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			Chapter 1

			The Beast of the Ostermark Moors

			Felix Jaeger shivered in the autumnal chill that ghosted through the silent village. Wedged into the crease between two hills, the wind washed over in occasional gusts, coming and going with spits of rain from the grim, mid-afternoon sky. It was a tiny place, probably not large enough to earn its own point on a map, just a single cobbled lane of low, grey walled houses. Their doors were bolted and barred, their windows boarded, iron hammers nailed into the walls. Felix counted maybe nine or ten houses on each side, colourless uneven stone and grey mortar, each separated from the next by walled yards that sheltered tough-looking vegetables from the worst of the wind. On the village’s outskirts stood a sad little garden of Morr marked by a weather-pitted stone hammer. A goat picked its way around unmarked memorial slabs. It ignored Felix entirely as he walked by. A bronze bell around its neck tinkled as it bent to crop at a clutch of dandelion stalks.

			‘Do you think they heard that we were coming?’

			Gotrek scanned the row of houses with his one good eye. His enormous axe rested against one shoulder, its broad runic blade spattered with raindrops. He grunted, whether in amusement or acknowledgement, Felix never could say. ‘I didn’t start that fight, manling. All I wanted was ale and some answers. Is it my fault that folk hereabouts have no manners?’

			‘These are the moors, Gotrek. I doubt whether anyone here has encountered a dwarf outside of a priest’s sermon. You can’t blame them for not knowing how to… er…’ He hesitated, not wanting to earn the Slayer’s ire for himself. ‘How to behave around one.’

			Gotrek grumbled and returned his eye to the road. ‘If I told that lot the elves had left, they’d probably have a parade.’

			Felix felt the tug of a smile at that. The people around here were certainly isolated. And superstitious too. This landscape bred strange ideas in people’s hearts. Every nook and valley had a capricious spirit that needed appeasing, every gurgling brook played host to the shade of some tragic and hopelessly romantic heroine. But of every myth spouted in the alehouses of Osterwald, surely the most egregious was that of – and here the drunken farm boys and goatherds would widen their eyes and speak in hushed growls as though in some awful student production of a Detlef Sierck melodrama – the Beast of the Moors.

			A missing person in one village, a broken seal on a family crypt in the next, strange sightings and animal howls on the moors. To Felix’s mind, it was all little more than glorified sheep rustling and banditry dressed up as some subhuman horror to frighten outsiders, children and the overly credulous. Not that that ruled out many of the folk of Ostermark. He sighed. Or Trollslayers in search of a glorious doom, for that matter.

			‘This Beast of theirs has put the fright up them, that’s for sure,’ said Gotrek, uncaring for Felix’s thoughts. ‘I just hope this time we didn’t miss it.’

			Felix chose to say nothing, looking instead to the far end of the street just as a sudden breeze made his long hair and red Sudenland cloak snap out behind him. He turned his jaw side-on, a slap of drizzle to the face. He was bone weary. He tried to remember exactly when it was that he had started to have difficulty sleeping. It was after departing from Osterwald, he was reasonably certain, recalling his last night in the airless attic above the playhouse with an unexpected fondness. It was this blasted moor. His nights within it had been restless, his dreams visited by fog and anguished souls. Some nights he saw a lady in white. She never spoke, just watched, watched as her black-walled city burned. Just remembering it made him shiver.

			The Ostermark Moors was desolate country and the road had been as uneventful as it had been in dire need of care. These routes, if his history served, had been built to bear the armies of Emperor Magnus as they purged the northern provinces of Chaos in the aftermath of the Great War and had likely not been touched since. Derelict shrine posts marked the roadside with a neglectful infrequency. Felix had counted perhaps two or three each day, but it varied. Hewn from single lumps of grey limestone into the rough form of a hammer, heads carved with classical script weathered to obscurity, devotion bowls gouged into the stony hafts. A week or so back, Felix had found a couple of verdigrised pfennigs behind a skein of cobwebs. He had left them. Even he and Gotrek were not yet hungry enough to steal from Sigmar. The best those recesses had offered their god since had been a nesting magpie that had squalled like a jilted harlot the moment they came near. Even Gotrek had gritted his teeth and left the bird in peace. 

			Two weeks out of Osterwald with nothing but dry-stone walls, empty hills, and Gotrek’s complaints of sore feet, even Felix was starting to itch for some excitement. Gotrek may not have started that brawl in the last village but he had taken to it with an equal mix of enthusiasm and shame, as a man despairing of thirst might throw himself onto a muddy puddle. It had only lasted a minute; half a dozen goatherds that had thought to make light of Gotrek’s short stature and tattoos all beaten unconscious, the interior of the tavern turned upside down, Gotrek himself stood in the middle of it looking strangely downcast that there was no watch to drive him out of town. Like a child who’d ruined his bed and now had to sleep in it.

			There was no watch here, no militia, no sign whatsoever of Emperor Karl Franz’s rule, or whatever baron levied troops and tax in his name. That village had been three days ago, and in that time they had not passed another living soul.

			‘The Beast, I’m telling you,’ said Gotrek, hefting his axe easily in one ham-like fist. It rattled on its chain like a leashed hound.

			Felix peered through the crudely nailed slats that blocked the window of what smelled like a smokehouse. Smoke pumped fitfully from its chimney. Felix stared at the smokehouse chimney, jerking damp locks from his forehead. The smoke moulded into twisted shapes, dragged up by the wind like a chain from a well. 

			For a moment, the eddies in the smoke had resembled a figure.

			Gotrek smoothed his thumb around the blade of his axe until blood welled in a scarlet bead. ‘A long time it’s been coming, too. I’m due a half-decent scrap.’

			Felix moved his own hand to the dragonhead hilt of his sword. He gave it a short tug to ease it from the leather grip of its scabbard. Journeying with Gotrek Gurnisson, it paid to be cautious. 

			‘Do you think they’re still inside?’ he said, turning his back with some difficulty on the smoky phantasm and nodding towards the boarded windows.

			‘Aye, manling. Even your kind aren’t foolish enough to keep a fire going untended.’

			‘Unless they fled in a hurry.’

			‘Oh, they’re here,’ Gotrek answered with a grin absent of several teeth. He waved over the abandoned street. Felix took in the boarded windows, the reinforced doors. ‘This wasn’t done in a hurry.’

			Felix looked over the sharply angled slate rooftops to the low hills ranged up on either side. A stretch of dry-stone wall petered out into a pile of rubble about halfway up the rightward slope. The hill on the other side boasted nothing so grand to mark it. Heathers and brambles scratched a living from the thin topsoil. The flora here was not even green, but rather an off-putting kind of purplish brown. Like an old bruise. 

			‘Come out, you beardless cowards!’ Gotrek suddenly roared, making Felix start. ‘We’ll not harm you.’ The Slayer turned to Felix and gave a gravelly chuckle, then muttered under his breath, ‘Probably.’

			‘Gotrek,’ Felix breathed, stilling his companion with a gloved finger on his arm. 

			Gotrek looked up, then followed Felix’s nod, just catching the shadow of movement from behind a boarded window. It had come from the larger, two-storey building that overlooked the far end of the street. Even without any kind of sign or welcome, Felix had enough experience of the taverns of this world to recognise another. Its construction was of the same grey stone that characterised the region with a pair of wide, covered, windows either side of a sturdy oak double door. A quiescent chimney stack poked between the slate tiling of its tall, sloping roof, black tiles that the cawing blackbirds sheltering under its eaves had pebbled white. The street’s cobbles marched directly on that front door before veering around, edging slightly up the rightward hill, and coming about into what looked like a coaching yard at the rear. Weeds choked the cobbles. Felix doubted a coach had stopped here since the road had been laid. If then.

			Gotrek cackled and stomped off in that direction, warming his muscles with a slow swing of his axe. The runes hummed as it bit into the wind. Felix bit his lip and hurried after him. He looked over his shoulder and shivered. 

			He could feel eyes on him.

			From the tavern doors, there came the scrape of a heavy crossbar being removed and then slowly, as if acting under great duress, one half of the double door edged wide. A heavy-set man with a bald scalp, dressed in a sleeveless woollen smock and greasy overalls, nudged aside the door on the fat of his left arm. A blond-haired lad in a padded jerkin appeared at his back with a spear and doing his darnedest to look anything other than terrified. 

			He was not having a great deal of success. 

			Felix froze in his tracks, slowly removing his hands from his belted blade. Held into the crook of the bigger man’s arm was a flared-muzzled handgun of a kind that Felix had not seen outside of the Imperial Gunnery Museum in Nuln. He took a careful step back and raised his hands. If he were to be riddled with buckshot in the middle of nowhere on the Slayer’s latest nihilistic quest, then the knowledge that he had been killed by a weapon at least a century out of date would come as scant consolation. Gotrek kept nonchalantly on, as though he had seen nothing.

			‘Gotrek,’ he hissed. 

			The dwarf took another couple of paces before he stopped too. He swung back his axe to rest against his shoulder, for all the world like a lumberjack at the start of a shift. ‘A welcome as warm as your ale, eh barkeep?’

			Felix saw the man’s bare arms pucker in the wind, the antique blunderbuss trained on Felix before it swung down to target Gotrek. Not that it really mattered what he aimed at, Felix thought with alarmingly sound reasoning. A weapon like that could probably spray the whole street.

			‘Who are ye?’ The bald man barked in a rough Ostermark drawl.

			‘Just travellers,’ Felix called back, before Gotrek could contrive a way to get them both riddled with birdshot. Felix thought he saw the man smirk.

			‘Oh aye? Travellers, yer say?’ He jabbed his blunderbuss threateningly at Gotrek. ‘Travelling where?’

			‘Wherever we bloody well like,’ Gotrek growled.

			For a moment, the man was taken aback by Gotrek’s fierceness, and the weapon drooped slightly before snapping back up. ‘Yer travelin’ nowhere lessen I say so, yer hear?’

			Gotrek thrust out his chin and took a step forward. The blunderbuss tracked him, deadly orifice gaping like a maw to the netherworld. ‘Think you can stop me?’

			‘Gotrek,’ Felix murmured, a stage whisper that carried. ‘Please don’t get me shot.’

			‘Hah!’ Gotrek barked. ‘Is that what’s worrying you, manling?’

			Felix eyed the large gun. ‘At present, yes.’

			‘Shut yer mouths,’ the man said. His finger trembled on the trigger.

			‘Um, Gotrek…’

			Some itch at the roof of his spine had made Felix turn. The door to the smokehouse creaked open and a large man with red eyes and a soot-stained smock appeared in the doorway. He had a meat saw clutched in one hand, gristle hanging from the teeth. A woman, similarly begrimed, followed him onto the street, a shovel held close to her breast in both hands. Further down the lane, there came the sound of bolts being withdrawn and wooden hinges grinding open, the street slowly filling with silent, drably-garbed peasants, dirty hair ruffled by the wind. There must have been a good dozen, faces blending into a frightened, grimy mass. They said nothing, just afforded each other nods as they advanced, shoulder to shoulder, goat hooks, peat shovels and sticks waving over their heads. They stared at him, blank and afraid, and he stared back. 

			Just what we need, thought Felix, forgetting the tavern-keeper’s blunderbuss as his hands dropped instinctively to his scabbard. An angry mob. 

			Felix eyed the villagers warily. They held their distance for now, but terror did odd things to a man’s courage and it did not look like it would take much to provoke a charge. He glanced over at Gotrek, the Slayer stood with pursed lips, regarding them impassively. His axe had not shifted from its perch against his shoulder.

			‘What’s this, Gregor? Found some other way to bring the Beast on our heads?’ The accusation came from somewhere within the mob, Felix did not see where, but the jeers that followed told him it was a conviction shared.

			The man, Gregor, swung his blunderbuss to cover the street. It did not cow them in the slightest. Or rather, Felix thought, they were already far too afraid of something else. The blond-haired boy at Gregor’s back, gripped his spear with white knuckles and pressed closer to the larger man, sweeping the crowd with wide white-filled eyes.

			‘Back to yer homes,’ Gregor growled. ‘I’ll not tell yer twice.’

			‘Yer’ll see us all dead!’ shouted the same man. Felix got a good look at him this time, dark hair and dark eyes, goats’ wool jerkin muddy and indistinguishable from any other. ‘Is that what yer want, Gregor? You want this land for yerself, like that witch o’ yers?’ More shouts, even angrier this time. Someone threw a stone, it whisked inches over Felix’s head and struck the wall by the tavern-keeper’s arm, making the large man duck and pull his gun away to shield himself.

			‘Quiet down,’ said Gregor, the strain of trying to be heard without shouting pulling his voice thin. ‘Yer’ll bring the monster onto us, fer sure.’

			That gave the mob pause, or at least another source of superstitious terror to dilute their attention. Felix felt the tension, like a bowstring ready to be unleashed. They scanned the hilltops with quiet fear. 

			‘Let’s all be calm,’ said Felix, taking the opportunity to fill the silence with his father’s most reasonable mercantile tone. He was not sure how he and Gotrek managed to walk into these things; he just hoped to be able to diffuse it before Gotrek lost his patience. ‘I fear we’re all the victims of some misunderstanding. We really are nothing more than innocent travellers.’

			For a moment or two there was silence, then a thrown stone struck his wrist. He gasped and clutched it to his belly. That was not exactly the response he had been hoping for. He edged back from the mob, closer to Gotrek and the tavern-keeper.

			‘No closer, travellers,’ Gregor snarled. ‘We’ve all heard stories of the Beast.’ He regarded Gotrek suspiciously, his eyes hard. ‘And I don’t like the look o’ thissen. He looks wild enough. And if that were not proof enough, the last village we heard hit was Taalsveldt just back yonder way. Maybe he’s the Beast.’

			Felix winced as Gotrek hefted his axe and growled. ‘Pick your next words with care, barkeep, and remember that a dwarf won’t soon forget an insult.’

			‘They…’ the lad behind the tavern-keeper spoke up, his voice catching. He took a hard swallow before continuing. ‘They don’t look much like beasts, pa.’

			‘Hush, Thomas,’ Gregor whispered. ‘Ain’t no tellin’ that fer sure.’

			‘The Beast is taller, Gregor, you big oaf.’ The call came from the crowd, swiftly joined by a babble of others.

			‘Aye, like an ogre.’

			‘And its claws are longer.’

			‘Not an ogre, Heinrich, like a troll.’

			‘Cold, grey flesh.’

			‘Eyes of daemonfire.’

			‘Claws like knives.’

			‘Grey skin, aye, like a troll I said.’

			Felix nodded, spreading his arms as if a glimpse up his sleeves would offer the final proof of his humanity. ‘It’s true, see. We’ve never even seen your Beast.’

			‘More’s the pity,’ Gotrek grumbled under his breath.

			‘He said he’s a dwarf,’ Thomas whispered into his father’s ear, eyes fixed on Gotrek. He lowered his spear. ‘Didn’t Father Gramm say to always do right by dwarfs? I don’t want no trouble with the baron.’

			‘Too right,’ said Gotrek. ‘Now put down that lump of rust. It’ll never fire and everyone here with half an eye knows it.’ 

			Gregor clutched the firearm so tight that Felix thought it might bend out of shape. ‘This… this is the weapon my ancestors used to purge the moors of Chaos!’

			‘Should have given it better care then, shouldn’t you?’

			‘That’s it, Beast!’ Gregor aimed his blunderbuss at Gotrek and squeezed down on the trigger. The villagers took a collective gasp and threw themselves to the ground. Felix went down a half second later, leaving only Gotrek standing. There was a click and then nothing. Gregor shook the blunderbuss angrily, then depressed the trigger twice more, summoning two more clicks. ‘Sigmar’s grief,’ he swore.

			‘Damp in the powder chamber,’ Gotrek explained. ‘Look at that rust around the lock.’ The man sagged and held up the wheel-lock mechanism for inspection. 

			‘So then,’ said Gotrek, already stomping towards the tavern doors. ‘Now we’re all friends, how about an ale? I’m thirsty and I get irritable when I’m thirsty.’

			The villagers were pulling themselves to their feet, holding to each other for support and glaring hatefully at Gregor and his son. The tavern-keeper backed away from them, pushing the lad, Thomas, through the door and gripping his blunderbuss like a truncheon. He still looked unconvinced that Gotrek and Felix were who they claimed to be, but did not seem to know what to do about it given his useless firearm. He glared at Felix in indecisive fear before the angered murmurings of the mob made his mind up for him.

			‘Fine. Come on in.’ He took a quick step onto the street to clear the door but sidestepped hurriedly to the left to keep his back to the wall. He peered up at the hilltops. The wind made the heather wave. ‘We’ll deal with this out of sight. And the rest of you!’ This was hissed down to the knot of villagers. ‘Back to your homes. Quick, before you’re seen.’ 

			The peasants did not move. They stared at the tavern-keeper, and at Felix, with a bitterness born of terror. He did not know what had angered them so, but it would only take the smallest spark to inflame that anger into something more deadly. Felix’s gaze found its way back to the cemetery at the edge of town. The gnarled old stone hammer stood bent in the wind. There was no sign of the goat. He supposed one of the villagers must have taken the opportunity to bring it indoors. 

			‘Hurry,’ urged Gregor with a nervous eye on the crowd. ‘You don’t want to be out when the sun sets.’

			Felix looked first to the tavern-keeper and then to the sky. It was a miserable blue-grey, but sunset was several hours away at least. ‘What happens at night?’

			‘The Beast hunts.’

			‘Back! Back, beast!’

			Felix ducked under the lintel behind Gotrek, just as a rough-shaven man made a grab for a sword where it lay on a table. His hand shoved the blade off, sending it across the floorboards with a dull clatter. He swore and staggered from his stool, struggling to pull a knife from his britches while simultaneously tugging on the straps that flapped from his unbuckled leather cuirass.

			‘Peace, Rudi,’ said Gregor, entering behind Felix with young Thomas in tow. ‘Nowt but a pair on the road.’

			Rudi threw up his hands and gasped for breath. ‘Rhya’s tears, you… you fat old fool.’ He kneaded his temples, as though possessed by the suspicion that some darkness lurked there. ‘What happened to hiding? Hmm? To holding out for the baron?’ The man was raving. The lad, Thomas, ran across to him, but Rudi shouldered past him. ‘You can’t just… you just can’t let strange folk in. What if the Beast has been following them?’

			‘My brother has seen it,’ Thomas explained, still trying to get close enough to calm him.

			‘Has he now?’ asked Gotrek, suddenly interested.

			Rudi pulled clear of his brother’s attentions and was struggling to rid himself of his armour, working himself into a state as he yanked at the single fastened tie at his left hip. At last it relented, the whole piece dragging over his head. He let it fall. He crossed his arms, still breathing heavily. He was a strapping young man, hard-earned muscles trembling in departing panic against his woollen undershirt. He glared at Gotrek and, for a moment, Felix feared he was about to do something foolish, but then he sagged. He and Gregor shared a look and, without another word spoken, bent to collect his armour and turned away, heading for a back door. 

			‘Rudolph saw nothing,’ said Gregor as the door eased shut. Felix heard the tramp of feet on wooden slats as the man headed upstairs. ‘Ain’t nobody seen the Beast and lived.’

			‘I think I like it here, manling,’ Gotrek remarked. Rudi’s fallen blade had tangled between the legs of a stool. Gotrek toed it aside, then dragged the stool back. The snarl of wood on wood worked the tension in the room like a blunt knife across iron. If Felix were feeling less charitable, he would think Gotrek did it on purpose. The dwarf swung himself over the stool and sank down. He rapped on the tabletop with the knob of his axe before setting it down where Rudi’s sword had been with a stamp of metal. He set to unscrewing its chain from his bracer. ‘Ale. And don’t think I’m paying for it after that nonsense in the street.’ 

			Gregor started at the dwarf’s voice. The man looked anxious, distracted, as if their simply being there was making him nervous. He gave a curt bow and did as he was bid, circuiting around and behind a bar that was ranked with dusted barrels and ran the wall on Felix’s left. 

			Felix followed the dwarf to the table, ducking under a crude hammer of Sigmar that had been fashioned from a pair of twisted horseshoes and hung by a cord from the rafters. His passage set it swaying. He stilled it between thumb and forefinger. 

			The room was spacious, three or four long tables with stools scattered around them and a couple of private snugs in the far corners. It held a dank air of neglect, like sour meat and wet fur. And it was dark. An unlit hearth mouldered softly within the back wall. What little sunlight strained through the grey mesh of clouds found its way into the tavern rudely barred as Thomas pulled the door closed and reset the heavy crossbar. Moths butted their heads dumbly at the window boards, their wing beats a staccato stutter as they sought out the slivers of illumination that gleamed between the joins. Slowly, Felix’s eyes began to adapt to the gloom. 

			‘That lot outside don’t seem too fond of you, barkeep,’ said Gotrek.

			‘They’re scared,’ said Gregor. He had paused under a brass plaque on the wall behind the bar. A pair of hooks protruded from it. He sighed and returned the antique blunderbuss back to its mount. ‘My great, great, great…’ He trailed off and closed his eyes, shook his head when the answer would not come. ‘Blood of Magnus,’ he said, signing the hammer with a pudgy finger. ‘He were a pilgrim, like most folks were back when, settled after the Great War were won.’

			‘Faster with that ale. And tell me more of your boy’s run-in with the Beast.’

			‘Poor Rudolph,’ said Gregor with a sigh, rummaging under the bar for a tankard partway clean. He held it under one of the tapped kegs, blew dust from the tap and opened it. Golden-brown froth sputtered from the nozzle, hissing into a shuddering stream.

			‘Doing good business out here, are you?’ asked Gotrek, eyeing the filling tankard with a healthy distaste.

			Gregor kept his thoughts to himself, half an eye on Thomas as his youngest joined him briefly behind the bar. Gregor closed off the tap and hastened to Gotrek’s table with the dwarf’s beer. He set it on the table and retreated back to the bar. 

			Gotrek gathered the vessel into one meaty fist. Shoving off against the table leg, he forced his stool back along the floorboards, kicked off his boots, and planted his bare feet onto the table beside his axe with a sigh of deep gratification. Stretching out his toes, he took a whiff of ale. His face scrunched but he took a swallow anyway. He sat back. 

			‘Orc-spit,’ he muttered. ‘Bloody orc-spit.’

			Felix pulled up a stool of his own and sat. He noticed Thomas wandering the perimeter of the room, crumbling lumps of subtly discoloured suet along the length of the skirting. 

			Gregor saw his quizzical look. ‘Black hellebore,’ he explained. ‘For the rats.’

			‘Got some right big’uns,’ Thomas added with pride, brushing fatty grey spigots from his fingers.

			‘Aye,’ Gregor agreed, shooing the lad away. ‘Go wash yer hands in the stream. And don’t tarry visiting yer mother, run right back. It’ll be dark in a couple of hours.’ Thomas hurried off, following his elder brother’s path out the back door. Gregor watched him go, wringing his own hands through his apron. He returned to Felix. ‘Sometimes you see packs of ‘em, particularly over yonder hill.’ He gestured vaguely south-west. ‘Sylvania way. Big enough to bring down a ram, oftentimes.’ 

			Felix shuddered at the mention of that benighted province. The shadows suddenly seemed a little bit darker, and he did not think it would necessarily kill anyone for Gregor to start a fire.

			‘Good meat on ‘em though,’ Gregor continued.

			Felix looked up, horror creased into the lines of his face. ‘You eat them?’

			‘We ain’t animals. But come winter, ground up in grain, the goats won’t turn their noses.’

			And who then eats the goats, Felix wondered? He knew he should not judge poor folk for finding food wherever and however they were able, but even a starving man should think twice before considering the meat of a giant rat from the corrupted fields of Sylvania. Perhaps their forebears had been more wise, before generation after generation on the threshold of evil had softened their minds to its dangers. He regarded the tavern-keeper warily. He despised himself for the sudden wash of moral indignation. It reminded him so much of his father, and of the priests the old man had paid to school him and his brother, but Felix was all too familiar with the pernicious influence of Chaos. Without realising it, he found himself scanning Gregor’s body for any outward symptom of mutation. 

			He pulled his gaze away and cleared his throat nervously. ‘Why is it that the villagers think you will bring the Beast here?’

			‘Aye!’ said Gotrek, slamming his fist on the table. ‘I’d hear more of this monster before I kill it.’

			‘Kill it?’ said Gregor, incredulous. He shook his head slowly, eyes closed. Felix felt pity for him then. These people had lived so long under a cloud they could not believe there might be light behind it. ‘No one has gotten a good look at it, nor knows what it is or why its come. I’ll say no more. It knows, they say, and it’ll hunt down any that see its face or speak its name.’

			Felix looked Gregor in the eye. ‘Is that why the villagers are afraid? Did Rudi see the creature? Do they fear it will come after him?’

			Gregor had turned white.

			Gotrek cackled into his ale. ‘It must be some creature, to have snatched the spine from so many.’

			‘It is that, master dwarf, that and much worse.’ Gregor gulped, head sweeping from side to side as though he feared the walls were closing in. ‘Near every village I know has been hit bar thissen. There’s been word from nowhere for nigh on a month. Not unusual for the time o’ year, but no good neither.’ He leaned forward, resting his forearms on the bar. ‘Now, I see yer’re hunting this beast, so yer can stay this one night, but come morning I want yer gone. Yer’re right, Rudolph was with the baron’s men when they ran the Beast to ground on the borders of the Totenwald. Do you know how many men survived?’

			Gotrek fingered the golden links of his nose chain thoughtfully. ‘So it makes its lair in the forest, you think?’

			Gregor pushed himself from the bar with an angry scowl. He would say no more, however Gotrek goaded, and busied himself filling a second tankard which he then slammed onto the table in front of Felix. Its contents splashed over Felix’s hand. He licked the spillage from his fingers, wincing at the unexpected sourness. 

			He drank anyway. The long road had bred into him a craving for ale, however foul.

			Thomas returned from his errand, but stayed only a moment to share a whisper with his father before departing to secure the back door and join his elder brother. Gregor came and went to replenish their ales and, though not asked, Felix gave the man his last two coppers. They were Bretonnian, about a hundred years old, salvaged from some barrow or other. He smiled ruefully at the ungodly places Gotrek had dragged him through since that night in Altdorf when he had sworn an oath to record the Slayer’s doom. Gregor moved on, ignorant of Felix’s reminiscences, getting down onto hands and knees to stack fresh wood within the fireplace. After a few minutes of scraping and muttering, Felix felt warmth on his back.

			Somehow the crackling glow afforded the tavern no additional cheer, serving if anything merely as highlight to the gloom.

			‘Forget this den of cowards,’ said Gotrek. ‘First thing in the morning, we head for the forest.’ His chuckle was hollow. ‘It’s good to have a direction at last. I can take my own measure of this creature.’

			Felix took another sip, deep in thought. Something that Gregor had said was troubling him. He had said that Rudi encountered the Beast as part of a deliberate engagement of the baron’s troops. And if the baron himself was treating such rumours seriously… 

			He forced himself to swallow his mouthful of ale before it could grow any staler.

			It could only mean there was some truth to the wild tales. Perhaps there truly was a Beast after all. It was not a reassuring notion.

			In spite of his troubled thoughts, Felix felt his eyelids grow heavy. The road had been long, and heat and ale were a potent alliance that his tired body could not resist. His body ached at the thought of a straw pallet in the coaching yard, much less a proper bed in an actual room.

			‘Meinen herr,’ Felix began, forcing his eyes to stay open. ‘This baron you all speak of, is he a good man?’

			‘An educated one like yerself might not think so, but I’d say aye.’ Gregor nodded to the bent little hammer mobile that twisted slowly above the door. ‘We do right as men of Sigmar, and der Kreuzfahrer will do right by us.’

			‘What do you mean?’ 

			Gregor’s gaze lingered on the icon of Sigmar, his attention distracted by whatever he could see through the gaps in the blocked out window. Felix wondered if the village-folk were still out there. ‘The baron has Sigmar in his gut; eats, drinks, and sleeps it. He never slacks from scouring the moors of evil. He’ll not be idle while the Beast lives. Not von Kuber. If nowt else, we can sleep easier for that.’

			‘Tomorrow,’ Gotrek repeated, downing his vile brew in one long draw. His tone brooked no dissent. ‘We’ll show this baron of yours how it’s done.’

			The sun sank behind the hills, burnishing the west-facing slopes a ruddy amber. On the roof of the smokehouse, cloaked in the effluvia of its chimney stack, a bird that was not a bird emitted a shrill, off-key whistle. The call was copied and carried. A hooded spectre looked up from a freshly killed goat and crept into the lengthening shadows of the graveyard. It bared its bloodied fangs and voiced its own cry. 

			Within their homes, villagers hugged their children near and together trembled as the eerie dusk chorus spread.

			On the darkened eastern hill overlooking the village, unwitnessed by man or star, dark creatures heard the signal and keened their excitement. Blades were brandished. Bellies growled. They slunk downhill, a sussurant whisper of lowered voices and black cloaks, converging on the gloom that pooled amongst the drab stone structures of the valley floor. From the rooftop, one more cry burst out, and then was silent. There they waited, pressed against walls and under covered windows, impatient, eager, silent as death itself.

			Soon.

			But something did see. What appeared at first nothing but a boulder, crouched from the sun under the lee of a gorse-strangled outcropping of rock and thin soil, slowly shifted. Knifelike claws drew back from eyes that burned a volatile red and conjured simulacra from the night; shades from the aethyr that swarmed the valley’s rare constancy like a rash of blisters. 

			The Beast directed his notice from his followers and to the village below, a penumbral wash of impermanence and illusion.

			‘Master. It is time.’

			The speaker hunched before him. It was small, temporary, a mural in fractured glass. It came with others, all on one knee and cloaked in black, eyes averted. The Beast cinched his own cloak tight.

			Do not look at me!

			The thought arrived in his throat, a bass rumble that rattled the bowels of those gathered. They trembled but did not dare flee.

			‘It… it is time.’

			Time. 

			The fools should know better. Soon it could be over. Except soon would never come. 

			Not for one of the Damned. 

			Ever ephemeral, his thoughts dispersed, ugly flakes of self that spiralled into divergent streams of subconsciousness. It was maddening. Some atavistic core of intellect bellowed and raged, grasping at the glimmering foil of madness with conceptual claws. Stiffly, his body one that no sane god had ever intended to move, he rose. Bones ground as his horrendous form pulled free of its earthen cocoon. His minions fell back with startled cries. 

			The world was broken. It flickered and shimmered and swam before eyes filled with hurt. He saw the village, as it had been and how he would remake it. A growl rose from his belly as he strode. It was a word, a name, his name, all that he still knew to be true. 

			‘Huurrrlk.’
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