’

			The witches glared. Ratgirl bounced on her heels, her yolk-yellow eyes flitting to her sisters. ‘Easy!’ she shrieked. ‘I know what we want!’

			‘Quiet, Ratgirl,’ the younger Ulthma crooned. ‘Godeater’s Son. Are you speaking of the Slaughterpriest?’

			A shiver ran up my spine. I did not enjoy that she had already known of him. ‘Yes.’

			The witches stared at each other and me. Gasping and wheezing, the Herbalist shook her head. ‘No.’

			He asks too much, the Alchemist signed in agreement. He cannot afford it.

			I flinched. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘That yours is not a question we can answer,’ the younger Ulthma explained. ‘The Blood God does not idly choose those whom he wishes to make holy. This bargain cannot be struck without great sacrifice.’

			I relaxed. It was merely a bargaining trick. ‘What do you ask of me?’ I said. ‘Tell me your price.’

			‘You misunderstand,’ the elder Ulthma croaked. ‘This is over. We cannot help.’

			I scowled. ‘Is this a game to all of you? Do you enjoy this?’

			The younger Ulthma raised her hand. ‘Godeater’s Son. Bludgeoning this truth from the realms would require more than you can give. It would require everything.’

			‘And I will give everything,’ I said. ‘If this man has the red god’s favour, I would know why. The slave cities of the storm god are on the march, witches. None of this is coincidence.’

			‘No,’ the elder Ulthma rasped, the gouged caverns of her eyes gnawing at the cathedral’s shadows. ‘The Blood God and his servants have chosen holy Talman as their messenger.’

			‘What that message is,’ said the younger Ulthma, ‘is irrelevant. We will not defy the will of gods and daemons.’

			So they knew his name, too. ‘I do not seek defiance,’ I said. ‘I am merely asking you to tell me of him.’

			The younger Ulthma shook her head. ‘We do not defy the gods or their servants, Godeater’s Son. To do so is to invite annihilation. The force you seek to fathom is beyond us. Its whispers bleed through the realm’s magic. Avoid this secret, Godeater’s Son. Avoid this truth.’

			‘I’ll do it!’ Ratgirl chittered, hopping in place. ‘I’ll do it for teeth and rust!’

			The other witches ignored Ratgirl. So did I. The witch might have completed the Eight Ring, but her magicks were useless alone, spawning far more problems than they solved. ‘A force?’ I asked. ‘What force? What is coming to Cardand?’

			The witches backed away, into the shadows. The Ulthma drifted from the dusty stone floor. ‘Something wicked,’ the elder croaked.

			‘Something cursed,’ the younger crooned.

			‘Something foul,’ Bloodgazer growled.

			‘And red.’ Skinner laughed. ‘Redder than you.’

			I frowned. The witches of the Eight Ring had never refused to deal. Either something about Talman had scared them, or this was truly a harder bargain than I had expected. ‘I’ll give you anything,’ I said, suppressing the nerve in my tone. ‘Anyone. What will it take?’

			‘Nothing you can give,’ the Herbalist rasped.

			‘No price you can pay,’ Blacktooth drawled.

			Ratgirl glanced around, clueless. ‘Why not?’

			One by one, the other witches retreated, swallowed by shadows until I was nearly alone in the broken fane. Only Ratgirl and her squeaking rodents remained – only the wounded pride of a king refused. The witches hadn’t even asked for anything. They had just… left.

			I soaked in the silence that followed, souring in reflections and haunted fane. Then bare feet padded behind me, and the stinking rumour of Ratgirl’s rags. From the altar, she stroked my armour collar, then gripped it.

			Steel groaned as she lifted. I panicked and grabbed her jaw, shoving her reeking mouth away. 

			‘I’ll do it!’ she screeched. ‘I’ll show you!’

			The younger Ulthma drifted back, caught between disbelief and decision. Then her jaw fell open to her chest. Her shuddering scream lifted dust from the floor. ‘Stop her!’ she bellowed.

			From the darkness, they returned. Bloodgazer sprinted from the shadows, ripping a blade of bone from the flesh of her arm. The Alchemist vaulted a pew, her fingers sharpening into needle-knives.

			I struggled to break Ratgirl’s grip. She hissed and spat and threw me on the cracked altar. Bird skulls and braids of hair tumbled from the cracked tallow mounds. I retched at the miasma of her breath and tried to throttle her. Ratgirl bit down, her chipped incisors punching through my hand. Black blood bubbled around the wound; the sudden sting of tetanus made me recoil.

			The deep roar of the elder Ulthma shook the cathedral’s stone. 

			‘Stop her!’

			I gripped my falx, working the blade to Ratgirl’s throat. She strained, pushing my arms down. In the corner of my eye, Bloodgazer was all but upon us.

			Then Ratgirl spat and prised my jaws open. She shoved her filthy arm down my throat. Her sinewy bicep stretched through the mouthslit of my father’s bronze death mask, expanding it like a sphincter. Her dirty hand slid into my stomach, gripping the darkness within. The curse-maw in my waist opened, howling with revelation.

			‘I’ll help!’ Ratgirl shrieked. ‘I wanna see!’

			And we saw. How we saw.

			Time seemed to slow to a trickle. Around us, one after the other, the remaining witches burst like fleshy bubbles, detonating in fountains of blood and bone. A confetti of flesh and soiled clothing tumbled through the air. Their purified vigour painted the cursed nave red.

			The red – the beautiful red. The flying gore, splattering through the nave in the slow dance of the cosmos eternal. That hue and its shadow had tainted my entire life. In this moment of warless bloodshed, I felt its glory and its omens.

			A knife-sharp whisper slashed through my mind, the voice of instinct twinned with memory. Do you know what it’s like, Talman had asked, to wait for the end of the world?

			I saw him now, and his adherents on the rise – and the end of the world. It yawned across the Ashwilds’ horizon, stretching for miles. In the barrens beyond Cardand, a legion marched through the storms, a living castle, their banners enslaving the scorched winds.

			Steel-armoured Freeguilders, clutching hammer and mace. Horses dragging limbered Ironweld cannonry, and a baggage train longer than the River Losh. The columns wound across the wastes, shaking the realm with their march.

			Hammerhal and her allies had come. Brightspear, Steel Spike, Lumnos. Vengeful Freeguilds of Aspiria, defying my slaughters and red crusade. This incursion was doom itself. The decades of my conquest had not gone unnoticed. Talman and his prisoners had merely awaited what I had brought upon us all: Hammerhal, and the end of our world.

			In the red vision, Talman and his adherents stirred from their trance-like meditations and prepared for battle. Across the blasted deserts, the unstoppable man I had first glimpsed through the red veil once again graced my mind’s eye. 

			Valique. The hardened marshal rode at the head of his Cavaliers. Thick sideburns ran from his ears to his chin, fused to the moustache on his lip. A yearning for cataclysm glimmered in him, barely masked by the dark glaze of his eyes.

			Valique was red, red like me. He was everything I worshipped in a foe.

			As this knife of prophecy plunged through me, flowers of blood burst in the air. Straddling me, I glimpsed the yellow moons of Ratgirl’s fear-stricken eyes. It was a feeling I knew well, in that moment.

			At the red god’s beckon, Talman had escaped the Gaol to resist Hammerhal. Hammerhal was the end of the world he had awaited, the doom that the red god had chosen him to resist. Hammerhal would burn us all.

			This revelation passed in the span of seconds. The blood-drenched raiment of the witches splatted down. Gore splattered the brick around the wasted rags. The Alchemist’s metal scales chinkled on the floor like coins. Her jaw-spike clanged beside Bloodgazer’s bony sword.

			Ratgirl extracted her slimy arm from my throat and toppled. She sniffed the air, shivering like scared vermin, drenched in her sisters’ ichor. ‘Oh no,’ she squeaked, blood still dripping from her arms. ‘No no no no no. No. Oh no.’

			Still entranced by the blood, I wiped my mask and flung red slime from my arms. ‘They’re dead,’ I said, as if to verbally confirm what had just happened. ‘Why are they dead?’

			Ratgirl glared at me and shrieked. She skittered off breathlessly, sliding and stumbling through gore.

			Once the wet patter of her flight had faded, I stirred. I grasped the hilt of my falx, brushing sour flesh from my shoulder, trying to comprehend what had just happened. The witches’ refusal hadn’t been a ruse. They had truly feared to defy the red god’s will. Ratgirl had made a bargain none of us could afford – and yet we lived. Perhaps the red god remained my ally. Or perhaps our doom remained to come.

			I slid from the altar, wobbling and half-drunk with epiphany. I had meant to use the Eight Ring against Talman. He was the least of my problems. The red portents in the witches’ annihilation were not lies. Hammerhal was coming, Valique. This foe must be reckoned with, immediately.

			I froze when I realised I was not alone. A stranger stood at the entrance to the Azyrite fane, silhouetted by the omen of daylight in the gash of the doorway. They wore a cloak and staff, resembling a shadow. An outsize crown stabbed beneath their ragged hood, their head too large for their hunched form.

			The shadow lingered just short of the pool of maggoty flesh and rotted blood painting the floor. ‘Eight days,’ the shadow said, in a guttural moan that was felt rather than heard.

			A chill ran through my skin. I narrowed my eyes. ‘Who are you?’

			As the shadow shifted, hooves clopped over stone. ‘The bargain is made. The bargain must be kept. Eight days.’

			I squinted, stepping forward. The shadow remained distant, like a living blotch branded into my eyes. ‘I made no bargain.’

			‘You asked,’ the shadow said. ‘I answered. Eight days.’

			‘Until what?’ I asked. ‘Until Hammerhal is come?’

			The shadow raised and slammed its staff. The mute clang of sharp metal resounded.

			‘Until your true enemy is come. Until your world ends. The bargain is struck. The price must be paid. Eight days.’

			From deeper in the temple, feet shuffled over stone. Then a flight of cawing crows lifted into the air from the rafters in the cathedral’s violated ceiling, disturbed by the arrival of someone new. 

			‘Red King!’ a mortal’s voice echoed. ‘Red King… God’s gate, what happened here?’

			I blinked, and the shadow diminished, as if it were truly a blotch in my eyes. Turning, I glimpsed two retainers of the Unamat clan. They had entered through postern doors to avoid Micaw at the entrance. One warrior carried House Unamat’s banner. Both had been searching for me; both stood paralysed before the sea of organic destruction in the nave, a massive rose painted around the altar.

			I glanced at the bloodshed and huffed. I lifted my eyes, but the shadow was gone.

			Boiled leather armour rustled over a tunic as the retainer inched forward, whispering softly. ‘My Red K–’

			I swivelled. ‘What?’ I snapped at her. ‘What is it? What tidings are so important they harry me here?’

			The retainer gulped. ‘Lord Vedjai. He wishes–’

			I stabbed a finger at the herald, tempted to bisect her. ‘You tell Vedjai Unamat I loathe him. My decree is law. None will leave Carnd-Ep until the reconsecrations of your oaths are complete, as the Seeker would have told you. Be patient. Tominer is due within the day.’

			The messenger stared, frozen in terror. The eyes of the bannerman behind her flickered between us. He noticed my fell gaze and quickly bent his head.

			I exhaled, frustrated. If this message had been trivial, they would have at least acknowledged my command. Calming, I gestured. ‘Speak. Quickly.’

			The herald swallowed again, glancing to her companion for courage. ‘Lord Vedjai wishes to tell you Unsworn riders led by Velekkah arrived at Hof-Sallan. The castellan there sent a rider from the keep, with their tidings.’

			I stepped closer, looming over the herald. ‘What tidings?’

			‘A battle at Lurth,’ the herald said. ‘A Freeguild host has sacked Uor and Shad. Others have breached the Pale. They march for Cardand.’

			I darkened. Uor and Shad were far, but they were not small cities. Lurth was ruins but much, much closer. ‘How many?’ I asked.

			The herald swallowed her fear, then pushed the words through her teeth. ‘Two hundred thousand, and each day will bring them closer.’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER NINE

			Two hundred thousand. No wonder the Hammerhalians had named Valique the Unstoppable. So would I be, with two hundred thousand souls sworn to my wars.

			Muure returned to Carnd-Ep by midday. Half his Ash Knights were still abroad rallying the armies, but he and a select few had ridden with all haste to me.

			My sworn man marched behind me in the darkened halls of my keep. ‘Tominer’s well,’ he said. ‘She wishes to see you.’

			I stopped and pivoted. ‘Is she ready to reseal the old vows?’

			He nodded. ‘She is. What can I do, liege?’

			I glared at Muure. He could do what I doubted I could do. He could help me crush the Hammerhalians. He could stand at my side when I broke this new Azyrite crusade. He could remake the world with me, for the whelps. He could cleave through two hundred thousand Azyrites, offering Valique’s skull as tribute.

			I almost laughed at the idea. ‘Send Kaddarar, if you meet her,’ I said. Muure nodded and we parted ways.

			The Seeker and I had grown apart over the years, but I still craved her counsel and the blessings of her gaze. Kaddarar was the only thing in my world that still felt like home. Sometimes I wondered what she had really changed. I still plagued these cursed lands; they still haunted me. Yet whenever the prolepsis of coming war boiled my nerves, I yearned for Kaddarar. She would know how to fight this new foe – how to hunt down this true enemy the shadow had warned me of. And she would appreciate knowing I had eight days to live, if that thing in the cathedral had spoken true.

			At least, I hoped so. Very plausibly she would simply try to kill me herself.

			For all this, the Seeker could not be found. I was forced to consider the paths before me alone. As I stood in the courtyard of my keep, its flagstones greasy from the bile of disembowelled prisoners, cold facts chipped at my calm. If this Valique had brought two hundred thousand fighting souls into the Pale, more would come every day. Such a host could never free itself from the tethers of logistics – but logistics meant reinforcements. Boskin had taught me that.

			Our odds were grim. The chances of defeat, oceanic. But this was a war I could not lose. I must make the world better. If I failed, it was not only my life on the line. I must protect the whelps, against all our enemies. Against Valique.

			The call had gone out, and the call was answered.

			I stood on the gates of Carnd-Ep, my grimace hidden by my father’s face. Tominer stood on the battlements, flinging blood from a bucket at the forces passing beneath the walls. Behind her, a coterie of Bharati priests chanted, fluid dribbling from their gore-drenched robes.

			Below the walls, shining Laklien and her pyrite Rottii, with their round mirror-shields and long pikes, marched in flawless columns and perfect lockstep. Black-toothed Sertorix followed, the ferromantic armour of his forty warriors coughing pillars of smoke into virgin skies. Vedjai Unamat rode at the head of two thousand fresh Yrdun soldiers, spreading his arms to accept Tominer’s red blessing and chanting his vows. Tribesmen sworn to Vedjai’s clan trailed behind this army, hauling maul-axes and javelins and enough provender for a month at war.

			The tread of my gathering legions shook red dust into the skies. Corsairs of the port fortress let’Eide, singing doomful shanties and carrying their ships’ sails for banners. Warriors of my own household: the Unsworn, with grim Plako and beaming Velekkah, and the Ash Knights led by Garza and Jezur. The hard-hearted men of the Thul lodges barked their war calls, pounding axe upon shield. The Sur-Sur-Seri spearwives, their warleader astride a muzzled sabretooth. A Doomsteed presider raised his scimitar in dark salute. Behind him, two hundred warriors in riding leathers stabbed their blades into the sky, roaring my name.

			As the Bharati Maals chanted in grand spectacle, I measured this vast host, trying to estimate our numbers. Hundreds of free Ushara warborn prowled into the barbican court, sand-iron falchions bouncing on their backs. Behind the warborn, high-helmed aelf mercenaries pointedly avoided the red mist of Tominer’s blessings, breaking from the column outside the gates. Those regal aelf swordmasters claimed descent from the Realm of Light, Hysh, the sun of Aqshy.

			Such a pedigree had no place here; I sensed they would abandon us before the campaign began. Though that would make little difference to our odds. Two hundred thousand…

			In the far wastes, loitering orruks pawed at the rusted frame of a dead cogfort. The grunting beasts were fat like pigs and snorted like pigs, with tusks like pigs and red eyes like daemonic pigs. Beltoller tribes milled, a javelin’s throw from the ironclad butchers. The orrukish marauders often followed my armies, questing after a good fight.

			They found one then and there, exchanging mockeries with the Bel­­tollers in the carcass of the cogfort. As heathen and orruk irrigated the barrens with spilt vigour, I could not bring myself to feel anything. This brawl, too, could have little bearing on our chances.

			Two hundred thousand. Soldiers, warriors, swords. Between each and every one of them, the urgent need for victory, and perhaps eight days to live. I had hardly thirty thousand warriors across the Pale. Every plan I considered was filled with deficiencies. I had no idea how to win.

			The procession lasted into evening, with my Ash Knights last to renew their oaths. Muure, Garza and Jezur knelt, joined by three hundred Ash Knights of House Fall. With stiff neck and bated breath I watched for signs of Talman and his followers, whom instinct told me would move against me. A Slaughterpriest was not a foe to be underestimated.

			But the only warriors who hearkened to my call were mine. As they accepted Tominer’s whispered blessings, I felt nothing. Three hundred Ash Knights – and two hundred thousand.

			Evening: sweltering and raucous. I sat in a throne of pillaged iron, considering whom to award which commands. Before me, old Bhavesh of House Eljo curried favour, unaware of the stink of his perfume, the burlesque of his painted face, the contempt of his king.

			I asked, in idle curiosity, how many battles he had won.

			A sly smile graced his old lips. ‘My captains shed the blood, my lord and king. I merely keep their blades sworn and true.’

			A dozen little lords laughed at Bhavesh’s quip. Gazing at them, I wondered how such feckless masters had risen so far in my service. All these years and triumphs, and an army revelling in my name. All my victories and achievements, and not a single one I would name with joy. There was a time when the sight of legions marching in my name would have stirred my soul. But none of them fought for what I fought for. None of them wanted a better world. I needed Kaddarar, and I had no idea where she’d gone.

			Boots shook the keep as ancient Husibarat and her Juggernaut riders strode into the dark hall. Raucous Bharati clan warriors made way for the crushers of skulls. Umpar, champion of the Smiling Swords, challenged the Sacred Knight to feats.

			Husibarat accepted. True to her warband’s name, she crushed one of his warrior’s skulls. Umpar screamed and drew. His Smiling Swords smashed their cups and slid swords from sheath.

			I nodded to Muure, who rushed with Jezur to stop them. The triumvirate of the Daivati Xid scurried into the Ash Knights’ places at my side. 

			‘Bharat’s mighty Skullcrushers have no sense of propriety,’ the first of Daivati Xid hissed.

			‘But if Godeater’s Son bestowed greater waters to us…’ the second whined.

			‘Perhaps,’ the third said, ‘our house army could fight harder and better than them.’

			I snorted. Hearing this triplet of lords, my pride crumbled into vanity. The Daivati Xid’s meaningless abasement polluted an air already reeking of spirits and corruption. Husibarat could kill; what else did I need?

			I had no plan to defeat Valique. I had nothing. I had sought to make the world better. But this was the world I had made.

			As the night’s revels continued, I soaked in solitary reflection. Two hundred thousand Hammerhalians, and no clear path to triumph. Years ago I had thought I could win the Great Game. Walk the Path to Glory and escape slavery to the gods through faith in them. I did not care for the immortality of my name, nor the red god’s favour.

			The god’s boons brought nothing. Victory, glory – nothing. I had crushed countless foes and toppled castles: butchery and siegecraft that had amounted to nothing. I had hunted the length of Aspiria planting the seeds of a better world across the far fields of conquest. And yet sprouting from all of this – nothing.

			I clenched my teeth, craving annihilation. An end on my terms, lest Hammerhal reap it on theirs. All I had achieved would be meaningless if I could not stop Valique and the Hammerhalians. The better world I was building would be stillborn if I died in eight days.

			I lingered in the perdition of this in-between. Unwilling to surrender, unsure how to win. I had chosen this path. I must find a way to victory.

			Accept the red god’s boons, instinct insisted. Destroy your true enemy.

			I was crapulent with growing despair. ‘Who?’ I growled. ‘And how? How can I win?’

			This, instinct could not answer. Only Kaddarar could. But she was gone, and my messengers could not find her through the night.

			Midnight, in the dimness of my chamber. Through candlelit murk, iron racks lined the walls. The skulls of allies and foes alike filled them, skulls I had enshrined out of deep reverence and awe. Any mortal who had known decency would not have seen them that way. They would have looked at the trophy racks and only seen a hell of my own making – a hell I must now defend.

			I stalked through the room, mind blazing as I considered the war ahead. Valique and Hammerhal’s host were the last barrier between me and my better world. I could sense it. All I needed was a plan.

			Unable to rest, I ground new edges into blades, poring over maps. I read tarots in a basin of blood. Thirsting, I tried to lick my lips but could not. A mask was fused to my face.

			I roared, smashing a brazier on the wall. Glowing coals scattered across the floor, scorching holes into pelt rugs. I had sent riders across the near barrens searching for Kaddarar. She was nowhere to be found. Two hundred thousand, eight days, one true enemy – and where was Kaddarar? Not here. Not where I needed her.

			Finding calm on a balcony, I watched the canyon below. Carnd-Ep’s industry of war glittered in the buried horizon. Drums and horns echoed from a far keep. Twenty years ago I had found Plako and Velekkah, and nothing had changed. One hundred more, and nothing would change. One thousand, and another king’s banners might curse these halls, the gheists of the war dead fading to aether.

			Ten thousand years, ten million, ten eons. War would erode the realm’s landscape, but the wrongs I had inflicted would still drench this old stone like the heat of Aqshy. Nothing would change.

			Who made things this way? instinct whispered. Who can unmake them?

			‘I did,’ I whispered back, my eyes tingling. ‘And I can.’

			But I didn’t believe it. Valique was coming, with two hundred thousand, perhaps my true enemy. And in eight days, the shadow had said, I would die.

			Bootfalls, and a swordbelt laid on the ground. 

			‘Liege.’

			I turned, settling to the balcony floor as a mountain might. My thick cloak rustled beneath me. I lifted the lavamander hide. ‘They were sacred to my people,’ I told Muure. ‘I drove them to extinction in Bodshe. I did this. And now I cannot fix it. I cannot make it better.’

			Without hesitation, Muure slid his mask free. He was no longer young, not yet old. I thought I would see contempt in his tired eyes – the scorn of one who had seen Talman defeat me. All I saw was the man who had fought in forty-times-four battles by my side. A man still here, with the hour so late. ‘Liege.’

			‘Two hundred thousand,’ I said. ‘I need Kaddarar. I have never faced such an army. She has.’

			Muure’s lips hardened. He helped me find my feet beneath me again: first one, then the other. ‘You must rest, liege. However you can.’

			I chuckled. ‘Annihilation comes. And my true enemy, I am told. I cannot rest.’

			‘I can find the Seeker,’ he said.

			I scoffed. ‘No. You can’t.’

			The Ash Knight said nothing, drinking in the words and their meaning.

			‘Muure,’ I said. ‘Is it pity or affection that binds us?’

			‘I don’t know. But I know if the Seeker accounted for the space between victory and death, she would rule these lands, and not you. You do not need her.’

			I blinked, digesting those words. Perhaps he was right, but I still needed a plan. Eight days, the shadow in the broken fane had warned. That sounded like a plausible amount of time for two hundred thousand Freeguilders to cast down all I had built.

			The identity of this true enemy seemed just as clear. Valique. Or was it Talman? It could be Kaddarar, now that I thought about it. Or anyone, I supposed. I had spent a lifetime forging and felling one true enemy after another.

			‘There was a time we would have hit them where it hurt most,’ I said. ‘Without fear of death. But two hundred thousand Freeguilders will starve the Pale.’

			‘You beat Yesurga,’ Muure said. ‘You beat the Vvelks.’

			Bitter remembrance simmered in my skull. The Vvelk and his heirs. The whelps I’d found. The hope they’d brought. ‘Do you remember when we hunted him?’ I asked. ‘Yesurga?’

			Muure nodded. ‘Hard fight.’

			I grunted. ‘Hard fight. We stand in his place now. Hammerhal’s in ours. The mere presence of two hundred thousand mouths to feed will drive the Pale to hunger. We will eat mortal flesh. We will hunt vermin and stray dogs and peel leather from wights in their cairns. We can hardly feed our armies here, in Carnd-Ep. We will have to hunt and kill these foes.’

			Muure watched as I paced away. ‘That already sounds like something, liege. A way forward. An idea.’

			‘It’s not,’ I said. ‘Just common sense. Meat is meat.’

			‘Not all of them can be warriors,’ Muure said. ‘Two hundred thousand. They’ll need cooks. Porters.’

			I considered that, running my mind over the cemetery roads of previous campaign experience. ‘And blacksmiths,’ I said. ‘Coopers, wainwrights. Another one in ten, moving artillery, hauling powder and shot. Perhaps three in five will be fighters. Four in five, at worst.’

			Muure smiled. ‘There it is.’

			Lost in contemplation, I stirred. ‘What?’

			‘The greatest victory I’ve ever seen,’ Muure said. ‘You’ve just reduced two hundred thousand foes into one hundred thousand or so. You didn’t even draw your blade.’

			In my exhaustion, it took a moment for the jest to sink in. We chuckled stupidly. In the silence that followed, a torch crackled and spat. 

			‘Thank you, Muure.’

			He nodded. ‘We truly are worth more than them, pound for pound. We will fight. You will triumph, as always. As you fought Stormcast and won.’

			I shook my head. ‘This is different. It is a simple thing to face unlikely odds in battle and win. Provided you do not attempt it often.’

			Muure’s glare went cold. ‘Hammerhal has sent two hundred thousand men and women to the Pale. Those are two hundred thousand souls who could be fighting the Khul, or the orruks, or any number of foes closer to home. Instead they sent them here, with a warlord they name Unstoppable. That cannot be because they think they can beat you. It is because they fear to lose.’

			I sensed the wisdom in those words – the spur. I jutted my chin at the warrior. ‘What would you do?’

			Muure blinked. ‘Honestly? I would ask you. What you’d do, liege, if it were the Stormcast again, and if this were no different from then.’

			I contemplated that, for the time it took to fear, or find courage again. Kaddarar had not been with me in the moments of my greatest triumphs. She had not been with me in my moments of dread. She had not been in the cathedral when the witches died, or when the shadow came. She had not been there when I found the whelps, when I decided to save them.

			I did not need Kaddarar. I had done all this myself. Now I must do it once more. A final crucible – before I made the world better.

			I met Muure’s eyes. ‘I would ride,’ I said.

			He lifted his chin. ‘Liege?’

			‘I would ride,’ I said again, answering his questions. ‘I would show Hammerhal that two hundred thousand is not enough.’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TEN

			Tonight, we would ride. Tomorrow, we would fight.

			I threw open the doors of my chamber, prowling through torchlit corridors at the head of eight Ash Knights. I sent a herald to gather my forces at the barbican gates. Warriors of lesser Cardandish clans, breath still sour from revel, scrambled to gather their swords and join me. In a courtyard of dark stone, thralls ladled cold water from barrels, bowing until we had passed. The taste of dawn was cool and damp on the air. A new day hearkened – and new hope.

			At the gates of Carnd-Ep, my warriors amassed. The swordsmen of the one-eyed renegade Jonnes Despire, and the fanatical knife-rogues of House Orrun, clasping hands over head in prayer. Husibarat and her Skullcrushers, too, their Juggernauts at hand. Steam jetted from the metal-plated faces of their daemonic steeds, a fusion of iron plate and beast, fell heat glowing beneath their plated hides. 

			I greeted them as warriors do. Despire, Orrun and Husibarat had answered my call, and others mustered throughout the city and its outer barrens. From the ramparts above the barbican court, the triumvirate of the Daivati Xid watched carefully, conspiring. House Daivat eternally schemed against the other great clans, planting the seeds of new conspiracies in their half-truths and lies. I did not care for their plots, their ambitions. Let them bleed each other dry – so long as their warriors fought.

			The iron-braced gates of the inner barbican clanked open. Across the courtyard beside the outer gates, Muure loomed with the Ash Knights. The Unsworn, too, along with scattered Ushara warborn. Road dust blanketed the bare skin of the orphaned zealots, but still they applied fresh warpaint, oiling hatchets and swords, gritting their teeth to smother yawns in their sleepy jaws.

			In a pocket in the crowd, Tominer loitered beside looming Micaw, adjusting her saddle. A moat of respect surrounded my snorting steed, a space no mortal dared tread.

			I patted Micaw’s meaty neck. ‘Shad has fallen,’ I told Tominer. ‘We ride to valley’s end, towards Candrey and Thodom. Will you come?’

			Tominer shook her head, gesturing to her priestly black rags. ‘But I will. If only you ask.’

			I tightened the straps of Micaw’s saddle. ‘We’ve enough warriors. Return to Bharat. Or your butchery, in Big Meander. See to your health.’

			She nodded. ‘I meant to speak to you before the reconsecrations. About the prisoners. From the Gaol.’

			‘I fought them,’ I said. ‘I know.’

			Tominer blanched. ‘Did you kill them?’

			I considered how to answer. ‘I couldn’t,’ I said. ‘Who were they?’

			Tominer gripped Micaw’s reins, steadying her for me. ‘Blessed. They broke down the Gaol’s doors with their bare hands.’

			Eight days, instinct hissed. I shook off the thought. ‘Are they a threat to me, Tominer?’

			She gazed askance. ‘You said you fought them.’

			‘I know the red god has blessed them. I know their leader could have killed me and didn’t. I am asking if they’ll seek to usurp me.’

			Disgust flickered across her gaze – a deep dissatisfaction with even this slightest mention of politics. ‘Perhaps,’ she said. ‘But they may be an ally in this new war. At the Gaol, their leader spoke of Hammerhal. Said Bloodfather has called them to war.’

			‘His name is Talman,’ I said. ‘What are you trying to tell me?’

			Tominer sealed her lips into a thin line. ‘That I think Bloodfather sent them. To help you.’

			Velekkah pushed her way through the milling warriors in the court, drawing my gaze. Plako, too, stoic and bruised from recent combat. ‘I will find you when I return,’ I told Tominer. ‘Can you keep Bharat in order?’

			The Maal of Maals nodded sharply, then departed, briefly acknowledging Vel as she went. 

			‘Master!’ the girl said, a film of sweat on her painted brow. ‘Plako found them at Lurth! A whole battalion! Hurled them back like dogs!’

			I stared at Plako, impressed. ‘Is this true?’

			The boy glued his hand to the hilt of his sword but said nothing. Vel shoved him, and he nodded. ‘A skirmish,’ he murmured. ‘Just outriders. The Unsworn fought well.’

			I narrowed my eyes. ‘Outriders precede hosts.’

			Plako avoided my gaze. ‘I know that.’ 

			I jerked the boy closer and sneered. ‘Look at me. Was there a host? Do you remember the way?’

			As Plako stuttered for words, a grand shadow fell over us both. Kaddarar loomed from the crowd. She folded her black arms over her cuirass, her chain-mauls wrapped around her torso, stowed.

			The Seeker and I glared at each other for a long time in the murmuring masses. Then I gritted my teeth and released Plako. A day ago, I had craved her presence. But I had no use for one who had no use for me. I pointed at Plako. ‘Lead us to your battle site near Lurth.’

			Plako nodded, melancholy. Vel bobbed from heel to heel, eyes bright. ‘We’re making war?’ she asked.

			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Gather your steeds. We ride.’

			Plako’s eyes flickered. ‘Wait. Why not hold in Carnd-Ep? Our odds are better in defensive war.’

			Again, Vel shoved him. ‘We ride, Plako! Like master when he was young. We choose the fight! Not them!’

			Plako’s lips cracked with retort, but Vel had already raced off to her steed. The boy groaned and trudged after her, checking the hatchet in his belt.

			Kaddarar and I were alone. The sharpest blade in the realm could not have cut the tension between us. As I hoisted myself onto growling Micaw, the Seeker prowled closer. 

			‘The whelps are just back. They need food, water, rest.’

			I gazed after the children. ‘They lead the Unsworn now. They can eat and drink and sleep in the saddle.’

			Kaddarar scowled. ‘The whelps rode sixty miles in a day. They need rest.’

			The Seeker’s objection incensed me. First, her absence. Now this putrid pity for the whelps.

			On the outer gates, sentinels cranked the barbican’s thick slab-doors open. Inch by groaning inch, the red barrens and far hills peeked through the gap. Muure barked for the ash-clad and warriors of the lesser houses to take horse. Unsworn leapt nimbly onto their steeds, chewing trail bread and dry meat, ready to ride.

			Kaddarar planted her hand on Micaw’s reins. ‘Look at me.’

			I did, eyes burning. ‘What? Spit it out.’

			‘We did not save the whelps just to sacrifice their skulls on an altar of blood,’ Kaddarar said. ‘Their time will come, but on their terms. Let them rest or they will die young.’

			I bared my teeth beneath my mask, wrenching Kaddarar’s hand from Micaw’s tack. ‘We?’ I sneered. ‘What did we do for any of this, Kaddarar? I. I did all of this. It has always been me as you prance across Bodshe in search of violence. Tell me, when was it ever we?’

			Beneath the archway, the gates of Carnd-Ep slammed to the ends of their tracks. Beyond, the red barrens beckoned. Muure cried and circled a sword over his head, and three hundred Ash Knights pounded through the arches. Unsworn followed on spotted horses, and then the stampede of Husibarat’s Skullcrushers, avalanching from the barbican court into the waterless wastes.

			Kaddarar’s face fell, a sadness I had never seen. A breeze lifted strings of jet hair from her brow, carrying the scent of flowers. ‘Heldanarr Fall,’ she said. ‘What is happening to you?’

			I seized her wrist, jerking her closer. Her muscles tensed with lurking threat, her eyes smoking, then crackling aflame. Still I pulled her closer, until her eyes blazed in mine – until her breath warmed my tongue. I could all but taste the blood in her veins, the bile in her craw.

			Then I shoved her away. ‘I do not question the vast liberties you take in my service. Nor your long absences, nor your worthless hunts. Do not question me again.’

			Kaddarar’s burning eyes searched me, for something they could not find. ‘You will get them killed like this.’

			I shook out Micaw’s reins. ‘If they’re to survive without us, they must learn what war is. Of all people I thought you’d understand.’

			Kaddarar’s face wrenched into a wounded frown. It was almost pathetic, to see so mighty a woman reduced to this by mere words. ‘I do,’ Kaddarar said. ‘I understand. We are not adversaries, Fall. I swore to help you protect the whelps, long ago. I still swear to help you now.’

			‘Then where are you when I need you?’ I snarled, pounding my chest. ‘And why never at my side?’

			The mystery of that question bounded between us. I let it die in the dust of Micaw’s claws, hurtling into desert wastes. Let Kaddarar solve this riddle herself, if she cared. I had a war to wage.

			Lurth lay within the rim of Cardand’s Burning Valley. To have progressed so quickly into the Pale, the Hammerhalians had to be marching light. If we cornered such a force, we could destroy a Hammerhalian war party with few losses. Neither Kaddarar nor Tominer would have approved such a strategy – but I did not want their approval. Kaddarar was heartless. Tominer was a zealot who would have marched wilfully to her own doom. They were like children, spoilt and simple. The red god’s mind-numb fanatics claimed they despised easy triumph. And yet forever they sought the shortest path to conquest, never doubting the deficiencies of low roads or questioning the flaws of direct attack.

			This absence of discipline was more than slavery to blood thirst. It was a trap of their own thinking, a flaw of the mind that had made them vulnerable to damnation.

			My pact with the red god was different. In the dead of night, the Blood God’s intrusive urges invaded the black mass of my brain, spawning dreams I could not disentangle from memory. Blood, weeping from the necks of fallen tyrants… The tumbling skulls and blade swings that had liberated them… Two broken children, staring up at me from the ruins of Horf’s Hill, mute and dissociated, surrounded by the corpses of their kin…

			All my life, I had given the red god what it wanted. But if I took a longer route to do it, if I ensured more of that blood and those skulls came from foe-corpses, and fewer from my war clans and allies…

			Well. I saw no harm in that.

			The unterways of Cardand were a webwork of ancient tunnels that criss-crossed the fallen kingdom like the black lace of a dead witch’s veil. We rode hard through the crumbling corridors, in a cavalry file that stretched for miles. Delver runes blurred past, smouldering with heat, barely containing the sludge-rivers of earthfire in the walls.

			We emerged in the burning forests between Lurth and Cazivar, near swamps where I had once witnessed the annihilation of a beastman horde. The canopy of trees in the fens burned with aethereal blue flames. A late-season smokestorm had broiled ash into the skies. Behind that pall, friction and the realm’s wrath ignited lightning that limned the clouds in ghostly splashes of white.

			My Ash Knights formed up as Unsworn galloped from hard stairs onto squelching soil that stank of fecundity. Husibarat’s Juggernauts pounded after them, hooves scalding the soil. As the riders rallied, Plako, Vel and I trotted into the fens. Murky water swelled around our steeds’ hooves and Micaw’s claws.

			Old horse tracks lined the spongy mush, half-drowned with dark water. Plako pointed yonder. ‘From the outriders. We fought a mile down or so.’

			I glanced through the stilted brush and the blue flame of the trees. ‘They must be camped near,’ I said. ‘Come.’

			As Muure took head counts from the war leaders, the whelps and I dismounted and trudged into the swamps with two Ash Knights. We scouted the morass until we found the first of the Hammerhalian pickets. We cut the rangers down, then followed their spoor. We slew two more sentries and left them to be mummified in the fens.

			Soon we found it. An encampment: a patch of tents on dry ground beneath the burning forest and twilit smokestorm. The whiff of campfires and burning brush supplanted the oxygen cut of the forest’s magic. Freeguild waggoners shouted for wheels to be removed from their carts, to be chained and hardened for the terrain.

			Plako scowled. ‘There. That’s them.’

			I faced my Ash Knights. ‘Return. Prepare the host.’

			The knights left, followed by the boy. Vel lingered, pushing brambles down for a better view. Distantly, the Hammerhalians’ restless horses whinnied, disturbed by our scent. 

			‘Why bring wagons?’ she asked. ‘That’s not what outriders do.’

			I glared at her, impressed by her insight. I pointed through the trees and haze. ‘Look closer. Canteen tents, there – you can tell from the smoke. Which makes that an armourer’s tent. The mercenaries of Candip used the same layout.’

			‘Yes – and that’s all hopeless in this muck.’ Vel stabbed a hand out. ‘Look how few there are. Let’s cut them, you and me! Good and deep, before they know what hit them.’

			I glared at her, then gestured for her to follow. ‘More will come with the attack. We must prepare.’

			For agonising minutes, we tramped quietly through the black waters, fell thoughts rotting in my skull. Vel’s resemblance to my dead sister was uncanny. Varry had been happy, when she was younger. And yet where Varry’s passion had been her faith in the God-King, Vel sought only to redden her teeth and earn my blessing.

			Ardour, and youth: foolish, simple, vain. But for all the things I had taken from the innocent, I could not find it in me to take those from Vel. Part of me hated her for it. Plako, at least, knew when to speak and hold his tongue. Plako, at least, did not remind me of my sister.

			When we returned, Plako was mustering his Unsworn. I issued orders to Husibarat and Muure, then returned to watch the boy from afar. His speech to the orphan riders was firm but quiet, well-intoned, lacking sense of self and doubt. His words aroused their war-hearts. They were eager to fight, eager to die. Eager to unleash annihilation in my name.

			Meanwhile, on horseback, Vel and her best riders were already splashing through the fens towards the Hammerhalian camp. I stopped them. ‘What are you doing?’

			Vel blinked. ‘Making war?’

			I stared dumbly. Then I slowed each breath, channelling my curse. Snakes of black oil wriggled to the surface of the fen’s tainted soil, artefacts of slaughter from bygone wars. A buzz in my cursed blade set my teeth to itch.

			Vel and her warriors gawked sheepishly. Once the curse in me had awakened, I nodded to the girl’s brother. ‘Are Plako and his Unsworn riding?’

			Vel looked. ‘No.’

			‘Are Muure and the Ash Knights riding?’

			She glanced at them.

			‘And what are you doing?’ I asked.

			She lifted her horse’s reins. ‘It’s a long way,’ she explained.

			My face burned behind my mask. Her curiosity in the vaults had been so impressive. And now this. For a scorching breath, the vanity of my quest to make a better world soured in my veins. Stopping Hammerhal would not matter if I raised this girl to dominion without scrubbing this naivete from her.

			I remembered Plako’s chastisement, at the bones of Gomurtha – his myth of kindness. Then I shoved past Vel and her riders. 

			‘Get off your horses, fools,’ I snarled. ‘They would hear us a mile away. We kill on foot.’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			In staggered lines, we swashed through knee-deep muck: a warlord and his knights, flanked and trailed by Unsworn killers. If the stench of the latrine pits were insufficient evidence of the foe’s numerical superiority, then their sheer noise banished all doubt. Soldiers’ laughter fulminated against the quiet of the fens.

			A chuckling sentry tramped into the latrine pits, unlacing his codpiece. He stopped when he saw my boots, then glanced up. He gripped his saber, rattling it in its sheath. 

			‘Hey–!’

			I gripped his jaw, wrenched out his arm. An Ash Knight leaned in with a sword, slitting his gut. The man keeled with his innards into the sludge and we lurched onward. Unsworn sloshed to our flanks, slipping hatchet and sword from their belts.

			Around the nearest campfire, an outrider smoking a pipe peered into the fens. He threw down his pipe and drew his saber. ‘Aqshy’s fire, they’re knights.’ He rammed his saber back into its sheath, reaching for his pistol. ‘Up! Up, now!’

			More outriders rose. Others emerged from the tent. They rallied around their officer, cocking their pistols’ hammers. Twelve muzzles stared us down.

			My Ash Knights closed ranks. Vel and Plako loped up the flanks with the Unsworn. ‘Cover!’ I barked in Yrdo, the tongue of my people. As one, my Ash Knights and I dropped our weight, shrinking our profiles.

			The guns barked. Lead clanged off our thick platemail or bit into earth with a loud thwap. Two Ash Knights toppled to the mud, gurgling. One bullet impact ignited in a burst of electric flame, blessed by oil or sigil. I winced and pressed onward, batting the wheel of fire from my cloak.

			The outriders dropped pistols and drew sabers. My Ash Knights marched onto the camp’s firmer ground. Thrown javelins flitted overhead, skewering a handful of outriders through their waists or thudding into their unarmoured thighs. As the soldiers crumpled, Unsworn closed from the flanks, clapping burnished axes and short swords into their bellies and skulls.

			With slice and cut, the Unsworn silenced the moaning wounded. My Ash Knights joined them, impaling the remaining survivors. They were in their element. So was I. 

			‘Forward,’ I growled. ‘Kill.’

			A horn sounded. The camp came alive. Frantic soldiers dropped tin mess plates and shouted, racing for weapons. In quiet competence, my Ash Knights and I butchered the bold few who stood against us, keeping our guards short, careful not to expose our hands. When we were done with these rabbits, we flung ichor from our blades and prowled onward.

			Ahead, Unsworn raiders danced between the tents, shoving blades between ribs, wedging axeheads into necks. The wet thunk of steel into meat slew the stagnant tranquillity of the swamps.

			The time had come. I raised my falx and roared in Yrdo. ‘Blood of my blood!’

			‘Bone of our bone!’ the Ash Knights barked. The Unsworn screamed: a ululating war cry, diffusing through the fens like the very vapour of madness.

			We charged. A handful of officers commanded the disordered Hammer­­halian scouts and camp guard, scattering troops here, coalescing them there, like dogs herding sheep. The Ash Knights followed my lead, striking where courage and will welded the enemy into hasty lines. We fought in pairs, covering each other, never straying from each other’s sides. We had to break the Hammerhalians here before a defence could harden, for the trap that would come next.

			‘Velekkah!’ I howled. I pointed towards the enemy horse corral.

			Exultant, Velekkah nodded. She shouted to a pack of her fighters to follow her, short sword and war axe clutched in white knuckles.

			I could not deny my pride. We were killers in the dark. Havoc, fear, slaughter – these evils are a warrior’s truest friends. In the libraries of Carnd-Ep, I have studied well the captured martial tomes of the Azyrites, their liturgies of battle and treatises on war. The storm god’s cowards escaped the first darkness, but they were no different from us. Judging from their war arts, their age of unity in the light of Azyr was far from bloodless. As the God-King spent centuries plotting holy revanche in the shining bastions of his eternal citadel, his little lords in Azyr ­squabbled for riches and power, as mine did.

			Azyrites, like us, had made war with each other. Extracted vengeance, and pressed territorial claims. And in their greatest hypocrisy, on either side of those bloody fields in sacred Azyr, they had prayed to the same god with shallow breath, begging for his favour in battle, as if they were any better than those they had left behind to face doom in the fallen realms – those they slandered as slaves to darkness.

			All war is Chaos. We did not ask for the dark. And had we dwelt in the light, we would not have drawn our blades so quickly nor greedily as the Azyrites. The Age of Ruin had taught the Yrdun a lesson, a lesson that served me well that day. Havoc, fear and slaughter are far more faithful allies than honour and a fair fight.

			By the time I reached the commander’s tent, wailing had become the enemy, and humiliation. Unsworn raced through the bivouac, toppling tent poles, butchering the hiding cowards trapped in the coarse fabric. Whinny­ing horses galloped in every direction, cut from their hitches by Vel and her fighters. The frothing steeds bowled through the pitiful Hammerhalian lines, buffeting soldiers to the ground. Survivors fled into the fens.

			I carved an armoured Freeguild officer open from groin to throat. A bold fool beside her shot me. I staggered and groaned, and an Ash Knight seized the chance to sever the pistoleer’s hand at his wrist. As blood gushed from the stump, I slit his throat with a slash of my falx.

			I leaned on the Ash Knight who had covered me, channelling my curse until a glistening bullet plopped out of my damaged flesh onto the damp ground. I turned and grunted in appreciation. 

			‘Well done,’ I told the Ash Knight.

			It was Jezur. She wiped gore from her blade with the crook of her elbow and grunted, then began crushing skulls beneath her heel. I snatched a brand from its bracket and tossed it onto the commander’s tent. Soon red flame devoured it.

			We searched for lives to end. The fire spread, until its heat engulfed the camp. Burning carts crashed on themselves as their timber blackened and withered. From the canteen tents, squeaking rats scuttled into the campground, so many we had to lift our heels over them. The red-eyed tide swarmed into the fens, screeching and stinking of urine-damp fur.

			As I watched the rodents, a memory of Ratgirl drenched in her sisters’ blood drifted across my eyes. Wretched creatures, vermin. And so many – in the cathedral, here, everywhere. Mortals were vermin too, I supposed. These Hammerhalians, vermin. The realm was full of vermin.

			Velekkah was toying with a man behind the commander’s tent. The officer crawled at her feet, gore weeping from his scalped skull. Beside her, Plako urged Vel to finish the man and come with him. When the boy saw me, he gave an exasperated sigh and stamped off, calling for Unsworn to help wrangle horses.

			Grinning, Vel tossed the hairy flap she had cut from the ­Freeguilder’s crown. She planted her boot on his back, digging her sword down into his flesh.

			I extended a hand. ‘Knife.’ 

			An Ash Knight planted the hilt of a rondel dagger into my palm. I threw it at Velekkah’s feet. 

			‘Stop toying with the man, Velekkah. End him.’

			Velekkah crouched and dragged a finger across the blood-slicked ivory of the soldier’s exposed cranium. The man whimpered, then wept. 

			‘It’s not all bad,’ she whined. ‘As long as the blood flows. Right, master?’

			‘Kill him and help your brother,’ I snarled, ‘before reinforcements come. You should have listened to him.’

			Vel pulled a thumb across what remained of the man’s scalp. He whimpered again, crawling away. ‘I’m not like Plako,’ Velekkah moped, pawing at the man like a cat. ‘Life’s so short. Why not enjoy this?’

			The atrocity the girl amused herself with reminded me of Vvelkwar and the horrors Harbinger and his heirs had once unleashed across my dominion. I stared at Vel, wondering what was wrong within her, to take pleasure in such naked torture.

			As revulsion overcame me, a Hammerhalian war horn sounded, its long, low wail plangent in the smoking twilight. I lifted my gaze to the fens.

			Jezur stomped closer. ‘You were right,’ she murmured. ‘They were near.’

			‘Get into position,’ I told Jezur. Then I glanced at Vel and scoffed in disgust. The sparkle of joy in her eyes rotted into humiliation. The girl followed when I left, abandoning her broken toy in the mud.

			Long ago, Boskin had taught me of how Azyrites supported their forces on the march. Somewhere in these swamps, I had known at least one more Hammerhalian battleline had lurked in a supplementary position. I had not wanted to chase them through the fens, so I had lured them here. If they surrounded us, all the better. We could fight them in every direction.

			At the edge of the conquered camp, we waited behind a circle of smouldering carts. Unsworn nursed light wounds and refreshed their warpaint, nervously rotating javelin shafts in their hands. I glared into the burning fens, motionless. Nothing was out there. Wisps of silver fog, strangling the treeline. The flaming canopy, tongues of smokeless azure. Their distorted reflection, ghostly in the swamp waters.

			Then a drum banished the quiet, and cawing swamp birds took to the air. Then the harsh cries of Hammerhalian sergeants – then the reply of their soldiers, a snapping chorus of barks.

			Like prophecy from a dream, the battleline emerged: a shield wall that stretched across the murky wetlands, punctuated by swaying battle standards. Cloudy water rippled around the base of this living castle, stirring the putrid reek of the marshes. The painted heraldry of a dozen of the God-King’s slave cities ennobled the segmented, wooden wall. Stilted turrets dotted its length, rocking from the ponderous movement of whatever creatures carried them. As the turrets swayed, I recognised them as crows’ nests, swinging on the broad shoulders of shambling ogors. Majors on the platforms clutched widebore fusils and peered through the fog with spyglasses. Below, the steel helms of Freeguild fighters poked from the rims of tall pavise shields. A rank of gunners aimed the glaring black muzzles of their handguns.

			A castle – a moving castle. I had seen shield walls and square formations before, and bulwarks so impenetrable my blood had raced to think of how I might break them. This combined all of those into one. Muure had been right to warn me of this. With only a glimpse, I recognised the formation’s resilience. The ravenous cogforts that had once patrolled Candip’s defensive barrens could only stay mobile if they were fed mountains of coal provender. This force could no doubt march more swiftly, and further. Thus the Hammerhalians had advanced so deeply into Bodshe, and in such strength. This would be a hard rock to crack.

			Four hundred Freeguild warriors advanced, not including the two dozen grunting ogors among them. The battleline’s sheer coverage of powder and shot would have drained the courage of any sworn clan warrior or house hero. Their guns’ bores resembled cannon. I could have slipped my fist down one of their barrels.

			I glanced at Plako and Velekkah, jutted my head to the trees. Plako jerked his arm to the Unsworn. With javelin and hatchet, the raiders scampered into the smouldering canopy, taking care to avoid the burning branches.

			Vel made to join them. I jerked her back. ‘Wait and see.’

			‘Fusil-major!’ a soldier in the far formation called. ‘Contact yonder!’

			Another horn sounded, dreary in the twilight. The massive formation halted. A fusil-major in a crow’s nest lifted a spyglass, his eye crimping around its metal rim.

			I snorted a curse. The cautious things had already discovered us. I gathered my falx and stood. ‘Back!’ I roared, in Azyrite. ‘To the camp’s rear!’

			We gathered our weapons and ran, dashing from the barricades. The clap of Hammerhalian thunder hit the air. Angry shot buzzed overhead, crashing into trees and wooden carts, denting iron braces. Lead thudded into meat, spraying moisture on my neck.

			Heart pounding, I swivelled. Velekkah and Plako were fine – yet now the boy was dragging a wounded fighter. I hauled him away. 

			‘More warriors than him depend on you. See to them.’

			Plako scowled and shoved me free, hoisting the man onto his shoulders, then dropping him when he saw the man was dead. We ran across the campground, to where our handful of captives hunkered, cheeks pushed into the rich loam.

			I threw myself onto a reverse slope. The Unsworn slammed into cover, but my armoured Ash Knights still plodded through the camp. A stray round clanged off one’s helmet, harmless. A second impact detonated on his cloak, deluging him in sacred flame. The sapphire blaze consumed him. He screamed.

			I snatched a javelin from a nearby raider and hurled it, putting the knight from his misery. Then I knelt, peering over the terrain beyond his burning corpse. The Hammerhalian Castelite formation had reached the camp’s edge. Darts flitted from the Unsworn in the trees, sprouting like spines from the ogors’ outsize shields.

			A fusil-major fired, white smoke gouting from his weapon. His soldiers followed suit. One by one, then two by three, the Unsworn skirmishers in the trees smacked to the loam, ventilated by cannon. Despite their rain of thorns, the foe’s shield line remained unbroken. They halted at camp’s edge, just shy of the burning tents and corpseground, reloading.

			It was a firing position. They would hold there, perhaps until another battleline caught us in the rear.

			I gritted my teeth, weighing my options. I needed the Castelites to advance, into the camp, to break up their formation. The Unsworn in the trees had taken a volley from them, if only for this breath. They were reloading. I would not get another chance like this.

			I rose. ‘Now!’ I howled in Yrdo. ‘Forward!’

			The Unsworn paused in spineless hesitation. Then Vel screamed forward, ululating and swinging her axe. Chugging with exertion, my Ash Knights pounded after her, led by Jezur. The Unsworn loosed their war cry and charged, chopping off the hands of captives who tried to slow them.

			I ran with them. In a wild swarm, we raced towards the enemy line. Fifty yards from the enemy, the javelin rain slowed. Forty, and the last of the Unsworn in the canopy thumped to the ground. Thirty, and the brown eyes of a youth in a thick gambeson dropped to mine from behind his pavise. Twenty, and he levelled the three black eyes of his volley gun at mine, the fang of its bayonet pointed at my heart.

			Fifteen. He rotated the barrels, aligning a fresh charge with the weapon’s firing plate.

			Ten. He squeezed shut an eye, his breathing cool and focused.

			Five. Still I ran, legs pumping, the maw in my midriff growling.

			Two. The boy’s head swivelled, and he pivoted towards a closer foe.

			One. Thunder, then smoke – then nothing at all.

			We rammed into the shield wall, axes and swords clattering off the painted bulwark. I hacked into the rim of the nearest pavise. The falx chomped through gun metal and iron bracing, splitting the shield. Ash Knights peeled the planks aside, uncurling an opening into the wall. Unsworn burrowed through the gap and began hacking into foe-flesh and mail.

			I trudged into the melee, felling one foe, then another. A lumbering ogor smashed an Unsworn fighter into the mud. Vel hurled her hatchet, which clanged off the ogor’s skullcap. The dazed goliath staggered, throwing a fusil-major from the stilted crow’s nest. Four Unsworn leapt atop the man and chopped him into bloody gobbets.

			In the haze around us, the Hammerhalians stood firm. Javelins thudded into their pavises as they expanded their shield wall around their wounded, covering them as brethren do. A rough glance told me we could beat them in the melee, but only at great cost. I was interested in winning more battles than this alone. To do that, I needed my warriors alive.

			The nearest ogor keeled over, walloping the swamp with the mass of a falling world. Vel had clambered on the ogor, hacking her short sword into its eye until it was a gaping red cavern. 

			‘Fall back!’ I bellowed, this time in Azyrite. ‘Heroes of Cardand, back!’

			Vel looked up, venous purple gore steaming on her face. ‘What?’ she shouted. ‘We just started!’

			The others were falling back. Glimpsing Plako, I gripped his arm. ‘Get your fool of a sister,’ I said. ‘Now.’

			Dead in the eyes, Plako scaled the ogor’s corpse and seized her wrist, ignoring her tantrum. He dragged her off; I was last to retreat.

			Behind us, the Castelite formation’s Steelhelms gelled into new squares. Mounted Cavaliers circled behind each block, their steeds churning the foetid waters. Hard men and women with heater shields and nasal helms sat astride the horses, swords and war picks drawn. The Cavaliers meant to give chase, as I had expected. And yet my scattered warriors were still dashing across the ruined camp. This would be close.

			Hammerhalian Cavaliers materialised in the gaps between the Castelite squares, leather and metal bits stuffed into their horses’ snouted mouths. I had thought the equine steeds strange in my youth, before the Little War. It was the hooves, the muzzles, the foaming sweat. I had been little more than a child, then, possessed by rage at a youth beyond my control. And children we had been, all of us. But what beasts we had become.

			The veteran horsemen raised their arms. Steel rippled down the line. A captain trotted before them, howling until he was hoarse. The Castelite formation started into the campground, kinking around the burning carts. The Cavaliers broke into a canter across the firm ground, eager to ride down our fleeing warriors.

			Now. 

			I signalled Jezur, who passed the command. A horn of Cardand sounded, punishing and merciless, even in the din.

			First came the stink, brimstone and char. Then the glow, and the heat: two hundred red eyes and billowing steam breath that scalded the air. The Juggernauts of Bharat approached through the swamp, stirring a wake of black waters. Ash Knights accompanied them, and house cavalry and foot reserves from Despire and Orrun, all led by Muure.

			The Hammerhalians were not fools. A marshal on horseback saw our reinforcements and ordered the Cavaliers into wedges, shouting to reform. They were too late. The Castelites were already halfway into the campground, the seal of their shield wall broken by the burning barricades.

			One of the infernal Juggernauts crushed the soil with its claws, followed by fifty more. Husibarat, in crested helm, unholy blood streaming from the seams in her warplate. ‘KHOLAZHA,’ she howled, in a tongue older than the realm.

			‘KHAIYA,’ the Skullcrushers answered, a basso thunder that rattled my bones.

			The mighty Skullcrushers of Bharat raised their axes, maces and chains. Muure and the Ash Knights drew blades. The cavalry line trotted into charge range, steeds still dripping foul waters. The Castelite ­Freeguilders struggled to maintain cohesion in the burning camp.

			‘KHOLAZHA,’ Husibarat howled again, raising her axe.

			The Skullcrushers roared back a syllable that echoed in my soul. ‘KHORNE.’

			The riders charged, one universe of spite smashing into another. Claws and hooves hammered the earth, and then the screeching agony of steel filled the fens. As the blood flowed, as the skulls fell, I ordered my Unsworn and Ash Knights back into the melee, screaming to take prisoners where they could.

			The Freeguilders would make fine thralls, as all soldiers did. They would have no choice, for this battle was already won.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWELVE

			As Muure and one-eyed Jonnes scoured the wounded from the dead camp, I took Micaw’s reins from Garza. Together we pursued fragmented Hammerhalian survivors through chest-deep foetid waters in search of their commander.

			The Hammerhalians didn’t know the terrain. We followed a trail of corpses, some drowned in quicksand, others lost and bled dry from their wounds, bobbing in shallow waters. Vultures swooped below the burning canopy, shrieking and nipping at their corpses.

			The Hammerhalians’ marshal was trapped in burning brush, wounded by a javelin. Garza dragged him free and threw him against a tree trunk. As Garza ripped the javelin shaft clear, I crashed down from Micaw and approached. Half the marshal’s face was burnt to ruin, blood coursing from his wound, trickling to my feet.

			Mail clinked as I crouched. I expelled a bone-tired breath. 

			‘One must wonder,’ I said, gazing through the fens, ‘what is so precious here that Hammerhal cannot let us be.’

			The marshal spat. Garza struck him, then ripped off his helmet and chainmail coif. The marshal was blond, temples streaked with the salt and pepper of middle age. His skin was ruddy, his eyes piercing. Pink slobber oozed from his melted cheek. I couldn’t tell if it was Valique – Hammerhalians were hard to distinguish. It was their pious arrogance, their lordly swaggers, the pride they had not earned. The realm seemed to owe them all.

			The man spat again, so I gripped his jaw, squeezing until bone crunched. When he yelped, I relented. ‘Are you Valique?’ I asked.

			‘May your soul burn,’ he slurred, tears running down his cheeks.

			I yanked him closer. ‘Tell me Valique’s plans and you will live.’

			More spittle drooled down the man’s ruined chin. ‘The great wheel turns. I fear no fate.’

			I released him and sighed. I didn’t have the time or inclination to torture him. I was no child, playing with my tenth kill. I just wanted to clean my hands of this. ‘What’s your name?’ I asked.

			‘Bartholomeu Burgess, marshal of the Fifth Aspirian Host. Remember it when Valique slays you, so that you know whom he avenged.’

			My eyes narrowed. ‘You know him?’

			‘I know he’ll kill you all. He’s the Unstoppable.’

			I tossed a hand. ‘My arm is sore, Burgess. I will let you go, if you can find your way home. Tell Valique of us, for all I care. All I want to know is what he brought your host here for. What he wants.’

			The marshal’s good eye flickered between Garza and me. He scoffed. ‘He wants you, you fools. You daemonslaves, and your king. He wants your heads on a pike. He wants the Godeater’s Son and his skull.’

			A chill ran through my spine. Skull, instinct hissed. For whom? ­Valique had come a long way just to slay me. But it was plausible. I had spent a long time giving the God-King’s slave cities reasons to hate me.

			Satisfied, I gestured to Garza. ‘Cut him free.’

			Garza grunted and swung his sword. With a wet squelch, the marshal’s head rolled to my boots, his good eye still leering.

			I glared at Garza, wrinkling my nose. ‘Why did you do that?’

			Garza shrugged. ‘You said cut him free.’

			‘I promised he could live.’

			Garza was quiet a moment. ‘I hear the dead live in Shy–’

			I grabbed Garza by the neck and slammed him against the tree. His sword clattered. Standing apart, I hadn’t been able to smell him over the swamp. But this close, the fishy reek of his unwashed mouth was choking. 

			‘I found you practically a boy off Whittale’s End,’ I snarled. ‘I told you I would protect you. If. Do you remember what?’

			He gurgled for breath. ‘If – I kept – faith.’

			I released him. Garza fell to his knees, hacking for air. ‘If you kept faith,’ I sneered. ‘We are only as good as our word. Disobey me again, it will be you who dwells in Shyish. Do you understand?’

			Garza massaged his throat. ‘I understand,’ he rasped.

			I stared at the head on the ground, its pale eye lolling. Then I clucked and led Micaw back into the swamp. I doubted Garza truly understood. Few did. Muure – he understood. And Boskin, on a good day, a sane day. All I wanted was to make the world better. Yet even in triumph, everything I touched burned red.

			At nightfall, I ordered my captains to seize or burn the Hammerhalian supplies and organise a withdrawal. Within the hour, flame devoured the camp, vomiting heinous smoke into the sky. As Unsworn guided our procession of captives from the swamps, Micaw rooted through the waters and whickered.

			I knelt beside her, splashing fen water upon my mask, thinking of the lives we had ended. Long ago, slaughter had brought me shame. In the heat of battle, it lent me pride. But afterwards, I felt nothing. No remorse, no satis­faction. Just listless ennui and nostalgia for something more. Embroiled in war’s intricacies, I could never sense the progress I had made towards my goal these years, even if I knew it existed at an intellectual level. But gazing upon the corpse mountains and blood rivers of my achievement, my ambitions always felt like the sheerest of vanities.

			As the rippling swamp waters settled, I glimpsed myself in their reflection. The beaten rictus of my dead father, coils of filthy hair. The charred patina of old flame, the rust of old blood. I stroked the mask, and nicks and dents from two decades at war grazed my palms.

			Then I wrapped my fingers around its edge and pulled. I pulled as hard as I could, groaning. I pulled and sweat stung my eyes, the ripping squelch of suction in my ears. I pulled but the mask would not give.

			Panting with exertion, I relented. Still the mask stared, captive in the water’s reflection.

			I mounted Micaw and joined the column, following the only path I could. Valique sought my skull. He could not have it. Aspiria was only the beginning. Once Valique was vanquished and my black banner graced these lands from the Lucid Coast to the citadels of old Aglorax, I would gather my legions and seek another enemy, the architect of all doom – the last obstacle to my better world.

			Archaon. The unspoken syllables of his black name rode the windless air, stealing the breath from my lungs. I would kill him and avenge the life I had lived. I would free Aqshy from his shadow and make the realm safe for the whelps. When I was done, perhaps I would feel something. And if I died in the undertaking, so be it – so long as the world was better.

			As we rode the unterways back to Carnd-Ep, the legend of the Everchosen spiralled in my head. I knew he existed, at least. Warped echoes of his name haunted Cardand’s most ancient ruins, buzzing from the wings of flies wherever carrion was found. The sourceless rumour of his evil haunted the realm like the taint of spilt camphor.

			How I might find or slay him were different matters entirely. The Everchosen was a god in all but name – a champion who had brought the God-King to his knees. Feeble mortal pride in me wanted no more than for Archaon to be the true enemy I had been warned of: the foe who, in seven days, would end my life. Pathetic as the sentiment was, I wished to be that important. For him to fear me.

			Much of me doubted I would ever kill him. Very plausibly, I would not live long enough to challenge him. And I had more immediate problems, of course. Valique, the Hammerhalians. Talman, wherever that red mystery had gone. For now, even the dream of slaying the Everchosen exceeded my grasp, hidden in some realm behind gates I could not find. Beyond the swing of my falx, the march of my horde. Forever beckoning in my nightmares, from a twinkling tower of dark light.

			Our time would come. First, Hammerhal.

			My warriors required rest. We encamped near the ruins of Arm’s Hand. The landmark’s namesake monument had once jutted from the rugged cliffs like the hand of a god. The colossus had collapsed in the wars that had graced Cardand since. Only a stump remained now, its bouldered ruins scattered across the dunes, bulging from drifts of grassy sand.

			As my host slept in cover beneath the blaze of day, I meditated over the shards of my blade, hearing the desert whisper its many names. I didn’t notice Plako until Hysh’s journey across the sky had dragged his shadow to my feet. He crouched on the crags above, clutching a javelin.

			I stirred. ‘What are you doing?’ I asked.

			The boy said nothing for a time, rotating the javelin’s shaft. ‘I need to show you something.’

			I observed the loose tension in his poise, the javelin. His eyes, as always, were dead.

			I rose and followed, where Plako led me along the shadows of cliffs, the hot sands simmering where the shade ended. Beyond the ruins of Arm’s Hand, drifting mountains peppered the sky. ‘I wasn’t thinking of killing you,’ Plako said, as we hiked around a bend. ‘I was hunting when she found me. She told me to get you, so I got you.’

			‘Who?’ I asked.

			He glanced over his shoulder. ‘The only one who would want you.’

			The Seeker, I supposed that meant – and why had he said it that way? – perhaps on another of her blood quests. We continued in quiet, Plako’s jarring acknowledgement of the javelin burning in my mind. The boy had not thought to kill me, he’d said. Because he didn’t want to, or because he knew he couldn’t?

			As we trudged up a slope, heels pushing sand, a deep, lurking melancholy soured my mood. ‘Boy,’ I said. ‘Plako.’

			‘Master.’

			‘Do you think about your life? If things could be different?’

			‘Which things?’

			‘Anything,’ I said. ‘Everything. If you were with the Vvelks, if Harbinger had damned you. Or if another had found you and not me.’

			If another had helped him, healed him, instinct whispered. And not done what you had.

			I winced at the intrusive thought, pondering its meaning. For the time it takes to tell the truth, or to lie, Plako considered my question. Far above, leather-winged creatures soaring over the valley screeched. 

			‘Things cannot be different,’ he finally said, stalking onward. ‘We have made them this way.’

			Soon the heat of Kaddarar’s presence burned in me, faint like the scent of blood. We found her awaiting us near an old shrine to dead gods beneath a rugged escarpment. She offered Plako her pernicious smile; the boy sheepishly smiled back. Without word or glance, Plako departed.

			I watched him go and gestured. ‘How do you do that?’

			‘Do what?’

			‘Make him smile.’

			Kaddarar blinked. ‘My presence lightens the heart.’

			I stared stupidly, then chortled. She stared, unaware how her joke had amused me. In that breath, I lamented the distance between us. It was more than just physical space – it was a gap words could not bridge, a divide poisoned by time. 

			‘Why have you come?’ I asked.

			‘For an accounting,’ she said awkwardly. ‘Of my tardy return. I did not disobey you, Fall. I stayed in Carnd-Ep, chasing a runaway lord into the outlands. And I would have hunted with you, too, if I’d seen the omens of Shad’s fall. But crows fly and corpse-vipers hide and it wasn’t until I smelled the blood on the wind. That is why I was late.’

			‘What are you trying to say?’ I asked.

			She struggled for words. ‘That I enjoy shedding blood with you, Fall. I was simply busy.’

			I scoffed. I could not care less whether we shed blood together or not, for it did not flow for us. And either way, she had not been where I needed her. I buried my annoyance and tossed a hand. ‘It is meaningless. We broke one of their forces already.’

			An arid breeze tossed jet hair into Kaddarar’s eyes. She smirked playfully: a vicious expression. ‘Were you gallant?’

			A bitter scowl bent my lips. ‘Kaddarar. I do not have time for banter.’

			She nodded. ‘I brought something, then. For my apology.’

			A gift. This was novel. ‘What is it?’

			Kaddarar beckoned. ‘Tidings. And an unexpected ally. Come, meet him.’

			Valique had divided his vast host. He was advancing on a wide front throughout Cardand. To avoid battle, likely – to escape any single defeat that could stop his army as a thousand putrid victories were scavenged elsewhere.

			Or at least, so Talman had told Kaddarar.

			Kaddarar had found the Slaughterpriest and his fighters after our bitter parting in Carnd-Ep – a chance meeting on some forgotten low road. They could have come to blows. Instead, they made peace. She had convinced him to accompany her here, bidding he and his adherents wait on a near ridge.

			Now we stood at a distance, within bowshot, watching the fanatics writhe and whisper in the swelter. They gazed down-valley, faces blistered, some bleeding from the eyes and mouth, red stains that crusted into acid scars. Their numbers had grown – too many to count at a glance. I recognised some of the newcomers, fresh-faced and fatter than the diehard prisoners from the Gaol. They were deserters, or possibly vagrants from the Beltoller tribes. Their arms and necks were still tan-lined from the clothing they had shed, and they had none of Talman’s mettle. But one could sense they wished to be there, ­novitiates to his growing red temple.

			Apart from this warband, Talman knelt in his metal eyeband, bowing in wordless devotion. Even blinded, his stillness carried authority. A poise born not only from faith, but from purpose.

			I watched him, waiting for my own rage to rise. It didn’t, not quite. I glanced at Kaddarar, an old thorn of doubt flickering in my chest.

			I let it pass, choosing to trust her. ‘If you mean to make something up to me, you do it in a strange way,’ I told Kaddarar. ‘He almost killed me.’

			She shrugged. ‘So did I. Once.’

			That was true. I very much hoped things did not end the same way with Talman. ‘How did you convince him to serve?’

			‘I convinced him of nothing. We want the same thing. You fought him. Surely you sensed it. He is blessed. A Slaughterpriest.’

			I had. But that didn’t mean I liked any of this. I pointed. ‘That is not a man who will fight with the horde.’

			Kaddarar scoffed. ‘Who cares, so long as he fights? He has stood against three Hammerhalian forces and his warband has only grown. They have defeated nearly every enemy sent against them. They’re fierce souls, even bladeless.’

			I could concede her that. ‘Don’t tell their warleader,’ I said. ‘That Talman is convinced their hands are knives.’

			Kaddarar’s eyes glittered darkly. ‘So you’ll accept them?’

			‘For now. I will send a messenger. You were wise to keep them away. I want them far from my host, where they can’t cause problems.’ I hesitated. ‘But yes. I accept them.’

			Pleased, Kaddarar smiled. In silence, we watched as the red disc of Aqshy’s sun burned low on the horizon. The forty or so shadows of Talman’s warband stabbed into the rift below the ridge. Between the mountains and me, the endless sands shimmered with heat and unspoken anger.

			I was glad for Kaddarar’s gift. So much, I wished to tell her. Of how I needed her – of my sorrow for my putrid outburst. I could not do this alone. And yet I was Heldanarr Fall, the Godeater’s Son, warlord and champion. For this vanity, I could not force the words I wished to speak through my teeth. I could not be frail.

			I looked up. ‘We must find the truth of this, you know. Why Valique has divided his host.’

			‘He exploits sheer manpower,’ Kaddarar said. ‘It is a common strategy among vermin.’

			Perhaps Kaddarar was right, but something in it did not sit well with me. Were I in Valique’s place, I would have marched in force to seize Carnd-Ep. If he indeed sought to kill me, the battle would have forced an unavoidable confrontation.

			Valique’s decision to split his forces, however, exposed his host to death by a thousand cuts. I had already won such a war against House Se Roye, twenty years ago. How could the worthless wastes in the Burning Valley be more important than its crown jewel, Carnd-Ep?

			Kaddarar gripped my hand and unlaced my gauntlet, peeling the glove free. The scorched husk beneath crackled, wrecked twenty years thence, after I had struck my mother and touched the lightning in her blood. 

			‘I have memories,’ Kaddarar said. ‘Flashes, twisted by time. The years blend together, after the first century. I remember my parents, as a girl, receiving mages from other courts. My sister and I, peeking behind wooden screens. I remember them plotting. Always speaking of the tribes they dominated, how to turn them against each other. Old Ahramentia’s rulers were long-nailed fools, but they managed their empire well. Turning their subjects against one another, crushing might where they found it. We were children. But I remember a feeling. That my parents simply didn’t understand the value of pure might. Not like the Khul, when they came.’

			‘Politics. Balance of power.’ I watched the Seeker examine me, then removed my hand. ‘If you had done anything more than hunt these past twenty years, you would understand.’

			Kaddarar’s eyes flickered. She blushed. ‘Perhaps memory fails me. Perhaps children are fools.’

			I softened, wishing I hadn’t rebuked her. I wanted to hear what she had seen in my hand. I longed to tell her the truth myself: I needed her, with me. I lacked the strength. ‘What are you proposing?’ I asked.

			Kaddarar stepped away. The scent of desert flowers faded. ‘That pure might may vanquish whatever stratagems the Hammerhalians employ.’

			Like a spark from struck flint, I reached an epiphany. ‘Unless it is no mere stratagem. Unless Carnd-Ep is not their goal.’

			Kaddarar furrowed her brow. ‘You think they came for something else?’

			I pursed my lips beneath my mask. I didn’t know, but I was tired of saying it. ‘I need you on the hunt, Kaddarar. With my forces, to slow Hammerhal’s advance. I must return to Carnd-Ep to hear the heralds of the Circle. Can you do it?’

			Her eyes smoothed. She nodded. ‘Take Talman with you. His fighters are red, and he does not lie. He’s incapable of it. Can’t even sense deception, I think.’

			I nodded. Kaddarar’s quartz gaze shattered the line of my thoughts, a ferocious beauty that warmed embers in my chest. Before she left, I shuffled forward. 

			‘Seeker.’

			Kaddarar turned, anticipation gleaming in her eyes. ‘Yes?’

			The words I wished to free from my tongue remained lodged in my throat. ‘Hunt well,’ I said.

			Kaddarar turned and plodded down a long dune, sand trickling in each step. Within the walls of my skull, an unspoken thought scuttled like vermin. 

			Children, instinct hissed, are fools.

			A herald with a death wish summoned Talman and his ilk to join our march to Carnd-Ep. As our miles-long column made its pilgrimage home, the ascetics joined us, followed by Muure and the Ash Knights. Wild djinn in the unterways watched like gheists as we passed, fearing to make their bargains and draw our ire.

			In Carnd-Ep, at midnight, I convened a court. In my dark halls, I listened as heralds recounted their masters’ progress. Across the Burning Valley, war’s fire burgeoned. The heralds boasted of the furore of their warlords’ victories, the flight of their enemies, across four battles in the previous day.

			These triumphs were insufficient. Prostrating themselves, scouts from the simple Mukwuk tribes reported companies of Valique’s host had been sighted across Cardand. They had divided into hundreds of camps, each close enough to support its neighbours, yet dispersed enough to establish an occupation. The Hammerhalians had begun excavating the wastes and raising strange towers. Meanwhile, Ironweld surveyors had been sighted in armed parties, pursuing some objective beyond the Mukwuk’s understanding.

			I shifted in my throne as I heard these tidings. The towers seemed ordinary for any fortification; the digging worried me. Valique was searching for something – something he had not found but would, given time.

			Too, the implications of long-term occupation were grim. The mere presence of the Hammerhalians’ vast host would strain our resources. Soon they would harry our supply trains and halt the flow of custom. They held the River Losh at three points, which instinct told me they would dam within the month. If those silt-red waters dried, the enemy would starve our orchards and grain plantations of precious irrigation.

			I sent the heralds back to their lords with a single command: liberate the red river and prevent this outcome.

			For the rest of the night, the shadows in me stirred. I wondered if Val­ique had embarked upon some esoteric design to encircle Carnd-Ep – to recon­noitre the valley, then invest the rift city and starve us into submission. Yet even under bombardment from Valique’s Ironweld cannon batteries or undermined by his Dispossessed duardin sappers, I doubted Carnd-Ep would fall without direct assault and a steep toll of blood. The Hammer­­halians would be hard-pressed to win such a battle. Thanks to the Greatway, Carnd-Ep was well-provisioned, and Bharat’s reinforcements always on hand. Moreover, the flying paths of that cursed city allowed its numberless war clans to raid the surface at will, near the valley’s places of power.

			I had seen no effort to set the conditions for such an assault, much less a siege. Instinct told me Valique and I were fighting two different wars. Positions I considered worthless appeared precious to the Hammerhalians. And they were fortifying them, if the scouts were to be believed.

			Something was wrong with Valique’s strategy – something one of us had failed to grasp. He was truly a worthy adversary. Either that, or an utter child.

			The next scorching day, amidst the crumbling library of Carnd-Ep, I pored over my campaign maps, a nagging presence in the back of my mind. It was a ganglion of thought, a formless attention lurking in my skull, in the pit of my throat. Just a headache, instinct told me.

			I lowered the map, my thoughts drifting to Valique. The red vision of him: his faceless helmet, his battered platemail and buzzing sword. In my soul, I felt the man’s eyes in mine. I closed my eyes. The hallucination of him remained branded behind my eyelids.

			I shot to my feet, stalking through the library’s tall corridors. I needed a plan, or at least an idea. I needed counsel – counsel Kaddarar could not avail. Tominer could help, but she was a long ride from here, and even the shortest of trips to visit her could drain precious time.

			I had no time. If the shadow in the broken fane could be believed, I only had six days to live.

			Stopping at a wall of cross-shelves piled with scrolls, I began searching for maps of leyline markers in the Pale. Candlewicks flickered on stumps of tallow in brass sconces. A thrall trimmed the candles, careful to avoid my gaze.

			I selected a scroll illustrated by the old Yrdun, part of a vast collection the dead Lady Se Roye had pillaged from my people. Then a murmur drew my ear. Someone was here, muttering.

			Talman stood down the aisle, a sleeveless linen robe hanging over his bare chest. Pinching his callused fingers, he killed the candleflame beside him, conjuring a ribbon of rank smoke. He unfurled a scroll, contemplative.

			The thrall hurried away, averting her eyes. 

			‘I wouldn’t have expected you here,’ I said.

			‘Oh?’ Talman’s yellow eyes flitted across the stained vellum. Two more scrolls were tucked beneath his musclebound arm. ‘But I am told we are allies.’

			I dismissed that with a wave. ‘You are permitted here. I simply doubted a prisoner of the Gaol would seek the wisdom of the past.’

			‘Is reading forbidden in this imaginary world of yours?’ Talman asked without looking up.

			I frowned. ‘No knowledge is forbidden. I am simply surprised.’

			Talman lowered the scroll. His sick eyes grazed mine. ‘We weren’t illiterate, those you left to rot in the Gaol when you lost your mind. Have you ever been there? Or is it just a placeless word where you let hunger defeat your enemies?’

			I came closer, gripping my falx. ‘I will not suffer disrespect in my city,’ I growled. ‘You beat me before, but I held back. Trouble me again and I will put you in a place you cannot escape.’

			Talman held my glare. Then he chuckled dryly and returned to his scroll. ‘Wisdom, unfortunately, is peaceful. And to pay the red tithe, one must be wise.’

			I wrinkled my brow at the man. He was still a mystery. Since our return, I had heard whispers from warriors who had seen his ascetics in battle. Talman and his followers had fought hard since the Hammerhalian incursion began. They had hunted the enemy without rest; they had done it without supply. Their morale was impeccable – even among the rootless young Yrdun and Beltollers who had recently swelled their ranks.

			Many recruits had died, I guessed. But many had surely lived and could grow fierce. Talman was the sort of lieutenant I needed. But he was also a threat.

			The Slaughterpriest’s yellow eyes rose again. ‘You fear Khorne’s favour of me,’ he murmured. ‘You think I seek to usurp you. That that is why I escaped the Gaol.’

			I scoffed. ‘I think nothing of you. You are like a hole in the wall.’

			‘What a flower of a man.’ Talman grimaced and furled the scroll, removing another. ‘Just so you know, I would. If the red god commanded it, I would finish what we started on that hill and let your blood flow. Those scheming miscreants you elevate to lordship may lack the will. I do not. So do not mistake this alliance for friendship, nor my civility for compliance. I do as our red god wills. He wills I help you.’

			I stepped even closer, until I sniffed the blood on Talman’s breath. He drank it – I could smell it simmering in his belly. ‘I am the red god’s will, Talman.’

			The priest was still. ‘You’re an unworthy fool. You wear that mask, to elevate this legend you have built around yourself. But I see through it all. Through the madness, the weakness. The red god loves all who slay, but slaughter is nothing. His blessings do not make you worthy or wise. Merely adequate.’

			‘They make me powerful. Enough to kill you.’ I leaned forward and whispered. ‘I could do it now.’

			Talman’s sick eyes flitted to my falx, then the end of the aisle. Muure and the ash-clad were only a shout away and he knew it. The Slaughterpriest sneered. 

			‘You think I don’t know you’re clever. I know you’re clever. That’s how you rule your horde. Your vassals kept jealous, made rivals of each other. These new Cardandish manners, too – the bowing, the cloaked ritual, to prevent in-fighting. And the strategy. Oh, the strategy. Yes, Godeater’s Son is a clever flower of a man. But can he win a war on these merits?’

			My blade ached to be drawn – to murder this threat in its cradle. But if blood-hungry Kaddarar could make peace with the man, so could I. ‘You are fortunate I have need of you,’ I said. ‘I need every soul who can fight. And you can fight. How you can fight.’

			Talman gave a sick smile. ‘I don’t resent what you did to me. No – I’m even grateful. There are secrets in the realms and the heart, revealed to the sighted, even where nothing can be seen.’ He tapped his chest. ‘I saw them, in the Gaol. I saw the truth when I was born in blood.’

			I gritted my jaw. ‘Then we are more alike than you think.’

			‘And that,’ Talman said, ‘is why I loathe you. You plot and scheme and build your world of tomorrow, then wake up at dawn and do it again. And for what?’

			‘Because I am making something,’ I growled. ‘Something that will change the realm. You would know, if you’d seen what I’d already done.’

			He scoffed. ‘I have seen. And that is why I am the only one who will tell you that one day this vast lie you tell yourself must end. This world you have built, it does not exist.’

			‘You are not going to replace me,’ I said.

			‘No. I am no king. I have no desire to be king, or counsel kings. But someone does, here. Someone must. And when they make themselves known, they will have the hand of Talman at their side.’

			I gazed hard at the Slaughterpriest. His certainty was unshakeable, breeding with authenticity I could not deny. ‘A welcome challenge,’ I said. ‘Everything dies.’

			Talman’s face grew long. He knew of what I spoke. He scrunched his massive brow, softened by this common ground. ‘There was a Maal, before you came to Bharat,’ he said. ‘Qulemon – a first among equals. My mother used to tell me stories of him. He claimed the gods could be bargained with. That glory could purchase their favour. That glory was eternal – that glory was a name. For as long as I lived, the Maals abided by this consensus. My mother taught me a different way.’

			‘Your sect,’ I said. ‘Your Maal.’

			Talman’s eyes grew misty, polluted by sadness. ‘So you do remember. You threw us into the darkness to die because she sensed the folly of your ambitions, because we wouldn’t chain ourselves to your senseless wars. In the Gaol, as we cut meat from our brethren just to breathe another day, she never regretted where her faith had brought her. Do you know what she did in the end?’

			Latent shame smouldered where my conscience met my hatred. I shook my head.

			‘She just… died,’ Talman said. ‘By my hand. There was nothing to it. And it wasn’t faith that made me kill her. Only hunger. Only instinct and the Blood God’s will. You say you have seen the truth, Godeater’s Son. I have feasted upon it. The Blood God is not cruel. He was there for me when nothing else was. Not even my mother.’

			Rivers of sunlight slashed from high windows in the library. In the prison of my ribcage, something that should not be there shifted in recognition. ‘How did you escape the Gaol?’ I asked.

			Talman lifted his hand. ‘One day, you will find enlightenment. Then you will know.’

			I chuckled at his sophistry. ‘What enlightenment, pray tell?’

			‘That the gods are not our slaves, and we are not theirs. If we give ourselves to them, so do they to us. The Seeker knows this, though she turns away from it. But you do not even know. I know what you think you learned at the brass gates of Asharashra, years ago. But the red god is not satisfied with glory alone. Glory is what we make of it. You have made nothing of it.’

			I glanced around at the looming library, the thralls shuffling through the aisles. The echoing howls of marching formations could be heard beyond the high windows in the sandstone walls. 

			‘All this is not nothing.’

			He raised a finger. ‘And that, Godeater’s Son, is how I know you are unworthy. The Hammerhalians do not avoid this city because they fear you. They avoid it because Carnd-Ep is worthless, as is everything you have built. While you orchestrate this grand war, Hammerhal fights – as I fight. Those who truly serve the Blood God do not await perfection that never comes. They do not clothe their regret in witches’ spells, or erase the minds of those who resist them. We take what we can, while we can, as he demands. Everything else is meaningless.’

			I scoffed. ‘You will die with those words on your tongue.’

			Talman brightened: a disturbing sight. ‘Yes. I will. But I will have lived, too. And it will have been because of my faith and not in spite of it.’

			I stared, long and hard. Then I squeezed my falx’s hilt. ‘You are more useful to me alive than dead, for now,’ I said. ‘But know I will kill you before this war is finished.’

			Talman crumpled scrolls beneath his arm. He turned to leave. ‘And that, Godeater’s Son, is how I know you are a fool. For you should have killed me now.’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			Talman’s words spawned a suspicion. Carnd-Ep was worthless. Its brightstone vaults and Aqua Ghyranis basins were precious, but the city itself meant nothing. It offered no strategic value whatsoever beyond the inertia of its existence as my throne city, a status inherited from the Azyrites. Perhaps Valique indeed sought something more important.

			I found a scroll. Then I summoned Muure and the leaders of my scouting parties to a courtyard off Ulcarver Plaza. Beneath iron-braced walls, I interrogated my Mukwuk and Telantr scouts. The dour Mukwuk warriors had assumed the towers and mines to be ordinary fieldworks, as I had. But what if they had been more?

			‘Can you draw them?’ I asked the scouts.

			The Mukwuk glanced between themselves. The Telantr nictitated the slits of their eyes, their fork-tongues flitting through the lipless incisions of their mouths.

			I exhaled in frustration and glared at Muure. ‘Find a scout who speaks Yrdo or Azyrite. Have them build a model. The terrain, the towers, the holes. I want to see all of it, in clay and sand.’

			‘Liege.’ Muure bowed. ‘And you?’

			‘I’m going to Big Meander, to seek Tominer’s counsel,’ I said. ‘I’m taking Garza and Jezur. If I’m not back in time, handle the hosts. My standing order is to free the riverlands, by raid or skirmish.’

			Muure bowed again. ‘Should I send for Garza and Jezur?’

			‘Jezur’s at Ulcarver Plaza, waiting,’ I said. ‘I’m sure I’ll smell Garza between here and there.’

			Escorted by Garza’s reek and Jezur’s silence, I rode into the yawning mouth of the Greatway. The shadow of its arches swallowed us whole, killing the sunlight. Grated iron roadway clanged beneath our steeds. Torches studding the cavern walls blazed past. Overhead, funiculars groaned and clanked down their tracks, gliding into the dark with provender, passengers and ore. For each car devoured by shadow, another surged from the passage midnight, propelled by the momentum on the opposite track.

			The Greatway encompassed the shortest path between Bharat and Cardand. For that, it was steep but not vertical, with winding switchbacks, platforms, and oubliettes settled by the Greatway kith. As we galloped past those tunnel hamlets, sweating work gangs shovelled ore into communal smelters. Wan youths whose skin had never tasted the light of Hysh scattered at our passage. Old nomads mingled by the walls, bow-legged and horseless for twenty years since Vvelkwar. Yrdun, too, and a dozen bloodlines besides.

			The kith were mostly freed thralls, those who had refused to bow to the Cardandish houses or the red hunger of Bharat’s god. In the knotted tunnels branching from the Greatway, their communities grew like mushrooms, bound not by blood or faith but only the ramshackle ties of imagination. They were kin and kith because they desired to be, their fates intertwined because they wished it so. I respected few so much as the denizens of the Greatway, and I included the reclusive Holmon delvers among that number.

			The duardin clans were rarely seen in the corridor itself, forever locked within their delves of shifting sandstone, but the vast passage could not exist without them. The Holmon had wrought and maintained the Greatway at the beckoning of Geruun Azhmon, the duardin father who proclaimed the unassailable fidelity of the Holmon. I knew better, of course. Like all the Pale’s inhabitants, the Holmon simply made themselves useful, lest I carve from their grasp what they had accumulated over generations of fraud, theft, and battle’s flame.

			Tominer and her students occupied a butchery in Big Meander, the twisted heart of the Greatway, halfway between Bharat and Carnd-Ep. After riding for hours, we emerged into the cavern’s gulf, slowing to a trot. Smooth lavafalls illuminated the enormous cave, dotted with stone boulders. The stalls and open forums of a makeshift market-town quilted the great grotto’s craggy floor, which was formed from the shards of old lava. The murmur of teeming thousands filled the stagnant cave air, underlined by the belch of sulphur. Billowing darkness soared above, the flicker of torchlight and glow of earthfire catching hints of the rugged ceiling, where iron-braced wood scaffolds and rope-and-chain bridges stitched the higher levels together.

			We dismounted on the rocky path outside of Tominer’s butchery, leaving our steeds with her clan warriors. The facade of her abattoir, carved into the stone, resembled a temple. It was a temple – a place of learning for Tominer’s pupils. Four of them, clad in red, permitted us entry. Jezur remained at the door; Garza, still sullen after my rebuke, followed me in.

			Within the abattoir, Tominer’s students cleaned hanging boar carcasses and shovelled coils of intestine into pails. Wielding a machete, a senior monk instructed others in the basic cuts. The pupils and their teacher bowed until we had passed, then resumed their training. Red rain pattered in the chamber, blood drizzling from ten dozen carcasses, trickl­ing to drains in the tiled floor. The chamber stank of guts and sweat.

			Tominer worked before a brass idol, a leering god on his throne of skulls. The Maal carved flesh from a hanging aurochs, then lowered her carving knife to the table. She thrust her hands into the beast’s ribcage, tearing ropes of gut from its belly. She piled the slop onto a wooden table and brushed sweat from her nose. 

			‘Godeater’s Son,’ she said in a lilting tone. ‘You should have told me you were coming. I would have prepared. You deserve a feast, after all you did for me.’

			‘I didn’t have time,’ I said. ‘This is urgent.’

			Tominer bared her black teeth. ‘Tell me you didn’t come to read portents. There was a reason you sought your witches to protect the whelps. I am no seer.’

			Memories from the broken fane flashed through my mind. The witches, bursting into blood. The shadow in the nave, like a blotch in my eyes–

			Six days, instinct whispered in the back of my skull.

			I blinked and scowled. ‘I need one who knows the flying paths,’ I said. ‘One who has waged war by them. Tell me, they surface on the leylines of Cardand. True?’

			Tominer wrapped her thin fingers around her carving blade, stroking its hilt. ‘Their convergences, yes. Bharat’s flying paths lead to each of them, through baleful realmgates at the end of the realmsphere. But one must be anointed in Bloodfather’s name to use them, by oil or malice or blood.’

			I looked at Garza. The Ash Knight grunted, removing a scroll from his belt, the same one I’d taken from Carnd-Ep’s library. He offered it to the Maal.

			Tominer accepted the document, examining it. ‘This is old clan vellum.’

			‘A map,’ I said. ‘Look at it.’

			She did just so. Her eyes widened. ‘These are the convergences. You plan to attack Sigmar’s–?’

			I recoiled, blistering pain shivering from my spine to my skull. Sigmar. After my ascension in Candip, the God-King’s name forever set my teeth to grinding, making me shift in my saddle. No matter what tongue rendered the ugly syllables, they twinged through me like needles in marrow.

			My undying mother had once told me she carried her faith in the Master of Azyr wherever she went. I had not understood that sentiment until his name inflicted agony on me.

			The storm god’s being possessed toxic purity, like oxygen distilled from lightning, poisonous when inhaled. The storm and its airs were venom. I was too acquainted to dust and smoke, to the ashes of the dead and the tang of unwilling meat.

			Shaking off the pain, I winced. ‘Tominer. What have I told you?’

			She raised her hands apologetically. ‘One easily forgets. You were not always like this, before the witches cast their spell, to protect the whelps.’

			I growled. ‘It’s been twenty years, Tominer.’

			She stared, then nodded, conceding me the point. ‘Then you plan to attack the storm god’s slaves through the flying paths?’

			I shook my head. ‘The Hammerhalians hold the terrain. I think the convergences are what they want. And where they find them, they raise towers and dig mines. If they have fortified that ground, they will intercept any direct attack by the flying paths. I need to be certain before I move.’

			Gingerly, Tominer returned the scroll, its vellum marred with handprints of bull’s blood. Garza stuffed it into his belt. Tominer’s eyes were heavy with contemplation. ‘Certain of what?’

			‘That the Hammerhalians are doing what I think they are doing.’

			Tominer’s lips tensed. ‘And that is?’

			‘You know perfectly well,’ I said. ‘You know the leylines. You know the flying paths and geomancy of Cardand. Tell me what else they could do from these places, if they wished. Tell me if it’s possible. No – I know it’s possible, and the geomancers who first told us were Azyrite thralls themselves. Simply tell me if it’s feasible.’

			Tominer’s eyes drifted to the blood-spattered walls. ‘It cannot be that.’

			I frowned. ‘Valique smashed into the Pale with two hundred thousand souls. He has every advantage over us. Why plunge through Cardand, then simply wait for us to make the next move?’

			Garza punched an aurochs carcass, watching it swing. The rusted chain links creaked like old nails in timber. ‘Maybe this is his next move,’ he growled, oblivious to all Tominer and I left unspoken – all we feared to speak. ‘Maybe he wants the old places. Where the realm’s soul hums.’

			The leyline convergences, I supposed that meant. Tominer stepped closer. 

			‘Godeater’s Son,’ she hissed. ‘The manpower we needed to delve the Greatway was ludicrous. Thousands of thralls, dozens of geomancers, dying every day. The aqthracite bombs helped, but only just. Even two hundred thousand could not do this without the Holmon.’

			‘But it is possible,’ I said. ‘And they have the time.’

			She scoffed. ‘All they have is time. Bharat is warped by the realm’s magic. On the surface, the labour took months. But in Bharat, the Greatway was delved in days. If it came to a siege, the realm-warp would give them that advantage.’

			Again, Garza’s mailed fist pounded dead meat. Rusted chains squeaked. ‘I don’t get it,’ he growled.

			‘Tominer,’ I said, growing impatient. ‘Just tell me.’

			She gritted her jaw, gazing askance. ‘It is possible. I doubt it’s feasible. But even if it was, it would be senseless unless the Greatway was taken. Bharat cannot be besieged until they occupy Carnd-Ep. We can still attack with impunity.’

			The chain stopped squealing as Garza gripped the carcass. ‘Bharat’s safe under the realm,’ he said. ‘How can they besiege it?’

			Tominer and I glared at the simple-minded Ash Knight. I had wanted to be sure before I committed. Given Tominer’s apprehensions, I felt certain enough. Valique was seeking a path to Bharat. 

			‘Call your war clans and Maal priests,’ I told her. ‘We will fight. I will need your help. An attack from Bharat’s flying paths, timed to ­coincide with ours.’

			Tominer nodded. ‘You must move faster than them. Strike harder. You must win every battle.’

			I nodded. No simple prospect, that, but if Valique knew of Bharat – if he was coming for it – he had to be stopped.

			Satisfied, I turned to leave, only to hear Jezur’s clanking gait through the butchery. She stamped through heel-deep blood, accompanied by a rider from the Unsworn. The two stopped before me. Sweat gleamed on the raider’s painted brow, his chest rising and falling with each ragged breath. He stumbled to his knees, panting. Jezur pointed at my feet. 

			‘Tell him, rider. Everything you told me.’

			I frowned. If Jezur had broken her characteristic silence, these ­tidings could not be good.

			Huffing like a tired dog, the Unsworn bent his head. ‘A Hammerhalian host, Red King!’ he told the tiled floor. ‘Carnd-Ep – the barrens – the host!’

			I seethed with anticipation. ‘Get to the point,’ I snapped.

			‘The barbican gates have fallen, Red King!’ the Unsworn raider said. ‘Carnd-Ep is under attack!’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			I had no idea how it had happened. All I knew was that I needed to get to Carnd-Ep. I needed to command the defence.

			We pounded up the steep iron roads back towards Ulcarver Plaza. Breathing hard through my mask, I roared for Greatway kith to clear the road, nearly trampling those in Micaw’s path. Dread and the thrill of hope commingled in my chest, thick enough to drown in. I had only just determined Valique’s true intentions – and already he was attacking.

			Carnd-Ep could not fall, and not only because I would not stand to see a city of the Yrdun fall again under the shadow of Azyrite domination. If the Hammerhalian host seized Carnd-Ep, they would have direct access to the Greatway and Bharat. The city beneath the realm was crucial to my dominion. Its Hell-Mills, its war clans, Tominer’s red rites – these things supplied my armies, body and soul. I needed to keep them safe.

			Too, I sensed an opportunity in Valique’s gambit. His assault would grind itself to bloody shreds. With his forces dispersed across the Burning Valley, an experienced commander could repel his attack, then march quickly, burning the Hammerhalians’ hardened camps.

			We would slay them all. In fifty-score battles if we must, five hundred souls at a time.

			As I bucked atop my screaming steed, a thousand conditions and counterfactuals boiled in my head. Every outcome I could imagine was the same. Carnd-Ep would stand. Valique would fall. The odds favoured me. Victory was assured.

			Hours we rode, past flocks of fleeing kith and roaring brazier fires. We rode until the Unsworn messenger tumbled from his steed from exhaustion, until Garza’s and Jezur’s lungs were whistling from strain.

			Closer to Ulcarver, cries filled the darkness. Warriors and thralls commingled behind growing barricades, shuddering when the muted clap of artillery echoed through the Greatway. Dust drizzled from the ceiling, where funiculars hung stopped on their tracks. Iron chains rattled on the grated road, its metal slick with fresh blood.

			Voices clarified in my ears – the heaving hundreds of them. Greatway kith gathered weapons and piled ramshackle furnishings into an ugly wall stretching across the tunnel. Motley fighters clambered over the makeshift battlements, loosing javelin and sling at the far side. The crack of return gunfire echoed. The Greatway kith ducked at each shot, splinters and wood dust flying into the air.

			‘Master!’ Velekkah shouted, pushing through the throngs. A bloody gash wept in her brow. Plako guided his spotted horse behind her, kicking passersby from his way.

			Vel shoved her way into the gap between Micaw and the crowd. I leaned over and gripped the back of her skull, pulling her close. 

			‘Why are Hammerhalian guns in the plaza?’

			Vel swayed drunkenly, dazed from a recent blow. ‘Barbican’s fallen. They’re in the canyon, too.’ She grinned. ‘It’s glorious.’

			I released her, glancing around. ‘Why aren’t you fighting? I see warriors. I see you.’

			‘We were fighting!’ Plako yelled, pounding his chest. ‘Where were you when they crossed the barrens? When the gate guard broke? They have cannons and cogforts. Ladders, grappling hooks, rams. Where were you?’

			Vel smiled blearily. ‘Glorious. Glorious.’

			I scowled. The girl was blood-sick. The boy’s outburst, aggravating. ‘Plako. Where is Muure?’

			Plako glowered. ‘A question you could have answered yourself, had you been here.’

			‘Boy,’ I growled. ‘Don’t test me.’

			‘I don’t know. Thul lodgemen fight in the near streets. Corsairs, warborn. Whoever was here. Whoever hadn’t left for the river raids.’

			‘The Seeker?’ I asked.

			Plako scoffed, but Vel’s eyes perked. ‘Fighting,’ she said. ‘In… in the barrens. I saw her before we lost the barbican.’

			I scanned for other allies I could use. Darkness blanketed us, and the breezeless swelter of the bowels of Aqshy. Gun smoke choked the air, accompanied by the clangour of iron.

			Craning my head around the hasty defence at the tunnel’s mouth, I glimpsed Rottii forming one of their phalanxes. The Dospekhes accompanied them in chugging ferromantic armour, Sertorix roaring commands to form up. Unsworn peppered the tunnel, nursing fresh wounds. Husibarat and her Juggernaut-riding Skullcrushers swilled wine as thralls repaired their red warplate. A halo of sunlight glowed around the scrapwork wall, silhouetting the barbarians fighting atop it. I had not foreseen such a vicious assault. Carnd-Ep’s position was more precarious than I had expected.

			I bit down frustration. ‘The Azyrites held Candip once,’ I told the whelps. ‘They had maps. Valique rehearsed this attack.’

			Vel’s eyes clarified. ‘Then… then we’ll need to do what they don’t expect. Right?’

			I nodded. I had taught her well. ‘How long have they held the plaza?’

			Plako’s gaze was bleak. ‘I don’t know. Not long.’

			Good. We could dislodge them before they anchored their position. ‘Do you remember the way to the vaults, through the tunnels in the basins?’ I asked.

			Vel frowned. ‘I want to fight!’ she whined.

			‘You want to fight?’ I snarled. ‘Good. So go with your brother, to the vaults. Rally the Chosen.’

			Vel’s eyes widened. Plako blanched. 

			‘How?’ he asked.

			‘I trust you’ll figure it out. Now ride, ride red. Go.’

			Plako pulled his sister with him onto his spotted horse, and the two left. Garza and Jezur took their places. I nodded gratefully at the Ash Knights, then searched for captains I could use. Besides Sertorix and Husibarat, Umpar was here with his company of Smiling Swords. Without leadership, none of them had been able or willing to take command. I supposed that was a good sign, in a way. My power was secure.

			Then I glimpsed Talman. A thick paste of foe-blood glistened on his knuckles, caking the divots of a pillaged bronze club leaned beside him. Other ascetics of the Gaol flanked the Slaughterpriest, fresh from battle. So did his newer recruits, hailing from a dozen tribes. Theirs was a kinship of spirit, not blood. Talman’s so-called enlightenment had united them.

			As Talman bandaged one of his blooded heroes, gingerly wrapping a splint around his arm, every bone in my body wanted to break the Slaughterpriest, even as I marvelled at his kindness. I marched up to him, then gripped his shoulder and twisted him round. 

			‘You say the Blood God loves us all.’

			Talman’s sick eyes blazed. ‘The Blood God is love itself.’

			‘Even to the foe?’ I asked.

			‘The red god loves all who know the axe.’

			‘And you? Do you love them?’

			Talman narrowed his eyes. No one had ever warped his own rhetori­cal grandeur against him before. ‘I do.’

			‘Then fight with me,’ I said, squeezing his shoulder. ‘Fight with me and prove it.’

			Talman hesitated, brow wrinkling. Then he donned his metal plate and stood. The priest of slaughter summoned his war monks and they followed, stamping up the Greatway behind me. I suspected Talman didn’t care for what I wanted – he simply craved to see what I could do. Or perhaps it was simpler – perhaps he didn’t know any other way to win. Blood-mad beasts like Talman fought well, with fury and skill, but to serve the red god to the height of his potential, Talman required that very quality he loathed in me. Strategy.

			Fighters shuffled around us, a handful of captains and warlords, clan warriors and Cardandish house soldiers. Their spineless humility was unsettling. I had witnessed the magnificent cruelties they had unleashed in war – had unleashed them myself, against more enemies than I could remember. Now these ruthless warleaders waited to be cosseted like children by their sick mother, abandoning the untrained Greatway kith to hold the passage alone.

			But I had no tricks up my sleeves for them. For all my cunning, for all my hatred, Valique had surprised me. These warriors were tired and battered. Our others were scattered across Carnd-Ep in disarray. Tominer would be gathering reinforcements in Bharat, but their arrival could take hours. We had to do something now.

			Taking my place before the motley warriors, I looked upon them. Talman, Sertorix, Umpar, Husibarat. There was no hope in their eyes – at best a red thirst. There was no time to scheme, no secret knowledge that could help. No outmanoeuvring Valique nor staving off the assault on Carnd-Ep. No carefully laid plans, no hesitation to see them done. There was no hope of easy triumph. And there was no fear.

			I looked at Talman. ‘How many accompany you?’

			‘Eighty. And sixteen of them with me since the Gaol.’

			I turned to Sertorix. ‘You?’

			‘Twenty-eight Iron Knights,’ the black-toothed warrior drawled.

			One by one, I asked the others. Umpar and his sixty Smiling Swords. The lords of one hundred and forty-four Cardandish house fighters, then one hundred more from the war clans of Bharat. Enough Greatway kith to populate a castle town – enough thralls to toil in its fields and mines.

			We had a hair under one thousand warriors. 

			I looked at Talman. ‘We attack,’ I said. I met the others’ eyes, watching my defiance ignite in them all. ‘We gather our blades and banners and attack.’

			Sertorix grimaced, black teeth peeking from his oily lips. ‘They’ve seized the barbican. Breached the canyon–’

			I backhanded the warrior, denting the iron cage of his helm. He staggered, blushing with shame. The maw in my midriff growled for blood. Instead I grabbed his armour collar and hauled him back. 

			‘They’ve seized the barbican,’ I said, to all of them. ‘But they have no idea what they’ve awakened. Our host in Bharat rallies. The Chosen, too, in the very vaults of this city. We attack, at full force. We send all the red god’s hells for them.’

			The clan warriors stamped the floor, taking heart. House soldiers clattered axe against shield, roaring.

			As warriors took their places and my captains issued commands, Talman folded his arms, burying his bearded chin in his palm. I could not see his lips, but part of me thought the bellicose priest was smiling. My drive had impressed the unruly man. And if he was eager to see what such drive could do against our enemy, he was not alone.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			I mounted Micaw, accompanied by my Ash Knights. Husibarat and her Juggernaut cavaliers threw their wineskins aside and joined our column. The metallic beasts, each an armoured rhinoceros of hell-heart and hatred, clanked forward on bronze hooves. Steam jetted from their nostrils, fell heat glowing in the seams of their plated skin. Thralls passed axe and sword to the red cataphracts. At their flanks, Umpar and his Smiling Swords threshed their blades through the air, warming their muscles. The shadows cast by their flourishes danced through the torchlit tunnel.

			In the Greatway, Talman crossed his massive arms over his head. His pupils imitated the gesture. ‘He cares not whence it flows!’ the Slaughterpriest roared.

			The chorus thundered back. ‘So long as it flows!’

			‘He sees your suffering, your frailty, your doubt!’

			‘So long as it flows!’

			‘And relieves you of them!’

			‘So long as it flows!’

			‘Fight until you fall!’

			‘So long as it flows!’

			‘And enter his heart of war, forever!’

			‘So long as it flows!’

			‘Life is not the beginning!’

			‘So long as it flows!’

			‘Death is not the end!’

			‘So long as it flows!’

			‘Hands, the surest blade!’

			‘So long as it flows!’

			‘Flesh, the surest shield!’

			‘So long as it flows!’

			We joined the chant, all of us – even me, despite my distaste for Talman. The war prayer echoed in my heart, catching flame. The maw in my belly salivated. Clan warriors stamped heels on the deck, donning spined helms. In trancelike focus, Husibarat’s Skullcrushers presented their arms in salute. The handful of Unsworn in the corridor ululated. Then the guns of Hammerhal fell quiet, cowed by the shouted portents of their doom.

			For the first time in years, I felt alive. The vision of the realm I had wanted to remake lay clear before me. Bharat was under threat, and Carnd-Ep at risk. A better world hung in the balance – but at last, we were united. This hour, this heartbeat, this breath, we would live and die together. Victory today could mean nothing tomorrow. But let victory be enough, so long as it were not victory alone.

			Heaving in momentous cohesion, the Greatway kith shouted and toppled the barricade. As the upturned carts and wheels avalanched into the plaza, a warhorn sounded, and Husibarat slid on her crested helm, nodding to her Juggernaut riders. They stampeded forward, ramming aside what remained of the scrapwork wall, crashing into the Hammerhalian gun line on the other side.

			The Castelite line, merely four ranks thick, shattered. Micaw screamed, hurling us into the melee. Her outsize jaws clamped shut around a Freeguilder’s arm, tearing him to the deck like a rag doll. I buried my falx into a Steelhelm’s neck. Unarmed and unarmoured, Talman and his heroes vaulted the broken barricade, ripping weapons from enemies’ hands, bashing them to the ground.

			We pushed, bending the Hammerhalians into the plaza, then enveloping the fragments of their line. Gun smoke filled my throat as the dusk light of Aqshy bled into our eyes. In my heart, hope burned as bright as that setting sun. We could do this. Carnd-Ep had not fallen. The city would stand.

			Within moments, we had shattered the hasty Hammerhalian defence. Castelite Steelhelms died where they fought or took flight, withdrawing to the surrounding streets. I shouted myself hoarse, roaring orders to clear the rest of the plaza, then relieve the keeps under assault. Fresh warriors and thralls thronged from the Greatway, stowing javelins in barrels, reestablishing our defence.

			I caught a glimpse of the whelps riding from the direction of the vaults. ‘Vel, Plako!’ I yelled, bringing Micaw round.

			Vel dismounted from Plako’s spotted horse, sprinting after a Hammerhalian steed. She grabbed the mare’s reins and mounted her on the run. The two whelps trotted to me. 

			‘It’s done,’ Plako said grimly. ‘The Chosen stir.’

			A rare smile burgeoned beneath my mask. ‘Well done, boy. Well done!’ I stabbed my falx across the plaza. ‘Now take your Unsworn. Get to the city’s unterways, ride to the barrens. Attack from the rear.’

			Plako’s eyes darkened. ‘There’s thousands of them.’

			‘It won’t matter. They’ll think you reinforcements from the river raids. Sow confusion – and no fair fights. And send Kaddarar, if you find her.’

			Vel’s eyes blazed. ‘What about you?’ she asked. ‘I want to fight with you!’

			‘And you will – after you relieve the pressure on Carnd-Ep. Get Kaddarar. I seek Muure and my Ash Knights. Then we clear the city and hunt the foe. Go!’

			Plako’s lips sealed into a hard line. He shouted, rallying the Unsworn. Vel trotted her steed around, glancing over her shoulder at me before she rode off.

			I watched them go, then called Jezur and Garza to me. We dismounted at plaza’s end, making our way through Ulcarver Plaza into Carnd-Ep’s dusty urban tangle. Bullet fragments and broken quarrels peppered the road.

			Pushing into the city, we found Muure and my Ash Knights fighting to hold an archway beneath a stone keep. Hammerhalian bodies lined the alley, piled against the walls. On the far end of the crumbling cobble road, mean eyes glared from steel helms behind a wall of pavise shields. Gunners reloaded their fusils, glancing up as they poured powder from horns or rammed shot down their barrels in focused frenzy.

			‘You’re here,’ Muure said in relief.

			‘I am,’ I said. ‘You couldn’t hold the city without me?’

			Muure stared angrily. ‘It’s a canyon, liege. Even if we’d held the barbican, all they had to do was climb in.’

			Muure jutted his head to the cliffs over Carnd-Ep. Limned by mercurial dusk, two Hammerhalian cogforts had parked on the city’s cliffs like iron spiders. Their guns roared into the canyon, each blast cracking the sky. The barrage hammered the Cardandish keeps, sending stone flying from the battlements. From the cogforts, rope ladders hung like vines, swaying as Freeguilders clambered into the canyon.

			‘We’ll break them,’ I promised Muure. I nodded to the Castelite line across the road. ‘We need to clear the city first.’

			‘I lost six knights trying to break that formation,’ Muure said. ‘We have to wait until your advance threatens their rear and forces them back.’

			We had no time to wait. We had to use our momentum. Already, warriors from Cardand’s lesser houses and Beltoller tribes, isolated before our counterattack, piled behind us. Ushara warborn, Cardandish reavers and savages. Many were young, not twenty years to this realm. All gazed with expectation in their eyes. I could not fail them. I could not fail the whelps or myself. I had come too far since I was a wretch in the wastes to lose it all now. The world was not better, not yet. But it would be. It must.

			I drew my falx and strode into the street. Cursing, Muure summoned the Ash Knights, who closed ranks and advanced. The rabble of raiders joined us, advancing in an unruly mob. Ahead, a Hammerhalian sergeant shouted. The Castelite line heaved their pavises forward two paces, then slammed their shields to the stone, bracing them. Guns stabbed from the gaps between the line, aimed at us.

			Then the gunners’ eyes dropped. In the road, worms of spilt gore snaked through the cobble, puddling at my feet, trickling up my legs. A glistening garnet web coated my plate armour, crystallising on my falx.

			The Hammerhalians faltered. Their sergeant remained steady. ‘Guns!’ he cried. ‘Call the mage, now! Fire!’

			Before the first fusil barked, I swivelled hard, ramming through the nearest tenement door. The planks exploded from their hinges.

			In the street, the guns of Hammerhal thundered. Whizzing lead thudded damply into unarmoured flesh. I booted a ramshackle table aside, marching past a cowering family. There I kicked down another door, emerging on the cramped street behind the Castelite line.

			Their sergeant twisted around, eyes widening. ‘Hammer and blade!’ he shouted, drawing his broadsword. The Fusiliers dropped their guns and drew their sidearms.

			With Muure and the Ash Knights, I carved into the Hammerhalian ranks, using the bulk of their shields against them. The heaving rabble that had joined my advance collided into the shield wall from the front, pinning them. The Hammerhalians could not manoeuvre in the cramped quarters, nor reform their line.

			One mortal after another, the storm god’s slaves fell. I gripped a gunner’s face, squeezing until his skull crumpled. I flung the pink meat of his brain to the road and carved another in half.

			When we were finished, the Ash Knights flung gore from their blades. Our ranks thickened again. I gestured onward. ‘Form a line,’ I told Muure. ‘We go front, to the next road junction. Skirmishers, use us as an anvil.’

			The others obeyed, taking position. ‘Beside you,’ Muure said.

			‘Behind you,’ Jezur murmured.

			‘I’m still back here,’ Garza shouted, crouching with his rondel dagger and knifing the half-dead from their misery.

			At a junction of dirt roads ahead, another enemy line gelled together. They inched back from our formation, giving ground, their sergeants crying for order.

			I checked my flanks. Muure, Jezur, a dozen Ash Knights. At my side, my sworn souls. At my back, the horde.

			Then the Hammerhalian centre parted, admitting a hunched man in thick robes through their ranks. A charred iron cage hung from the old man’s waist. As he ambled through the gun smoke, I saw him better: a wilted man in the winter of his life, with crooked back and callused feet. A twin-tailed comet was painted on his face, the ink still wet. The flesh of his withered fingers was blistered and white.

			I meant to carve through the old mage, to the fresher meat behind him. Then he gestured, and runes of flame exploded into the air. ‘Stop,’ he rasped.

			Instinct told me not to hesitate – to cut the mage down. But something in the air shifted, like the gravity of warped worlds around falling stars. Smoke curled at the mage’s feet, slow-dancing and reverent. There was an opportunity here.

			A more ambitious fragment of me saw the way. Even now, my forces carved through the city, and Tominer would soon bring reinforcements through the flying paths. The Chosen would come too, certainly. And once Vel and Plako and the Unsworn butchered the Hammerhalian rear outside the city, the enemy would break.

			Until all this passed, I had time to kill. Time to slaughter, even.

			I halted, as did every other soul sworn to my warpath. When the Hammerhalians held fire, I raised a fist, signalling my warriors to hold firm.

			The mage and I advanced to the road junction, walking as mortals do to the gallows: with cold certainty and each step from an absence of options. Ironweld cannonades sang overhead.

			The old man’s burning runes guttered to death. He pushed up the sleeves of his robe. Heat coursed through the wretch’s veins, the web of them glowing beneath his parchment skin. Magmatic power simmered around his hands, blurring the air. His charred fingertips crackled and crumbled from heat.

			A pyromancer, on the verge of consumption by Aqshy’s native magic. I had seen these mages before, but never so potent, so withered, so proud. 

			‘You fight well,’ I said. ‘For Azyrites.’

			The ancient wizard lifted his scorched eyes. ‘And you,’ he rasped. ‘For savages. You’re him, aren’t you? The King of Cardand. The Godeater’s Son.’

			‘I am,’ I snarled, angry beyond my own understanding. There was a certain audacity to it – blasting into my city and then asking politely who I was. ‘And who are you?’ I asked. ‘Tell me, that I will know whose skull graces my halls.’

			The mage chuckled, the way any man does at the end of his life. ‘Arnus Korm, counselor to Cloudoun Vicus, Marshal of the Second Host. Treat with an old man for a spell. In Cloudoun’s name, under the banner of truce, if you recognise it.’

			I glanced across the axe’s throw of space between the mage and his soldiers. The Hammerhalians had closed into serried ranks. They wore flat-topped nasal helms over folded mail and thick gambesons. They were fierce and motley, four ranks thick. They inched away, as terrified of their mage as they were of me.

			I gazed at the pyromancer. ‘I know no Cloudoun Vicus.’

			‘Shall I write his name out for you?’ the old man rasped. ‘He is brother to Valique, the marshal.’

			I stared at the old man, the thunder of his people’s assault on Carnd-Ep still roaring through the city. For one mad breath and the heartbeat that filled it, the wake of the mage’s arrogance rocked the space between us. Then I pushed my falx into the road, shaking dribbles of red moisture from its edge. ‘Speak.’

			The mage cleared his throat. ‘Se Roye’s company showed you nothing of the God-King’s beneficence. And you should know, they were punished for what they did. In the years following your rebellion, their company was dismantled, their leaders forced to the Arguid monastery beneath the shadow of the Perspicarium. There they help others in the ways they failed to help you. And by the storm’s rift, they are good at it. It’s a statement on the nature of us, I think. What we become in the appropriate circumstances. Power corrupts. But surrender heals.’

			The long riddle of the mage’s sophistry echoed in my ears. So did the crump of the Hammerhalian barrage. I did not know what to make of any of it. But if Arnus wished to burn the initiative Valique’s forces had purchased with their assault, so be it. I would listen as long as I needed to, until our reinforcements came. Then I would show him what I thought of his God-King’s beneficence.

			The mage lifted his eyes to the canyon cliffs. From the cogforts, the cannons of Hammerhal sang. Gunfire popped and flashed from Fusiliers on the cliff, sketching wisps of smoke on the crags. The mage tossed a withered hand. ‘One has to wonder if life amounts to more than all this. No?’

			I felt eerie kinship with the man. I stepped closer, until I could smell him: the salt of his sweat, the honey and lavender of soap. The sorcerous humours burning in his veins, sweetened by a diet of grain and red meat. Behind him, the Castelite formation inched back. Behind me, the Ash Knights and my heathen rabble teetered forward, craving blood. 

			‘I know my purpose in this realm, old man,’ I said. ‘Do you?’

			Arnus lifted one of his long-haired brows. ‘For this, I think. For these words we share now. Cloudoun bade the mages of my college treat with you, if we could. For the supreme commander of our host is a vengeful man. He survived your uprising, six years ago.’

			‘Valique,’ I said.

			The mage nodded. ‘He has come to obliterate Cardand. To annihilate you – the very memory of you – until nothing remains.’

			Listening to Arnus, I felt unassailable fraternity with Valique. Vengeance and hatred were old songs in my heart. ‘And so you call him Unstoppable,’ I said, chuckling bitterly. ‘What wishful thinking.’

			Arnus narrowed his eyes. ‘There is not a soul in Sigmar’s cities who wanted this war with you. And the lengths Valique went to convince le Guillon of Hammerhal and a dozen other Free Cities’ prime com­manders to grant him his two hundred thousand souls for this conquest were impractical. That is why we call him Unstoppable, Godeater’s Son. ­Valique will not rest until your kingdom is erased from the pages of history, your nation cleansed from the realm. Even the opposition of the Stormcast could not slow him.’

			‘What vigour,’ I sneered. ‘And yet he sends old men to treat in his place.’

			Arnus gave a crooked smile. ‘You must die before this war can end. Surely you see it. Two hundred thousand came for you. Two hundred thousand will not stop until you are dead. So lay down your life, ­Godeater’s Son, and your people will be spared.’

			For ten seconds and the fantasies that filled them, I wondered what it would be like. A world where I was eradicated, and the ruin I had unleashed, healed. With my death, Plako and Vel might live in that peculiar state of warlessness that beckoned once in ten generations, when the ashes of hatred had cooled, before its embers ignited anew. They could be safe.

			‘Death,’ I whispered, testing the word’s shape on my tongue, praying to a red god I loathed. Perhaps this pyromancer’s offer was the slaughter-god’s final gift for my service. To purchase peace with my own skull, my own blood. For it did not matter whence it flowed.

			Arnus Korm leaned closer, narrowing his wrinkled eyes. My hesitation bemused him. ‘You are seriously considering this.’

			I blinked, stirring from my reverie. ‘I am,’ I said. My arm snapped out. I gripped Korm’s throat, lifting him into the air. ‘But frankly, I would prefer to kill you.’

			Korm’s heat-withered fingers scrabbled at my gauntlets, sparking with strangled magic. No sooner had I begun throttling him than the shadows of approaching warriors cursed another road leading to the junction, striding with doomful implacability.

			Finally. The Chosen had come.

			The first of my damned champions emerged like the spirit of ash birthed into the realm. The warrior’s obsidian armour gleamed in the death of day, smoking with sourceless heat. One hand dragged an executioner’s sword, its blunted tip carving a channel into the road. Infernal cuneiform glowed on the metal of its war mask, weeping red vigour. A dozen of the damned followed, marching with the timeless inevitability of annihilation.

			Pleased, I tensed in anticipation for the first Hammerhalian volley. Their guns were silent. The Freeguild soldiers hid behind their shields, bracing the pavise wall. None even dared peek from behind their cover.

			Something was wrong. Muure shouted to advance, but I shook a fist at him, ordering him to hold. The Ash Knight flickered with indecision, torn between battle-tempered instinct and faith in my command. The horde seethed behind him, the least disciplined of them dancing forward in false charges.

			Heat clicked from the pyromancer. Burning veins bulged in his temples. 

			‘I… think’ – Arnus Korm gargled and gasped for air – ‘this is… what I’m here for.’

			The pyromancer lifted his shaking hand, gripping my arm. White fire glowed beneath his skin. His parchment flesh smouldered and ignited.

			‘Liege!’ Muure shouted, darting forward. ‘Back!’

			The mage detonated in my hands. The burning shockwave sent me flying. I crashed into a wall, the force hammering the breath from my lungs. I crumpled to the ground, armour smoking. Migraine-white ghosts danced in my eyes. The realm’s heat thudded in my skull.

			I climbed to my feet, swaying. My gauntlet and the hand beneath had been incinerated, leaving only a blackened scorpion of crumbling bone. I shuddered as I exhausted the reserve of red power in my belly. Charred scabs of blood in the road liquefied and ran up my armour, regenerating my ruined flesh.

			As the red god made me whole again, tongues of sun-hot flame rolled across the road junction. The blast had stunned and burned my warriors, but the Chosen had suffered the worst of it. Charred fragments of damned flesh and steel peppered the dirt. The odd limb, still twitching and smoking. The cursed champions who remained intact dragged themselves towards the enemy like broken automatons, the melted knobs of their legs cauterised by wicked heat.

			Let none question the fortitude of the Castelites, for among all of us, only they had held firm before the mage’s blast. Sigils from recent blessings glowed on their shields. The Steelhelms emerged and batted flames from the pavises.

			An ogor lumbered from cover behind a nearby bulwark. Swaying on the crow’s nest on its shoulders, a fusil-major cried, ‘Advance!’

			The Freeguild soldiers drew steel, advancing. As they thrust their swords into the ruined Chosen or crushed their helmets with war picks, gunners in the line took aim.

			A volley barked from the Castelite formation. A hail of bullets pocked the road and decimated my stunned horde. Across the city, more explosions followed. Volcanic plumes of fire erupted, blasting shockwaves through the sky. The fireballs rose, soon swallowed by oily smoke billowing into Carnd-Ep’s rift.

			I stomped drunkenly to my falx, grunting as a round skipped off my mask. I ripped the blade from the road. Cloudoun, whoever the bastard was, had deployed these pyromancers to destroy us.

			Behind me, Jezur helped Garza find his feet. Wild marauders who had joined my Ash Knights stumbled through the junction, concussed. Many more lay on the ground, eyes rolled up in their skulls, their hair burnt, their scalps melted. Cerebral fluid wept from their ears.

			‘Muure,’ I said, hauling him up. ‘Back. Get the Ash Knights to the Greatway.’

			Blood dribbled from Muure’s eyes and ears, drawn by red gravity to my hand. ‘Back?’ he slurred. ‘But we… the enemy…’

			I shoved Muure to Garza, who dragged him along the street. Wordless and dazed, the Ash Knights ambled away.

			I was last to go, casting a final glance at the advancing Hammerhalians. They had broken our momentum. As they slit the throats of the wounded or plunged blades through their burnt ribs, I cursed Valique’s ploy and my own shortsightedness. Then I left the fallen to their fates.

			A gun-smoke haze rolled across Ulcarver Plaza, escorted by the stink of burnt sulphur. Warriors from our counterattack were in retreat. With those who could still fight, I covered our withdrawal, cutting down the hastiest of the Hammerhalians, the ones who had advanced without support.

			One swung a mace. I rolled the weapon from his grip, hammering it into his skull and driving him to the ground. ‘Back!’ I roared to my fleeing warriors. ‘To the Greatway!’

			I tossed the mace, then glimpsed Talman at my side. He was drenched head-to-toe in blood, holding a helmeted head that looked to have been wrenched from a Freeguilder’s neck. Even blinded by his metal plate, he nodded in my direction. ‘So long as it flows,’ he said, chortling.

			I turned, observing the plaza. We still held it. Still had a chance. Carnd-Ep was not lost, not yet. Not so long as we fought. Not so long as we killed.

			From every direction, Hammerhalian formations closed in on the looming Greatway. Their banners fluttered across the city’s keeps and rooftops. On the canyon’s rim, the titanic cogforts reoriented, their shadow falling over us all. Ten dozen cannon maws blinked and flashed. The volley hurtled overhead, detonating in the square and the city.

			The impacts buckled the stone, shooting shards of rock through the plaza. Burnt powder-smoke and violated rock dust emanated from the craters. One fist-sized shot landed squarely in the mouth of the Greatway, ploughing a path of red wreckage through a column of emerging clan warriors.

			I tried to gain my bearings, to seize control of the chaos. It was hopeless. Throughout the city, Hammerhalian gunfire rippled. In the archways, another wretched mage straggled into view. A pyromancer – an ancient like Arnus Korm, her emaciated ribs peeking from beneath her pencil arms. Heat-blistered flesh sagged from her bones as she summoned the realm’s fire. Javelins and arrows flitted into the sun-hot aura shielding her, burning up like comets. Then a raised hand, and burning flesh. Then a blast and blinding light as bright as the sun.

			I clenched my teeth, shielding myself from the heat. My blessings were spent. I could not resist this. Valique had beaten me – he had known just what we would do. And I had no indication that the whelps had broken the Hammerhalian rear. The battle was lost.

			‘Retreat,’ I told Talman, pointing to the Greatway. ‘I will cover for you. Just go.’

			Talman tossed the bloody head in his hands. ‘What a flower of a man,’ he said. ‘Two are better than one. The longer we hold this plaza, the more of your mortals who live.’

			I had never known another warleader in my hosts who would have fought to save any but their own. Here before me was a man I could respect, a man after my own heart. A man I would call friend – were I not so determined to kill him.

			‘Liege!’ Jezur cried from the looming Greatway. ‘It’s Muure!’

			I turned to leave, then paused. ‘Talman.’

			From behind his metal plate, the Slaughterpriest gave me a crooked glance. I expected some novel slander. But against my expectations, Talman barked to his blooded heroes and other warriors to take their places. They formed a line, preparing to hold.

			I stomped into the shadow of the Greatway. Jezur led me to Muure, where he leaned against the wall in a mound of limp steel and flesh. The trim of his armour was burned white, glistening impurities sweating from the half-melted warplate.

			I crouched beside him, tearing off his golden war-mask. Blood leaked from the crevices of his open eyes, still sleepless and bruised. Twenty years those eyes had watched me. Twenty years, forever by my side. In all those twenty years, Muure had drenched his blade at my beckon. In all those twenty years, I had not seen him for who he was.

			Muure was dead. I reached for his mask and covered his face. Beyond the Greatway, the Hammerhalian barrage pummelled the darkening city. The Freeguilds did not yet control the entire canyon, but soon they would. Our forces were broken across Ulcarver Plaza and bleeding through the streets of Carnd-Ep.

			I gazed from the Greatway and thought of what Talman had asked me in the rimlands. I knew, I realised. I knew of what he had spoken.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			Time is vicious and relentless. And the time that passes between the choices we make and wish to have made, cruel.

			That is the nature of regret: it is a measure of time, amplified by inaction, given shape by the curse of knowledge. Even in Bharat, where the listless flow of time slows like stagnant marsh water in a river bend, its malice remains unchanged. Time hates us all.

			As the sun fell over Carnd-Ep and the siege of Bharat began, a thought struck me – a shadow in my mind. Five days, instinct whispered. Your true enemy comes.

			Sertorix was first to fall.

			When the other mortals holding the plaza for our escaping forces were forced to retreat, I stood with the armoured champion of the ­Dospekhes against an entire regiment of Freeguild Steelhelms. We fought with gritted teeth and white-knuckled fist, covering the escape of two hundred survivors from the Cardandish houses and the Unsworn. They had broken through the Hammerhalian encirclement and scrambled to rejoin us in Ulcarver Plaza.

			The Dospekhes would have made it too, if not for a company of Wildercorps hunters that outflanked them and divided us. I tried to organise a forlorn hope to relieve them, but there was not a soul besides Talman who could fight with me. As the Slaughterpriest and I butchered our way through the press, hunting dogs snarled and snapped at the armoured goliaths across the square. Sertorix and his brutes battled until their armour overheated – and still they fought. They fought as their ferromantic engines exploded, bathing them in black flame. They fought as the heat cooked them alive. And even then, limbs crumbling from their smouldering joints, they fought, dignified by defiance, pounding maul and blade into the Hammerhalian skirmishers, until snarling hounds ripped their corpses from their iron cages.

			Kaddarar had been the one to drag me from that melee, as I roared for blood and my red, red world. When the madness ebbed from my eyes, I was surprised to see her alive. 

			‘You were in the barrens,’ I said. ‘The whelps.’

			‘Are alive,’ Kaddarar said. ‘We brought all we could.’

			I glared at Plako and Velekkah and the other survivors from the battle beyond the canyon. Greatway thralls treated their wounds with boiled wine and clean bandages. ‘The whelps were supposed to break the Hammerhalian rear,’ I said flatly.

			With her bloody, black hands, Kaddarar pushed hair behind her ears. ‘There were too many. But they fought well. I wouldn’t be alive but for them.’

			I stirred, gathering my falx and leaving to organise another sortie. Hatred smouldered in my belly. 

			‘They still failed.’

			After we lost Ulcarver Plaza, Laklien’s band of Rottii spear-warriors were the only force I trusted to hold the Greatway’s mouth in my absence. The storm god’s dusk stars glistened overhead, mocking us with their twinkle. Gunfire echoed through the city as Hammerhal purged the last bastions of resistance. 

			‘Do you know what to do when they come?’ I asked.

			Laklien grinned, her teeth gleaming like gems beneath her pyrite lips. She threw a lion-pelt cloak over her armour. ‘Does it matter, so long as we hold?’

			I, too, found the strength to smile. Laklien and her Rottii were legendary among my vassals. More than that, I happened to like them. ‘Your warriors have never broken before,’ I said. ‘Do not dare start today.’

			Laklien threw her head back and cackled. I left to oversee the construction of fallback barricades deeper in the Greatway. I returned within the hour, only to find a Hammerhalian line had pushed through three hundred yards into the tunnels, annihilating the Rottii. The smoke of their pyres choked the Greatway’s near passages for days, thick with the black snow of burning metal.

			The Freeguilds of Hammerhal fought like daemons. I never saw Laklien die, but I tasted her ashes.

			The battle for Carnd-Ep had ended. The siege of Bharat had begun. I was determined to transform these setbacks into greater triumph. I could not see how it could be done. Valique’s Second Aspirian Host, commanded by his brother Cloudoun Vicus, battered itself against our defences, each day refreshed with new forces and new fury. This addition of yet another variable into the war confounded me. Not only had I been unable to destroy the one I ached to kill, but Cloudoun was unknown to me. I had never won a war without a thorough understanding of my foe. But I knew nothing of either of these men.

			Worse, we had never envisioned a war in the Greatway. It was not built to defend. Its multiple levels and auxiliary tunnels allowed us to stage reserves and supplies close to the battle front, but they also offered the enemy chances to envelop us. We were always outnumbered. 

			Carnd-Ep’s fall had turned this war upside-down. Only four thousand fighters had escaped the battle. Most of my Bharati clan warriors and Cardandish house soldiers remained stranded on the surface in vain river raids. Those Bharati champions whom Tominer had sent to ­reinforce Carnd-Ep through the flying paths had thrown themselves from Bharat’s heights to sudden doom, emerging on the surface of Bodshe to be blasted apart by Hammerhalian Ironweld batteries and the wilful annihilation of magefire.

			Tominer had led them. I had no idea if she was alive, nor any idea why the proposition of her death made me feel nothing. She had been a friend, like Sertorix, like Laklien. But in a single day’s fighting, I had lost many such friends and six thousand souls. And all this was to say nothing of the Chosen.

			The butcher’s toll was not the worst of it. Carnd-Ep’s basins held the Aqua Ghyranis I had inherited from Se Roye’s corrupt regime, and its vaults the brightstone I used to forge our most powerful weapons and reward my faithful vassals. Those resources were precious – pillars of power – and their loss had weakened my position.

			Where I passed, warriors whispered, watching from the corners of their eyes. Even the zeal of the Unsworn seemed to be guttering. The moment was ripe for me to be supplanted.

			If things continued as they had begun, I would lose this war. Either the Hammerhalians would dislodge us from the Greatway and assail Bharat, or my own allies and vassals would turn against me.

			Something had to give – and quickly.

			After a day’s fighting and a hard march, I stormed towards the Bharati side of the Greatway, sleepless and hateful. The cloak of night had fallen on the surface, but Hysh’s hatred pounded the bottom of the realm. Straggling lines of sun-blinded warriors limped beside me and my Ash Knights, stumbling towards Bharat’s light.

			A huddle of fresh clan warriors awaited me, silhouetted by the tunnel’s mouth. Their jaws dropped at our battered visage. Rumiquat, their leader, conquered his shock and saluted with axe over chest. 

			‘Red King. We await your command.’

			‘Go up and fight,’ I grunted.

			Rumiquat blinked. ‘But what is your command, Red–’

			I gripped the mortal by his boiled leather cuirass and pulled him close, until our brows were touching. ‘To go up and fight,’ I growled.

			Crestfallen, Rumiquat watched us stamp towards Bharat’s embarkation square. Beside me, Garza lifted his war mask, hawked and spat. ‘Clan scum,’ he sneered. ‘We can only fight in one direction. Idiots.’

			At least Garza understood. All of Bharat’s defenders had the only orders that were possible. Altogether, fifteen thousand of us battled the two hundred thousand Hammerhalian invaders for control of the Greatway, or however many soldiers Valique had stuffed into the subterranean corridor. We were vastly outnumbered, yet this was no surface war. Even with its auxiliary tunnels, the Greatway passage had created a bottleneck, softening Valique’s advantage in numbers. The Hammerhalians could only barely outflank us; the same was true for us. The only fight was up.

			We trudged from the shadow of the Greatway. Bharat emerged before us, its hanging ziggurats bludgeoning the skies. Wisps of smoke lent a familiar mystique to the strange city and the abyss swimming beneath it. Bharat clung to the bottom of the realm, a canker jutting over ivory skies. As best we knew, the city lay below Carnd-Ep, but none of us were so versed in geomantic realmcraft we knew this for certain. For all we knew, the leyline convergences and flying paths separated Bharat from Aqshy entirely. For all we knew, Bharat lay in an outer plane, beyond sanity and reason.

			We stopped at a barrel of drinking water. Garza and my Ash Knights removed their masks and mail coifs, taking turns dunking their heads. I cast my gaze about the vast embarkation square. The stone and iron platforms hung from the ceiling of the world. In the abyssal skies below, red wisps of hell-smoke lacerated the clouds. A needle of blood cascaded from distant Asharashra’s nether-summit, the upturned mountain at Bharat’s heart.

			Centuries ago, when the first age of darkness had fallen, an appeal of Bharat’s clan mothers and fathers to the Blood God had saved the city from the predations of marauders and daemons. In exchange for salvation, the red god had turned the city on its head, feasting on those who tumbled from its surface into the newborn hells below like a glutton shaking crumbs into his maw from an upturned dish.

			So goes the myth I was told. But myth or not, the city had adapted to its cruel existence. The old ziggurats remained intact, and Bharati old-bloods and recruits from the surface had fashioned creaking iron landings and rope-bridges across the city. They had delved into the realm’s crust, building more towers like the Gaol. The hanging pinnacle of that ancient prison stabbed into the undersky, connected to Bharat’s Hell-Mills and a hundred other passages in the city by broad promenades.

			As the Ash Knights cleansed their necks, I gazed at the Gaol in the milky skies, thinking of Talman’s laughter. There was a horror to Bharat’s impossible existence, but also an authenticity I could not deny. When first I came here, Tominer had told me of how the Maals had forbidden laughter to distinguish the worthy from the unworthy. I had not understood that for years. When I finally did, the comprehension had come without revelation or epiphany, almost unnoticed, slipping into my mind after years of leading the war clans.

			It was irony. The Bharati loathed irony and all things false. The city’s story was one of turmoil. In all that tribulation, they had learned that only truth could ever serve them. So the Bharati endeavoured never to lie. And so they had learned never to jest, never to laugh. And by the twisted paths of the mortal mind, the Maals and their scions from the surface had eventually come to perceive humour as a show of falseness to be excised and exterminated.

			Strange, I often reflected. The Bharati had so loathed irony that they had become false themselves, refusing to laugh, even when they were amused. Principle made hypocrites of us all. And what it meant that Talman did not deny himself humour, I was unsure.

			Garza came to my side, resting his hands on the pommel of his sword. The other Ash Knights refitted their armour. ‘Go, to your households,’ I said. ‘Rest. Return before Ulgu darkens the skies. Then we fight again.’

			The ash-clad bowed and departed, except for Garza. He had no household. His only kindred was bloodshed. ‘Sire,’ he growled. ‘Been thinking.’

			I ladled water from the barrel, letting it spill back, craving its unobtainable relief. I tossed the long-handled ladle away and wrinkled my nose at Garza’s stench. ‘That seems avoidable.’

			‘Rumiquat’s not wrong,’ Garza said. ‘Asking for commands. Not for this battle – that’s obvious. But the war. How do we win?’

			I groaned. It was a question without answer. The conduct of this siege was inconsequential; time was the real problem. Time flowed slower in Bharat than Carnd-Ep. For every day we had, the Hammerhalians had eight weeks. The deeper they pushed, the more time they would have to recover, and the more we would lose. If they got as far as Big Meander, the Freeguilders who rotated out of combat would return the next day with full bellies and a week’s rest, all as we scraped from carnage to carnage with sand behind our eyes and fire in our bones.

			The enemy had only just taken Ulcarver Plaza, but I could not see how to stop them from moving deeper. Even bleeding ten of them for every one of us, we would lose. The Hammerhalians knew how we fought, and raw numbers covered their few vulnerabilities. Our flying paths were useless, for their hosts were encamped across the Pale, waiting wherever we might emerge. The river raiders who had survived Carnd-Ep’s fall might harry the enemy, but I suspected Valique could handle them. The Mad Earl might cause more problems than my raiders, if I was fortunate. But knowing Boskin, he might just as easily forget who I was.

			A war of attrition wouldn’t do. I required a decisive victory but had no means to achieve it.

			Garza seemed to sense this. ‘You don’t have a plan,’ he said.

			‘No,’ I conceded. ‘Not yet.’

			Garza was quiet a long time, chewing thoughts in his head. The mouth of the Greatway yawned over the embarkation platform and bottomless skies. Formations gathered for battle as lines of bloodied men and women straggled from the dark, sleep-starved and hungry. Shouts erupted, a herald from Big Meander calling for fresh blood. A mixed company answered the call, gathering weapons and jogging into the looming dark.

			Garza finally nodded thoughtfully and sighed, the stink of his rotting teeth haunting the eight winds. ‘I guess we’re going to die.’

			The Ash Knight’s candour prickled my skin. I resumed my guarded demeanour. ‘Your life is sworn to me,’ I snarled. ‘You were always going to die.’

			I crossed the flying promenades of Bharat to an adjoining ziggurat. I navigated painted corridors until I reached the Hell-Mills, striding the stone ways on the cavernous chamber’s inner cliffs. Railways criss-crossed the gaping void, carts laden with ore and coal trundling over them. Smelters and forges boiled the air, and butchers cleaned aurochs carcasses to feed our horde. On paddocks, the youths of Bharat practised the secrets of the sword in formations led by blooded teachers. Those younglings, too, would slay and die in the city’s defence when the time came.

			If it came, I told myself. We could still hold the Greatway, even if I could not see how.

			I reached a stone slab leading to a chamber in the crust of Aqshy. An Ash Knight pushed the pivot door. The slab ground open on its central axis, admitting me into a dim hall. I cast my gaze across the brazier-lit vastness. Fat sandstone pillars stretched into the gloom, flames casting shadows from the sconces. The crackle of fire and spiced aroma of hanging meat emanated from the dark. Reflected firelight glittered on bronze blades hanging from racks.

			These were my quarters, in some meagre sense of the word. Yet the mortal I had been was long dead, and so were his cravings for sleep and a sated belly. The only evidence I ever dwelt here at all was a nondescript altar at the base of a pillar, a man’s sombre face leaning upon it. An old mask, forged by Cillus, its meaning lost to me.

			I turned. ‘Go, rest,’ I told the Ash Knight. ‘War is at our doorstep. There’s no need to guard this chamber.’

			He bowed. ‘The Seeker came looking for you. Shall I bring her?’

			I grunted. The slab door ground closed. I stood for a while, striving to feel something, anything. The crackle of brazier fire, or the chill in the air, damp by the standards of Aqshy. The stench of blood and sweat soaked into these old stones, and the ache of Muure’s absence. My fury at his death came in waves, rising and relenting, but it was a hollow hurt. I was not angry at what I had lost; merely resentful something had been taken from me.

			I stroked my death mask, tracing the beaten metal of its rictus. I required levers of influence. Something to unite the city’s defenders under my banner and harden their faith. Until I found these levers, my so-called allies would manoeuvre for their own advantage, for our alliance had always been one of self-interest. My so-called subjects would defy my will, for their subjugation had never been willing. For so long, I had conquered. Now, I must govern.

			The clop of hooves drew my eye. A chill moved up my spine. I glimpsed a shifting shadow at the end of the chamber, half-swallowed by darkness. A blotch in my eyes, a ragged hood over its massive crown. Its metal staff, its hunched back. 

			‘He knew,’ the shadow spoke.

			I blinked. I walked towards the wall, but the shadow remained still, forever just out of sight. ‘Who?’ I asked.

			‘Valique. He knew.’

			My lips hardened. ‘Who are you?’

			The figure slammed its staff. The aching echo of metal against stone resonated in the dark. ‘Summoned,’ the shadow moaned. ‘There’s a traitor in your court. Your true enemy comes.’

			Stone ground on stone. An Ash Knight and Kaddarar loomed in the threshold of the pivot door. I turned, but the shadow was gone. Torches guttered in the empty hall. The Ash Knight bowed, then left. 

			‘What is it?’ I asked Kaddarar.

			Kaddarar remained apart, lurking by the door. ‘You’re afraid.’

			I glared at her, hatred for my own frailty simmering in my heart. ‘No. I am angry.’

			She stared. ‘Fear is natural.’

			I scoffed. ‘Tell me. Beyond Bodshe, do outlanders know of Bharat?’

			She shrugged. ‘I did not learn of it until I found Tominer.’

			‘Then it is a secret? Valique would not know of it had someone not told him?’

			Kaddarar’s quartz eyes glistened. ‘Fall. There is not a soul alive in Cardand who has not learned of Bharat, by whisper or by blade. What is this about?’

			‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘I was told you sought me. Speak.’

			Kaddarar’s nostrils flared. ‘Scouts from your tribal allies seek you out. They escaped Carnd-Ep. Mukwuk simpletons, lizard-skinned arrow-tongues. They made something for you, out of dirt and rubbish. Something you wished to see.’

			My final command to Muure, for the terrain model, of the Hammerhalian camps. I had forgotten entirely. Even had I remembered, I would have assumed the effort had been abandoned during the assault. ‘Bring me to them,’ I said.

			Kaddarar pushed the door open. I gathered my falx and followed. Before I left, I glanced into the darkness, searching for the shadow.

			There was nothing. Halved carcasses hanging from chains, weapons gleaming on racks, crackling braziers. Where the shadow had been, I spied a cobweb, its master’s eight eyes gleaming by torch fire. A fly was caught in the dusty strands. ‘Traitor in the court,’ I muttered.

			Kaddarar turned in the hall. ‘What did you say?’

			I said nothing and barged after her, gesturing her forward. In the base of my skull, instinct whispered. 

			Four days.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			In the scouts’ barracks, ragged blankets and straw bedding lay around a clicking iron stove, its jointed pipe running to brickwork in the wall, pumping coal-smoke into the earth. Disarmed Mukwuk stood sheepishly with arms clasped before them, eyes cast to the floor. They stank of fear and awe.

			Kaddarar leaned against the carved stone wall, kicking a sleeping pallet. She nodded to the dirt model on the floor. ‘So. What is it?’

			I grimaced at the scouts’ terrain sculpture. The question was apt – their work was almost unrecognisable. Lumps of clay, spread through soft dirt on the floor. Splinters and hay stabbed in the moist globs, laying in vague rings. A palisade, maybe, around a mine. The positions seemed primitive, hardly defensible.

			For all this, the standing idol at the model’s centre was unmistakable. Its spiralled head, the depression beneath it. A drill, and an excavation. That was beyond a shadow of a doubt.

			I turned to the savages. ‘Were all the camps like this?’

			One lifted his eyes, glancing at his companion. They shared murmurs in Mukwuk. The second shook her head and dropped her gaze. The scouts couldn’t understand me.

			I exhaled. ‘Kaddarar. How did you communicate with them?’

			She signed abstractly. ‘Gestures. They made faces like your mask, beckoning. Do you know what this is?’

			My armour creaked as I crouched, ignoring the trembling Mukwuk. I tossed the heavy hem of my cloak from my leg and pointed. ‘That is a tower. Those, walls. It’s a camp on the surface. And that is a drill.’

			‘Obviously,’ Kaddarar intoned. ‘But why?’

			I recalled my conversation with Tominer, in her butchery. What I would have done for her counsel now. ‘They are trying to get here,’ I said. ‘This battle in the Greatway is a diversion. These camps on the surface – the drills – they are the Hammerhalians’ main avenue of advance.’ 

			Kaddarar’s expression darkened. ‘It would take them years of digging to get here.’

			‘Perhaps,’ I said. ‘Perhaps less, at the places of power, with those devices. We will have to harden the city. The tunnels.’

			‘There is war in the Greatway. That would be difficult.’

			‘Difficult. But possible. The house scribes who took refuge here can draft a work schedule.’ I brushed a hand over my mask, thinking. ‘In all your travels, have you ever seen anything like this?’

			She stared, then shook her head. ‘No.’

			‘Neither have I,’ I said. ‘It’s not something I considered possible. But we delved the Greatway, and I have seen their cogforts and artillery. If anyone can do this, the Hammerhalians can. And with Carnd-Ep’s waters… its emberstone…’

			Kaddarar pushed off the wall, crouching with me. Her black fingers scraped my mask as she cupped her hand over my chin, lifting my eyes. ‘Let me hunt,’ she said, lovingly. ‘I will anoint myself and leap for the flying paths. I will bathe in their blood, with warriors you trust. Let me destroy your foes.’

			I removed her hand and gripped it, as grateful as I was annoyed. Always, this blood quest. Never a thought towards the bigger picture. ‘Fly, and you will emerge in the teeth of a Hammerhalian defence,’ I said. ‘I need the warriors I trust here. Our allies can quickly become enemies. You know this.’

			Silent, we loomed over the terrain model. The terrified Mukwuk trembled in our presence. 

			‘Strange,’ Kaddarar murmured, gesturing to the model. ‘How such intricacies serve the Blood God.’

			I whiffled a dry laugh. ‘Hammerhal does not serve the red god.’

			Kaddarar’s quartz eyes glittered. ‘All mortals who slay serve the red god.’

			The thought blossomed in my skull when the scuff of moccasins over stone drew my gaze. Blooded Unsworn sauntered into the hall, escorting Plako and Vel. The boy’s eyes met mine, burning with fire I hadn’t seen in years. He lowered his head and stepped aside for Vel.

			The girl stretched as she entered, sweat streaking her war paint. Her eyes flashed to the Mukwuk and she barked a command. The scouts scrambled and left, pushing past the Unsworn.

			‘You speak Mukwuk?’ I asked, heartened. ‘Call them back. I would speak with them.’

			Vel raised her hands. ‘I can say go, master. I can yell it – real natively. No one speaks Mukwuk but Mukwuk.’

			As Vel’s words soured in my ears, Kaddarar rose and approached Plako. They shared velvet whispers, just below my hearing. When the Seeker released the boy, the scowl on her face did not escape me. 

			‘What is it?’ I asked.

			Plako made to speak, but Kaddarar interrupted. ‘The whelps have a victory beneath their belt. They have retaken the Poyon branch of the Greatway.’

			I rose, my heart rising. Good tidings, finally! ‘How many losses?’ I asked. ‘And when?’

			‘Almost none,’ Plako said. ‘And a day ago, by Cardand’s time. An hour or so, by the clock of Bharat.’

			Vel slipped her hatchet from her belt, swinging it through the air. ‘You should have seen us! The enemy broken, the plaza painted red. Oh, he was right to urge us onward! To fight with us!’

			Vel’s words killed the burgeoning smile beneath my mask. ‘Who?’ I asked.

			Kaddarar raised her hands. ‘Fall. Calm. He is our ally.’

			‘Talman?’ I sneered in disbelief. ‘What did I just tell you? Talman is an instrument at best and a threat at worst. If these fools have delivered him glory in the eyes of my vassals and the red god, how will that help us? How?’

			Vel wilted at my disappointment. Plako hardened. ‘We are not children,’ he said. ‘We led the attack. The Poyon tunnels are ours, off Big Meander. So is the glory.’

			I lurched forward, snatching the boy’s neck. ‘What do you know of glory?’ I snarled.

			As I pushed the boy against the wall, seven Unsworn blades whispered from their sheaths in well-forged instinct. Velekkah bounced on her heels, swinging her hatchet. 

			‘Master,’ she whined. ‘Let him go. We did right. What you’d have done! And we killed so many!’

			My eyes turned to Vel, her cheeks burning red. She pouted and pumped her hatchet back into her belt. The Unsworn followed her example, bending their necks, averting their eyes.

			I could hear Plako’s blood pounding in his throat. I tossed him. He slid to the ground with a thump. 

			‘You should have known better,’ I sneered. ‘Velekkah is undependable at the best of times. I expected better from you.’

			Velekkah flinched. Coughing, Plako lifted his dead eyes. ‘Talman is not a threat to you, old man,’ he rasped.

			I stepped closer, until the Seeker stopped me. ‘What did you call me, whelp?’ I snarled.

			‘Fall,’ Kaddarar said. ‘Enough.’

			‘The victory would have been yours had you been there,’ Plako said. ‘The only threat to your power is your own weakness.’

			My lip twitched. I threw Kaddarar’s arm aside, coming forward. Plako scrambled to the wall, squeezing his eyes shut and curling into a foetal ball.

			I stopped short of striking, leather creaking as my hands squeezed into fists. I faced Kaddarar. ‘How much effort have we spent teaching these fools our ways? And they freely give this Slaughterpriest glory that belongs to our house? To us?’

			Kaddarar gritted her teeth. ‘The Poyon tunnels are yours. This is a victory.’

			‘Our victory,’ Plako said. ‘Our glor–’

			I drew my falx and hacked down. The blade crunched through stone, quivering before Plako’s face. ‘You child,’ I growled. ‘You have no idea what glory is. In this war, and all the wars that led us here. And do you know who fought them, and why? Do you?’

			Plako was bleak. Vel’s head hung to her chest, her eyes hidden. The Unsworn cowered. None even dared breathe.

			Kaddarar sauntered to the Unsworn, raising her black arm. ‘Go,’ she said, and again to the whelps. The Unsworn hurried out, followed by the skulking children. When we were alone, Kaddarar faced me, tension in every muscle. ‘You are needlessly vicious.’

			‘Were you so kind?’ I asked. ‘You wished to kill them when I found them. And maybe we should have.’

			Kaddarar’s face smoothed. ‘You do not believe that.’

			My nose twitched. I relented. ‘They make it so hard, Seeker. I gave them a perfect life, after what they had inherited. And they are unmaking the better world that awaited them. I cannot continue like this. They must be kept under closer watch.’

			Kaddarar shook her head. ‘You will make nothing of them like this. You know that.’

			I stewed. ‘They are children. Twenty years to this realm, in my care, and still children.’

			‘That,’ Kaddarar hissed, ‘is my point. They are learning. And Talman’s victory is yours, for now, even if he is not sworn to you. You are still the Godeater’s Son.’

			My lips settled into a firm line. Then my anger cooled, taken from me, tribute to my red god. All that remained was the husk that I was, the scent of Kaddarar’s skin in my nose, like desert flowers. The seconds bled into minutes, until frost rimed the burning engine of my heart.

			Soon the anger was different. Frigid, cutting. A cold rage against my flaws and failings, my woes and weakness. The weakness that had allowed Valique to seize Bodshe. The weakness that forced me to need Talman and lose my patience with the whelps. The weakness that had cost me Carnd-Ep and my soul. The weakness Plako spoke of, for he saw it plain.

			I buried my face in my hands. ‘The Poyon tunnels,’ I murmured. ‘That is not far from Big Meander. We celebrate its recapture as if it is a victory. But we are losing ground.’

			Kaddarar exhaled. She turned to leave, her ironshod boots pounding stone. ‘This mindless wrath does nothing for you, or us,’ she said. ‘It only helps your enemies.’

			My enemies.

			Sometimes, when all was quiet, I sensed one. Lingering in a hollow in my chest, a prison chamber once kept by a man’s conscience. Decades ago, that lonely captive had scrabbled at the walls of its cage. In this new existence that had cursed me, it was still. Whenever I turned my eye inward, I felt something new in its place – something unwanted. A black knot of malice, rattling like the rust-blasted guts of a shaken mechanical box.

			All the realm was my enemy. I was angry at this. Not Plako, nor Velek­kah, despite their folly. Not Kaddarar, for living by the rules of a red god she had devoted her life to. It was everything else. Everything.

			Talman’s triumph in the Poyon branch forced me to confront this. As I pondered how to turn this to my advantage, I discovered an unexpected solution to my previous dilemma. I had required levers of power over my allies. But I need not search for them.

			I could manufacture them.

			I sent the first souls I found to call an assembly of the Circle, to gauge the loyalty of my vassals in Bharat and ensure my power was absolute. With Talman’s recent victory in Poyon – no one would think the triumph belonged to the whelps – I hoped to meet my banners once again, face to face. We would discuss our plans for what came next. I would make all voices heard, bestow favour to those whom I wished to elevate. If I sensed doubt in my authority among any of them, I would slay it where it stood. Talman would be my lure.

			The squealing cage-lift that brought me to the Hell-Mills from the scouts’ barracks juddered to a stop near an abattoir-temple. Stinking Cardandish warriors and Thul axemen loitered in the corridors, bowing as I passed.

			I entered through a doorless passage into the sweeping stone hall beyond. Light slashed from gaps in the four walls, illuminating cuneiform inscriptions on dressed stone. I meandered to the wall, to a gap in the bulwark. Beyond the narrow slit, I glimpsed milky clouds streaked with red mist. The clash of steel echoed faintly from the distant Greatway, and the roar of cannon, the screams of the motherless dying. Even through miles of darkness, the clamour of battle resounded through the iron tunnel.

			Flies danced in my stomach. Every hour, the clamour grew louder, the enemy closer. If the drills the Mukwuk had modelled were real, new fronts could open in days. I must make every effort to protect Bharat’s dark heart. And yet the forces trapped in this undercity belonged to my most powerful but least obedient banners. Without Carnd-Ep, our resources were strained, our tempers tested. I had been on the other side of a siege line enough times to know either of these factors could break a city. I must murder all dissent in its cradle.

			Lords and chieftains filtered in, leaning their weapons against the wall. The midnight-skinned Warbringer Errok, of the Ushara warborn. The Sacred Knight Husibarat, and Vedjai of House Unamat. Old Bhavesh of Eljo, Rumiquat, and other champions of the leaderless war clans. Umpar of the Smiling Swords, a red-skinned rictus pinned from ear to ear. More Maals, chieftains, captains. Not a single face I recognised, not a single soul I cared for.

			As expected, Talman was last to arrive, uninvited. He strode through the entrance to the Circle’s edge and gestured, a crust of blood cracking on his callused hands. ‘I was not summoned,’ he said melodically. ‘But if you dithering fools with your bloodless blades are granted audience with the Godeater’s Son, then so shall I be.’

			The priest of slaughter tested my patience, but rather than crush his defiance, I used it, observing the others for signs of sympathy. Bhavesh shifted, and Rumiquat’s eyes flickered. Husibarat lifted her helmeted head, unimpressed.

			I supposed I was unsurprised none of them liked Talman. He was arrogant. He had slain clan warriors. The Maals sought the transcendence of the red god’s blessings. Beltollers fought for as many reasons as war has names, yet none had common cause with the Slaughterpriest. The reascendant Cardandish houses were too preoccupied with their own ambitions to think of anything but how to use him.

			Husibarat’s red eyes glowed. ‘Why are we here?’ The others faced me. 

			‘Because the city must be hardened,’ I said, keeping an eye on Talman, waiting for him to make his move. ‘I require your scriveners to undertake a census of our host and establish a rotation. We must distribute supplies throughout the city. Build defences in the hanging ziggurats, the pathways, the Hell-Mills.’

			Errok snorted. ‘Fortification is for clans of Bharat. Not the warborn.’

			‘You hide in our temples, don’t you?’ Rumiquat shouted. ‘Eat our food, drink our waters?’ Other clan masters beat their chests in agreement. 

			Talman squatted on his haunches, picking at his calluses. ‘No need for any of that,’ he muttered. ‘Flesh is the surest shield.’

			I narrowed my eyes, uncertain what Talman was waiting for. He was supposed to proclaim his victory. Why he delayed, I didn’t know.

			Bhavesh regarded me calmly. ‘My red lord. Have we fallen so low even upstart Bharati prisoners are granted audience in the Circle?’

			Talman leapt to his feet, coming within an arm’s reach of Bhavesh. ‘We upstart Bharati are truer to the red god than your inbred house ever will be. Speak this again and I will end–’

			I whipped my falx from its wide sheath, until its tip brushed the ­bristles of Talman’s thick beard. The blade was perfectly still. A single twitch, and his skull…

			My chance had come to end this. But I still needed Talman’s hands in this war. Moreover, I sensed an opportunity – a chance to undermine his triumph in Poyon, to use him. ‘You will do nothing, my faithful friend,’ I spoke softly. I gazed upon the others. ‘Talman is a tool. The red god would not discard him. Neither will I, nor any good blade. Our black flags once again grace the tunnels of Poyon branch beyond Big Meander. This is only because of Talman and his zealots. He has earned his right to speak among us.’

			Talman furrowed his brow and stabbed a finger towards me. ‘You had nothing to do with that. It was me and mine. You were not there.’

			I chuckled playfully, falsely. ‘I cannot be everywhere, Talman. You know this. Why do you think the Unsworn accompanied you? A fancy? They are little more than children.’

			The warlords of the Circle smiled, but red rage burned in the Slaughter­priest’s eyes. He lurched closer. 

			‘Because I made them. End this farce. I did what you could not.’

			‘Then why allow the Unsworn to help you?’ I said. ‘My Unsworn?’

			The other lords chortled, wrong-footing Talman. He glanced between them, blushing. ‘You do not deserve this power you wield among them,’ he hissed, with an authenticity I could only respect. ‘Let a worthier one rise.’

			I scoffed, surprised by Talman’s sheer political incompetence. I had expected this to be more difficult. ‘Know your place,’ I said. ‘You are no king. Nor do you counsel kings. Now stand aside.’

			Talman groaned and paced in a wide loop through the hall, massaging his scalp in his callused hands. The little lords’ eyes followed him, bemused. Not one of them showed sympathy to the man. I almost pitied the Slaughterpriest. All that vigour and rage, and not an ounce of will needed to shape it into power.

			I stowed my blade. ‘As we speak, the Hammerhalians endeavour to tunnel through the realm disc. They are digging for Bharat.’

			Vedjai drew his robes closer, sharing a glance with old Bhavesh. ‘That is no simple feat,’ Vedjai said.

			‘No. But they have the advantage of time. For every day that passes here, eight weeks fly on the surface. We must assume what the Hammerhalians began in Cardand is complete. I have become aware that they seek a path to Bharat. The Greatway war is proof of that. The city must be hardened.’

			The weight of these words rippled through the others. The grin affixed to Umpar’s sinewy jaws faded from his eyes. ‘My Smiling Swords cannot build. We are killers. Destroyers.’

			Bhavesh tossed a dainty hand, a hand that had rarely drawn steel these past twenty years, and then only for ritual. ‘Use the thralls,’ he said. ‘Bharat’s slaves are more than even Carnd-Ep’s. Work them twice as hard.’

			‘Work them to death,’ Vedjai snapped. ‘Save us the bellies to fill and the provender.’

			Others murmured support, stamping their feet. Contemplation soured in Talman’s yellow eyes. In a moment of inspiration, I saw how to wield him. 

			‘I would hear your opinion before I act,’ I said graciously, gesturing to Talman.

			The Slaughterpriest froze and glared. Then he straightened, inhabited by something like pride. ‘You lack the souls for war in both the Greatway and Bharat. Obviously.’

			Rumiquat scoffed. I shot him a piercing gaze, and he blanched. In matters of war, the Slaughterpriest was utterly canny. Better if he thought himself favoured. Better if others thought so, too. 

			‘What would you have me do?’ I said to Talman.

			Talman’s yellow eyes flickered to the others. It was the first time I glimpsed uncertainty in him. If he wished to ultimately supplant me, he must first gain credibility among the Circle. Right here, right now, that meant advancing my cause. ‘You need new allies,’ he said.

			Old Bhavesh made an elaborate gesture, mocking Talman with courtesy. ‘And where would we find them, pray tell?’

			As the Cardandish lords sniggered, Talman’s eyes blazed. ‘There is an entire kingdom within reach of the Greatway. Compel the delvers to join you.’

			At this, the hall fell silent. The Holmon, the sand duardin, the delvers. Geruun Azhmon could raise five hundred warriors and thrice as many thralls within hours – and his was one of twenty scattered delves. Talman was not wrong; his proposal was powerful. With Holmon at our side, the city could be fortified and defended with little effort.

			There was only one problem. The delvers were utterly untrustworthy.

			Errok of the Ushara clicked his ivory tongue ring against his teeth. ‘I will not fight with Holmon. Nuu-Ra steal from my people. Geruun do not stand by their pacts.’

			‘You will fight where and with whom I command,’ I snapped bitterly. ‘But you raise a fair point. The Holmon will know what is at stake by now. They will use that in their favour, however they can.’

			‘That is why I said compel them, you flower of a man,’ Talman said. ‘Give them what they want. Or promise it and kill them afterwards. Who cares? Threaten their children, burn their shrines. Only bring them to us, however you must. Red King.’

			The idea spread into my mind like a sandstorm, carrying with it memory. Geruun Azhmon, arguing for more Ghyranis waters during the Greatway’s delving. His laughter when I had seen his miners’ shoddy craft, and the gleaming excellence of their work and Azhmon’s pride when I finally paid what was asked.

			Azhmon had been loudest to call for the Holmon to support me in the wake of my ascendance. He had not deceived me yet. Perhaps the Holmon were devious – perhaps frauds and squatters in the ruined palaces of the fallen Khazalid dynasties. But I had always found more in common with them than most. The Holmon were squatters, and scoundrels and knaves. So had I been, once. They were a people I understood, at least as well as I had understood myself.

			It could work, instinct whispered. And instinct was right. It could.

			‘Send for your scribes,’ I told Vedjai of House Unamat and Bhavesh of House Eljo. ‘The rest of you, return to the Greatway and fight. This assembly is over.’

			The lords and masters of the Circle bowed, gathering their weapons to leave. A handful of warleaders queued before me, to make personal entreaties whilst they could.

			Talman barged past them all, scoffing. He snorted and threw his callused hands. ‘Is this all?’ he shouted as the Circle adjourned. ‘He prays your counsel? Then ignores you as the enemy assaults our very gates? Is this how dominion in his perfect little world works?’

			As Rumiquat assumed a knee before me, I bade the clan warrior wait and pointed to Talman. ‘Not at all, faithful friend. You will accompany me to meet Azhmon at Delve Geruun. We will compel him to help us – however we must. Now, be good. Wait for me outside.’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			After the supplicants were heard, I sent a herald to gather Kaddarar and my Ash Knights to me. Talman and I awaited them in the Hell-Mills, surrounded by the cacophony of screaming steel and captive aurochs lowing in despair. The stone canyon yawned below, carts of fresh meat trundling over the rails.

			Talman paced, still wrathful following the assembly. ‘You must think yourself clever,’ he snarled. ‘All this artifice, this deceit. You are weak. Do you not see that?’

			‘I see things as they should be,’ I answered. ‘Then I make them so.’

			He stopped and stabbed a finger at his chest. ‘Poyon was my triumph. I staved off an assault on Big Meander and retook the branch. The glory is mine. Your city stands because of me.’

			‘A very compelling story,’ I said. ‘We shall call the Circle again in due time, that you can beg for the favour you think you are owed.’

			Talman shouted into the Hell-Mills’ rift, shaking and pounding his fist against his head. Then he resumed his loping circle, muttering curses and complaints to our god. I watched him pace, torn between the urge to laugh at him, to weep for him. I had wished to keep a close eye on him, and so I had commanded he accompany me to Delve Geruun. But he could have said no. He could have challenged me in the Circle, if he wished. The more time I spent with him, the more I sensed how he could be wielded.

			As fearsome as he was – as wise, perhaps – Talman was not a man who could supplant me. He was – like his own hands, he might claim – merely a blade.

			Talman stopped again, pointing. ‘You. You know what your problem is, Godeater’s Son?’

			I shrugged. ‘I have no problems. It’s as you said. Glory is what we make of it. And you have made noth–’

			Talman roared. Then he turned and cackled insanely, eyes bulging with spite, before pacing again. ‘Clever man,’ he spat. ‘Flower of a man. Should have killed him, in the hills. Should have taken his head.’ He wrenched the air with his massive hands for effect, his fingers ­throttling an imaginary neck.

			I thumbed the hilt of my falx, licking my teeth. ‘Yes,’ I agreed.

			Talman leaned against the wall and exhaled, crossing his arms. ‘I cannot see it. Khorne has need of you. He tells me, every day, but I cannot see it. You are nothing. You ride high on this legend that you are chosen, as if Khorne has not chosen us all. You were a champion we needed, once. But your folly has returned the storm god’s wrath to us. Look at us.’

			I straightened. ‘So that is what this is about. Your dead mother’s refusal to fight in my wars.’

			He rapped his skull. ‘Was she wrong? You are unfit. And that is no slander, Godeater’s Son. I respected you once. Saw you in Candip, fighting Sigmar’s slaves from afar. But that man who laid low the Stormcast Eternals is gone. Madness is all he has left us, a world where he decides who stands, who kneels, and how many years have passed. That is why I wish to supplant you, do you see? Lest this ghost you have become squander all that that man did.’

			As the God-King’s name ached from my skull, I thought of the shadow’s words in the broken fane, and then my chamber. A true enemy, a traitor in the court. The first I had once thought was Valique, but perhaps Talman was both. I doubted the Unstoppable would have known the lore of these lands before his arrival. Someone had told him, and it could be no mere coincidence Talman now sought to cast me down.

			And yet Talman was an unthinkable spy. The man was hulking and fierce and drank the blood of the slain but lacked all subtlety. This priest could not seize power, let alone keep it. His unseen triumph in Poyon might have sowed discord among my vassals, but he hadn’t even known how to use it.

			Now that I thought of it, the meeting of the Circle had been a gambit. I had all but expected to kill Talman. And yet the Slaughterpriest was so incapable of machination, he couldn’t even see he was playing by the rules of a game I had invented from thin air.

			Odd, such simple honesty in so bloody-handed a man. Odder still, to see it and admire it. What I would have given for a glimpse into his head. But that time would come, I supposed, when I had no more need of his hands.

			Heels scraped over stone. Garza and more Ash Knights emerged from an adjoining tunnel, shields slung on their backs. Jezur stopped and directed thralls hauling casks of wine and bandages. 

			‘Bring that to the embarkation plaza,’ I told Jezur. ‘See that the lesser lords fight well and await our return. I cannot bring all of you to Delve Geruun.’

			Talman grimaced. ‘Why not?’ he whined.

			I shrugged. ‘It would be inappropriate. I like Azhmon.’

			As Talman bared his teeth and buried his brow in his hands, Jezur bowed and obeyed. Heavy chains clinked as Kaddarar strode from the corridor, wrapping the dark iron of her flanged mauls around her torso. She jutted her chin at Talman. ‘Why bring him, then?’

			Talman looked up, glowering. He raised his palms and sneered. ‘Because hands are the surest blade. Remember? Our conversation in the barrens, when you asked me to help? When you told me you would help unthrone this man? But you lied! You are his closest ally!’

			Kaddarar glanced at me. ‘I told him everything dies.’

			I gripped Talman’s shoulder. ‘She tells everyone that.’

			Talman threw off my hand and howled: a red roar that drowned out the clamour in the Hell-Mills. We departed. As the Slaughterpriest’s anguished cries echoed behind us, I faced Kaddarar. 

			‘You asked him for help?’ I said.

			She shrugged. ‘I thought you needed it.’

			Duardin were the folk of stone, but not all stone was unyielding. The Holmon, above all, were pliant. When the Pale was young and the realm’s crust still soft from the fires of creation, the delvers had watched carefully how the lavamanders of Bodshe swam through rock like water. From them, Yrdun legend held, the Holmon had learned to wade through magma and walk through sand. They had learned to weave steel into corded armour rather than hammer it into ungiving plates. Armour that yielded when it should and resisted when it must.

			This malleability was as evident in Holmon custom and architecture as it was in their ways of war. Twice a day, the delves’ gates opened to welcome strangers to their holds in search of fresh custom and trade partners to swindle. The gates were doors of sand, doors of stone, lique­fied by brass resonance motors when the trade hours fell.

			The entrance to Delve Geruun loomed before us now, a circular welt the size of a gargant’s skull. In days when the blood did not flow, the entrance to the Geruun delve would have been teeming with corrupt Alliot traders and the Greatway kith. Now the corridor was empty, save for stained barrel staves and broken crates left for the kith to scavenge.

			Garza ran a gloved hand over the rippling stone. ‘Thought we were late.’

			I pushed the stone. It did not yield. ‘No. They are.’

			Kaddarar rammed an elbow against the wall with a fleshy thud. She backed away, removing her crested helm. ‘When does the stone shift?’

			‘Now,’ I said, bemused as Talman closed his eyes and placed an ear against the stone. The Slaughterpriest moved here and there, his callused hands gliding over the wall like the belly of a lover. He listened, his black beard whispering across the ridges. 

			‘What are you doing?’ I asked.

			Talman backed away. ‘You asked how we escaped from the Gaol.’ He straightened his hand into a knife of fingers, placing his fingertips against the door’s centre. Then he filled his belly with a gust of air, anchoring his heels to the deck. ‘Khorne showed me how. And now I show you.’

			Talman’s lungs expelled the air. His hand snapped into a fist, hammering the stone door. The welt in the wall rang like a struck gong, dust ­trickling from its rim. The unnatural stone shifted, its ripples swimming in the wall, then settling again. Talman made to repeat his strike, breathing through his nostrils.

			I gripped his wrist. ‘Delvers are a smiling folk,’ I said gravely. ‘But no duardin takes kindly to intruders.’

			The man’s sick eyes searched me, then Kaddarar. ‘Don’t you smell it, either of you? Are you so blind to the red god’s truth?’

			The hairs on my neck rose. A tingle ran through my bones, the maw in my midriff salivating. So long as it flows, instinct whispered.

			Kaddarar’s nostrils flared. ‘Blood,’ she said. ‘Duardin vigour. Hot, fresh.’

			Talman nodded and peeled my fingers away, repeating his strike. This time, the clanging door vibrated, until the stone ran like hot wax. Grains shifted in its surface, the sandstone liquefied by the strike, swimming like a pool of water. I dipped my finger into the shimmering dry jelly, a spellbound sludge, still too thick to penetrate.

			As the rest of us stood dumbfounded, Talman massaged his knuckles. Then he lifted the metal plate hanging at his neck, covering his eyes. ‘Hands are the surest blade, the surest shield, the surest key,’ he muttered, in metered rhythm, as if reciting poetry. ‘When all else fails, we have our hands. And we do with them what we will.’

			This time, Talman’s strike shattered the door. Stone crunched and exploded into the darkness on the other side, crumbs of it tumbling and skittering along the floor. The bouldered ruins crashed like curtains, smaller rocks spinning where they landed. As sand dust settled, the smell of extinct torches filtered to us.

			In the delve, a single figure awaited us. I blinked, thinking the shadow had come again. But it was a warrior. A single duardin retainer in corded armour, with a halberd twice as tall as he was. He seemed to have been waiting some time.

			‘I am Purhasad of Delve Geruun,’ the figure said, in a ragged wheeze. ‘You are awaited. That is all.’

			We followed the warrior into Delve Geruun. A long, lonely walk brought us through stonebound gardens and a maze of sepulchres. In better days, Azhmon’s honour guard would have awaited us here, clad in cords of mighty steel. Their traders’ wares would have been arrayed on stone benches among the colonnades and terraces of their gridded delve, with serifed runes glimmering amidst greenery on the walls. The runes bound their hold with Holmon enchantment, to protect them from shifting magma flows and tunnelling ratmen.

			Where that old glory had gone, I could not tell. Purhasad was the only soul here. 

			‘Your doors,’ I said. ‘They were closed during the trade hour.’

			Purhasad grunted. ‘You will pay for them. That is all.’

			I pursed my lips. Purhasad did not care a whit about our assault on the Geruun hold. ‘Where is Azhmon? Where are you taking us?’

			The old duardin warrior ambled ahead, his armour cords squeaking, the heel of his halberd clanking against stone. ‘To Azhmon. That is all.’

			We passed through the monumental columns of their delve. Kaddarar stopped me and pointed. A handful of the curlicued runes of the Geruun had been shattered, their enchantments debased. Sick emerald sprouted from fractures in the sandstone, pulsing with dead viridescence. The copper stink of hot blood filled the hall, still fresh, as if still coursing through veins, but the odour was unplaceable. There was not a single drop of gore.

			We reached a dim grotto at the outskirts of Azhmon’s delve. Beyond, a colonnade stretched into the darkness, leading to the delve’s core. Purhasad settled onto a stool at a low table, an oil lamp burning before him. He lifted the dark visor of his flat-topped helm. His armour squeaked as he adjusted the drip of a silver pot feeding fluid into an ornate cup. ‘We wait,’ he said. Then he added, absent-mindedly, ‘For Azhmon.’

			Kaddarar stared dumbly. ‘Is that all?’

			‘Enough,’ I told her. I nodded to the others. The Ash Knights fanned out, surrounding Purhasad, facing the darkness in the colonnade. Talman and I traded a glance, united at last in mutual discomfort. ‘Where is Azhmon?’ I asked.

			The stout warrior slid his helmet free. Tawny eyes in a rough-hewn face stared past us, unfocused. Grey streaked his braided hair and beard. ‘You will meet him,’ he said.

			Talman shifted, scanning the ground with his blinded gaze, as if listening. The muscled mountain of a man settled to his knees, assuming a meditative posture. Garza and the Ash Knights kept their gazes fixed beyond the colonnade, unslinging their shields.

			Kaddarar paced through the chamber, neck tense. Chains clinked as she began unwrapping her mauls from around her bolted black cuirass. ‘Something is wrong,’ she said. ‘Blood. Hot, fresh. Fire and gold and still alive, still pumping.’

			I slid my falx from its sheath, resting the wicked edge on Purhasad’s table. ‘Where is Azhmon?’ I asked again.

			Purhasad sighed. ‘Godeater’s Son. Patience. You will meet Azhmon.’

			My heart fell. Kaddarar was right. ‘What did they offer?’ I whispered. ‘Hammerhal. What did they pay Azhmon?’

			Purhasad’s sad eyes lifted. I had glimpsed those Holmon eyes more times than I cared to count, forever sparkling, always deceitful. But that old falseness was dead in Purhasad. This was a soul with nothing left to it.

			Purhasad reached for his pot, stopping the fragrant drip. I waited for him to take a sip, but he let it sit, steaming. ‘They said they would spare those they had taken. Those still alive.’

			The heavy heads of Kaddarar’s mauls cracked the stone. Garza and the Ash Knights formed a loose line. 

			‘How did they get to you?’ I said.

			Purhasad stroked his rough face. ‘They did what we do. Swam through the realm rock, led by Cloudoun Vicus.’

			The name I remembered. ‘Marshal of the Second Aspirian Host.’

			‘Aye,’ Purhasad whispered. ‘Soft man, sweet man. Told Azhmon to accept his offer. Azhmon laughed him out of our halls, saying he’d sooner cut off his own beard than turn on you. But I wish Azhmon had listened. Perhaps then the burning ones would not have come.’

			My heart roared. I glanced at Kaddarar. ‘Azhmon is dead. Prepare to fight. And get him up.’

			The Seeker nodded and went to Talman, who shoved her off. The Slaughterpriest remained focused, as if listening to the pulse of the realm, the whispers of our red god.

			Purhasad looked up. ‘No need for that. You will meet them, before you meet Azhmon.’

			‘I intend to,’ I snarled, growing irritated with the pathetic Holmon warrior. ‘Who are the burning ones?’

			Ha-room. 

			Belly-deep thunder rumbled through the halls of Delve Geruun, pregnant with the rhythm of song. My ears perked, head turning to the shadows drenching the colonnade beyond the grotto.

			‘That will be them,’ Purhasad said. ‘Maybe they will talk first.’

			I stepped closer. ‘Who are they?’

			Purhasad lifted his chin, eyes bleary. ‘You murdered my kin in the rimlands, years ago. I wanted to kill you for it. For so long.’

			I gripped his beard and pulled him closer. ‘Who are they, Holmon?’

			This close to me, Purhasad shuddered. ‘There’s… no point,’ he quavered. ‘None. Even if they let the Geruun live, they took mine. Life is dust. Life, meaningless. That is all.’

			Ha-room. 

			Steel sang as Garza and the Ash Knights drew their blades. Molten blood ran down the edge of my falx, warming my fingers. I released Purhasad and groaned. Years ago, I had promised a Kharadron captain I would spare any duardin I could. This oath I had ever kept, if only for expediency.

			In this moment, as the shadow of annihilation crossed us all, I wanted nothing more than to keep that promise. Whoever had slain the Geruun must die. In spite of Purhasad’s despicable anguish, he and his kin were mine. Part of my world – my better world.

			I pointed to Purhasad. ‘Take up your halberd, Purhasad. We fight.’

			‘Azhmon said that. We thought we could beat them, too. The delveguard and sand shaman. My sons and daughters and wife. But all is dust. Life is dust.’

			Ha-room. 

			A deadly heat smouldered in the distant dark. Garza and the Ash Knights backed from the colonnade. Kaddarar paced behind them, dragging mauls over the stone, shaking out the chains, working up her frenzy.

			I snapped my fingers. ‘Talman, up. Get up. Garza, get this old duardin back to the Greatway. We need a messenger for the other delves.’

			The Slaughterpriest remained motionless. Garza grunted and returned, escorted by his eternal reek.

			Purhasad shook his head. ‘Cloudoun already bought the other delves. With your own waters from Carnd-Ep, with the example he made of us. Just wait. They’ll come. Then get on with it.’

			‘Get up, you decrepit thing!’ I shouted. ‘You will not die while I can use you yet.’

			His tawny eyes flickered. ‘Nothing left. Nothing but to get on with it. So get on with it. That is all.’

			Talman rose elegantly to his feet, scanning the darkness from behind his metal band. ‘We must leave. Now.’

			‘Now you wish to go?’ I snapped. ‘Compelling the Holmon was your idea. How can we compel them to join us if we do not defend them from our enemies?’

			Talman sneered and pumped his hand towards the darkness. ‘And now you wish to stand and fight, after a lifetime spent running from what you have done? From who you are? Listen, you flower of a man. Listen and hear the Blood God’s will.’

			Ha-room.

			Kaddarar still paced. ‘Fire and gold,’ she muttered, a curse burning in her eyes. ‘Dead god gold.’

			I was losing patience. ‘What god? What gold?’

			‘Fyreslayers, of the Burning Lodges,’ Talman said. ‘Mercenaries in service to the Freeguilds. I met them in the rimlands, in the early battles. They were the only enemy who could fell my fighters – my believers. Their dead god’s blessings run through their veins like earthblood. They pound fragments of his corpse into their flesh. They know no exhaustion or fear. They breathe fire. This enemy is beyond us.’

			Kaddarar’s eyes smouldered, a pernicious smile on her lips. ‘Everything dies,’ she said. ‘We just have to kill it.’

			The Seeker’s words blazed in my heart, but Talman merely scowled. ‘That includes us, if we stand and fight. Better to live for the Blood God than die for him, no? When our time comes, it will be inescapable.’ He stabbed his thick finger at the ground. ‘This is not it.’

			Ha-room.

			Every ounce of me wished to fight. It was more than my thirst for annihilation. As if by protecting Purhasad and the graves of the Geruun, I could become a fraction of the man I had been. A man who had lived and slain for all he loved. A man who could feel something, who had been whole.

			But Talman was right in his wicked way. A better world was at stake, and its people depended on me. The whelps, the Unsworn. The Greatway kith, whose homes were ablaze with the fires of my war. The mothers and fathers of Bharat, their brothers and daughters, sisters and sons. The Cardandish lords and Bharati Maals could not be trusted to protect any of them. They would only use them to sate their own ambitions, no matter the butcher’s toll.

			The low folk of my world had entrusted their fates to me. Some at blade’s edge, others from faith or hateful hope. Their motivations changed nothing. I could do for them what I wished to for Purhasad and the dead Geruun. What I had sworn to do, to a Kharadron captain long ago.

			Ha-room. 

			The glow in the darkness swelled, like coals given the breath of life. Heat washed across us, sweat prickling my skin. Only I stood between Hammerhal and a foreigner’s domination of Bodshe, between the world I was making and the Unstoppable who would see it undone. And only in life, not in death. I had to live, to fight. For them.

			And that, at last, was when I understood. I did not wish to die – I wished to live. I had not been able to learn how. I needed to learn how.

			Ha-room.

			That, unfortunately, was when the Fyreslayers came.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			They strode from the darkness like embers of hatred, the dozens of them. Half-naked, shadow-soaked, gleaming in the dark. Red beards hung to their feet, red mohawks spiking from smooth scalps. Muscles bulged in their stout limbs, where runes of maleficent metal shimmered in ruddy skin, hammered into flesh, embedded in welts of scar.

			The first of them dragged a key-shaped axe, longer than a Holmon halberd, the girth of its metal staff almost too wide to grip. Barefoot, he stopped, his burning eyes drinking us in.

			With easy grace, the Fyreslayer propped his outsize grandfather axe on his shoulder. ‘Purhasad!’ he boomed merrily. ‘You did well, cousin!’

			‘For a sand rat!’ another Fyreslayer shouted.

			‘At least they can be trusted to save their own skins!’ another sang.

			As one, the stout Fyreslayers threw back their heads and bellowed in a chorus of laughter. Purhasad’s eyes sank. He lifted his cup and sipped.

			Incensed, I bared my teeth, putting myself before the Fyreslayers. I glanced to my left, at Kaddarar, blood-hungry and pacing. I glanced to my right, at Talman, balling his fists. Before me, Garza and the Ash Knights, faithful, firm, tall. A mere dozen of us – and forty of them. Their ignaceous steel thudded with burning power, the very fires of annihilation on their breath. 

			Ha-room.

			Good odds on any day. ‘Kill them all,’ I said.

			I have done much in my existence I would do differently, given the chance. But I would not change a thing about that day. Not a moment of it.

			The Fyreslayers moved first, crashing into Garza’s skirmish line. The clap of flawless runic steel through an Ash Knight’s warplate echoed, then the sear of burning metal through violated flesh. I parried a blow with my falx, kneeing the bearded chin of the closest Fyreslayer. Before I could finish him, a second warrior kicked a leg out from under me, staggering me. Both retreated when Kaddarar raged closer, a tornado of chain and maul, each flail of her weapons fracturing the stone. From the corner of my eye, Talman butted his head into another Fyreslayer, chaining his hardened fists into a series of strikes. He ripped a bare axe from the dazed duardin’s grip, then hissed and dropped the scorching metal with a clang.

			Thirty seconds, this combat raged, for the time it takes to hate. In the base of my skull, instinct moaned with satisfaction. Breath huffed from my lungs, a giddy rush in my head. I could feel – I could feel.

			Then steel chomped into my side. I staggered, my blood smoking on the floor. The red veil faded from my vision, if only for a breath. Purhasad was dead, cut down where he had been sitting – and that was all. Three Ash Knights had fallen, too, their severed limbs draining red life onto the stone floor.

			I barked a command. We regrouped, assessing. Talman brushed blood from his nose and spat. Kaddarar dragged another duardin away, her chain looped around his neck, until two other Fyreslayers yanked him back by his bare feet.

			The duardin gathered themselves, tossing dropped poleaxes to each other, humming a song with belly-deep joy. They were utterly lethal, fighting in perfect concert, inhaling and exhaling as one, breathing the world into itself. 

			Ha-room.

			Shouts drifted from the shadows beyond the colonnade. In the darkness, I glimpsed the silhouettes of Freeguild skirmishers and barking dogs. The duardin had not come alone – Valique’s host was already here. A greater slaughter awaited us. For that I needed more than this bare-bones retinue, already half-faded.

			I grimaced and called to Garza. ‘Back!’ I roared in Yrdo. ‘To the Greatway, now!’

			We fled in chaotic synchrony, driven by hunger for our lives. The duardin Fyreslayers gave merry chase, laughing. The same wicked joy awoke in me. We were running from the end of the world – and I was happy. I wanted to live. I needed to learn how.

			In blood-drunk hubris, Kaddarar stopped and swivelled, roaring for the end. I jerked her back. ‘Not like this,’ I snapped.

			The Seeker opened her mouth to retort. Then the Fyreslayers barrelled round the corner, hurtling like axes to the headsman’s block.

			The Seeker’s futile defiance mouldered in my hands. Groaning, she stomped after me. We all of us fled, through gardens and sepulchres, the duardin’s breath warming our backs, hot like draconith song. 

			Ha-room.

			Much I have done in this life, I would do differently, given the chance. Not this. I fled like a coward because Talman was right. There is a time for glory and honour in all our lives, a time for vanity and pointless resistance. There is a time for all things when we wish them, for time is malice. We plant the seeds of our doom when we may.

			At the ruined doors of stone, Kaddarar hurtled into the Greatway, her chain-mauls bouncing on the iron deck. Sweat glistened on her brow, her shoulders heaving. Talman paced, hands on his hips, steadying his lungs. Garza and the remaining Ash Knights clanked to their knees, spent, supporting themselves with their blades.

			I wiped sweat from my mask, its salt stinging my lips. I could still taste the magma in the Fyreslayers’ veins, the fire on their breath. Could still hear the chorus of it in my ears, ha-room. And yet I was alive – alive! And never had life felt so good.

			The drumbeat of the Fyreslayers’ feet on the stone had faded, but Hammerhalian shouts could still be heard, and barking hounds. Talman breathed hard, beaming, then slapped my back. 

			‘A good day to run, you flower of a man! And there I thought you would make me die for your worthless arrogance.’

			I found a smile aching on my lips. ‘Still wish to compel the Holmon?’

			The Slaughterpriest laughed, shaking his head. I patted and gripped his shoulder appreciatively. This exultation in the air was strange. We had survived, yes, but the Hammerhalians had come. I should have been desperate, searching for ways to beat them back – to surmount the insurmountable. But I was elated by the thrill of battle and the fear of death. And I wanted more.

			I straightened, gripping my falx’s hilt. ‘Garza.’

			The knight lifted his head, grunted.

			‘Send a runner,’ I said. ‘Bring the Unsworn.’

			Plako and Velekkah came at the head of their raiders, stalking like savages down the Greatway. The iron road clanged under their heels, the heathen hundreds of them, their brows thick with war paint, their hands filled with hatchet and blade. Talman’s zealots from the Gaol accompanied them, striding with calm menace. Rawer recruits to his cause followed, some of them recently defected from the war clans, dragging chains that clanked and clattered on the grates.

			We wasted no time. As Vel’s eyes sparkled and Plako’s gleamed bleakly, I gathered the war-hungry throngs and recounted the new threat. A force would follow each of us: Kaddarar, Talman, and me. Garza would await a reserve, then advance and break unforeseen resistance that clotted in the arteries of Delve Geruun.

			Together, we would shatter all before us. Let the Fyreslayers be first.

			Before the hour had dried up, we entered the delve again. The Fyreslayers were gone, but the Hammerhalians had come in full force. Wildercorps skirmishers, with torches and crossbows and spears. Stiff-eared hounds, sniffing trails of blood. The vanguard assembled a simple barricade to help consolidate their control over Delve Geruun.

			They lifted their heads at our approach, squinting to glimpse us in the darkness. When we emerged, they loosed quarrels from crossbows and unleashed their dogs. We cut through them all, painting the rune-inscribed walls in their blood. Then we went our separate ways, Kaddarar as a hurricane of bloodshed, Talman its lethal avatar of silence.

			Plako and his Unsworn company jogged after me, carving through fleeing Wildercorps fighters. We pushed through the grotto, past Purha­sad’s corpse into the deep colonnade beyond, towards the heart of the Holmon delve.

			Delve Geruun was a stone hive wrapped in the crust of Aqshy. Three vast rifts bisected the delve into eight cubed sections, with overlooking landings and ramparts in the gaps. At the delve core’s central junction, Hammerhalian Steelhelms and porters loitered with shields against walls, open crates of shot and barrels of powder stacked around them. They charged their fusils and shouted as we approached.

			As we battered through their fleeing Wildercorps rangers, the Fusiliers scrambled to cover, firing. Bullets buzzed through the darkness or cracked off stone. But the Freeguilders were disorganised, unable to muster. They had moved too quickly, too deep. We closed the distance, then slew them all.

			The battle for Delve Geruun lasted half a day. Most of it was spent flushing Hammerhalians from cracks and crawlspaces, hacking them down in the heat-glow of the realm. By the time we seized the last of its passages, Plako had found the emergence cavern where a Hammerhalian mining drill had punched through the cave ceiling like a siege ram. Its triple-headed maw still spun in the rock, whining as it cooled. Around it, molten flows of earthblood bathed the corpses of Holmon sentinels defeated by the Fyreslayers. Azhmon had made his stand here. Perhaps he had fallen here, too.

			Closer to the drill, Hammerhalians were still hauling crates and supplies from rope-and-pulley lifts that descended from the stone skies. Steam jetted from the Ironweld engine’s iron-plated hull, glowing from friction heat. The monstrosity was like a forged castle turret. It had done in a day what had taken us far longer, boring through ten thousand tons of realmrock to reach the Geruun delve.

			The cavern was chaos. My Unsworn had pushed far in, and Plako’s flank drove deeper by the breath. Desperate Freeguilders scrambled to regroup, moulding themselves into a Castelite line. If we didn’t break them now, they would claim the initiative.

			Skirmishes echoed in side tunnels. I scanned to glimpse Holmon runes glowing in the walls, then thought of the Freeguild powder I had seen spilt from barrels in the delve atrium. The moment opened like a wound, the gore of revelation oozing in my eyes.

			‘Spill what powder you can from the atrium,’ I ordered the Unsworn in the rear. ‘There, beneath the runes. Run a fuse along the corridor. And leave room for the fire to breathe.’

			They obeyed without question, even as scattered shots rippled through the cavern. We fought in the smoke, shouting, holding ground as the trail was set. Ululating savages fell, screaming or laughing with the taste of glory. Plako didn’t flinch as he was singed by powder flashes, only driving his blade into the neck of an enemy gunner. When I found him, I dragged him with me, marching back the way I had come.

			‘What are you doing, old man?’ Plako spat. ‘My warriors! The attack!’

			I held my hand out for a torch. As it was placed in my hand, I glared down. A trail of black powder snaked across the stone like a scar. I dropped the torch. ‘They did well,’ I growled.

			Sparks raced through the dark. Then the cavern shook as the powder ignited, a wave of heat and pressure bursting down the corridor. Hammer­halians barely had time to cry out before the realm betrayed them. Unleashed by the death of the Holmon runes, a rockslide cracked loose from the ceiling, and a tide of earthfire roared through the gloom. The screams of our enemy folded into the sound of Aqshy breaking.

			Plako fell to his knees, silent, cheeks streaked with a mud of war­­paint and tears. As I returned to the delve core, joy ached on my smiling lips. First, I had bowed Talman before my will. Now, this victory, snatched from the Hammerhalians’ grasp, no matter the price.

			You can do this, instinct whispered. Win the war. Then make the world better.

			‘I will,’ I muttered, drawing bemused gazes from my knights. Mere hours ago, Valique and his marshal Vicus must have felt unstoppable. But we had won this fight. And nothing felt so good as the impossible.

			After we collapsed the tunnel, the delve began to buckle from the heat of Aqshy’s wrath, unshielded by its broken runes. I told Garza to clear Freeguild survivors as he saw fit, then shatter the remaining runes. The Unsworn were sent to take what supplies we could, then burn what we could not.

			Soon Delve Geruun was aflame, pillars of smoke gushing into its caged skies. I wandered through the cloistered courtyard of a dead Holmon lord, searching for Fyreslayers among the dead. I found corpses, or clusters of bound Freeguild prisoners screaming for mercy. But the naked duardin brutes who had chased us like dogs were nowhere to be seen. Not one of them.

			At a corner, treasures from a dozen defrauded cities filled a corridor. Tapestries and scrolls, ivory and spices, all plundered from the Geruun vaults. I sent for Plako and lingered, gazing at the scattered riches. When the boy came, fresh blood still speckled his clipped scalp.

			I gestured to the cargo on the stone. ‘This is careless work. I told you to burn what we couldn’t take.’

			Plako glanced at the treasure. I still sensed his bitterness at the atrocity I had unleashed earlier. If he had any lingering hatred still poisoning him, he reined it in well. ‘Vel’s Unsworn are in this part. This wasn’t me.’

			I glowered. ‘Then she wastes our time. We can’t bring this with us.’

			As the walls rumbled around us, Plako blinked at me, dead in the eyes. Too dead, for a boy of a man twenty years to the realm. I had given him a good life. I could not fathom his melancholy. 

			‘What difference does it make?’ Plako asked flatly. ‘The delve’s collapsing.’

			I gathered my falx and grunted. The boy’s reasoning was… sensible. ‘Then find your fighters. We withdraw.’

			Plako turned to leave, then halted. ‘If Vel was here and not me, would you have let this pass? Or would you have nagged her for not doing precisely as you had commanded?’

			My blood rose. ‘Nagged?’

			Plako tossed a hand. ‘Is there another word for it? You treat her like a child. Both of us, like children, but especially her. You would have voiced fault with her.’

			I burned with anger at the boy’s insolence. But looking at him, hearing him, I could only remember the wailing babe I had found on Horf’s Hill all those years ago. The whelps would be dead without me. And without the life I had given them, broken. But surely I hadn’t spared them simply to be cruel?

			I huffed. ‘What do you want from me, boy?’

			‘Decency,’ Plako said. ‘The decency you show your house. The decency you show your knights. You act as if kindness will make us weak. As if you think us weak. But we are strong. We’re what you and the Seeker have made us into.’

			I searched for words. ‘I know. I know you’re not weak.’

			Plako frowned. ‘Then why treat us like pests? You told me, that day in the vaults, the Unsworn are crucial to your clan’s power. Vel and I are Unsworn, now, too. But you loathe us. Why?’

			Smoke spooled to the top of the ceiling from an adjacent hall. Time was shrinking away, slipping from my grasp. Still I feared to answer Plako. I feared to lose him, and Vel. Feared my own kindness would soften them before enemies that would unmake us all. I feared my favour would mark the whelps among my enemies, as a vulnerability to be exploited. Many among the Cardandish houses and Bharati war clans would have only used Plako and Velekkah against me, if they understood how I cared for them, or that they had once been the heirs of Harbinger.

			The Vvelk children were my only weakness. Or perhaps I was the weakness. Weak because I could not be as heartless as I should have been. Weak because I was cruel when I should have been honest. The red god had taken everything from me. I did not want it to take them, too.

			I couldn’t push a word of this through my teeth. I loved Plako as a son, Vel as a daughter. But I couldn’t let the red god hear it, nor myself. 

			‘I do not loathe you,’ I said, my voice hoarse and cracking. ‘I depend on you. You cannot see it. I do.’

			Plako’s face softened, as if he craved to hear more. When nothing came, his eyes deadened again, with the emptiness of a slain heart. Those bleak eyes dropped to my feet. 

			‘That would have been good to hear long ago,’ he said, stalking from the crumbling hall. ‘Master.’

			As flames devoured Delve Geruun, sombre reflection killed what remained of my previous joy. Pensive, I drifted through the captured delver settlement, ignoring the scream of collapsing stone. Down a wide stair, I descended to the delve’s foundation, my hand running over the heavy sandstone banisters.

			At delve bottom, a long basin of water rested in a vaulted stone cavern. At first I feared we had missed Azhmon’s stores of Aqua Ghyranis, but it was only a bathhouse. The pool ran the length of the chamber, a quarter mile, penetrated here and there by fingers of earthfire that hardened into steaming stalactites where they stabbed the rippling mirror. Corpses bobbed in the crystal waters, the red of their vigour swimming to me like tendrils of ink, drawn by my gravity.

			I clanked to a knee at the pool’s edge, cupping my hand in the waters. I had wanted a bathhouse, as a child. At a certain age, a foolish age, it had been all I dreamed of. It hadn’t mattered how poorly defensible bathhouses were, or what little leverage they offered to allies and rivals. Sharing the bathhouse with my kin would have been enough. Anything would have been enough, so long as it was more than the nothing I had known.

			When Delve Geruun died, nothing would be left of this. An earthquake would crack the pool’s basin, and the water would leak into the crevices of the realm. Ten years from now, or ten hundred, that water would bleed back to the surface of Aqshy, to soothe the cracked lips and parched throat of some mortal. None who tasted its flows would ever know where it had come from. None would know that this eternal water had been reborn from the dead dream of Heldanarr Fall, who had finally found his bathhouse.

			Slowly, I rose, letting the sadness pass through me. There was nothing for it to latch on to. Nothing that might lament what had come to pass, nor what must come to pass still. We were all water: ripples in the universe. Transient, passing in cycles, coming again. Tominer had once said glory was eternal. But maybe Purhasad was right. All was dust, nothing eternal.

			The smell of desert flowers wafted to me. The water rippled again, from the thud of heavy heels on stone. Kaddarar lurked by the stair. 

			‘It’s time to leave,’ she said.

			I nodded, turning to depart.

			Kaddarar remained still. ‘What did you tell Plako?’

			I stopped. ‘Have you come to punish me for offending the boy?’

			Kaddarar’s eyes narrowed. ‘No. Simply to speak.’

			‘Simply to speak,’ I parroted, gazing across the pool. ‘So often these twenty years, I craved your presence, simply to speak. Now you are here. Now you wish to speak. But I am tired, Seeker. Even if we win this war, what comes next?’

			Kaddarar was silent a breath. ‘I don’t know. That burden is yours to carry. You are the Godeater’s Son. The Blood God’s champion.’

			I chuckled. ‘No one will care for that, when this is done. I don’t.’

			She hardened. ‘Yet still you fight. And still your horde fights, as you command. So do I, Fall, though you don’t see it. So do Plako and Velek­kah. We are a family.’

			‘Family is meaningless. You’ve said it before yourself.’

			‘I did. And maybe it is.’ She hesitated. ‘But what we have now, I cannot lose again.’

			The corners of my lips fell. ‘And how long before the red god takes that from you?’

			Kaddarar winced, her quartz eyes glittering. ‘You think all I want is blood. I care nothing for blood, Fall. It is like food to me – like water, like sleep. I simply need it, for the red god’s favour. But what would that favour mean without anything else to live for?’

			I lifted my gaze. ‘And what do you live for?’

			‘The whelps. And you. All I have wanted these years since we’ve met is to be by your side. For my own sake, perhaps. I treasure the way you make me feel. That I feel anything at all, with you. During training and battle, or on the hunt for new foes. In the times between, when the nights are calm and the stars leer.’

			A molten slab of rock from the ceiling splashed into the pool, followed by cascading magma. The dying delve rumbled its threat. Uneasy, I thought of Plako. ‘You should have told me,’ I said.

			‘I should have, yes. But we leave much unspoken, you and I. When we parted in Carnd-Ep, I feared you hated me. The more I watch you these past days, the more I see the truth.’

			‘You see nothing,’ I said sincerely. ‘Two decades I have laboured to rule these lands and conquer our foes. To make a better world. In that time all you’ve done is chase slaughter. I have been alone. Ruled alone. Fought alone.’

			She bared her teeth. ‘If it has truly been that long, then it has been a busy twenty years. Tell me, Fall, why none of your rivals have moved against you in the age of your ascendance. Do you think you so expertly pit them against each other? Some dilemmas are only solved through blood. I have spilt that blood, as you have ruled, as you have sought the malefaction of witches to protect the whelps. You were never alone. You simply dwell on yourself and your own suffering. As if you are the only one.’

			The cavern rumbled again, a sheet of sandstone tumbling from the vaulted cave ceiling at the far end of the pool. 

			‘I see,’ I said.

			Kaddarar brushed jet hair behind her ear. ‘Just tell me. Tell me what I fail to see.’

			I tossed a hand. ‘None of this is easy,’ I breathed. ‘I need help. Your help. And I do not know how to ask for it.’

			Kaddarar’s brow smoothed. The cutthroats of the Circle would have begun plotting against me at the first sign of this weakness. In spite of all we had been through, I had no reason to believe the Seeker was an exception to this rule.

			And so it was to my unbound surprise that Kaddarar merely crossed her black arms, her eyes dropping. ‘That shames me to hear,’ she said. ‘I will do as I can to help you. But remember. The whelps’ faith in you is yours to repair. You may win the Greatway war without mending it, but the victory would be meaningless. It is up to you.’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWENTY

			Our counterattack in Delve Geruun stretched the Greatway’s defences thin. To counter the threat posed by the Hammerhalian drills, I commanded Bharat’s warriors and thralls to begin hacking countermines into the earth.

			Within hours, the sapping tunnels had already begun to branch like capillaries from the cavernous aorta of Big Meander and the iron artery of the Greatway, changing the shape of the tunnel battleground. This ploy, I hoped, would forestall the drills’ approach as well as provide us room to manoeuvre. I also hoped it would help staunch the damage from the Holmons’ betrayal – but there, I was wrong.

			The next morning, with the dewy air in the embarkation square still moist on our lips, we learned the Freeguilds had bypassed Big Meander, striking deep within the Greatway. Garza and my Ash Knights roared to action, rousing clan warriors who had been dozing or grinding their axes. Maalian temple monks wrung water from drenched robes, still brown with old blood, and draped their bruised skin and ragged mail in soaked clothing for early battle.

			For the better part of the morning, we fought to dislodge the incursion, our numbers and strength further whittled down by the bloodshed. When the branch was finally recaptured, I was forced to admit Hammerhal had regained the initiative.

			The drills alone had been bad enough. Now the stone-warping magicks of the Holmon were arrayed against us.

			To make it all worse, another day had passed. 

			Three days, instinct hissed. Your true enemy comes.

			With our forces still exhausted after repulsing the incursions in Delve Geruun and the back tunnels, Valique’s myth began to gnaw at me. When I closed my eyes, I could all but see him through the red haze. Stern, vicious, scarred. The Unstoppable must have been older, now, and wiser, aged by the realm warp that stretched the fabric of time between Bharat and Cardand.

			In Carnd-Ep, I had worried the eight days the shadow had warned of in the cathedral would pass by Cardand’s reckoning, but the inexor­ability of this siege made my prophesied doom even worse. With each passing hour, heralds brought word that Freeguilders in the Greatway had devised new innovations for battle. Pavises that locked together into unbreakable shield walls, and wadded charges of shot and powder that could be packed and loaded in six seconds. What I would have given for this war to just end.

			Stalking the plankwalk of a cramped tunnel after a skirmish, Garza jammed his rondel dagger into Freeguild survivors’ necks. He and others took our victims’ good steel, tossing it into a pile for conveyance to the Hell-Mills and reuse. Garza ripped a Freeguilder’s helm away with a clatter.

			A hush came over the tunnel. The dark eyes blinking at us belonged to a mercenary, his face inked with the bone-deep sigils of House Despire. Jonnes Despire and his corrupt sellswords had embarked on the river raids before Carnd-Ep fell. In the time that had passed on the surface, one-eyed Jonnes had betrayed our cause to the invaders.

			I nodded to Garza, who finished the man. We stalked from the killing grounds in quiet, wheelbarrows squeaking as thralls hauled our loot. When we reached the embarkation plaza, I rotted in contemplation. Despire could only be the first of many.

			After this betrayal, I took time from the battle lines to better understand the vulnerabilities of my alliance. Which vassals could be trusted, and whose faith I should expect to fracture.

			Bhavesh and Vedjai, I imagined, were already conspiring in some way, perhaps even discussing defection. Good that Daivati Xid had been on the surface when Carnd-Ep fell. If they had been down here, my horde would have already devoured itself.

			Sipping foul wine from a tin cup, I found Talman in a war-scorched rift in the Greatway, beneath the tunnel’s main deck. In the shadows beside a barrel of clean drinking water, he chastised one of his newest recruits. The young warrior, hardly yet a man, was Bharati stock, a scavenger recruited from the surface. The Slaughterpriest slapped him and bellowed, spraying spittle as he shouted, fingers tense, ready to throttle the boy.

			I observed from a distance, eager to witness this punishment. I was surprised when Talman helped the fighter to his feet. He began speaking softly, demonstrating why the boy’s actions in the preceding engagement had been inadequate, and what must be done to improve.

			When the Slaughterpriest dismissed the boy, his sick eyes found me. Humility flitted across Talman’s polluted gaze. ‘Have to teach them the value of a life,’ he said. ‘Otherwise they never learn.’

			I approached, one hand on my falx. ‘The value of a death would be a more practical lesson.’

			‘What folly, you flower,’ Talman said with snap certainty. ‘They are the same. Does this ever tire you? This ceaseless posturing? The cynicism?’

			I tossed the dregs of wine. I had begun to see Talman in a new light following our battle with the Fyreslayers. He was not merely a blood-crazed zealot, the priest of slaughter. ‘It is tedious,’ I said. ‘But necessary. One keeps a thick skin, to be king.’

			Talman stalked to the barrel of crisp water, bringing a ladle to his mouth. ‘Mmm.’ He swished and spat. ‘I liked you more running for your life, you know. There was a man who was worthy. A blade of a man.’

			I watched Talman drink, relishing this breath of sincerity. ‘Talman,’ I spoke. ‘I’ve come to loathe the brass-trimmed nobles of Cardand. Their etiquette, their falseness. Even the loyal Maals and their proscription of laughter. I’ve always preferred savages. Even the Darkoath raiders, with their bloodied stones. There’s more to respect in them. More honesty.’

			Talman tossed the ladle back and scoffed. ‘And there he is again. The warlord, the king, the clever wit. You cannot bend me to your will with this flattery.’

			I scowled. ‘You seek a worthier king for Bodshe,’ I said. ‘I can respect that. What would you have him be?’

			‘Whatever he pleases. And a little more honest with himself and his people and with me. Do you remember when you cast down the old houses after Candip?’

			‘I do.’

			‘I always respected that,’ Talman said. ‘You could have used them, as you would if you found them now. You gave them to the red god instead, and not to prove yourself. You simply were the Blood God’s will, Godeater’s Son. You were inseparable from him. You understood the value of a life.’

			My mask tugged at my rising brow. ‘And so you worship the god of slaughter because life is precious?’

			Talman’s sick eyes glowed. ‘Yes. Yes! What is more significant than life?’

			I croaked, wrong-footed. I had not expected him to say that.

			Talman gestured to the yawning mouth of the Greatway. Somewhere in the roaring tunnels, our allies and our foes wrote fresh chronicles of bloodshed. ‘All this is meaningless,’ Talman whispered. ‘All transient. Glory comes, then goes. The only thing of value in this realm is a life – and therefore a death. A moment ago I could have slain that boy for his deficiencies. But his time will come. What could his annihilation bring to Holy Khorne now? Nothing. And what a bitter and unripe tribute that would be.’

			Khorne. A vision flashed through my eyes. Carnage without end, beyond brutal, brass gates on a hanging mountain. Two children, twelve years old, gazing soullessly at me from beneath a broken stair on Horf’s Hill.

			‘If you think that,’ I said, ‘you do not serve the red god. Only your own whims.’

			A jaded smile cursed Talman’s lips, water dribbling down his beard. ‘You flower of a man. They are the same. If you were worthy, you would see.’

			The Slaughterpriest’s snide parting words echoed in my skull until only their poison remained. As I departed, the urge to strangle him tensed my fingers, aching in my bones. I would show him he was wrong, and all who doubted me. I would show myself.

			Piqued and red, I stalked through the halls of Bharat’s Hell-Mills, deafened by the clanging agony of beaten steel. Tortured metal screamed as it was pounded on anvils and quenched in barrels. Sweating thralls in gloves used tongs to transfer glowing ingots onto conveyors at the beckon of barking overseers. Others dumped carts of bloodstained quarrels on sorting floors, where dirty children scavenged through them for good shafts. Emaciated oxen hauled crucibles of molten bronze along tracks, lowing when handlers whipped them with switches.

			In a corridor past the smelters, I stopped to run my hand across moist welts in a sandstone wall. Ever since Delve Geruun had fallen, similar scars had begun to pock the corridors across the Greatway and upper Bharat. The ripples in the smooth grain were unmistakable, similar to the delve’s doors of stone.

			The war’s worries never ceased. The Holmon were up to no good again.

			I gestured to a warrior, commanding she flag the passage, then moved on, returning to my chamber. I began to wonder if Talman was truly a traitor. Little accord could be found between adherents of the red god and the God-King’s faithful, but I trusted the Slaughterpriest could muster the hypocrisy to find a way. And if not, he had been easy to manipulate in the meeting of the Circle. Who could say Valique had not seen the same in the early war?

			Treachery would have explained many setbacks. The sudden fall of Carnd-Ep, the seizure of Delve Geruun. Perhaps Talman had revealed the Holmon delves’ existence to the Hammerhalians, meeting with Val­ique’s spies in the early conflict. Perhaps Talman was more adept than I had thought, and his talk of compelling the Holmon had only ever been a ruse to draw me into a trap. But then why had he helped me?

			I growled and stalked onward. I doubted Talman was a traitor. I had no answer. Again.

			The dusk rays of the underground sun had started shining through the slits in the Hell-Mills’ stone when I saw it. The shadow from the broken fane, lurking at the mouth of a corridor.

			The obscure figure beckoned. I glanced around, then followed it. Forever the shadow drifted out of reach, down the corridor, a blotch in my eyes.

			The path led to a smith’s lodgings, a small oubliette tucked away from the clangour of the forges. Dried flower petals crunched underheel. Weak flames crackled in an ash-stained hearth. A dull cleaver was embedded into a round of timber beside cuts of fresh, twitching meat.

			The shadow lurked at the centre of the carved nook, closer than I had ever seen it. Beneath its sagging sleeves, its ashen skin was bony, its lean flesh fluted over long, sinewy fingers. The heel of its staff was sharpened, blade-like. Under its ragged hood, horns protruded from its tall crown, impaling the darkness.

			I was afraid to speak, lest the shadow disappear. Instinct coaxed the words from my tongue. ‘What are you?’ I asked. ‘Just say it. Tell me that I may understand your presence.’

			Hooves clopped as the shadow turned. Beneath its ragged hood, eight gleaming white pins blinked at me. 

			‘I,’ it moaned, in the damp tone of gnawed flesh, ‘was summoned.’

			A sparkle drew my eye to the corner of the chamber, where a buzzing fly had caught itself in the silver net of a spider’s web. The web’s mother rushed to its prey, blanketing the insect in silk. As the fly ceased buzzing, the fire in the hearth spat.

			I glared at the shadow, a darkness that defied fathom. Its cloak was oil-thick like midnight, or the void that preceded creation. ‘When the witches died, you came,’ I said. ‘What do you want?’

			The pinpoint eyes shimmered, stars in a mirror of ink. The longer I stared, the more the shadow seemed to expand, folding space into itself. Unholy bass magic groaned in my ears. We gazed into each other, the shadow and I. That it was some breed of daemonkin seemed obvious. And yet what it wanted from me remained a mystery, same as what it could give me.

			I gritted my teeth, determined to turn this wraith, too, to my advantage. ‘Help me,’ I said. ‘You will be rewarded.’

			The shadow’s unblinking eyes held me in their deep glare. In agreement, it nodded. ‘One question,’ the shadow moaned. ‘One answer.’

			I stepped closer, invigorated by the shadow’s response. ‘You spoke of a true enemy,’ I said. ‘Who is it? And the traitor in the court – are they the same?’

			The shadow slammed its staff. The metal thud on stone resounded, as if we shared a space far, far larger than this stone nook. ‘Weave with me,’ the shadow growled, in a voice felt more than heard, ‘and see.’

			I recall that timeless euphoria and think myself mad, knowing what I did. For I stayed with the shadow in the darkness. And for time beyond my reckoning, we wove.

			In the darkening void we worked, a master and an apprentice. The shadow’s ashen claws lovingly placed each fibre of silk in my hands. I moved the threads between themselves, until a tapestry began to take form. Within that disturbing fabric, I glimpsed the warp and weave of the realms.

			Gazing into their secrets, my febrile mind wandered the roads of legend. The story of Plako and Velekkah, who had fled from the void of creation. Or thrice-cursed Sigmar, who had once cast his hammer into that same meaningless void.

			The void, the void. The shadow returned me to it. When we were finished, the web’s beauty was unsurpassed. The patterns of its weave, impossible and infinite, revealing every corner of existence. Every truth, and every lie. Every love, every spite, every thought. I saw everything in those threads. And I saw myself, too, blanketed in silver velvet, wrapped like a fly.

			The shadow loomed apart as I finished the labour, then drifted closer to peel my father’s death mask from my face. The metal parted with effortless, moist suction. The breath of night cooled my cheeks and brow. Then the shadow enclosed my face in a blanket of silk and darkness. It was a place without air, without light, without fear. A place without hope or hurt, preceding creation.

			In the thudding black, a drum of sick thoughts pounded within me, its rhythm the pulse of my heart. A knife-sharp whisper echoed in the void, underlined by a deep rumble that shook my skull. 

			To find your true enemy, the shadow said, look for the one who weaves.

			I blinked the dryness from my eyes. I was in the dark chamber. The hearth sputtered, its fire extinguished. Flower petals drifted along the floor, but the shadow was gone. Had been, I think, for a long time. How long that had been, I could not tell.

			I glanced to the corner, at the web and the fly. Then I huffed and turned to leave, pushing the door.

			Something slammed against the door. I rammed it from its hinges, and water burst in with a wet crash, rushing over the threshold and drenching my feet. I staggered back, boots sloshing as a silt-red current surged into the chamber. Labourers in the Hell-Mills were shouting panicked calls to unseal passages before the bloomeries drowned.

			I lifted a dripping heel. Water foamed around my ankles, burbling and strewn with flower petals. Then I chuckled. So, Valique meant to flood us out. I supposed he didn’t know of the abyss below Bharat, or how it would drink their waters without end. To drown my host in the Greatway, the Hammerhalians would need more than this. They would need a river’s worth, if they wished to roll back our–

			My brow smoothed. A river’s worth. This was not runoff – this was the River Losh. I had feared Valique’s host would dam the currents to starve our down-valley farms, but they had done worse. They had returned the river to us. They had rerouted it into the Greatway.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			Water cascaded in torrents down the length of the Greatway, rushing in my ears. Failing Holmon runes flickered, their magic guttering. With the duardin arcana failing, earthfire bubbled from cracks in the corridor’s stone skin. Gouts of superheated steam jetted from the contact of magma and filthy water.

			The pass to Big Meander was inundated. A bulwark loomed before us, river water foaming from the drowned passages below. More water rushed from welts in the rock, through the softened sandstone. I gritted my teeth, determined to enthral the Holmon when this war was through. They would suffer for this, oaths be damned.

			Jezur and two hundred Ash Knights snaked through the tunnels behind me. Beside me, Garza leaned towards the bulwark, a torch spitting in his hands. 

			‘We’ll never get through this,’ he growled. ‘The waters are rising.’

			I wrinkled my nose. Garza wasn’t wrong, but we couldn’t simply dally. After learning of the waters, I had not been able to find Kaddarar, nor Plako and Velekkah. They could very well be trapped in this morass. Thousands of my troops held the Greatway. Cardandish house warriors, the Bharati war clans. The kith, and Beltollers beyond count. The Unsworn.

			We needed to get our forces out, before they drowned. I needed to find the Seeker and the whelps.

			I extended my hand. Garza passed his torch. I examined the wall more closely, then hacked my falx into the stone. Rock cracked, water razoring from the fissures. I hacked again, and the wall caved, blasting us with foaming waters.

			The sudden torrent staggered Garza and Jezur. I hauled them back up, freeing my cloak and tossing the lavamander hide aside. I pushed the torch back into Garza’s hands, glaring at him. 

			‘Go on,’ I said. ‘To Big Meander.’

			The stinking Ash Knight waded into the cold torrent, shoulder-deep. He turned. ‘I can’t swim, sire.’

			‘I couldn’t care less,’ I growled. ‘Go. Or die and let us float on you.’

			The other Ash Knights chuckled, but Jezur only waded ahead, seizing Garza’s torch. The brand spat and sputtered in the dank mist. 

			‘Just stay behind me,’ she murmured. ‘And do us a favour, let the water in the cracks, nice and deep.’

			Muttering, Garza sniffed himself, then followed Jezur in. I waded into the midst of our column, relieved the others moved before me. I couldn’t swim, either.

			Big Meander was unrecognisable. Torrents of grey slush poured from the distant cave ceiling, extinguishing the rivers of earthfire that once flowed through the cavern. Days of battle had pierced and defiled the grated iron roadways. Recent blasts had upturned claws of sheer metal from the roads’ layered surfaces.

			By the time the last of us emerged, the waters in the passage had risen past our necks. We would need another way out. 

			‘What is that?’ Garza asked, draining his boots as Ash Knights filed from the tunnel.

			I looked up. A sick gloom possessed the cavern’s darkness, catching in mist. Cancers of emerald, pulsing green. 

			‘Contamination,’ I said. ‘A minor annoyance. The water is our real problem.’

			Jezur, standing on a bluff, turned back. ‘Liege. There. Look.’

			I joined her. Battle echoed from the darkness of Big Meander, illuminated by glittering torchlight and braziers and the rhythmic pulse of green. Pockets of my warriors had coalesced on a large temple in the cave, an island in the rippling morass. Tominer’s abattoir. Other bastions of resistance dotted the cavern, but the ululations of the Unsworn echoed from the flooded temple.

			Plako and Vel would be there, if they were anywhere. I raised my falx. ‘There. Go.’

			We moved quickly and carefully, steadying each other as we sidled down dry stone or through rushing shallows. From the vast cavern’s roof, tortured stone groaned plangently. We flinched when boulders of rock burst from the distant ceiling, crashing through the Greatway’s funicular tracks, shoving spears of black iron into the rushing waters. The avalanche smashed into a tangled cave-town of plastered brick walls and flat roofs that had sprouted like mushrooms from the toils of Greatway kith.

			Then an iron hulk rammed through the rift, whistling through the cavity of Big Meander. The vast metal tower slammed the cave floor, shaking the realm. As it settled, the drill’s massive hull glowed from friction heat, clicking and hissing. The humming drill heads ground to a stop, embedding themselves into the cave floor.

			I frowned. The towering drill overlooked all of Big Meander, including Tominer’s old abattoir. With the Greatway flooded, the drill tunnels would allow the Hammerhalians to quickly seize the corridor once the waters receded.

			I trudged onward, gesturing the others forward. ‘Quickly,’ I said. ‘To the abattoir. Now.’

			Near the temple-butchery, gun flashes speckled the lambent darkness, barking across the cavern. A column of Fusiliers on the surrounding bluffs took the shots they could, keeping my savages’ heads down on the temple’s roof. In the flooded courtyard before the abattoir, Unsworn and Bharati clan warriors engaged Freeguild Steelhelms. I sent Jezur and a force to dispatch the gunners, then led the rest to the abattoir.

			The Seeker was in the courtyard, her chain-mauls whipping a mist of water and rock dust through the air. A handful of Talman’s zealots fought beside her, holding off the Steelhelms where the Unsworn had failed. As Garza and I approached, arrows flitted from the darkness at the Hammerhalian positions on the bluffs. From the roof of the butchery, howling heathens threw stones into the flooded court, hoping to smash enemy fighters.

			My knights and I carved into the enemy’s rear, cutting with measured focus, never overextending ourselves. The Unsworn and clan warriors hooted and yelled profanities to the gods of men and beasts. The bluffs overhead soon fell silent – I glimpsed Jezur’s Ash Knights ripping through the enemy Fusiliers, even as more guns of Hammerhal barked from the towering drill beyond. When we were finished in the courtyard, my Ash Knights flung blood from their blades, taking up a new perimeter.

			Kaddarar panted in the middle of the butcher’s square. Her eyes followed trails of blood snaking through the water to my boots, and she gazed up. Glistening foeblood welded her black hands to her chain flails. A dozen deep cuts and slices marred her pale skin, and black gore weltered from a deep wound in her neck.

			I gripped her head, bringing her brow to mine. ‘Seeker.’

			‘Fall,’ she gurgled. ‘You say I’m never where you need me. But I was here and where the hells were you?’ 

			My sad amusement burgeoned into a smile. ‘Your neck.’

			Kaddarar shook her head. ‘The blood flows. The whelps are safe, in the abattoir. Go to them, I will rest. Go.’

			I shouted to Garza to support Jezur’s withdrawal to our position, then splashed into the abattoir. Inside, smoked animal carcasses swayed from chains. Water coursed over the tiled floor, sluicing away grime. Velekkah and Plako were beside their most trusted warriors, ripping clods of mortar and brick free from the wall. The idol Tominer had once worshipped was gone, piled with every other meaningless thing in the chamber against the entrance.

			‘Whelps!’ I said. ‘What are you doing?’

			Velekkah turned, beaming when she saw me. ‘Plako, quit! He’s here! We can leave through the Greatway!’

			The girl rushed to me. I held her back, dragging her back to the hole they had been hacking into the wall. The boy and his sister were unrecognisable. The flood had rinsed away their warpaint. 

			‘We can’t return through the Greatway,’ I said. ‘The water’s too high. We either hold and let it pass or find another way out.’

			Plako brushed a rime of dirt and sweat from his brow. ‘We can’t hold. Hammerhalians are coming through the countermines, from their drill paths. They’ll overrun us.’

			I nodded. ‘There’s another in Big Meander,’ I said. ‘What were you doing?’

			‘I think there’s a countermine behind the wall,’ Plako said. ‘Vel noticed it. The waters here aren’t rising as quickly as in the rest of the cavern. They’re seeping through fissures in the stone.’

			I took one glance at the chamber. Plako was wrong, but he was on the right track. Even if they did reach a countermine, the auxiliary tunnels our forces had been hacking into the realm were still linked to the Greatway. Closer to Bharat, the water had made the corridor unpass­able. Escape through those countermines would have been impossible.

			I cast a glance at the floor. Frothing waters spiralled into the drains. When Azhmon and his engineers had delved the Greatway, I still remembered their difficulty laying its sewers: brickwork tunnels wide enough for two mortals to pass abreast, tall enough they needn’t crouch. The sewers ran directly to the abyss below Bharat, which would complicate our escape. But that was a problem for later.

			I found a hatchet, pushing it into Vel’s hands. Then I pointed at the floor. ‘Through the drains,’ I told both of them. ‘Hack out the stone and tile, into the sewers. Get your warriors on it and get out.’

			Vel’s eyes sparkled. ‘Are you fighting? We can fight!’

			Garza sloshed into the butchery. ‘Sire.’

			I pushed Velekkah to her brother, ignoring her question. The whelps’ lives were at stake. But their lives had always been at stake and would be no matter what we did, so long as this siege wore on. They had to live. That was all that mattered.

			As I followed Garza out, cannon screamed overhead, its distant impact thundering in the cavern. On the bluffs, the position Jezur had just cleared, a tortoise of fresh Hammerhalian fighters formed up. Unsworn javelins whistled through the darkness, cracking into their pavise shield wall. Lumbering ogors carried pieces of a wooden bridge into place – a toothed causeway, wide enough for three mortals to cross the raging currents in the road and assault the butchery directly.

			From that line, protected from the javelin rain by the outsize shield of an ogor, an Azyrite officer crouched, a looking glass welded to his brow.

			I had seen him before, in the visions behind my eyes. 

			Valique. He looked older than he had in my red hallucinations, with silver lightning streaking his hair. Wrinkles lined the corners of his eyes – but it was him. It had to be.

			An idea clenched inside me – not hope, but naked hunger. This was the closest I had ever come to the grand marshal of Hammerhal’s hosts. Valique. The architect of my ruin. I had two hundred Ash Knights at hand, the Seeker, and a clutch of Talman’s zealots, foaming for blood.

			This was not merely the best chance I would get to kill him. It was a reckoning. I would slay the marshal, here and now. No matter the cost.

			Gunfire boomed across Big Meander. I turned back to my warriors, walking amongst them until I found one of Talman’s zealots. The man stood in a linen skirt, arms hanging beside him, watching the drill in the darkness as if it were the end of the world. 

			‘You are Talman’s?’ I asked.

			The man looked at me. He nodded.

			‘I have been wondering,’ I said. ‘What is the value of a life?’

			The mad monk scoffed. ‘That is not a question answered in one breath. I have spent a long time studying to learn its answer. I have only begun to grasp its shape.’

			The Ash Knights watched our exchange expectantly. I glanced at them and shrugged. ‘I have little time,’ I said. ‘And Talman is a good teacher. Give me the gist of it.’

			The warriors around us chuckled. The red-eyed student of Talman was indifferent. ‘All the things we do before we die, and all we don’t,’ he said. ‘This amounts to the value of a life. The value of a death.’

			I pondered that. ‘What does that make killing, in your teacher’s point of view?’

			The zealot blinked and lifted his chin. ‘An act of faith.’

			Good; I had hoped for such an answer. I turned and pulled Garza to me, almost retching at the reek of his breath. ‘Do you remember what I told you, when I found you?’

			He nodded. I released him, then asked the same of Jezur. I asked the other Ash Knights, too, one after the other. Hakar, Fourtuse, LeMetten – many more. Then I raised my falx to our foe on the bluffs. 

			‘The enemy comes,’ I said. ‘To undo all we have done, to unwrite all we have made. Every moment of your lives led you to me and the oaths you swore. I told you when you laid down your arms and swore your vows that a place would be made for you, and that I only asked fealty in return. Now I want that fealty. I want my act of faith. What do I want?’

			‘Kill!’ an Ash Knight bellowed.

			I swivelled, nodding. ‘And you, Pabrir-Kahn? What do I want?’

			‘Kill!’ she roared.

			I nodded. ‘And you, Garza and Jezur? And all of you? Who will answer their call to glory? Who will end this war with me, here and now?’

			‘Kill!’ Garza barked, banging sword against shield.

			‘Kill!’ Jezur screamed, the loudest I had ever heard her.

			The chant began, a red chorus that echoed through Big Meander. The Hammerhalians on the bluffs were still, listening to us with dark curiosity.

			As Garza commanded the Ash Knights form up, I stalked through the high waters. Bullets clapped into the stone abattoir and the current at my knees.

			Kaddarar leaned against the face of the temple, her war-jaded eyes smoking like tinder. Black blood gushed from her neck, her fingers a poor bandage for it. ‘Very gallant,’ she said, swallowing blood.

			Oily ichor bubbled from her broken artery. I’d had no idea so much blood could flow from a single soul. I took one look and knew she could not fight. I nodded to the abattoir. ‘Go, to the whelps. They are carving an escape route through the drains. Keep them safe.’

			Kaddarar shook her head drunkenly, gulping down more blood. She grimaced through her ink-stained teeth. ‘I will stay, Heldanarr Fall.’

			‘If you stay, you will die.’

			She scoffed. ‘I don’t really care. I choose to be where you need me, when you need me. I choose to help.’

			I gazed at the Seeker, insurgent emotion fighting up from beneath the black void of my soul. Always so confident in battle, so fearless against her foes. Always so faithful in her naked heart, caring for the ones she loved. I considered overpowering her, to drag her to the whelps. Instead I nodded. 

			‘I am grateful.’

			Kaddarar took up her chain mauls and staggered behind me to join our line. Overhead, limned by gunfire from the tower, the Hammerhalian causeway climbed up, rocking from side to side, pulled by ogors with ropes.

			I nodded down the line, and the Ash Knights raised their shields, forming a living wall to protect the clan warriors and Talman’s zealots. Above us, the towering assault bridge groaned, then wheeled to the edge of the rift. For one precarious moment, it steadied, stretching into the darkness.

			Then the Hammerhalians shouted, heaving it forward. The bridge keeled. Like a falling tower, it crashed into the court of the abattoir. Their bridge – our battlefield.

			‘Forward!’ I roared in Yrdo, answered in kind by the grunting war cries of my sworn souls.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			Momentum flung wooden fangs from the bridge’s end, which cracked into the stone. Across the wooden causeway, Hammerhalian soldiers slammed their shields to the planks. The tortoise began to cross, moving in careful cohesion. Across the near bluffs, black iron fusils clapped against the rim of the Castelite shield wall, their depthless eyes gazing at us.

			The Hammerhalians faltered when we met their advance with our own, using their assault bridge against them. I raised my falx, remembering Talman’s war chant before our counterattack in Carnd-Ep and the fire it had ignited in me. 

			‘An act of faith!’ I bellowed, in Yrdo.

			‘Kill!’ the Ash Knights barked.

			‘Death!’ I howled.

			‘Kill!’

			‘Life!’

			‘Kill!’

			‘Skulls!’

			‘Kill!’

			‘Blood!’

			‘Ki–’

			Thunder cracked, cutting short the refrain. Hammerhalian bullets whizzed into our ranks, pinging off warplate and shields. The volley sapped our momentum, felling a handful of Ash Knights and clan warriors. As the Fusiliers reloaded and another rank of gunners took aim, heroes of the Gaol bustled through the Ash Knight line, racing up the causeway.

			Another volley followed, the bullets pounding into our warriors and the planks at their feet. A handful of the zealots, blood lords true to their teacher’s red enlightenment, halted and flexed their bellies and shoulders, shrugging off the leaden shot with no more than royal purple bruises to show for it. Most of the others collapsed in gasping convulsions, gore and fouler humours spraying from their bodies in a maroon mist, their faith failing them.

			I clanked up the bridge behind the zealots, determined to leverage their momentum. 

			‘Forward!’ I roared. Ash Knights pounded behind me, shields raised.

			The Hammerhalians on the bluffs stabbed their waterlogged banners into the rock. Soldiers with wide eyes drew polished steel, hacking at the bridge’s securements. Clearly they had underestimated us; now they hoped to mire us in the waters on the road and pick us off there.

			A fusil-major shouted to reload, swaying atop the crow’s nest on her ogor. The Hammerhalian Steelhelms made room for the ogor to kick the bridge down.

			This opening was all we needed. Talman’s heroes leapt onto the ogor, denting and fracturing its armour with their fists. The moving mass of us collided into the others as siege rams do, spearing through the line. As Talman’s surviving monks smashed Freeguilders’ weapons from their grips or tore their shields away, Ash Knights and clan warriors set to chopping, cutting down the Steelhelms like timber.

			I carved down a helpless Freeguilder. Fusils barked. A choking fog of gun smoke filled the bluffs. In a hammering war dance, Kaddarar pounded into another ogor, staggering the monster towards the rushing waters in the road. The creature toppled, its fusil-major flying as it slammed into the torrent, drowning under the weight of its armour.

			Thunder echoed through the caves. Ten-pound cannon shot hurtled overhead, bursting in the abattoir. A Steelhelm slashed her sword at one of Talman’s heroes; the sword walloped into the hardened bones of his raised arms, biting flesh and nothing else. He wrenched the foeblade free and impaled its wielder with it, then tossed the sword aside, grinning at me.

			We pushed through the Hammerhalian centre into a nest of stuccoed brick beyond, my eyes peeled for Valique. I carved my way up a muddy ramp, into another wall of painted shields and worn-down Steelhelms. The Ironweld drill towered overhead, ever closer, lambent in the gloom.

			On a muddy landing filled with shattered rock from the cave ceiling, a rank of Hammerhalian knights defied us. These were different from the Steelhelms, clad in tabards and gorgets and layered mail. They were old soldiers, firm, masked in a skin of scars beneath their nasal helms. War picks filled their hands; soulfire blazed in their hearts. Burnished gold filigree highlighted their gunmetal armour. Their boots and straps were polished to a sheen, the story of ten thousand battles written in the old nicks of the leather.

			Kaddarar shook her chains out, black heat smouldering in her eyes. I stalked around her before the Hammerhalian warriors. 

			‘Valique,’ I growled.

			The aging marshal I had seen earlier pushed through the line. Silver laced his hair, crows’ feet in the corners of his eyes. 

			‘Ten thousand of us come for you, sir,’ the marshal blustered. ‘Ten thousand today, and ten thousand each day hereafter. Two hundred thousand souls of the Free Cities march on you, Godeater’s Son. Give up this fight. Perhaps your people will be spared.’

			For the time it takes to laugh, or the time it takes to weep, I recalled Muure’s reassurance that evening I had drowned in despair. 

			‘Two hundred thousand’ – I gritted my teeth – ‘is not enough.’

			The marshal’s shoulders deflated. He slid a blade from its sheath. ‘Wherever your gods take you when you die, sir, remember I tried to be reasonable.’

			I whiffled a dry laugh. Then I marched forward, blade raised. Three Freeguild veterans lifted their war picks and advanced. I went to them in a straight line, undeviating, as if my passage marked a leyline of the realms.

			The first Cavalier swung. I parried and struck, severing his war pick at its haft, and then his head. As blood jetted from his neck, another veteran’s weapon dented my warplate. I gripped the attacker’s head, rolling it into the maw at my midriff. The jaws chomped, crushing his helm and the brittle skull it cradled. As brain squished from the violated bone and steel, I twisted the third Cavalier’s weapon up, sweeping his legs and hammering his own war pick into his face.

			Valique, eyes wide, backed into the crowd. Other veterans closed ranks. They pounded their weapons together, making the sign of their god’s hammer. 

			‘Unstoppable!’ they shouted, in a gripping chorus.

			Our lines crashed as hurricanes do, slashing and swinging, hammering and pounding. Cold steel punched my armour; I returned each blow with eightfold the spite. Another of Talman’s adherents burst from an enemy huddle, redirecting strikes, booting adversaries to the ground. He kicked a war pick from the floor to his hand, then hammered it into a Cavalier’s neck and bellowed. The knight went down like a cut-string puppet. Within twenty seconds, the rest of them followed.

			My Ash Knights scattered the enemy veterans like crows, finishing those who continued to fight. Charnel rivulets of fresh blood hardened on my blade as I scanned for Valique. The marshal cowered behind a handful of his fighters, on a shattered walkway beside a coursing torrent of floodwater.

			As my warriors dampened the ground with our enemies’ guts, I shoved past them, advancing on Valique. I cut down his guards in a flurry of red steel, letting their corpses topple aside. The marshal raised his sword between us, desperately arming a pistol with one hand. 

			‘You should have surrendered!’ he said.

			I snarled back, ‘I’m not the one who’s going to die.’

			Valique grimaced and took aim. The pistol barrel clicked, then cracked.

			Thunder roared. A blessed bullet punched into my arm. Cobalt fire erupted from the contact, spewing holy flame across the decrepit plankwalk.

			The wound seared through me, cooking the marrow of my bones. Then I groaned and surged forward, ramming the marshal into the wickered guard rail of the plankwalk. He grunted and recovered, so I kicked him in the chest. Bone crunched as the old man flew through the wickered wall into the coursing current below, his pistol clattering aside.

			I crashed down after Valique, splashing us both. The stunned general raised his sword; I slammed my foot down, shattering its blade. I gripped his throat. The gagging marshal reached for an ornamental dagger, so I broke his arm. The old man squealed.

			A clicking growl of satisfaction emitted from my second maw. Dazed, Valique lolled his head, pink drool oozing from his jaws. Baleful light flickered around us. The flames from his blessed bullet billowed from the plankwalk, devouring the decrepit structure. The wound Valique had inflicted on me ached but was tolerable. I had known fire all my life. No one had given me anything but fire, and so to realm and man I gave it back.

			Shouts echoed through Big Meander. Hammerhalian reinforcements rallied from their drill tunnel, but they wouldn’t reach Valique in time. 

			‘Stop,’ the marshal wheezed. ‘We surrender. I surrender.’

			I drank in the man, relishing this vision of triumph. Mere days had passed in Bharat, but months had come and gone on the surface. Val­ique had carved victory after victory into the Pale, hammering his armies against mine. Now he wished to surrender. Now he begged for his life.

			I crouched, meeting his wretched eyes. ‘You are going to die in the dark, Valique.’

			He blinked. ‘But… but I am not Valique.’

			I stared dumbly, water coursing across my legs. He was the spitting image of the man I had seen in my red hallucinations. ‘What did you say?’

			‘Spare me,’ the marshal babbled, a grisly dampness in his chest. ‘Spare my soldiers, let them live. I tell you true, Valique will honour a truce for our ransom. We surrender. You’ve won this battle, sir. Only let us live.’

			I huffed. I was tired of weighing fact and possibility, tired of picking at futures beyond my reach. I wanted a simple solution to the tide of problems that now accumulated in my hands and grew beyond my grasp. I wanted this war to end, no matter the cost. I wanted to kill Valique.

			I glanced over my shoulder, where the war cries of the ash-clad still echoed as they finished what remained of the veterans. This marshal offered his life for those of his mortals. I could not help but respect his compassion for his warriors. 

			‘You are not Valique,’ I repeated. ‘Who are you?’

			‘Cloudoun Vicus,’ the marshal gurgled. ‘Second Aspirian Host.’

			I cocked my head, teeth gnashing in my belly. ‘You are not Valique,’ I growled, anger stirring. ‘Do you know what this war has cost me, Vicus?’

			‘Do I know, sir?’ Cloudoun scoffed painfully. ‘We all know, who fight. Terrible people with terrible things done to them do terrible things in return. War is terrible, sir. But you are no different from any foe to me. Valique will halt the advance – only show us decency. I beg it.’

			A general of Hammerhal, pleading for decency. After all I had done and given the red god. After all I would give it still. I shook my head. ‘I am going to kill you and end this attack myself.’

			Cloudoun’s face contorted. ‘How will that end anything? Kill me, Val­ique will have nothing to… he will press his attack! Ransom me, sir. Ransom me!’

			I gritted my teeth, thinking. I recalled what Arnus Korm had told me, before he set the world on fire. ‘You’re his brother.’

			Cloudoun hesitated, his inner flame reddening his teeth. ‘I am.’

			‘You are his confidant,’ I said. ‘You know his plans.’

			Cloudoun chuckled miserably. ‘If only that boy shared anything in that dark heart of his. Valique is harder of head than you imagine.’

			I narrowed my eyes, unriddling the man’s words. Valique had always been a faceless champion to me, empowered by the legend raised around him, stone by mythic stone. Unstoppable, his people called him. To Cloudoun, he was something different. Something I had not had in a long time, I thought. 

			‘Enlighten me,’ I said through clenched teeth.

			A pained smile twisted Cloudoun’s lips, the expression in his eyes softening. ‘You wouldn’t understand, sir.’

			Gunfire still cracked in the cavern, and the clash of steel. I propped my falx in the rushing waters. ‘You had better hope I do. I am in something of a hurry.’

			Cloudoun winced. ‘I learned of him, six years ago. Then I found him, a dirty vagrant in the ash-stalks, begging for scraps. A survivor from the fall of Candip – our mother had died. I bathed him, clothed him, fed him. I taught him. Valique is what I’ve made him. He craves to cast you down.’

			‘Why wait so long?’ I asked. ‘Twenty years have passed since Candip.’

			‘If only. Then maybe this darkness in his heart would have passed. Valique’s hatred started him on this war – a war none of us understand. I don’t know how he persuaded Hammerhal to support his mad cause. I joined Valique’s host to keep my brother safe, sir. No more.’

			I don’t know what I expected to hear. I thought of my dead sister, my undying mother. I remembered my many friends, a long list whittled down to nearly nothing. Then I relaxed, armour creaking. ‘You are a good man.’

			Cloudoun bared his teeth in a sad grimace. ‘Good men do not win wars, sir.’

			More screaming echoed, followed by Garza’s commands to check the dead. ‘No,’ I agreed. ‘They do not.’

			Cloudoun dragged himself through the water, shaking as he came closer. ‘Spare us, I beg. What would it take? To convince you?’

			I huffed miserably. ‘An end to the siege. Withdrawal of your hosts.’

			Cloudoun winced. ‘I tell you true, I cannot give that. Valique will never surrender. As you won’t, I presume.’ He furrowed his brow. ‘But… I have a secret. Something I have seen, in the dead of night. The reason we are winning, I think. Only agree to let us live.’

			I could not tell if the man’s pleas amused or saddened me. I nodded and gestured for him to continue.

			‘An informant, in your court. I have seen hints of it myself, have heard whispers from the sentries, of meetings at night. A man enters Valique’s tent, alone, from time to time. I tell you true, your cities were betrayed before this siege ever began. As soon as we entered the Pale.’

			A cold shiver ran down my legs. True enemy, instinct hissed. 

			‘Who?’ I demanded.

			‘Promise me, sir! Spare us!’

			I was reluctant to make this promise. I was no honest man, but I did not relish deceit. And yet Cloudoun’s cooperation had just become far, far more important. 

			‘I promise.’

			The tension bled from Cloudoun’s shivering shoulders. ‘I don’t know his name. Or even if it’s a man, truthfully. Valique spoke with him directly, in confidence, when the battlefields calmed. They met under guard at first, away from the other marshals. Earned each other’s trust, I believe. He is a commander of your forces, sir. A warlord who answers to you, who seeks to usurp you. Perhaps on that council of yours.’

			That Cloudoun even knew of the Circle’s existence seemed to confirm his allegations. A traitor in the court, the shadow had warned. I had not wanted to believe it – had hoped the daemon was leading me astray. But treachery would have explained everything. The fall of Carnd-Ep, the failure of our counterattack. Perhaps the leylines of Bodshe, too, and Valique’s stratagem to drill for Bharat.

			Garza’s shadow danced across the waters, cast by the roaring flames on the plankwalk. He formed up with a rank of Ash Knights and other warriors, wiping gore from his rondel dagger. ‘Stab me through the eye, he got him!’

			I ignored Garza and faced Cloudoun. ‘You don’t know who it is,’ I repeated.

			‘No.’ Cloudoun blinked. ‘Is this not enough for your counterspies–?’

			I gripped his hair, dragging the marshal through the water and stone scree and burning wreckage onto the muddy landing. The wounded man screamed and hacked mucus in the smoke, dancing at the touch of burning coals.

			I threw the marshal at Garza’s feet. ‘I need him alive,’ I said. ‘Take him back, to the abattoir. The whelps will have reached the sewers by now.’

			Kaddarar swayed nearby, drunken from blood loss and exhaustion. She shook out her chains, flinging bone fragments from the links and flails. The red god’s blessings in her were spent. She weakly wiped clotted ichor from her neck and began to keel.

			‘Jezur,’ I said, pointing, then striding closer. ‘Jezur!’

			The quiet Ash Knight deftly helped me catch Kaddarar as she fell. Kaddarar muttered, eyes lolling, blood oozing from her neck. Another Ash Knight helped Jezur bear the Seeker back the way we had come. I watched her legs drag through the mud, a falling feeling in my belly.

			Behind me, Cloudoun’s lungs wheezed behind his broken sternum. He clambered to his hands and knees, gazing across the battleground as wretched men do. ‘My Cavaliers,’ he rasped coarsely, glancing around. ‘They… you…’

			I glanced at Garza, who cast his masked gaze across the killing grounds. Armoured corpses blanketed the rugged cave, their blood squirming to me like a sea of maggots. The Ash Knight pumped his dagger into its sheath and grunted.

			Cloudoun’s stark eyes were wide, empty. I stared at the broken man with the broken heart, feeling nothing for him. Cloudoun was nothing. The Hammerhalians and their lives, nothing. All nothing, all meaningless. They had come to Bodshe under arms to cast me down. They had no place in the world I would build.

			Ash Knights dragged the wretched marshal away, to the wooden causeway and the abattoir courtyard. Garza crunched to my side, his stink wrinkling my nose. 

			‘Hold the abattoir with as many souls as you need,’ I commanded. ‘I do not want Hammerhalians following us to Bharat.’

			Garza grunted. The hypnotic pulse of green possessed the cavern darkness, and the flash of gunfire. ‘Why not kill him?’ he asked. ‘Like the other one?’

			‘A traitor amidst us – a spy,’ I said dismissively. ‘He claims he doesn’t know who it is. But we will rip the truth from his skull.’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			Filthy runoff coursed at our heels as we passed through the sewer tunnels. Torches snapped in the darkness. We reached a sealed section where the rock was thin. Thin enough to hear the cries of men and women on the far side, the heartbeat of Bharat’s war drums, the slamming of barrels with fresh arrows and javelins onto stone.

			Before long, daylight bled into the tunnel. We emerged into the city, surrounded by thralls and Cardandish house warriors moving bricks from the bulwark and the sewer wall. Emerging, I surveyed the walkway, impressed. Plako’s and Vel’s Unsworn had hacked an escape path from the sewers where the stone was thinnest. Fresh warriors gathered beyond the opening, organising a counterattack into Big Meander.

			An Ash Knight tossed the insensate marshal to the stone. Talman sauntered closer and crouched by the decrepit man. The Slaughterpriest gazed up, bloodstains scarring his face like acid trails. ‘Who is this flower?’

			I shoved past and crossed to Kaddarar, who lay piled against a stanchion, her head hanging. Fear gnawed at my calm to see her like this. I stroked her temples clumsily, her tangled hair catching and snapping in the creases of my gauntlet. Black blood still pulsed from her neck, dribbling down her cuirass.

			Talman’s feet scuffed the stone behind me. He gazed at us, pitiless. The galling mass of him was speckled black with the old blood of fallen enemies, his beard encrusted in gore he had drunk. ‘The value of a life,’ he breathed. ‘We are always reminded, no?’

			Kaddarar slumped. Jet, damp hair hung on her brow, her eyes hooded and flickering. I stroked her head, silent. The unspoken dread that had ached these long years leaked up through the crevices of me. I did not wish to lose Kaddarar, nor anything. And so I loved nothing, that I needn’t fear losing it.

			But even with all this delusion, I could not bear the idea of losing her. The Seeker’s frailty did not concern me – so long as she stayed by my side. 

			‘I have never seen a wound that did not heal in her,’ I intoned. ‘Even her armour heals.’

			‘Perhaps Khorne has abandoned her,’ Talman said flatly. ‘Perhaps she abandoned him first.’

			I stood. ‘She withholds nothing from the red god. She gave it everything.’

			He glanced at us both. ‘Maybe, once. But something has changed. Look at her.’

			My hand shot to my falx. ‘Say another word. Say another word and give me reason to free your skull from your neck.’

			Utter apathy marked the Slaughterpriest. He shrugged, throwing a callused hand. ‘I will send a healer.’

			I almost drew my blade. Then I froze. ‘You have healers?’

			The priest of slaughter glared with the relentless contempt of a knower of all truths. ‘Yes,’ he said, turning to leave. ‘We have healers. We can read. And we are going to attack, as soon as the waters run their course. You should be there, to defend your city, Red King. No point in casting you down if there’s nothing left to rule.’

			I took stock of the survivors from Big Meander. As Bharat’s remaining garrison rallied for a counterattack, armourers and porters from the Hell-Mills came, bringing food, water, arms. When they saw us, the looks on their faces said all that needed to be said. Only we gallant few had emerged after the surprise flood.

			While the others prepared, I threw my falx down and shook water from my mail. I barked for a thrall to bring drink. Among the thronging fighters, Velekkah supervised her battered Unsworn. Talman directed his unarmoured monks to help Kaddarar to sanctuary. She half-heartedly resisted, then succumbed to frailty. I forced myself to look away.

			I found Cloudoun again, the broken man. Breath wheezed from his blood-drenched lungs. I sent for Vel and beckoned to a master armourer. The careworn artisan, firm in the neck, jerked her head. Her thralls hurried to place a stool beside the marshal.

			I sat and let them unbuckle my shoulder pauldron, for their master to hammer out the dents left by the strikes of Freeguild war picks. The blows had bound the segments, reducing my mobility. We had little time, but I had time for this, if I wished to return to battle.

			And I did. For Talman was right – we must counterattack, and soon. The flood would run its course, perhaps within the hour. We had suffered in Big Meander, but so had the Hammerhalians. They had been ensconced in layers of defensive lines, positions they would have cleared when they drained the Losh into the Greatway. But we had crushed their vanguard in Big Meander, and their reinforcements could not have secured new footholds yet.

			I also had reason to believe some of my forces in the cavern had held. Even in the most flooded parts of the Greatway, our countermines would have created oubliettes and nooks for defenders to take refuge in. If they had lived – some of them must have – they would rally to us as soon as we came.

			The moment was ripe for punishment and strife. For triumph, to whomever acted quickest. Either Valique or I.

			Vel approached, eyes dancing across the wicked scars of my bare shoulder. ‘Master,’ she breathed. ‘Are you–?’

			‘Plako.’ I drained foul wine from a bulging skin handed to me by a thrall, swilling a mouthful before passing it back. ‘Where is he?’

			Vel shook her head. ‘With the Unsworn. Should I get him?’

			I spat dregs to the stone, leakage dribbling down my mask. ‘I need him here. And bring me Garza. Where is Garza?’

			Vel flinched. ‘I don’t know. He was with you.’

			I grunted, then groaned. I had left him to hold our rear, along with a good half of my remaining Ash Knights. I had forgotten. My head was spinning.

			The old marshal at my feet stirred, lungs whining, each breath moist and clicking, rank with the stench of new blood. Without aid, Cloudoun would die. Aid would come, but the man would be no better for it. Not when I was done with him.

			‘Find Plako,’ I told Vel. ‘I want the boy to lead a counterattack while Hammerhal is disordered.’

			Vel glanced around. Champions among the Greatway’s survivors rallied our fighters, scribes taking tally of the living. Among those whose wounds had bled them to death, house thralls separated salvageable steel and leather, rolling pale carcasses into the abyss.

			‘I can do it,’ the girl insisted, sheepish. ‘Once we rearm, once we rest. I can make war.’

			‘We fight now,’ I said. ‘As soon as the waters recede.’

			‘But we need–’

			I shot to my feet, stabbing a finger at Cloudoun. ‘We have their general. We annihilated their vanguard. This is our moment, girl. One does not overcome the realm’s tribulations through weakness in the moment of truth. The Hammerhalians are not prepared for a counteroffensive.’ I jerked my head to the dark mouth of the Greatway, across the hellscape of Bharat, connected by flying bridges and chain-bound walks. ‘As soon as the waters recede, we attack in full force, through the sewers and the corridor, while they still muddle in the morass. We sweep them aside and push for Carnd-Ep. Victory is at hand.’

			Vel glanced at the Unsworn in the court, who gathered in cohorts of ten and twenty. Her chin hardened, a wicked smile on her lips. ‘Let me do it. Let me fight. I’ll call a muster at the embarkation plaza. I’ll lead–’

			I silenced her with a gesture. ‘This chance will not come again. I want Plako to lead. I want someone I…’

			Velekkah’s damp eyes shone, a dew of silt-stained water dripping from her clipped hair. ‘I can do it,’ she said. ‘Prove myself. Earn my oath, to the red god. Like you. You taught us how.’

			I sighed. Vel was brilliant and ambitious, but I wanted Plako’s caution today. I did not want any gambits – not with grand victory in our reach. ‘I do not have time for this, girl. Go. Do as you’re told.’

			Vel’s lips hardened into a slash. She hummed loudly, then swivelled and marched away, disappearing into the crowd of warriors.

			Broken fighters howled as red healers sealed their wounds with brands. As I watched the girl leave, the red veil bled over my eyes. Her hummed tune prickled my skin. It was a song I knew well – a song I had not heard in years. A song Vel should not know, for I could have never sung it to her.

			My face fell, tugging at the metal fused to my flesh. The mystery of that tune bemused me. From deep in the grave of reason, instinct moaned. 

			Two days.

			I sent Cloudoun to the Hell-Mills, to be sustained by healers until I had a chance to break him and pry his secrets from his skull. Then I summoned my horde and led them through the city towards the embarkation plaza. The time was ripe for a counterattack, to finally dislodge Valique’s host from the Greatway. The chances of success were real, but we must hurry. Our only obstacle was time.

			Time. What a fickle thing. We obsess over the chronicles of the past and the omens of the future as if they are far ends of a single thread, but neither exists. There is only now. One moment bleeding into itself, and its choices, and their consequences. Everything comes to us and leaves in time, if we let it. Sight and sound, and the violations of unwanted thought. Love, even loathing. Life is a wild rain passing over Cardand at night, here and there and gone and back again.

			This bleeding moment does not end. The things it brings stay with us, if we wish. Just as Velekkah’s tune now lingered with me. What song does the sun-man sing? the old tune went, the opening refrain of a missionary’s ditty. My mother had sung it in my childhood. She had hummed it, too, I imagined, holding me in her arms, or as I curled in the cradle of her womb. What song does the sun-man sing? I had never known the answer.

			In the dead of night, the tune often drifted to me. I crooned it from the iron hollow of my chest, rocking as I dragged my fingers along the blade of my sister’s falx. In the strife that filled my existence, the tune soothed me, for reasons I could not comprehend.

			We marched. Our heels shook the iron and timber walkways of Bharat. Ziggurats and fell towers stabbed the sky, and the air was electric with the taste of coming victory. For all this, my thoughts gathered around Vel. I had heard my mother’s melody in the girl’s voice, as if she meant to soothe herself. She shouldn’t have known the tune. I had never hummed it to her, to soothe the child. I had never dared. I felt as if she had plucked it from my own skull – or as if someone had jammed it there, with an impossible spell.

			Impossible or not, the significance of the tune on Vel’s lips was clear to me. The girl craved my approval. But I didn’t trust her, and she knew it.

			We stormed towards the plaza, our numbers growing. More warriors – Bharati clan fighters and Beltollers and bandaged soldiers of the Cardandish houses – flowed from adjacent walkways and tunnels and hanging pyramids, swelling our lines. Fat ranks of us prowled towards the rendezvous, lines of flood-dragged silt resting on the plaza’s gritty face. Below, the blood-streaked abyss darkened with the death of day. Above, war drums pounded through the city, for my call had gone out.

			The legions of Bharat gathered. Tonight, we would break the siege, and I should have been exultant. But all I could feel was pain and fear and the echo of Plako’s words, of my lack of kindness. I could have been kind. Velekkah had done as well as her brother in Big Meander, holding where others had failed. I wished I was kind to her – wished I could let myself be weak for her.

			Then I recalled the tune Vel had hummed and I loathed her. Velek­kah reminded me of my mother, her old soul. Velekkah reminded me of Varry – her faults and faith, her adoration for the divine. My breath warbled with hatred, and heat welled in my throat. I wanted to be empty – wanted to feel nothing, and slay, and seize victory. But here we marched to the verge of triumph, and I was dying from this hatred and love. I wanted to live, needed to learn how. But I could not carry this with me another day.

			I buried my frailty deep, focused on the coming bloodshed. Then my eyes dropped to the dusk beneath Bharat, and I slowed, gaping at what I beheld.

			The bloody Ulthma floated beneath the city’s hell, wreathed in black rags and glaring. Prophecy painted the eyes of the younger a creamy glaucous. Sightless muscle gleamed in the eye sockets of the elder. The sisters held wretched hands, their lips moving with the silent whispers of true gods. Blood dribbled from their eyes and mouths to their bare feet, running into the abyss below.

			I stopped, blinking beneath my bronze mask. The two witches were dead. Even in life, they had never come like this.

			‘Red lord,’ a champion beside me said. ‘Is something wrong?’

			Without thinking, I had halted. I looked below again. The gheists were gone.

			We continued. As the yawning mouth of the Greatway loomed closer, I saw more of them. The gheists of the Eight Ring, mingling amongst us, or gazing from the distance. The Alchemist, an iron stake stabbing from the back of her skull, her metal scales bleeding. Bloodgazer stalking among my warriors, weeping gore beneath her veil of thorns. Blacktooth, muttering soundlessly, deep purple ichor oozing from her rotten molar maw. Skinner, striding upside-down along the shelf of an upturned ziggurat, her stolen flesh peeling from her bones.

			Our war drums quietened as we reached the embarkation plaza. Beyond the arches, Valique’s flood had extinguished the torches and braziers of every level. The belly-turning stink of waterlogged corpses emanated from the darkness. Runoff cascaded from the tunnels, drenching the stone and draining into the skies.

			A green pulse in the Greatway glowed and faded like the beating of a leviathan’s heart. Blanketed in that sick light, I glimpsed a depthless shadow, a sharpened staff clutched in its claws. A horned crown protruded from beneath its ragged hood.

			Above the shadow, Ratgirl’s corpse was nailed to three boards of rotten timber, hanging from the tunnel entrance. With all the other carcasses that had washed from the Greatway, I doubt anyone else noticed – but I did. I could not miss it.

			I gazed at the shadow, begging silently to know why it had come, and why now. Instinct breathed in my skull, as if to answer on the shadow’s behalf. 

			The new bargain is kept, instinct whispered. The old, broken.

			The passage’s pulsing glow slowed, falling in tune with the dying drum in my skull. A dead breeze stirred Ratgirl’s corpse, the strange triangle of her crucifixion squeaking in the wind. In the tunnels, something chittered – something dangerous and foul and unpent.

			I ordered a halt, stalking to the edge of the plaza. I glared below, at the endless nether. The maw in my midriff drooled.

			Then the realm rumbled. Stone cracked like thunder. In the Greatway, a shelf of rock collapsed, crashing and clanging through the iron roads. The sound of rushing water and trickling gravel filled our ears.

			All at once, the green pulse died. Midnight conquered the Greatway’s depths, and the shadow disappeared. My warriors teetered forward, glaring into the darkness. So did I. 

			Then, the squealing. Then, the shifting black tide.

			Screeching ratmen scampered from the darkness, red-eyed and mangy, with chipped blades and cracked shields. The smell of urine was overpowering. Hundreds of the vermin surged from the tunnel darkness, rusted blades raised and teeth chittering.

			With practised fury, we closed ranks. Champions and warleaders roared commands, and we set to carving them down. Instinctively, our hasty line pulled back to the walkway, guarding the narrow passages. Three minutes of bloodshed passed – a demonstration of battle’s beauty and brilliance. I was incensed. Of all the times these Skaven opportunists had picked to emerge from their hidden lairs in the crevices of the realm, they had chosen precisely the moment we waited with pent breath for the battle of our lives.

			Not that they ever posed a threat. Within minutes, the vermin blades had cornered themselves into a press. Our lines expanded again from the walkways, closing around their swarm. ‘Heave!’ I roared, and the command echoed across the line.

			We pushed as one, again and again, ramming rodents with our shields and crossed blades from the plaza. Eyes wide and maddened, the ratmen tumbled from the plaza’s flagstone, screeching into the red abyss. I booted the last one from the precipice myself, caught off guard when its yolk-yellow eyes flashed at mine, entranced by my red, red gaze.

			Like a black rain, the falling Skaven polluted the aether, tribute to our barbaric gods. As if in salute, sick green lightning flashed across the undersky.

			Closer, thunder pealed, and I staggered. A fissure cracked the Greatway and embarkation plaza, juddering the realm. Dust fell from the cave mouth in dry torrents. My warriors staggered to their knees.

			‘Back!’ I bellowed. ‘To your temples and holds!’

			My horde retreated, dozens tumbling into the widening fissure in the plaza. I glanced around, but the Unsworn were nowhere to be seen, nor Plako, nor Vel.

			I cursed, desperate to find them – then thought of Kaddarar. She was weak, verging on death. The whelps could protect themselves. I had to find Kaddarar. To protect her, at any cost.

			I dashed through the mob, ramming warriors aside. I vaulted a crumbling stone walkway into a ziggurat, dashing through the corridors. The realm shook, staggering me into the walls.

			As I ran, I caught glimpses of the realmquake through slits in the stone. Breaches had opened across Bharat, obliterating the foundations of nearby towers. Stone masonry came apart in sheets of brick and rock and tumbled into the abyss. Flying amidst those disintegrating curtains, hundreds of warriors and thralls squirmed in the air, tumbling into the nether. Earthfire weltered from the realm’s wounds, cascading below. Throughout all of this, cancerous light gnawed the Greatway apart, maddened by the ascendance of vermin to a dark pantheon.

			The pulsing red veil led me to the Seeker, until I found her and Talman’s healers in a corridor. One of them held a burning brand to her neck, cauterising her wound. I kicked him against the wall and shoved off the others, crouching beside the Seeker.

			Through a tall slit in the stone bulwark, the buried horizon grew ominous. Far away, obscured by the haze of uncounted miles, emerald lightning bled across the undersky, the clouds blackened by a disease of the realm. Something massive swam through storm, obscured by it, forming a vortex, like a spiralling worm or a rat’s tail. The tentacle of power collided as fog does, scattering across the base of the distant nether.

			Silence fell, Talman’s healer groaning where I had kicked him. Another looked up, confused. ‘I don’t understand,’ she hissed. ‘Why would the gods send such omens and then–?’

			The realm shook as rock exploded from the distant horizon. Far away, diaphanous through thousands of miles of sky, boulders the size of continents tumbled into the void. Rivers of ash and earthfire jetted soundlessly from Aqshy’s wound. In the belly of the city, something vast had broken loose. Chittering screams rose through the air. Skaven, in their thousands, pouring from cracks in the stone, from tunnels long forgotten, from holes in the very fabric of the realm.

			‘Heldanarr,’ Kaddarar croaked.

			My eyes fell to her. Sweat-dampened strands of hair hung in the Seeker’s face. She stank of mortal frailty, like the decay of an old garland in the rain. I pulled her close, but she flopped in my grip. ‘Kaddarar. I am… was…’

			A pernicious smile flickered across her lips. ‘What? Scared I will go to the Skull Throne?’

			I said nothing, my arm brushing hers. Through the bulwark, we admired the end of the world, listening as a swarm devoured our city.

			The emerald caught in Kaddarar’s eyes, a corrupt parody of her own red purpose. ‘Every day I am ended,’ she whispered, with the candour of the soon-to-be dead. ‘You think only you have struggled. But I have lived for so long. I cannot tell when I am, and every day I am ended, and I choose to begin anew the next. I am sorry I didn’t stay with you. I could not be where you needed me. I had to hunt, for the blood of our enemies. I had to slay my own reasons not to live.’

			I nodded, afraid to speak. Afraid the god of death had inspired this candour, afraid words would bring him closer.

			‘I struggled,’ Kaddarar said. ‘I am as I am, and do as I can. But I do it for you. From the day I met you.’

			I tottered on the edge of my own nerves, aching to strangle her, smother her, fight her, kiss her. Her words debased me.

			Kaddarar gripped my neck, hauling me closer. ‘You think I don’t see your vision. Your dream. I see it. I care for more than blood and skulls. I care for the Vvelks and you. Your better world.’ She released me, her pitiful reserve of strength spent. ‘I am punished for it. My path nears its end.’

			‘Not yet,’ I said. ‘Be silent.’

			Kaddarar lay quiet, the hissed hush of Talman’s adherents filling the darkness of the hall. Residual quakes still rumbled through the ziggurat, spawning trickles of dust from seams in the stone.

			‘Heldanarr,’ Kaddarar whispered. ‘I think I am dying.’

			And just like that – like a sword drawn, or a sword dropped – the feeling in me died. The uncaged flood of emotion would have elevated me. But it would have destroyed me, too, as distant apocalypse now ravaged a foreigner’s Aqshy, in lands on the surface, beyond the skies and the seas. 

			‘I know,’ I said. ‘I know.’

			Together, we suffered the moment that would not end. Six hours later, the shockwave of the realm’s doom reached us.

			I did not know it then, but the second darkness had begun. What we would later call Vermindoom.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			Vermindoom ripped apart all we had built. When the dust settled, the Greatway was a ruin. Boulders clogged its passages, crushing what remained of our barricades and the unburied corpses of the drowned. The quakes had obliterated its iron roads and defunct funiculars, erasing the hardened communes of the Greatway kith – even ripping the Holmon delves apart.

			The cataclysm had accomplished in mere heartbeats what days of war had not. The Greatway had fallen.

			I surveyed the destruction in one of the Greatway’s near tunnels, with a party of Smiling Swords. The drip of water filled the devastated darkness, and the rancid stink of bloated meat. My feet crunched through a slurry of gangue left from the flood and avalanches. The slush reminded me of Laumann’s clay, taken from Bodshe’s surface mines for crystal pottery, different only because Laumann’s devils were not lurking in the mud, infecting our dreams with soul-devouring nightmares.

			As we picked through wreckage, a recollection crawled from the depths of my mind like a pale, blind cave-thing. I did not know when it had happened; only that it had. Years ago, I had looked upon the Vvelk whelps and felt weakness. Not theirs, but mine. Even then, I had known they were a chink in my soul. One day a foe would see my naive affections for them and exploit it.

			That night, Kaddarar and I had taken the Vvelks to the broken fane of Carnd-Ep. Stars had glistered in the black sky, mocking us. The darkness within the shattered cathedral had beckoned as the children fought with switches. I had watched for hours as Kaddarar played with them. Pushing them on their backs, tripping them, stomping in long circles like a red gargant. The children, giggling and squealing like piglets, waddled in helpless circles. The ridiculous size of their heads amused me, too big for their bodies. Their frivolity sketched a smile behind my mask.

			Walking the long road back to our house’s keep, the distant roar of a Cardandish overseer whipping thralls had echoed through the city. Plako, with his childish reassurances, had helped Velekkah walk through the deep mud on the city path. 

			‘What game were you playing?’ I had asked Kaddarar.

			‘Slaughter,’ the Seeker had huffed. Then she had smiled. ‘One day they will be too big for such games. Too old.’

			‘They won’t need to play, then,’ I had reassured her. ‘They will be ready for true slaughter, against the enemies who come for them. We have raised them well. We will make warleaders of them yet.’

			Kaddarar had glanced at me. Her eyes sparkled – too perfect to be real. ‘They were blood warriors in our game. Do you know what I was?’

			I had shaken my head. And what Kaddarar had answered, I could not remember. For some reason, I only remembered staring at the children, lurking like dogs in a pit in the bottom of my keep. They were mute shells of mortality, hollowed out by the affections of a grandfather god, liberated from Harbinger’s grasp only to fall under my darker shadow. I remembered walking with Kaddarar and the whelps in the city, and then I remembered this moment. As if it had all been a fantasy – a lie I had told myself, a lie I had bargained for.

			‘What was she?’ I whispered to myself in the dripping darkness, closing my eyes.

			A daemon of Khorne, instinct moaned in the bottom of my skull, chuckling. They will not be strong enough for that.

			The crunch of wood beckoned my mind back to the darkened ruins of the Greatway. The reality sank in. All my conquests and triumphs, now come to this bitter end. All I had built, and my better world unravelling in my hands. I had sought to prepare the children for the enemies who would come for them. But even I could not defeat my enemies, nor protect this better world. I was leaving them nothing but the enemies I could not vanquish. Nothing but the ashes of this kingdom that could not defend them, of a life that had tortured them. For nothing.

			Ahead, a warrior ambled through the tunnels, raising his legs like a heron’s over the wreckage. Another kicked a board in a ruined barricade, watching it creak and swing on a bent nail. A dead soldier of Steel Spike lay beneath. The warrior squatted beside the carcass, tearing a silver chain away. He turned it in his grimy hands, tucked it beneath his jerkin. I grimaced.

			Umpar of the Smiling Swords wandered to me. ‘The Uolmut and Koli branches are gone,’ he said, idly swinging his scimitar. ‘Turrak is sick, filled with drowned men. We should clear the corpses. Lest the diseased god grin.’

			I glared at him, annoyed, thinking of Harbinger and his dead heirs, and the living. ‘Must everything you and your sellswords say be so ­thematic?’ I snapped.

			Umpar cocked his head. ‘We are not sellswords. We are Smiling Sw–’

			I trudged away, thinking of Garza, surprised to crave the Ash Knight’s stink. Umpar was fine in the Ash Knight’s absence, but I tired of the Smiling Swords’ ludicrous insanities. They picked at carrion flesh and carved rictuses into their cheeks. The other sworn souls of the Circle were no better. I wanted the blood of my blood, not these depraved souls. I wanted warriors I could trust, but I had left them to die in Big Meander. We couldn’t even get that far into the rubble to find them. The Greatway was impassable, the old sewer lines crushed.

			I stopped, glancing back. ‘Leave the corpses. It will take the attackers time to clear the debris and rockfall. Let the diseased god grin, so long as he grins upon them.’

			Umpar finished his idle sword flourish, teleporting his blade into its scabbard with that lethal magic called expertise. ‘We abandon the Greatway?’

			I tossed my hands. ‘Look at it. We cannot hold this. We withdraw to the city. Harden it for the coming attack.’

			Umpar drooled from the rictus pinned to his flesh. ‘They may retreat. Give up.’

			I had mulled a similar possibility. Our forays into the wreckage suggested the Hammerhalian siege lines had been obliterated, just like our own. Valique’s forces would have suffered from the destruction. The obvious complication was that the Hammerhalians could clear the Greatway’s ruins faster than us, given their drills and their two hundred thousand souls and the treacle flow of time.

			If there was a hope in victory, it rested in the defence of Bharat. This was our final stronghold – our final chance to break the enemy.

			To do so, we must reorganise. I was not fool enough to think Val­ique so unseated by the disaster he would not seek to take advantage of it himself. No, this unexpected cataclysm had bought us a necessary reprieve. The time had come to use it, and fortify Bharat in earnest.

			I gave Umpar his orders, then returned the way I had come. I returned to the embarkation plaza, where industrious survivors among the kith had already fashioned swing bridges over the fissures in the square. I sent quiet Jezur, one of the few dozen Ash Knights still left to me, to summon Plako. The boy could not be found.

			To my chagrin, the knight returned with Velekkah instead. The girl sauntered in with her Unsworn, each more exhausted than the other. I had not appreciated the depth of Vel’s compassion for her new orphan brethren. Seeing them now, I recognised the kinship they had forged – that fibre of strength so crucial for survival in Aqshy. The harrowings they had suffered had taught them something of the realm. Something I had meant to inculcate but failed, I thought.

			Vel bounced on her heels, then stilled. ‘Master.’

			I gazed at her fighters, taking them in. ‘Follow me,’ I said. ‘Alone.’

			Velekkah crunched after me, leaving her Unsworn. Jezur joined us, her torch snapping. ‘Can I ask where?’ Vel asked.

			I glared. ‘You can.’

			She sensed my unspoken rebuke and remained silent. We tramped into a cramped corridor, ducking under new bulges in the stone, sidling past rockfalls, humidity like a blanket in the air. Sitting waters rippled at our heels, drenching our boots. The chamber reeked of sulphurous flatulence.

			Soon the girl was puffing. ‘I don’t recognise this,’ Vel said.

			‘The earthquakes collapsed old corridors above the Hell-Mills,’ I said. ‘It exposed these warrens, bricked up behind old walls.’

			Vel’s eyes gleamed. ‘Warrens? Like grandfather’s glade?’

			I stopped, as did Jezur, her torch spitting in the damp air. ‘What?’ I asked.

			Vel’s eyes blinked beneath her freshly trimmed scalp and painted brow. ‘I don’t know. I remember being in a grotto, with… with grandfather.’

			‘Why repeat these fantasies?’ I snapped, lurching forward. ‘Why, with so much to do? You’re champion of the Unsworn, servant to my house. Your duty is to lead. And you indulge in this drivel?’

			She fell silent. ‘Forgive me, master.’

			I stared, thinking of Harbinger. Even so long after his defeat, his corrosive influence on the realm polluted the girl. Velekkah’s deficiencies did not warrant such anger. Yet when I looked upon her, I could not help but remember my mother’s song in her throat. Vel was an open wound. I hated those parts of Ildrid Stormsworn and Varry that I saw in her. More than that, this realm would not be kind to her. I, too, could not be kind.

			We continued onward, until we found Talman’s adherents deeper in the tunnels, staking their claim for the ground’s use as a staging point. Hauling clods of stone aside, they silently acknowledged our presence. Most were raw recruits, taken from the Cardandish houses, it seemed. Their discipline and initiative impressed me. As the other lords of the Circle licked their wounds, holed up in the ziggurats, Talman sought to use this reprieve, as I did. It was one of many bemusing aspects of his prudence that had made me respect the Slaughterpriest, and crave his respect in turn.

			Soon we reached a great descent, similar to an Yrdun stepwell, as if it were a mould through which the ancient great clans had cast the pieces of their temple ziggurats and palace pyramids. The delved corridor led deep, deep below. Arched recesses lined the walls, each filled with the glow of earthfire, smelling of liquid iron.

			We descended the steps, feet scraping over rock. Scrollwork and glyphs laced the stone. The ornamented masonry was old, its craftsmanship beyond equal of anything I’d ever seen, save in the Holmon delves or doomful metalworks of Azgorh. In quiet we went, our way illuminated by the crackling rumour of earthfire. This place was sturdy, to have endured the recent cataclysm and the caustic passage of ages.

			When we reached the bottom, the hall and stair narrowed into a bottleneck – an arched passage. The impenetrable shadows of Ulgu filled the corridor beyond. 

			‘What is this place?’ Jezur asked, raising her torch.

			I ignored the question, gazing instead at the walls. ‘Do either of you recognise this?’

			Jezur shrugged unhelpfully. Vel lifted a long finger, tracing the stone-cut glyphs. 

			‘Cuneiform. An old signary.’ She lowered her hand sheepishly. ‘I learned from reading.’

			I bit my lip, recalling the squealing child who had once played at slaughter – and a mute girl awaiting salvation. I could not remember which was Vel. I gestured at her to continue.

			Vel swallowed and lifted her eyes, tracing the inscriptions. ‘It’s a history, I think. Lyrical.’

			‘A history of what?’ Jezur asked.

			Vel studied more of the glyphs. ‘Bharat. A Maal. A war, a fall. Then opened gates on a mountain.’

			‘Asharashra,’ I said. ‘In the heart of Bharat.’

			Jezur and Vel looked at me. ‘You know the story?’ Jezur asked.

			I nodded. ‘When the old clan fathers and mothers of Bharat made their bargain with the red god, they saved the city. And they damned it.’

			The Ash Knight raised her sputtering torch to another section of wall. ‘Then what is the meaning of this vandalism?’

			Someone had carved unrecognisable script through the glyphs, defiling them. They looked to have hacked a child’s chicken-scratch into the stone, digging deep divots into the wall.

			‘Only a word,’ Vel said. We gazed at her, but she shrugged. ‘Can’t read that one.’

			I scoffed. We gazed into the tunnel, our eyes plying the darkness. In the depthless oblivion, I thought I glimpsed something gazing back at me – eight pins in the dark. I narrowed my eyes, but nothing was there. Nothing but shadow.

			I shivered at the attention of something unwanted. A blind watcher, a whisperer, its unheard words moving in my blood like sharks upstream. The ganglion of thought pulsed in my skull, its tendrils reaching through my bones, into my belly. The jaws in my abdomen salivated, hungering. For a breath, brass seams glittered in the wall, obscured by a red veil.

			Then instinct whispered – an instinct I could not fathom. 

			Come. Release me.

			I shuddered, backing away. ‘This place is haunted. And not by the gheists of the dead.’

			‘Then what?’ Jezur asked.

			‘I have no desire to learn. Seal the passage. Station supplies, as the Talmanists do. We will keep a reserve here, to envelop the Freeguilds when they come.’

			Jezur bowed. ‘Your will. But only eighty ash-clad remain. Unless Garza can be found. We’ll need Unsworn.’

			Vel’s eyes gleamed. ‘We can do it. I’ll bring mine. Get them ready!’

			I glanced between them, displeased. I did not relish the thought of cutting Vel off from our forces when the Hammerhalians came. Before I could discourage her, shouts echoed the way we had come from. A herald summoned me, crying of an approaching sandstorm beneath the realm.

			I groaned and turned to leave. Problems. Always, problems.

			Dust storms rarely raked the underworld of Bharat, but when they did, they were ruthless, flaying skin from bone, blasting shape from stone. I did not wish to risk any more souls, so I returned to oversee the city’s fortification, to ensure the sand squall took no more lives.

			I stalked through the painted corridors, accompanied by Jezur and another Ash Knight. As we ducked beneath a shelf of stone that had shifted in the quakes, the twice-blared warhorns of the Andaa sounded without.

			Jezur and I exchanged a glance. ‘I thought House Andaa’s warriors were stranded in the river raids,’ the Ash Knight murmured. ‘On the surface.’

			I slipped beneath the bulging stone, gazing through a gap in the bulwark. Through the sandstorm, on what remained of the hanging plazas and platforms, I glimpsed figures. Some were recognisable, others less so.

			My heart fell when I glimpsed broken Ash Knights limping from the ruins of the Greatway. I recognised some of them, from among the hundred or so I had left with Garza in Big Meander. Now only a scant dozen prowled from the darkness, their armour dented, their blades dragging behind them. They walked like dead men, shielding their eyes from the light.

			My despair swiftly faded when I glimpsed Tominer with the ash-clad. The Maal of Maals wore a faded cloak and shroud on her mouth to shield against the sun and sand, like her warriors. They carried worn maul-axes and dented spined helms. I glimpsed Boskin and a handful of his riders with them, hunched like gargoyles, with necks bent and sand-stained cloaks hanging over their rusted cuirasses. They had closed the visors on their helms to shield their eyes, but one could sense they were predators from a mile away.

			My heart lightened as even more fighters poured from ribbed tunnels glowing in the stone. I had presumed Tominer and Boskin and my other vassals lost on the surface, but they had returned, veterans purified by the crucible of war. Even in Bharat’s crumbling state, the defence of the city had just become far, far more feasible.

			Reinforcements. This was the edge I needed to win this siege.

			At the head of my Ash Knights, I marched through the Hell-Mills into the Hearing Hall, a great chamber within one of Bharat’s ziggurats. Hundreds of stone benches encircled a wide rift, once an open ceiling for ­stargazers. Hooded arches led from the vast amphitheatre into the rest of Bharat.

			When the extinct fathers and mothers of the city had first raised its stones, the Hearing Hall had been intended for astrological ceremony and religious ritual. The treacheries of time had transformed the hall into a vast barracks, now crowded from the necessities of our siege. Sleeping pallets lay scattered across the benches for warriors of the Cardandish houses. In the rows furthest from the rift, flickering candles wrestled with gloom. Even with the fresh air, the place stank of burnt tallow and the unwashed.

			The newcomers had gathered. Tominer mingled with the hardened defenders of Bharat. With her I glimpsed tribal fighters – warriors from Beltoller nations I knew by their garment, or their weapons, or their tattoos and the cut of their faces. Conspicuously absent were the legion Cardandish house warriors whom Carnd-Ep’s fall had stranded in the Pale. Dead, no doubt – or traitors like House Despire.

			Boskin and his riders remained apart, lurking like armoured ghouls. He was nothing like the knot of delusion I had found in the cannibal cave of Motte Pasheter. His lean features were long, drawn. He reminded me of a wolf, sour and still and hunched and massive, his lopsided moustache rotted into whiskers of bent bristle.

			I clapped my hand into his, a sinewy claw of gristle and hide. ‘Boskin. It is good to see you.’

			His dry lips cracked, a growl seeping from his throat. He was whining and mute. How Tominer had managed to bring him back defied comprehension. I squeezed his hand, hoping to glimpse his old humanity. 

			‘Your girl is in the Juggernaut stables, with Husibarat’s lodge. Do you remember her? Micaw?’

			The Hearing Hall’s glow spiralled in Boskin’s dying eyes. A profound bass rumbled in his chest. Around us, his riders gazed at the other mortals as panthers do, silent and stalking.

			Boskin murmured, a vocalisation just beneath hearing. I leaned closer, turning my ear.

			‘Think… ot… goodn… ss… heart…’

			Panic rose in me. Boskin was simply ill at ease. When I had met him at the motte, I had seen him for who he truly was. A man who had ever stood beside me, when all others had failed.

			Tominer approached, gazing at us askance. I patted Boskin’s hand, then pried his claw free. 

			‘Maal,’ I said. ‘Your return is welcome, beyond all measure. How did you break through?’

			‘With difficulty,’ she said, her lilted voice rasping with unslaked thirst. She snatched a skin of water from a passing warrior, swigging, then brushed her chapped lips. ‘After Carnd-Ep fell we rallied and broke free in the barrens. We harried the enemy, as we dared. Months of this, Godeater’s Son – maybe a year. Only the Vermindoom gave us a chance to return. We couldn’t stay on the surface – too much ash, too much pestilence. We found one of their mining camps, poorly defended. We took our chance and made the rites.’

			I locked eyes with her. ‘How did you fare?’

			A knowing smile cursed her lips, black teeth peeking from beneath. ‘Well enough. We’re here, aren’t we?’

			‘And the enemy?’

			‘Many have withdrawn. Many remain. Not two hundred thousand, blessed be Bloodfather’s name. Perhaps a fifth of that. At most.’

			I could hardly contain my astonishment. Questions sprouted up like dandelions, but Tominer’s final statement drew my focus. ‘And Val­ique?’ I said.

			‘He remains, with his veterans. Our last captives told us before we slit their throats. The others march for wars closer to home. The vermin have risen across the realm. Hammerhal itself is practically under siege, if the wayfarers’ rumours are true.’

			Other veterans from the surface gathered round. The consensus of bobbing heads and fleeting murmurs accompanied Tominer’s words. I jerked my head to the Mad Earl. 

			‘How did you manage to bring him?’

			Tominer shook her head. ‘That is a mystery to all of us. After Pasheter fell, the Mad Earl and his killers followed, wherever we went. We thought they meant to kill us. They just plied our battlefields for meat. When we broke the palisade at a surface camp, near the leylines, they followed.’

			I gazed at Boskin, mourning his silence. Part of me hoped he had come to betray me. That would have been the Boskin I had known, all those years ago in the Little War.

			Instinct whispered something else. The man I had known – the friend I had made – was lost to me. And so what this thing was and why it had truly come, I couldn’t know, beyond the growling in its belly and the corpse-breath on its maw.

			Tominer and I had much to catch up on. As our warriors hardened the city for the enemy’s inevitable assault, we spoke until our jaws were sore. Of the Hour of Ruin, and our survival. Of Vermindoom and the new realm, sick with the dominations of ratmen. Of new wars and pestilence beyond the broken mountains of the Adamantine Chain. Of black skies and schizophrenic lightning that scoured the Great Parch, and the death and perversions this new reality had inflicted on us all.

			I was not interested in these new conflicts. What occupied my attention most was the disposition of Valique’s remaining host. 

			‘By all rights, this siege should have ended,’ Tominer said through a full mouth. She dipped a hunk of bread into a trencher, cramming a crust soaked with meat-oil into her jaws. She washed it down with sandy water from a clay cup, wiping grease from her lips.

			Around us, more warriors murmured as they filled their bellies. We were low on supplies, but at least they would be sated for the fighting ahead. 

			‘How do you come by that?’ I asked.

			‘We intercepted Hammerhal’s messengers. Cut the truth from them. The storm god’s slave-cities recalled their Freeguilds from the Unstop­pable’s host. All of the cities – all of them. Those who remain with Valique are either Cardandish scoundrels or Valique’s fanatics.’

			‘Scoundrels and fanatics.’

			Tominer nodded. ‘Your lesser houses and clans turned, as soon as the war went rough. I killed two of the Daivati Xid. But they are no boon to the enemy – it is Valique’s zealots who fight well. This war has depraved them. They lost their families among the camps we burned, their comrades in the battles beneath the world. They paint hammers on their faces in corpse-char. They chain weapons and shields to their hands. They cannot be enthralled, do not surrender. And they are unstoppable in battle, like their marshal.’

			A brazier crackled, filling the gulf of my silence. If Tominer’s lesson here was that there could be no quarter for this foe, nothing had changed.

			Tominer’s eyes glistened. ‘There are others. A kindred of duardin Fyreslayers, fighting for gold oaths with their dead god’s magic.’ 

			I leaned back, recalling the battle in Delve Geruun. ‘Those are worthy foes.’

			Tominer nodded. ‘Crossing blades with them is a prayer to Blood­father. Speaking of which. Where is the Seeker?’

			My face fell, beneath my mask. ‘Wounded, before the Hour of Ruin. Her blood sours. She’s been in a trance since the quakes ended.’

			Tominer stopped chewing and swallowed. She placed her gaunt hand on my leg, leaning closer. ‘Godeater’s Son,’ she said quietly. ‘It is no coincidence, all of this. Before we left, I heard tidings from scavengers that the Vermindoom has shattered even Khul’s Goretide. All the powers wane, and all the gods. A new darkness rises.’

			‘We are the darkness,’ I said gravely.

			She shook her head. ‘Bloodfather’s ascendance flickers. I led our warriors here, but not to defend this city. I led them here to survive. We were on the verge of annihilation before our break through. That is all this war offers us, now. Survival – if we can take it. Not triumph, not victory. Blood­father guards his faithful jealously, releasing those who cannot serve him to their fates. He desires those who give themselves to him – who truly give everything. The Path to Glory grows narrow and treacherous.’

			The Maal’s words festered in my ears. I tired of her morose counsel, tired of her doubt. She had not seen the battles here, nor how well we had fought. With her reinforcements and the others, now we stood a chance. We could break Valique’s host in a final assault. Earn the Blood God’s favour.

			Two Yrdun warriors picked up their meals, bowing as they passed. Crouching thralls accepted their crockery, soaking it in basins, massaging their wrinkled hands. Tominer pulled me closer, pushing her lips into my knotted hair. 

			‘Your enemies are everywhere,’ she hissed. ‘Bloodfather’s favour is no boon now, but a burden. The moment has come for those who would cast you down. Champions who would usurp you. They will see it done as soon as they can.’

			Leaving me with this warning, Tominer stalked away. I weighed her words. Across the hall, the eyes of her cloaked warriors gleamed, staring unabashedly. I pulled my falx closer, my fingers aching around its hilt.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			In the years of my ascendance, I often glimpsed in the eyes of our captives what I felt now. The contradictions of disbelief. In our enemies’ minds, we cutthroat heathens were all damned, all different, all the same. They found it unfathomable we few faithful to the true gods should find so little common ground. And yet at the same time, no surprise at all that we sought to slay and usurp each other at the soonest chance.

			To our enemies, the differences between us were meaningless. We had already committed that red sin that had carved our shape into their minds. Our intentions did not matter, our methods, our deaths. They were like Khorne. To them, all that mattered was that the blood flowed. But how much blood was enough?

			As I considered Tominer’s parting words, the gnarled logic of this sentiment spread its roots. It was true of us, too, I realised. Among warriors to whom carnage was an imperative, no betrayal was too steep for power.

			The best way to prevent a coup was to end the siege. The arrival of fresh blood had been sorely needed, and I was grateful for it. Unleashed, Boskin and his man-eaters haunted the ruins of the Greatway in search of meat. The other warriors who had battled in the torchlit darkness for days on end took the time to rest, replaced by Tominer’s warriors and tribal allies from the surface, who were hardened from months of raiding Hammerhalian camps and hunting their caravans.

			The city was fortified, chokeholds barricaded. Rope bridges were fashioned to replace those walkways that had tumbled away during Vermindoom. New routes were mapped through the broken foundations of the realm, allowing us to traverse the ruined city.

			I sent heralds to call the Circle, under the pretence of seeking their counsel. Following Tominer’s warning, I wished to gain a new measure of my allies and vassals, to learn who could be relied upon and who should be held at arm’s length.

			The hour came and went, but not a single one of the little lords arrived. Alone in the assembly hall, Jezur and I traded a tensive glance. I paced restlessly.

			Then, Garza finally showed his face.

			The stinking Ash Knight sauntered through the doorless threshold. I knew him by his odour, even before he removed his mask, tossing it at my feet. The golden war mask clanged on stone. Jezur stooped and retrieved the mask and marched towards Garza, but I stopped her. 

			‘What is the meaning of this?’ I asked.

			‘My oath,’ he growled. ‘Do you remember?’

			My lips hardened. ‘I remember.’

			Garza glared, dark veins spidering beneath his eyes. He glanced at Jezur. ‘He left us to die. All of us, to die.’

			Jezur stepped closer and murmured, ‘It was war, Garza. An hour of ruin beyond his grasp.’

			Garza stamped and shouted, shaking. ‘It was betrayal! Betrayal – when I kept faith!’

			Jezur fell silent. Putrid tears streamed down Garza’s cheeks, as rank as his breath. I exhaled, frustrated. I meant to apologise but could not find the words. Muure had been a friend to me in the years of his service. I had only understood that when I had lost him. I did not want to repeat a similar atrocity with Garza, nor anyone. 

			‘I took you into my house,’ I said, searching for the right words. ‘And all the Ash Knights.’

			‘And we are so grateful,’ Garza sneered. ‘Those who clawed escape from Big Meander and the corpse-tea of floodwater in the tunnels are with me.’

			‘With you in what?’ Jezur asked.

			Garza stabbed a finger at me. ‘Released from his service, when this war is done,’ he growled. ‘We made a pact. And he failed to uphold his end. If you know what’s good for you, Jez, you will come with us. He cares nothing for us. We must fight for our lives. He will not. We are instruments to him.’

			I winced. How to speak this truth? How to tell Garza how I felt? 

			‘You are more than instruments,’ I croaked, wishing beyond anything I could remove my mask. ‘You are powerful. Valued.’

			Garza scoffed. ‘Stab me through the eye. So valued not a single digger was sent for us, when the sewers were clear. We could have held the passage from Bharat, too, you realise that? Maybe then more than twelve of us would have lived. But you weren’t thinking of that. I guarantee you kept us in place because you planned a counterattack. You couldn’t even spare that extra ground on the other side of the sewers to save our lives. It’s true, Jez, isn’t it?’

			Jezur’s silence soured in the air. Garza glanced between us, then shook his head and left. Jezur rushed after him and glanced back. 

			‘I will speak to him,’ she murmured. ‘Make him see reason.’

			I nodded, and she left. For long heartbeats, I cursed my twisted tongue. A thousand formulations of what I should have said ran through my mind. I had meant to address Garza as a friend. Instead I had spoken with the heartlessness of a king, of one who saw him as a tool and no more.

			I gazed around the empty chamber. Not a single soul from the Circle had come. I could hunt them, but rashness or ruthlessness would force the hand of any conspirators. With Hammerhalian assault imminent, I was far from ready to deal with a coup right now.

			Besides, I had learned what I wished to know. I had called the Circle to gauge the loyalty of those who remained. I had done just that.

			The maw in my belly growled. Pain thudded in my brain, the mucous distress of seven sleepless nights oozing over my vision. This was nothing; I had been through worse. But the war’s ravages were taking their toll.

			I glanced through a slit in the bulwark, noting the last rays of Hysh as it rose above the buried horizon. My earthly senses thudded in my skull, as if I were observing a delusion of a delusion of a delusion. Instinct whispered in my skull, plotting against sanity. The vaguest impression of its will seeped into my mind, a concept of corruption…

			One day. Your world will end.

			I decided to confront Talman. Among all the warleaders who fought for me, I had come to respect him the most. I must secure some kind of fealty from the man – an assurance that he would not use another’s treachery against me. Bhavesh of Eljo, Vedjai of Unamat, or any number of little lords could betray me, but while their betrayals might harm our war effort, only a fighter like Talman could actually destroy me. I still remembered our first combat well.

			I must secure his full loyalty, or some manner of it. We had to find common ground, until the war was over.

			Talman’s zealots knelt on the cracked sandstone walkways outside the Gaol. The entrance to the tower was a tall threshold, as high as a castle’s wall, boarded up after Talman’s escape. Below, the prison penetrated the abyssal skies like a blade, buttresses fluting its stone, duardinesque in their solidity.

			I absorbed the sheer number of them. Talman’s teachings, it appeared, had been gaining momentum among Bharat’s defenders. I counted hundreds of adherents, where days ago he had begun with no more than a few dozen. They had been here for hours, by the look of them, waiting like sleeping tyrants for red revelation. Their eyes were closed in meditative calm. Their weapons were laid out before them like a surgeon’s implements boiled in wine, their armour discarded.

			Talman paced the bare stone between them, his hands clasped behind his back. His sick eyes lifted to me. He raised a bandaged finger to his lips and guided me away. 

			‘They study the silence.’

			I waved dismissively. ‘We are fighting a war. I have come to discuss another matter.’

			Talman glared. He stabbed his hands at his would-be pupils. ‘I am busy.’

			‘With these?’ I asked. ‘They are not your die-hards, Slaughterpriest, not your blood monks. Look at them. Without sword and shield they are meat. They will die in the first wave.’

			Talman stroked his beard. ‘If one in a hundred of them hears what I teach them to hear, that would be enough.’

			I scoffed. ‘The red god does not care for this.’

			Talman raised a brow. ‘Holy Khorne cares for nothing, so long as the blood flows. But do you not remember the things a mortal must learn to let the blood flow? You know as well as I do – ending a life is no simple matter, and neither is understanding the significance of that tribute. The heroes I am making will not be ignorant brutes like the Khul. They will be pliant, whole of mind and body – not husks of dead sanity. Not like you.’

			‘And what exactly must they learn?’ I asked. ‘Remind me.’

			‘What I, too, wish to learn. What it is, to offer a life on the altar of Khorne.’

			I scoffed. ‘How can you teach what you do not already know?’

			‘There is no better way to learn what one seeks to learn than to teach it,’ Talman said, smiling. ‘If one of my pupils should learn this lesson first, I will be glad that they surpassed me. Let the day they take my life be the day Holy Khorne sees, beyond all doubt, that I heard him. That I listened well.’

			Beholding the red priest’s satisfaction sent a shiver up my spine. It was perilous, feeling this admiration for him. The Slaughterpriest called himself teacher, but he was a pupil, too. Every moment of Talman’s life was a lesson, a meditation. Every moment made me see his worth.

			I gazed at distant Asharashra. The mountain bulged from the underground horizon like a mother’s breast, clad in a lace of stone scaffolding and iron walkways. Of all the destruction unleashed by Vermindoom, only the mountain remained unharmed. A crimson cataract fell from the upside-down mountain’s peak into the abyssal skies, a red thread assailed by the eight winds.

			This could work – I could sway Talman to my cause. I gripped his thick shoulder, drawing his yellow gaze. ‘Let them study the silence alone for a while,’ I said. ‘There is something I wish to discuss.’

			On the hanging zenith of Asharashra, a tiered plaza stretched before me, suspended from the mountain’s peak. Ranks of Chosen had once slumbered here in power, awaiting the call to serve their Red King. They had been annihilated in the fall of Carnd-Ep during our failed counterattack.

			Now, there was only Talman and I. The Slaughterpriest knelt before the brutal brass arches of the mountain, praying. When we arrived, Talman had pushed a pile of limbs and eyeless heads from the place before the gates, settling into his meditative posture, hands on his thighs. His muscled torso, bare and scarred, was relaxed. His eyes were closed, his head downturned. He was a study in stillness.

			The ageless wreckage of Yrdun corpses drifted in the mouth of the volcano overhead, suspended by the feral gravity of the red god’s will. I paced to the side of the gates, unable to conceal my astonishment at his sanity before the brass arches. I refused to look into them, after seeing what lies beyond years ago, with Kaddarar at my side…

			The Realm of Chaos. Charnel fields, littered with the flesh-and-iron ruin of armies…

			Mountains of broken gold, speckled with ragged banners, tarnished with a rust of old gore…

			And beyond all this, filling the crimson skies, the lurking bulk of a god’s shadow upon the universe, lazing on its throne of skulls.

			The sight of these horrors had kindled revelation in my veins, once. I had no desire to glimpse them again.

			Talman’s eyes snapped open. ‘I have heard his will.’

			Hope laded each shallow breath in my lungs. After Talman had begrudgingly agreed to hear me, I had brought him here and asked him to join my cause. To help rule this world I had built, privileged as a vizier and a prince. I had hoped our presence in this unholy place would influence his decision to my advantage. The Slaughterpriest had prayed time to ask the Blood God’s guidance, to hear his will.

			Now came the moment of truth. ‘And what say you?’ I said.

			Talman brushed off his hands, the calluses on his palms whispering. ‘I cannot swear myself to you. Not yet, and likely never.’

			I stared. This was not the answer I had desired. ‘You told me, when first we met, the red god had need of me,’ I said.

			Talman shrugged. ‘He does. And he has a name, you flower.’

			I ignored his gibe. ‘You serve the red god, as do I. If it has need of me, then you have need of me. Just as I have need of you.’

			Talman tossed his hands. ‘What do you expect me to say? That I regret this? That I am sorry? We have taken lives at each other’s sides. We have endured tribulations with each other. None of this makes us friends. You should know as well as I do, with this miraculous kingdom you have so jealously guarded for so long, and the spent souls and magic it was founded upon.’

			‘What magic?’ I spat. ‘It was through conquest. You think I merely used those who served me? I joined them to my house and fate, to my glory. I offer the same to you.’

			He frowned. ‘You are better than this. Friendship and faith are lies, like the others your witches made for you and your whelps. All that matters in the end is the blood. The value of a life.’

			I fell silent. A thousand electric thoughts arced through the coils of my brain, snapping with anger. Recriminations, rebukes. A fantasy of Talman’s head ripped from his neck, tossed from Asharashra’s heights to its depths.

			I banished my fury and exhaled, opening my mouth to ask what he meant with the witches. Then I thought better of it, for pride. If Talman would not help me, I had no reason to stay. I turned to leave, pausing once to gaze across the empty tiers of the plaza surrounding the brass arches. The sight of their bare stone shelves raised a tingle on the back of my neck. The age of my power was waning.

			Talman turned from the arches. ‘Godeater’s Son. What would you ask of Bloodfather, if you could?’

			To do what we swore to do, instinct whispered. Make the world better.

			I shook off the chilling voice. ‘I would pray for the strength to win this war,’ I breathed, my warplate clinking as I faced him. ‘To keep Bharat united. To defend this city from Valique.’

			Talman canted his head. ‘Unborn souls? You would ask of Holy Khorne the service of the daemonkin who let blood, and who thirst for it?’

			I shivered, my mind drawn to the shadow in the nave. ‘Yes. If it came to that.’

			Talman’s solemnity surprised me. Here was a teacher indeed, who glimpsed a lesson in all things. Never ignorance, nor cause for anger. Simply opportunity, to plant wisdom in the soil of pliant minds. 

			‘Many of the faithful believe the gods care for us, once we earn their favour,’ Talman said. ‘That the gods protect us, when we are sworn to them. My mother thought as much. But when I killed her in the Gaol, gnawing flesh from her fingers so I wouldn’t starve, I prayed for the Blood God’s succour. For him to take that pain away, to honour my vast sacrifice. And do you know what his answer was?’

			I shook my head.

			‘Silence,’ Talman said, with a miserable ambivalence I thought I recognised. ‘Perhaps false gods heed the whispered appeals of sycophants. Not ours. Their blessings are not favours to be bartered and bargained for, nor gifts to be dispensed to those in need. The red god is loving. But not charitable.’

			I clenched my fists. ‘You know nothing.’

			‘No? Then teach me. Who is more faithful to Khorne? Destroyer or destroyed? Do not be overquick to answer. I know what Tominer has taught you.’

			‘Out with it. You clearly wish to say something.’

			Talman gestured to the howling brass gates. ‘All comes from Chaos. To Chaos all returns. The gods’ will imbues every mote of our being. Khorne’s love, and his hate. Our ability to be destroyers gives us equal ability to be destroyed. These are his gifts, bestowed upon us in the forging of the universe. You cannot pray for the red god’s favour any more than you can pray for a smile. You can only understand how to use what is already part of you.’

			For a heartbeat, the Slaughterpriest’s sophistry echoed in my skull. ‘I think you’re a fool,’ I said. ‘I think you have no idea what the red god is or what it wants.’

			Talman’s sick eyes fell to the maw in my belly. ‘True, his mysteries can vex me. The affliction of his blessings – his choice in who receives them. But even in these moments of ignorance, I pray, to hear his will in the silence.’

			‘And that silence tells you you cannot join me?’ I asked. ‘Even in service to the red god?’

			Talman glowered, lips curling in the bush of his black beard. ‘Flower of a man. The silence is his will.’

			A breeze lifted from below, grazing my flesh beneath my mask, accompanied by the aether of understanding. I felt the sense in Talman’s words. ‘Then you simply do as you please,’ I said. ‘You do as you wish and imagine it serves the red god.’

			‘What else is there for us?’ Talman said. ‘What I wish does serve the red god. You think yourself a slave, to powers beyond your will. To Khorne and the darkness and a life beyond your grasp, beyond control. But you are not Khorne’s slave – surely you see that. You are his hand. And hands are the surest blades.’ He gestured to the stone where he had knelt. ‘Come. Listen with me. You may be surprised by what you hear.’

			I lingered, breath pent with temptation. ‘If I pray, will you reconsider your decision?’

			Talman nodded ambiguously. ‘I am always reconsidering my decisions. That is the freedom the true gods give us.’

			I stepped closer, gazing at the brutal brass arches. The blocks of unworked metal seemed hammered into reality, as if existence had accumulated around them at the forging of the realm. Eternal heat shimmered from the opening, the residual warmth of spilt blood. A loveless wind howled from unseen fields of carnage, carrying with it the rustling echo of skull avalanches over broken steel.

			For a breath, I imagined what lay beyond the gates again. The lurking tyrant, the red skies. The impossible wreckage of endless war, and mountains of broken hope and the fateless fallen.

			Then I stalked away, abandoning Talman to the gates and his empty philosophy. I had a war to win. If Talman chose to betray me, so be it. I would not hesitate to kill him when our time came.

			Time ebbed from my grasp – time to reflect on the threats to my city and me. As I walked the new fortifications and barely restored corridors of the Hell-Mills, I could not miss how the warlords of my Circle avoided me. Umpar, Bhavesh, Vedjai, Husibarat. Those others who remained. 

			To make matters worse, Jezur came with poor tidings. 

			‘There are rumblings,’ she murmured. ‘In the Greatway.’

			I stopped. ‘Of what?’

			‘No, not rumours.’ Jezur stepped closer. ‘Actual rumblings, liege. The Freeguilds drill through the ruins.’

			I groaned. An attack could come within the hour. We had prepared the city and acquired fresh blood from the surface, but I feared even this would be insufficient against the coming assault. ‘Come with me,’ I told the Ash Knight.

			Jezur clanked behind me, walking briskly to keep pace. ‘May I ask where?’

			‘To Cloudoun, the captured marshal,’ I said. ‘The time has come to carve the truth of his rumoured spy from his head.’

			‘But Valique is upon us.’ She spoke quickly, sharply. ‘The hour is late to hunt spies. We need unity. Battle is come.’

			I grunted. Jezur was not wrong. But without Talman’s full allegiance, I desired to keep others within the Circle in line, at least for the clash ahead. A justified execution could full-well scare them into submission, as well as protect us from treachery during the battle. No execution could be more justified than that of a spy.

			In a darkened chamber, a length of dust-rotted rope bound Cloudoun Vicus to a board, which was suspended from the shadow-drenched ceiling by a long chain. His eyes were half-lidded, rheumy with delirium and restless sleep.

			Jezur took her place by the wall. I gripped the board, shaking Cloudoun awake. Sleep-starved and faded, the marshal’s eyes cracked open. His soul, it seemed, was already broken; only the man’s body waited to die.

			In silence, we watched each other: three mortals damned by action and inaction, by choices and failures to choose. 

			‘You spoke of a spy,’ I whispered to the Marshal of the Second Aspirian Host.

			Cloudoun croaked, slurring a few unrecognisable syllables.

			I extended a hand. Jezur placed her rondel dagger into my palm. ‘I thought for a long time, how I might extract the truth from you,’ I said. ‘I considered it plausible you were not lying and you did not know. If so, no amount of torture will give me what I wanted. But I cannot take chances now, Cloudoun Vicus. I must ask for my patron’s help in this. The red god is beneficent, when appropriate tribute is spilt.’

			Cloudoun’s eyes clarified. ‘You’re going to kill me,’ he croaked.

			I nodded. ‘Even if you knew the truth, I do not think you would tell me. But the red god will.’

			Jezur stalked behind Cloudoun. I glanced at her, past the withered man and his board. A vicious, secretive part of my soul took pleasure in witnessing her doubt, the fear my presence inflicted on her. The ash-clad were sworn to me alone. The red god’s rituals had a way of scaring the merely mortal. I thought of spiders, then. Weaving their webs, trapping flies.

			Then I plunged the dagger into Cloudoun Vicus’ chest, placing my jaws below the red waters that spilt from his broken heart.

			Red iron poured through the slit of my mask. Gore filled my belly, steaming and hot. As the blood drained from the marshal’s vessel, his body began decaying into an organic mulch. Pieces of him fell away: molars and ears, bones and nails, testicles and tongue and two eyes, roots still wriggling on the bulbs.

			The fragments of him splattered to the floor, then disintegrated. Only his red heart remained, pinned and beating against the board.

			Still the blood flowed, coursing from the spasmodic red muscle. It coated my mask and neck, puddling at my feet. Inch by inch, it rose to my heels, my knees, my shoulders. I drank, and I drank, but still it flowed, until a warm red blanket covered my eyes.

			Still I drank, until the heart stopped beating. Still I drank, until the blood tide receded.

			Sated and sick with gore, I jerked the rondel dagger free and staggered back, wiping ichor from my eyeslits. The marshal’s heart was an empty husk, like a withered root. A red veil pulsed in the chamber, a vapour fragrant like cloud and dream, soothing the scorched breathing passages of my nose, the cracks and blisters in my throat. A hummed tune echoed in my ears, vaguely recognisable. A black abscess of hate thudded in my skull, in time with the rhythm of my heart.

			The bargain is made, came a silvery moan within my mind. What do you ask?

			‘The traitor in the court,’ I said, flinging excess blood from my hands. ‘Who is it?’

			Blood ran down the walls, revealing a shape. I narrowed my eyes, not daring to blink. Through the red veil, I glimpsed Cloudoun curled in the foetal position, as if death had restored his youth. The eyes of the marshal were sealed. His fingers shielded his head. Afterbirth slicked soft hair to his skull.

			I leaned in, reaching for the wall. My fingers scraped bloody stone. The vision was only an illusion – certainly no answer to my entreaty. Merely a stain of human vigour, pasted to the wall, shaped like an eight-pointed star.

			The sobriety of reason returned to me. I straightened and exhaled. ‘This was a failure,’ I said, glancing where Jezur had stood.

			I found Vel’s eyes staring back at me.

			We were no longer in Bharat. We stood in a soldier’s camp, in the devastation of Carnd-Ep. Warriors filled the ruins of a broken ziggurat, with bundles of cord running along the floor and walls. I glimpsed Cardandish fighters, killers of the lesser clans, but none of my Unsworn or Ash Knights. I saw one-eyed Jonnes Despire, and the last of the Daivati Xid. I saw cursed Alliot traders, sanctified trade charters pinned to their bleeding chests, compelled to the service of Hammerhal.

			Traitors, one and all of them. Valique was nowhere to be seen.

			Vel’s eyes were red and moist, her lips fixed into a tremulous scowl. ‘I will kill you,’ she told me, breathless and shaking. ‘After all we did for you, you cared for none of it. For neither of us. I see you for what you are. What you made us into.’

			‘Vel,’ I said, reaching to her. ‘What is this?’

			She pushed my hand away and slid her hatchet from her belt. Snotty tears gushed down her painted face. She raised her axe and grimaced. ‘I won’t be like you. I’ll kill you. And when I do, you’ll see. You were always, always wrong.’

			My heart raced. ‘Vel. Stop this.’

			The girl screamed, then attacked. I caught her arm and wrenched the axe from her hands, drawing her into my embrace. ‘I am sorry,’ I said, restraining her, uncertain what I was saying, or why. ‘I just wanted to help you. To protect you.’

			The girl screamed and jerked away, her eyes lifting. Then this vision, too, melted from my eyes.

			An Ash Knight’s war mask rotted into existence from the hallucination of Vel’s painted brow. Jezur’s eyes filled the eyeslits, the light in them waning. She gargled blood in her throat. 

			‘Liege,’ she drawled wetly. ‘What did I do?’

			I looked down. I had torn her sword away and planted her rondel knife into her gut, penetrating mail and warplate.

			‘Jezur,’ I hissed, releasing her. ‘What is this? Where is Vel?’

			Jezur crashed against the wall, then slid into a pile of priceless armour and spent flesh. Damp breath rattled from her lungs. As life faded from her, the red god’s curse thudded in my skull. Then, she was still.

			I loomed over my sworn soul’s corpse, shoulders heaving with each breath. The fugue of prophecy dissolved, banished by the remorseful sobriety of self-awareness. The chamber was dry, save for two puddles of blood. One expanded around Jezur. The other gleamed beneath Cloudoun, who was still chained to the hanging board, his heart impaled.

			Quiet reigned in the chamber, as if to salute the value of a life, or the value of a death. 

			The bargain is made, instinct whispered. The bargain is kept.

			Eight heartbeats passed – the time it takes to slay a friend, or an enemy – before I understood. I had asked the red god for the truth, and it had answered.

			Velekkah was Valique’s spy. Velekkah, the traitor in my court.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			I sat alone in the bloody chamber for far, far longer than I ought. All that while, a meaningless thought echoed in me. Make the world better, the words rang. For the whelps.

			But Velekkah was a traitor. A spy and my true enemy, as if anything but true enemies remained to me.

			It made sense. I had treated her unfairly, in many ways. The girl had realised she must supplant me to acquire what she sought: elevation, to the red god’s service. In her position, as a trusted member of my own household, I would have never suspected her. She was exactly where she needed to be to plunge her sword into my back. Surely I couldn’t kill her for this. Surely.

			I lingered, torn between who I wished to be and who I was. What was it, to be good? What was it, to be calm, or fearful? To be courageous, sane, pure or corrupt? What was it to be unsatisfied and jealous? Would a man of all these traits have put the girl to death? Or would he have spared her – from the kindness of his soul, the goodness of his heart?

			It was a question for Boskin, I supposed. I understood his insanity. We had wreaked atrocities on the realm. What other way was there to tolerate it?

			Impulse and instinct brought new clarity, dispelling the red fog in my skull. I went to brush Cloudoun’s blood from my hands. The gore had already soaked into my gauntlets, restoring the blemished warplate.

			I sighed, took up my falx. Armour clanking, I stalked from the chamber. The girl had left me no choice.

			We waited at the embarkation plaza, eight Ash Knights and I. Garza and the others stood in a half-moon around the jagged mouth of the ruined Greatway. The warriors fortifying the city had told us Vel and the Unsworn had slipped into the corridor’s ruins to scout for the enemy. We awaited their return now. Garza’s back faced me, and those of his Ash Knights. They did not speak, nor look at me, watching the tunnel darkness as if awaiting the end of the world.

			A cruel wind howled from below. I clenched my teeth and squeezed my hands into fists, burning with the hatred in my veins. I wondered if Velekkah had smiled when she leaked the secret of our flying paths to Hammerhal. I wondered how she had even come to meet Valique. I recalled the early war, when Vel and her Unsworn had prowled Bodshe by my command. The Unsworn had been first to sight the Freeguilds – perhaps it was then. Or in the confines of the underground war, trapped in the darkness, groping for survival until her hands settled around the shape of her own spite. I had given Vel enough cause for treachery, I supposed. Through my judgements, my contempt.

			The thought jarred me from my rotting contemplation. I truly had. I had given her enough cause for this betrayal.

			Unsworn emerged from the darkness, severed Freeguilders’ heads hanging from their hands. Ashen hammers were painted over the dead men’s slack faces. The orphaned raiders were rowdy and grinning. Other defenders quit their work raising barricades, accumulating around the raiders on the fractured plaza. Smiling Swords pumped their scimitars into the air and cheered. Bruised Thul warriors swung their axes overhead, drunk with the stupor of false triumph.

			Vel had achieved a victory, in a battle I had not even permitted her to fight. I recalled Talman’s triumph at the Poyon branch. The girl sought glory. As did all who sought power. How had I not seen?

			Garza turned, and I nodded. The knights of ash gripped their sword hilts, striding across the plaza towards Velekkah.

			The Ash Knights pushed through the thronging warriors and closed around the Unsworn. The orphans’ joy quickly faded. Velekkah came forward, speaking to Garza. He pointed to the ground. Vel’s smile flickered.

			Then Garza gripped her by her neck, forcing her to her knees. Her Unsworn dropped their pillaged banners and grisly trophies, drawing hatchet and sword. As one, the Ash Knights closed, cutting the closest raider down with the gentle fury of practised hands.

			The other warriors of Bharat recoiled. Blades rustled from leather as Andaa veterans from the surface war drew swords. Vedjai gestured to the warriors of Unamat, and a dozen Yrdun retainers reached for their bearded axes and advanced.

			I snapped my falx from it sheath. ‘Sit!’ I barked.

			The warriors obeyed. Vedjai’s eyes gleamed with cowardly doubt. The Lord of Unamat turned and slunk away, accompanied by his retainers.

			An ancient scribe-captain of House Andaa shuffled closer, her kinked mail coif piled around her thin neck like a turkey’s gizzard. Quill and parchment shook in her spidery hand. 

			‘Red lord,’ she wheezed. ‘What is this, may I ask?’

			‘Punishment,’ I growled. For Vel’s betrayal, and the frailty that had led her to it. For the lifetime of kindness I had given to her, though she had not seen it.

			‘Red lord,’ the scribe breathed, wincing. ‘Do you not hear the cheers? Another marshal is dead by her hand, in the tunnels. She slowed the Hammerhalian advance through the ruins.’

			Anger rampaged in my skull. My hand snapped out, clawing around the twig of this woman’s neck. I squeezed until she croaked and gasped but stopped short of snapping her spine. I wanted to, to feel anything. Even regret at this wasteful murder – even the remorse of mistaken cruelty.

			I tossed the feeble woman to the ground. She gasped, clawing at her bruised throat, hauled away by her soldiers. 

			‘Sit,’ I said again, to the others. ‘Velekkah is accused of betraying us to our enemy. So sit. See what happens to traitors.’

			Steel clanged. Four of Velekkah’s Unsworn still resisted the ash-clad. Since assuming command, Velekkah had trained them well. When they moved, they moved as four, with the oiled synchrony of a machine’s pistons. They traded blows with the Ash Knights in a restrained blade dance that honoured the gods. As four they fought. And as four they died, left gutless and bleeding by Garza and his warriors, who battled with the ruthless inelegance of the furious.

			The Ash Knights flung ichor from their blades, smoothly sheathing them. Velekkah, bleeding from a strike to the nose, shook and screamed, her hatchet and short sword raised. She launched forward. Garza pivoted and parried, disarming her in three strikes, then sweeping her feet. Velekkah stumbled and bared her teeth and launched herself at Garza, clawing bleeding divots into his face.

			Another Ash Knight cracked a closed fist into Vel’s skull. Dazed, the girl fell, reaching for her dead friends, slobbering and wailing their worthless names. Garza stroked his bleeding face, then wrenched her head up, exposing her throat.

			‘Stop,’ I said, striding forward, shoving Garza away. ‘This happens before the Circle. Call the Circle. Bring her to the chamber.’

			Two Ash Knights departed to see this word delivered, trailed by a handful of other fighters on the broken plaza. Snarling and sobbing, Vel’s eyes gleamed. Snot and tears gushed down her chin. ‘They killed them!’ she screamed. ‘Traitors! They’re traitors!’

			‘The ash-clad are not the traitors here,’ I said, soulless and flat. ‘They did as I commanded.’

			Velekkah flinched, steadying with epiphany. ‘Is this about my attack? I… I looked for you, to tell you. Couldn’t find you. Are you not… not pleased?’

			The sight of the girl’s wretched hunger for approval throbbed in my eyes, but I had nothing to say. This miserable soul had let me down. This miserable soul I had always scorned, ever pitied. I should not have been surprised it was ending like this. Nothing she had done had ever been enough.

			Garza dragged Velekkah away, followed by the phalanx of Ash Knights. Before I joined them, I cast my gaze across the plaza. Bharat’s defenders murmured around the corpses of the Unsworn. Two raiders who had known better than to fight dropped their weapons, hurtling across Bharat’s walkways, shouting for Plako.

			We marched to the Hell-Mills, through corridors cramped with onlookers from the plaza, and others who had learned of our approach. I regarded them coldly, eyes fixed ahead. Unnatural calm possessed me. The time had come for an example to be made, to secure the loyalty of the vassals in my service until this war was complete. All souls in my service must see the price of treachery.

			As we strode, I fantasised of Velekkah’s destruction, of her innocence. Mine was a craving of blood. Red fog pulsed in my eyes, brass seams perforating the world. The maw in my midriff growled from hunger – and how I hungered. For revenge, in a world that bore no other fruit, where all action and inaction planted the seeds of wrong. 

			But there was something else, too. Another feeling, hidden in my chest, like a rodent hiding from beasts that hunted it. Long had I denied this putrid thing’s existence. As if by hating it, I could shield it from the power that sought to take it from me – the power that would take everything worthy of sacrifice.

			I was afraid. I, Heldanarr Fall. Long had I made fine talk of the death of Heldanarr Fall, but I was damned, not dead. In Candip, when I signed the warrant of my doom, I had known what would come of it and knew what was yet to come still.

			So I had hidden the man, the feeble coward. His pathetic flame, guttering before the knowledge of his sins. He was my conscience, dominated by bone-deep instinct that sought to keep me alive and undermined him at every turn. The distress of wars without end had chained him so tightly he could not move in the prison of my chest.

			Now Velekkah faced death at my hands. Desperate, the prisoner had broken free, to save her. Nothing could stop him.

			This uncharted fragment of me raged at what I was about to do. It was the same part shattered by Vel’s betrayal – the same part that had loved her like his own daughter. That conscience had been cruel, for her sake. To keep her alive in a world where the only virtue I had known was cruelty.

			We marched through the high paths of the Hell-Mills, our bootsteps shaking the stone. As we went, memories blurred past, more myth than truth. The day I found the whelps cooing on Horf’s Hill, though they were too old to coo. The moment I resisted the urge to crush their brittle bones in my gauntleted fist. The years we had spent together.

			I remembered the children’s softness, their blank eyes, the silence of something stillborn. Harbinger’s corruption, clouding the air around them like an odour. I remembered how they had cowered beneath the stair, mute and hollow.

			Those hollow whelps would not have survived the lives awaiting them. In Aqshy, such souls burned. Thus I had tried to heal them, and then to prepare them. I had conquered, hoping to forge a better world for them. I had sought the Ulthma and other witches who would become the Eight Ring, and bought their blessings, to protect the whelps. I had taken the whelps’ childhoods. I had taught them everything I knew. Only thus could they survive against the enemies who would come for them. Only thus could they have ruled the world I was remaking, and remake it further.

			All of this, I had done for them. And all of this had not been enough.

			I clenched my fists. Moisture seeped from my eyeslits, salty as it stung my lips. I halted and bellowed, pounding a fist into the wall’s ashlar stone, scattering warriors around me. The blows resounded, motes of dust trickling from the fractured stone ceiling.

			‘Lord,’ one of the Ushara warborn said, glancing around. The Ash Knights had stopped. So had the others following us.

			Panting, I gazed at them. ‘What are you looking at?’ I bellowed. ‘Onward!’

			We continued. With each step, sanity melted from my grasp. All I had done for this mewling, impatient girl. She had betrayed me; she had failed. Velekkah reminded me of all the things I had come to hate in this world, of all the things I feared to lose. All I had done was try to make a world better than the one I had known, for her. I had lived a life without control – a life where the walls of ice built around my heart had protected me from nothing. All I had grasped had been taken at blade’s edge.

			Velekkah had not had to live this life. It was the reason I had forbidden her from swearing her soul to the gods. No one had done for me what I had done for her. I had taught her everything I knew. I had shown her the truth.

			Then I winced. Velekkah was precisely as I had made her. I had taught her everything she knew. I had shown her the truth. If she had failed me, then that failure was my own, as much a consequence of my teaching as anything else. If I loathed her for that, then that, too, was my failure.

			Across the corridor, the doorless threshold to the council chamber neared. I halted, trying to fathom my own emotions. Vel had not been useful as a babe, cooing on Horf’s Hill. She had offered me nothing. Still I had craved to protect her. Her utility was never part of this calculus, nor her loyalty. The girl was not my vassal. She was something else. Something dear.

			When we entered the council chamber, Garza ordered a halt. He refreshed his grip on Velekkah’s neck, his hands like a bear’s jaws on slack prey. ‘Sire,’ he growled impatiently.

			The hushed hiss of a thousand breaths haunted my ears. Rage panged in my skull, fading to nothing. I did not loathe Velekkah. It was everything else I hated, only I had never been able to say it. I hated this life. Hated what I had become, and all I had made. If Vel was a traitor, that was no reason to slay her. I loved the girl. She was not simply like a daughter. She was my daughter, as Plako was my son.

			Distant cannonfire roared from the direction we had walked. The barrage screamed through the sky, and the crump of the impacts echoed.

			The warriors present perked. For ten breaths, the wind’s haunting howl filled the wake of the cannonade. Then another salvo, singing through the underground sky.

			‘The Hammerhalians have come!’ Umpar cried through his eternal grimace. ‘Back! Back to the Greatway!’

			I nodded to Garza, who brought Velekkah and the Ash Knights around. But our path to the Greatway was barred.

			Another line of mortals crowded the way to the Hell-Mills. Plako and the rest of the Unsworn, weapons drawn. The rest of the Circle too, and their retainers. Bhavesh of Eljo, Vedjai of Unamat. Husibarat, her looming warriors in red warplate. Cardandish house soldiers, Rumiquat and dozens of Bharati clan warriors.

			Plako gripped hatchet and sword, his knuckles white. I shoved past the others and came before him. ‘Get out of my way, boy,’ I said. ‘The Hammerhalians attack.’

			On the wall, greasy candleflame flickered in lumpen candles of tallow. Inch by inch, Plako’s dark eyes rose to meet mine. I saw nothing in them – nothing but myself. 

			‘What are you going to do to my sister?’ he asked.

			The boy and his Unsworn had come to kill me. It was written in their war poise for the whole world to see. I was impressed, and I might have been pleased, had their ire not been so plain. This was open rebellion. This was treachery, to be made example of.

			Talman sidled into the corridor with a handful of his zealots. I thought him part of this coup until he froze at the sight of us. The priest fixed his sickly gaze on me, analysing with perilous hope.

			It was then that the precarity of the situation fell on me like the shadow of a mountain. Plako bore arms against me before my vassals and allies as Freeguild forces assaulted our very gates. This could not stand – but I could not kill the boy for it. Neither could I seek to justify this by explaining what his sister was accused of, or that I had resolved to spare her. The others would see only weakness and inconstancy. They would see an opportunity to seize power.

			I had to resolve this, now. I must lead the defence of Bharat.

			I loomed over Plako, hoping to cow him into obedience. ‘What do you think, boy?’ I asked.

			Plako’s eyes dug into mine. ‘I think you were going to kill her.’

			The lords of the Circle and their motley warriors were rapt. My cursed skin prickled. 

			‘And what then would you do?’

			Sinews twitched in Plako’s jaw. ‘She is not a traitor. She has no part in your failures, old man.’

			The boom of Ironweld artillery hammered the skies. The crashing of impacts summoned dust from the walls. 

			‘You have no idea what is occurring, boy,’ I hissed. ‘Your adoration for your sister blinds you.’

			‘And your resentments blind you!’ Plako shouted, shaking. ‘Your hatred for the world! Do you really think we would have stood by while you killed her? Do you think we wouldn’t have known?’

			Velekkah resisted Garza’s grip, arms twisted behind her. ‘We did nothing wrong!’ she sobbed, slobber oozing from her mouth. ‘We only fought for you! Master!’

			My nostrils flared at the scent of flowers. Kaddarar barged through the warriors, stooped and wan, breathing feverishly. Sickly sweat gleamed on her brow. Dark flames flickered in her eyes, burning whatever emotion sustained her.

			She leaned against the wall. ‘Rumours fly,’ she groaned, leaning against the wall. ‘Tell me this is not what I have been told.’

			Plako gestured. ‘He was going to kill her. He thinks her a traitor. But she is not.’

			Kaddarar tensed. She pushed off the wall and offset herself, preparing to fight. ‘Over my corpse, Heldanarr Fall.’

			I glanced around. This was quickly spinning from control. ‘Have you both lost your minds?’ I asked. ‘Do you trust me?’

			‘I have never trusted you,’ Plako snarled. ‘The time for this madness must end.’

			Around us, the little lords and their coteries glared darkly. None of these Cardandish lords or Bharati champions had fought at my side during the Little War, and few of the Beltollers. I trusted none of them. 

			‘Listen well,’ I spoke through gritted teeth. ‘If never again, this once. Hammerhal is upon us. We organise the defence or this city will–’

			‘We did nothing!’ Velekkah screamed, spittle misting the floor. ‘I only wanted to prove myself! To you! Master!’

			Red compassion poisoned Kaddarar’s face, who clenched her coal hands. Pain twisted Plako’s expression – but then the boy relaxed. Tension bled from his shoulders, until he was cold and bleak, a walking revenant. 

			‘It’s me you want. I am Valique’s spy.’

			The words did not register, not at first. Then I sighed, a dirty gust from the dry-rotted bellows of my lungs. ‘Plako. Do not complicate this further. Please.’

			Velekkah gaped from her despicable position, her garment still bloody with the slaughter she had inflicted in my name. ‘You… what?’ she squeaked to her brother.

			Plako’s dead eyes moved to the lords Eljo and Unamat. The scheming masters were unperturbed. 

			Vedjai nodded. ‘Tell him. It is time.’

			Plako stepped before his hasty battle line, addressing the others as much as me. ‘I betrayed Godeater’s Son to Valique, because I am not sworn to this false king’s errors or his god. I will deliver this city to Hammerhal. I did this to save us from him – from Godeater’s Son.’

			Murmurs passed through the throngs. I shook my head. 

			‘What did they offer you? What was it that you lacked?’

			Plako sneered. ‘Valique offered nothing. It was I who begged him for help. I found him, in the early war, near Lurth. He nearly slew me until I proved my faith.’

			Talman whiffled an irritable laugh, folding his arms. ‘You gave them the leylines, the Holmon delves. You gave them Carnd-Ep.’

			‘I did,’ Plako said through bared teeth, pounding his chest. ‘In return, Valique promised to rid us of Godeater’s Son. That time has come. And now I keep my end of our bargain and end him.’

			The Unsworn gripped their weapons. Mere days had passed since Plako assumed command of them, and even so they chose him over me. My Ash Knights glanced between each other. Three reached for their blades but halted when Garza raised his hand.

			‘Garza?’ I said. ‘You too?’

			‘I am no traitor,’ he said, a whiff of his foul breath polluting the dimness. ‘I kept my oath to the end. It wasn’t me who broke it.’

			Those words landed as knives in the back always do. I turned to Plako, miserable. 

			‘Why, boy?’

			Plako steeled himself and snarled. ‘That you need to ask is the reason why. They offer a better world, because it is a world without you. When we are rid of you, we will choose our own fates. We will live the lives we deserve.’

			I felt my courage rotting in my armour. This was not an enemy I had ever wanted. The boy spread his arms, looking to the others. His voice swelled with an aura of command, just as I had taught him to do. I was so proud of him, so hurt. It was me. I had done this.

			‘I ask all of you,’ Plako said. ‘Where will you stand at the end? With the tyrant who damned Bodshe? Or Hammerhal and the Unstoppable, who will make things right?’

			The shock of this unexpected choice ran through the crowd like a silent tremor, underpinned by the deafening boom of cannon. I could not move my eyes from the boy, nor pretend the bitter irony of this moment escaped me. I had always thought Plako the better one, Velekkah the failure. Plako had always been exactly what I wished from him. But I was so blinded by my own injustice, I hadn’t seen the boy hated me.

			‘Plako,’ Kaddarar drawled, heavy-lidded and sweating. ‘Quit this. Lay down your arms.’

			‘Mother.’ Plako stabbed his hand at me. ‘Can’t you see this monster for what he is?’

			Kaddarar nodded. ‘He is our monster. Mine, yours. And he is a fool. And there are days I would kill him for it. But he is not your enemy. Even if he has been wrong. Many times.’

			Plako hardened. ‘There comes a time when wrong once more is wrong never again. I see it. Many do.’ He spread his arms again. ‘So who will stand with me against him? Who will join me to make this world better?’

			The venom in those word thundered in my skull. 

			Bhavesh ambled forward, joined by his pretty retainers. ‘I will.’

			Steel rustled as Vedjai drew his sword. ‘And I. I will stand.’

			One by one, the little lords of the Circle joined the boy’s rebellion. Rumiquat, and other clan warriors and their champions. Umpar, and his Smiling Swords, shuffling to Plako’s side of the threshold. Half the Ushara warborn stood, and a measure more of the Thul lodges. Of those who didn’t join him, many more stepped aside.

			Husibarat folded her arms, watching with disinterest, then stomped to Plako’s side with her Skullcrushers. The Ash Knights stood with Garza, their blades undrawn. 

			‘Garza,’ I said, teeth gritted. ‘Come here.’

			The knight released Velekkah, who stumbled to the stone. ‘Sire,’ he grunted acidly. ‘Save yourself from this mess you have made.’

			Vel scrabbled to her feet. Heartened, Plako offered his hand. ‘Sister.’

			Hiccupping, Velekkah wiped snot from her lips. ‘He’s our master,’ she whined. ‘He protects us. We make war for him.’

			‘He has tormented us,’ Plako said. ‘He always sawed at us, telling us of the perfect world he would make. But six years he scorched the humanity from us, until no dignity remained. We have been burning, Vel. Set yourself free from the man’s delusions. I did this for you. Now come, please.’

			Velekkah glared at his hand. Her lips curled and she shook her head, backing away to me.

			The girl’s fidelity broke my heart. After all I had done and meant to do, she had earned every right to betray me. Here at the end of all things, I had never imagined she would be the one to stand by my side.

			Plako’s hand fell. ‘And you, Talman. You craved a worthy leader.’

			The priest of slaughter chuckled. ‘It is not you, you flower of a boy.’

			Plako glowered. Despite the boy’s putrid betrayal, his calm before the potent Slaughterpriest was admirable. ‘After all your nagging, you choose the Godeater’s Son?’

			Talman drew his metal plate across his eyes, then struck a martial stance. ‘He at least has the courage to die – the courage to live. If there is one of you who has heard the Blood God’s will, it is he.’

			Plako faced Kaddarar. Rocking with weakness, the Seeker shuffled towards me. ‘Fall is chosen. By Godeater and the Blood God. By me.’

			More weapons rustled from scabbards. Shields clattered into hands. The fog of exhaustion I had suffered these past days boiled away, crystallising the significance of the moment. As my new life had begun, so it ended: in bloodshed and the agony of regret. Today, all things ended.

			I surveyed our lines, the wicked math of a horrendous calculation moving behind my eyes. Then Plako howled and launched forward.

			I drew and parried, then countered. The boy’s misplaced momentum sent him reeling. Talman was next to move, a sick grin flashing across his lips. The priest of slaughter hardened his hand into a flattened knife of fingers and slashed a Cardandish warrior’s belly, rending mail and freeing coils of steaming intestine.

			As the warrior toppled, his guts slopping to the stone, the others roared and closed. And then the clash, and havoc. 

			And then the blood and end of my world.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			There is a story, long legend in the Pale, that I saved the Vvelk whelps from Harbinger. After his elevation, the war chief Yesurga had tempted his offspring to serve the grandfather god at his side. The others had joined him, and the others died. That had been a necessary kindness. Only by my mercy and wisdom did Plako and Velekkah live.

			Lost in this mythic lie, I drifted in the heat of bloodshed, crossing blades with these new enemies. I blocked an axe’s swing from an Unsworn orphan. I took his head, and the boiling heat in my heart cooled. Thank the red god, it was not Plako. 

			Then a hatchet bit into my mail, the pain ringing through my bones. I relished the sensation, the feeling of anything at all, then swivelled to glimpse the death of reason in Plako’s eyes.

			I butted my head into his and shoved. Nose bleeding, Plako reeled back into Umpar of the Smiling Swords. The mercenary steadied him, then joined his side.

			The two danced forward in a coordinated attack. Plako’s short sword dragged across the back of my knee. I pivoted and elbowed, and the boy careened backwards, the head of his hatchet bouncing off my warplate. Umpar feinted, switching his stance, trying to plan a sword dance through my guard.

			Before I could slay the mercenary and focus on the boy, Plako roared forward, hammering his weapons at me. I parried with the sickle-edge of my falx, then heard Umpar’s agile feet pattering closer. The scimitar threshed at us both.

			I pushed Plako from the strike’s path and slashed my falx upward, carving a vicious new smile into the champion from crotch to chin. Umpar’s split halves splatted to the stone floor. He resembled a bleeding carpet.

			Pain seared through my arm. I twisted to glimpse Plako’s short sword sprouting from the mail on my tricep. I wrenched it free and backhanded him. He translated the force into a roll, sliding away.

			As I paced, wicked pride filled my heart. The boy fought well, light on his feet. Exactly as I had taught him – as Kaddarar had once taught me.

			Breathing hard, we gained ground, assessing. Throughout the chamber, others were locked in combat. Bharati clan warriors against the handful of Beltollers who had stayed true. The veteran warriors of House Andaa had turned against themselves and Talman’s zealots. Rama-Andaa fell, slain by a traitor – or a loyalist, I could not tell. Bhavesh of Eljo threw the hem of his fine robes from his feet and drew his scimitar, slashing at Kaddarar’s throat. Her hard hands deflected the aimless blow, sending the old man reeling.

			Husibarat marched towards the Seeker, axe in hand. Kaddarar unchained a maul from her torso and whipped the flail, entrapping the Sacred Knight’s axe. As Husibarat struggled to free her weapon, the Seeker coiled a loop of chain around her throat, gradually throttling her.

			Nearby, Talman stalked before Garza, smiling. As Bhavesh clambered back to his feet, Talman gripped his skull and squeezed, muttering as the old lord’s brains popped from his eyes. Once the meat of Bhavesh’s head decorated the stone, the stinking knight and his traitors drew steel.

			Talman closed with all of them at once, intercepting their attacks, ripping away a warrior’s sword. He snapped a rondel dagger from another knight’s belt and plunged it into his neck. As the knights encircled Talman, more of the Slaughterpriest’s zealots, clad only in the linens and scarred flesh of their order, careened into the combat. One bounded off the wall and spun her momentum into a kick, her bare foot crashing into Garza’s shoulder.

			The force drove the Ash Knight to one knee. Garza slashed, but his steel fang clanged off bone, adding a pair of red incisions to the ridge-like scars on the blood monk’s arms. Another Ash Knight impaled the ascetic from behind. The zealot chuckled through red teeth and keeled over, lava bubbling from her mouth.

			Plako sprinted and leapt. His feet arced forward, ramming my chest. I staggered, then slapped the hatchet from his hands. The axe clattered aside, and another backhand sent Plako tumbling.

			Tendrils of hateful power slithered up my bones, into the coils of my brain. The world pulsed red. ‘Plako,’ I said softly. ‘Come. You sting me.’

			The boy scampered away, collecting his hatchet. He shrank, courage battling his fear. He was strong, he was frail. No different than any of us. ‘Everything stings you, witless man!’ he howled. ‘I’ve heard the stories of your life, sung like heraldic achievements. You murdered your mother, let your sister die. You made my life into hell. The realm will be better without you.’

			I roared, hacking down. Plako rolled and swiped. His blade grazed my flesh through a split in my mail. Oily blood bubbled from beneath the arcane steel, gumming his blade’s edge, smoking.

			Plako launched forward again, so I punched his face. A glittering trail of blood arced from his nose. For one breath, I glimpsed a twinkling tower in his spilt vigour, the errant flicker of reflected candleflame. Then Plako toppled to the floor, and I swelled closer, looming like the end of worlds–

			The boy grinned up at me, senseless admiration in his eyes, thirteen years or so – no older. He swung his waster sword at my leg clumsily. The wooden blade thwapped against my armour. Sheepish, the boy backed away instead of pressing his advantage.

			Children were fools. Annoyed by Plako’s weakness, I parried and shoved him to the sand.

			In the benches around our training paddock, young Velekkah shot to her feet, sucking her thumb and pulling her ear. She was young, like her brother. And like him, she did not understand. Not yet – but she would. I swore it.

			Diamonds rolled down Plako’s cheeks from the tear glands in his eyes, crashing to the sand. He wiped blood from his lip and swallowed, sniffling. 

			‘M-m-master?’ he whined.

			My outburst surprised me. Glaring at my hands, I was ashamed to feel nothing at all. 

			Make the world better, instinct whispered through the haze of memory. For them.

			My cheeks burned as I marched from the arena, heels crushing the sand. Kaddarar towered before me, blocking my way. 

			‘They will achieve nothing if you kill them before they ever face an enemy,’ she growled. ‘This is not how champions are forged. The witches’ spell will be useless if you break them as Harbinger did.’

			Velekkah had crept from the training paddock’s benches to its sands, hugging her brother. The boy’s eyes grew bleak. The tension and fear bled from his shoulders, as if my blow had slain his own heart.

			I grimaced, the mask pulling at my flesh. I stabbed my hand at the snivelling whelps. ‘We must not only protect them,’ I hissed. ‘We must make them strong. They will not survive if they are weak.’

			‘They are weak,’ Kaddarar said. ‘They are children.’

			‘Not forever,’ I sneered. ‘Not when I am done with them.’

			Plako found his feet, teeth bared. His weapons clattered as he banged them together. Looking at the warrior, I could not help but see the child. The whelp I had found in the fires of a siege, dreaming of what he and his sister could achieve.

			Plako exploited my distraction and booted me in the knee. I swung a fist, but he rolled from reach.

			Shaking with rage, I howled forward. My blade threshed bloodlessly over Plako’s head, then cracked into the stone–

			Plako’s fury against the hulking thrall was impressive. Feints followed by thrusts, and parries that melded into ripostes. Splinters flew from a snapped wooden waster as he broke the thrall’s training blade. Standing over his fallen opponent, Plako lifted the thrall’s chin with the tip of his training sword. The boy was fifteen years old.

			I was impressed. Chuckling, I approached, applauding. ‘Well done, boy,’ I said. ‘Now kill him.’

			Plako’s eyes flickered. He glanced to his sister in the benches, who was wrapping her arm from her last bout. The girl had not hesitated to kill on my command – had immediately grasped the sense in it. Plako had always been the more cautious of the two.

			Plako tucked his wooden waster beneath his arm. ‘He is beaten,’ he said, helping the thrall to his feet. ‘Better to turn him to my service, if I can. As one of the Unsworn, when we lead them.’

			I gestured to Muure and another Ash Knight, a quiet one named Jezur. The two had marched into the sands and drawn their steel. The thrall raised his arms, glancing up at Plako, as if the boy could protect him. 

			‘The lesson is in the killing, boy,’ I said. ‘Now either do it or watch it be done.’

			Plako refused to learn his lesson that day. And I sensed his recalcitrance upset his sister, for she had been punished the first time she refused. I decided to take them to Ulcarver Plaza, where the clang of hammers and picks on stone haunted the dust-filled worksite.

			Wooden scaffolding festooned the crater-mouth of a growing tunnel, looming in the smog. Stunted Holmon surveyors examined parchment maps on drafting boards. Geruun Azhmon and his coterie of engineers rolled their drafted blueprints and held their noses high as they went to survey their work, ignoring us as we passed.

			With a cordon of Muure and my ash-clad surrounding us, I knelt before Plako and Velekkah, pointing to the burgeoning mouth of the Greatway. ‘This passage will connect Carnd-Ep to Bharat, the two jewels of our dominion,’ I said. ‘When the cities are joined, we will be unstoppable.’

			Plako’s eyes were still dead and downcast, defeated by what I had made him watch on the training paddock. Hope shimmered in Velekkah’s eyes. 

			‘Will we make war?’ the girl asked. 

			I knelt, gripping her shoulders. ‘Always. This is the reason you train without end. With no sleep, food, or rest. The reason you study the ways of war and our foes, or observe the executions of those who defy me.’ I glared at Plako. ‘The reason you must kill them, when your moment comes.’

			Velekkah glanced at her brother. He said nothing, his gaze nailed to the stone. 

			‘We can do it,’ Vel said, as children do, groping for my approval. ‘We’ll be strong. Like you!’

			I shook my head. ‘Strength alone is not enough. You must be cruel. You must be ruthless. Your enemies will not spare you, when they find you. You must not hesitate to destroy them when the time comes. Only thus can we make the world better.’

			The girl did not understand yet, not truly, even having taken her first life. But she would one day, I hoped. She would know I had done for her what her corrupt father could not. I had kept her safe.

			Plako’s gaze lifted, then, glimmering with dark epiphany. A revelation ignited in his eyes, one that had lain dormant in the smoke of his life before emerging in this burning season of war. ‘We must slay our enemies,’ he said, staring through me, ‘so that they cannot hurt us.’

			I squeezed the boy’s shoulder, deciding to forgive his weakness. I could not have said it better myself.

			The moment bled back to me, as it had after my vision in the cathedral, or during Cloudoun’s ritual annihilation. My mouth was dry, my eyes unfocused. All around me, the combat in the chamber had decayed into a bloody rout. Vedjai was dead, and the other leaders of this coup. Talman and his zealots finished their fighters, wrenching their heads from their necks in bloody showers, or crushing their throats with hard hands.

			Corpses blanketed the floor. Husibarat was dead, her neck purple with a chain-link smile. Garza had dropped his sword. The boom of Azyrite artillery was closer, screaming through the undersky, joined by rippling gunfire.

			I loomed over Plako. Blood still coursed from his broken nose. His hatchet was smashed, his sword on the stone behind him. He crawled back to the blade, as if either of us could escape what awaited us.

			Panting, the boy raised his hand, to shield himself. His smallness was tragic. This, then, was a man. A man I had moulded into precisely what I had intended to make. A man I had made into myself.

			Plako’s chest rose and fell; our eyes locked. I raised my falx, summoning all my malice, my spite. Then I hesitated, wrong-footed by memory and the treacheries of conscience. I remembered bringing the boy and his sister back to the keep we had occupied in Carnd-Ep. I remembered that delicious stroke of mortality I had felt, and the fear – the feeling of anything at all.

			The day before their debut to the Circle, I had brought Plako and Vel to the rimlands of Cardand. Dusk had smouldered into night as the sun went to sleep below the horizon, stars shifting and twinkling where the ancient aslaan shepherds of the lavamanders sailed the sea of night in castles of light. Those stars had twinkled in the whelps’ eyes, too. Even then, I had recognised the farewell in that evening.

			Inch by inch, I lowered my blade. I had thought if the children fore­swore the Chaos gods, they would be protected. I had thought I could forge them, as the God-King forged his Stormcast Eternals. I had thought I could protect them from foes to come, that they would live in a better world than I had. But I had been their world, and I had been their foe, and if I thought I could love them in this way, I was wrong. I had not saved them from Harbinger, just as nobody had saved them from me.

			‘Plako,’ I said. ‘I…’

			The boy’s fear hardened into pride, then scorn. ‘Do it, feckless man,’ he snarled. ‘A king who would be master. A monster who is nothing else.’

			My blade twitched in my hands. Despite his defiance, all I saw before me was a terrified child, a son I had loved. ‘Plako,’ I breathed. I knew what I wished to say but couldn’t force the words from my teeth. I did not know how.

			The boy sweated, flinching at the wet crush of blades into flesh. ‘What?’ he asked.

			I offered a hand. ‘Plako. I… I am…’

			The boy grimaced. He reached and grasped his short sword and leapt at me. The blade clipped my armour, biting into flesh. As smoking blood dripped to the floor, a second slash arced towards my neck.

			I gripped Plako’s wrist, his blade shaking at my throat. My falx clattered beneath us, my other hand clawing into Plako’s neck. Locked to the boy, I stared into his eyes and the death of reason. Grunting, the Unsworn warrior bared his red teeth. 

			‘Do you see?’ he sneered, groaning as he forced his short sword closer to my neck, ever closer. ‘Do you see what I see?’

			I did. How I saw.

			Then Plako exhaled. The strength mouldered from his arms, colour bleeding from his cheeks. His rictus slipped from his lips and he went slack in my arms. My fingers, wrapped around his throat, had buried themselves into his neck. A sharpened claw on my gauntlet had opened his jugular vein. Steaming ichor painted us purple.

			Horrified, I eased the boy to the stone. He lay in a flat line on the floor, dark gore sheeting from his neck.

			Velekkah dropped her weapons, still red with the blood of my foes. She crawled to her brother, wiping snot from her face. ‘Plako,’ she said, pushing her hands into his neck, trying to stop the blood from flowing. ‘Plako, stop. Stop this, please. Come to, Plako. Plako. We need to make war, Plako. Come on.’

			I crashed to my knees. The chamber was silent, save for the echoing boom of cannon from the Greatway. Nearby, Kaddarar stared at the dead boy and his sister, then lifted her flickering eyes to me.

			My silence was her answer, a silence of ages. Hot gore stained Plako’s teeth, his eyes glistening. For all his hate and fury, he reached for me. I gripped his slackening hands, feeling their plea. A plea to the only father he had ever known, here before the end, to at last do what he had wanted to for so long, and save him.

			I squeezed his hands. As the fire bled from us both, I stooped to his side, bringing the mouth of my mask to his ear, embracing him. 

			‘Plako,’ I whispered, sorrow in every syllable, and a broken heart.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			In my life, I have met many mortals who have boasted of the skulls they have taken. Skulls for me, and skulls for them. Skulls from our enemies and our dying brethren, who with their final breaths begged for the mercy of the blade, to be remembered on the red god’s throne and not forgotten in the sands of Shyish.

			But taking a skull is nothing. It is everything that follows that is difficult.

			Weapons clattered. Mortals grunted.

			Vaguely, through the haze of misery, I noticed Tominer and a handful of her veterans battling Steelhelms down the hall. The Hammerhalian line bared white teeth, black hammers painted on their faces, grunting as ashen ink sweated into their eyes. Shields and warhammers were chained to their hands. They wrestled with Tominer’s warriors.

			Tominer’s fighters fought with nothing held back, pumping daggers into the Freeguilders’ ribs, then dragging blades across their tendons in swift swipes – agile mutilations I had watched them perfect on the carcasses of aurochs.

			Ducking and weaving, Tominer slipped a woman’s grasp and slit her thigh, then gripped the belt of the soldier as she tried to escape. A pistol slipped from her belt; the soldier limped away. Tominer glanced at the contraption and fired. Howling, the soldier toppled, groaning as she crawled.

			The gun clicked as Tominer tried to fire again, then clattered when she tossed it away. She gripped the soldier’s chained shield and slammed it against her neck, breaking it.

			Grimacing with black teeth, Tominer wiped blood from her lips. Then she glimpsed the slaughter in the hall and froze. ‘What is this?’

			Talman spat on the floor, rinsing his hands in fresh blood. ‘Minor disagreement,’ he said.

			Tominer scoffed. Her gaze crawled to me. ‘Is this what you’ve been doing? As we’ve fought to hold the Greatway, you truants butcher each other for sport?’

			I squeezed Plako in my arms. His eyes were half-lidded, his breath faded. Blood seeped from him, in pulses that matched the rootless rhythm of his heart.

			Tominer glanced around at the living. ‘The city is overrun! The Hammer­halians have broken through! Taken the Epchati ziggurats, the Hur granary-fort!’

			Talman perked up, staring through his metal plate. ‘The Gaol?’

			‘Oh, may it fall into oblivion,’ Tominer said, swatting dismissively. ‘Godeater’s Son. Godeater’s Son!’

			I do not know how long I lingered in that limbo. An age, a minute, the span of my life. I held Plako in my arms, gripping the back of his limp neck, trying to straighten it. I could not comprehend the thing in my hands. This lifeless carcass was not Plako. Where was my son? In my hands – but this thing could not be him. This thing was dead. And Plako could not be dead.

			Sticky blood expanded around my knees. The pool congealed into grisly worms, wriggling up my legs, accumulating on my blade and my hands. My hands. My red hands.

			Tominer clucked and swivelled. A clamour erupted in the hall she had come from, the clang of steel and the percussion of heels. ‘More coming,’ one of her warriors said, tying off a strip of cloth to repair his weapon’s hilt. ‘We need to go.’

			Tominer stabbed her hand at the others. ‘We must fight. Fight, to the Greatway, or the city will fall. Now!’

			‘The Greatway is in ruin,’ Garza said. Something like regret haunted his tone, twinned with the urgency of fear. He watched me through his mask, every muscle in his body tense.

			‘What choice do we have?’ Tominer asked. ‘Kaddarar. Speak to the Godeater’s Son. Rouse him!’

			If Kaddarar heard the Maal, she said nothing. The others gathered their blades, shouting as they argued over what to do. All cast aside the allegiances that had pitted us against each other not minutes ago.

			I did not care for any of it. I stroked Plako’s cheeks, his lips. Pale lips, cold lips – then warm, with the shuddering breath of life.

			My heart skipped. A single breath. ‘Talman,’ I croaked.

			As the others argued, I heard footsteps, until the priest of slaughter loomed beside me. ‘Godeater’s Son.’

			‘Healers,’ I said. ‘You have healers.’

			A pause. ‘I do,’ he said.

			I looked up. ‘Can they help him?’

			Whatever the Slaughterpriest saw behind his metal eyeplate smoothed the furrows in his brow, until pragmatic sympathy exorcised his scorn. Talman crouched, shoving two thick fingers into Plako’s neck. His hand retreated, nails dripping. 

			‘He is dead.’

			Denial flickered in my heart. ‘No. There is a way. There must be.’

			Iron chains scraped over stone. Kaddarar staggered across the wet ground. She bled from a dozen wounds, none of them healing. ‘Heldanarr,’ she wheezed. ‘Everything dies.’

			The Seeker’s pale skin was going grey. I bared my teeth, refusing to accept the death of everything I knew. I blinked a gum of dust and moisture from my eyes. ‘Everything lives, too. If we wish it. Is it not true?’

			Extinguished hope smoked in Kaddarar’s eyes. Talman’s jaw was tense. Nearby, Velekkah was listless and unfocused, her shoulders slack.

			I wished for Plako to live. More than the life in my lungs and blood in my veins, more than the hate in my heart. I heaved the limp boy over my shoulder, then collected my falx and strode to the threshold. Velek­kah blinked from her stupor, then gathered her weapons and joined me. My arrival silenced the others’ bickering. 

			‘Tominer,’ I said. ‘How many?’

			Tominer bared her stained black teeth. ‘I was not counting them. I was killing them.’

			Garza raised a hand, shaking his head, keeping his distance from me. ‘Maal,’ he said. ‘Not now.’

			Tominer heeded him. She glimpsed the massacre in my eyes and calmed. ‘Hundreds. Thousands, even. Broken through at the ruins of the Greatway and two drill tunnels. We are hard-pressed.’

			I grunted. Then I barged through the doorless threshold. I stalked into the corridors beyond, to the Hell-Mills. I would reach the Gaol and Talman’s healers, no matter what. The boy must live. 

			As Plako bounced on my shoulder, his blood dribbling down my back, Tominer chased after me. 

			‘The city is overrun,’ she said. ‘We either fight to hold or fight to escape. Valique’s drill has cleared the ruins, so there is a path through the Greatway. But before anything we need your forces. They are overextended, isolated across Bharat. If we are not careful, they will perish, and so will we. We need a plan. We need… are you listening? Godeater’s Son!’

			Tominer lagged behind, her warriors bustling past. I stormed onward. So few of us remained. Garza, a handful of Ash Knights. Velekkah and the wounded remnant of the Unsworn. None of the Cardandish house soldiers, and scant clan fighters of Bharat. Three Beltollers, and Talman’s unarmed adherents. We were few against many, and all our meagre differences crumbled apart. An enemy came against us, an enemy who sought our destruction. Bharat’s fate hung in the balance.

			Tominer eventually fell in my wake. ‘With the Godeater’s Son!’ she barked down the corridors and the gulf of the Hell-Mills, to every warrior who could hear us. ‘To the Greatway! We fight! We fight!’

			In a corridor ahead, a pocket of Beltollers and Greatway kith resisted the Hammerhalian vanguard. The shriek-song of swords echoed, and the wailing poetry of dying heroes.

			Like a spear we advanced, with me its heartless tip. We smashed aside the foes and moved on to the next, collecting more survivors as we went. With one hand I carved down my enemies, shattering their faithless steel. As I went, all I could think of was Plako. I steadied the slack boy as his hot blood wept down my back. I had not felt another breath from him.

			So I moved faster. To the Gaol, to save his life. I broke into a jog, warriors picking up pace behind me. I would move as fast as it took. Until molten time ran backwards and the blood seeped back into his veins, and the child I had found returned. If it was the last thing I did, I would reach the Gaol and breathe final truth into the false legend of the whelps, that I had saved them.

			We emerged from the Hell-Mills onto fractured walkways. The enemy was ready, forming into a painted-black Castelite shield wall.

			Howling, I barrelled into the enemy formation. As my blade clapped through meat, fusils barked, and smoke choked in my throat. Fragments of blessed lead pelted my armour, embers of burnt gunpowder singeing my hands. My falx chewed through iron bracing and split another pavise. Garza and a roaring Ash Knight gripped the shield’s planks and tore it into a breach.

			We were in, fighting for our fill of glory and share of skulls. I rammed through an enemy huddle, slashing, joined by the savages at my back. Armourclad Steelhelms fought with all the realm’s fire, hammering my warriors down. Bodies thumped and clanked to the stone or slid into the abyss, but I did not waver. I imagined the life I craved on the far side of that shield wall. A better life, in a better world. A life with the ones I had loved and hated, a life where I need hate no more.

			This enemy, too, broke. We hurtled onward, our numbers swelling with the fragmented forces scattered across Bharat, until we reached an overlook above the embarkation plaza.

			The Hammerhalians had secured the collapsed mouth of the Greatway. Dead Skaven corpses were piled around the entrance, battlemages bathing them in azure pillars of ghostly flame. Gunmetal-grey casks of voidstone were stacked around the tunnel’s mouth.

			Even from here, the heat of the casks’ contents ignited in my heart. Valique’s host had transported the brightstone of Carnd-Ep here. Holmon and duardin sappers carved divots in the plaza, planting seeds of the aqthracite among sacks and barrels of powder, moving the blazing rubies with forge tongs and gloves. Labourers carefully ran jointed piping back to the tunnel, where I glimpsed similar excavations.

			Tominer and a handful of warriors jogged ahead, surveying the scene. ‘So many,’ she said. ‘What are they doing?’

			I cast my eye across the plaza. They were destroying the Greatway, but not only that. Valique wished to demolish Bharat. A glance told me he had planned this scrupulously enough that it could work. If Valique detonated the Greatway, Carnd-Ep and Bharat, too, might be destroyed.

			This siege had never been about conquest. Only annihilation.

			Instinct whispered, formless and giddy. I turned my eyes ahead and stormed onward, past Tominer and those on the ledge. The Maal’s eyes followed, Talman and his heroes stalking behind me. 

			‘Godeater’s Son?’ Tominer shouted, pointing to the Greatway. ‘How do we attack? How do we break through?’

			I marched onward, along the winding paths that led to the Gaol. The long spire stabbed from the bottom of the realm, growing larger with each step. Bharati clan warriors and Beltollers joined me in my procession. Others abandoned our column at the Greatway, planning a desperate attack and impossible escape. Let them die, as I had. Let all things die this day.

			The next Hammerhalian formation awaiting us before the Gaol was well-armoured. Their first rank carried pavise, gun and smallsword; their second rank, braced spears. A third and fourth rank carried pikes. Behind this bristling battleline and the mountainous ogors studding it, boys and girls with cudgels waited to finish those who had fallen.

			Then our heels tickled. The rumbling of a steam engine and tank wheels grinding bones to dust shook the stone. Hand-pushed artillery carriages trundled over stone, unlimbered by their crews. Ungreased axels squealed in my ears, and a pumping steam engine chugged and hissed.

			A dead breeze pushed a smog of gun dust from the walkways. A drill had emerged over another hanging plaza, just before the vast walkway leading into the Gaol. The triple-headed drill hull loomed from the gaping maw of its emergence, gunners lining the ragged rock rim. Hammerhalian fighters were positioning heavier equipment on the plaza, including a lightly armoured steam tank.

			Garza beat his fist against his chest, and the Ash Knights closed ranks. Talman and his silent zealots reinforced our line. I strode onward, to the enemy, my eyes fixed on the Gaol. Soon Plako would be well. Soon everything would be all right.

			Our staggered line prowled behind me through the gun smoke. Then we crashed into the enemy. The wrathful Freeguilders fought like rabid dogs, eager for vengeance. Cloudoun’s demise had not hampered the Hammerhalians – far from it. As we clashed, shieldless warriors among the foe spread like flames into our mass, hacking with war pick and hammer, fighting as the blood-crazed do – as we did.

			I bared my teeth, watering the stone with gore. Skulls and blood, for the Blood God and me. For Plako and the things I wanted, the things I would not attain. In the gun smoke and anarchy, Yrdun champions shouted for glory and another charge. Hammerhalian sergeants roared in coarse Azyrite peppered with Aqshian argot. They were motivated, well-organised, in an attack that had been carefully planned. I was a champion at the head of four hundred traitors and brethren, cast into this fire without preparation or warning. Let Valique strategise us to death, I did not care. All I wanted was Plako alive.

			The Gaol loomed, ever closer. As the blood flowed, I prayed. Prayed for an end to all my woes and doubt. For a better life for the ones I loved. A better death for the ones I could not give it to. I prayed for peace, prayed for fire. I prayed for annihilation and an end to scorn. I prayed for a life I had not lived. For my mistakes, imperial in their conquests, to undo themselves and turn back time.

			I prayed, collecting mortals’ lives as tribute to the Skull Throne. With each slash and slice, each hack and cut, I bargained with the red monster that devours creation. For serenity, tranquillity, and Plako’s life. For enlightenment and a second chance. As I prayed, my mother’s hymn hummed in my chest like a caged bird’s song.

			How I prayed, but nothing changed. How I prayed, until finally I heard Khorne’s answer. 

			Silence, and bloodshed, and the will of a red god.

			Arm burning with exertion, I fell to a knee, letting Plako slide to the ground. Enemies surrounded us on every side, wheeling their shields around like heavy wooden sails. Those Bharati fighters who had yet to withdraw died in pairs and handfuls, flopping to the stone as their ragged line was flayed apart. Soon Talman’s zealots withdrew, and those of us too armoured to do so were staggered and toppled, then run through.

			Kaddarar had collapsed from exhaustion, not far. Roaring, I carved down another foe, then knelt again in the butcher’s ground. The clamour of slaughter resonated from our rear, where the enemy had encircled us. Still our warriors fought.

			Steelhelms closed in, weapons bristling. ‘Firm, now!’ a fusil-major called from his crows’ nest, his fat ogor groaning. ‘Firm up!’

			The soldiers faltered, backing away. ‘Cover to the flank, sir!’ fusil-sergeants on the ground said. ‘To the flank, sir, now!’

			Slowly, the Hammerhalian formation pivoted. Another sword-song erupted, joined by the percussion of guns, then the roars of unmade monsters. I glanced at the looming Gaol. I stared at Plako and placed my ear to his mouth. His cold lips grazed my ear, and the hush of farewell.

			Something screeched, a cutting cry that abused the senses. Boskin and his warriors had navigated the ruins of the Greatway, emerging from the drill tunnel used by the Hammerhalians. Now they ripped through the enemy line from its flank, armoured monsters fighting with tooth and nail and sword.

			Talman roared. His heroes scrambled back into action, returning his chanted exhortations. Our force closed from an oblique angle, routing the Hammerhalian line. Fusil-majors bellowed for a retreat. The Hammerhalians responded with suicidal reluctance, fighting to the last. Blood monks of Bharat prowled through their ranks with pillaged blades, cutting down those they could. Clan warriors and Thul savages clambered onto the steam tank’s armoured prow, ripping its gunner from the turret, cutting his throat. The tank commander slid back into the hull. Another emerged with a pistol. An Unsworn raider hammered a hatchet into his skull. 

			Kaddarar dragged herself towards me through a sea of corpses and discarded weapons. I blinked and gazed at Plako, begging him to breathe. The thunderous echo of cannon faded, until only the distant boom of artillery remained. Warriors and Boskin’s cloaked man-eaters still fought at the rear, cutting down the fleeing Hammerhalians.

			In the carnage, steel shrieked against steel. The plaza was rank with the cut of spent powder and spilt blood. Wind screamed in the abyss below.

			Alone, Boskin padded through the gun smoke. He crouched by Kaddarar, sniffing as her shoulders rose and fell with shallow breaths. She had lost consciousness. The growling monstrosity picked at his teeth, shadows spinning in his whiteless eyes.

			My eyes fell to Plako. The delusion of hope faded from my grasp, like an oar floating out of reach. I knew, then, the boy was dead.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			I sat for a long time, emptied. A brine of sweat and tears had rinsed lines of clean metal through the brick dust and char on my mask. Blood leaked from my armour and my eyes, omens of a red god’s scorn.

			Talman sat on his haunches across from me, staring through sick eyes. Blood seeped from his eyes and mouth, scarring his cheeks and chin like acid trails. The boom of artillery had fallen silent, and the clangour of struck blades. We sat in a dark chamber, illuminated only by a candle half-melted to a stump. Outside, murmurs were audible, the splash of water ladled from barrels.

			‘Where are we?’ I croaked.

			‘The Gaol,’ Talman said. ‘You were senseless. We dragged you in. Not that it made a difference. The Hammerhalians have broken Bharat’s defences. We only barely made it here.’

			I recalled the moments before Boskin’s arrival. They all blended together. 

			‘Kaddarar?’

			Talman tossed a hand. ‘She lives. Barely.’

			I swallowed. ‘The boy?’

			‘Dead. Tossed to the void, with the others.’

			Air creaked in my lungs. The boy and his sister had been everything I wanted, long ago. They had been a reason to live. I still had Velekkah, of course. But losing either of them felt like losing everything.

			I was drained, bled dry. I opened my mouth to roar. All I could manage was a sigh. 

			‘I am tired,’ I said.

			Talman rose and sauntered closer, crouching before me. He dragged a finger through my hair, through the gruel of sweat and blood and gun smoke residue. When he removed his finger, black grime soiled its tip. ‘You are on the verge of defeat. A terrible place for a mad king, with enemies so close.’

			A grisly chuckle tore itself from my lungs. ‘I am not mad, you know.’

			‘You are quite mad. You have been since your ascension.’

			I shook my head. ‘Ever since we met, you have hinted at my lies and corruption and the witches’ spell, and this new history I have written. But I remember all of it.’

			Talman’s eyes narrowed. ‘How many years have passed since the fall of Candip?’

			‘Six,’ I said. ‘Not twenty.’

			Talman stroked his beard thoughtfully. ‘I have always wondered,’ he murmured. ‘What did the witches’ spell do, when you first found them? Did it lay a curse on the minds of the Yrdun. Is that why they played along with you?’

			‘No,’ I said quietly. ‘It only erased Velekkah’s and Plako’s minds. The others believed the story I told them because… because they wanted to. Or because they thought it would please me. It makes no difference.’

			Talman’s face stilled. ‘Why erase their minds?’

			I hesitated. My mouth was dry. The words had lived behind my teeth for years, festering. ‘Because when I found them, they were not babes. They were youths. The taint of Yesurga’s god had already begun to entice them. The effects were already beginning to show.’

			‘You could have killed them,’ Talman said.

			‘I could have done many things,’ I snapped. Then I calmed. ‘But I wanted better. When I found them, something in me needed them. I panicked. I found the witches, then begged for their help scrubbing the corruption from the whelps.’

			Talman glared. ‘One thousand souls died for that ritual. I still remember. And all for two Vvelks?’

			My throat clenched. I nodded. ‘I wanted to protect them. The witches erased their minds and gave them a better past – one I should have given them myself, in the years that followed. With Harbinger’s corruption gone, I thought I could make them new. I thought if I built something strong enough, they would be safe inside it.’

			Talman chuckled – a cavernous echo inside his throat. ‘Your perfect little world.’

			‘A better world,’ I said, voice cracking. My eyes burned. ‘A world they deserved.’

			‘What about you?’ Talman asked. ‘Did the witches’ curse wear off? Is that why you see the truth?’

			A sad smile bent my lips. ‘I was never affected by it. It was simply… easier. Easier to believe the lie I had told the whelps. Kaddarar couldn’t remember one way or the other – her life has been too long. But I wanted that past. The life where I had found them as babes. The life where I had saved them. Not the one where I had murdered their father and stolen them from him and tortured them with a destiny they hadn’t asked for.’ I tossed a hand. ‘Plako became what I made him. Twice, now that I’ve slain him. Your time is here, Talman. The red god’s blessings in me are spent.’

			Talman whiffled a barbaric laugh. ‘You think I crave your seat of power? With great power comes great risk. I have no desire for either.’

			‘Then the red god will end you too,’ I said. ‘He will take everything.’

			Talman cocked his head. ‘Khorne takes only what is given.’

			‘And that must be everything.’

			Talman shook his head. ‘Do you know what my mother named me?’

			I glanced up. ‘No.’

			Talman grinned boyishly. ‘Edgur,’ he said, yellow teeth gleaming. He tapped his knuckles against his bare chest. ‘I did not give that name to the red god. I kept it for myself.’

			I blinked, recalling my meeting with the Eight Ring before they had burst into gore. They had feared even the mention of the power that had elevated Talman. 

			‘Who named you Talman?’ I asked. ‘The red god?’

			He glanced at the walls, gesturing expansively. ‘It is a name I heard down here, in the darkness, whispered in the base of my skull. I could not quiet it. So I brought it into the open, lest it drive me mad.’ He glared at me. ‘I did the same with all the things that haunted me. My fears, my hurt. The others trapped with me, we learned that we were the same. We needn’t carry these burdens alone. This is what made us finally hear the Blood God’s truth. What gave us the power to escape.’

			I scoffed. ‘You wanted to live. That is why you escaped.’

			‘I wanted to kill you more than I ever wanted to live. I have only ever wished to serve Khorne. I have only ever desired a worthy king. One who would not waste our lives in wars of folly. One who would do for us what we would do for him.’

			I jutted my chin at him. ‘And what is that?’

			‘Destroy the realm. Unmake the universe, if we must.’ Talman raised a finger. ‘And listen. Listen well.’

			My lips contracted, tugging at the metal of my mask. ‘Thank you, Talman. For your help.’

			He scoffed. ‘You owe me nothing. Had those traitors not sought to exploit a moment of weakness, I would have even helped them. But the treachery. The sheer… opportunism. It was revolting.’

			I shook my head, amused. ‘You would not make a good king.’

			Talman chuckled. ‘I know. I am terrible at these games you warlords play.’

			A bitter smile ebbed from my lips. ‘What now?’

			He shrugged. ‘That is a question for a Red King. Count the dead, beyond these four walls. Perhaps a thousand fighters remain to us, trapped in the Gaol, at the mercy of Hammerhal’s guns. We are broken.’

			I grimaced. The tidings were bleak. I sensed no path to victory, nor even reason to seek it. Then I thought of Velekkah. The girl still lived. I had to protect her. To make the realm better, if only in the smallest of ways – to keep her safe. I could not give up. Not yet.

			Talman waggled his finger at me. ‘You are on the brink,’ he whispered. ‘Of learning Holy Khorne’s most important lesson. The one he saves for us all. The value of a life, the value of a death.’

			‘Life is meaningless,’ I said. ‘Death, too, without triumph.’

			He scowled. ‘Do you think anything will ever end with triumph? Nothing ever ends. The misery, the hate. The only triumph is life itself, death itself. That is why I always hated your quest to improve the realm. All of that is meaningless. All that truly matters is–’

			‘Stop.’ I patted his leg. ‘Enough. My only duty is to protect this dominion. What remains of it.’

			Talman ground his teeth. ‘I thought so little of you, for so long. But what you did to that Vvelk boy proved me wrong. I know your history with the whelp, even despite the witches’ spell. Still you gave his life as tribute, when the time came. Even my devotion would have been insufficient for an act of such… faith.’

			Bile burned in my throat. ‘What is your point?’

			Talman reclined. ‘That I trust you. You have been my greatest pupil, and my greatest teacher. Walk this tower’s halls and see. Even now, your warriors and mine pray side by side. Mortals of every colour and cut, the false among them whittled away. My mother and I had dreamed of this, even before you imprisoned us in the Gaol. This is what I hoped for, hearing the silence of Khorne. A temple where the people honour the true gods and do not simply pay empty homage with meaningless deeds. It is a simple thing to earn glory in Khorne’s name, if one suffers nothing for it. It is more difficult to stand at the doom of everything and still embrace his gifts, to accept him heart and mind, and be embraced. You have brought this to Bharat, if late.’

			I couldn’t see it. ‘Brought what?’ I asked.

			Talman shrugged, searching for the word. ‘Enlightenment,’ he finally said. ‘The skulls we offer Khorne are the truest signs of our sacrifice. He sees our devotion and takes pity. And in his mercy, he saves us for last, for a place on his Skull Throne. The last tribute we give is greatest of them all. It is something we are all of us fit to give, and it is without equal. A monument. To what?’

			The value of a life, instinct hissed in my skull. Talman’s wisdom was infectious.

			I glared hard at the priest of slaughter, trying to reconcile our differences. I had no love for the red god. What I gave it had always been an act of necessity. And now that its favour had failed me, I could not see the point of offering any more.

			More murmurs drifted into the cell. The cut of incense haunted the air. I thought of Kaddarar, and Velekkah. 

			‘I don’t want to die,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to go to the Skull Throne. When our time comes, I hope our souls are obliterated. Who would crave another life after what we have lived?’

			Vexed, the Slaughterpriest stroked his bearded chin. ‘You cannot avoid what is coming. We have waited for it as long as we have lived. Now it is come to you. Give us second life. Command what remains of Bharat’s kin, and lead us, before the Hammerhalians move first. Let Khorne see this final victory in our annihilation. We have waited. The end is here.’

			I nodded in assent. It was the only path left to us. ‘Where is Velekkah?’ I asked. ‘I would speak with her.’

			Talman slid against the wall, picking the calluses of his hands. ‘Somewhere, certainly. Seek and you shall find. If you reach the tower’s old pinnacle at its depths and have not found her, send for one of mine to help you. The Gaol is a labyrinth.’

			I rose, knees grinding. A deadened blare filled my head, a faint ringing against the slaughter of my emotions. Before leaving, I thought of the witches again, and their blood, and their warning. 

			‘What was it that called you Talman? That whispered your new name in the darkness?’

			The Slaughterpriest glanced up. ‘I don’t know. But I’ve heard old stories, of the things that emerged from the brass gates when Bharat turned upside down. Sometimes, when its madness became me, I thought it was one of them. Or perhaps that it came from within, from my very heart.’ He tossed his hand.

			My neck tingled. ‘Why from within?’

			He tapped his chest. ‘Because it felt like instinct.’

			I strode through the Gaol, observing the preparations of our survivors. Our last fighters pillaged the armour and weapons of the slain. Serviceable Hammerhalian steel and Yrdun javelins lay in neat lines on sandstone floors. Clan warriors and Unsworn picked fusils from heaps of weaponry, tossing them into another pile. Garza and what remained of my Ash Knights lounged in the shadows, afraid to face my wrath.

			I ignored the ash-clad and stared at the firearms, wondering if we should use them. Years ago, for a spell, I had seen the advantages of musketry. I had acquired arquebuses and fusils from Bataari traders, to raise a battalion of gunners. The effort had ended when I understood the scale of training and resources necessary to keep hand-gunners battle-ready. It was a simple thing to aim the weapons, yes. But to light a matchlock and pour powder in the fires of combat – to do it quickly and carefully, without the weapon detonating in your face or the battalion magazine – these were not simple at all.

			I ordered the guns discarded. The cold steel we kept, for the battle ahead.

			As these and other preparations were made, I searched for Velekkah. She was nowhere to be found. I meant to tell her how I felt. To sing my pretty apology for Plako’s death, as if that would make anything better.

			But above all, I meant to tell her the truth. Plako had been right to betray me. I had deserved far worse.

			Vel was in none of the chambers I searched, so I continued deeper. As I hunted for her, my observations of the Gaol surprised me. The corridors were orderly, tall, well-lit. Fire blazed in sconces on the wall. Talman had spoken of this place as if it were the incarnation of anarchy in the realm. But whatever faith the Slaughterpriest professed, he had transformed the Gaol into a hall of brooding tranquillity. Bruised warriors loitered in gardens of skull-studded sand beside pools of water. They sponged grime and blood from their limbs, sluggish with contemplation under gristly skeletons hanging from the walls. In a sepulchre containing the boiled bones of their fallen comrades, I glimpsed tall shelves of scrolls and wood-bound tomes I recognised from Carnd-Ep’s library. As a zealot novitiate leafed through the books, puzzling at the letters within, I muttered a curse for Talman under my breath, resisting the choleric smile on my lips.

			Beyond the merest of red similarities, the Gaol was nothing like Tomi­ner’s abattoir. It was a subversion of everything Tominer had taught, of every impression I’d had of the red god. It was a temple to silence, a monument to a life well-lived.

			I wandered until I reached a chamber of healing. The Seeker lay on a pallet beneath a smoking thurible. One of Talman’s monk-healers hunched over her, cleaning the Seeker’s wounds, taking up needle and suture. As she stitched the gashes in Kaddarar’s arm – gashes that no longer healed by her own strength – the healer glanced up.

			‘Is she well?’ I asked.

			The healer scoffed, tossing her curved needle into a basin of water. She raised a thurible to Kaddarar’s nostrils, swinging the censer. ‘No.’

			Artillery boomed across the city. We lifted our heads, trading a final glance. Then I retreated and continued onward, deeper into the empty and dusty halls.

			Ghostly flames haunted the Gaol’s corridors. I dragged my sheathed falx behind me, the leather tip scraping over stone. Velekkah was nowhere to be found.

			Still I continued, ever deeper. I craved the power to make things right, or annihilation if I could not find that. Both, I thought, were in Khorne’s power to give, provided I made appropriate tribute. I had never loved the red god. After witnessing its barbarous majesty through Asharashra’s brass gates long ago, not once had I wished to glimpse it again.

			And yet, challenged by Talman’s wicked wisdom, a sickness in me craved to taste the red god’s divinity. To let it consume me or elevate me, so long as I could fill this void.

			I descended the tower, drawn by the gravity of doom. So long I had spent navigating the dealings of miscreants and knaves rotten with ambition and greed. Sinking to the tower’s old pinnacle, step after step, was far easier than those labours had been. I wandered a hand-carved stair, boots scuffing uneven stone. Then I turned a corner and found a grove of behemoth stanchions lining a tall chamber, light oozing from sconces in the sandstone walls.

			I gazed at the monumentalist pillars around me. The sheer scale of the chamber reminded me of Arm’s Hand and its vastness, before it collapsed into ruin. Withered corpses and fleshless skeletons leaned against the wall, the shards of their skulls scattered across the smooth stone. Oppressive sunlight subjugated the space, which stank of old clothes. The eight winds screamed beyond the walls.

			The shadow from the nave loomed in the chamber’s centre, conspiring with silence. It was a blotch in my eyes, a hunched stranger in a ragged cloak, with a horned crown stabbing from beneath its hood. 

			‘Eight hours,’ it breathed, a silvery moan that filled my soul. ‘Your world must end.’

			I scoffed, hollow. I tossed my hands. ‘And what is left to end?’ I asked, stepping closer. ‘Tell me. What?’

			The shadow lifted its crowned head, eight pins gleaming at me. Its hooves clopped as it turned. It raised its bladed staff.

			I lifted a hand. ‘Don’t. Simply don’t. Enough enigma, enough mystery. You claimed a true enemy comes, as if I could ever stop them, or anything that has been set in motion. But there is nothing you can gain from me, daemonkin. What do you want? Why did you come?’

			The shadow fell still. Dust trickled from the ceiling, motes of it drifting in blades of Hysh’s light. Then the metal staff clanged on the stone. 

			‘A bargain was struck,’ the creature moaned, its voice a damp basso that sank into me. ‘The bargain must be kept.’

			I bared my teeth behind my mask, twitching. How I craved to destroy this desolation. To face this true enemy or any other and be stronger for it – or be annihilated myself. Red god knew I would have given the realm for either. I feared for Velekkah, and Kaddarar. Feared they would go from the realm. I feared to have nothing left.

			If slaying this shadow could change that fate, let that be enough. Let it protect my better world. And if it ended me, it wouldn’t matter. At least then there would be nothing left to fear.

			I ripped my wide sheath away, tossing it and gripping my falx. Droplets of blood ran from my warplate, drifting through the stagnant air, congealing on my blade’s edge. The maw in my midriff unsealed with the sound of wet adhesive, growling. 

			‘I am going to kill you. Whatever you are, I will kill you.’

			The shadow’s eight eyes gleamed. I smelled old power and the cold ash of dead flame. Force thudded from the darkness like a heartbeat, a swollen tumour of instinct and might.

			I came within a pike’s thrust of the shadow, then a sword’s swing. ‘What are you?’ I asked through clenched teeth. Then I roared, hammering a fist on my breast. ‘What are you?’

			The question echoed until it died. All I heard was my own huffing breath, my own creaking mail. The shadow was still, scornful, the eight pins of its eyes unblinking. 

			I am in you, instinct whispered from the base of my skull, as if on this daemon’s behalf. And I came for you. Eons ago. You and all of the Yrdun.

			Shivering, I winced, my metal mask pulling at my flesh. I thought of Talman then – and I listened.

			I heard the howl of the wind, the panting of my breath. The rhythm of my own soul, the life I had branded into the Pale. I listened and heard nothing but the silence.

			Light blurred around the shadow. This entity lay beyond the grip of the Mortal Realms and their magic. I steadied myself. Calming, I asked, for a final time, ‘What are you?’

			The sound of rushing blood and dead breathing filled my ears. A profound muscle ached in the base of my spine. Then the lips in my belly rustled, and a bone-deep voice gurgled into existence. 

			‘Instinct,’ my belly moaned.

			A chill raced down my legs. Horror tingled beneath my mask, sweat stinging my fused flesh. Then I roared and lurched forward, bringing my falx through the shadow.

			The wicked tip of the recurved blade ripped through the shadow’s cloak like a knife through fruit, splitting it open. Ash plumed from the gash, followed by a rose-red welter of vein milk.

			The sight of the crimson gush sent a vicious wave of nausea from my bones to my stomach, a sickness beyond fathom. The lips of the maw in my belly rustled and squirmed, drooling and chanting. Groaning, I staggered to a knee, then forced myself to look up.

			The shadow gasped and spasmed, runnels of blood squirming from its ruined ghost-flesh. The black rags of its cloak and old, grey skin sloughed to the stone like a sickening afterbirth, to give way for the red flower blossoming within.

			This ghastly rose clawed its way into existence, peeling apart the ashen delusion it had worn. It was a cancer of creation, a thing never born, only summoned. For one nauseating heartbeat, I remembered watching Kaddarar as she had played with the whelps.

			Then a single word jolted through my skull.

			Daemon.

			The daemons of Khorne. Those were what had emerged from the brass gates of Asharashra on the day of Bharat’s fall. They had slain the clan fathers and mothers of Bharat, then rampaged through the upturned city before they were banished.

			That which coalesced before me now was one of them. A daemon of Khorne – a power beyond measure.

			The entity blossomed into existence, a regretless violence that gave slaughter red incarnation in the realms. I felt its poison in my heart: wrath, the oldest sin. Planted amidst the black ruin of the decaying shadow, this bloody scourge loomed. The twisted rack of horns on its elongated skull resembled an obscene crown. A barbed tongue lolled from its wicked maw, around teeth of pitted ivory, black at the roots. Claws stabbed from its long fingers, each jointed like a spider’s leg.

			The creature’s eight eyes flicked open, rubies that blazed with vicious hunger. A deep, clicking groan radiated from its armoured chest.

			The daemon shook existence as it rose, growling from hunger for bloodshed. Flames ignited above its crown. The daemon reached into them, withdrawing a pronged executioner’s sword – its bladed staff.

			I cupped a hand over my eyes, cowed by the daemon’s dark majesty. I had summoned this. In the witches’ deaths, in the miscarriage of my own life. This dormant slaughter had slept in me for as long as I had lived. Now I had released it, in an errant bargain struck in the broken fane. It hungered for everything that remained to me – for everything I refused to give.

			In the core of me, the red god’s blessings sang. The maw in my belly howled with satisfaction. Here was one daemon, and I knew with the clarity of faith I could summon more. A red horde of them, an endless legion, to undo my enemies and make the world better. I need only do what I had done for so long, need only worship this ruin and invoke more horror, more calamity.

			Through the red veil, the daemon was a bulb of brass light. I reached out for it as I might have reached inward to grip my own curse. It was an act of instinct – the same instinct that whispered in my moments of frailty, the same instinct I had summoned now. I would fold this being’s might and will into my own. I would surrender to its red purpose.

			The daemon could have slain emperors and felled champions. Memories of ended empires screamed from its iron hell-sword. For a flicker, it saluted our kindred purpose with recognition. The pronged blade twitched in its hand, wreathed in shadow and flame. Its lungs rumbled as earthquakes do.

			I was there, at the precipice of the power I desired – the power to make the world better. And so why I thought of Plako and Velekkah, I do not know. For one feeble breath, the whelps crossed my mind. The boy, laughing in our first bout, then bleak in the eyes. The girl bouncing on her heels with war fervour, then weeping over her brother’s carcass. I had wanted a better world. I had wanted to live. 

			This daemon could never give it to me. Neither could ten million more.

			The daemon bellowed, heat blurring from its gorge. Flames ignited in its eye sockets as it stomped forward, shaking the Gaol. 

			‘Look for the one who weaves,’ the maw in my midriff rumbled in mockery. ‘Look for yourself and me.’

			I hauled myself to my feet. Shaking with terror and courage, I roared back.

			The creature quietened at this puny resistance, then snorted and stomped closer. It slashed its hot iron over my head. I ducked and pivoted, keeping my falx between us. The red afterbirth of the creature’s summoning wriggled to its clawed feet, drawn by the gravity of its rage.

			The creature raised its sword for another attack, and I my falx. We were a god’s champion and its daemon, compelled by our very nature to cross blades. I did not know how to best the thing, or if I could even resist it.

			But I did not care. I had given everything to the red god; I would give it no more. I would seize what I needed from it, that Velekkah and Kaddarar would live – that I would live. Annihilation was no longer an option.

			Glowing iron smashed into crystal steel. Shards of hardened gore flew from my blade as each strike dug divots into the daemon’s ancient sword. We clashed, hammering ourselves against each other with the fury of the aggrieved. Fire and molten gore erupted from the contact of our blades. With each slash, each arcing hack, the daemon outpaced me, gouging through my armour, rending my cursed flesh.

			Bleeding and half-broken, I bellowed for the end of the world. The daemon’s jaw fell to its chest and it roared back, a furnace blazing in its gorge.

			This is the combat I witnessed. Had others been there, they surely would have seen the same. But this blade brawl was only the surface of a greater battle suffered within.

			As our swords crossed in the old pinnacle of the Gaol, we fought this second battle in the pit of my skull and the base of my mind. The combat defied all reckoning, a struggle within my soul.

			Of all things, we asked each other our names.

			Who are you? the daemon asked, each utterance a blade thrust through my heart.

			I buckled before the onslaught of the question, the truest taste of annihilation I had claimed to seek for so long. I wish I had been strong enough to resist, but I wasn’t. To end the torment, I told the daemon every name I had ever known.

			I was Heldanarr Fall. Heldan, to the sister he had lost. Held, to the friends who had died. Godeater’s Son, to lands he had burned, to folk he had enslaved.

			I told the daemon every name I had ever known, and when the suffering did not end, I conjured more. I was Son, to a mother I had slain. Father to children whose lives I had scorched, then Master to the ashes that remained. I was Brother and Friend, Saviour and Villain. I was Failure, Fool, Victor, King. I was Prisoner to the life I had lived, and I was Gaoler. I was Life, I was Death, priceless and worthless both.

			The glowing iron sword skewered my shoulder. I recoiled, spatters of my blood smoking on the floor. Shaking and unsatisfied, the daemon roared the bass extinction of the realm, heat shimmering from its throat. This sword duel was only half of our battle. To truly slay me, the creature required my name.

			Each time it asked left an opening to counter, so I returned the question, with tenfold the spite. ‘Who are you?’ I shouted, from the prison of my chest.

			I am slaughter, the daemon answered: from the daemon’s maw, the lips of my belly, the base of my skull. I am master of all axes. I am the instinct that binds them. I am rage. I am red.

			These utterances were twisted reflections of malice-warped speech. Each name was inarticulable to the mortal tongue. Even the thought of them wracked me like nails in the marrow, damning to perceive. I understood them, nevertheless. But how I wished I did not.

			Who are you? the daemon thundered.

			Through the pain, through the clangour of blades, the mystery in that query enveloped me, like a silk-woven web.

			I didn’t know. I didn’t know who I was. Enthralled by the question, I began to ask the same.

			Who am I? the thought went, a blister in my brain. The killer of my son, the breaker of my folk. One who had sought better and brought worse. One who had failed, one who had triumphed.

			Who was I? Something the daemon did not recognise, I thought. But neither could I.

			So who was I?

			I was noble, I was cruel. More than an evil man, less than a king. I was the smoke and the flame, the broken and feared. I was hated and beloved, abhorred and praised. I was the father and son, those most imperfect of men. I was glorious, debased – I was fell.

			I was the true enemy my daemon’s prophecies had warned of, the obstacle to my own desires. Too long, life had occurred to me, and I had let it wreak its havoc. As if all I could ever do were simply endure. Train my hordes, plan my wars, manipulate my vassals to keep them in line. Trust fate to see these efforts and deliver victories I had pursued through cold calculation rather than endeavour and thirst for life. I had feared to admit I cared for what I feared to lose. But always, always, I had cared.

			I had burned the realm and myself seeking a better world. But where was it? And what did I owe myself? A chain of suffering longer than the memory of the universe had set me on this course – but nothing man­­acled me to its consequences. Life was too precious. Talman had been right, to speak of the silence of the gods. They were not enough; they did not care. I wanted more than they could give me. I wanted what I could give myself.

			We parted, the daemon and I, blood pouring from a dozen wounds. The creature’s forked tongue lapped at the rose-red gore spilling from its arm. Its eight eyes entranced me.

			The question had come to me. This time, I asked myself. Who am I?

			I am Heldanarr Fall, and Godeater’s Son. I am everything I feared to become. But I am not bound by this, nor enslaved. And I bow to no god but my own hands.

			‘I am alive,’ I breathed. Then I cackled. ‘Alive! And there is no going back!’

			Silence became the daemon at this answer, its eight eyes blinking and vexed. Another clicking growl emitted from its chest. It glanced around, as if looking for somewhere to go.

			Cold, huffing, I raised my falx, blood dripping down my fingers. ‘So,’ I rasped. ‘Who are you?’

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER THIRTY

			The echoing syllables of an unspeakable name faded from the universe, leaving scars of scorched blood in the air. The runes dribbled from existence, until all that remained of the daemon was gone.

			I breathed hard, faltering. I had banished the shadow from the realm. Panting, surprised, I turned and reached for a stanchion to lean on. My hand missed the stone. The world turned on its head as I smashed to the ground, smoking blood spilling from my rent flesh. The maw in my midriff growled drunkenly, its drool moistening the stone.

			My eyes dropped to the maw’s sagging lips, the yellowed fangs, the lolling leather tongue. Whether the daemon lay within me or had simply seized the mutated flesh to speak, I was unsure. Instinct remained silent on the matter.

			I lay still for long heartbeats, drinking deeply of nectar-sweet nausea and physical pain. Earthly senses shambled in my head as uncaged men do, raving in the daylight of lunacy. At last, an antidote for my loathing and spite, and the torment I had endured battling the daemon. It was the feeling of anything at all.

			Loose metal brushed my cheek. I reached up blindly and felt the cold edge of bronze, cracked and bent, shift beneath my fingers.

			With an easy tug, I peeled my father’s death mask away, holding it in my hands. I studied its battered gleam, the black slits where my eyes had once lived. Crusted flesh flaked like dead bark beneath its surface. I grazed my face. I had worn the mask for so long I had forgotten the shape of it.

			I tossed the mask, ignoring its clang against the stone. I blinked, thinking of where I lay, where I must go. Then, inch by inch, I clambered to my feet and dragged myself to the stairs. A smoking trail of blood marked my passage, painting the hand-carved steps into steaming red mirrors. The time had come to end this war.

			The clank of my weary steps echoed through the halls. Warriors lifted their heads at my passage. They glanced at each other, then trickled into the corridors behind me, until we reached the ancient undercroft of the Gaol, now its highest level. The low-ceilinged chamber was gridded with stanchions, casks of provender stacked against the walls. Copper-bottomed vats of pungent, boiling fluid sat over wood flames, the smoke stinging our eyes.

			I had not found Velekkah, but I needed search no more. Among the hundreds of warriors gathering here, she lingered with the remnants of the Unsworn. Through the red veil, silhouetted against a wall twinkl­ing with brass perforations, the girl’s eyes were gleaming, her breath pent with expectation and fear. I understood, now, how to protect her. I understood what I must do.

			The last lords and war chiefs of the Circle filled the hall. Champions and chieftains, seers and slayers. Talman’s zealots, old and new, in blood-stained linens with bare chests and bare hands. From the distant ruins of the Greatway echoed the song of our humiliation: the boom of controlled detonations, the hoarse shouts of Ironweld engineers, the whine of cranes and the groan of steam engines.

			I knew what Valique was up to – had figured it out, passing their excavations during our flight to the Gaol, the nullstone casks and brightstone bombs. I would deal with him. First, the Circle must be broken.

			‘Velekkah,’ I croaked through ancient lips.

			Light footsteps announced the girl’s approach. She pushed her way through other warriors and hovered before me, her eyes bleak. Her hands rested on the weapons in her belt. 

			‘I have wished to speak with you,’ she said, with bleak confidence that reminded me of her dead brother. ‘All my life, I have done as you commanded. Everything you said would give me worth. But none of it is worth anything. It’s all meaningless. I want the only thing that matters. I want to swear myself to the red god.’

			I closed my eyes. I had told her as long as I had known her that the Path to Glory was a path to slavery. She didn’t understand. She never would. And why should she? Before, Vel had had her brother. Now she had nothing. And Plako had been Unsworn when he died. Surely the red god would have given him power he could have protected himself with. Surely Velekkah craved the same.

			Now it came to this. I let the tip of my falx rest on the stone floor. 

			‘You are banished from my service on pain of death,’ I said. ‘Be gone. Or be slain.’

			Vel froze. So did the last of the Unsworn. ‘What?’ the girl whispered.

			‘Your failures defy count,’ I snarled. ‘Too long I have suffered your incompetence. Now Plako is dead for those failures. Now I see. To let you remain will destroy us all. I will not suffer it. Not for the sake of a worthless child.’

			Vel glanced around as her Unsworn companions sidled away from her. Throughout the hall, others watched. Vel’s eyes wrenched up. ‘My failures?’ she whispered. ‘My failures?’

			I nodded coldly, glacial fractures aching in my chest. I finally understood why corrupt Yesurga had hidden the whelps from me on Horf’s Hill. Too young to fight, or protect themselves, he had meant to save them from me. I would finish what he started. I would save Velekkah, at any cost.

			Velekkah glanced around, searching for an answer she could not find. Warriors filled the darkness, with sorted linen rags hanging from twine between columns, near boiling vats. I glimpsed Cardandish warriors, killers of the lesser clans, but few Unsworn or Ash Knights. I saw sick-eyed Talman, and the Maal of Maals, Tominer. I saw bare-chested zealots, scars healing on their lean chests, slaves to the curses of Khorne.

			Vel’s eyes went red and moist, her lips descending into a tremulous scowl. ‘I will kill you,’ she said, breathless and shaking. ‘After all we did for you, you cared for none of it. For neither of us. I see you for what you are. What you made us.’

			‘Vel,’ I said. ‘This is over. Be gone or I’ll kill you myself.’

			She slid her hatchet from her belt, snotty tears gushing down her face. She raised her weapon and grimaced. ‘I won’t be like you. I’ll kill you! And you’ll see. You were always wrong!’ Shaking, she stamped and screamed. ‘Always wrong!’

			My heart raced. ‘Tominer,’ I growled through gritted teeth, afraid I would change course. ‘Take her from my sight.’

			The Unsworn child attacked. I caught her arm and wrenched the axe from her hands, kicking her to the floor. Two of Tominer’s fighters dragged the girl to her feet. 

			‘You putrid child,’ I sneered, inhabiting the insult with all of my loathing, to send it away with her. ‘I am not sorry for this. Get out of here. Run, if you can.’

			Velekkah screamed for her Unsworn, then tore herself free. She glared at me, then pivoted on her heel, pushing through the throngs and dripping raiment. As the girl left, her hummed tune echoed in my ears, then faded.

			When she was gone, I summoned Tominer with a gesture. ‘Anoint her for the flying paths,’ I told the Maal quietly.

			Tominer’s eyes flickered. She gazed askance. ‘You just banished her.’

			I nodded. ‘And so give her a chance, on the surface, through the flying paths. Then fly yourself. Take your veterans with you.’

			Tominer’s jaw fell. She searched for words. ‘But the camps are still fortified.’

			‘Even against the Freeguilders on the leyline junctions,’ I said, ‘your odds are better than where I am going. Hurry, while there is still time. And rouse the Seeker. Take her with you.’

			Tominer’s lips sealed. She nodded and barked to her cloaked veterans. As they filtered from the chamber, I gazed pitilessly upon the others. Talman, his zealots. Garza, the Ash Knights. Warbringer Errok, what remained of the Ushara. The warborn had fought with me outside the Hell-Mills, slaying their kin who had joined Plako or stood aside. So had many here, I supposed. I could not tell which.

			I straightened, leaning on my blade. ‘Who among you sought to undo me?’ I said. ‘Who among you fought in Plako’s name?’

			The cowards shrank. I tottered forward, using my blade as a cane, its tip clinking on the floor. Through the pain, I tried to recognise who was mine and who was not, but they were all the same. Red mirages, tainted with shadow, glittering with brass light, waiting for the end of the world.

			The throngs parted until I reached the Ash Knights. My nose wrinkled. 

			‘Garza,’ I growled.

			The stinking warrior, blood of my blood, lifted his chin. Glancing at his peers, he accepted the inevitable, kneeling. Calmly, he removed his sword belt and placed his blade on the ground, then doffed his helm. His golden war mask had been gone a while now, tossed aside with his vows.

			The man kneeling before me was just that: a man. Corpulent but strong, with ailing black blood vessels spidering beneath his skin and a moral corruption that clotted in the core of him. 

			‘Red King,’ he growled.

			‘Bend your head,’ I said.

			Garza did as commanded. He inhaled, quiet a long time. Then he grunted. ‘I was upset,’ he murmured. ‘You treat us as if we’re nothing. I thought to show you, in your moment of weakness. That you needed us.’

			I snarled through clenched jaws. ‘I knew that. I always knew that. And if there was any moment I needed you most, it was during the boy’s rebellion. Now he is dead. Now what is left?’

			Garza’s breaths were tremulous, spreading the fish-foul reek of his breath. ‘I didn’t think the city’s fall would come of this,’ he said. ‘Nor the boy’s. Spare your sworn souls. We will fight with you. We will slay in your name.’

			I stared, unmoved. I did not blame Garza for his failures, just as I did not blame myself for mine. I gazed at the others. 

			‘There is nothing to forgive,’ I said. ‘Garza was right. All of you were. I abandoned my Ash Knights in Big Meander. For this entire war and all the years of my dominion, I have spent your lives recklessly in search of a better world. I know, now, that world does not exist. So, I am sorry. To all of you, who stood with me as the realm fell apart. To all of you, whether you fought for Plako or for me.’

			Garza’s dark eyes glistened, his sorrow crystallising in the corners of his eyes. One by one, the Ash Knights descended to their knees, remov­ing sword and helm, placing them on the damp floor.

			Spurred by my clemency, scattered warriors crossed the dark space to join the Ash Knights on their knees. They knelt between boiling vats, a pile of wood kindling clattering as they crowded the cramped space.

			I measured those who remained standing. A handful of Unsworn raiders, a motley battalion of clan warriors and lodge hunters and Beltoller savages. Hidden in the shadows behind them, Boskin and his cannibal fighters lurked like ghouls, their eyes gleaming brightly in the prison’s gloom. Their heads hung hunched in their rusted armour and ragged cloaks, their clawed hands gripping pitted blades.

			Talman paced like a shark among those loyal to me, lips coiled in disgust beneath his beard. His bare-handed adherents followed him, stalking through the crowd, marking the erstwhile traitors on their knees, glaring with revulsion. The Slaughterpriest’s sick eyes drifted to me, eager to see what I would do.

			I prowled amongst those who had confessed, making a long circle, then returned to Garza, nose wrinkling. ‘Talman,’ I said.

			The tall Slaughterpriest lifted his chin. ‘Godeater’s Son.’

			‘Boskin,’ I said.

			A deep growl emitted from the shadows. Beyond the threshold of a near chamber, guttering torch light silhouetted the lurking bulk of a carrion-fattened monster, the Mad Earl. The cannibal creature choked a reply none of us could understand.

			Then the scuff of boots over stone drew my gaze. Kaddarar shambled into the chamber, bent with weakness. A gruesome scar stretched from her neck to her chest. She was hideous. But even in the cinders of life, her skulking lethality was beautiful to behold.

			‘Seeker,’ I intoned, softly, lovingly.

			Kaddarar gazed, smoke flickering in her eyes. She had come too quickly for Tominer to have roused her. If the Seeker wished to speak to me, then she waited patiently, watching us all, doubt flickering in her gaze.

			I hardened and faced the vestiges of my horde. ‘For so long I have questioned. But I cannot dwell in this half-space any longer. The world I meant to build is dead. The realm I meant to conquer, beyond reach. We stand cornered in our own city, on the cusp of defeat. Surrounded by an enemy without number, an enemy that fights as we must, with bared teeth and bloody hands and nothing held back.’

			Talman flexed the muscles of his neck, letting the tension bleed from his shoulders. His zealots bounced on their heels, loosening themselves up for the coming slaughter. Kaddarar sensed my red purpose and perked up, but said nothing.

			‘I am not who I was at the beginning of this war,’ I said. ‘And so I see, now, what I couldn’t before. What we had was enough. Bharat, Carnd-Ep, the Burning Valley. The Pale of Bodshe. All this was enough, because with all this, I had you. Sworn to my house’s black banner. Making war in my name.’

			A hush fell over the chamber, a surrender to fate. My warriors were enthralled, hanging onto every word, red enchantment in their eyes.

			I inhaled deeply. Leaning on a vat, I raised my falx. ‘Our skulls are awaited!’ I bellowed. ‘To honour the lives we have lived! Who will fight with me to retake what is ours? Who will slay with me? And who will fall with me, to meet the god of blood on his Skull Throne?’

			Talman crossed his arms over his head. His zealots imitated the gesture. 

			‘So long as it flows!’ the Slaughterpriest bellowed. His zealots barked back the refrain, their chorus like thunder. The Ushara warborn followed suit, and the last warriors of Cardand.

			I recited the names of those who served me, my faithful and traitors both. Talman, Errok, Kaddarar, Boskin, Garza. One by one, warriors hearkened and murmured assent, stamping on the stone. Then they roared approval, banging weapons on shields, fists on chests.

			When the cheering receded, I let the silence of this new pact reign. For the last time, I faced my sworn man. ‘Garza.’

			The Ash Knight found his feet in a noble movement. ‘Godeater’s Son,’ he said, proud and tall. ‘I stand with you to the end. I will not fail–’

			I cut him short, stepping back and pivoting forward, hacking my falx through his shoulder. Metal screamed as the recurved blade carved through black warplate into his clavicle.

			Garza gazed at his defiled torso, the maleficent blade locked in his chest. A curtain of ichor crawled from the red canyon and broken steel. Breath and foaming blood gurgled from his cleft lung into the wretched air, bypassing his throat and mouth.

			I wrenched my blade free. Like falling timber, Garza crashed to the stone. 

			‘Talman!’ I roared. ‘Do as you wish with them. So long as it flows!’

			The Slaughterpriest’s lips stretched into a toothy grin. ‘Hands!’ he barked to his zealots.

			‘The surest blades!’ they answered.

			Those who had gone to their knees went wide-eyed with terror. Craning their heads, they rocked to their feet, but my loyalists surrounded them.

			The red harvest began. Blades clapped through flesh, and bare hands twisted skulls in the sockets of their necks until they crunched. One of Talman’s zealots tackled an Ash Knight into a vat, scalding her arms and shattering the wooden rim. Steaming fluid spilt across the stone, washing away the blood.

			‘Blood!’ a warborn savage cried, crazed by death-hunger. ‘Blood, blood for–!’

			I roared, silencing the warrior’s wicked cry. ‘I am your Blood God!’ I bellowed to him. Falx raised, I bore down on the next horrified traitor, an Ash Knight shaking his steel from its sheath. ‘They bleed for me!’

			When we were finished, those who remained made their rounds through the corpse hall. They turned bodies over, searching for survivors to end.

			Picking my way through the dead, I found Garza beneath three more carcasses that had flopped over him. I crouched and prodded his eye as if he were a fish. He didn’t move. I gazed a heartbeat longer, wondering if he had known our pact would end as I had promised. He had given his life in my name.

			Talman came to my side, stroking his beard, highlighting its black bristles in crimson. We stood quietly, relishing the silence. ‘You continually surprise me,’ he said.

			Timber planks creaked as I leaned against a vat. Weak flames crackled beneath the copper bottom. ‘It’s not you I wish to surprise. Valique is next. We kill him, we win this.’

			Talman canted his head. ‘Attack? Instead of defending the Gaol?’

			I nodded. ‘This is our last chance. They will not advance any further than they have.’

			Talman winced. ‘You don’t know that. We could fight here. We have great advantage here. Look at what we just did.’

			I recounted what I had witnessed passing the Greatway during our flight to the Gaol – what we could hear even now. The Freeguilders’ excavations, to plant powder and aqthracite. The blasting of bulwarks in search of perfect positions for their bombs. ‘They never meant to seize Bharat,’ I explained. ‘They wish to destroy it.’

			The hammer of those words fell, followed by the devastation of silence. Then Talman chuckled. 

			‘Sorry. It’s just hard not to admire them, sometimes. What blades. I presume you have a plan?’

			‘We attack,’ I said. ‘Through the front.’

			‘We can’t just attack. My zealots whisper Tominer and her craven warriors fled with your Unsworn girl. They opened the doors a breath, just to leap from the city’s edge. Even then, some of them fell under Freeguild fusillades. The gunners have us surrounded.’

			I exhaled, exhausted. I was tired of plotting and scheming, tired of second-guessing myself. I wished to thrust my blade into the Hammerhalians’ hearts and end this siege. I wished to slay Valique, to make him pay for all he had cost me. If this effort cost me my life, so be it. I would not lose anything else because of Valique. Better to end life on my terms, tribute to the annihilation I had sought for so long.

			Talman smiled bitterly. ‘I see. Then perhaps our time has come.’

			I nodded. ‘And it is unavoidable.’

			‘It doesn’t change that Hammerhal’s guns are focused on the Gaol. They will carve us down as soon as we emerge. That would be a pathetic end.’

			I absorbed those words, wondering at our chances. Then my gaze drifted to the walls of the undercroft, where brass light glinted in mortar seams. They weren’t all like that. Only a section of them, walled in brick where the others were carved in stone.

			‘Priest,’ Kaddarar said, shambling closer. ‘I would speak with God­­eater’s Son.’

			I nodded to Talman. Understanding, he sauntered away, barking orders to his zealots. Kaddarar filled his place, leaning against a column. 

			‘What is it?’ I asked.

			‘Tominer departed,’ she said. ‘She told me Velekkah did, too. That I was to go with them.’

			I glanced around, then stepped closer. ‘I commanded Tominer leave. And I banished Velekkah.’

			Kaddarar’s jaw hardened. Sweat slicked jet hair to her wan brow, still encrusted with her own scabbed gore. ‘You don’t plan to survive this,’ she intoned, deducing my intentions.

			I grimaced. ‘I seek to kill Valique, Kaddarar. I have planned nothing. I expect things to end accordingly.’

			Kaddarar’s eyes fell, a calculation turning behind her gaze. ‘Do you not remember what I told you in Delve Geruun?’ she said.

			I clenched my jaws and gripped her shoulder. ‘I remember. It is why I sent them. Go, Seeker. Anoint yourself and fly with Tominer and the girl. Keep them alive.’

			Kaddarar scoffed. ‘You killed one whelp. Banished the other. You made all that fine talk, of going to the Skull Throne, of being the Blood God yourself. But you don’t believe any of it.’

			Warriors milled in the undercroft. 

			‘I don’t,’ I confessed.

			‘Then why?’ she asked. ‘All of this hatred and hurt. For what?’

			I released Kaddarar, drinking deeply from her eyes, her smell of flowers. 

			‘My better world is not gone,’ I whispered. ‘You are the better world, Seeker. You and the girl. The Maal, her warriors. You fought in my name like my dreams were your own. None of you asked anything in return for it but me. So live, and let me live in you. Even if only in Vel’s curses, in your memories of my failures.’ I bit down. ‘Your skulls are too precious for the Blood God and me. Keep them. Live.’

			Kaddarar shook off my hand. She stared at me, in a way she never had. All the realm’s mysteries filled her eyes. The lives we had lived, the lives that had passed us by. The blood we had shed and the vain glory it had purchased. Kaddarar scowled, ten thousand wicked words charging her tongue. Chastisements, insults, scorn. She caged them behind her teeth and scoffed again, ambling away, dragging her chain mauls over corpses and stone.

			I watched her go, burning red in my breast until the darkness swallowed her and the heat of her hatred had faded. Talman gathered his zealots and the other warriors, his shouted exhortations echoing through the corpse-crowded chamber.

			Beneath that chanted chorus, a familiar tune hummed in my chest, from my throat – a familiar question. What song does the sun-man sing?

			A sad song, a sweet song. An old song, when we listen. It is a song without end, but it is the song we have written. Through decision and indecision, intention and whim. Long ago, a moment of incalculable ignorance had fooled me into thinking I was trapped in a life of another’s making. But all I had done and all I had become had been works of my own hand, my truest blade. I was not afraid of who I was. And I was not afraid of Valique.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

			Years ago, my war against Harbinger’s corrupt Vvelk hosts taught me that some foes spent their lives in the saddles. Against those horse kings, mounted battles could not be won.

			But why fight an enemy where they are strong? Fools boast of the glory in one-on-one combats between champions and kings. I have seen those fools’ corpses in battle, reddening the sands after direct charges, dead like dogs.

			An axe cannot cut where armour is thick, and battles are not won by attacking where the enemy is strong. The axe’s edge bites best at the neck and joints, the belly and groin.

			We must be as the axe. We must fight where our foes are weak.

			In the old foundations of the Gaol’s undercroft, where the devilry of the realm glued the upturned tower to the realm disc, there was an arch in a wall, glittering with brass in the red veil of my vision. Brick filled the arch from floor to vaulted ceiling.

			I heaved my falx back and chopped into the false wall, smiling as brick crumbled. Darkness loomed through the rift. A passage.

			Talman summoned his zealots. With chipped nails and cracked hands, our warriors tore down the wall’s remnants, yanking brick teeth from mortar gums, shovelling dust away with cupped hands. When the passage crumbled open, we prowled into the dusty darkness. Our heathen breath and the sputter of torches filled the tunnel. Boskin and his cannibals led the way, the damp growl in their lungs guiding us deeper, until they loped ahead into the shadows and disappeared.

			Hardly an hour had passed before the first screams echoed through the darkness. Boskin had found the Hammerhalians.

			We emerged in a familiar corridor, an ascent that resembled a stepwell. Boskin’s cannibals had torn down another wall – one I had originally ordered raised – and killed the Wildercorps skirmishers that had seized the ground. The Mad Earl’s ghoulish warriors hauled the Freeguilders’ corpses up by ropes, eyes flashing darkly as they let the mortals’ meat hang.

			I directed my warriors onward, towards the Greatway’s ruined tunnels. As they passed, some of them hacked into dry casks, stuffing handfuls of seed and grain into their mouths to fill their starving bellies. As they gnawed, I stroked familiar glyphs of cuneiform in the walls, then gazed into the darkness whence we had come.

			I had stood here before. The darkness in the mysterious tunnel had given me chills, as had the whispers of instinct. Only now that I came from the other end could I see: the darkness was mine.

			Talman barked to his zealots, urging them onward, faster. He nodded to me and I joined them. Our plan was simple: we had no plan. We would fight to the Greatway, then up the passage the Hammerhalians had cleared. We would fight into Carnd-Ep and kill everything we saw, until we died ourselves. I refused to let my dominion fall by Valique’s hands. I would slay the marshal and his legend, no matter what. If by some miracle we could save the cities, so be it. But if we couldn’t, at least Valique would be gone. Let Hammerhal remember who we were. Our lives and deaths would mean something.

			My warriors filtered behind Talman and me through the tunnel darkness, following the lambent glow of earthfire. They carried bearded axes and smallswords, bucklers and nothing at all. They wore beards and war-dresses, skirts of mail and leather brassieres and warpaint, or scarred skin and the armour of faith. Faith in their own hands and the red evidence of their strength, faith in me and all we had slain together. Some were survivors from the surface, or jaded veterans who had sweated and starved for eight days in the blood-drenched siege tunnels. A faith-stricken few chanted my name like the storm god’s flagellants. The sight of them spawned pity in my heart. Bloodthirst and ardour could not save them. Talman had always been right. What remained was up to us. Our own hands.

			Today, we would strike as razors do, plunged into the aorta of Valique’s host. If Valique was shrewd – if he discovered us and moved quickly – he could destroy us. Our warbands must attack swiftly, spreading confusion, to rout the Hammerhalians before they sensed their own superiority. And if Valique’s forces remained disciplined and contrived to attack from both sides, they would corner us.

			The slaughter would be magnificent.

			The ruined entrance to the Greatway was aglow with earthfire and torchlight. Fragments of warpstone corruption still pulsed in the darkness, poisoning the warm glow of the realm’s burning blood. Engineers and soldiers erected scaffolds, checking the web of firing cord that connected graves of powder and brightstone scattered across the broken embarkation plaza floor. The firing cord ran from kegs up the Greatway, anchored to the corridor’s ruins.

			A Hammerhalian drill-tower leaned from the gaping realm-wound it had gouged through the Greatway, a titan in the dark. Reflected sunlight gleamed on its cool hull. Grinding, spiked drillheads hung from the tunnel’s mouth.

			Around those hulking metal maces, Freeguild Steelhelms knelt in prayer, queued for the blessings of a priestess in a steel diadem. Black hammers were painted on their faces and shields. The cleric’s haunting voice echoed through the underground sky, a holy prayer that stung my bones.

			Widows and wise men often prognosticate of a dreary calm that portends a storm. The silence of the grey sky, the damp tension in the air. Then the crack of thunder, and the barrage of black hail and blood rains.

			They are not wrong, the old knowers. Observe closely and one would have felt that serenity before our attack. An old Steelhelm veteran bent his knee before the priestess, to receive her blessings. As she painted his brow with her thumb, sketching a black hammer in wet ash, he smiled.

			Then a long javelin sprouted from his throat, painting his chest red. The priestess recoiled. She and the thirty warriors with her glanced up at us.

			From the tunnel ruins over the plaza, emerging from the wrecked passages spawned by Vermindoom, I raised my falx. 

			‘Attack!’ I bellowed in Yrdo.

			Javelins whooshed from our positions, clattering on the stone, impaling mortal soldiers. Ululations followed, then hundreds of my warriors’ battle screams.

			Fusiliers on the plaza welded themselves into a hasty line, and their guns sang. Lightning flashed, thunder burst. Clouds of acrid smoke rolled over the fissuring stone plaza, hornets buzzing and thwapping into our line.

			I leapt down ragged rock with my warriors in the bluffs. We screamed until our throats were sore. The Freeguilders met our charge in kind. Two universes of hate hurtled towards each other over rocks and fractured ground.

			In the moments before we connected, moths danced in my belly. One has not felt fear until they have breathed in the sky before the crash of a charge, even having lived it ten thousand times over. The breath of freefall – a heartbeat of oblivion. To continue without breaking, one must will themselves over the edge. And I did. We all did.

			We smashed into each other, my sea of savages washing through the armoured Steelhelms. I cut down every soul who stood against me. With each slash, blood graced the air, in cascades of artful droplets.

			The blood – oh, the blood. I understood, now, the Blood God’s compassion. This was no kindness to the enemy, what we did. It was a kindness to us. Nothing was so simple nor sweet as that blood. No medicine nor treasure, no memory nor taste. The answer to all the realm’s riddles lay written in those arcing red trails. A sweet reduction, as thick as molasses, fragrant like flowers of iron. This was the cure to all my woes, the remedy to all my pain. Nothing felt so good as this release.

			As I carved through a line of skirmishers, the Ironweld drill loomed overhead. Deep in my belly, Valique’s heart pounded in rhythm with mine. If I closed my eyes, I could see him behind my eyelids.

			His sturdy gaze, poring over maps…

			His hands, gripping the pommel of a humming blade…

			General of Hammerhal, master and marshal of this host. His helmet gleaming like silver at midday, and his heart… his red heart…

			I carved through a Steelhelm’s pavise and bellowed, kicking him to the ground. As a Cardandish fighter drove a spear through his throat, I penetrated the breached line, ramming shields aside. One soldier stood before me and drew her sword. I gripped her face and tore her to the ground, leaving her for the warrior at my back.

			There were not enough Freeguilders here to form a proper Castelite wall and resist us. We slashed through the vague cloud of them, leaving none alive. The drill tower rose above us, limned by the ghostly blur of molten earthblood and pulsing warpstone light. Gunfire cracked from the drill’s massive head, from a handful of sentries.

			‘Forward!’ I bellowed in Yrdo. ‘To the drill! Up the Greatway!’

			Blades in hand, we blasted through Freeguild engineers and Steelhelms, purchasing our passage with the butcher’s toll. I rushed forward, carving from one enemy to another, followed by my warriors. Wearing his metal plate over his eyes, Talman tackled the storm god’s war priestess, ripping her hammer from her hands.

			Teeth bared, she butted her head into his, smashing an imprint of a black hammer onto his bleeding face. Bright ruby from Talman’s bleeding nose decorated her brow.

			The Slaughterpriest staggered, grinning through red teeth. ‘Impressive,’ he groaned. He wiped blood from his nose. ‘Behind you.’

			The priestess scoffed, perhaps thinking Talman meant to fool her. I cut her down from behind, hacking through steel plate and spinal bone.

			The priestess arched and gurgled, tumbling to her knees. Talman smacked her steel diadem away, then twisted her neck until vertebrae popped. He continued twisting, until the bruised flesh burst, then yanked her skull free with a wet crunch. He tossed the worthless prize, its eyes rolled back into her brains, and showed me his knuckles. 

			‘Hands,’ he said wryly.

			‘Yes, I get it now,’ I said dismissively. I pointed to the nearest hanging ziggurats. ‘They’re withdrawing from their positions in Bharat. Soon they will come.’

			The crash of steel and applause of fired fusils drew our eyes to the iron and timber walkways surrounding the Greatway’s devastated embarkation plaza. Some few hundred of us had taken the ruined square. Laughably few skirmishers and javelins remained to us. From the adjoining walkways, a captain of Lumnos organised the Hammerhalian advance, striding along a nascent Castelite wall ringing the plaza, goading his soldiers into an advance. Lumbering ogors reinforced their growing battle line. The Freeguild zealots outnumbered us. They had reacted far quicker than I had expected.

			I gritted my teeth. The red curse sang in me, hungering for release. I nodded to Talman and pointed to the drill. ‘Clear this thing’s innards, go to Carnd-Ep and slay Valique,’ I said. ‘I’ll hold our rear, to buy you time.’

			Talman’s metal-blinded gaze followed mine, to the drill tower looming above. Already his soul-sworn heroes scampered up the spiked drill heads with other fighters and raiders, into the guts of the monumental drill’s fuselage. 

			‘You go,’ he said. ‘This is your end. I will do what I can down here. I will follow when I can.’

			Deformed joy warped my lips into a bitter smile. ‘I told you I would kill you before this war was over.’

			The Slaughterpriest tensed. So did I.

			Then we bellowed with laughter. ‘And I suppose you did!’ Talman cried. ‘You led us all to doom, Godeater’s Son. But I have loved every moment of it.’

			Gunfire barked as Talman and our rearguard staved off the enemy reinforcements within Bharat. I climbed after our warriors into the drill, gripping spikes on the bulbous drill heads, pushing them beneath me.

			Grunting, I ascended into the machine’s cramped bowels, a snake’s nest of loose cladding and bundled hydraulics that squealed against my damaged warplate. Burning steam piped from cracked pumps. Smoke coughed from Ironweld motors into the air, greasy with the throat-deep tang of scorched oil.

			Soon the coiling darkness birthed me onto a grated walkway in the drill, uneven due to the drill’s cant. Oil-stained heroes and clan fighters were already crawling up the narrow corridors, gutting Hammerhalian engineers and porters, letting them slide to the deck before moving on in search of more prey.

			I gestured and barked orders. A pack of heathens followed me upwards. We clambered along the winding path, passing gun ports and hatches, moving in a file. Soon we emerged at the tower’s top, in a ribbed tunnel the drill had bored through the ruins of the Greatway.

			I paused to absorb the majesty of what we saw. The Freeguilds had been industrious. Their drill had cleared the long miles of the destroyed Greatway, all the way to the surface. Along the passage, metal-jointed scaffolds of bamboo and timber hugged the ribbed walls. Bundled firing cord was anchored to the sides and ceiling of the passage, running up to Carnd-Ep. Here and there, old iron roads had been repurposed into landings. Ghostly light flickered from glass lanterns hanging on hooks on the scaffold, swaying where my heathens pounded up the ramps. Valiant Hammerhalian sentries gathered to resist their ascent. Each vicious skirmish quickly guttered into a cautious duel.

			Staring at the long ascent and its beckoning challenge, I sighed in wonder. Valique had been a thorough adversary. Had most of his host not been forced to retreat to face the Vermindoom, the Unstoppable surely would have overrun us after the flood.

			At the tunnel’s distant end, a dim glow offered the revelation of dusk on Aqshy’s surface. Far closer, fire smouldered where Freeguild defenders ignited the scaffolding, eager to slow our ascent.

			I frowned. If the Hammerhalians held the passage until the timber frames burned and collapsed, our ascent would be too slow to reach Carnd-Ep before reinforcements stopped us. We had to move quickly.

			We climbed the vast, sloping tunnel, slaying all who crossed our path. In ones and twos, Steelhelms threw themselves against us, resisting with nothing held back. My heroes fought with the steely discipline of the ice-hearted. I battled as a cruel surgeon would, carving across the shortest space necessary to end my foes. So much blood caked my falx’s edge that I ceased invoking its power, letting the puddled scarlet soak into the timber. The curse in my belly pulsed with the hateful instinct in my brain, hungering. As we killed, Talman’s enlightened adherents dropped looted weapons and moved on in search of blood. Bladed fighters with us flung gore from their swords or wiped their axes clean before prowling ahead.

			We surged upwards, quickening our pace. Further up, shouting Hammer­­halian gunners billhooked a cannon rolling down a pulley-ramp and pulled it to them, then angled the muzzle downward. They brought a brand to the gun’s fuse and fired point-blank.

			Recoil bucked the gun from the ramp into the wall. A cannonball skidded down the tunnel. Rock dust and wooden splinters flew where it crashed, blasting my killers’ legs out from under them.

			We reached the iron landing where the cannon had fired and rushed the crew. I tore a clinking length of chain from the timber scaffold. A Fusilier unbelted his war pick and swung. I entrapped it with the chain, then booted him to the ground. 

			‘Someone murder this twit,’ I said, stomping onward. ‘Keep going, up. We kill Valique. We end this w–’

			Ha-room. 

			An axe blew through my shoulder armour, staggering me.

			Ha-room. 

			I turned and swiped up my falx, slicing through air. Wood creaked as bare feet padded over charred iron. Heavy metal chopped through flesh and linen wraps. One of my warriors toppled, bisected at the waist.

			Ha-room. 

			I swivelled. Two more warriors toppled to their knees, already dead. The duardin Fyreslayer who had killed them rolled across the ruined segment of iron road, sweeping another fighter’s feet with the haft of his poleaxe. Faster than my eyes could track, the duardin shot to his stout legs, levering the weapon. The attack sent the warrior careening from the landing. He rolled down the steep tunnel.

			Flames consumed the scaffolded ramps below, smoke billowing from the growing inferno. From that black cloud, dozens of ruby eyes gleamed. Hulking duardin Fyreslayers emerged, twisted runes glimmering in their muscles. The Fyreslayers fought as jaded butchers, each practised strike animated by the ennui and expertise of those who had sold their life’s passion for a day’s wage.

			Ha-room. 

			An axe whispered as it sliced air. I swivelled, blocking with my arm. The burning steel bit into my gauntlet, tasting cursed blood. The axe’s head glowed, until the metal of my vambrace began to warp. Shocked by the heat of that blow, I ripped the armour segment free before it could burn me.

			The armour clanked at a duardin Fyreslayer’s feet. A grandfather axe was propped on his shoulder. The duardin elder gazed at me with a well-worn purpose, as the axe beholds a tree.

			The old Fyreslayer’s nostrils flared as he exhaled, breathing in time with his lodge-kin. ‘Here he comes, kindred,’ he spoke, his words like belly-deep poetry. ‘The vaunted Godeater’s Son. The question now, once again. Will he stay, or will he run?’

			Back to back with my surviving warriors, I faced the Fyreslayers. They crowded in, the dozens of them, ruddy faces parked above their ungovernable beards. Flame-red mohawks crested their bare scalps. Runes pounded into their flesh glittered in their tough skin. Their eyes blazed with the power of their dead god, a heat more magnificent than all the realm’s flames.

			I glanced at the way still left to go, to the surface and Valique in Carnd-Ep. I cast my gaze the way we had come, back to Bharat. In either direction, flames limned the passage, devouring the wooden ramps. Time grew thin.

			Huffing and impatient, I raised my falx. ‘I never asked for this war,’ I snarled. ‘And you would not have died had you not come. Remember that.’

			Chortling Fyreslayers elbowed each other, amused by my rage. ‘No one ever wishes to fight a war they will lose,’ the Fyreslayers’ leader mocked. ‘Now let us grind your legend to dust.’

			Ha-room. 

			The duardin closed, dour and frowning. We were outmatched, out of options. Tarry here battling these Fyreslayers, and the fires around us would burn, and our path upward would be lost. Move without dealing with them, and they would butcher us as we fled.

			We could not win by ourselves. But thank the red god, that was when Boskin came.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

			First, his breath: the stink of carrion, the sound of flies. Then, his shadow, as dark as the stasis of night.

			Ten ghouls of men clambered up the scaffold behind us, clad in soiled and frayed cloaks, rusted mail, dented burgonets. The cannibal evidence of their feast on the realm stained their stinking rags. War had chipped the blades gripped in their long, grey-skinned claws.

			The foulest of them came forward and shed his burning cloak. Sinewy muscle laced his long limbs, and black claws sharper than knives tipped his overjointed fingers. A lord’s ragged armour hung from his shoulders and waist, then clanged on iron as he doffed it.

			Dark light spiralled in Boskin’s whiteless eyes. A beaten iron diadem glittered on his brow, bleeding where it was hammered into his skull.

			My brow smoothed with dual relief and astonishment. This was the Mad Earl – this was my friend. Or what had become of him.

			The Fyreslayers backed away from the growling cannibals. They muttered lyrical supplications to their dead god, the runes in their flesh glowing hotter, brighter, searing their scarred skin.

			Boskin and his death-walkers surveyed the duardin prey. A deep predator’s growl clicked from the Mad Earl’s chest, crunching like the crepitus of a broken neck. Boskin’s lips peeled back from his long fangs, calling to mind spiny teeth in the jaw of a deep-sea monstrosity.

			My warriors closed ranks with Boskin’s silent killers. I raised my blade. 

			‘Break through, to the surface,’ I said. ‘At all costs.’

			Ha-room, the Fyreslayers breathed.

			And like that, the corpse count began.

			There were forty-four Fyreslayers, then forty-three when the first fell.

			We fought them upwards. My warriors battered themselves against the Fyreslayers, reinforced by Boskin and his man-eaters. The duardin’s runes pulsed and faded, as if connecting them beneath the mind of their Slayer God. Boskin’s warriors fought like wolves, with blade and tooth and claw, slashing and snarling, biting and gnawing.

			Ravaged corpses thumped to the wood, sliding from the iron landing and timber ramps down the canted tunnel. Below, the crash of wood resounded in the smoke-filled abyss. The duardin Fyreslayers barrelled and somersaulted higher, parrying blows to cover their comrades. We gave chase, pursued by the howling firestorm devouring the tunnel ramps.

			A glowing axe bit into my armour, ripping my pauldron away. Then again, biting into the accursed flesh of my back. Smoking blood dripped at my feet. As I slew my assailant, I realised the duardin were killing us more quickly than we killed them.

			I snarled and trapped another Fyreslayer’s stout legs in my length of chain, then hacked at her neck. A second one moved to cover his sister but fell when Boskin pounced on him, ripping a fatty red gobbet from his neck. The Mad Earl spat out a burning rune from his maw like a broken tooth.

			Thirty, twenty-nine, twenty-seven – and far fewer of us. 

			One Fyreslayer caught my falx with both hands, grinning as his molten blood deformed its edges. His grin faded when his blood hardened on the falx’s edge, sharpening it.

			I twisted my blade and removed his fingers, then cut him down. 

			Twenty-one, twenty.

			Still we fought, still we slaughtered, dousing the flames in blood. The Fyreslayers whittled away at us, killing with practised ease. We climbed ever higher through the ruins of the Greatway, our battle carrying us under bulging stone outcroppings. The collapsed cave tunnels of the extinct Greatway kith loomed in the ribbed passage wall.

			Soon the dead light of dusk fell on us, bleeding from the surface. We were almost there. I spied Carnd-Ep’s pyramids through the Greatway’s looming passage.

			Ten, eight, seven – and two dead fighters for every Fyreslayer slain. Five, then four – and only Boskin and one of Talman’s diehards standing at my side.

			Where the wind of Cardand blew through the gash of Carnd-Ep into the mouth of the Greatway, three duardin Fyreslayers stood against us. Boskin attacked first, then shrieked when the Fyreslayers shouted and shoved him against the wall, impaling his shoulders and gut with the spiked heads of their poleaxes.

			Sensing my chance, I hacked at a securement in the scaffolded ramp. The frame collapsed in a clattering cacophony, tumbling into the flames below. The duardin and their axes tumbled down the drill passage to the bottom of the bored tunnel, swallowed by smoke and fire.

			Panting and tired, Talman’s last surviving adherent gripped her knees, gazing at the burning timbers. Creaking wreckage tumbled into the void, its crash echoing up the tunnel. Gazing back down the passage, I realised Boskin’s crazed cannibals had not fallen in the fight – they had merely abandoned us for their feast on the dead.

			The Mad Earl himself – what used to be the man – crouched like a wolf on its haunches, licking his wounds with a coiling tongue. Black blood poured from the gashes in his broken flesh.

			Talman’s zealot jutted her head upward. ‘The city,’ she said, huffing. ‘We made it.’

			I looked up and nodded. Carnd-Ep’s ruins lay past the rim of the tunnel. Artillery fire from the city’s fall had demolished its keeps. Black curse-lightning danced in the skies. The crash of thunder ripped through the city’s canyon into our underworld.

			I turned to Boskin, offering my hand. A tingle ran through my skin. ‘Boskin,’ I said. ‘Come. I need you.’

			The Mad Earl looked up. 

			Talman’s zealot joined me. ‘I don’t think he heard you.’

			Boskin’s eyes flickered. Then he launched himself at the warrior.

			Talman’s monk danced aside, but Boskin’s claws caught her, throwing her to the deck. Her head snapped against the timber. Like a wolf, his jaws gripped her neck, squeezing until blood burst from a broken artery. The woman croaked, last light bleeding from her eyes.

			I stood frozen, a sinking feeling in my stomach. Boskin cracked her ribcage open with a hooked claw, digging his muzzle into her innards. 

			‘Boskin,’ I whispered. I reached out, shivering at the unwholesome touch of his clammy whale-skin. ‘Boskin.’

			The Mad Earl snapped at me, growling, then returned to his feast. I stepped back and listened to him crunch and gnaw, sadness creeping into me. Timber joists from the ramp overhead cracked, blackened and half-devoured by flame. This place would not last long, but there was no point in trying to save Boskin. The man had been lost long ago. I was alone.

			I glanced at myself. The Fyreslayers’ attacks had ripped much of my armour from my scarred body. Eight dozen wounds bled in my limbs and torso. Serum glistened in the burns left by enchanted duardin axes.

			I reached within, to channel my curse. The wounds did not heal. Smoking black oil ran from the deepest gashes, the wounds inflicted by the daemon in the Gaol. I felt weak. Perhaps this was what it was like to be dying.

			I cast one more glance at Boskin, and then to the surface, where the thunder of a god who hated us sang in the skies. Whatever forces remained between Valique and me, I must slay them alone. No one would help me now.

			I clambered from the Greatway’s ruins onto Ulcarver Plaza. Burning timber wreckage crashed in the vast tunnel behind me. If Boskin and his eaters of men had not left, they were certainly dead. Neither could Talman and the warriors I had left behind reach me. I was utterly alone.

			Limping and frail, I sauntered through the emptied plaza, killing those few Hammerhalians who stood against me. As their brethren fled, I lumbered after them, chopping apart a trail of firing cord to make certain it would not work. My only reward was to discover more bundled cords running from different excavations in the city. I sighed and continued.

			Following the corded vines, I wandered through winding dirt streets and cobble roads. Skeletons lined the way. I was too tired to think of my own mortality. The red god’s curse coursed through me, but my ability to channel its power seemed to have faded after my battle with the daemon.

			Amusing, to think of the raw power my evils had amassed me. Amusing, to realise I could no longer draw upon any of it. It was, in the end, as Talman had said. I listened for the red god’s will. I heard only silence.

			Light clawed into my eyes, and a blasted tenement rose before me. I climbed up its rubble, brick scree unseated by each step. At the crest, black lightning marred the skies over the city’s carcass. The cogforts that had bombarded Carnd-Ep were gone, but the old rope ladders remained. Delirious recognition crawled from the bowels of memory as I gazed across the city, along the winding canyon floor and bluffs, from its citadels to its broken fane. Carnd-Ep, the city of my people’s many mothers and fathers. Carnd-Ep, the city of the Yrdun, whom ancient Plako and Velekkah had found and taught the ways of the lavamanders.

			I stumbled through the emptied streets, drunken from my own weakness. Soldiers’ tents were pitched wherever they fit, campfires cold between them. White ash blew from rings of stone. Pots hung on lanyards in abandoned courtyards, clanging in the wind. Sun-dried blouses lay stiffly on tent tops like faded cloth calluses.

			Glancing around, I realised the Freeguild camp followers were gone. No doubt they had returned to their slave cities after Vermindoom. Those zealots who had stayed with Valique must have committed to the assault on Bharat. Valique had almost no reserves left. I wondered how many had died in this war. And among them, how many had truly lived.

			I followed the webwork of firing cord until I reached a buckled tower of Cardand. The old ziggurat lay shattered on the city’s shelf, a mountain of annihilated stone blocks, its wall toppled into a main thoroughfare.

			I exhaled and trudged towards the ruins, eyes wandering the vines of sealed firing cord at my feet. There were too many to count, staked to the buildings’ ruins, covering the road rubble like tree roots, marked with fluttering stake flags to denote their origins.

			Beyond a broken gatehouse, soldiers lined a hollow in the ziggurat’s bouldered ruins, shouting to each other. Scattered Steelhelms planted their pavises. Behind them, Fusiliers took aim. Wildercorps rangers nocked bows and readied troggoth-hunting spears, their barking mastiffs prancing down the ziggurat’s broken bluffs.

			The dogs halted and whined when they sensed my red shadow. I checked my blade, my armour. The battle with the Fyreslayers had devastated my warplate, so I cut my cuirass free, letting the warped metal clank against stone.

			The maw in my midriff growled at the kiss of fresh air. Approaching Wildercorps rangers slowed at the glimpse of the monstrosity. Its snapping teeth and ropes of saliva. Its black, blistered tongue.

			‘Sigmar save us,’ one of them quavered, making the sign of the hammer. ‘It’s him. He’s come.’

			A migraine split through my skull. Groaning, I raised my falx. Black lightning scintillated in the sky, red fog thudding in my eyes. 

			‘Come, then,’ I said, pointing at my nearest foe, gesturing him forward. ‘Let us get this over with.’

			An anthem of clashing steel, and the sting of spears in my toughened skin. The squelch of steel through flesh, and a brass tinkle and red haze obscuring the realm. The red god’s power pounded in my skull like a siege ram, painting the world shades of garnet.

			I carved through the warriors guarding the ziggurat’s opened bowels, cutting them down as they came. The foe was not so numerous, but my strength was flagging. The wounds inflicted by daemon and duardin had drained my veins. With each slash and slice of my falx, pain twinned with power pulsed hypnotically behind my eyes, screaming through my burning muscles. 

			Huffing with exhaustion, I cleaved through another pocket of foes, then moved on to the next. A bullet pounded moistly into my shoulder, locking the joint of my arm. I lurched forward and twisted the firer’s gun away. My belly’s jaws chomped, and the fool fell, armless and screaming.

			A virus of pain radiated from a burnt gash in my side, where the Fusilier had brushed against one of the Fyreslayers’ axe-bites. I focused through the sweet sensation, determined to end Valique.

			One after the other, I cut them down, black char and fried skin crackling on my flesh. The blood of this putrid prey did nothing for me. I was scorched to the bone, inhabited by pain. I cursed the red blessings of my red god, from the red curse of my red life. When the gruelling combat was complete, the entrance to the ziggurat’s hollow was painted crimson. The tang of blood wrinkled my lips.

			Breathing hard, I glanced the way I had come, at the bouldered entrance to the ziggurat. Then I looked ahead to a hollow in the pyramid’s heart, where torches smouldered.

			Shouting mortals dragged coils of firing cord to an armillary, a baroque firing mechanism. They waved urgently to each other, fear cracking their voices.

			The sharp stink of powder tickled my nose. I glanced around at the nest of firing cord and groaned. There were too many lines to sever, running from more places than just the Greatway’s ruins. If Valique blew the passage now, Carnd-Ep and Bharat could be lost, along with what remained of my legions and dominion.

			I had to find the Hammerhalians’ means of detonation in the armillary. Ensure no one could use it – and slay Valique.

			Step by howling step, I prowled forward with cold focus. I was a passenger trapped in this living carcass, imprisoned in the rusted innards of a dying automaton. I could not bring myself to feel, to speak. All I could do was plant one foot after the next and hope I would know when the end had come.

			A pretentious collegiate wizard and two soldiers gathered before me, buying time for their comrades. Wet ink dribbled from the black hammer sigils imprinted on their faces. The mage swung her staff in a fancy flourish, uttering something muffled through my veil of pain, no doubt glorious.

			Nauseous and swaying, I raised my falx. ‘You,’ I grunted. ‘Come on, then.’

			One of her soldiers charged. She hurled a firebolt. I locked blades with the Freeguilder, using him to shield myself from the flames.

			Screams filled my ears as the poor soul’s armour and flesh sizzled away. I cut down his comrade and closed to a sword’s distance with the wizard. Eyes wild, she slammed her staff to the stone.

			A burning wall blazed from the contact. The inferno staggered me and blackened my face. I batted out the flames and lurched onward. The wizard dipped her hand into a caged fire on her belt. Molten heat swam to her fingers. She muttered an arcane verse. A halo of drifting sigils smouldered into existence.

			I grabbed her chin and squeezed, crushing the spell from her tongue. Her halo of magick boiled the air. The cursed flesh of my arm blistered and popped.

			Then I twisted, ripping away her jaw. The slop of mulched bone and a ripped-out tongue slithered from my palm, splatting on the floor.

			As she fell, I moved on, breathing hard. Earthly senses ebbed from my skull. Behind me, the din of reckless war echoed from the Greatway. Ahead, a fallen champion had stabbed a faded banner of Brightspear into a crevice. I ripped the cloth from its staff and wiped blood and mucus from my hand, then balled it into a wad and tossed it aside.

			Twelve warriors and their general awaited me at the hollow’s centre, before their brass armillary. The baroque device housed a junction of firing cord wired to a miniature vault of nullstone containers.

			‘Valique,’ I rasped.

			Guarding this skeletal brass, the grand marshal of Hammerhal was exactly as I had envisioned him. A crest of crossed hammers rested upon his visored great helm, the easier to recognise him in the dust of battle. A panoply of flawless warplate mantled his shoulders, filigreed with sacred inscriptions, as immaculate as his richly dyed cloak.

			The Unstoppable was an effete parody of myself. I decided, when this was done, I would chain his corpse to a battle standard. I would carry it wherever I went.

			An enchanted blade hummed in Valique’s gloved hands. Blue heat flickered over the steel in waves, shimmering from its hilt to its edge. The legendary marshal glanced to his retainers and nodded. ‘For Sigmar,’ he spoke softly, his voice muted by his helm, his accent faintly recognisable.

			‘For Sigmar!’ the warriors bellowed, closing the gap.

			The storm god’s accursed name excruciated me, a hammer through my brain. 

			The first of the bodyguards slashed. I dodged back and hewed down, severing his hands. As the warrior toppled, I moved to the next pair, who struck a high guard. Valique paced behind them, observant. He watched my every move, analysing, no doubt thinking of how to destroy me.

			Swords sang as the warriors and I traded a flurry of blows. A lucky swipe kissed my chest, sketching wet ruby into scarred muscle.

			I countered; I killed. Two gutted corpses toppled to my feet. 

			‘Valique,’ I rasped.

			The others circled, planting their feet. Valique strode behind them in relaxed quiet, gazing through his visor. For so long, I had battled this man at the far end of the siege mines. Now we met at last, and he said nothing to me. The gall.

			I huffed and glanced around, tossing a hand. ‘Valique,’ I croaked again. ‘It is good to finally meet you.’

			The marshal’s champions roared and attacked, all at once. Steel shrieked in the cavernous ruins, but my falx bit faster, deeper. Valique glared as I cut down another pair of champions, steadying his breath, analysing my movements. 

			‘My soldiers learned of Cloudoun’s fate, in your torture chambers,’ the man said coldly between clanging strikes. ‘You gave him a foul death. Like Bartholomeu Burgess before him. Like Whitlerre, Bandy, Orr-Oss, Korm. They were good souls. Good marshals, good mages.’

			I parried another attack, ended another life. ‘Consider it a mercy,’ I said. ‘I had to find and kill your spy. That required Cloudoun’s life. But it could have been worse.’

			Another reckless charge, another rolling head. The skull bounced to Valique’s feet, who caught it by planting his boot on it.

			He raised his humming blade between us, holding me at sword’s length. ‘Then you know of Plako,’ he mocked. ‘Why he joined me. Why he begged.’

			Hurt simmered in my heart. ‘Yes.’

			A hammer clanged into my head. Teeth bared, I twisted the long weapon to the ground. The woman screamed and tackled me. The jaws in my midriff opened, its black tongue whipping out, pulling the meat of her neck into its fangs. A heartbeat later, the painted-face fanatic lay gurgling on dusty stone, her blood pooling on the floor.

			I straightened, regarding my five remaining foes. Outside, black lightning flashed. Thunder roared into the chamber a breath later, tickling the roots of my teeth.

			‘The boy was like your son, I hear,’ Valique sneered. ‘I’m not surprised you killed him. Monster that you are.’

			‘For Sigmar!’ the remaining Hammerhalians howled.

			I recoiled, groaning as needles stabbed through my bones. When these foes, too, were dead, eight new wounds glistened in my flesh. My smoking blood pattered on the stone, portents of a coming rain. I was a living gash, alone. Only Valique remained. He stood across from me, silent and unflinching. The architect of Hammerhal’s wrath – the end I had chased through the fire.

			Panting and sweaty, I brushed a grime of char and blood from my devastated form. Then I pinched my nose and rocketed a clod of snotty gore from my nasal passage. 

			‘I’ll be honest.’ I coughed, spat, clearing my wretched throat. ‘I don’t really want to speak with you.’

			Valique gazed through his helm’s visor, watching with wonder. ‘Sigmar,’ he whispered in gentle epiphany, his voice muffled by his helm, ‘protects.’

			I groaned again, staggered by a whisper. So he had discovered my weakness. It did not matter. All my life, I had been weak. Valique only knew what I knew.

			‘You know,’ I spoke, tired and honest – for I had come too far for anything but honesty.  ‘I feel your hatred. Like a burning coal. Soon you will catch flame. As I did.’ 

			It was true. I sensed heat thudding from Valique’s soulfire, blazing and blaring in the red veil. 

			‘It is right to hate evil where one meets it,’ he snarled.

			I raised my hands encompassingly. ‘Valique. I know this better than anyone. I have made a life of being right.’

			Emotion flickered through the man. The black slit of his visor – the eyes they concealed – lay locked on me. ‘Before I slay you,’ Valique said, ‘I want you to know why I came. Why we are still here, even as war with the Skaven rages beyond the Adamantine Chain.’

			From the depths of my brain, instinct whispered its lies, unheeded. My blade flicked up. ‘That’s no riddle,’ I scoffed. ‘You Capilarian dogs are like Azyrites. Hungry for every morsel of power in the realm.’

			Valique scoffed. ‘We are no different in that.’

			‘And that is why you came?’ I mocked. ‘Because there can only be one of us?’

			Valique sneered. ‘No. I detest everything that you are.’

			I huffed and stalked towards the armillary. Valique placed himself between me and the device. 

			‘Get out of my way,’ I growled. ‘I can kill you afterwards.’

			‘Heldanarr Fall,’ Valique whispered. ‘Lord of the Yrdun. Godeater’s Son. After you fled Cardand, we nailed your warriors to the walls of the cities they had defiled, setting them aflame with witchfire. They screamed your name to the eight winds as if you would come for them. You savages, crowing for your gods and their power. We had another name for you, in Hammerhal.’

			‘How fond I am of this monologue,’ I sneered. ‘Get out of my way. I will take my time with you.’

			‘I did not come here to die,’ Valique snarled through his helmet. ‘I came here to end you.’

			I laughed, impressed. I could respect that. Valique was as bold as he was shrewd. I could give him this final defiance, before the setting of his sun. I raised my falx and gestured. ‘Come on, then.’

			Valique had waited for this. He doffed his helm, letting it clatter at his boots.

			I inhaled sharply. The red god’s visions had deceived me. Valique was not the scarred veteran whom I had glimpsed in my dreams.

			He was Yrdun, a young man under the high sun of his life. Hair dark and shaggy, with the same cut of cheeks and chin as I once had – the same misty eyes. His face was not so different from the mask Cillus had wrought for me, the face of the fallen mortal who had stared back when I meditated before the altar in my chambers.

			‘My mother was a commander of the Sun Seekers of Hammerhal,’ Val­ique said. ‘When Se Roye cancelled the Freeguild charters, she offered her veterans lucrative contracts to join the mercenary companies serving in her name. Most guild officers refused. Our mother joined, to buy bread for the family she had made in Candip.’

			‘Cloudoun,’ I said.

			Valique nodded. ‘He was my half-brother. An officer in Hammerhal when Candip fell. He found me, with the refugees who escaped.’

			I looked Valique up and down, unable to reconcile that truth with my loathing. Of course Valique despised me. I had murdered his brother. And I needed not ask the fate of his mother. If she had stayed and fought for Se Roye, she had died. ‘And your father?’ I asked, burning with curiosity.

			Valique gritted his teeth. ‘A seamster in Ulcarver. Yrdun.’

			That soul, too, would have been lost to Shyish. ‘But you escaped?’ I said.

			He nodded. ‘I was one of the only youths to escape, with the fleeing Dawnbringers. When we reached Hammerhal I starved as a wretched urchin, until Cloudoun found me while searching for our mother among the survivors. He learned what had happened and raised me. He was the only family I had left. He was my world.’

			I grunted. ‘You have my pity. I never meant to hurt you, not for its own sake. Only to kill you. And only because I must.’

			Valique raised his sword, turning his blade, assuming a trained duellist’s guard. ‘What you meant is irrelevant. What matters is what you did. Cloudoun promised I would be the best of us. He was right, he was wrong. You have no idea what I have done in the name of vengeance, what I’ll do still. All because of you.’

			‘And so you remain,’ I said thoughtfully. ‘Here.’

			Valique nodded. ‘And so do you.’

			I hesitated, instinct wrestling with conscience. I wanted to kill this man and save my cities and finish this, yet my heart ached to hear this tale and witness its sad bard. Valique was pathetic, as I had been. A lost soul, craving vengeance that could never remedy his loss. All his love, for all his life. And all so futile in the face of what he had done.

			Distant cannonry echoed in muted crumps, underlined by thunder. I sensed the bitter poetry in this confrontation. To Valique, I was the same tyrant I had once sworn to overthrow. Yet I had sought to make the world better.

			‘My brother is dead,’ Valique sneered, lips curling. ‘I have nothing but this vengeance. Give it to me.’

			Red hunger in me wished to oblige. And yet I could not bring myself to kill this man. Not yet. 

			‘Valique,’ I croaked. ‘Vengeance is worthless. Your brother is gone.’

			‘It would be enough to know you do not exist,’ Valique snarled, tears gleaming on his cheeks. ‘The realm will be better when we are gone. Let others deal with the ash.’

			I circled, stopping again when Valique blocked my way to the armillary. My eyes followed as he lifted his thrumming sword, the air around its edge blurred with heat. The blue waves grew focused, glistering. 

			‘Valique,’ I growled impatiently.

			‘Enough,’ Valique said. ‘Let us end this pretence we were ever equals. Your true enemy has come to end you. Duel me. I will end everything you have begun.’

			The warning came as a pulse of instinct, raw and unworked by my mind. My ears. I needed to cover my ears!

			Confounded by this premonition, I did not move before Valique launched himself forward. 

			‘Sigmar protects!’ he roared.

			Valique’s war cry doubled me over, making me nauseous with pain. Then the marshal of Hammerhal skewered me on his burning sword like a pig.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

			The two of us glared at the burning sword sprouting from my chest. Violated skin and fried fat crackled as the enchanted flame charred my devastated flesh. Valique and I glanced at each other, neither certain what would happen next.

			Then I chuckled damply, blood pooling in my lungs. Khorne had not abandoned me. I was alive – still alive. Resplendent in the red curse. Debased by it.

			‘I did it,’ Valique whispered, eyes wide. ‘I did it, I killed you. I won. I slew–’

			I gripped his arm, pulling his blade away, until its tip scraped free from the wound it had gouged. Black blood weltered from the crater of scorched flesh, dribbling into my midriff’s maw. I tasted the warm iron and copper on my own teeth and glowered. Vicious satisfaction bled from Valique’s face.

			Then I broke his arm, my ears rewarded by the snap of bone. The man squealed and fell to his knees, his shimmering sword clattering uselessly to the ground.

			I tossed him aside, shaking the pain of his god’s naming from my head. ‘Sigmar,’ I snarled, wincing at the thunder in my skull, ‘does nothing here.’

			Valique grimaced and yowled, nursing his arm. He pawed at my legs as I strode away. ‘No. No, no. Fight me!’ 

			I was tempted to crush his skull beneath my heel. Instead, I shook him free, staggering to the armillary.

			As the general whimpered and snivelled like a war-orphan, I came into the armillary, its brass arms curving overhead. I examined the nest of cables and contraptions within, their function beyond my ken. The swelter of brightstone, even through the nullstone cases, drew glistening beads of sweat from my defiled flesh. The salt water stung my wounds.

			For the time it takes to wonder, or the time it takes to know, I stared at the confusion of technology, unassailably ignorant to how it was operated. I had no comprehension of how the baroque Azyrite detonator functioned, but one thing was clear.

			It was broken. Screws lay scattered about, beside snapped levers and half-built switches. I turned to the pathetic man, who still mewled on the ground, nursing his broken arm. ‘Does this even work?’ I asked.

			‘Duel me!’ the snivelling Valique shrieked, the marshal who would be unstoppable. ‘Duel me!’

			I glanced at the unmade wreckage in the armillary again, then recalled the emptied tents without. I could have laughed, I could have wept. Deprived of his engineers and specialists following Vermindoom, the attack on Bharat had been Valique’s last vain hope at triumph. His host could no longer hold Bodshe with what remained of his forces. The greater portion of the army was locked in Bharat below, fighting Talman and his forces. Even if they slew the Slaughterpriest, they could never ascend the Greatway’s ruins after me – not with the inferno between here and there, and Boskin’s cannibals, if they had survived.

			A dry chuckle rasped in my throat. We had done it. I had… I had won. Valique was at my mercy. His arcane bomb, all but useless. With Hammerhal’s host finally broken, I could do what I had promised to so long ago. For Plako, and Vel…

			The memory of my new world flashed in my head. Plako was dead. Vel, banished to save her from me.

			I marched from the armillary to the general. Valique got unsteadily to his feet, shaking a sharpened steel stake from its sheath with his good hand. Howling and hurt, Valique reversed the knife in his filigreed gauntlets, staggering forward to attack me. I rammed him aside and ripped the stake from his hands, wheeling him around. Momentum sent the man tumbling over broken stone.

			I let the knife clatter behind me. ‘You crave annihilation,’ I said, speaking from a place of knowledge. ‘You needed only ask.’

			Valique’s frailty was almost comical. He sobbed, pounding his good hand on the stone. ‘Six years!’ he screamed. ‘Six years planning. Six years wasted, meaningless!’

			What a pathetic tantrum. The shame made me want to turn away.

			The broken marshal glared up at me, blubbering. The red edge of my falx glittered in his dark eyes. A sharp swing, a swift cut. That was all I needed to end this war, once and for all.

			In that heartbeat I thought of Plako. His strength, his fear. The time he had spent with me, the life I had cursed. For all that time, Valique had plotted to undo me. For all that time, neither of us had seen what truly mattered: the value of a life.

			Make the world better.

			‘Be done with it,’ Valique croaked. ‘Kill me. End it.’

			I chuckled, maddened by the ramblings of instinct, conscience, and revelation. I raised my falx higher, aching to end him. 

			‘Instruct me,’ I said. ‘How does one kill the half-dead?’

			The forlorn marshal got to his knees, steadying his shallow breaths. He gazed at me, and his face smoothed. Valique saw me for who I was: the only person in the world who understood him, the only one who knew his pain. ‘Please,’ he whimpered. ‘I want to die. I do not want to live.’

			Make the world better.

			I lowered my falx. ‘Nothing will make this better,’ I growled. ‘You know that.’

			‘Then what is there?’ Valique asked, his face wracked with pain. ‘Tell me, please. What else, but vengeance for this life? I want it to end.’

			I grimaced and crashed to a knee. In the red veil, baleful hatred and grief glowed from the polluted soul of the man whimpering before me, whispering in my brain. We were two souls, this boy and I, forged as one. I could help him. Where I had failed the whelps, this boy I could help.

			‘You think all this has been meaningless?’ I asked. ‘Nothing about this has been meaningless. You are blood of my blood, raised in the house of my enemy, now returned to me.’

			Valique grimaced. ‘I am not your kin.’

			‘No. But we are corrupt, you and I. And every moment of these corrupt lives has had meaning. It is a meaning we have made, Valique. Through every hardship, and every sin.’

			Doubt glittered in Valique’s gaze, and the miracle of hope. Catharsis and a death wish commingled in his skull. ‘The realm should not be this way,’ he intoned. ‘The world should be better.’

			I agreed. Oh, how I did.

			Make the world better.

			The words crawled from the cave-depths of memory. I had once sworn to do this: to make the world better. I had done nothing of the sort. I had only made things worse. Every kill, every conquest. Every pleasure and joy and numbing triumph, and every hurt.

			Make the world better.

			I glanced around our feet, until my eyes found Valique’s enchanted sword. I collected the weapon, its burning blade leaving char imprints on the floor. Then I stomped to the armillary.

			Valique sniffled and asked, ‘What are you doing?’

			I ignored him, for I was not sure myself. I only knew that I had meant to destroy my foes, and this boy of a man whom I had battled was not one. Valique was like Plako: helpless, a child. All his life, he had needed someone who could understand him. All his life, he had needed me. Neither of us had known that, when this war began. But who among the living and the dead knows anything? I only knew I had failed the whelps, and Kaddarar. I had failed my dominion and my house and my people. I had served the red god faithfully, perfect beyond measure. But in doing so, I had failed myself.

			I glanced at the firing cords, rigged together by amateurs. I turned the enchanted sword’s basket hilt over in my hands. The flames gracing the blade’s edge danced like daemon tongues.

			An idea bloomed in my skull, a burning concept:

			Begin again.

			Valique fell silent, watching with the adoration of a child. Something in the boy had changed the realm; something in the realm had changed me. Valique reminded me of me: old man, walking the road to nowhere, chasing second chances at kindness. For so long I had thought myself damned and friendless. If I was, then so were we all. We mortals were joined in this realm’s wretched misery and the red god’s boons. All we had ever had was each other, just as all I had now was Valique.

			I could teach him, better than I had taught Plako and Vel. We could make the world better. We could begin again.

			Instinct roared in the base of my skull, and I recalled my first meeting with the shadow in the broken fane. Eight days ago, the daemon had warned of a true enemy and the end of my world. Every word that had slithered from its tongue had been true.

			I stabbed the burning sword into the nest of firing cord, then twisted its hilt. The blade shattered from the pressure, immolating my arm.

			Firing cord burst in a rippling blast, throwing me to the deck. Detonations drummed through the ruined hollow, collapsing boulders at the entrance. The blasts rode their own shockwaves into the Greatway, into the realm’s bowels, annihilating all I had built.

			In that breath – in that death – I made the world better.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

			There is a tale, well known among those who have seen the ruins of old Aglorax and asked whence they come. This wreckage is the mythic ­carcass of Ahramentia, a city of dead wonders. Beyond the Mountains of Sorrow, its primeval ruins lie scattered across one hundred leagues of barrens and burning forest.

			At the dawn of the first darkness, the people of Aglorax had dared to strike at the Blood God himself, with a prismatic weapon that razed cities and immolated legions. And yet the hubris of mortals is nothing before the wounded pride of gods. For after old Aglorax struck Khorne, Khorne struck back.

			The red god’s fist had smouldered through the sky, smashing Ahramentia from the heavens. His knuckles blazed through the atmosphere, crushing the welkin, vaporising the curtain of day with friction heat. The sound of the city’s fall was more deafening than the realmwide crash of Vermindoom. The impact had shattered mountains and drained seas.

			When the god’s blow landed and the dust rose, the city was gone. Of this great annihilation, only the half-forgotten mystery of Ahramentia’s ruins remained.

			The day I met Valique, the red god struck again, this time summoned by my hand. His fist came not from the realm’s skies, but from the earth. A bubbling blossom of fire and magma swelled the crust like a boil, miles and miles long, radiating from the Greatway, buckling the surface of Aqshy.

			Then a sphere of sunfire peeled back the realm’s skin like the petals of a ravaged rose. A hell-storm blazed across Bodshe. To have seen it was to watch mountains fall. And when the shockwave passed and the annihilation settled, a cloud of ruin choked the heavens, drowning the lands in grey mourning.

			Desolation. Devastation. Of this second blow by the Blood God’s hand, not even ruins remained. Only smashed mountains and an ocean of magma, bleeding into the abyss below the realm’s disc. All that was left of Cardand was a smoking crater. And all that was left was us.

			Even if Valique had not understood how to detonate his emberstone bombs, he had placed them perfectly. The Greatway was a place of power. Just as the verminous Skaven had unleashed their mad anarchy across the realm with cancers of warpstone, so too had Valique’s bombs unleashed fire.

			The blast had flattened the city, blowing away the buckled walls of the ruined ziggurat like leaves in a storm. Brick and stone collapsed overhead, entombing us: the loudest crash I had ever heard. I had shielded Valique, smiling as a gale of death and flame shredded the grotto around us, glad to have found a reason to die, glad to end with this kindred soul.

			But we did not die. And when I finally pushed free from the smoking avalanche, dragging a putrid – and stoppable, I had realised, chuckling with fatigue – marshal from the ruins, hell winds blazed across the surface of bygone Bodshe, spawning twisters of flame.

			For days I walked, dragging the broken man. We camped in grey wastes, shielded by smoking skies. At night, I trudged through storms of ash, forever blessed by the wily mercy of Ulgu. I searched for Carnd-Ep, and the Losh. I found nothing, for nothing remained.

			So I followed the acid rains that fell. I sustained Valique’s mortal form with tainted waters collected in chipped pottery, feeding him with a bloody manna that drifted from the sky: the Blood God’s reward for my greatest tribute, of all I had built and done.

			In the cover of a cave, I sat on my haunches, leaning against the rugged wall. Valique was covered in dirty bandages I had scavenged, sprawled on the uneven floor. The marshal whimpered and moaned, red moisture seeping through the ragged linen. I reached for a chip of pottery and moistened my lips with acid water. Its bitter, metallic taste curled my lips. But I felt its coolness. Its relief.

			Cardand was gone. Bharat, annihilated. My kingdom, erased. I had no idea what had become of Talman and Kaddarar, nor any of the others, but they were likely dead.

			An alien feeling prickled my mind, foreign and strange. Hope. In a flash of fancy, I recalled my old endeavour, and the mystery of the Everchosen. My hunger for vengeance against him. Even after everything this war had taught me, a sickness in me craved to destroy him. He was a disease. So was I.

			I swallowed, moistening my throat. There was much to do. And all the time in the world.

			A man whimpered. I turned. Valique’s swollen eyes had peeled open. Blood wept from his burnt flesh. I crouched before him, checking his bandages. 

			‘Easy,’ I said. ‘Careful. Breathe through the linen. It will filter the ash.’

			Valique’s eyes found me, delirious and unfocused. ‘Who are you?’ he croaked, wheezing through scorched lungs.

			The aching memory of my conflict with instinct flashed through my skull. In my belly, the maw cracked into an amused rictus. For all my dread, for all my premonition of doom, I laughed at Valique’s earnest question.

			Then, I answered him.
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			The girl ran through the wood under the grin of a skull moon. Breath panted from her lungs. The roots tangled the ground under her feet. A branch caught in her hair, and her head snapped back. She pulled at the branch. The thorns tangled deeper. She yanked, panting, tears running through the blood smearing her face.

			A howl came from the direction of the road. 

			‘Please…’ she cried, the words dissolving into a gasping ball of panic. She wanted her mother, her father, her elder sister. She wanted to be back in the rocking dark of the wagon as it jolted along the road in the twilight. She wanted the world to be a shape she understood, to hear a voice say that everything would be all right. She wanted someone to reach down and pick her up. 

			The thorns sliced into her fingers. The branches of the trees thrashed. She saw crimson eyes, pinpricks of ember red in the dark, behind her, coming closer. 

			Branches whipped Cado as he ran. The moon poured silver down on him. He could smell blood. Could taste it. Death was howling through the forest. The quarry was out there, running, flooded by fear, bleeding. It was fast too. He reached a thicket of trees. His eyes had become red flames in their sockets. The skin of his face pulled back from his teeth. The world was silver and red. It had taken too long to catch the caravan. Too long running along the lich-marked paths, hunger growing inside, as the prey sent a fraying thread pulling him on. Now the wagons of the caravan lay behind him on the road, tipped over, spattered with blood, dying horses thrashing in the harnesses. Now there was just this chase and a world redrawn by hunger. 

			His senses were singing. The reek of blood was a crimson haze. Magic spiralled through the bare branches. The gasp of breath. Bones rattling. Close. An abyss of hunger open and waiting to swallow him. He reached a rock, bounded onto its top and launched up into the branches of the trees. Birds took flight, cawing, their song splitting the air. 

			She had been asleep in the wagon, and then there had been shouting. She had come awake blinking, thinking for a second that the shouts were echoes of her dreams. 

			‘Stay here,’ her father had said, and she had clutched at the cold-iron hammer amulet and pulled the furs close. The rock and sway of the wagon had slowed, and then the vehicle had kicked, and she had heard voices shouting to ride fast. Her heart jolted. The grave-coins, bone amulets and dried roses hanging from the wagon’s roof swung on their cords. She hoped they would keep them safe again. There were things in the forests. For as much as her parents and the other adults tried to hide it, she knew this land wanted them dead. 

			Two nights ago, she had heard muttering and the click of cocking crossbows as she lay awake. She had sneaked up and opened the hatch at the back of the wagon. Peeking out she had seen something drifting through the trees. At first it looked like nothing, just a smudge of pale light. It was no more than two hundred paces away. It glowed, fizzed. Dead leaves rattled on tree branches above. The more she looked, the more she thought it had a shape – like an old person bent under a cloak, long arms and thin fingers trailing. She had wanted to duck back into the wagon but stayed, watching as the shape crackled past. Once it turned, and for a held breath she was certain she could see a head, the curve of a hood hiding a face and eyes. It had looked at her while the breath she was holding burned in her lungs. Her fingers had gripped the little iron hammer. She whispered what she could remember of the names her mother had spoken while hanging the charms inside the wagon: Sigmar, Morrda, and others that were just sounds. 

			Please let all the cruel things of this realm pass… Please protect us… Please let us reach a safe place… Please.

			The blurred figure had drifted away through the trees. The guards settled again as she went back inside the wagon and watched the amulets turn on their cords as the wheels rolled on.

			Tonight, as she heard the guards shout, she had begun to plead to the names and amulets again. Not whispering. Calling. The wagon had started to shake, wheels bucking over earth and stone. They were going fast, trying to outrun something coming after them. Then the world had tipped over. The wagon rolled and skidded, and the amulets clanged against each other. Toppling bundles of clothes half buried her. She heard the horses cry, and her father shout, and then another sound. A sound that froze her in place. A howl that passed through the wagon’s walls like they weren’t there. More shouts and then a loud, wet crunching. She had lain still, hardly daring to breathe.

			Then she had heard claws on the outside of the wagon. She had looked around at the hatch-door, now on its side and level with the ground. Its bolt had broken, and it lolled on its hinges. The scrape of claws came closer. Her eyes stayed fixed on the hatch, waiting for a shadow to blot out the sliver of moonlight falling between it and the frame. Then there was a shout from somewhere nearby and the scraping of claws paused. She had not waited. She was up and through the hatch and running before her heart beat again. 

			There had been an instant when she had seen the shadow, looming close, ragged under the moonlight, eyes red. She had run into the trees. She saw a figure ahead of her, running too. She had followed. So had the red eyes of the ragged shadow. 

			She yanked her hair free from the thorns. Ran, gasping. Small bare feet over dark loam and tangled roots, fear numbing the cuts of sticks and stones. A tall, twisting tree stood in the middle of a clearing ahead. Its bare branches reached up to the rictus face of the moon. Birds crouched upon them. Hundreds of birds. Hunched forms of white and black feathers. 

			She could see someone running ahead of her. It was one of the caravan guards. Morinar, the kind one with the gut that did not fit under his armour; who always gave her one of the dried fruits from his pack when she asked; who was never scared of the sounds that came from the night, and always smiling.

			‘Help!’ she cried. He turned, armour plates and chainmail jangling. He had a sword in his hand. His face was pale, eyes wide with terror, air gasping from his mouth. ‘Help! Please!’ she called again. Her foot caught on a root. 

			She fell. Her knee hit the edge of a stone. Blood… Blood beading her skin, black under the moon’s glare. She twisted to look back. 

			Red. Spots of red in between the trees. And jaws. She froze. A ­rattling sound of breath through long teeth came from behind her. The tears had stopped now. The birds shifted on their perches, beaks and feathers rustling. A rattling sound of something that could not breathe growling through a rotten throat. She was shaking. Her eyes clamped shut.

			‘Mama…’ she whimpered, ‘Papa…’ It was the only thing she could think to say, the prayer of a child in the face of the unimaginable. It was right there, on the other side of her eyelids. She needed to be brave. Be brave and things would be all right. She turned, shaking, and opened her eyes. Glowing eyes looked back at her. Rotting skin and fur hanging from a long, yellow skull. Bits of red and pink hung from its teeth. It cocked its head. The ember light in its eyes flared. Two others padded from its shadow. Death-light and blood drooled from their mouths. Dead muscle tensed under flesh. Jaws hinged wide. She could see strands of hair and bits of cloth caught in the fangs. Be brave…

			A sound like a scythe passing through wheat. Black, rotten blood splattering. 

			The nearest dead wolf twisted. The two halves of its split skull thrashed from side to side. A bubbling howl came from its throat. A shadow landed. It looked human. Almost human. It crouched on the ground between her and the wolves. A tattered cloak covered its back. It had a sword in its hand, bright under the grin of the moon. Two dragons coiled either side of the cross guard. She noticed rings on the thin fingers, black iron on pale skin. The wolves gave a growl. Their heads lowered. The figure in the tattered cloak looked back at her over its shoulder. Red eyes. Skin pulled taut around a mouth of knife-point teeth. 

			‘Run,’ it said. 

			The wolves howled. 

			The birds in the tree above took flight. 

			She ran. 

			Cado rose, looking at the other wolves. Ghost-light crackled silver in his sight. The fat caravan guard had his back against the tree. The man raised his sword, undecided whether to run, climb or fight.

			‘This one is not yours,’ said Cado. The wolves tensed. Dead muscles bunched. The hunger trapped in their rotting shells would not turn away now – any more than Cado would. He felt the weight of the sword in his hand. The silver runes in its steel breathed cold into the lengthening second. 

			The wolves pounced. The sword came up. The first wolf’s jaws were wide. Cado rammed the tip of the blade through the top of its mouth. Force jolted down his arm. Another wolf landed on him, jaws fastening on his shoulder. Fangs shattered as they met the armour under his cloak. He pivoted, ripping the sword out of the skull of the first wolf and throwing the second onto the ground. It hit with a crack of shattering bone. Pale light fizzed in its mouth and eyes. Cado stamped down. The creature’s skull shattered. He whirled. The rest of the pack were already past him. The wolves flowed towards him, blurred shadows, howling. Cado leapt, sword tracing a silver-sickle path through the moonlight. Bones parted. He landed amongst the mess of rotten flesh and guttering magic. The substance of the wolves was already turning to black froth as the sorcery animating them dissolved into the wind. 

			Cado turned to the fat guard. The hunched birds in the branches were quiet and still.

			‘They could smell the reek of your god on you,’ said Cado, nudging a crumbling wolf skull with his foot. ‘You brought them to the caravan. Did you think the innocent could mask you, or were they just a shield to be spent?’

			‘I don’t know what you are talking about,’ gasped the guard.

			‘You almost outran me, but this hunt is over.’

			‘I… Don’t… Please don’t. We just wanted to reach safety, please…’ The man had started to move away from the tree, ready to run. Cado levelled his sword.

			‘You worship lies. You should know when one has run its course.’

			He looked up at the fat man’s eyes. They were suddenly steady, unblinking. There was no fear there now. 

			The man opened his mouth, paused, and then smiled. 

			Cado lunged.

			The guard spat a word into the air. 

			Moonlight shattered into rainbow. The birds exploded from the tree branches. Cawing cries filled the canopy. The guard’s shape unravelled. Fat and skin and armour and smile spun into blue fire. The sword in his hand melted. Sculpted muscle unfolded under translucent skin. A grinning mask of bronze now covered his face. He had a knife in his hand. The blade flickered like a flame. 

			The blow was fast, but Cado’s sword turned the blade, and sliced the hand holding it. The man in the bronze mask flinched back. Cado rammed the pommel of his sword into the mask. Its bronze grin crumpled. The man staggered, and Cado was on him before he could recover, hammering blows into the face and chest. The masked man lashed out. Cado grabbed the fist and twisted. Force snapped up the man’s arm. Bones shattered from wrist to shoulder. Then Cado slammed him onto the floor. He lay, gurgling, blood and breath forming pink bubbles in the mask’s mouth slit.

			Cado tied the man’s limbs, broken and whole alike, then hooked his fingers under his chin and began to drag him back through the forest towards the caravan. Above him the birds were wheeling. 

			The caravan was still intact, but there was almost no one left alive. Almost. One guard, gasping last breaths, legs worried to ribbons, lay where he had collapsed, trying to crawl away. He looked too old and thin for the scraps of armour he wore. Most of his blood was now soaking the ground he lay on. Cado paused above him, looking at the worn dagger still clutched in the bloody hand. Others must have survived, he reasoned: travelling chests and bundles had been opened, possessions taken. Two of the five wagons were gone. He could read the hoof and foot marks where someone had harnessed the surviving horses to them. He wondered if the girl had been amongst them. Maybe. None of them had seen the dying guard. Or perhaps they had; perhaps they had heard his gasping pleas for help. Either way, they had not stopped to give succour. He was not surprised; the underworlds were not kind places for the living. Everything dissolved into agony and loss. Only revenge and justice remained true in such an age.

			The beliefs of mortals had made the underworlds. Across existence the living had told stories and dreamed of what would follow death, and with time those beliefs had become real. Places of punishment, plenty, reward, reincarnation and eternity – conjured into being with all the variety of imagination, hope and fear that life could create. There had been mountains and forests crossed by rivers, the waters of which carried the souls of the dead; great networks of caves where grey shades moved between stone tables to set them with two cups and talk again to every person they had met in life; orchards that never seemed to end, where the trees always bore fruit and the dead lay in warm shadows under green boughs and winter would touch neither leaf nor air. 

			That had been the beginning of the Realm of Death: an archipelago of kingdoms made by the beliefs of the living, in which only the dead dwelt. But in time the living had come. Colonies of mortals had made the underworlds their homes. Cultures had grown. The ways of the newcomers had intertwined with those of the dead. It had been the first invasion of the afterlife, and from it the Realm of Death had become a Mortal Realm. Then Chaos had descended. The followers of the Dark Gods had stepped from the shadows. Realms and underworlds had burned. Blood had soaked the ground as daemons feasted on the souls of the dead. The past had become fire and ashes. The lives of mortals became ones of cruelty and suffering. Long ages of pain, with no light of hope or rest from the hunger of the Ruinous Powers. 

			Finally, a change. There had been a war, a new invasion to add its layer of blood to those that had come before. This one wrapped itself in promises of hope and help. It echoed, to Cado’s ears, the hubris of the past, spoken in a new voice. Faith, alliances, light, order and majesty… all of it so crushingly familiar. All of it empty of anything except inevitable failure. The Realm of Death was a broken dream still sliding into darkness. Chaos had breathed its taint into everything, and the unquiet dead took what little kindness remained. 

			In the great cities of the underworlds, the living clung either to the protection of the servants of the Lightning God of Heavens, or the tyranny of the undead and the shadow of Nagash. Both were a lie. Sigmar, Lightning Born, could not undo the poison poured by the Dark Gods into the Realm of Death. It ran too deep. Nagash and his legions tried to make empires of bone and shuffling corpses, as immune to corruption as they were to time: another bargain, made with a lesser torment. 

			The people who had led the caravan through the forests had been humans. Either their forebears had survived under the hand of Chaos, or they had come to resettle this land. Regardless, they were fleeing whatever life they had made. They were trying to find safety, Cado guessed: a city guarded by the forces of Sigmar, a way out, other mortals to join up with. All lies told like stories to soothe frightened children. Now all that remained of their credulity and hope was an old man in battered armour gasping his last in shallow, bloody breaths. Cado paused and knelt beside him. The guard did not react. Pain and the nearness of death had stolen his sight. Cado could feel the tug of hunger rise to the reek of the man’s blood. Slowly, carefully, he reached out. The guard flinched at the touch of Cado’s hand on his neck. Cado flexed his fingers and felt vertebrae crack in the man’s neck. Then he stood and picked up his captive again.

			He dragged his prisoner to one of the remaining wagons. It had slewed off the road and pitched onto its side when its wheels caught a rut. A tree bore its weight now, branches bunched against its side. The tree was in bloom, Cado noticed. Purple blossom covered its twigs and branches in thick clumps, petals open to the moonlight. He fastened the prisoner to a wheel with an iron chain and pitch-dipped rope. The man’s head lolled forward, unconscious. The bronze mask still hid his face, blood dripping from under its edge. Cado watched the thick scarlet droplets slide down the man’s chest. The heart inside that chest was still beating… Warm… soft… the rhythm of redness. 

			He had gone very still. The smell of the drying blood and torn flesh all around him was suddenly a haze threading his senses. Hollowness opened wider inside him, screaming with silent hunger. 

			He stepped back, closed his eyes. The world was red threaded with black. A high, dry shriek filled his head. The blackness was roaring up from inside. 

			Hunt now, run through the night and find the living. Rip, tear and feast…

			Red warmth. Emptiness filled with crimson. The comfort of iron and copper on the tongue.

			He held himself motionless. Slowly the shriek faded to a dry chuckle. He could still hear a remembered echo of that false laugh when he opened his eyes. 

			The face of the moon was looking down on him from a break in the trees above the road. 

			He shivered then raised his hands in front of him. Nine rings sat on the fingers. Each was iron. He looked at them for a second, forcing himself to read the names etched on the metal. His eyes closed briefly again. He touched his right thumb to the ring on the index finger. 

			A cold shiver just behind his shoulder, and then her voice breathing into his skull. 

			~You are troubled.~ Solia’s voice was the same as it had been when she had been his tutor. He opened his eyes. The blurred haze of her shade was just behind him and on the edge of his sight. If he turned and tried to look, her presence would shift too, so that she was always just out of view. 

			‘I am…’ He paused. ‘Weary.’ 

			~The dead can’t become tired, my boy. It’s a privilege left to the living.~ He almost smiled at that, but it faded as she spoke again. ~The weight you bear, I can see it is growing heavier.~ 

			Yes, he wanted to say. Heavier by the day and by the year, each one added to the others. Links on a chain dragged behind him through time. Every prey brought down, every new road trodden… heavier with each step.

			~It shall end, one day, my prince,~ said Solia.

			My prince… She had called him that even when he had become a king. He could still remember her standing on the balcony on the high wing of the palace. Straight-backed, black hair fading to grey where it fell down her blue-and-ivory robes.

			‘Scholastis Solia,’ his father had said, and she had turned and knelt to him.

			‘Your majesty,’ she had replied. His father had said something and then turned and left. Cado had blinked, looked down, and begun wrapping his fingers over each other, then remembered his mother and nurse’s scolds about fidgeting. He put his hands behind his back. He wanted to look where his father had gone, but that was not what you did. Solia, still kneeling so that she was on a level with him, had smiled.

			‘Do you know why I am here?’ she had asked.

			‘To teach me,’ he said. ‘You are my…’ He tried to form the word that his mother had said. ‘My tutor.’

			She smiled more broadly. There were flecks of amber in the deep blue of her eyes. He smiled back.

			‘That’s right, my prince,’ she said.

			~You have not fed,~ said Solia’s shade. 

			He shook his head. He had not fed since before he had crossed the boundary into this underworld. Even then it had only been the congealing remains of a single vial. Warm blood, rich with fading life, and the beat of a panicked heart… he had not tasted that since he had left the City of Rivers. The rictus face of the moon had twisted through darkness and crescent once since then. 

			‘I have the prey we were tracking,’ he said and nodded at where the man in the bronze mask lay against the wagon wheel.

			~So you have,~ she said, and he could imagine her frowning, eyes taking in details as she listed them. ~It is one of the Hidden Ones, an acolyte of Change. No marks of the higher mysteries. Alive too, or for a while at least. Two limbs broken. Bleeding inside. You won’t have long to get answers if you get any at all.~

			Cado nodded. He could hear the man’s soul struggling to hold on to body and flesh. There was an edge of cooling iron in the smell of blood dripping from the chin of the mask onto the man’s chest. Life dimming drop by drop. Cado crouched next to him. 

			~What do you wish of me in this, my prince?~ asked Solia from behind him. He could hear the hesitancy in her voice, the plea. She was a shade, an echo of who she had been in life, bound to the iron of the ring. Like all the dead, she was beyond the concerns of flesh, but the weave of her soul remained. ~Is this going to be distasteful?~

			He did not answer. Another thick drop of blood formed on the hooked nose of the man’s mask. Cado raised his hand; ice breathed from between his teeth. Pale light grew from his fingers. He placed his hand on the man’s chest. The light flared and then sank into the skin. The masked head jerked up, and snapped around. Muscles bunched against the ropes and chains. The man’s heart was a thunder roll of panic. Then his eyes found Cado, and he became still. Cado could not see a mouth, but he was certain there was a grin behind the mask. The man drew a breath. It sounded wet, rattling. When he spoke, it was in the sing-song rhythm of verse.

			‘By what twists of fate, mere knaves and beggars do find themselves in cruel hands, made cold by death’s grave smile,’ said the man. ‘From the Call of Trisanda, Vagabond’s chorus, second act. Do you know it?’

			Cado nodded once. Long ago… players moving between trees, laughter in a lost kingdom. He knew the words and knew that they had been written in an age that only the immortal and the dead remembered. Through the mouth of this man, the Dark Gods were laughing at him.

			‘I know it,’ he said. 

			The bound man laughed, blood spattering from the mouth of his mask.

			‘And I know you, Hollow King.’
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