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			Sorrol Tun bent down, driving his short sword into the corpse’s head. The blade was an age-dulled hand-me-down with a greenish tinge, but it slid into the poor bastard’s brain with a terminal squelch. The skull crumbled like rotten wood, a rancid slurry of canal water and brain matter trickling over Tun’s boots. He pressed a hand to the mask that was hanging loosely off his hollow cheeks and swallowed the urge to vomit. The first, half-hearted contractions came while he was still hunched over, flares of agony shooting up his spine and back down into his tired legs. 

			‘Disgusting, isn’t it?’ said Orinkul Flathelm, wrenching his spiked wooden mallet out of another corpse’s head. The powerfully built duardin was wearing a leather jacket with metal plates bearing the runes of his clan sewn on. A red bandana with some faded gold embroidery covered his dishevelled blond beard. ‘A thousand deadwalkers burst through the old dam at Blackthumb, and it’s because of the feckless working poor being careless with their dead. A handful stink out a milliner’s shop in the Inner Circle and suddenly corpse-dumping’s a problem for the underjacks.’

			Tun straightened with a groan, ruefully massaging the small of his back with his fist, but said nothing. Corpse-clearing was an unpleasant enough duty as it was; the only thing that could make it less enjoyable was listening to another lecture about the hypocrisies of the Azyrite ruling classes. He could get that back at the guildhall.

			Scraping the more obvious lumps of brain off his boot against the tunnel wall, he looked over the masses of bodies still waiting to be sorted through. They littered the towpath alongside the old, stinking canal in untidy piles. A body here, the canal tugging on its arm. A great heap of them there, all mounded up atop one another, the yellows and greens of mosses making an unpleasant break from the grey of the stone and the brown of the water. There was not much that grew in Greywater Fastness – still less down here, below ground – but this was Ghyran, and life persevered. 

			The canals were remnants of a time when Greywater Fastness had been a smaller, slower place than it was now. Much of the old system had been buried under the city’s rapid growth, either caved in, sealed off, or simply forgotten about.

			Dumping bodies down there had been prohibited since the Great Uprising, when hundreds of thousands of dripping skeletons and still-rotting deadwalkers had clawed their way back to the surface and proceeded to rampage across the entire city. That did not always stop people from doing it, of course, particularly if, as was so often the case, they could not afford to pay the crematorium to dispose of their loved ones properly. Undying creatures remained endemic pretty much wherever one chose to look. Poorly equipped, chronically underpaid underjack gangs like Tun’s would regularly clear them out, but they would invariably migrate back in from more dangerous or unexplored parts of the canal, obliging the underjacks to go and do it all over again. 

			Still, it was steady work, and someone had to do it. 

			The rest of Tun’s crew picked their way along the towpath, eyes sharp and cast downwards, making sure that whatever foulness they stepped in was dead and stayed that way.

			Daegal looked shiftily over each shoulder before squatting down, braining a dead woman with the stock of an antique pistol and quietly relieving her arm of a nickel bracelet. Further ahead, Greenhilde stabbed at everything in reach with her spear, as though corpse-clearing was a competitive event. Her head was shaved, her hairshirt sleeveless, every visible inch of her covered in hand-drawn tattoos depicting spiked wheels and bloody cogs. She was a survivor from one of the many pioneer expeditions that were forever striving to establish Sigmarite colonies in the Ghoul Mere beyond the Outer Wall. She had made the weapon herself: the shaft whittled from the body of a dryad, the head from a railway spike. The one-armed lunk, Hod, followed amiably behind her, not contributing much beyond verbal encouragement, lugging a large, clinking sack of looted jewellery and scrap metal over one shoulder. The young orphans, Brigid and Bryony, meanwhile, had paused to lay out a small picnic lunch beside the scummy water. The elder sister, Brigid, dressed halfway between a Crucible fool and a beggar in a motley of rags and leather, perched herself on a blanket-covered corpse and nibbled on a crust of bread. 

			They were the Loose Cannon underjacks – too low, too criminal, and too unhinged to hire, even by the standards of the other underjacking guilds.

			‘Oi-oi, watch out.’ Orinkul thumped Tun repeatedly on the arm, the quilt padding in the man’s sleeve cushioning him a little from the duardin’s great strength, and pointed across the canal. ‘It looks like we’ve got a runner.’ 

			Tun groaned as he watched a body, nudged loose by the work of the underjacks perhaps, bob gently away from the towpath and float downstream. Work was work and a man had to eat, but the last thing he wanted to do was wade into the canal and swim after a corpse.

			‘We can let one go, right?’ he said.

			‘Sure.’ Orinkul shrugged. ‘It won’t be me getting a month in the stocks when a deadwalker washes up in Raven’s Pike and bites the face off a steam lord’s daughter.’

			‘Look, it’s not even moving.’

			‘And, of course,’ Orinkul said with a knowing look, ‘if there’s a whiff of death magic still in it, then its teeth are worth a quarter-dram each.’

			‘Fine,’ Tun sighed. He’d pull out his own mother’s teeth for a drop of Aqua Ghyranis, as Orinkul knew full well. ‘Do you think Daegal can hit it from here?’

			Orinkul gave a snort, and Tun put his hands up to keep the duardin from saying more. Daegal’s many firearms, like his hugely impractical highwayman’s coat and spurious Misthåvn accent, were merely affectations for the sole purpose of impressing women. The part that really irked was that it seemed to work for him far more often than it should.

			‘Why not send in the new lad?’ said Orinkul.

			Tun turned and looked back.
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