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			Chapter One

			UPON THE EVE OF WAR

			Mordavia, before the Battle of the Dead City

			WHUMP – WHUMP, WHU-WHUMP! 

			The beat of the Big Drum rolled through the still air of the evening like the colossal heartbeat of a godbeast. 

			WHUMP – WHUMP, WHU-WHUMP!

			Brog­nakk the Skinner felt its basso boom vibrate in his barrel chest. The sound sent a surge of exhilaration through the old megaboss. A spike of aggression tightened his fist instinctively around his massive double-bladed choppa, Krump, until its gnarled leather bindings creaked.

			WHUMP – WHUMP, WHU-WHUMP!

			The sound bounced off the mountains that towered like Gorkamorka’s tusks to the north. It boomed like thunder over the ruined cityscape that sprawled before Brog­nakk, its sunken streets and canyons black with shadow, the hard planes of its ruined buildings daubed bloody down one flank by the setting light of Hysh.

			WHUMP – WHUMP, WHU-WHUMP!

			The Big Drum itself had been hauled to the top of the ruined watchtower that overlooked the road north of the city. Crude block and tackle winches and a great deal of gargant muscle had got the drum into position, and now a pair of hulking ogors pounded away at it with double-handed beaters made from obsidian and monster-bones. 

			Beneath him, Brog­nakk’s maw-krusha steed shifted restlessly. It hunched on a crag overlooking the watchtower and the drum. He had named the enormous beast Smash; this was in part because of what Brog­nakk had seen it do to Boss Graznak’s ’ardboyz the day he killed Graznak and took the monstrous steed for his own, and partly because he didn’t have time for all that imaginative mucking about. Let the weaker races mess around with fancy names for their weapons and mounts and what have you. While they were wasting time with such nonsense, the orruks would be kicking down their castle doors and smashing their teeth in. 

			‘Steady, lad,’ growled Brog­nakk as Smash stirred again. The maw-krusha pounded one huge, scaly fist against the lip of the crag, dislodging a spill of scree. Brog­nakk gave his steed an affectionate whack on the back of the skull with his own clenched fist, asserting dominance as naturally as he breathed air. ‘It’s da drum, innit? You feel it too,’ he said. His maw-krusha gave a deep, rumbling snarl that sounded like wet rocks grinding together deep beneath the earth. Brog­nakk chose to take that as assent. It was the Big Drum, he thought, the war beat of Gorkamorka pounding out until it filled the valley. How could Smash not respond to that? How could any of them not?

			At the thought of Gorkamorka, Brog­nakk spat superstitiously, first right then left. One for each head of the Great Green God.

			‘Come on, lad. They’ll be gavvered by now,’ said the leathery old megaboss, and gave his steed another whack to get it moving. Smash let out a deafening roar then launched itself from the lip of the crag and spread its wings wide. Maw-krushas couldn’t really fly, per se, not like the fancy winged beasts of Sigmar’s storm ladz or the twisted-up terrors that the biggest Chaos boyz rode to battle. They were too big, too tough, solid lumps of muscle and bone that even the widest wingspan wouldn’t keep aloft indefinitely. Instead they leapt and glided, as Smash did now, launching itself high into the air with a tremendous shove of its heavily muscled forelimbs then catching the air and soaring upon it with the wide flaps of skin that stretched bat-like between its wrists and hind legs. 

			Brog­nakk grabbed onto the pommel of his saddle and enjoyed the sensation of acceleration. Smash shot over the watchtower where the Big Drum still pounded, greenskin shamans and warchanters gibbering, dancing and adding their own drumbeats about its base. The maw-krusha sailed down over the lower slopes and as it went its shadow swept over a sea of shanty-encampments. Fire smoke billowed around Brog­nakk, parting in a whirl as Smash plunged through it. Crude idols to Gorkamorka jutted up everywhere, ramshackle agglomerations of rubble, hewn wood, war trophies and dung daubed with vibrant colours and jangling with cheap bells and trinkets. Smash clipped a few of the tallest and Brog­nakk leered at the cries of shock from below as rubble crashed down on surprised orruks and ogors. Thousands upon thousands of warri­ors marched beneath Brog­nakk’s flayed-skin banner, and they teemed underneath him as he rushed like an angry wind towards the valley floor.

			The slopes raced past below, thick with grass, undergrowth and giant emerald-green ferns that broke like green waves against the rocky outcroppings jutting amidst them. Ahead, the ruins of the city swelled larger with alarming rapidity as the horde’s forward positions approached. 

			‘Dat way,’ barked Brog­nakk, wrenching Smash’s head around as they whipped past a hillock crawling with chanting Bonesplitterz and the Morkagork hove into sight. The enormous war fort had been wheeled all the way to the fringe of the city’s crumbling northern districts and now loomed, huge and menacing, as its two wood-and-iron visages watched the city sink into twilit shadow. Brog­nakk’s black old heart swelled with pride at the sight of the Morkagork, as it always did when he saw the colossal war engine. He had enslaved an entire nation of Spiderfang grots to build it, working most of them to death as they hacked down the web-festooned trees of their dank valleys and mined their shadowy caverns for the materials to make Brog­nakk’s rolling tribute to the Great Green God. It was a veritable castle on iron wheels, moved by gargants chained into its lowest level, bedecked to resemble Gorkamorka and loaded up with deck upon deck of spear chukkas. For now, its presence was a brazen challenge to any enemy entering the valley. It said, ‘Orruks is ’ere, get gone or get ready fer a fight.’ 

			It would rain spears down upon the enemy in support of his horde when the big fight came, as it always did. 

			And there was a big fight coming, thought Brog­nakk. 

			Of that he was sure. 

			His warchiefs had gathered in the shadow of the Morkagork as instructed. He could see his sail-like Waaagh! banner rising from amidst the tumbled ruins of an ancient structure that squatted on the very fringe of the ruined city. Mobs of orruks and ogors lolled about the courtyard before it. The hand-picked ladz of Brog­nakk’s best warchiefs eyed each other belligerently across the cracked and sprouting expanse of stone. It wouldn’t take much to spark a fight between them, he knew. Greenskins and ogors alike forgot quickly who was in charge, started getting ideas in their heads about being biggest and best. 

			And nothing proved supremacy amongst Gorkamorka’s teeming offspring like a good bit of violence.

			‘Time t’remind ’em who’s in charge,’ snarled Brog­nakk and leant forward over Smash’s scaled neck, his tusked leer widening. The rushing wind squeezed tears from the corners of his right eye, though it had no power to trouble the glowing green gem that had long ago replaced his left. It sang through the metal plates hammered into Brog­nakk’s flesh and rattled the assortment of tribal charms that hung about his thick, green neck. 

			Smash came down with meteoric force amidst the warchiefs’ body­guards. The maw-krusha hit so hard that stone shards splintered and burst up around its great knuckles, rattling from its thick hide. The beast let out a stupendous bellow of rage, so deafening that luckless orruks fell back with blood squirting from their ears and noses. 

			WHUMP – WHUMP, WHU-WHUMP came the endless drumbeat from the slopes above as Smash ploughed a path through the warchiefs’ retinues. Its huge clawed fists left deep craters in the stone, more than one painted with the remains of Ironjawz orruks too slow to get out of the way. The beast’s club-like tail swung behind it, swatting an ogor from his feet and breaking the arm of another armoured orruk. One greenskin, a real monster with spiked shoulder guards and a double-handed choppa, stood his ground and bellowed a challenge as Smash ploughed towards him. 

			Brave, Brog­nakk thought, but really, really stupid. Smash’s head shot forward on its saurian neck. Its gaping jaws stretched wide then slammed shut like a mantrap. Fangs thicker than Brog­nakk’s arms punched through iron, flesh and bone. Blood jetted as the orruk’s legs flopped to the ground, relieved of the rest of his body in a single monstrous bite. They were mashed to pulp an instant later as Smash ploughed on, head thrown back and gullet working as it crunched the challenger down – armour, blade and all. 

			There was a gaping rent in the far side of the building that his warchiefs had gathered in, but a megaboss of Brog­nakk’s station didn’t go around. He went through.

			Smash reared up on its stubby hind legs like a massive simian and pounded its huge green claw-fists into the side of the ruin. Ancient stonework cracked and gave, and the maw-krusha ploughed through amidst a rain of tumbling rock and billowing dust. Cries of shock and alarm met Brog­nakk as his steed shouldered its way through the hole. Indistinct shapes tumbled away amidst dust and shadow. 

			Brog­nakk pulled in a huge breath, rose high in his saddle with Krump brandished high above his head, and bellowed at the top of his lungs. 

			‘WAAAGH!’

			Coughing and retching, his warchiefs answered his bellow as best they could. As the dust began to clear they raised war cries of their own, fighting to stand their ground and show neither fear nor weakness to their boss of bosses. Bloody evening light spilled through cracks in the ruin and spread crimson fingers over the assembled warchiefs. 

			As he loomed above them, Brog­nakk nodded grimly to himself. There was Thrugg the Wrecker, Big Drekk and Gazblagg, the lesser megabosses who commanded the thousands of Ironjawz that made up the core of his horde. Big Drekk’s gore-grunta steed, Trampla, had deposited a sizeable heap of dung at the sudden arrival of the mega­boss, but was now pawing and snorting as it squared up to Smash. Drekk’s luckless grot slaves were even now digging their way out of the piled ordure with squeals of revulsion. 

			There was old Shrakka One-Tusk, who carried Brog­nakk’s banner into battle lashed to his muscled back. There was Zag Zagog, the wurrgog prophet of Brog­nakk’s Bonechewer allies, squatting atop a rubble-heap with his masked head cocked sideways. A few steps below him stood Crushes Gitz, the monstrous Bonechewer big boss who served as Zag Zagog’s right hand. Across from them loomed Gormm, the corpulent, gold-bearded tyrant of Brog­nakk’s ogor followers, and his chief butcher Kurrg, a stinking mass of blubber, gore-stains and hate. 

			To Brog­nakk’s right lurked his own complement of weirdnob shamans, gathered in a shuddering, gibbering clump around the biggest of their number, Gobblagabba. The weirdnob’s bulging eyes met Brog­nakk’s for a moment and flashed with the bloody light of the evening. 

			There were other leaders there, dozens of them, orruk warlords and swaggering big bosses, lesser Bonechewers who stomped and yelled, even a smattering of grots whose tribes had managed to keep up with the horde thus far and hadn’t yet been trampled or eaten. Brog­nakk hadn’t bothered to learn any of their names. What was the point? They were no threat to him, and most of them probably wouldn’t live long enough for him to remember them anyway. 

			‘What’re yooz lot doin’ dossin’ around here?’ roared Brog­nakk. He was gratified to see surprise and panic flash across many faces. Always best to keep them off balance, he thought. He glowered around, Smash stomping and snarling beneath him. A steady pattering of liquid hitting stone sounded through the taut stillness; the beast drooled in anticipation of devouring any who displeased its master. 

			‘Well?’ Brog­nakk demanded in a furious shout. ‘Come on, zoggers! Who’s got da guts to answer me?’ 

			Thrugg the Wrecker apparently did. He stomped forward through the haze, massive cleavers in hand, and planted himself four-square before Smash. 

			‘Yooz told us to, boss,’ he snarled, managing to make it sound like a challenge. At a thump from Brog­nakk, Smash craned its head forward until its slablike muzzle was inches from Thrugg’s face. Hot wind blew from the monster’s nostrils and set the buckles of the orruk’s armour to jingling. Drool splattered his iron-shod feet, but Thrugg didn’t so much as flinch. That one would bear watching, Brog­nakk thought. 

			‘And why’d I tell ya to, eh?’ demanded Brog­nakk. He saw Thrugg fish for an answer, come up with an empty net then heft his cleavers in case he had to defend himself from his megaboss’ wrath. 

			The weird, singsong voice of Gobblagabba pulled Brog­nakk up short. 

			‘Coz Gorkamorka told yooz dat was what we ’ad to do, and when da Great Green God tellz ya sumfing, all da orruks and da ogors and da grots gotta do it!’

			He’d been looking forward to making an example of a few choice gits, put the fear of him back in the rest of them. Reasoning out the answer he was after would have been beyond all but the most inspired of them – frankly, he was amazed a couple of these monstrous war leaders could even manage breathing and walking at the same time while off the battlefield – but his chief weirdnob had spoiled the moment by getting it right. 

			Of course, that was hardly fair, thought Brog­nakk, being as it was Gobblagabba who had had the vision in the first place. 

			He turned in his saddle and stared sourly at the rag-clad weirdnob. Hulking but oddly scrawny, the shaman leaned heavily on a staff hewn from a snarg tusk and wore a peculiar crown of squig fangs and stone fragments bound around his skull with wire. His eyes bulged, wide and mad amidst a crude skull-mask of face paint, yet though his gaze roved madly here and there, Brog­nakk always had the sense that Gobblagabba saw right into him. 

			The lesser shamans that made up Gobblagabba’s peculiar retinue shuffled subtly away from their boss as Brog­nakk’s regard fell upon him. Bonkers they might be, gibbering and smeared in their own fluids in several cases, but none was deranged enough to stand their ground in front of the megaboss’ anger. None but Gobbla­gabba. But then, Brog­nakk reflected, he had surely been struck by Gorkamorka’s own fist. Brog­nakk would never follow his visions so slavishly otherwise. 

			‘Yeah, dat’s right,’ growled the megaboss, his tone dangerously low. ‘Yoo’z all ’ere coz Gorkamorka hisself said you ’ad to be, and I speak for Gorkamorka!’ Brog­nakk paused to spit right then left, then tapped one splintered claw against his biggest Waaagh! charm for luck. 

			‘So you say, big orruk, but why?’ came the deep rumble of Tyrant Gormm’s voice. Brog­nakk turned, bristling, to stare the massive ogor down. You always had to be ready for a fight with that one, thought the megaboss. Ogors took more bossing than most, on account of them being bigger than everyone except the gargants, and smart enough to be trouble. 

			‘Wotcha mean why?’ roared Brog­nakk. ‘Ain’t da word of yer mega­boss and yer god good enough?’ 

			Gormm stroked his golden mustachios with fingers thicker than a grot’s arms and shifted his massive bulk with apparent unconcern. The wealth of golden trinkets that pierced his flesh jingled against the slabs of armour bolted in a hotchpotch across his frame. He hadn’t even drawn the colossal hooked sword that he wore across his back, Brog­nakk noted; the tyrant was doing everything in his power to tell the megaboss that he wasn’t scared of him at all. Another one to watch. 

			‘Maybe is, maybe isn’t,’ replied Gormm as though he were giving the matter deep thought. ‘Thing is, what’s the point? What we doin’ here? No fightin’, ’cept with each other. No loot, ’cept wot we nick off each other. Nothin’ to eat… ’cept each other…’ This last was delivered with a meaningful stare and a heavy pat of the ogor’s massive belly. Brog­nakk’s lip curled back from his jagged tusks. As though he’d end his days as ogor fodder, he thought scornfully. Gorkamorka had bigger plans for him than that! 

			Brog­nakk kicked Smash’s scaled flanks and urged his steed to stomp across the ruin until he loomed over Gormm. Crimson light fell across the tyrant through a rent in the walls, turning his gaudy ­finery to fire and gore. Beside him hulked Kurrg, piggy eyes glinting. The stinking butcher fished a decaying orruk arm from the burlap meat-sack he kept stapled to his backflesh and slowly and deliberately began to crunch upon it. 

			‘Dis is why I’m da boss, and you ain’t,’ said Brog­nakk in a tone clearly reserved for the terminally stupid. ‘Dis is why it’s my zoggin’ great banner flyin’ over dis city and not yours. You ain’t got da smartz to see beyond your next bellyful, do ya?’ 

			Gormm bristled and let one hand stray to the grip of his blade. 

			‘It’s ’cause you’re the boss that we’re sittin’ on the edge of a dead pile o’ rocks doin’ nothin’. And now you got the big boomer going, and what’s gonna happen when your mates hear it and show up but there’s nothin’ here but us, eh?’ 

			Brog­nakk felt the eyes of all the assembled bosses on him, on this confrontation. He felt the tension crackling in the air, taut and violent enough to make the weirdnobs and the wurrgog groan and gibber. They twitched spasmodically, green sparks crackling around them and strange lights glowing from their eyes. He relished it. It made him feel alive. He drew himself up to his full height and sneered down at Gormm. 

			‘Gorkamorka sez dere’s somethin’ shiny somewhere in da city. Somethin’ so shiny and so powerful dat everyone’s gonna want it. He sez when da big ghostyquake ’appened it zogged up wotever was hidin’ da shiny wotsit and so now everyone’s gonna come lookin’ for it. And when dey do dere’s goin’ to be da best scrap any orruk ever set eyes on! Dat’s why we’s ’ere, ya dung-skull mound o’ gutz, coz when everyone comes lookin’ for the shiny fing we’s goin’ to clobber ’em all! Gettit?’ 

			Brog­nakk waited while the slower of his war leaders slogged their way along the path to understanding. Some of them had heard bits of this already, he knew; some of them had been there the night Gobblagabba had had his Waaagh! vision. Some still bore the scars from the searing torrent of ectoplasmic vomit that had erupted from the weirdnob’s distended maw as the Great Green God bellowed through him. Still, there had been too much grumbling, too much second-guessing; orruks and ogors got bored extremely quickly and sitting around for more than a day or so with no one to fight was bound to make them mutinous.

			Hence the need for him to assert a little dominance. 

			‘You says fight’s coming, but where is it?’ snarled Gormm, metal scraping as he drew his massive blade. ‘I reckon you don’t know nuffin’. I reckon you’re out of ideas, hopin’ Gorkamorka gets you out of mess before we work out our megaboss gone soft between ears. I reckon time for a new leader.’ 

			The tension filling the ruin seemed to billow and expand until the walls fairly creaked with it. Orruks, ogors and grots watched with avid eyes. Wurrgog Zag Zagog shook his fetish-laden staff until bones rattled eerily together like the rattling of some huge serpent. From somewhere near the rear of the structure came the sound of a weirdnob being violently ill. 

			‘Can’t yooz feel it? Is you too stupid?’ growled Brog­nakk, casting one hand out towards the ruined city even now sinking down into the gloom of night. On the slope above them, countless campfires belched smoke and fume into the darkening sky. 

			At that, Gormm faltered momentarily. He could feel something, thought Brog­nakk triumphantly. They all could, had done since they got here. Something calling to them from deep within the sprawling, half-subsided ruin of the city. Something that whispered of power, that teased the mind with hallucinatory echoes of glory then faded so suddenly it felt as though it had been imagined all along. It was all the proof Brog­nakk needed that Gobblagabba’s vision was true. 

			‘All I feel is hungry! And I hate feeling hungry! Time for a new boss!’ roared Gormm, rallying and swinging his blade in a mighty arc. Brog­nakk, who had seen the blow coming from half a league away, leaned forward and swung his own blade to meet it. The two weapons crashed together, the echo of their impact ringing around the confined space of the ruin. Smash reared back with a deafening roar, swung its massive fists up and brought them crashing down on Gormm. The tyrant heaved himself aside, Kurrg falling backwards with a growl of surprise and dropping his half-chewed orruk arm. Stone smashed and shrapnel flew, peppering both ogors with bloody but superficial wounds. 

			Even as the butcher scrambled backwards, spitting blood and curses, Smash swung around to follow Gormm. There came a shriek from behind Brog­nakk’s back as the maw-krusha’s club-tail caught a luckless grot chieftain and flung him away to land in a bloody and broken tangle. The megaboss barely noticed, all his attention fixed on Gormm. The tyrant stepped back as though gathering momentum for a leap, then swung his blade high over his head and lunged in again, aiming to hack through Smash’s scaly neck. Brog­nakk flung himself from the saddle, his double-bladed choppa shuddering as it met Gormm’s weapon again with thunderous force. Sparks flew. Weirdnobz howled and chanted. Green energies crackled through the air. 

			Gormm staggered back and Brog­nakk the Skinner hit the ground boots first. He kept his balance and stormed forward, swinging first one blade of his massive polearm then the other, almost as though he were paddling a crude canoe. The tyrant smashed the first blow aside, swung to block the second one, just managed to block the third. Then his heel caught a chunk of rubble and he staggered. Brog­nakk struck, Krump’s blade slicing into Gormm’s thick neck. Blood gushed as it cut through flesh, muscle and fat, but Gormm was far from done. Despite the grievous wound he bulled forward with a roar, body-checking Brog­nakk with his sheer bulk and sending the megaboss staggering back in his turn. 

			The hooksword whistled round in a disembowelling cut that Brog­nakk just managed to parry. The tip of the ogor’s blade skated upward from the clash and snagged in the megaboss’ bottom lip, ripping away a sizeable chunk of flesh as it sailed past. Pain and anger drove Brog­nakk forward again, spitting blood as he rained blows on his larger opponent. From behind he heard Smash roar, but he replied with a furious bellow of his own. 

			Stay out of this, it said, an alpha beast asserting its dominance. This isn’t your kill. 

			He heard his steed’s pounding fist-falls recede, heard Smash give a truculent snarl, but he had no time to look around. Gore was sheeting down the tyrant’s right side now, spilling in pulsing floods from his neck wound and draining his strength with every pumping heartbeat. Still Gormm put up a mighty fight, blocking and parrying with brute force, letting more than one of Brog­nakk’s blows ring from his heavy armour plates, then managing to get a right hook through the orruk’s guard hard enough to ring his head like a bell and dislodge one of his huge tusks. 

			Brog­nakk hadn’t got as far as he had simply by being big, or strong, or tough. To be a megaboss you needed to listen to both of Gorkamorka’s heads. He went with the blow, stumbling back, feigning worse injury than he had truly taken. Seeing his opening, Gormm roared as he swung his blade up, ready to bring it down for the killing strike. Fast as a thundering avalanche, Brog­nakk swung Krump up and sliced into his opponent’s gut. He split the ogor’s belly-plate with a resounding clang and spilled Gormm’s capacious innards across the floor in a wet spill before spinning the double-bladed weapon up and around to hack through his forearms. 

			The tyrant’s face twisted into a mask of horrified agony as his brain caught up with the fatal wounds he had suffered and his blade, still clutched in two severed hands, clanged to the ground. Gormm crashed down on his knees, pawing with bloody stumps to regather his emancipated intestines, then crashed face first into his own spilled guts and did not move again.

			For a heartbeat, silence reigned through the ruin. Then Brog­nakk’s war leaders raised a bestial cheer for their megaboss’ victory. They stamped their iron-shod feet, bellowed their war cries and punched one another exuberantly while the weirdnobs wailed and howled. 

			Brog­nakk turned his gaze on Kurrg. The butcher still sat amidst the rubble, staring with wary hunger at the carcass of his former master. 

			‘You got a problem wiv lissenin’ to Gorkamorka?’ asked Brog­nakk, then spat first right then left. 

			Slowly, Kurrg shook his head and wiped slobber from his purple lips with the back of one scarred hand. 

			‘Good. Den yoo’z in charge of my ogors,’ said Brog­nakk. ‘Eat wotcha like of ’im, but don’t knacker his skin. I wants dat for my banner, gottit?’ 

			Kurrg nodded again, more enthusiastically this time. Then, grabbing a cleaver and a meat hook from his belt, the bloated butcher fell upon Gormm’s corpse with eager appetite. 

			Ignoring the revolting sounds of crunching and slobbering coming from behind him, Brog­nakk swung back up onto Smash’s back and gave the beast an affectionate clout. He looked around at the gathered war leaders, all staring at him in the gloom, ready once again to follow his lead. 

			For now. No doubt more examples would have to be made. They always did; that was Gorkamorka’s way and it was as close to holy as his teeming children got. 

			WHUMP – WHUMP, WHU-WHUMP went the drumbeat from high on the hill. Chanting and roaring rose to meet it, both inside the ruin and without. 

			WHUMP – WHUMP, WHU-WHUMP! 

			It was the pounding of Gorkamorka’s mighty green heart, and Brog­nakk’s own beat in time with it. He knew Gobblagabba had spoken true. He knew a great fight was coming, maybe the best he’d ever had. 

			WHUMP – WHUMP, WHU-WHUMP! 

			He felt again that strange tug from inside the city, thought for a moment he saw a shadow of great towers rising around him and glimmering energies spilling from his blades in roiling clouds. Then the feeling was gone, and he found himself hungry as he always was after a good scrap. 

			‘Now wotcha waitin’ for, ya gang of zoggers? Let’s break out da meat and fungus brew and celebrate da fight dat’s comin’ our way!’

			Another ragged cheer, almost drowned out by the drum’s incessant beat as it rolled away across the dark, still ruins of the long-dead city. 

			WHUMP – WHUMP, WHU-WHUMP! 
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