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			Doomwheel

			Ian Green

			The Doomwheel barrelled across the blighted plains and Cralk Seventoes cackled, baring yellowed, jagged incisors to the wind. He couldn’t hear anything over the thrum of the warpstone generator, the clattering creaks of the wheel and the chittering screams of the propulsion-rats below him – the piteous creatures sprinting themselves to exhaustion on the twin treadmills below his feet. His every whisker twitched with excitement as a thousand scents flew past him, too fast to decipher. The wheel was running well, juddering over mound and hillock and stone and mud, and it was running fast. 

			Thank the Great Horned One, he thought, and then smirked. The other engineers had mocked his improvements, but Cralk knew it was his genius that made his Doomwheel fastest and strongest in all Clan Skyntyk, perhaps all the Clans Skryre. He licked his lips in satisfaction; a glance left and right showed him outpacing the other wheels in the charge across the Spit Hollow plains. Fastest and strong-strong, he thought, Cralk is smartest. 

			Ahead, past the luminous emerald crackle of warp lightning building around the generator and the wheel’s emitter crystals, Cralk could see the lizard-folk army massing in ranks at the base of a small hill: great scaled beasts ridden by smaller scaled beasts, all adorned in burnished gold and copper and shiny-bright metal. He had never seen lizard-things before, barely heard of the creatures before this invasion.

			Cralk chewed a sore on his lip and pulled a lever, tightening the cord around Acolyte Vermitch’s neck for a brief moment to grab his attention. Vermitch rode the back of the Doomwheel, dolorously working a bellows to continue dosing the propulsion-rats with a gaseous ether from a canister of Cralk’s homebrew. The acolyte poked his scarred face through the tiny gap between the Doomwheel’s twin wheels, spikes and blades spinning inches from his whiskers, but he showed no fear, jaw twitching as he awaited his master’s command. Vermitch never showed fear by sight or smell. Odd-strange little rat. One of Vermitch’s arms kept pushing the bellows, slow and steady. Cralk threw a lever forward and the Doomwheel lurched, sending Vermitch’s face a blade’s edge from the spiked wheels, but the acolyte just blinked and continued waiting, torn black hood flapping in the wind. Cralk still was not sure of this one.

			‘Forward, yes-yes!’ Cralk screamed, waving wildly at the Doomwheels flanking them. ‘Fast, but more-more slow! Let the other fools hit first!’

			Vermitch receded and Cralk spun the rusted handle of the warp-emitters to ready them, twin crystals at the tip of long metal extrusions ahead of the main body of the wheel. The propulsion-rats had primed the warpstone generator, and he could feel the heat and malfeasance exuding from the rough-hewn shards nestled before him. The emerald crystal shook in its cradle of wires. The tarnished metal and the virulent green glow surrounding it was ever-present, ever comforting, ever caressing, and it grew in hue and vigour until, through his goggles, Cralk’s eyes were blessedly suffused. The priests thought their pusillanimous prayers brought them close to the Great Horned Rat, but Cralk knew the Dark Innovator blessed him in moments like this. He scratched his muzzle and sniffed deeply, smelt the sweat of the rats below him, smelt his own fear-musk, and the rich stink of tainted earth as the ground below was churned by the blades of his wheel. 

			The rats slowed ever so slightly as Vermitch calmed them from their frenzy, and Cralk’s Doomwheel was joined by eight others, all of them turning towards the flank of the lizard-folk army. He had proven his point – those who survived would know Cralk’s wheel to be fastest, and so Cralk to be smartest. Cralk caressed the controls with scarred hands and as the other wheels drew level he juddered them faster again, to keep up with the fool Warlocks who thought they were his compatriots, hanging back just a mote. 

			Snivelling, conniving fool-fools.

			The nine Doomwheels careened over the final stretch towards the right flank of the lizard army, thousands of strange beasts of all sizes covering the blighted plains. The skaven horde had already engaged the front lines of the reptiles with blade and tooth, but on the flank the lizards were arrayed in perfect order, in lines and squares and ranks, smaller groups surrounding larger creatures with riders and ornate machinery atop them. Lithe reptiles with glittering weapons stood upon lumbering quadrupeds, roaring battle cries. Above them, mighty flying lizards bore aloft smaller scaly-things spinning flaming bolas, harried by shots of jezzail fire from the advancing ratmen. 

			In the centre, the skaven who had poured from the gnawed and cossetted tunnels of Spit Hollow screamed for blood. There were great engines of war here; Cralk saw a warp lightning cannon trundling slowly into position hauled by teams of serf-rats. Close by, Clanrats and Warlocks surged across the narrow plain from Spit Hollow – a warpstone mine beneath an outcrop of jagged rock, a paradise of noxious fume and tight scamper-tunnels. The mine linked back to Blight City through gnawholes – tears in reality itself – and the land around it had been transformed over years. Now, the plains surrounding the city were plagued and strange, fissures spewing warp smoke and pools of mud that burned like acid scarring the ground. At the edge of this, in sight of the Spit Hollow rock itself, the reptilian army had coalesced – that was the word the Clan Masters had used, and Cralk probed it in his mind like a tongue feeling the shape of a broken tooth. 

			As the last leg of the run began, Cralk snapped his eyes from the massing skaven army joining in glorious battle. He did not look at the sky above, which was boiling with black clouds. He stared instead at the ranks of lizard warriors and chose his spot. Not too close to the big-big one, he thought, steering away from a great beast twice the height of his wheel towards a patch of creatures armed with spear and shield, howling and gnashing their teeth. Each one was easily double the size of a Clanrat, their rippling muscles taut beneath shimmering scales. 
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